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Adrien never liked being in this part of town, dirty, criminal hotbed that it was. He stood in the doorway of a brothel, three doors down from a seedy tavern and across the street from a gambling den, and wondered just where he’d gone wrong in life to end up there at three o’clock in the morning. He’d just come off a case, finishing off his quarry with no finesse, only brute force. He was beyond tired and should have gone directly home, but something had snagged his attention—the flare of raw magical power. It smacked of a power burst, something from an untrained child, but here? In the slums of London? Outside, in the frozen landscape with snow piled up along the streets?

It had seemed unwise to ignore it, as power bursts like that were normally a call for help. So, Adrien had followed it, but now he was in the middle of god knows where, freezing because of the extreme temperatures, his nose threatening to fall off if he stayed out here even a minute longer. Worse yet, he’d lost the magical trail he’d been following which had led him down here in the first place, so he had no idea which way to turn.

Anyone who thought being a sorcerer was a glamorous occupation had bats in their belfry.

Disgusted with the situation in general, himself in particular, he decided to call it quits for the night. Time to return home, to the more respectable part of town, and tumble into his bed. He moved off the doorstep before he could get propositioned—again—and headed for the next corner. Did taxis even run at this time of night? Sod it, he’d find a half-respectable doorway and—

A pained cry and grunt came from an alley near him. He turned automatically and hurried toward the source, unable to ignore that sound of distress. Upon arrival, the sight that met his eyes made his blood boil over. In the refuse and stink of the alley lay a young person—he couldn’t tell from this angle whether it be male or female—with a larger, drunken brute kicking their torso abusively.

“Halt!” Adrien barked, the hem of his coat flaring as he moved sharply toward the two. “Stop that this instant, before I curse you stupid.”

The man stopped kicking, his gait a little unsteady, and looked up to sneer at Adrien. “This is no businessh of yoursh. I bought thish boy. Move on.”

Despite the drunken slur, this was obviously a man of education; the clothes he wore indicated he was either a lord or a very wealthy merchant’s son. Adrien took in his state of semi-undress, then the young man lying on the dirty ground, who had his pants down to his thighs, and the obvious hit him.

This bastard had bought a male prostitute, and either in shame or rage, was taking out his frustrations on the poor child.

The anger Adrien felt before jumped to another level entirely. He let a curse fly off his tongue, the words roughly delivered. The man paled hearing them and staggered back, as the words for magic were unmistakable even to a novice’s ear. The boy on the ground looked stunned, staring up at Adrien wide-eyed.

“In case you’re wondering,” Adrien snarled, “I just cursed you to have pustulant boils on your cock every time you get an erection for the next year. That is the very least of what you deserve for your abuse of this young man. If I catch you near a prostitute again, I’ll renew the curse for ten years. Now, get out of my sight before I lose my temper completely.”

“Y-you can’t—” His protest died, clearly too late to deny anything now or argue against it. The curse was already laid. Adrien’s curses were palpable and quick, and he could see the very moment the man felt the boils, as he shuddered from head to toe. Pale faced, he grasped his clothes and fled the alley, pushing past Adrien in the process, as the narrowness of the walls forced the contact.

Adrien let him pass, his concern now fully centered on the boy still lying on the cold stone. Kneeling, he requested, “Lie still now, a little longer. Let me heal you.”

“Please don’t, sir,” the boy gasped in a threadbare whisper, “I can’t pay you for such treatment.”

“Nonsense, I don’t require it,” Adrien assured him gently. He stripped off his gloves, reaching out to touch the boy’s side with probing fingers. The first touch sent a spark straight through Adrien, and he froze, staring in disbelief.

Oh hell.

This was the source of the magical trail earlier? This boy? Adrien studied him more carefully in the very dim lighting available. A teenager, perhaps fourteen or so, thin as a rail, fair-haired and perhaps fair-skinned as well, although it was hard to tell under the bruises forming around his eye, along his jaw, and the across tilted set of his nose. How the hell had this boy gotten so old without someone noticing his magical affinity? All children were tested at eight years old, that was standard practice. They were immediately introduced to either masters or a private institution for training. To be this old without either was unheard of.

Swearing internally, Adrien bent back to the task of healing him, as either way, that needed to happen. Adrien’s magic flared into visible lines, overlaying the body in front of him, blazing in signals and numbers, reporting the damage. Three cracked ribs, a bruised lung, and multiple bruises and lacerations on his torso, arms, and face. Was the bastard trying to kill him? The bruised lung alone was life-threatening.

The boy shivered under the magic, or perhaps from the cold seeping into his skin. Then he lifted a hand, watching as his wounds closed up and disappeared, eyes wide with wonder. “That’s bloody amazing, sir.”

“It is,” Adrien responded lightly even as he debated the best course of action. He absolutely could not leave the boy here. “Give it another moment to fully heal your ribs, then we’ll get you off this nasty ground. I’m Adrien Danvers. Who might you be, lad?”

Those wide eyes looked in danger of popping out of his head. “The sorcerer Adrien Danvers?”

“Heard of me, have you?” This pleased Adrien a great deal. He’d only been in this business seven years and didn’t always spent his time in England. Prior knowledge would help speed this conversation along.

“Sir, I doubt there’s a bloke in all of England that ain’t heard of you,” the boy stumbled out, still incredulous. “Whatcha doing out here, this time o’ morning?”

“As it turns out, looking for you.” Judging that the magic had done its job, he levered the boy carefully to his feet.

The boy quickly pulled up his pants and redid the buttons, his head turned away from Adrien as he did so. Another shiver racked him from head to toe. “’S not possible, sir.”

“Very possible. Here, I’ll prove it. Hold out your hand.”

Wary, but with no real reason to distrust Adrien, he held out a hand. Adrien placed his hand flat on top, then lifted it quickly, leaving a magical flame behind. The boy yelped, jerking in shock, then stared incredulously as the flame continued to dance on his palm without going out or causing him injury.

“I would not have been able to leave a flame unless you yourself had the magic to support it,” Adrien informed him factually. “I came into this godforsaken area of the city because I sensed raw magical power and followed the trail, but I lost it several minutes ago. Of course I did—it’s obvious now your power turned internally to try and mitigate the damage. You, young man, are my business here.”

The boy stared at the dancing flame for the longest moment, seeming to doubt his own eyes and senses.

A little impatient, as Adrien felt exhaustion pulling at his very bones and still wanted his bed, he prodded, “Your name, lad?”

“Julian,” he whispered.

“Julian,” Adrien repeated. No last name? “I must ask you the obvious questions, I fear. Have you a master? Parents?”

Shaking his head no, Julian steadfastly refused to look at him, eyes trained on the dancing flame in his hands.

“I thought as much, otherwise I would not have found you here.” Adrien paused to consider the matter. He absolutely could not leave this boy here, not with the sheer amount of power he possessed. Untrained, raw as it was, and still Adrien had sensed it eight blocks over? Simply inconceivable.

There were possible pitfalls, however. A male escort who specialized in servicing other men would draw all the wrong attention to himself. The state of the laws as they were, Adrien sadly could not trust the boy to any other master’s care. Once they learned his former occupation, he’d be immediately sent to the gaol. Despite it being 1931, English laws were still very harsh and specific about what two men could do together, and intercourse of any sort was a quick way to end up with a prison sentence unless done in secret.

Adrien felt aching sympathy for the child. He himself was resigned to that kind of secrecy, a price to pay for a moment’s worth of intimacy. Even if Julian had been forced into this occupation, that he’d had men as partners told Adrien much. The thought crossed his mind to perhaps contact his friend Anastasia, or even Cynric, to take the boy on as an apprentice. Adrien wasn’t sure if he could do a good job as a master. He’d never even considered it before. But…as understanding as the twins were, there were aspects they just couldn’t empathize with. Adrien could. He and Julian were alike in some respects.

Perhaps this was a mistake. Perhaps he should rethink this decision he was making on little sleep while shivering in the cold. Adrien had never considered taking on an apprentice, but the facts stood as they were, and he couldn’t in good conscience try and shuffle the responsibility to anyone else.

“Well, you have a master now, if you’ll accept me.”

Julian snapped his head up, staring nearly eye to eye with Adrien. Even as a teenager, he had more height than Adrien, which smarted a mite. “Sir. Y-you can’t mean…”

When he trailed off uncertainly, Adrien completed firmly, “That I’ll take you on as an apprentice—yes, of course I will. You should have already had a master, at the very least been introduced to a school, and it’s inexcusable to find one with your talent in this state. Now, will you accept me?”

His mouth opened and closed several times, body shaking. “Sir, I’d dearly love to, but…”

Not understanding what would make him hesitate, Adrien pressed him. “What? Julian, if you don’t explain the problem, I can’t understand nor help you address it. What?”

“Sir, I have a brother here,” Julian finished in a rush, words nearly tripping over each other. “I can’t leave him behind. He won’t survive on his own.”

“Ah.” Adrien pondered the problem for a moment. “Is this a blood relative or a brother of your heart?”

Julian bit his lip uncertainly and failed to respond.

“The latter, huh?” He’d truly never thought he’d have two children to look after, but…well. He understood the importance of family and what the loss of them entailed. He frankly wouldn’t wish that pain on anyone. “It makes no difference to me, you understand, a brother is a brother no matter how you acquired him. I just asked for curiosity’s sake. All right, if you refuse to go without him, then I’ll take him in as well.”

Julian froze, even breathing beyond him. He managed a croaked, “You will?”

“I’ll figure out what to do with him later. Maybe train him to be my valet? I’m in need of one.” Adrien dismissed the concern with a shrug, as he could ponder the matter when his mind wasn’t mush. “For now, let’s go fetch your brother. I want to be in bed before the sun rises again.”

“Thank you.” Julian gave him a quick bow, clutching the flame to his chest with both hands. “Thank you so much.”

Loosening the coat around his shoulders, Adrien pulled it off and put it around Julian, as the boy was not sensibly dressed for this freezing weather. “Just drop your hands to let the flame go out, no need to hold it any longer. Don’t be nervous, the moment you intend for it to go out, your power will withdraw from the flame. Just like that. Good. Lead me to him quickly, then.”

Julian headed off at a quick pace, clutching the coat around him, a smile flickering on and off his face like a gaslight. He kept glancing back at Adrien, uncertain, then with renewed confidence. Adrien had the notion the boy believed he was passed out and dreaming this whole thing up. How often had he dreamed of being rescued out of this foul place?

They went down two streets and into a brothel that had definitely seen better days, judging from the peeling paint on the trim. Adrien’s nose wrinkled at the stench of beer, vomit, and other things he didn’t want to identify. Hell’s bells, the boy worked here? Perhaps even lived here. Places like these treated human beings like cattle. Adrien hated the very existence of them.

Julian went to a side door, slipping past the warped wood, then paused to whisper, “Master, I’m not sure how safe it’ll be for you to follow me up. I’ve payment due, see, and no money to offer the boss. Mac’s likely in the same state.”

“Tell me something, Julian.” Adrien unfortunately felt he knew the answer and could already feel his temper stirring, but he forced himself to ask the question anyway. “That prick from before. Did he refuse payment, and you persisted, and that’s why he beat you?”

A little shamefaced, Julian nodded. “More or less, Master.”

“I should have cursed him for ten years after all,” Adrien muttered in disgust. “All right, I understand the problem, and if that’s really the case then I absolutely can’t let you go in there alone. Lead the way, lad, I’ve got your back.”

That seemed a novel concept—an adult’s protection—as Julian seemed quite taken aback at the statement. Then his smile flicked on again, tentatively, and he led the way up the very narrow stairs. Adrien kept right at his heels despite his exhaustion. He’d already been up since dawn, and this day had not been an easy one. He was nearing the time of being up for twenty-four hours straight, and likely would by the time he settled his two apprentices at home. Would this day simply never end?

Ah, dammit, he’d have to at least examine them before he could let them rest, too. Even though he’d healed Julian, he’d not thought to check if the boy had caught anything from his clients, and with his brother working the same occupation…best to nip anything in the bud. It wouldn’t be without its costs—the potions he had on hand for that sort of business weren’t cheap—but if luck were with all of them, the boys would prove clear of infection.

With one more thing on his to-do list, Adrien felt even wearier than before. He’d definitely be sleeping in late.

At the top of the stairs, Julian went left, passing several doors. Judging by the sounds, each room was occupied in every sense of the word. When they reached the end of the hallway, Julian opened another door that revealed a second staircase, which he took up. This time, they went into a large, open space with a low ceiling. An attic made over into a dormitory of sorts? There was no heat source up here and Adrien could literally see his breath. He counted a dozen beds, most of them occupied. People actually slept up here in this frigid cold?

Julian went straight to one, laying his hand on the sleeping boy’s shoulder and shaking him urgently awake. The occupant sat up quickly, and a whispered conversation ensued before Julian’s brother looked sharply toward Adrien.

Not willing to stand about in the very dim interior, and wanting some heat, Adrien snapped his fingers and lit a flame to dance over his open palm. The sight of it startled the boy still in bed, but it also seemed to convince him on some point, as he readily rolled out of the cot and pulled on a jacket and boots.

Julian led him over, standing close to his friend although not quite touching. “This is MacMallin, Master.”

“A pleasure, MacMallin,” Adrien greeted politely, taking the boy’s measure. He looked Adrien right in the eye—again, a teenager with superior height to his own—dark, curly hair sticking out at interesting angles, lean frame, with a half-starved look to him. Seemed to be of the same age as Julian, but stronger and more robust the other boy. With decent meals and a chance for proper rest, MacMallin would become a formidable figure. Those golden eyes were sharp and weighing on Adrien. With that name, he had to be of Irish descent. “I’m Adrien Danvers, Sorcerer.”

“Yes, sir, so Jules said. He really has magic in him?” MacMallin didn’t sound doubting, more flabbergasted.

“We’re all surprised on that point, me more than anyone, as he should have been found as a child and taken in. Believe me, I’ll investigate as to why he’s here instead. For now, gentlemen, I’m very tired and want to be home. Gather up whatever belongings you wish to take along with you and then let us leave this place.”

He expected questions, at the very least, but received nothing of the kind. The boys returned to the bed—the same bed, and wasn’t that interesting? They pulled out a few things from under the mattress and squirreled them into pockets, then quietly rejoined him.

“Very good. Come, then.” Adrien moved for the door. Thinking better of it, he turned back, drawing a sigil in the air for heat, then casting it against the nearest wall. It operated much like a furnace, glowing dimly, radiating heat toward the rest of the attic. It would only last four months at most, but it would be enough to see the poor blighters through the winter.

A perhaps senseless gesture on his part, especially with him low on energy, but at least Adrien wouldn’t have people freezing to death on his conscience.

“Thank you, Master,” Julian whispered.

Flashing him a slightly embarrassed smile, Adrien shrugged and headed back down the stairs. He’d barely attained the landing when a large man with the mark of the owner appeared from one of the rooms. He spied Adrien and rubbed his hands together, greeting him with an oily smile. “Greetings, sir. I’m afraid I’ve no open rooms at the moment, but I can offer you some fine beverage down below while you wait.”

Cursing his luck soundly (Adrien had hoped to spirit these two away), he instead resigned himself to emptying his wallet. “Are you the boss here?”

“I am, sir.”

“I wish to buy these two off you.” Adrien waited for that to sink in, saw the calculating expression on the man’s face, and waylaid it as best he could. “I should warn you, I’ve already had to save Julian not a half hour past, as he was beaten by his last client and required emergency healing. So whatever outrageous price you just thought of, you can cut it in half. Without me the boy would have been dead by morning.”

The boss shot Julian a murderous look before remembering that he had a potential sale to make. “I see. Well, sir, I do appreciate the kindness, but—”

“I should also mention who you’re doing business with, I think.” Adrien didn’t normally pull this card, but he was tired enough to not care about abusing his position a little. “I’m Adrien Danvers, Sorcerer.”

The boss went pale. “S-sir, you honor me at my business.”

“That is not my intent, I assure you,” Adrien responded dryly. “I require these two for the good of the magical community. Now, I understand that they owe you some sort of fee for this week? I will pay you that without comment, but not a pound more. Julian, how much is it?”

“Four pounds, Master,” Julian reported hesitantly.

Four pounds? That was a ridiculous sum for two teenage prostitutes to come up with within the course of a week. No wonder they were so skinny—they literally couldn’t afford to eat. Fixing a glare on the boss, Adrien pulled out his wallet and counted out four pounds. The man was cowed enough to meekly take it. “I trust that concludes our business here. Good night.”

“Good night, sir,” the boss muttered before slinking back to the room he’d previously occupied.

Adrien ignored him and led the way back down the stairs toward the first floor, thinking hard, then decided that he didn’t care to tramp all the way across town with these two in tow. He started the spell, weaving the directions and description of the portal that he needed as he descended the last of the stairs, then opened the door to reveal the front parlor to his own flat.

The boys let out a gasp behind him, which wrung a tired smile from his lips. “Don’t marvel at this, it’s a simple spell. Come along, in we go. I’ll put you both in the guest room for the night and we’ll sort matters out after we all get some proper sleep.” He closed the door and released the spell behind them, turning only to catch both of their eyes. “Now, listen to me because I’ll only say this once. You are both my apprentices. Yes, MacMallin, even you, although not in magic. I’ll train you in something else. You are my apprentices, which makes you my responsibility until you reach adulthood. You will not suffer under my hands—not in any sense—and if someone wrongs you, report it to me immediately. I do not suffer fools, as you’ve seen.”

MacMallin eyed him shrewdly, a cynical expression on his face that no teenager should ever wear. “And what do you get from having us, sir?”

“A challenge,” Adrien drawled, amused by the question. “I can’t seem to resist those. Now, I’ll need to examine you and treat anything that needs healing, then it’s off to bed with the lot of us. We’ll discuss things more properly in the morning.”
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Adrien was admittedly out of his depth.

The decision he’d made in the wee hours of the morning seemed, in the bright light of noon, rather questionable. What the ever-loving hell did he think he was about? Apprentices? He didn’t know what to do with apprentices.

While his common sense squawked at him, there was another part, a part that seemed…excited? It bubbled up with all these ideas, some rather far-fetched. Really, the part he seemed most excited about was having someone else in this flat. Not that he felt alone, it was just… With a sigh, Adrien decided not to lie to himself. He did feel alone. Sometimes, the loneliness ate at his soul.

Was that the best reason to take on two apprentices who needed more care than most? Likely not, as it was rather selfish. But he’d care for them to the best of his ability and surely that would balance out the selfishness. Right?

Adrien had not grown up in a loving environment, not where his parents were concerned. He was at least blessed with amazing friends, two of whom he’d known since childhood and trained with. Adrien had known Anastasia and her twin Cynric for nearly seventeen years. Truly, they were better siblings to him than the ones blood-related to him.

So, hungover from the life-altering decisions he’d made the night before, Adrien called in reinforcements.

Anastasia looked out at him from his standing mirror in the bedroom, her lips pursed as she eyed him up and down. She was unfairly awake, her inky black hair in a thick braid over one shoulder, makeup elegantly done to highlight her beauty. His friend was of Indian and English heritage, and she had the charming complexion of an Indian with the fashion sense to go with it. She scorned proper English dress as a matter of course, finding it to be binding and too bulky for her tastes, and chose the slimmer lehenga choli instead. He found it charming, but the traditionalists in England often gave her grief over it.

Right now she looked more the big sister than one of the most powerful sorceresses in Europe with that searching look on her face, lips pursed in judgement. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were on a binger last night.”

“God, no. I’ve not time for that sort of indulgence. No, I had the devil of a case that kept me up for nearly twenty-four hours straight, and then at the tail end of it, I stumbled across something remarkable. I…” He faltered, ran a hand down his unshaven face, and regretted drinking only one cuppa before calling her. Clearly, for this he needed at least five. “I found a raw, untrained teenager last night.”

Anastasia blinked at him, a woman waiting for the punch line. “I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me. He was being beaten in the street. I saved him, found that he has no family to speak of aside from a brother, and, well,”—he shrugged helplessly—“I brought them home.”

Spluttering, she demanded, “You?! Adrien, were you injured? In the head?”

“Oh, stop, I’m not that bad. I couldn’t leave them there; they were in a terrible situation. Truly horrifying. And he’s powerful, Anastasia. I felt him eight blocks away, even untrained as he is. How the devil did he go this long without being found? It’s nonsensical to me. I brought them in, to safeguard them, and…”

“And now you’re at something of a loss because you don’t know what to do from here,” Anastasia finished knowingly. “Do you intend to keep them, then?”

“I’ll have to. Any other master who hears of their prior occupation will immediately report them, I fear. They were…well…escorts for men.”

“Oh dear.” Anastasia winced. “Those poor children. Yes, I can see your point immediately. Even escaping with your help, they’ll be back in trouble in a moment if not properly safeguarded. And they’ve already been through hell, it sounds like. Still, Adrien, you? A master?”

He sighed. “I’m not saying I’ll be any good at it, but what other choice is there?”

“Yes, quite. Well. I’m proud of you, my dear. I never imagined you’d do such a thing, but it’s inspiring to put your own wants aside in order to help them. And it’ll likely be good for you too,” she added cryptically. “In that case, I fully support you.”

Adrien had no idea what she was on about, being ‘proud’ of him and whatnot. But he found himself blushing for some reason. She’d likely assumed that because of his orientation and past issues, he’d never be in a position to take an apprentice. Certainly Adrien had thought that.

“Can you fully support me a little closer than on the other end of the country? I need help with them. I’ve no idea how to even properly register apprentices. I’ve a notion they’ll need better healing than what I did last night, cross-eyed as I was with fatigue.”

She pursed her lips thoughtfully, calculations flashing across her face. “I can be there in half an hour. Wash up, attempt to look like a human being before that point. I’ll bring a few things with me to help settle them in better.”

“You are my favorite person in the entire world.”

“Liar.” She grinned, winked, and waved the communication window shut.

Reassured that Anastasia was on her way, Adrien braved the flat once again. He’d situated his new apprentices with breakfast—toast and eggs—before calling for reinforcements. As he reentered the kitchen, he found that they’d eaten everything he had offered and still looked a bit peckish to boot. Then again, they’d been well on their way to starvation before he’d entered the scene.

“My friend Anastasia will be here shortly,” he announced. Both boys looked a little shell-shocked, neither quite sure how to react to their change of circumstances yet. “But I think more breakfast is in order. Neither of you looks full.”

Julian shook his head and answered in his soft tenor, “No, Master, we’re full.”

The lie was obvious and strangely hurtful. Adrien didn’t know how to get it across to them that they could want things. That it was all right to tell him when something was wrong, that they needed more than what he’d offered. Trust would be necessary before they got to that point. If only Adrien knew where to start building it. “Well, I wish for some toast, and the loaf of bread there needs to be eaten today or it will be utterly stale tomorrow. Can you find room for another slice or two?”

MacMallin eyed the loaf longingly. “I can, Master.”

“Then let’s set about making some. You’ll want jam, of course. More orange juice?”

Julian was licking his lips, eyeing the offerings along the counter. “Yes, please.”

There, that was better. Adrien moved about his thoroughly modern kitchen, which boasted a new icebox (the largest they offered in stores) and even a gas range. He’d splurged when putting them in, buying top of the line, and didn’t regret the purchases one bit. He set about toasting the bread and handing it off to them as it was done. They sat around the small, round breakfast table and devoured everything he prepared. Adrien didn’t wish for them to become ill by eating too much at once, so he kept a sharp eye. At the same time, they were so thin, so skeletal in appearance, that he wanted to feed them every single thing in the kitchen. It was a fine balancing act.

MacMallin looked around as he licked the crumbs from his thumb. “Do you really live here, Master?”

The question was an astute one. The kitchen with its white and black tiled floor, white cabinets, and kitchen table looked pristine and barely in use. It was a large space for a flat, no question about that, but it went to waste most of the time.

“I do and don’t. My main home is in Bangkok. I spend the majority of my time there. This flat I keep for convenience when I’m in England for any length of time.”

“Oh.” MacMallin absorbed this with a slightly dropped jaw. “Bangkok?”

“Do you know of it?” Adrien couldn’t assume they knew any geography. “It’s the capital of Thailand. It’s a very rich, amazing experience to live there. You’ll see soon enough when we go.”

Julian’s head snapped up and he exchanged a bewildered look with MacMallin. “Us? In Thailand?”

“The two of you are my apprentices,” Adrien reminded them patiently. “Or will be, once I get the paperwork in order. You’ll go wherever I go. I do not stay in England for long stretches of time. In fact, I travel quite often around the world out of necessity. There are a shortage of sorcerers right now, at least ones that are well versed in all manner of spells. You’ll do the same. And gentlemen, I expect you to become multilingual as we go. You’ll be properly taught English with all of the basic schooling of writing, sums, history, and the sciences, of course, but there will be a good dose of the fine arts in your education as well. Languages being foremost among them.”

Tears burned brightly in Julian’s eyes. “We really get to learn all that?”

“Of course. You’re a sorcerer’s apprentice. That is the very least of what you’ll learn, as you’ll have magical lessons on top of that.” MacMallin he was less sure about, but Adrien tried not to show it. “MacMallin, you’ll be taught just as much, minus the magic, of course. I wish for you to aid me with dressing, and I’ll teach you to cook and how to properly clean things. But we won’t start any of that today.”

There was a clack from the front door as it opened. “Adrien, I’m here!”

Relieved, Adrien put his coffee down and immediately turned for the door. “In the kitchen!”

Anastasia swept in. She’d changed out of her usual work clothes into something a touch more somber. The same silk and style, but in unrelieved black this time, which did marvelous things for her complexion. She took in the boys seated at the table with a blink, then smiled in such a charming manner that both of them smiled helplessly back at her. “My!”

Ushering her in, Adrien handled the introductions. “Boys, this is my dearest friend and a fellow sorcerer, Anastasia Sunana. Anastasia, this is Julian and MacMallin.”

“It’s truly such a pleasure,” she enthused, catching both of their hands in hers and holding on to them. “I always hoped Adrien would take on an apprentice, and here he’s gotten both of you in one swing. Now, I know you’re nervous, so let me tell you a few things and then we’ll go buy you proper clothes and get you sorted. First, call me Stacey, Adrien is the only one who insists on calling me by my full name. Julian, I’ll teach you how to reach me so that if anything goes wrong, you can come to me in a moment. One of the portal spells on this door leads directly to my home.”

Julian seemed overwhelmed by this friendly offer but managed a nod.

“Good, good. Now, a few things you must know about Adrien. First, he’s the worst slug-a-bed you’ve ever seen—”

Adrien rolled his eyes, praying for patience. It failed to come. “Anastasia, really—”

“—but if you offer him coffee, like you would a fainting lady with smelling salts, you can manage to lure him from the covers,” Anastasia confided, soundly ignoring him. “Second, if you ask him a question and he answers curtly or ignores you, he’s not angry, just locked in his head. Poke him and repeat the question, and you’ll get a better response.”

“I’m not that bad!” Adrien protested, frowning at her.

The boys were watching this byplay and thawing by degrees.

Anastasia gave him a look that spoke volumes. “Third—and this is the most important one—he’s the worst at card games. Absolutely do not let him cut the deck, do you understand?”

Amused now, Adrien pointed out, “You lost the last game because you weren’t paying proper attention.”

She wrinkled her nose, clearly not agreeing. “You rigged the deck. Don’t play innocent with me, I know you better than that.”

He had no idea why she was bringing this up now. Or he didn’t until Adrien realized that the boys were genuinely smiling up at her, much more relaxed than when she’d come in. Had she said all of this to somehow ease their nerves? “We can always have a rematch.”

“And we will,” Anastasia promised with a voice of doom. “And I’ll deal. Now. Boys, let’s get proper measurements from you. And then baths and haircuts. I’ll gather paperwork once we’ve got you looking presentable. Are either of you suffering from injury? Adrien said he was cross-eyed from fatigue when he healed you last night.”

“More like the birds’ hours of this morning,” Adrien corrected with a grimace. “Julian, I’m concerned for you especially.”

Anastasia frowned at him. “Yes, do let me examine you.”

Adrien stepped back and watched. Julian wasn’t the least bit shy about stripping off his shirt in the kitchen, but then, body shyness probably no longer existed for either boy. Even in front of female company. Anastasia spoke several diagnostic spells, then poked at him with her fingers for good measure, but announced him healed. She dragged them both off to take a bath before returning to Adrien with a very pensive expression on her lovely face.

“Adrien. I do not like what I just saw.”

“You think I’m overjoyed by it?”

“They’re far too thin, and I can see the hints of Julian’s injuries from last night. How badly was he injured that even after you healed him, I see traces of it?”

“I don’t think you actually want the answer to that.”

“No, I suppose I don’t. They’re very sweet,” she continued, her troubled frown growing deeper. “And so starved for genuine affection. I want to hug them.”

“Do so. They need proper affection.”

“I will, but that’s not what I’m driving at. I know you detest England, that you’re only here because of your latest client, but I think you best stay in country for a while.” When he opened his mouth to protest, she overrode him. “Adrien, you’ve not the faintest idea what to do with apprentices. Neither do I, really, but I at least have more experience with children than you do. I want to be nearby to help you. Stay in country. At least three months, okay? I can’t leave England for that long, as I have a delicate experiment still in progress.”

She brought up a good point. Really, Anastasia was the best choice to render him aid in this case. Cynric would too, of course, but he moved about even more than Adrien. “I’ll strive to stay in country for several months, then. I do feel better having your help in this regard. I’m honestly out of my depth. I just can’t abandon them.”

“No, of course not. They’re such sweet children. I’ll help you with them as much as I’m able. But also consider that their lives have undergone a rapid change overnight. They’re still mentally reeling from that. Taking them out of country, on top of everything else, might well be too much. Give all of you time to adjust.”

It was sound advice. Adrien nodded, reluctantly, as he truly didn’t like England, but for this, he’d suffer and make do. “Yes, indeed. I’ll need to arrange tutors for them as well. Are you really going to teach him mage light first?”

“I truly am.” She smiled at him, and there was mischief in her expression that he did not trust. At all. “Let’s direct some of that powerful magical force, shall we?”
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Day two of having apprentices and Adrien wondered, for the umpteenth time, what the hell he was doing. Did one’s thought process go awry when too sleep-deprived? Something had led him to believe taking on teenagers for apprentices had been a jolly good idea, and Adrien knew for a fact it wasn’t his common sense.

Honestly, if not for fear Anastasia would never let him live it down, he might have tried passing the boys on to her by this point. She seemed to have a clue on how to handle the situation. Adrien couldn’t even pretend to find one. He was utterly making it up as he went along.

Like now, for instance.

He looked over both boys, who had disrobed in front of him. They had done so promptly when he mentioned them taking a bath.

Why? Truly, Adrien didn’t mean this to be rhetorical in any fashion. Why?

“Boys.” He covered his eyes with one hand, mostly in an attempt to recover his patience. “Please disrobe in the loo. Not the hallway.”

There was an audible pause, pregnant with possible answers.

“Uh, Master?” MacMallin sounded confused. “I thought you wanted to bathe together.”

Good Lord who is on high, pray give patience to one afflicted with none. “I said specifically, ‘Boys, go bathe, we’ll need to go clothes shopping soon.’ What part of that sounded like I meant to join you?”

Adrien lowered his hand to regard them steadily—very deliberately not looking below their shoulders—to see the reaction this question garnered. Julian and MacMallin looked at each other, brows beetled up in confusion, then back at him as if they couldn’t fathom what he actually meant.

It was barely eight in the morning. Adrien was far too sober for this conversation. “All right, let me say this again, as apparently it didn’t sink in the first time. I did not rescue you from that hellhole intending to abuse you. I will not, ever, ask for sex. Is that clear enough?”

More confused looks between them. Adrien didn’t need to inquire into their history to know there had never been a single adult in their life to protect them. They wouldn’t have ended up as teenage prostitutes if they’d had even one person to stand at their side and not abuse their natures. Still, that they tried to paint him with the same brush as all their clients smarted more than a bit.

Adrien tried a different tactic since this wasn’t seeming to get through. “Gentlemen, are you offering me companionship because you feel obligated to do so?”

“Uh,” was Julian’s illuminating response. “I, um…”

“I certainly hope that is not the reason. I’m not at all inclined to force anyone to have sex with me. Certainly not children under my protection.”

It was like magic. Both boys relaxed, the tension leaving their body language. They seemed to mostly believe this, enough at least that they had no interest in pursuing it further. Good. Adrien trusted that time would prove his word true.

“Now, that said, I must ask—simply to know how to guide and protect you from here on out. Do you prefer men?”

MacMallin caught Julian’s desperate, pleading look and forthrightly lifted his chin, ready to take the challenge. “Is it a problem if we do?”

Adrien was not, needless to say, in the habit of admitting this out loud, but in this situation, he dared to. Not only because he trusted the boys wouldn’t blabber it about, but also because he had a feeling saying so might put them on a better footing. “Not at all. Rather hypocritical if I said otherwise. I only want men myself.”

That took a solid two seconds to penetrate. When it did, Julian shuddered out a breath, sagging like a balloon losing air.

“Really?” The way he looked at Adrien was as if a light had been switched on.

“Really.” Hm, that had seemed to work. Both boys were far more at ease than they had been before.

MacMallin dropped his chin, no longer challenging. “I actually like both girls and boys. But Julian’s like you.”

“Ah, I see. Well, it matters not to me which sex you prefer. I do have very firm opinions on the quality of person you choose, so bear that in mind. Now, are we sorted? No more trying to seduce me, you hear? Do you really think I can’t find my own company? If I want a companion, I can go and find one myself. I do not need to use my apprentices for such satisfaction.”

Julian’s confusion eased, at least, like this he understood. “It’s true, Master, you’re very attractive. I’m sure men flock to you.”

Oh, if only. He wasn’t about to say that, though. Adrien wasn’t particularly prideful about his appearance, but he did realize that in England especially he had a certain appeal. He had the thick, silky black hair and dark brown eyes from his Thai mother, with the delicate bone structure to match, coupled with the fair skin of his English father. “Now. I hope we don’t need to repeat this conversation. Into the tub, both of you. Wash up quickly and come out. There’s shopping to do to get you both outfitted.”

With shrugs, they entered the loo. Finally.

Adrien promptly went into the living room to sink onto his sofa and hold his head with both hands. He felt drained. He tried to reassure himself that it was only rough now. Once the boys had been with him for a while, they’d drop such misguided notions. They wouldn’t feel the need to repay his kindness with intercourse. He just had to ride this out until then.

But if they tried offering themselves again, he was immediately calling Anastasia for backup.

All right, what to do? It felt like Adrien should do something else to help ease them along. He didn’t know them well, after all, so they were sure to be awkward with each other. Although, they had been more at ease after seeing Anastasia tease Adrien. Hmm, maybe she’d been wise to do so. If he took them out, introduced them to other friends he cared about, would they see him more as a man to be trusted? Or at least realize they didn’t need to be so on guard with him? It was worth a shot, anyway.

Adrien knew precisely where to start with this plan.

A half hour later, the boys came out cleaner and with damp hair. Anastasia had cut their hair, and they looked better for it, but it only accentuated how thin their cheeks were. At their ages, they should’ve had some baby fat on their cheeks still. It was a silent testament to how hard they’d lived.

Adrien looked them over with pursed lips. He’d magically sized some of his clothes to fit them, but it looked makeshift in the extreme. Such tailoring spells were not his best, even he could admit to that. In this case, buying something more suitable was the better option.

“All right, let’s go then. We’ll pick up some schoolbooks while we’re about it.”

Clothes made them happy, but Julian’s eyes lit up with pure greed at the mention of books. “Do we really get to learn now, Master?”

“You do. Well, soon, anyway. We must acquire the right materials for it today.” Adrien had yet to come up with a tutor and schedule that would allow him to work cases, but that was something else he could do later today.

For now, shopping.

His flat was situated on the outskirts of one of the main shopping districts. Not quite in the middle of all the hubbub, but near enough that restaurants were in walking distance. He ushered the boys out the door and rode the elevator down.

A hand reached out and tentatively touched his fingers. It startled Adrien enough he nearly leapt from his skin, but he managed to restrain his more violent impulses and instead looked sharply down.

Julian retreated quickly, casting his gaze downward, shoulders slumping. He looked quite crestfallen. “Sorry, Master. I won’t if you don’t like it.”

He wanted to hold hands? Why? Adrien couldn’t fathom the reason, but he did not like the expression on his apprentice’s face. “You startled me, Julian, nothing more. I’m not used to being touched like that in England.”

Julian peeked up at him, expression uncertain but with a glimmer of hope in his blue eyes.

“In England?” MacMallin questioned.

“Quite. As I said before, I live in Thailand a good portion of the time. They’re a far more physically affectionate culture. Touching isn’t always painted as sexually intimate, you see.” As long as Julian wasn’t trying to flirt with him—and he didn’t seem to have that intention—Adrien didn’t mind.

Anastasia had said they were starved for true affection, and he now saw precisely what she’d meant. To reassure the boy, he reached out and took one of Julian’s hands in his, giving an encouraging smile as he did so. “Not in public, as I don’t want to draw undue attention upon us, but I do not mind in private.”

Julian’s expression morphed into one of delight as he latched on.

Adrien almost came out of his skin again but for a different reason. “Good heavens, child, your skin is like ice. Are you chilled?”

“It’s a little cold, Master.” Julian came in closer still, leaning his head against Adrien’s shoulder.

No wonder the child was cuddling, he was like an iceberg. Likely because of his too-thin frame, as he had no fat to insulate him. Buying them coats just became a high priority for their shopping. Adrien muttered a spell, placing a temporary charm on Julian’s collar. It would insulate the shirt like a mild heater, giving him some warmth.

Julian sighed in relief, sinking into him more. “Oh, that’s delightful. Teach me how to do that, Master.”

“We’ll need to advance your studies first; charms are a bit more complex. But you’re to tell me if you’re chilled like this again. I’ll see to it. MacMallin, are you also cold?”

“A little,” MacMallin answered candidly. “Julian always runs colder than me.”

Adrien lifted a hand to check his neck, then cheek, and found him also rather chilled. Hadn’t they just taken a bath? Why had that warmth faded so quickly? Adrien had to wonder, were apprentices akin to sunfish? He hoped not—sunfish died if you just looked at them wrong. Surely human beings were sturdier than that.

He set a charm on MacMallin’s collar as well, finishing just as the elevator doors chimed and slid open. He let go of Julian in order to enter the lobby, leading both boys out.

The day outside was a fair one, at least for this season, with only a brisk wind to complain about. With the sun shining overhead, it felt quite pleasant, really. At least, for a winter day in England. All right, fine, he was freezing and wished dearly he was in Thailand.

Thinking of the shops ahead, Adrien mapped out an internal plan. Logistically speaking, the first stop should be… “Shoes. We’ll go for shoes first. Two pairs each, mind. I’m sure you’re still growing and will wear these out in a few months.”

They didn’t seem to mind this. At least, they didn’t seem to mind this right up until they approached one of Adrien’s favored shops, Maloles Shoes.

MacMallin caught Adrien’s sleeve, pulling him to a stop. “Uh, Master? We don’t need anything this fancy.”

Fancy? All thought wiped from Adrien’s mind. He could not begin to understand the objection. “What do you mean?”

“Well, uh, I mean, storebought is…” MacMallin shifted uneasily from foot to foot. “A secondhand store normally has something that will fit. Right, Jules?”

Jules nodded in uncertain agreement. “Right.”

Understanding dawned, sweeping in like a tidal wave. They’d never, not once, been able to walk into a proper store and buy something new. All they’d ever been able to do was go into secondhand stores, or perhaps find rags at a market to mend. Of course their priority would’ve been eating over clothing. Adrien felt stupid for not considering this before. But he wasn’t about to deny them new clothes. For one thing, he had friends inside he wanted to introduce them to.

Even though they were in public, he felt it safe to catch both boys by their napes, bringing them in closer so he could speak with them privately. “Listen to me. You are my wards. I protect and care for whatever is mine. That means you will have proper clothing, an abundance to eat, and will never be forced into acts of desperation again. I may not always know how to help you, but I will do my best by you, and never less than that.”

Julian’s eyes were bright, too bright with unshed tears. “It’s really all right to spend this much money on us?”

“My dear child, you will never be my burden.” Adrien meant every word. “You are my pride. Ten years from now, five years from now, when the world sees your worth, you’ll look back on this day and understand what I mean.”

Julian’s lips twisted up in a sardonic way. “If you say so, Master.”

Just wait. He’d be proven right yet. “No more objections. Come along, both of you.”

Adrien didn’t accept any other protests as he practically frog-marched them inside. The bell over the door gave a pleasant chime as they entered. At this time of the morning, most were at work or other pursuits, the shop rather empty. Good, he’d rather not have an audience while they shopped. All right, time to put his plan into action. He deliberately relaxed his demeanor and hoped this worked.

“Maloles!” Adrien called.

“That you, Danvers?” a voice called from the back of the shop. Shortly, a man came through a curtained off doorway, looking as round and balding as ever. Hailing from the Philippines, the little man had immigrated here to sell shoes and ‘get out of the damn heat’ as he put it.

Dark brown eyes took them all in with a startled blink, Maloles’s head jerking back. “What’s this?”

“Maloles, these are my apprentices. Julian and MacMallin, this is Mr. Maloles. We’ve known each other for years, as I trust no one other than him to make my shoes.”

“Damn right you don’t,” Maloles shot back, a grin stretching from ear to ear, revealing yellowing teeth. “Not after that one pair left you with horrible blisters.”

“Quite right. I’m not here for myself today, but for them. Two pairs each, please.” To the boys, he instructed, “Go along that wall, see what tickles your fancy. Whatever style you like, pull a shoe down and show Maloles. He’ll measure your feet and then bring back shoes the right size and of similar style for you to try on.”

The wall held huge shelves with shoes lined up. There had to be at least three hundred on display, so it was quite overwhelming at first. Adrien shooed them over but also anticipated he might need to step in at some point to aid them.

Maloles leaned toward him to murmur, “They look a bit peckish, your apprentices.”

That obvious even properly dressed, eh? Adrien smothered a sigh before it could escape. “I rescued them yesterday from a…deplorable environment, shall we say. Do not mistake me, Julian is a powerhouse of magic. When he’s trained, he’ll rival me in ability.”

“High praise.” Maloles watched them with shrewd eyes for a moment. “Were they street urchins before you got them?”

“Please tell me it’s not that obvious.”

“Afraid I can’t.”

“Dammit.”

Maloles patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, some good meals and better fitting clothes will make it less obvious.”

“I’m banking on that.” He appreciated his friend’s support. It was one of the reasons he always shopped here. Adrien was utterly at ease in this shop as long as there were no other customers. Maloles and his husband, Cristanto, were two he liked enough to actually have dinner with on occasion.

Maloles nodded to himself as if he’d just come to some internal conclusion. “I’ll make you some pancit palabok and bring it by later.”

Adrien’s mouth started watering immediately. The dish in question was something normally served during birthday parties or some kind of celebration. It was a dish layered with rice noodles, rich orange sauce with shrimp broth, pork, hardboiled eggs, shrimp, pork rinds, and sometimes squid. He’d had it a few times on Maloles’s or Cristanto’s birthday and left a stone heavier every time. “You’re really much too kind.”

“This is worth a celebration.” Maloles gave him a wink before stepping forward. “Now, now, don’t be shy. Pull more than one, give me five or six styles you like. Not all of them will fit right; you’ll have to try them on to be sure.”

Julian had two shoes in either hand of different styles, and he’d clearly been weighing which one he liked better. “Oh, it’s okay to try both?”

“Of course, of course. Here, let me get my husband out here to help us.” Maloles turned his head to call toward the back, “Cristanto!”

The fussing could be heard even as Cristanto approached. “You always call me just as I’m about to sit down for some repair work—” He pushed past the curtain, pausing there to take everything in. Then he pushed up the magnifying glasses to sit on top of his forehead. “Well. Danvers, you do surprise. Who’s this?”

“My apprentices, Julian and MacMallin,” Adrien repeated patiently. He had one eye on the boys as he made introductions, mostly to see their reactions. “Boys, this is Cristanto. He and Maloles have been married…fifteen years?”

“Celebrated sixteen this year,” Cristanto corrected immediately.

MacMallin, at least, looked flabbergasted by this news. Julian’s face split in a grin of delight. It took no imagination to see why. They’d no doubt been brainwashed into thinking men like them would never have a permanent life partner. But Maloles and Cristanto proved that to be a lie as they were quite happy together. They were not, of course, legally married as that option was not available to them. But they considered themselves married and Adrien wasn’t about to argue.

“Apprentices, eh?” Cristanto came forward to shake hands with both boys. “Glad to meet you. You’re in good hands. Danvers is a kind man, he just barks sometimes. Ignore it like you’d ignore a barking dog, okay?”

Adrien took umbrage at that statement. “You make it sound like I yell.”

Cristanto ignored him. “If you need help, and you can’t reach him, you come here. We’ll help you. Okay?”

“Yes, sir,” MacMallin agreed immediately. His grin hadn’t dissipated in the slightest.

Maloles threw in, “We’ll bring you pancit palabok later for dinner. This must be celebrated.”

Adrien knew for a fact the boys had no idea what that was and yet they didn’t seem to mind. Julian especially seemed a second from hugging Maloles, his whole body leaning a bit forward. “Sir, that’s…thank you. Thank you very much.”

“You’re quite welcome.” Maloles smiled back, pleased his gesture had already gone over well. “But first, shoes! Sit, sit, let me measure those feet. We’ll need to go half a size up, of course. Boys your age grow quickly. Danvers, how many pairs for them?”

“Two each,” Adrien directed, also sitting on one of the chairs, even though he had no intention of trying on anything today. “You’re right, they’ll grow quickly. I see no point in buying more when they’ll just outgrow them in six months.”

“Then we’ll get some house slippers, too. England’s too cold these days.” Cristanto headed for the back room, speaking over his shoulder as he went. “Check Danvers’s shoes too. He always waits until his are coming undone before he visits.”

“Once!” Adrien corrected at his back, both amused and irritated. “I did that once, five years ago. When will you let me live it down?”

“Never!” Cristanto called back cheerfully.

The banter made the boys snicker. Adrien rolled his eyes. Well, at least he’d started off the shopping trip on a good note. Even if it had been somewhat at his expense.

With excellent food promised to them for dinner, the day would end well too. All Adrien had to achieve was finding clothes to fit the boys without wearing them all out in the process.
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Like with most of Adrien’s personal endeavors, he started out with good intentions. It was the execution that got him in trouble.

Trying to cram all the necessary shopping for the boys into one day had been a dismal choice to make. They were game to try, but simply lacked the strength and stamina to manage it. As poorly nourished as they were, it was no wonder. By the time evening came, and dinner eaten, they were nearly nodding off into their plates.

Seeing this, Adrien resolved to do nothing but feed them and let them sleep for a week solid. Perhaps after that, they’d have gained enough strength back to start their studies.

That said, the comment of his friends while shoe shopping did hit home. They’d known within a glance the boys had come from rough circumstances. Would a tutor hired to teach them be able to tell the same? Or, worse, be able to guess after spending some time with the boys what their former occupation was?

Adrien feared the possibility so much he just couldn’t risk it. At this stage of their learning, he could easily teach them. Perhaps, in a year or so, once they’d filled out some and gotten their feet under them, he could risk a formal tutor. Not now.

Of course, that meant he’d have to develop some kind of teaching course. Which he was ill-equipped to do.

Needing advice, or at least a sympathetic ear, he called Anastasia that night. Sitting on the living room couch, his feet up toward the flickering fireplace, he resisted the urge to drink more than a glass of white wine.

“Adrien,” she answered promptly. “How are my boys?”

“If they’re really your boys, you’re welcome to come get them.” He was only half jesting.

“Perish the thought. Truly, though, how are they?”

“Currently exhausted and sound asleep in their beds. I took them shopping today for clothes and such but I fear I overdid it. They just didn’t have the stamina for it all.” Sinking his head into one hand, he grumbled, “And they didn’t utter any complaints, so I didn’t realize until the damage had been done. Are teenagers supposed to be this difficult?”

“Yes, but yours are difficult in different ways. Did you manage to finish the shopping?”

“No, I stopped before we got the necessary schoolbooks. Anastasia, I’m…at something of a loss. Everyone we met today seemed to recognize Julian and MacMallin were former street urchins. I fear what a tutor might say. I think it’s best if I teach them for the next few months, at least until their general appearance improves.”

“Hmm, yes, I think I see your point there. I do believe the right course books will set you along for now. There is a teacher’s manual that goes along with the students’ books, which should help you.”

Did his ears deceive him or did a heavenly choir just break out into chorus? “Teacher’s manuals are already in existence? I just have to buy them?”

She chuckled, the sound light and airy. “Did you think you’d have to make this all up as you went along? Parents are well ahead of you there, Adrien.”

“I am forever grateful for it.”

“I will say, I think you should get in the habit of reading to the boys before bedtime.”

Now she’d truly lost him. “Whatever for?”

“Remember how when we were younger, Mrs. Martha would read to us?”

The memory came back slowly, hazy because of the many years. His master’s wife had treated them all as if they were her own children. One of the many things she’d done for them was to read them fairy tales before bed. It was a very fond memory.

“Ah, I do. I was so disappointed when she stopped.”

“I think we all were. But reading to the boys will do two things. One, it will instill a love of reading into them, which they’ll need very much in the upcoming years. Two, don’t you want them to have the same fond memories?”

She made excellent points. And perhaps treating them like children would hammer home the point that Adrien truly didn’t see them as viable partners for intercourse.

“I’ll read to them.”

“Good. My experiment needs to be watched like a hawk for the next few days, but I should be able to come visit for the day on Friday. You’ll be able to manage until then, yes?”

“I should be able to. I promise to call while screaming frantically if that proves not to be the case.”

“Oh, you’re such a comedian. You should be on a stage.”

He hadn’t truly been jesting. In any case, he felt more assured than before. He at least had a plan now. “I’ll call you later. I think it’s time for bed.”

“Good night, then.”

“Good night.” He ended the call, drained the wine glass, and went promptly to bed.

Tired as he was, Morpheus snatched him into the land of dreams before he could even properly settle his head on the pillow.
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Adrien woke the next morning much refreshed. He checked on the boys first and found them sleeping, crammed onto the same bed despite two of them being in the room. Hmm. Adrien watched this scene for a long moment, not sure how to feel about it. He knew they’d slept together for warmth and safety before, but it worried him on some level they felt the need to do so here.

Shaking his head, he retreated, closing the door softly behind him. Time. They all needed time. If this was still happening a month from now, he’d address it then.

For now, since they were still asleep, he’d brave a quick run to the nearest bookstore. It shouldn’t take more than a half hour, and with luck, they’d still be sleeping by the time he returned.

Adrien dressed and did make himself a cuppa before leaving the flat. The air outside was brisk, colder than it had been the day before, and he grimaced at the chill. God above, he detested England’s weather.

Fortunately, the bookstore was only a block from the house. He stopped in, spoke with the clerk at the desk about what he needed, and was efficiently shown to the right shelves. Adrien prioritized the schoolbooks first and foremost, but he did pause in the children’s section long enough to select a compilation of fairy tales and another of Beatrix Potter’s works. The boys were too old for both, but it felt wrong, somehow, to not instill in them the fancies of imagination.

It came out to quite the stack, and they wrapped his purchases in paper to help ease the transportation of it all. Adrien didn’t even consider walking back. He spelled their doorway to connect to his flat’s and portaled directly home.

No sooner had he hit the doorway when the smell of something on fire hit him, along with signs of smoke drifting out of the kitchen.

“Put it out, put it out!” Julian was yelling frantically.

MacMallin’s voice rose in agitation and panic. “I’m trying, but with what?!”

Adrien dropped both bundles of books and sprinted for the kitchen. He rounded the corner, shoes sliding on the tile, to find a pot of something on the stove completely on fire. With a single spell, he put out the flames, then gave it not another thought, his attention shifting immediately to the boys.

MacMallin had been next to the fire, and worry set in, even though Adrien couldn’t see any obvious signs of pain. He dove for the boy, only to have MacMallin flinch away from him. What?

The fear on MacMallin’s face made him pause, but only for a moment. Frantically, he checked the boy, hands moving him this way and that. “Are you hurt?”

MacMallin shook his head, eyes on the floor. “Jules is.”

There was something very wrong about MacMallin’s body language, but Adrien needed to attend to Julian first. The boy was holding his hand gingerly to his chest in a protective manner. When Adrien gestured for it, Julian held it out for him to see. His wrist had gotten the brunt of it, the burned, angry red skin clear in a glance.

“Stay right there.”

Adrien quickly went to the loo and fetched the burn ointment he kept in the medicine cabinet before doubling back for Julian. He sat the boy down at the table, opening the bottle and then scooping a generous amount of the white cream onto two fingers. “This is burn ointment. I keep it in the medicine cabinet, so if you get burned again, fetch it immediately.”

Julian’s tense expression eased into one of relief. “It feels cool.”

“It does, yes, and smells like aloe. Because its base ingredient is aloe. Now, let that completely dry. It will harden like a protective scale over the burn. Once it falls off in a day or so, the injury will be healed. Don’t pick at it.” He added that last bit as Adrien himself had a hard time not picking at things.

Julian nodded in understanding and kept his arm on the table.

Now that Julian was tended to, he could set his panic aside and focus on MacMallin. Replacing the lid on the bottle, Adrien turned to MacMallin, who was still standing next to the stove and staring at the floor. Ah. This look. He knew it well, having worn it a good portion of his childhood around his father. Whenever he’d made a mistake, his father had always reacted with harsh words and violence. The young Adrien had only been able to stare at the floor and silently endure it.

MacMallin was braced for that rough reaction. The idea of acting out in anger, of taking his frustration out on MacMallin, made bile rise in Adrien’s throat. He couldn’t even stomach the idea.

He kept his tone level and patient as he asked, “What happened?”

MacMallin seemed to shrink into himself further, body language saying he was braced for the worst. “I thought I could heat up something for us. For breakfast.”

“The oil got too hot,” Julian hastened to explain. He, too, looked uneasy, eyes scrutinizing every bit of Adrien’s expression. “When we put the egg in, it splattered, and then it set the area around the pot on fire.”

Oil? Egg? Had they been trying to deep fry an egg…? Oh dear. “It seems cooking lessons are in order.”

MacMallin peeked up at him from under his lashes, fear in those golden eyes. “You’re angry.”

How to handle this? Adrien knew the child had likely been beaten for these kinds of mistakes in the past, but how to prove it wouldn’t happen here?

Gut instinct sent him forward, and even though it felt somewhat awkward at first, Adrien followed through on the impulse. He drew MacMallin into his arms and hugged the boy. It was just as awkward as he’d feared—MacMallin stood taller than Adrien—but he got the boy’s head down onto his shoulder. Adrien kept the touch firm but without force, leaving MacMallin the option of stepping back if he wanted to. Right now, assurance was called for.

MacMallin startled in his arms, standing stiff for a long moment, then sinking into the embrace and hugging Adrien hard around the ribs. Hard enough to restrict breathing, but Adrien didn’t voice one bit of complaint.

“My dear child,” Adrien spoke against his shoulder, “cooking accidents happen. I do not wish for you to ever think I will be angry with you for such. I will teach you how to cook, and what to do in an emergency like this one, as I do not want either of you injured. This isn’t worth fussing about. A single spell will set it all to rights again.”

Drawing back, he looked MacMallin in the eye. The boy seemed on the verge of tears now. Perhaps tears of relief. He didn’t know, but at least the fear was gone.

“If you were trying to cook eggs, I’m sure you’re both hungry for breakfast. Let’s mend the stove first, all right? Toast, eggs, and oatmeal sound good to everyone?”

He got nods of agreement, but really, the boys weren’t picky with their food. They’d grown up eating whatever they could find, after all.

Adrien cast a repair spell, got the stove back to rights, then drew MacMallin back to his side.

“First lesson of a valet for you today: how to cook a simple breakfast. Now, Julian, you said the oil got too hot and the egg made it splash. What were you trying to do with oil and an egg?”

Julian gave him a blank look, still seated at the table. “Uh, isn’t that how you boil an egg, Master?”

Sweet mercy, the learning curve on cooking was this steep, eh? “No, child, you boil eggs in water.”

Julian blinked at him. “Oh.”

“‘Oh’ indeed. Now, I take it you both like boiled eggs?”

MacMallin nodded, his expression more at ease than before. “Yes, Master.”

“Very good, we can do that. Mac, fetch that pot there and fill it with water. We’ve got six eggs left, so two apiece should be fine. Now, this pot here is good for oatmeal. Let’s boil some water for that, too. Julian, how’s the burn coming along?”

“Ointment is almost dry, Master.” Julian lifted his wrist to blow on it.

“Just sit, then. We’ll handle this.”

Adrien patiently directed MacMallin through the steps of cooking the eggs, oatmeal, and toast. The boy was a quick learner. Adrien hadn’t needed to repeat himself, and the breakfast turned out rather fine. With them all settled around the table, Adrien could finally relax for a moment.

Damn, but that had given him a scare, coming home to such a hullabaloo. Had he ever scared his parents or master by doing something like this? Nothing immediately sprang to mind. Then again, Adrien might very well have intentionally deleted those memories.

In any case, he’d learned a valuable lesson today. Namely, to not ever assume it was safe to leave teenagers unattended.

Once he’d consumed his breakfast, he sat back and watched the boys, judging whether or not they were full. They seemed to be, as they were both slowing down. Good, he’d made enough food this time.

“Now, boys, I want you to rest today. I think I exhausted you yesterday by doing too much. I went to the bookstore this morning and bought some course books for you both, as well as some fairy tales.”

“Oh, that’s where you were.” Julian’s head came up, that light of excitement back in his eyes. “Can I look at the books?”

“Of course.”

It was just as well he had no immediate cases to attend to and only a simple report to close his last case. Teaching the boys how to safely exist in his flat without setting it on fire took the more immediate priority.
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Five days into having apprentices had taught Adrien certain universal truths.

One: Do not leave the teenagers unattended for more than ten minutes.

Two: If they’re quiet, they’re up to something.

He’d been at his desk, paying bills, when he suddenly realized the flat sounded far too quiet. Alarm niggled at the base of his spine, jiggling his legs, forcing him up to his feet and out of the study.

Two steps past the sliding pocket doors and he spotted Julian upon the settee. The boy was engrossed in a book, touching each page with a finger. Adrien had placed a charm on the primary book so that it would sound out any letter or word Julian touched. He thought it the more expedient method to help Julian sound out the alphabet, now that he knew it.

So that was one teen accounted for, but where was the other?

Metal clinking sounds floated from the kitchen. Adrien followed his ears, rounding the corner and finding Mac engrossed at the kitchen table. He had… something… disassembled and in parts all over the wooden surface and was currently at work taking something else apart with nothing more than a screwdriver and determination.

What the devil…? “Mac?”

The boy started, looking guilty. “I’ll clean up before dinner.”

Not quite the answer he was looking for. Adrien tried again, speaking softly, as he’d learned the hard way to not use a harsh tone with either boy. “That’s fine, but what are you doing?”

“Oh, uh, accidentally knocked the alarm clock off the nightstand this morning and I heard something go wrong.” His eyes kept darting uncertainly between the mess on the table and Adrien, seemingly not able to focus on either. “Then I took it apart to fix it, but discovered it’s all dusty on the inside, so figured I’d better clean it before putting it back together.”

Rather fascinated by all of this, Adrien joined him at the table, sitting down opposite him. “Is this something you’ve done before?”

With this friendly interest expressed, the tension around Mac’s eyes and mouth eased and he became more animated. “Yeah. Used to be a side hustle I did. Whenever I found a clock, say, something thrown out as trash, I’d take it back with me. Most of the time if you just cleaned it up good and put it back together, it’d work again. Then I’d take it to a secondhand store and sell it there on commission. Sometimes that was the only money that paid for food.”

“I see.” Adrien pondered the springs, cogs, and clockface in a neat row. MacMallin had it all laid out as if he knew precisely what he was doing. “I didn’t know you had this talent. Is it something you’d like to explore as a career?”

“It’s okay, Master, I can be your valet.”

Not the question he’d asked. It was true Adrien had no clue on how to introduce MacMallin into engineering, but he’d also be able to figure it out if he asked various trade schools. Sometimes, when talking with the boys, they gave him the answer they thought he wanted to hear. Adrien bit back his impatience and phrased it differently. “You don’t need to be set on that course, you know. If you’ve a talent and interest in mechanics, I quite support that.”

MacMallin focused back on the screw in his hand, working it. “I’d rather stay with you, Master.”

His trust of the outside world was quite likely broken at this point. Broken past repair? Adrien didn’t know. He did know MacMallin trusted this place to be safe but had no such hopes of anywhere else. In this moment, it might be better not to push. Adrien didn’t want to give the impression he wanted to be shed of MacMallin. As much as the boy frustrated him at times, he wouldn’t give him up easily.

“You know, I do have repair spells. You don’t need to go to such lengths to repair it.”

MacMallin’s hand paused and he looked his work over with a slightly crestfallen expression. “Oh.”

Hm, not the right thing to say either. Adrien was not doing well this afternoon. “Unless you just enjoy this kind of work.”

“I, um, do.” MacMallin gave him a shy smile.

Then he should definitely be an engineer and not a valet. Adrien would have to revisit this in a few months, perhaps a year from now, when MacMallin was more caught up in his studies.

“Then continue on. If this is also a sign that you’re bored poking about the flat, I can arrange for things to do aside from study.”

“Would it be okay to go up and visit Miss Stacey?” MacMallin batted imploring eyes, partnered with a charming smile perfected on the streets. “I want to see what she’s working on.”

Actually, a field trip up north would be good for both boys. For Adrien too, for that matter. He was just as tired of being in the flat as they were. “Let’s do so. She said she’d be free by Friday. I’ll tell her we’ll come to her instead.”

Julian appeared in a second flat, leaning against the wall, face alight with delight. “We get to see Miss Stacey again?”

The adoration between all three seemed to be mutual. Amused by this, Adrien repeated, “You do. She’s actually been calling me nightly to see how you two are faring. If not for her experiment demanding her time and attention, I daresay she’d be here daily. Let’s go visit her. It’ll be something of your first magic lesson, Julian, to see how a sorcerer’s lab is set up. I have something of a makeshift affair in this flat, not a proper lab. Anastasia’s is the real deal.”

There was that light of anticipation and eagerness in Julian’s blue eyes, one that appeared whenever magic or learning was mentioned. “I can’t wait.”

“In fact, let’s try calling her now.” Adrien gestured Julian in closer. “I’ll teach you the spell. That way, you can call her at will.”

“Is it such an easy spell, then?” Julian promptly came in closer and plonked himself into a seat.

“Indeed it is. One of the first spells every sorcerer learns, along with mage light.” Also a useful one for Julian to know. This way he could call for help if he ever found himself in trouble.

“Now, first lesson of magic is: magic likes to be used. It wants to be helpful, so given any kind of indication that there’s a possibility of being used, it will leap to obey. That said, it can also be quite stupid.”

Julian’s eyes crinkled up in a silent laugh. “How stupid?”

“So very stupid.” Adrien sighed, past memories from childhood coming back in a rush. “I’ll give you an example. I was swimming with my cousins in the pond one hot summer, and in the process, my foot caught on something. I couldn’t get it out, and I was struggling to keep my head above water. Panicked, I tried to use a spell I’d just learned to propel myself upward, hoping to dislodge whatever had caught me. Well, the spell did that—and then threw me into a flying arc back onto the bank, where I landed wrong on my side and dislocated my shoulder.”

Julian and MacMallin both winced in sympathetic reaction.

“Yes, quite.” Adrien rolled his eyes on a sigh. “Magic can be rather overexuberant, and a bloody nuisance if you don’t tell it precisely what you need. That’s why we spend years in training. It takes that long to control it perfectly. That said, Julian, in the learning process you will break many things.”

The boy’s head jerked back in alarm.

“It’s quite all right, I’ve repair spells and such, but I’m telling you this now so you don’t worry later. You’ll break things. It’s inevitable. Just don’t fret. Safeguard yourself and any bystanders first and foremost. Worry about the damage second.” Hopefully that stuck in the boy’s head, but Adrien had a feeling he’d need to repeat it. The boys were still uncertain of him in many aspects. They’d soon learn Adrien would not fault them for learning pains.

Holding up a finger, he said, “Now, second thing to keep in mind. There are certain elements that resonate very well with magic. Platinum, for instance, hence we make many of our wands and tools with platinum. The first and foremost element is glass.”

Julian blinked. Blinked again, brows drawing up. “Glass?”

“Quite. I read you the fairy tale of Cinderella the other night. You remember how the fairy godmother gave her glass slippers? Well, that’s the reason for it. Anyone who knows a thimble of magic theory can tell you glass has the best resonance.”

MacMallin temporarily abandoned his clock. “Is that why you’ve been reading us fairy tales?”

“Well, that, and so many of our society’s puns and idioms come from them. I don’t want you lacking in knowledge. But do keep in mind that there are elements of truth in every legend.” Reading at night was becoming one of his favorite things to do with them, too. The sweet way they cuddled into his sides as he read to them made his heart warm. In truth, he wasn’t sure who needed the cuddling more. Adrien felt just as starved for physical affection. Bedtime stories might be as much for his benefit as theirs.

Julian stared at the nearest window. “Do you use glass to call with?”

“Very good,” Adrien praised, glad Julian had made the connection without needing every detail spelled out. “You do indeed. Part of it is because the receiver also must have something glass nearby. In our society, we have windows, mirrors, and whatnot in practically every room. It’s the easiest method to reach someone. Most sorcerers keep a small mirror compact on their person as well, just in case. Now, all that said, you need two things to do this spell. One: focus. Two: the right phrasing.”

Julian was all ears, gaze intent on Adrien’s face.

Good, the boy was paying attention. “‘Seek for Anastasia, find the essence of glass near her, for I will speak to her.’ Make sure to say will and not wish. Weird things happen when you say wish.”

“Like what?” MacMallin asked curiously.

Adrien fixed him with a repressive glower. “As I said. Weird things.”

MacMallin snickered. “That bad, eh? That you won’t tell me. I’ll just ask Miss Stacey.”

That’s if he remembered to do so, and Adrien would take the chance. “All right, Julian, ready? Now, remember, only a trace of power. With glass having such a high resonance with magic, its quite easy to break it by overloading it with power.”

Julian nodded, blowing out a stressed breath. This wasn’t the first time he’d used magic, as Anastasia had taught him mage light that first day. He knew how to draw his magic out and direct it. It was the control and finesse he lacked. He looked jittery and nervous, kept licking his lips, but he lifted a finger to the window to gently touch it. “Seek for Anastasia, find the—”

The buildup of power around Julian’s hand was unmistakable and far too much. Adrien mentally swore even as he threw up a shield, jerking Julian back from the window just as it cracked. Thankfully, shards of glass didn’t spray everywhere, but it was a near thing.

The boy flinched in his arms, leaning awkwardly against Adrien’s chest.

“I-I’m so sorry, Master.”

Adrien patted his shoulder in reassurance before letting go, allowing Julian to sit upright. “It’s all right. I told you, didn’t I? Things will break. Try again, but this time use a third of the power you just released.”

Julian looked even more nervous now but gamely tried again, a single finger against the windowpane. This time, the magic was more of a tendril, a whisp of golden light that wrapped around his finger. “Seek for Anastasia, find the essence of glass near her, for I will speak to her.”

This time, the connection was perfect. It lit up in a brief glow, then settled into a low hum.

“Excellent,” Adrien approved. Also, holy shit, this child was a very quick learner. A perfect connection on the second try? Adrien remembered breaking several mirrors before being able to manage this spell. “Now, hold that connection steady. With this amount, you won’t be able to see her, but you should be able to hear her fine.”

“Who’s this calling?” Anastasia’s voice came in clear as a bell, tacking on to the end of Adrien’s sentence. “There’s no image coming through. Oh! I know who this is. Julian, is that you?”

Of course she’d be able to tell from the magical signature in the call.

Julian’s expression was one of pure joy. “Yes, it’s me.”

“Delightful! Hello, darling, I’m chuffed to hear from you. Adrien’s taught you a spell, I see.”

“He did.” Julian shot Adrien an abashed look. “I might have cracked the window on the first attempt.”

“Ha, that’s nothing.” Anastasia laughed. “Adrien and my twin both broke three mirrors before they got the spell right. I’m delighted you called me first. You’re such a clever sort, Julian, to get it right on the second try.”

Julian blushed but really, it was the truth. He was quite clever to learn spells so quickly. He’d be a joy to teach. Adrien was bursting with pride for him.

Leaning over the table, MacMallin pitched in, “I’m here too, Miss Stacey. We thought we’d come up in two days to visit, see your lab. Is that all right?”

“By all means, do so. I’m rather bored up here. My experiment is in that wait-and-see stage, and it’s about as thrilling as watching moss grow. Adrien, bring them up about noon and we’ll all eat together.”

“Curry? The chicken korma one you make.”

“You always ask for curry.”

“It’s because your curry is better than mine.” Adrien mostly meant that. Anything he didn’t have to cook was better.

“You lying liar.” She snorted because she knew him well. “But very well, if you’d like. I’ll see you all then. I don’t wish to draw out the conversation and tire Julian. Do call me often, though, Julian. It’ll be good to practice, and I love hearing from you.”

“I will, Miss Stacey.”

Adrien leaned in, hand on Julian’s shoulder. “Now, just retract the magic steadily back out of it, like calling a dog to heel.”

Julian had his bottom lip between his teeth as he concentrated, but he did it fine, no trace of magic left out.

“Good! You see? Magic likes to be helpful. You just have to keep it from being overexuberant and you’ll be fine.”

With this success under his belt, Julian was the picture of happiness. He practically radiated it like an aura. “Can I learn something else, Master?”

Well, it wouldn’t harm anything. And a repair spell was something that, even if you did it wrong, it couldn’t cause harm. Something easy for Julian to cast again and again, practicing the control of his magic, was the best thing for him at this stage.

“Okay. Next, then, is a basic repair spell.”
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Adrien, good to his word, took the boys to Anastasia’s at noon on Friday. She greeted them warmly with hugs and the smell of curry drifting from the dining room.

The house looked rather clean, which at once stirred his suspicions. When Anastasia was mid experiment on something, house cleaning could go to the devil as far as she was concerned. Adrien could cast no stones, as he was rather the same way, but the sitting room was picked up, none of her usual collection of teacups and books scattered about. The floors smelled of lemon and beeswax, the dark wood gleaming, which hinted someone was afoot. He had a good idea who.

“Is Cynric here too?” Adrien inquired as he hung his coat on a nearby rack.

“Yes, he got in two days ago. He’s thrilled at meeting the boys.” Anastasia beamed, happy to have her twin nearby. To Julian and MacMallin, she explained, “My brother Cynric is more of a battle sorcerer, you see. He goes about hunting monsters. When he does come back to England, he lives with me, as it’s far more comfortable for him to do so.”

“You say that because he can’t stand your mess and will promptly clean your house upon arrival,” Adrien drawled.

“It’s one of the benefits,” she agreed with a beatific smile. “Now. Let’s eat, shall we? Cynric is just putting the last of the dishes upon the table.”

Cynric popped out of the kitchen, setting naan on the table—the smell alone here made Adrien’s mouth water—and he paused, looking them all over. Cynric was just as handsome as Anastasia beautiful. They shared the same thick black hair, dark brown eyes, and aquiline nose. Of course, he stood a good half head taller and was darker in skin tone from spending so much time outdoors.

For some reason, Julian looked nervous at the sight of Cynric. MacMallin’s expression was tight, guarded. Adrien had no idea why. Sometimes their reactions to things made little sense to him. Actually, come to think of it, they’d been a touch wary when meeting Maloles and Cristanto. Were they wary meeting strangers in general, or men in particular? It could well be both.

Not for the first time—or even the tenth—Adrien had to wonder what the hell he was doing. What had he been thinking when he’d taken in these two? He didn’t regret his choice—he’d save them from that hell again in a heartbeat—but still…was he really the most qualified for it? Training an apprentice also meant raising a child, and he had precious little idea how to be a parent. His own were abominable and could only be used as a bad example. Sometimes, he truly didn’t know how to react, how to coax the boys past the trauma they’d survived. They were so wary every time he introduced them to someone else. Rather like they feared anything approaching their zone of safety meant possible danger. If there were magical words of comfort or reassurance to offer in these moments, Adrien couldn’t think of them.

Cynric looked both boys over, then broke out into a wide smile, white teeth flashing against his dark skin. “Well, well, I finally get to meet you two. Which one of you is Julian and which one of you is MacMallin?”

MacMallin lifted a hand first. “I’m MacMallin.”

“Ah-ha. Glad to meet you, good sir.” Cynric came around the table with a hand extended, expression full of curiosity but genuine warmth.

MacMallin accepted the handshake almost automatically, his eyes scanning the man in front of him. Julian held back a half step, still cautious. It was clear MacMallin was acting as the protector.

Oh, for the love of… Adrien bit back his impatience. Of course they’d initially view any man as a possible predator. It was a hard-earned life skill.

Stepping forward, he put a hand on Julian’s shoulder, offering silent comfort. Julian leaned slightly into the touch but didn’t relax yet. “Julian, this is Cynric. You can see with your sight how powerful he is, I’ve no doubt, just as he can see you. He’s one of my dearest friends, practically a brother. You can trust him as you trust Anastasia.”

“Indeed you can.” Cynric offered a hand.

Julian hesitantly took it, shaking it. “Nice to meet you.”

“And you.” Cynric looked him over once more. “The raw power I can see in you is quite amazing. You’ll be formidable once trained. When do you plan to start your training?”

Julian’s tension eased under this frank admiration. “Um, well, I suppose I’ve started, sir. I’ve learned two spells so far.”

For a long moment, Cynric just stared at him, as if questioning his ears. “Forgive me if I’m wrong, but you’ve only been with Adrien about six or seven days, correct?”

“Uh, yes, sir, that’s right.”

“And you’ve learned two spells? Which spells?”

“Call spell and mage light. Still working on a repair spell.”

Cynric turned to Adrien. “How many mirrors did he break?”

“Only cracked the window once. Got it right on the second try.”

Spluttering, Cynric’s voice rose with incredulity as he demanded of Julian, “Are you a fucking genius? Three spells in the span of a week and you only messed up the call spell on your first try?! Do you know how many mirrors Adrien and I both broke mastering that spell?”

Julian’s cheeks heated, lips curving up in pleasure under this praise. “Am I really?”

“You must be, if you’re learning spells that fast.” Cynric eyed Adrien with calculation, his expression absolutely not to be trusted.

“No, you may not steal my apprentice.” Adrien didn’t even wait for that question. As much as he struggled with the boys sometimes, he wouldn’t give them to another person, not for any reason.

“That’s not what I was about to ask.”

“Uh-huh.”

“No, truly.”

“How about we discuss this while we eat?” Anastasia interrupted. “The food is growing cold.”

Seemed the ideal suggestion, so Adrien shrugged in agreement.

They all sat about the table, dishing up rice, curry, gobi, and naan onto their plates. Adrien didn’t care to find out whatever it was Cynric was scheming about. The man would no doubt tell him eventually.

MacMallin took one bite before gushing, “It’s wicked good, Miss Stacey.”

Anastasia beamed at him. “I’m glad you like it. Have as much as you like—I made plenty. Cynric himself eats like a pregnant mare, and I figured with you two growing boys, I’d best make as big a pot as possible.”

“Wise decision,” Adrien said in support. “They are indeed growing. I swear they gain a millimeter every time I take my eyes off them.”

The boys giggled but didn’t deny anything. Rascals. Of course, they were too busy consuming their food to really think of talking. They looked far more at ease now, which pleased him. Bringing them here to visit had been the right call.

Cynric devoured everything on his plate, then went for a second helping, chatting with Adrien from across the table as he did so. “I’ve a thought. You’ll like it, it’s a lucrative thought.”

“I’m all ears.” Especially since clothing and feeding the boys took far more money than Adrien had anticipated. Someone should have warned him teenagers were expensive.

“So, I was part of a hunting party that took down a kraken this past week.” Catching himself, he said as an aside to the two apprentices bookending Adrien, “Terrible business, krakens. Most of the time they’re far out to sea and don’t bother anyone, but when they do get it into their head to nest in a harbor, all hell breaks loose. They’re highly territorial, see, and will destroy anything nearby. This one took up in Portsmouth.”

Adrien nearly choked on the food in his mouth. He had to hastily wash it down with some tea. “Good god, man, how did that happen?! That’s a major trade port!”

“I know, I know. Kraken came in overnight. Startled everyone. They normally choose less used harbors. I don’t know what this one was thinking.” Cynric made a sour face. “It was beastly hard hunting it down, I can promise you that. Took six of us to manage it and even then, the beast did quite a bit of damage. Warehouses knocked off their foundations, docks torn up. The Portsmouth Lighthouse was torn right down so that half of it is in the water.”

“Oh for mercy’s sake,” Adrien grumbled. “Let me guess, you want me to help with the cleanup.”

Cynric batted his eyes coquettishly. “Pretty please? Think of it as good practice for your apprentice.”

Oh, so that’s what he’d been scheming over there. Adrien was all set to protest, but some instinct stilled his tongue. Some hands-on work experience was the best way to learn. Also, most cleanup duty was brute force, something easy to teach Julian. Right now, any spell he could teach the boy was a boost to his confidence, which Julian sorely needed. Besides, Julian almost had the knack for that repair spell. This would be the perfect opportunity to practice it and get the nuances down.

Seeing Adrien hesitate, Cynric leaned on him further. “It’d be easy enough to teach him how to support, right? If he can do call spell and mage light, then he knows how to channel and maintain his magic, at least to some degree. I daresay this will be easier than doing either, really.”

“Indeed it would be,” Anastasia supported. She picked up her cuppa but didn’t sip from it yet, also eyeing Adrien sideways. “This requires less finesse, more power. I’m sure Julian will be splendid with it. Besides, it will be good to start introducing him to the community. The more people he knows, the merrier, and he’ll be given more work as he develops his skills.”

Both were good points. Adrien looked to Julian, gauging the boy’s reaction. He seemed both excited and perhaps fearful at the same time. That expression alone told Adrien to go. He must build up Julian’s confidence first and foremost. Fear could cripple a sorcerer in the worst ways.

“Then we’ll go. Leave in the morning, Cyn?”

Cynric had his mouth full but nodded.

“Then you should stay the night,” Anastasia encouraged. “That way it’s easier to have breakfast and all leave together. MacMallin, do stay with me while they go work. We’ll have a splendid time while they slave away under the sun.”

“Sounds keen to me, Miss Stacey.” MacMallin seemed to mean this. He wore his sincere smile and not the street-polished one.

Knowing Anastasia had a limited idea of what she’d just volunteered herself for, Adrien kindly threw her a bone. “Mac has an interest and talent in the mechanical.”

“Truly? Then we should go into Liverpool tomorrow. There’s a car exhibit going on there. They’re apparently showcasing all sorts of prototype vehicles.”

If she’d had a hundred years to think of something perfect to offer MacMallin, Anastasia wouldn’t have been able to come up with anything better than this offer. His whole face lit up.

“I’d love to go, Miss Stacey.”

“Excellent. We’ll leave after they do, then. Well, shall we clean up? Julian, I understand you have an interest in seeing my lab.”

“Yes, I’d love to.” Julian was already pushing his chair back, ready to go.

Adrien waved them on. “I’ve got the dishes.”

“I’ll help you,” Cynric offered.

Anastasia led the boys out of the room and they followed her much like ducklings after their mother, which was rather adorable to see. Adrien picked up their bowls and headed into the kitchen. This room had definitely been visited recently by Cynric, as there were no piles of dishes leaning precariously about on the counters.

He was quite familiar with this kitchen, having been here more times than he could count, and it was easy enough to put the food away in the icebox, the rest into the slop bucket. Cynric took the dishes from there, cleaning spells doing the bulk of the work before he stacked them to dry.

“Adrien.” Cynric’s attention was on the plates in his hand. “Am I scary?”

“Terrifying,” Adrien deadpanned. “I shake in my boots whenever I see you.”

“No, seriously, am I? The boys looked afraid of me when I introduced myself.”

Ah. So he wasn’t yanking Adrien’s leg. Taking this query more seriously, Adrien answered on a long sigh. “It’s not you. They’re accustomed to men abusing them. I think Julian might have feared me, too, if I hadn’t healed him and cursed the man beating him upon our initial acquaintance. But even now, whenever they make a mistake or something breaks, they initially flinch, ready for me to strike them.”

“Oh.” Cynric dropped his head, hands stilling for a moment. His fingers curled into his palms, knuckles turning white under the force. “Damn. That makes me want to kill something.”

“If you figure out the target, do tell me. I’d be quite ready to lend a hand.”

Cynric’s eyes cut to him. “How are you handling this? I can tell you’re frustrated.”

“Mostly with myself,” Adrien admitted. He turned to put his hip against the counter, wiping his hands off on a dish towel. “I don’t know what to do. How to help them overcome this trauma. I’ve had to bite my tongue so many times, swallowing back my initial response because I know it’s not really me they fear. I’m…lost on how to fix this.”

Cynric finished the last of the dishes, stacking them in the rack with the others before responding, words slow and steady. “You remember, back when you first came under Master, that dog Anastasia rescued?”

“The one from the farmer? Blackie?”

“That’s the one. Cute little thing, but she’d been abused so badly by the farmer, we barely saw her the first week Anastasia had her.”

Adrien’s memory slid back into hazy territory; he’d been barely eight years old when that happened. Still, he remembered the dog well. “I adored that dog. She used to sleep between all of us on cold nights. Turned out to be a brute, too, size of a small pony. Looking back, I bet she was of Newfoundland stock.”

“Probably, but not what I’m getting at. Remember how Anastasia handled her?”

That took a bit more delving down memory lane. “With lots of love and treats, if memory serves.”

“And patience, but mostly time. I think your boys aren’t much different from Blackie. You’re doing all right, Adrien, you truly are. Just give them more love, patience, and time. They’ll work it out themselves.”

It sounded like good advice. Certainly reassuring, as that meant Adrien had been on the right path already. “I’ve been trying to introduce them to others, too, people they can trust or go to for help. Our favorite shoe husbands actually made dinner for us one night to celebrate me adopting them.”

Cynric clapped him on the shoulder in approval. “Right on. That’s a good tactic too. You’re doing splendidly, Adrien.”

“Oh, stop, you’re trying to make me blush.”

“I succeeded too.”

Adrien snapped the dish towel at him. Cynric, basket case that he was, just jumped to the side while giggling like a demented creature. Never would Adrien admit the praise had gone a bit to his head.

“I,” he declared, “am going back to the flat to pack a bag so we can all stay comfortably tonight. You stay out of trouble.”

Cynric called to his retreating back, “You’re just escaping, call it what it is!”

Never in a million years would Adrien admit to that. Still, it was good to hear he was doing a decent job with his boys.
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Normally Portsmouth looked like the bustling, thriving trade hub that it was, full of ships coming in and out of harbor and docks filled with cargo and people. A brisk sea breeze coming off the water made the already chilly day even more shivery. Adrien had foreseen this and applied warming spells, fortunately, otherwise they’d be quaking in their boots.

He took a look around the area, grimacing. Right now, it resembled more the survivor of a natural disaster, which it rather was. Cynric had not exaggerated the situation. The Portsmouth Lighthouse, the pride and joy of this area, had been ripped right off its foundation, the tall lighthouse tower toppled over so the top of it was submerged entirely. The docks were in shreds, some of them pulled out of their moorings entirely, and not a single ship was still upright and in working order. Some of them had been tossed onto the city streets, lying abandoned on their sides.

“Fuckin’ ’ell,” Julian breathed, street cant coming out in full force.

Adrien forgave him the slip of the tongue. Honestly, it was an accurate statement for this madness. “Cynric, what in god’s name have you dragged us into?”

“Standard rates plus hazard pay,” Cynric retaliated, waggling his eyebrows in an outrageous manner.

“I should hope so!” Adrien sighed. There was no getting out of this; he’d already promised. “Tell me we’re not the only work crew.”

“God forbid.” Cynric jerked back in true horror. “We’d be here all month. No, I promised them I’d get the ships back into the water and the lighthouse back up. A whole team of magicians are repairing everything else.”

Adrien stayed standing right outside the door they’d just portaled through, looking his friend dead in the eye. “You signed us up for the two jobs that require the most magical brute force? Some friend you are.”

Without a single ounce of remorse, Cynric just shrugged. “Who else could I call upon?”

Eh. That was true.

“Is Master really so strong?” Julian inquired, eyes already going round with wonder.

“I’ve yet to meet stronger,” Cynric answered readily. “Don’t let that small size fool you—”

“Hey!” Adrien glowered at him. Ever since Cynric had grown thirteen centimeters past his own height, he’d gotten far too cocky about being taller.

“—he’s a powerhouse, this one. Few can rival him. It’s why, when I told people I could bring him in, some of them wept tears of joy. Or relief. Either way, they’d be here until next year trying to get the ships back into the water if not for us. Even with him here, it’ll take you and I both supporting him to manage all this.”

Also true. Adrien gathered them up with a hand on their shoulders, pushing them forward. “I could handle one ship on my own, but it would tire me. I probably couldn’t handle another today. These are huge cargo ships, after all. With you and Cynric working in tandem with me, it’ll be a cinch. Well, the ships will be. The lighthouse will be trickier.”

“Because we have to repair it, too?” Julian moved readily alongside him, his attention mostly on Adrien.

“Correct. I know from experience, setting something back on its foundation will be tricky. It often means the framing of the building has been twisted, so you must repair that too, otherwise the whole house will collapse in on itself.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“Indeed. But first, one of the cargo ships— Oh god, this is a mess.”

They hadn’t even reached the ship yet and already Adrien could tell this would be worse than expected. This ship in particular had landed on its side, taking out several warehouses with it, but the worst problem for him was that the hull had been punctured. The damage was clear, as the metal was shiny and new where it had torn. With the stain on the hull, it was clear that spot was normally below water level.

Which meant, if he put it back in the harbor, the ship would sink immediately.

“Damn and blast.” Adrien made a face. “This just got trickier. Cynric, you want to repair the damage while I hold it steady, or—”

Cynric held up a staying hand. “No, no, someone else is supposed to be fixing the ships. Tell you what, let me call them over, you give Julian experience on supporting.”

“Ah. Okay.”

They had taught Julian how to do this yesterday and ran through the exercise several times, but it never hurt to refresh the boy’s memory. Supporting wasn’t a difficult thing to do, really; it was maintaining your concentration for long periods of time that proved challenging.

In fact, there was a cargo truck nearby dangling half over the railing, the ass end of it in the water. That’d be good practice.

Adrien pointed to it. “Let’s lift that back onto the street. When I start the spell, you do what?”

“Concentrate on you and feed you power,” Julian answered promptly. “But I also make sure my magic doesn’t try to take over your spell.”

“Good. On the count of three. One, two, three.”

Adrien spoke the incantation, only seizing hold of the truck for now, not trying to lift. He could do this easily but that wasn’t the point of the exercise.

The magic flowing to him wasn’t seamless, nor did Adrien expect it to be, but Julian did hand him a steady stream of power on the first try. The offer was a touch rough but still usable, and after that initial jerk, Julian’s power melded in with his spell and thrummed.

“Very good,” Adrien murmured with a smile of approval. He didn’t take his eyes off the truck as he lifted it into the air, turning it before setting it gently back onto the road.

“End in three, two, one.”

Julian ended his connection as dictated, letting out an ooph. “Harder to do when you’re actually lifting something, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Hence Adrien having him practice on something physical now. They’d only done theoretical exercises last night, very little practical. “Should we try again on something smaller before we tackle the ship?”

Julian looked relieved at the suggestion. “If you don’t mind—”

A loud female voice broke the relative silence around them, accompanied by hurried footsteps. “SIR! Sorcerer!”

Adrien turned toward the hail. A woman in trousers and a very loose blue blouse hurried toward them, looking disheveled and as if she’d been up all night. She likely had. It took no imagination to understand she needed help and, upon seeing their work, was determined to draft Adrien and Julian for it.

Well, he was here to help, after all. Hopefully whatever she needed wouldn’t take much time.

“Slow down, miss,” he encouraged as she reached them. “Take a breath. I’m Adrien Danvers. You are?”

She paused, one hand pressed over her heart, flushed from her mad sprint. Her blue eyes went wide in her heart-shaped face. “The sorcerer, Adrien Danvers?”

“The same.” He did love it when his reputation preceded him. “This is my apprentice, Julian. Who might you be?”

“Suzy Fletcher, sir.” A smile took up her face, as if she could not be more delighted. “Oh, it’s good luck right after bad, this is. Meeting you. Are you part of the cleanup here, then?”

“I am. What do you need?”

“Oh, sir, it was such madness last night, it was. That kraken did us a bad turn. Thing of it is, that there ship, its mast is resting right over my garden. I guess with all the damage, it couldn’t hold. It fell in the middle of the night, right off its ship and onto my garden and part of my house. Now, I’d normally just wait, but I’ve got a mother and her pups trapped and I can’t reach them. I don’t think they’re hurt, but the mother’s going on twelve hours now without food or water, which can’t be good. If you could just clear the way enough for me to get in—”

“Miss Fletcher, do not fret, for that’s the very thing we’re here to do.”

Her agitation paused, expression turning hopeful. “It is?”

“Indeed so. I’m responsible for removing the ships and putting them back in the harbor.” He flashed her a professional smile, meant to put her at ease. “I’m simply waiting for a colleague to return with another magician. We’ll need to put the ship to rights before putting it back in the water, you see, otherwise it’ll sink altogether.”

“Oh. Oh, too right, didn’t think of that.”

“Master, what if the puppies get hurt when we lift it off?” Julian fretted.

Ah, a dog lover, this one. Adrien did share the worry himself. “Hmm, a valid point. Miss Fletcher, show us where they are, and we’ll get them out first. You’ve a safe place to go?”

“Bless you, sir. Yes, my neighbor’s house wasn’t hit and she’s letting us stay with her.”

“Very good. Lead the way, then.”

She turned on her heel, quick to do so. Adrien followed after her, needing to lengthen his stride to keep up with her. He directed Julian, “Call Cyn, tell him we’re going to move some dogs out of the way first. Have him meet us at the mast.”

“Yes, Master.”

Julian seemed much more at ease with Cynric after spending yesterday afternoon practicing magic with the man. He fished out the glass compact in his pocket and readily called Cynric, relaying the message.

And he did so without cracking the glass, too. Adrien mentally smiled to himself. Julian truly was clever with magic.

“Miss Fletcher?” Julian stepped up to be more at her side. “Might I ask what type of dogs?”

She turned her head, happy to answer. “Collies. Rough Collies, that is. Mother just had her pups a week ago. They’re cute, fuzzy little rascals. You like dogs, Julian?”

“I do, miss.”

“Well, I think you’re due a pup since you’re coming to the rescue. If your master will agree, that is.” She shot Adrien an inquiring look over her shoulder.

Hmm…a dog. Yes, a dog might be a very good idea for the boys. Animals had a healing presence. He didn’t need Julian’s silently imploring eyes to consider it for long.

“Miss Fletcher, I’d be happy to pay you for the pup.” He grinned when Julian punched the air in victory.

She laughed, waving it off. “Wouldn’t hear of it. They’d be in dire straits if not for you two. Plus, it’s bragging rights! England’s best sorcerer has one of my pups.”

True, that kind of advertisement would further her breeding business. Adrien didn’t mind. “Then we’ll let Julian pick one out, and he can come back once it’s weaned.”

Julian was so happy he immediately hugged Adrien around the waist. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

“I like dogs too, you know.” He hugged Julian back before releasing him. “But let’s save them first. You can thank me later.”

It took more than a few minutes to walk the blocks to the problem area. Masts were tall, after all, and this one had crushed at least one warehouse and two houses when it came down, crunching them straight down the middle.

When she pointed to the house in question, he could see the problem immediately. Her back garden abutted her neighbor’s, and while her neighbor’s house had escaped unscathed, both of their gardens had been affected, along with half of Miss Fletcher’s house. The stone walls were crushed, toppling in all directions, the mast itself blocking all entrance.

From the very back corner came a sad sounding whimper. Poor dog truly was trapped back there.

Hmm. No, this wouldn’t do at all. Adrien sized up the situation, cogs spinning as he considered the possible weight, trajectory, and problems associated with this. No, nothing else for it. That mast had to move.

Miss Fletcher wasn’t wringing her hands together but she was right on the verge. “Can we get them all out?”

“Yes, but it’s not going to be the quick fix I had hoped. I can see why you couldn’t reach them. They’re well and truly trapped in there.” Turning, he told Julian, “I want you to move and crouch over there, where you’ll have more of a sightline on the dogs. I’ll cast two shielding spells—one for you, one for them. Once I’ve cast, you take over the spells and hold both. Can you do that?”

Julian dipped his head, expression determined. “I can.”

“Good. I know you did it perfectly last night. Do that again and you’ll be fine. I’m going to have to cut the top of this mast off and set it in the street for a moment. No other way to get to them. Miss Fletcher, once the mast is out, I want both you and Julian to move in there. If any of the dogs are hurt, don’t move them, but alert me. I’ll do some emergency healing.”

“Thank you.” She turned, crouching as if ready to sprint.

Adrien did precisely as he’d outlined, casting the shielding spells, waiting for Julian to take them over. He fumbled a bit with taking on two—which was understandable, he’d only practiced with one—but when Adrien held it steady, he was able to take it on with a second try.

That sorted, Adrien ruthlessly cut the mast with a shearing spell, taking it cleanly off, along with the rigging rope. He lifted it easily overhead and set it in the nearby street, where it settled with a noisy clunk of metal against cobblestone.

Adrien was focused on the mast, of course, so didn’t pay strict attention to everything else. He heard more than saw Miss Fletcher move, going in close to check on the dogs.

“They’re all right!” Miss Fletcher called. “But the debris is blocking ’em.”

Ah, yes, so it was. The stone—formerly part of the wall—was smashed up against the entrance of the doghouse. Well, that wouldn’t do.

Adrien knew the first priority of the other magicians would be to right the docks, houses, and businesses. Things like garden walls would be much lower on the priority list. In this case, however, it needed to be a priority. Lives were at stake. Adrien didn’t second-guess it, just focused a repair spell on the wall. All the stones lifted off the ground, reorganizing themselves as they settled back into their original positions. Within a minute flat, all was as it should be.

With that out of the way, he took the shielding spells back from Julian, freeing him of the burden. The other two dove back in, coaxing the scared mother out. The collie did so, a puppy in her mouth as she came. She clearly had no more trust for her doghouse, and frankly, Adrien didn’t blame her.

Miss Fletcher had a puppy in either arm, each of which resembled nothing more than a fuzzy loaf of bread with a nose on it. Julian too grabbed one for each arm, which left the question, “Any more?”

“Just one,” Miss Fletcher answered. “Here, take this one, I’ll get the last.”

Adrien took the puppy in question, which wasn’t even old enough to have its eyes open. Its nose twitched up at him as if wondering what was going on. Adrien tried to remember the last time he’d held a puppy this young. Came up blank. Had he ever? It was so soft and warm in his arms, it brought a smile to his face.

Really, the dogs had been traumatized enough. He couldn’t in all good conscience send them over to another house they weren’t familiar with after spending a night pinned down.

Adrien turned his head, focusing on Miss Fletcher’s destroyed house, and spoke the repair spell again. This one took more magical power and effort, of course, being a larger structure. Not to mention all the contents inside also needing repaired. Still, nothing overly strenuous and well within his capabilities.

“Oh!” Miss Fletcher bounced on her toes, giddy with delight. “Oh, oh, thank you! I didn’t want to ask this too.”

“Not at all. I think everyone here has been through enough.”

Adrien was distracted from saying anything else because of his apprentice. Julian stood staring at the puppies in his arms. One was tucked in against his chest, nose buried in an armpit. The other seemed far more at ease. The little one had turned itself so that it was belly up, head tucked into Julian’s chest, and even from here Adrien could hear the snores.

In that moment, Julian looked like the child he was. His face was aglow with simple joy, an innocent delight in having a sleeping puppy in his arms.

Yes, getting him a dog was absolutely the right call. Good job, instincts.

Adrien came closer, balancing the wriggling bundle in his own arms, and asked Julian gently, “That one?”

“Please,” Julian softly said back, eyes still on the puppy. “I want this one.”

“All right then. Miss Fletcher, we’ll help you settle the dogs in the house before going back to the job at hand. I’ll be back in eight weeks, say? To get the puppy.”

“She’ll be ready for you,” Miss Fletcher promised stoutly.

“Very good.”

They did bring the dogs inside, where the mother downed a full bowl of water in short order. Poor thing was probably parched after no water for a full day.

Pulling Julian free from his puppy proved to be the harder task, as the boy understandably didn’t want to let go. Eventually, he did, reluctance in every movement.

By the time they made it outside, Cynric was standing by the mast and waiting on them. Pointing to it, he asked, “You trying to make the job harder?”

“Dogs trapped behind it,” Adrien explained. “Mother and six puppies.”

“Oh. Well, damn. Good call then.”

Julian practically danced up to Cynric. “I get one of the puppies.”

“Oh, do you? What kind of dog?”

“Collie.”

“Damn, why wasn’t I here five minutes earlier?” Cynric pouted. “I like collies.”

“I’ll let you solve that problem on your own.” Adrien had no sympathy for him. “For now, let’s attend to this ship. You gather someone up to repair it?”

“I did. They’re working on that now. Nearly finished, I think. Let’s get back down to the harbor and prepare to lift it back into place.”

“Okay.”

By the time they reached the harbor again, Cynric had received another call saying the repairs were done. Adrien positioned them right at the dock’s edge, the best vantage to lower the ship back into the water. He almost engaged the spell, then thought better of it.

“Julian?”

“Yes, Master?”

“This won’t be like the truck,” Adrien warned. “The ship will have considerably more heft. The weight will demand more magical power. I might have to adjust you once it’s in the air. Don’t take it as an admonishment; such adjustments are often done in group spell work.”

Julian shifted his shoulders, bracing himself. “Understood.”

“Good.”

Now they should be ready. Adrien cast the spell, jaw flexing in reaction as he got a good hold on the ship. Damn thing weighed a great deal, and while it wasn’t the heaviest thing he’d ever moved, it wasn’t the lightest by any means.

“Join in three, two, one.”

Cynric’s magic melded with his in an easy partnership, much like an old friend being welcomed. No surprise there—they’d been practicing magic together for nearly two decades, after all. Julian’s joining was smoother than with the truck, but still a touch hesitant.

“Bloody ’ell,” Julian muttered with a grimace. “This ain’t no joke.”

“Ease up a notch,” Adrien directed. “Stop gripping so hard, let more power flow. There you go. Easier now, right?”

Julian blew out a steady stream of air. “Better. I thought I knew how heavy that was. Bit like I’m moving a mountain, what.”

“Ha, that it does.” He let the street cant go for now. It was more important for Julian to feel the nuances of magic and focus there than to speak in King’s English.

The ship lifted just above the house roofs as he took it from land and back to sea, where it belonged. It settled with a splash of water, sending a rippling wave out in all directions.

Adrien let the spell go with a sigh. “Let go.”

The other two promptly did before Cynric turned his attention to the top of the mast, which he’d brought down with him, lifting it back into place and repairing it. Adrien didn’t pay much attention; Cynric knew what he was doing there.

“One down and…” He paused, looking around the harbor. “Actually, how many ships are we moving back in?”

“Good question, isn’t it?”

Adrien eyed his friend. “I never trust you with that particular smile on your face.”

“It’s because I don’t know.”

“Uh-huh.” Well, one way or another, they’d find out shortly.

He led the way to the next visible ship, this one parallel with the harbor, already resigned to the fact he’d be here the rest of the day. Perhaps tomorrow too. Which was a musing he’d rather not dwell on, so he turned the conversation topic to a more pleasant one.

“Well, Julian, what are you going to name the puppy?”

Julian practically bounced as he walked at Adrien’s side. “I’m trying to think of good girl names.”

“Needs to be something you can call easily at a distance,” Cynric advised. “Ooh, do you think the lady will sell me a puppy too?”

“You want one too, sir?”

“Of course. Who doesn’t like dogs? Maybe one for Anastasia, to keep her company when I’m not home.”

At this rate, the whole litter was going home with them.
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Three months later

Saying that life had settled would be a lie, as they were ever going from one thing to another, but he and the boys did seem to hit some kind of stride. The boys flinched less, smiled more, and gained some healthy weight. They’d advanced in their studies, too, Julian still impressing Adrien with how quickly he picked up magic.

The true turning point seemed to be the puppy, who was a very cute tricolor with big brown eyes. The boys named her Darby, meaning ‘free.’ She adored them both without reserve, as only a dog could, and they spent many a happy times playing with her. She slept right between them, giving them both comfort and warmth throughout the night. Something about having a dog reassured them that Adrien meant to keep them.

Cynric had also managed to secure a puppy and used it as an excuse for playdates, all while furthering his own relationship with MacMallin and Julian. To good effect, too, as his apprentices viewed him more as a big brother now.

Life was going rather splendidly, to Adrien’s mind.

Right up until that pesky prince decided to ruin it.

Adrien answered the prince regent’s summons with considerable misgivings. He and Prince Henry loathed each other, and they made no secret of it. The rivalry hadn’t started from a particular incident or anything of that nature, their personalities just naturally clashed. Henry still called upon his talents on a regular basis, however, as Adrien was unquestionably one of the more superior sorcerers in the known world. He took a certain amount of pride in that.

With no need to impress the man, Adrien didn’t take any particular care in his dress. MacMallin, however, had a very different opinion and put him in a navy-blue day suit, white shirt, and pale-yellow vest. The ensemble spoke of understated wealth and some consideration for his slim build. MacMallin even insisted on brushing Adrien’s silky black hair in a particular style, encouraging his thick hair into a loose wave. Not wanting to discourage the boy from his duties, Adrien suffered through this, then shooed him on to assist Julian. It would be the first time Julian stepped out formally into society as his apprentice, and the boy was suffering somewhat from nerves.

Wanting this visit over quickly, Adrien used his temporary pass to portal directly to Prince Henry’s private lodge in the country. He had no desire to be on a train for two hours there and back. Best to get this unpleasant business over with. A spell connected his flat’s door with the lodge’s, and they were there in seconds.

They walked through hunting lodge, following the butler, without a word exchanged between them. Adrien shot Julian a look over his shoulder. The boy didn’t look ready to faint, at least, just a little jittery. Adrien took some pride in his apprentice’s appearance, as he no longer looked like a waif from the streets. MacMallin had done well dressing him. The light charcoal suit with white shirt and tie suited Julian’s paler complexion, and the boy had gained a good stone of needed weight and muscle in the past three months. He might be on the edge of unhealthy thinness still, but he no longer looked like a starving corpse.

Catching his eye, Julian gave him a tentative smile, and Adrien reassured him with a nod and smile of his own. The boy would be fine. Even if the visit didn’t go well, it would be no loss. Adrien could not be bothered with Prince Henry’s opinion of his apprentice.

The butler stopped at a particular door and knocked before pushing it open and stepping through to announce, “Sorcerer Adrien Danvers and his apprentice, Your Highness.”

“Very good, Stevens, send them in.”

Why couldn’t the man’s personality be as agreeable as his voice? Adrien dismissed the question as he stepped into a well-appointed parlor, obviously geared toward hunting parties, with an unseasonable fire roaring in the large fireplace. For atmosphere, presumably, as the temperature outside was quite mild and pleasant for mid spring. Henry stood near one of the chairs, a glass of something alcoholic in his hands. He looked every bit the pampered prince in his tweed hunting clothes, auburn hair artfully ruffled as if he’d just stepped off a galloping horse.

Deciding he might as well start off politely, Adrien gave him a bow. “Your Highness.”

“Danvers,” Henry greeted with stiff civility. “Thank you for coming. I’m quite keen to meet your apprentice. I hadn’t heard you took one on.”

“Yes, well, it was rather a debacle. It took me some time to straighten the matter out officially.” Adrien waved that aside, as he didn’t feel like explaining anything. “Your Highness, this is Julian, my apprentice.”

Julian immediately ducked into a bow, his form proper, and when he straightened he wore the charming smile he’d honed from years on the street. That told Adrien without words that the boy was very nervous. “A great pleasure, Your Highness.”

“Likewise, young Julian,” Henry returned, brows arched in curiosity. “Since your master clearly doesn’t want to tell me, why don’t you explain how you came to be a new apprentice at such an advanced age.”

Julian cast a slightly panicked look at Adrien, but Adrien waved Julian on. He really didn’t care if people knew the circumstances, he just couldn’t be bothered to explain.

Wetting his lips, Julian gamely straightened his spine and responded, “I was living on the streets since childhood, Your Highness. Master sensed my magic while he was out one night and traced it until he found me. After he’d rescued me from a beating, he healed me and took me and my brother on.”

“Is that right? The aloof Adrien Danvers took in two of you?” Henry regarded him with open amusement. “Really, Danvers, you astonish me.”

“I do have a heart, you know,” Adrien retorted with saccharine sweetness.

Henry snorted. “You couldn’t prove it by past events. You’re normally utterly aloof to everyone, your family especially. Well, sit, both of you. There’s a somewhat delicate matter I would have you handle.”

Adrien had cut off all contact with his family seven years ago and hadn’t been shy about telling society. He’d also retreated from normal social functions, too hurt to even think of attending anything. It had given people the impression that he was cold and uncaring. He had little intention of correcting the matter.

He thought about standing, just to be stubborn, then decided that would be childish. Reluctantly, Adrien took an armchair across from Henry, gesturing for Julian to take the one next to him.

The prince more or less dropped into his own chair, expression carefully composed to not give away anything. He took another drink before setting it on a nearby table, then clasped his hands together in a loose grip over his stomach. “Danvers, I’m requesting this on behalf of a friend. His child is in a difficult predicament.”

“And why are you requesting it, instead of this friend speaking to me directly?” Adrien asked with reasonable suspicion.

“Because neither of us felt that you would even speak to him, much less consider responding to his request.” Taking in a breath, Henry admitted, “Your cousin George requests your help.”

Adrien responded with a brutal and immediate, “No.”

“His son is afflicted with what I believe to be a curse,” Henry continued as if Adrien hadn’t spoken. “The doctors think it some malady of the mind, but I’ve seen this before in India. The symptoms are nearly identical, and it came upon the child quite suddenly, too suddenly for it to be a disease. Besides, he’s not ill in any other way.”

Adrien really wanted to refuse again, as getting tangled up with his family never ended well for him, but if there was one weakness Adrien Danvers possessed, it was his soft spot for the innocent. Swearing, he steepled his fingers so that he could pinch the corners of his eyes, wrestling with himself for a long moment. “Which child?”

“Sebastian.”

Over the years, his paternal family had grown considerably, although he had only his sister’s knowledge of such matters to keep track of things. She was the only family member still in contact with him. Still, that name he knew. “George’s eldest son, isn’t it?”

“I’m surprised you knew.” Henry canted his head a little to the side, eyes narrowing. “I thought you had no contact with them.”

“My sister still calls occasionally.” Very, very occasionally. Either for Christmas or when she wanted something from him. “How old is the child?”

“Six.”

And there went his last leg to stand upon, as he really could not ignore a child that young. Adrien was very torn. He’d been quite close to George as a child. Losing him as an adult had been like taking a stake to the heart. He did not, in any way, shape, or form, wish to see George’s face again. But he couldn’t ignore a cursed child, either, no matter whose it might be. It also said something that George had called for him. Adrien did his best not to hope for anything, but if George had turned to him for help, then maybe…?

No. No, don’t go down that road. It only led to pain.

Still and all, he would not ignore a child, even if it was his cousin’s son. He glanced at Julian and found his apprentice beseeching him with his gaze. “Stop that. Of course we’ll take a look at the matter, but only”—he pinned Henry with a pointed glare—“with the appropriate compensation.”

“Ah, excellent. I worried your apprentice had turned you soft,” Henry drawled, jaw clenched angrily. “I knew your heartless nature would surface at some point.”

“As that family has done precious little for me, and certainly cannot claim any part of my affections, they are a client and nothing else. You called me here for a reason, Prince. I’m saying I’ll go but not for free.”

Blowing out a breath, Henry visibly reined in his temper. “You really never change. The moment your family is involved, you turn into this cretin. Fine, what do you want?”

“A favor.” Adrien smiled at the prince’s surprise. Normally he would have named some outrageous fee, but in truth he felt like he needed something else right this moment. Even with the expense of raising two children. “You owe me a favor, which I will call upon at some future point in time, as I wish.”

Slamming both hands onto the chair’s armrests, Henry snarled, “You are reprehensible! Your own family is lying in a bed, cursed and out of his senses, and you’re here—”

“Yes, yes,” Adrien responded tiredly. “I’m a cold, unfeeling bastard. You could call someone else, you know. There are other sorcerers perfectly capable of detecting and dismissing a curse.”

Henry snapped his mouth shut and glared at Adrien venomously. The prince would rather drop dead than admit he didn’t trust anyone else’s skills as much as he did Adrien’s. They both knew it and left the thought floating about in the air between them unsaid.

“Fine,” Henry gritted out between clenched teeth. “You have my word, a favor whenever you wish to call upon it. What possible favor could you use from me?”

Adrien had two dependents he had to somehow raise into proper men with little idea of how to manage it. His own childhood could only be used as the perfect example of how not to raise a child. He wanted something for Julian to lean on in case things went drastically wrong, and a favor from a prince was the perfect safety net. “I don’t have a firm idea of that yet. I’ll let you know when I do.”

The glittering blue eyes shifted from anger to suspicion, and Henry stared hard at Julian. “Why do I have the feeling that the favor involves him somehow?”

Julian swallowed hard and looked to Adrien, blue eyes wide with surprise.

Damn the man’s observational powers. Having no intention of revealing any more of himself, Adrien stood and briskly stated, “I’ll immediately go and have a look. Where is Sebastian? Family estate?”

“Country estate.” Henry stood as well, using his larger frame in an attempt to intimidate Adrien. “Out with it, Danvers. You’ve never asked for a favor before, not in all the years we’ve known each other, and I find the timing of this very suspicious.”

“You’re suspicious by nature, I can’t help you with that,” Adrien responded flippantly, striding for the door. He spoke the instructions and weaved the portal spell so that he could get this over with as quickly as possible.

“Wait.” Henry went to a side table and pulled out the middle drawer, retrieving a pen and paper, then hastily scribbled something down. Reaching for wax and a seal, he pressed both quickly into the bottom, then came back to them and thrust the missive at Julian.

Julian took it, frowning down at the paper with some perplexity. He could decipher the individual letters at this point but would have no hope of reading what was likely a hurried scrawl.

For his apprentice’s sake, Adrien came back to read over Julian’s shoulder, “‘By my order you are to render all requested assistance to the bearer of this letter. Signed Henry, Prince of Wales.’ I say, Prince, are you feeling all right in the head? I didn’t ask for this.”

“And it’s not part of the favor I owe you,” Henry snapped out waspishly. “I’m worried about your apprentice, as I know you too well. You’ve ever insisted on tripping about and landing in trouble at every other turn.”

Julian gave him a deep bow, clutching the page to him. “Your Highness, it’s very kind of you.”

Softening a little, Henry pointed to the paper. “You must have considerable intelligence and talent for Danvers to take you on. Even if he rescued you, he has enough pull in the magical community to shuttle you off to a different master, so it says volumes that he chose to keep you instead. I want to help safeguard you. He’s a reckless idiot in many ways, talented though he might be. Use that letter if you’re ever in danger and come directly to me.”

More than overwhelmed, Julian gave the prince another bow. This time his smile was brilliant and genuine. “Thank you, Your Highness. I promise I will.”

“Very good.” Henry stared at him hard then shook a finger at Adrien. “I have severe misgivings leaving a child as innocent as this one in your hands. Don’t spoil his good nature, Danvers.”

If only he knew what that ‘innocent’ child used to do for a living, Henry might have a very different take on the matter. Adrien wasn’t about to say anything along those lines and rolled his eyes instead. “Yes, yes, you’re generous and kind to look after my apprentice so. I’m sure he appreciates it. Now, I’m off.”

The prince regent snarled a curse under his breath that no royal should even know how to say, much less use. Adrien ignored that too, opening the door and revealing a bedchamber he didn’t recognize but didn’t need to. His cousin George, handsome and ginger-haired as always, sat at his son’s bedside and stared right back at him.

Adrien swallowed past a knot of emotions he didn’t want to feel, much less acknowledge. In his need to escape Prince Henry, he’d failed to properly brace himself to see a cousin he’d once dearly loved. It was hard looking into those brown eyes again. Where once he saw familial love, now he found only the pitch-black pain of loss gaping like a hole in his heart. It took every ounce of willpower to stroll casually into the room.

“George. Your princely friend has acquired my services.”

“Do be serious, Danvers!” Henry snapped at his back.

In a singsong tone, Adrien threw over his shoulder, “The child will have my full attention, but I owe no courtesy to either of you. Julian, step through and close the door, there’s a good lad.”

Julian did not look like he believed it a good idea to slam the door in the prince regent’s face, so Adrien sidestepped him long enough to kick it shut. There, the noisy one was gone, much better. He put a hand on Julian’s shoulder and urged him toward the canopied bed where a child sat up, braced against a mound of pillows. The resemblance to his father, with fair, strawberry-blond hair and chocolate-brown eyes, was remarkable. But then, Adrien was one of the few who didn’t carry the Danvers’s fair genes. His mother was the second wife, and he the only child from that union.

Sebastian showed no sign of seeing them, his head turning this way and that, expression changing from one moment to the next without any explainable reason. Adrien recognized the problem in a blink of an eye but decided not to show his hand just yet.

His cousin George got off the bed as Adrien approached. George moved slowly, eyes questioning as they scanned Adrien from head to toe, like he couldn’t quite believe Adrien was there. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

Adrien locked eyes with him, feelings of anger and misgiving stirring in his chest, making his heart hurt. The last time he had seen George, he’d been eighteen, at the final family dinner he’d ever attended. The truth of his nature had come out, Adrien unapologetic, the rest of his family enraged and embarrassed. George had been initially outraged and then terribly, terribly silent. It might not have hurt quite so much if Adrien hadn’t considered him his favorite cousin.

Shaking off the memory, he responded as neutrally as he could, “I am not such a monster that I would ignore a child. Now, be still and silent if you wish me to save him.”

Jaw working, George retreated, putting his back to the wall and watching with hooded eyes.

Deciding to ignore everything from that corner of the room, Adrien focused on his apprentice. “Pay strict attention. You’ve the eyes for it now. Tell me what you see.”

“There’s…two sets,” Julian stated slowly, words halting for a moment as he leaned in closer. “Two sets of energy lines. One of them is the boy himself, but there’s another layer above his head, like a helmet. It looks almost like a portal spell, but crammed and centered about his head?”

“Very good,” Adrien praised, clapping. “Truly, with it all crammed in like that, it’s rather hard to read at first glance. You’re improving. That is, in essence, exactly what this spell is. They’ve taken the consciousness of this child and portaled it to another location entirely. Everything he sees, hears, and smells is from a completely different environment than the one he’s actually in. That’s why he’s reacting so.”

Sebastian sat up further, head cocked as if listening, then turning to look at something else over his shoulder, nostrils flaring. He reached out with both hands, only to come up with air. Frowning, he flexed his hands and tried again, with the same result.

“He’s not mad,” Julian concluded, staring at the child with open pity. “He’s just seeing something different.”

“Indeed.” Adrien considered the problem, but he couldn’t rely on Julian to anchor him just yet. This was too complex and Julian too new to magic; it would double the risk. This was different from feeding him supporting magic. Anchoring meant being able to keep track of Adrien’s conscious while the man went out of his own body. It was trickier, and Julian had no practical experience in it. Which meant, of course, that he had to actually speak with George.

He forced himself to speak in a brisk, professional tone as he turned to face his cousin. “As you’ve heard, your son is indeed cursed. I can and will trace down the person who cursed him, but I’ll need help.”

George stared back with an unreadable expression. “I didn’t think you ever needed help.”

On the contrary, he needed it more than most. Trying to raise two apprentices had taught him that. “If I fall prey to carelessness, your son and I will both be in a state. I’d rather not take undue chances. I’ve a colleague I want to draw in.”

“Whatever you wish to do, I’ll agree. I trust you in magic.”

He gave good odds that this reasonable George would last up until he pronounced his son cured. Then they’d be thrown out without even a godspeed, just like the last time he’d seen his cousin seven years ago.

Adrien shoved that suspicion mercilessly to the side and gave George a sharp inclination of his head. “Very good. Julian, call Anastasia.”

Julian lit up at the idea and promptly went to the nearest clear space—the window—and spoke out the phrase to activate the call.

With all the practice he’d been getting, Julian formed the connection quite handily. He’d chosen, probably because of the distance, to do voice only. But for this, voice was all that they needed and Adrien didn’t demand he try again. Considering the distance, Julian had done remarkably well forming such a strong connection. Anastasia was likely in her workroom in northern England, after all.

“Julian? Is that you, love?”

“It is,” Julian responded happily. “Miss Stacey, I’ve called to ask for help. We’ve a bit of trouble over here with a cursed child.”

“I don’t like the sound of that at all. Adrien, are you nearby?”

“I am.” Adrien stepped forward. “It’s my young second cousin, Sebastian. They’ve put a portal curse on him, and it’s strong enough I want an anchor before I try to trace the source.”

“Devil of a time to ask for my help, I was in the middle of—” They heard a tremendous crash, the shattering of glass, spraying of liquid, and something hissing, all mixed together. “Never mind, no longer an issue.”

Very well able to imagine what had just happened, Adrien put a hand to his forehead, not sure whether to laugh or groan. Anastasia was brilliant and gifted, but no one could claim her to be tidy and organized. “Are you okay?”

“Quite well, thank you, and I’m not in the least interested in cleaning that up just now. Well, open a portal for me, then, I might as well come through and help.”

“Give me a moment.” Adrien stepped back toward the bedroom door, ready to spell it to connect with Anastasia’s workroom, then thought better of it. Turning, he warned George, “If you do anything to offend her, I will curse you next.”

George just cocked an eyebrow, calm and unyielding.

Fine, he’d been warned. Adrien created the portal to the workroom and opened the door, revealing his friend in all of her workroom splendor. She’d worn her typical choice of clothing, the brilliant blue top revealing her midriff; skirts flowing out in matching patterns of blue, gold, and pink embroidery; her long, dark hair down but tied back at the nape to keep it out of her way. Nothing seemed untoward about her, so whatever accident she’d had in her workroom, she’d been able to avoid harm.

Ignoring him completely, she went straight for Julian and wrapped him up in a hug. “There’s my favorite apprentice.”

Julian happily hugged her back. “I’ve missed you, Miss Stacey.”

These two acted like it had been years since seeing each other instead of the two days it had been. “Focus, Anastasia, we have a child in dire need of our help.”

She stuck her tongue out at him before becoming professional once more, turning her full attention to the child on the bed. “Yes, so I see. Really, what deplorable spellcraft. What third-rate sorcerer did this?”

“The type who can be hired for a tuppenny, likely,” Adrien answered, already moving to sit at Sebastian’s side. “If you’ll anchor, I’ll trace it.”

“I certainly will, but only if Julian assists me.” Anastasia favored Julian with a brilliant smile. “Has he taught you how to anchor yet?”

“Only the basics,” Julian answered, his hands up in protest. “I don’t think I’ll be much help.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. For that matter, I might not be much help. Adrien’s a cautious sort, which is why he’s called for me, but in truth he probably won’t need either of us. I’ve never had to pull him back. Still, this is good practice for you. Anchoring is more about feeling than magic itself. Come, stand next to me and keep a hand on his shoulder at all times until he’s back to himself.”

Julian followed directions, his hand on Adrien’s shoulder, their magic aligned. Adrien waited for them both to settle before throwing his conscious self out, tracing the thin red line that fed the magical power of the curse, flying along it as he searched for the source. Doing this always made him imagine how a ghost might feel, able to travel great distances in a flash, through walls and buildings, passing by unnoticed even as he grazed people’s shoulders. He went as fast as he wished, but not faster than he dared, as speed was not necessary here. The source became stronger, no longer a thin thread but a pulsing rope, and he knew himself to be close.

Then he stopped, testing, and saw the source just beyond the confines of a wall. It was a cheap flat, something that could be rented month to month, with wallpaper hanging off the walls in strips and a smoking potbelly stove in the corner. He was still in England, likely in the slums of Bath, as he’d traveled in that direction. The flat didn’t look particularly tidy, either, and he ignored the lady’s underthings lying about on the floor in favor of the woman bent over the stove, struggling to keep it lit with damp kindling.

A third-rate sorcerer indeed, if she’d ever had official training as such. Adrien doubted it. She seemed more the type to get through basic training by the skin of her teeth, having not applied herself, and now suffering for it as she didn’t have the skills or qualifications for proper employment. She looked more like a hag, down on her luck and struggling to make ends meet, which was why she’d been stupid enough to put a curse on an earl’s son. Shaking his head, he pulled up and out of the flat long enough to mark the exact location in his mind, then retreated abruptly to his own body with a gasp of relief. That always felt so strange.

“Found him?” Anastasia asked knowingly.

“Found her,” Adrien corrected, working his head from side to side to stretch his neck a little. A shiver went through his body as his spirit realigned with it, an uncomfortable but familiar sensation. He rode it out patiently. “And she’s third-rate indeed. I’ll open the portal if you want to step through and capture her.”

“Sounds like a fair division of labor to me,” his friend agreed equably. “Thank you, Julian. Did you get a good feel for it?”

“I think so, although it was disturbing to watch,” Julian admitted frankly. “I like Master much better when he’s at home in his own head.”

Adrien ruffled the boy’s hair, unable to keep a grin off his face. “On that matter, I must agree.” He stepped back toward the door, the spell coming off his lips like a cadence, then he paused with his hand on the knob. “On three. One, two, three.”

As soon as he flung the door open wide, Anastasia went through with a binding spell tumbling out of her mouth, catching her quarry unaware and snapping the woman’s limbs together like a marionette with its strings tangled about the body. Then she spoke another spell, lifting the woman’s toes just off the ground, and pulled her through the door, shoving her into Sebastian’s bedroom.

The woman’s eyes rolled, high spots of color in her cheeks as she panicked, but of course she couldn’t do more than flinch at the maneuvering. Adrien let the portal spell dissolve as they stood her directly in front of the bed, facing Sebastian.

Adrien stepped right in her face, ignoring her foul breath, and stated clearly, “I am Adrien Danvers.”

Her grey eyes went impossibly wide at that, breath coming out in pants as her anxiety shot through the roof.

“That boy on the bed? Is my cousin’s child,” he continued, and the woman looked near fainting at those two statements combined. “You’ll remove the spell at once and tell us who hired you to do it, or I’ll not just strip you of magic but of breath as well.”

“P-please, sir, I wuldna done it if I ken who he be,” she protested, voice shrill and climbing.

“Remove the curse at once,” Adrien repeated sharply.

Speaking rapidly, she promptly did so, dismissing the spell.

Sebastian let out a sharp gasp of surprise, his consciousness slamming back into his own body with no finesse whatsoever. Adrien winced in sympathetic reaction. She could have done that more gently.

The hag spared no attention for the child, falling to pleading once more. “Sorcerer Danvers, ye have to believe me, I wuldna—”

“Who hired you?” Anastasia cut through the woman’s protests, bored with them already.

“He gave me a name, but I canna say it be his real one,” she admitted hesitantly. “Alistair Granville, he said he was, and a proper toff, ye mark me words. Told me to curse the child a fortnight, as his father cheated at cards. I’d have lifted it in another week, I promise!”

Turning, Adrien regarded George, who was focused on his son in the bed. There was no denial or anything else from that quarter, nor was there likely to be. George had no need to cheat, of course, not with the land and title he had available to him. Still, Adrien wouldn’t put it past the man to do so just to yank another man’s chain. He’d always been something of a prankster as a child.

Sighing, Adrien felt suddenly tired. Dealing with his family always exhausted him. “Anastasia, would you…?”

“Of course. I’ll handle her if you’ll submit a formal report tomorrow. You know how I detest the paperwork.”

“I’ll do it,” he promised. “Thank you very much. I’m sure my cousin will be generous in compensating you for your time.”

“I will,” George allowed from the bed. “Thank you, Sorceress.”

Anastasia inclined her head to him, as graceful as a queen, then portaled through the door so she could take her prisoner directly to the gaol, ignoring the protesting woman as she went. Adrien allowed her to go, his duty not quite done yet, and he addressed Sebastian directly.

So young. So much like George at that age, if the family portraits were anything to go by. It almost hurt to look at him, as he reminded Adrien of a happier time. Still, that wasn’t the boy’s fault, and he kept his voice steady and controlled. “Sebastian, you’ve spent the last days very confused, haven’t you?”

The boy gave a timid nod, his small hands firmly clutching his father’s arms. His high voice trembled as he spoke, “I wasn’t here. I was somewhere else. It was near the sea.”

“The sea, was it? The next few days, it will be hard for your body to remember that you’re here and not over there. Your senses will sometimes play tricks on you. I want you to stay in bed as much as possible for two days, and even then only go outside for an hour at a time for the next week. Resting your body and mind will put them back in sync with each other.” Adrien loathed to do so but forced himself to say the words. “George, if he suffers any other confusion or has dizzy spells, summon me at once. The spell is cleared but the effects sometimes linger in unpleasant ways.”

“I’ll do so,” George promised solemnly.

“Good. Then I, too, shall take my leave.” Adrien turned toward the door, keeping his pace unhurried through sheer willpower, as he wanted to race out of there. A part of him remembered all too clearly what had happened the last time he’d seen George.

He heard the rustle of the bedcovers behind him before George called, “Wait. Adrien.”

Adrien’s hand stilled on the handle. He desperately wanted to hurl himself through it but couldn’t give George any indication that he was still affected so strongly. Instead, he fixed a blank expression on his face and turned. “Yes?”

“Thank you.” George’s expression broke for a moment, showing strong emotion, what may have been regret and longing flexing in his jaw, before he forced it back under control. “Thank you for coming. After what we did—”

Adrien sliced his hand through the air, cutting him off. “It’s history, George. Kindly don’t bring it up again.”

His cousin was not done, however, and forged ahead. “I know I’ve no right to ask, but some of us deeply regret how we handled the whole affair. Will you not consider coming back?”

Adrien was sharply aware of Julian, standing at his side, and the way his apprentice absorbed every word and expression. He didn’t want to know what Julian made of this. Shaking his head, he responded quietly, “I have not changed. So there’s little point in trying, isn’t there. Goodbye, George. Look after your son.”

Unable to bear it a moment longer, he wrenched the door open, stepping into his own flat and cleanly escaping with Julian before George could utter another word.
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Adrien lounged in the bath, his feet up on the rim of the tub, letting the hot water seep into his skin. He needed the warmth. He’d felt so terribly cold after leaving George’s estate. Sitting next to the fire had done nothing to help. MacMallin had sensed that he was in some sort of emotional turmoil, clearly, as he’d fixed most of Adrien’s favorites for dinner and drawn him a bath immediately afterward.

No doubt Julian had filled him in on the day’s events out of Adrien’s earshot. He hadn’t cared enough to explain anything. Or rather, it was too painful to talk about. Losing connection with his family, all at once and at the tender age of eighteen, had affected Adrien deeply. He’d gone from a privileged child who had family, connections, and a sure place in the world to an orphaned sorcerer all within the space of an evening. Even seven years later, Adrien still felt the effects of it.

He’d hoped—prayed—that he would grow accustomed to living alone after a while. He hadn’t. Sometimes, the quietness of his own home disturbed him on a fundamental level. It’s why he’d taken in Julian and MacMallin without thinking it over. Even then, their presence had become so much more of a balm than he’d intended. Having two teenagers running about his flat had quickly made it clear that he hadn’t grown accustomed to his solitude at all. It was a relief to have them in the house.

Thank god he’d had Julian with him today. If he’d been forced to deal with his family alone, he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to bear it. It had felt like a giant fist was squeezing his heart the entire time he was there. If he hadn’t had Julian and Anastasia with him, he might have snapped altogether. Having someone to come home to also helped tremendously.

He tipped his head back, a sigh escaping his throat as the hot water finally did its job. Adrien knew full well his coldness was psychological, but still, he stayed in the bath until he no longer felt half frozen. Lingering, he basked in it a little longer, until he felt like he was pruned. Only then did he step out of the bath, reaching for a towel, and found his bathrobe perfectly arranged, his slippers waiting. MacMallin hadn’t been serving as his valet for long, but he was quick to learn, thankfully. He had all the basics down for a valet’s service, at least, and that’s all Adrien really needed.

As he toweled his hair dry, he mused on the past three months. Trying to take two former teenage prostitutes and teach them how to be civilized human beings had proved to be more of a challenge than he’d initially assumed. They were fortunately clear of any diseases, although how they’d managed that, he couldn’t fathom. They were eager to please him—a little too eager, truth be told. They went about their lessons, magical and otherwise, with a fervor and dedication that went beyond the norm. He had to check in on them before bed every night, sometimes forcefully removing their textbooks, to make sure they properly rested.

There had to be some reason for this conduct, but he couldn’t quite put a finger on the why. Were they afraid of upsetting him somehow? Adrien didn’t think of himself as a particularly demanding taskmaster, and he’d been careful to not give the boys any indication that they need fear his hands or his temper. They’d suffered enough abuse already in their short lives; he wasn’t about to add to it.

Perhaps it was nerves. They’d never lived in a place this nice before nor had a master who was good to them. Perhaps all he needed was to give them time and patience, let them work it out on their own, just as Cynric had advised. It did seem to be the trick, although the process was slow and gradual. At least they’d stopped thinking he would use them for carnal pleasures. That was progress in and of itself.

Throwing on his robe, he slipped his feet into the slippers and exited the room. He would put on pajamas, make his normal quick check on the boys to make sure they were in bed like they were supposed to be, then he’d rest as well.

Entering his room, his eyes slid past the four-poster bed, when his brain poked him sharply. Jerking back around, he took in the scene, nearly spluttering. Both MacMallin and Julian were in his bed, apparently naked, if the bare torsos were any indication. He stared at them in jaw-dropped surprise, brain frantically wondering what he’d done or said to indicate he wanted this.

Remember that notion they’d stopped trying to seduce him? Yes, well, seemed like he could throw that bit of progress straight into the bin.

“There you are,” MacMallin said in a smooth, sultry tone. He started to throw back the covers, his intent to come fetch Adrien and draw him into bed clear.

“Stop,” Adrien barked, throwing up a hand to halt him. “Both of you. What the hell are you doing?”

Julian flinched at the tone and looked uncertainly at MacMallin, which told him without words just whose idea this was. Not that he needed that exchange to tell him anything, as it had become clear the past three months that MacMallin was the risk-taker, never Julian.

“It’s all right, Master,” MacMallin assured him patiently. “We know you’re not that sort, the type of master to abuse his position.”

That would have been reassuring, if not for the situation. “Then why, pray tell, are you both naked and in my bed?”

“Because we want to comfort you,” Julian admitted, trying for a smile.

“Truly, no hardship on our parts,” MacMallin added with a winsome smile that leaned toward being a leer. “You’re a handsome man, after all.”

Adrien was not blind to his own attractiveness, but still… “I simply cannot continue this conversation the way we are. Cambe ropa lefar.”

Both boys yelped to find themselves suddenly clad in night dress and robes.

Satisfied that a clothing barrier might slow them down, Adrien crossed both arms over his chest and stared them down. “Now. First of all, where’s the puppy?”

“Darby’s asleep on our bed,” Julian muttered, looking strangely crestfallen.

Adrien decided to ignore that expression. For his own sanity. “Good. MacMallin, what harebrained scheme have you hatched this time?”

“It’s just as Julian said,” MacMallin responded sullenly. “We want to comfort you. You’re too lonely. It’s breaking our hearts just watching you. Especially after today, what with your family and all. And because of us, you won’t flirt with anyone, won’t even try to.”

Adrien frowned at him. How did not having a lover connect to them? “I don’t follow.”

“It took us a while to realize that you won’t even try to find a lover because you’re afraid we might take it wrong,” MacMallin continued, tone earnest. “Are you worried that if you do, we’ll think we’re fair game as well? Because we really don’t think that. You’ve proved that you don’t have that abusive nature to you.”

“But we figured maybe you don’t know anyone you’re interested in? Then maybe we could help. Today especially, you really need someone with you, I think.” Julian got out of bed to catch Adrien’s hand, tugging at it, trying to see his face. “Master, look at me.”

Adrien refused to get into some sort of childish tug of war, despite the fact that he wanted to go find a corner and curl himself into it. Here he’d thought he was being a good master to these two, when it was quite the opposite. Instead he’d worried them—worried them badly enough they believed it best to offer him sex. They were far too young to think like this and he cursed again the parents that had let these children down so thoroughly. He met Julian’s eyes levelly, loathing his blush, unable to get rid of it. “Julian. I will never turn to you for that, no matter how desperate I might be.”

Julian’s face fell a little. “Is it because of what I was?”

“Hell no.” Adrien kicked himself for that, trying to rephrase. “Listen to me, both of you. Sex should never be a duty, an obligation that you’re forced to perform. I want for you a future where you can have very passionate relations with a partner simply because you both wish for it. This is no reflection on what you were forced to do in order to survive. I don’t judge you for that. Rather, I’m trying to give you an environment where you’ll never be forced to do that again.”

MacMallin finally left the bed, coming to stand at his other side, his expression unreadable. For a moment, he stared at Adrien hard. “We know you are, Master.”

Huffing out a breath, he almost felt relieved. Almost. “If you know that, then I won’t find you in my bed again, will I?”

Julian’s expression firmed into lines of determination. “On one condition, Master. You stop limiting yourself. We know you’re worried about us, but we want you to have happiness, not misery because of us. Reach out to people. Try to find a lover.”

“We will make ourselves scarce if you bring someone home, promise,” MacMallin swore cheerfully. “And if you change your mind and you want company after all, I’ll— Owowowowow.”

Adrien showed him no mercy, pulling hard on both cheeks. “This mouth had better not say that again.”

With a skip backward, MacMallin escaped Adrien’s reach, rubbing at his abused cheeks and not looking the least bit upset at the scolding. “Don’t be so quick to deny me, Master. I’m very skilled, you know.”

“My dear child,” Adrien drawled, tired of being on the defensive and ready to end this conversation, “I can assure you, I do not want to know.”

MacMallin made a face. “Fine.”

“Glad you understand that, at least. Enough of this. Go to bed, both of you. I’m going to do my best to erase this conversation from my mind.” Adrien had a bottle of scotch on the side table that would help. He would either drink it or use it as a blunt instrument, but either way he was getting amnesia.

They left the room without further argument and Adrien locked the door behind them. Frankly, he didn’t trust MacMallin not to try again. The young man was bullheaded on the worst topics sometimes. Then he sat on the edge of his bed, burying his head in both hands, his face aflame. That had been absolutely mortifying.

Whatever they said to the contrary, Adrien had no intention of looking for a lover. It wasn’t precisely because of them, it was just that he was…not good at that sort of thing. His career was demanding, sending him all over the globe at a moment’s notice, and romantic partners found such capriciousness to be tiring at best. It was hard enough to find someone in England as it was, what with their straightlaced laws. The Oriental clime was more conducive to that sort of relationship.

No, better for him to remain single. Few questioned why he was playing the role of bachelor at twenty-five anyway. Only a family member would bring it into question, and they didn’t care what he did at this point. It was just his young apprentices who found something wrong with the arrangement and they were easily put off. If he found his life lonely at times, well, that was part of being an adult, wasn’t it? And it wasn’t like he could have what he really wanted, anyway.

Depressed by his own thoughts, he gave up on the idea of getting drunk and went to bed instead.

The sheets were warm from their body heat. Dammit.

Adrien placed his hand on the warm sheets, closing his eyes, feeling weak enough for a moment to wish someone was in the bed with him.
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Julian waited until they were safely in their bedroom before pinning Mac with a glare. “I told you he wouldn’t go for it.”

“We had to try.” Mac sighed, flopping onto the twin bed. “He looked like a ghost warmed over when you two came back. At least he’s got some spirit in him now.”

Truly, Julian had never seen Adrien like that before and prayed to god he never would again. His master had been tightly leashed, every facial muscle locked down, ever since the prince regent had called for them. It had only gotten worse when Adrien had found out it was family calling for his help. “I’ve never seen him so out of sorts, not like this. He was snappish and defensive.”

“Like a wounded animal,” Mac agreed, pulling thoughtfully on an earlobe. “What did they do to him, to make him like that?”

“Why did he leave the family, that’s my other question.” Julian shed his robe and slippers and climbed into bed, moving a sleeping puppy over to make room. Despite the fact she only weighed a stone, she could take up the entire bed like a queen. Julian didn’t mind it, though. She was fun to cuddle. With her settled and snoozing against his thigh, he tucked the blankets about his waist. He absently hoped Adrien would teach him that clothing spell soon, as that was deucedly convenient.

A dark suspicion occurred and he shared a look with Mac. “You don’t think…”

“I do,” Mac confirmed grimly. “In fact, I’d bet ye a farthing to a pound that’s what did it. Our master’s not the sort to cater to another, is he? Not even for family would he be anything other than himself. I can just picture it. Him telling them straight up he liked men, and them bending all out of shape over it and casting him out.”

Julian knew better than to ask how anyone could do such a thing. He’d been sold for drink money at the tender age of eight, but still, the realization hurt his heart. Adrien Danvers might be cold on the surface, but he’d turned his life and home upside down to take in Julian and Mac when he didn’t have to. It was more than the magic and valet lessons. He educated them like they were a lord’s sons, cared for them like they were his own, and did it all at his own expense. Julian had never known care like this. He had no doubt that if he were ever in trouble, Adrien would come for him in a heartbeat and damn the cost.

“We canna leave him, Jules,” Mac declared quietly, his whole being blazing with determination. “Not ever. We be a burden to him now, straight enough, but the tables will turn soon, eh? And then we can properly see to him.”

“King’s English,” Julian reminded him.

Cursing, Mac growled in aggravation. “It just slips out.”

“I know, I know, I struggle with it too. I was so nervous in front of the prince earlier I felt faint.” Although fortunately he’d managed to copy his master’s accent perfectly and not embarrass any of them. “I hear you, Mac, and agree, but don’t you think it’d be best if we found him a proper lover?”

“He has no intention of finding one, that was obvious.” Mac snorted and rolled his eyes expressively. “Stubborn man. Aye, if he’s to have a lover, it best be on us to find one for him. We’re no substitute for that.”

“No,” Julian agreed, a little wistfully. It was fine, truly, but Julian hoped he might find a lover in the future who was like Adrien. Someone utterly loyal and unapologetic in his affection.

Mac had a knowing look on his face. “Want to try again? I’m game if you are.”

“He’ll really strangle us if we try it.” The wistfulness vanished as Julian grinned. “And it’s not like I’m pining, so you can wipe that smirk off your face, Mac.”

“You sure? You went all wilting damsel on me for a second there.”

“It’s not that and you know it. It’s just part of me imagines what it would be like to have a partner like him, and it gives me shivers.”

Flopping back onto the mattress, Mac tucked his hands under his head and admitted, “I’ve considered it a time or two myself. He’s really set our standard rather high, hasn’t he? He’d make any man proud.”

“If you can convince him to drop his guard enough,” Julian stated, exasperated all over again. “We’ve got our work cut out for us here. He won’t accept anyone easily.”

“Just means we have to find someone exceptional.” Mac threw it out there carelessly, as if it weren’t even a challenge, but they both knew better.

Finding a man Adrien could accept and love would be akin to finding the Holy Grail.
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Hugh stared at the footprints in the sand and growled out a curse. This whole situation was growing more complex and conversely more stupid with each day. He knew very well when someone was trying to hoodwink him. He’d not been in this world thirty-four years and come through it with his naivety intact.

The whole area, once benign and rather lovely in its own way, now looked completely suspicious to his gaze. From his viewpoint, standing on the rocky edge of the beach, he could see the entrance to his cave farther along. With the rising tide, the connecting land was nigh impassible with seawater—which was another problem he had to attend to, making a road into that—and the sight of it near these footprints made him long for a drink. These two things were far too close together. Not even half a kilometer apart. The rocky hill jutted out over the water, casting a unique shadow on the surface—and right now to his paranoid eye, it looked rather serpentine.

Scowling, Hugh turned his eyes back to the footprints. He knew without a doubt these things were bogus. They were stamped deeply into the wet sand, large enough he could stand in one and have room around it, but it wasn’t the size of them that clued him in. It was the way they sat in the sand itself. Also, they just wandered up from where the tide lapped in, stomped about a few times, then went straight back in, forming an arch. Nothing that big could make such a small path, and where the hell was the print of the tail dragging along?

Nothing about this made sense.

Constable Boyd stood next to him on the beach, staring at the footprints with something like living terror, although he stood his ground. The Scots were stubborn that way. They believed many a superstition and exercised caution in that regard, but they’d charge the danger if the situation called for it. The burly police constable had his hat in both hands, clutching it until his knuckles turned white, his thinning hair shining in the strong sunlight.

“I don’t like the look of this, sir.”

“Can’t say I do either.”

“More than one tale of a ceto in these parts, if ye ken my meaning.” Boyd looked uneasily about at the ocean water all around them. A chill breeze swept through as if to accent his mood. “Back in the day, me grandda near lost his life to one. Went out fishing one day, then a storm came rolling in. As he pulled in the nets, something tugged back. He’d tangled with a ceto’s tail, and before he could cut the tail free, the ceto near pulled him down into Davy Jones’s Locker.”

Ah. Now he understood why Boyd put so much weight into this. To him, sea serpents in this area were a thing of living memory. Well, shit. “Is yours the only family that’s had experience with them?”

“Not at all, at all. Most families on this isle have.”

So him trying to protest that he believed these prints were a hoax would fall on deaf ears. Got it.

Deferentially, Boyd cleared his throat. “Sir Hugh? I don’t mind admitting this be a bit outside of me league.”

Snorting, Hugh drawled wryly, “It’s a bit outside of mine, for that matter. I think it’s time I looked into getting a sorcerer out here.”

Boyd looked utterly relieved by this. “Aye, a sorcerer can handle a sea serpent just fine.”

Hugh had severe misgivings about whether the tracks along the sand actually belonged to a sea serpent. He had hunted large game before, and something about those prints looked off to him. It was especially suspicious considering the timing of the whole affair. There was something not quite right about all of this—monkey business, as his maternal grandfather would put it.

Hugh Quartermain was an engineer. Well, really, he was an engineer, inventor, and businessman with a bit of scientist thrown in. If it was mechanical in nature, he’d turn his hand to it. Mostly he considered himself an engineer—and a damn fine one, if he did say so himself. He’d even been knighted in recognition of his skills. But this business wasn’t something he knew how to handle, and he was honest enough with himself to know when to call in an expert. Beside the interruption in his business dealings, this whole experience bothered him on another level. Most of the people on the Isle of Man were kin to him, somehow, through his mother. A great many cousins, some aunts and uncles, and the like. He didn’t want them afraid in their own homes. He didn’t want a threat anywhere near them.

Once news got out that a sea serpent was supposedly on the isle, well, that’s exactly what would happen. They’d be terrified. Hugh hated that it would happen because this was likely a hoax, but he had no way of proving foul play at the moment.

“Boyd,” he said, gesturing toward the prints, “can you take a good, clear shot of these? I want to show them to a sorcerer. High tide will wash them out.”

Boyd nodded supportively. “That I will, sir. Back to London, are ye?”

“That’s where most of the sorcerers live, or so I understand. I think my old master is acquainted with a few of them. I’ll inquire with him first. If I need to shell out the expense of getting a sorcerer out here, might as well make sure it’s a good one.”

“Right ye be, sir.”

Hugh gave him a nod and stretched his legs, heading back for the road. It was a good kilometer hike back to his house from the beach, which gave him room to think. He could try placing a call from the house—he’d had a phone installed last year—but it would technically be a long-distance call, and those were never clear in sound. This wasn’t the sort of conversation he wanted to half yell or risk being misinterpreted. Better to go back to London before reaching out to Master Thomas. He needed to check in with the new factory’s construction, anyway. They had the building done and were now assembling the many machines together. Hugh had high hopes for it. He’d spent several years streamlining his process for Remedium 11. If it succeeded as he hoped, he’d be able to cut the manufacturing cost by another pence, and if he could do that, then the poorer sections would have a prayer of affording it.

It was a goal he’d been striving after for years, and having it close at hand made him happy beyond measure. Now, if he could just get the missing ore he needed in order to continue the fabrication of his units, he’d be a damn sight happier. Not being able to get into his caves here on the Isle of Man was seriously hampering his projected goals.

Well, that, and the issue with the manganese that he needed in Brazil. But one step at a time. Solve the problem on hand first.

Being a single man without servants, Hugh packed himself up without any fanfare, threw his suitcase onto a ferry boat, and stayed only long enough to get the film from Boyd. He’d process it in London; it was far faster that way. With that done, he traveled the four hours necessary to reach mainland again, then it was hopping from train to train until he reached his destination. He arrived late that evening—too late to call anyone—and chose to retire instead.

Hugh maintained a flat in London because so much of his business was conducted there, but in truth, he preferred his house on the Isle of Man. The London flat reflected this opinion, as it had the bare minimum of furnishings and little in the way of decoration. It always looked as if he were either half moved in or in the process of moving out. Hugh probably should care about that and do something to finish decorating the place, but he didn’t really entertain here so didn’t see the point. It wasn’t like he had a wife to please—or would ever have one, for that matter. At the rate he was going, he might not ever even have a lover.

Well. That was a properly depressing prospect. Hugh blamed it on high tensions because of the possible sea serpent and the lack of coffee. He couldn’t immediately fix the first, but he could the second.

He set coffee to brew as he shaved and dressed, yawning a bit through the morning routine. Hugh hadn’t slept well the night before, too much tossing and turning, and he felt the lack keenly this morning. Fortunately, he was in the flat often enough to keep some nonperishables and was able to beg some milk from his neighbor, so all was well on that end.

With the coffee in his system, he stepped out long enough to go to the pharmacy at the corner, hand over the film for developing, then snag a proper breakfast from a nearby café he preferred. Ah, better; hard to think on an empty stomach. The film would be hours yet to develop, so he took himself back to his flat in order to make some calls.

Knowing how his master dealt with mornings, he settled comfortably into a chair near the telephone table, as it would likely take a while to get the answer he sought.

It rang and was picked up with a grouchy, “Well?”

“Master,” Hugh greeted politely.

“Ha, should have figured it was you. You sound irritable. What’s going on with your caves?”

“Devil if I know. Someone’s trying to set it up to look like a sea serpent has taken to it. Even stamped some prints into the sand.”

“I thought cetos were more like snakes, wriggling around on their bellies.”

“I’m not the right one to ask, sir, as you well know. Not my business. You could be right, but whoever is trying to hoodwink me put actual footprints into the sand.”

There was a low hum, a contemplative sound that shouldn’t resemble an engine rumbling to a start and yet somehow always reminded Hugh exactly of that. Did engineers start to resemble their own creations after a while? Would he sound like that in another thirty years?

“Boy, sounds to me that it’s time to call in a sorcerer. Hell if I know what’s going on over there. First it was something blocking the way into the caves, now it’s sea serpents. Not something us engineers are meant to deal with, either way.”

“Yes, that was my conclusion as well. I’ve not really dealt with many sorcerers—no call to until now—but I know you have. Who do you recommend?”

“Hmm, first thought would be Jeffrey Pederson, but I think he’s retired by now. Man was older than the hills when I first met him, and that was twenty years ago. I worked once with his last apprentice. He was a blunt chap but got the job done. Quick-smart about it, too.”

That was high praise coming from his master. Thomas Lansky adored the competent, so if he were describing this sorcerer as such, then he was definitely the man for the job. Hugh didn’t really care what his manner was like as long as this ridiculous cave farce was unmasked for what it was. “Do you remember his name or direction?”

“Danvers…I want to say his name was. Hold on, I’ve got his card around here somewhere.”

Hugh winced as the receiver was abruptly dropped onto the table. He’d never gotten it through his master’s head to set it down gently. The name Danvers didn’t mean anything to Hugh, but that didn’t bother him. He ignored gossip by default most days and was usually very out of touch with the latest news because of it. The man could be famous and he wouldn’t have the slightest inkling. Or, wait, he did know a Danvers. George Danvers. But he wasn’t a sorcerer. Perhaps a relation?

After some shuffling noises, the receiver was picked back up. “Here it is. Adrien Danvers. He’s at 221A Baker Place. Or if he’s in London, that’s where you’ll find him. I’d try giving him a ring first, Hugh. From what I remember, he’s the type to hop all over the world. And he’s a bit difficult of a man. Was disowned from his family, in fact, although I’m not sure why. He was a bit touchy on the subject when I last saw him.”

Considering his master’s idea of tact, Hugh wouldn’t be at all surprised if Thomas had put his foot squarely in it. “If I can’t find him, do you recommend anyone else?”

“I’ve never worked with any other sorcerer but those two. But I’ll tell you this—give the local police station a ring. They’ll be able to recommend someone. It’s how I found Jeffrey Pederson to begin with.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll do that. Thank you, Master.”

“And get into those blasted caves!” Thomas ordered in a disgusted grumble. “We’ll be delayed by weeks if we don’t get enough iron ore to manufacture the rest of the assembly line.”

Hugh shared his frustration and sighed. “Yes, sir. Goodbye.”

Hanging up, he stared at the quick note he’d written with the sorcerer’s direction. Hopefully the man was as capable as his master remembered and—equally important—currently in the country. He’d rather prefer to work with someone his master recommended. Picking up the phone once more, he requested of the operator, “Adrien Danvers, 221A Baker Place, please.”

“Thank you, please hold,” a female voice responded.

It took only a few rings before a voice answered, this one so light in tone that it couldn’t possibly belong to a man. A teenager, by the sound of it. “Sorcerer Danvers’s residence.”

“Hello. My name is Hugh Quartermain. I wonder if I may speak with Sorcerer Danvers about a potential case for him to take.”

“Of course, sir. Just a moment.” This one, at least, knew how to set the receiver down gently. He heard the clatter of footsteps as they went off, no doubt in search of the sorcerer. Was it an apprentice he’d spoken to?

Hugh always felt like it was the mark of a true master in his field if he had an apprentice. It meant his skills were acknowledged enough by society that someone entrusted a child into his care. He’d been urged to take on an apprentice himself, and would, if he ever met a child whom he felt had the right talent for his field.

A deeper tenor answered a moment later. “This is Adrien Danvers. Mr. Quartermain?”

Oh, now that was quite a fine voice. Like smooth cognac, rich in its own way. Hugh had to focus to not just sit there and listen like an ape. “Indeed. I’m quite glad to find you at home, sir.”

“I suppose you’ve heard I’m all over the world,” he responded lightly. “In truth, I’ve been at the flat longer than usual this go-around. What may I do for you, sir?”

“I’ve got a spot of trouble on the Isle of Man. I think only a sorcerer can crack it. Are you by any chance available in the next week to take on a case?”

“Your timing is impeccable, I do indeed. But would you mind coming in and giving me the details in person? I find it gives me a better idea of what the case involves.”

“Not at all.”

“I sense some urgency is required here, so can you call upon me midday? Say at noon?”

Bless the man for being flexible. After Thomas’s statement about him being touchy, Hugh had expected the man to be more standoffish, but he was being more than polite by granting Hugh an interview so quickly. “I’ll be there on the dot, rest assured.”

“Splendid. You have my direction?”

“I’m told you’re at 221A Baker Place. Is that correct?”

“It is. I’ll expect you at noon.”

Hugh rang off and nearly got up, fetching a coat, when he realized he had quite some time still left before he could collect the film. Pursing his lips, he thought about visiting his mother but wasn’t sure if he could get over to her house and back again in time. He’d not seen her face-to-face in a month and it might well be impossible to make a quick visit. She did, however, have a telephone, and that seemed the saner option.

Hugh rang up her number and listened patiently as she answered. She’d not quite caught the full gist of using the telephone yet. “Mother?”

“Ah, there be me Hugh,” Magda answered in her thick, Scottish brogue. “Why did ye no’ just pop over?”

“I’ve no time to visit, I’m afraid. There’s trouble on the isle. I wanted to warn you off from visiting, if you hadn’t heard about it already.”

“No! What that be about, then?”

He filled her in on the details, the facts as he knew them. Hugh had never kept secrets from his mother. She was, always, his first and most staunch ally. She’d even taken the news of his homosexuality with nothing more than a blink and a pat on his back, assuring him that she didn’t think him evil because of it. Hugh would move heaven and earth for the woman, and it was part of the reason why his next industry would be on the isle of Man, to help the struggling economy there. He wanted his mother’s side of the family to have peace of mind with a good economy.

Magda listened attentively, barely asking a question, letting him get the full story out. “Sounds like bad business all around. Ye sure it be a hoax?”

“Too many things don’t add up. It’s a strange set of puzzle pieces that are being jammed together. I don’t buy it. I’m to see a sorcerer this morning and consult with him. It’s why I didn’t have time to come visit in person.”

“Glad ye have the sense to talk to someone proper-like. I’ll be eager to hear what the man says. Hugh…it be all well and good for ye to warn me off from going over, but what about our kin already there?”

“I’ll get to the bottom of this quickly and make sure everyone’s protected,” Hugh swore. “I don’t want anyone harmed by this nonsense.”

“Good, good. Just take a care.” She paused and he could hear her switch from concern to mischief. “Who knows, maybe the sorcerer will be handsome.”

Hugh rolled his eyes. “Of course you’d say that.”

“He’s not one of those old, crotchety ones, is he?”

“No, I believe he’s more my age—” Seeing the trap, he clamped his mouth shut.

Magda cackled. “Then no harm wishing, eh?”

“Oh, do stop. I’ll see you later for dinner.”

She was still laughing as he hung up. His mother truly was incorrigible.

The time was now right for him to leave. Hugh went to go fetch his suit coat and hat, and as he left the flat, he couldn’t help his wishful thinking. It would be rather nice if the sorcerer was handsome.
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Adrien lifted his chin a little so MacMallin could put his tie on, the boy’s hands moving with efficiency as he looped the fabric over and around. He’d gotten much better with practice and looked respectable now in his white shirt, grey fitted vest, and black trousers. They did not fit as well as they had when he bought them three months ago, however. Adrien saw a little too much skin at the wrists and ankles.

“MacMallin, are you growing on me?”

“Might be, Master,” MacMallin answered absently, focusing on the tie. “My joints creak like an old man’s and nothing fits quite right anymore.”

“You’re likely playing catch-up now that you have a steady diet.” Or it could be because of the boy’s age. Most boys hit their growth spurts at fourteen. “We’ll see about getting you new clothes soon.”

“I can wear these a mite longer,” MacMallin assured him, tucking the tie into place in Adrien’s vest. “There. Our guest arrives in a half hour, you said? I’ll make some tea and set out biscuits, then.”

“Darjeeling tea,” Adrien instructed. “And the blue china tea set.”

Nodding in confirmation, MacMallin moved off out of the dressing room and toward the kitchen. Reaching for his jacket, Adrien slipped it on, then checked his appearance in the standing mirror in the corner. As usual, MacMallin had done an excellent job. Adrien actually looked more the respectable gentleman now than he had prior to acquiring the boys, if only because he took the necessary fifteen minutes a day to dress properly.

Well, they always say children make adults grow up. There might be some truth to it.

Since he had a little time to spare this morning, Adrien retreated to his study at the front of the flat and sat down to his books, adding a few expenses into the ledger and reviewing the month’s budget. He hadn’t set a budget of any sort in years, but the addition of the boys had encouraged him to be responsible once more. Someone should have warned him how expensive growing boys were to clothe and feed. If he’d found them seven years ago, when he’d first stepped out as a sorcerer, they would have eaten him out of house and home. He felt fortunate that his wealth was sufficiently up to the task, although he had every intention of continuing to work steadily and not depend on his savings.

A knock sounded at the door, setting off Darby, who barked in warning even as she darted for it. Adrien truly had to work on training her not to do that. At this stage—barely three months old—her attention span could be counted in seconds, her memory even fewer. It would take time and patience to train her.

Rising to go greet the guest (and wrangle the puppy), he heard Julian answer the door with his careful King’s English, his tenor voice high and soft, a feminine voice answering him in turn. That couldn’t be his client already. The voice was all wrong—he was expecting a man, not a woman. Standing, Adrien made his way to the front parlor, sliding open the connecting doors and striding through before closing them again.

It was not his client but his sister Charlotte at the door. Julian stood uncertainly at her side, glancing between them, clearly not sure what to do. Darby seemed quite keen on sniffing all about her hem, getting absent scratches from Charlotte in the process.

Adrien and Charlotte looked entirely different from each other; he took after his mother, she their father. Unlike his own dark hair and Thai features, she had fair hair, light brown eyes, and a pale, heart-shaped face. People claimed her to be a beauty, and certainly she’d snagged a husband quickly enough, but she often frowned around Adrien. It rather ruined her attractive features.

“Charlotte, this is a surprise,” he said, crossing to her. In his experience, when his sister came calling like this without warning, it never heralded anything good. “Is all well?”

“Well enough, I suppose,” she allowed, her attention barely on him at all. “Is this him? Your apprentice?”

“One of them, yes.” Adrien paused to put his hand on Julian’s shoulder, silently giving the boy some backing. Julian didn’t know it yet, but he’d likely need it. Charlotte’s character was…blunt, to put it mildly. “This is Julian. He’s my magical apprentice.”

Julian favored her with a skeptical look, which she returned, but bowed politely enough. “My lady.”

“Julian,” she returned politely. “I’d heard from George about you and I must say, he described you well. You’re quite a handsome young man.”

He gave her what Adrien termed his ‘street smile,’ nothing but charm, fake emotion that never reached his eyes. “You’re too kind, my lady.”

It amused Adrien to see him react so. Julian clearly did not trust her fully, which might be just as well. His apprentice had apparently grown more confident, too, to be so blatant about it. Good for him.

If Charlotte noticed his lack of sincerity, she decided not to say anything. “And this darling puppy?”

Julian thawed a bit as they switched to his favorite topic. “This is Darby. She was gifted to me.”

“Was she truly?” Charlotte blinked down at the puppy. “She’s quite precious. I’ve been looking into getting my own children a dog.”

“I’ll happily give you the breeder’s contact information if you’d like. Darby has been by far the sweetest and most intelligent puppy I’ve been around.” Adrien meant every word. Even if she was currently trying to sit on his feet.

“I’ll take it. Have you a few minutes, Adrien? I wish to discuss something with you.”

“I have precisely a few minutes,” he warned her. “A client is coming in another half hour.”

She waved this away with a flap of her white gloves. “That will be sufficient.”

He led her into his sitting parlor, where they both took a seat in the matching wingback chairs, Julian seated across from them. Adrien had no idea what this was about, but Charlotte never ran a fool’s errand. Leg comfortably crossed over the other, he gave her a deliberate cock of his brow, prompting her to speak. Darby fortunately went to sit next to Julian instead of trying to sit upon Adrien’s foot again.

Settling, she folded her hands in her lap and met his eyes squarely. “George gave me a call yesterday afternoon. He informed me that you’d gone and removed a curse from Sebastian, which I was quite relieved to hear. I hadn’t thought him cursed, perhaps a malady of the mind.”

“Oh, he was quite cursed,” Adrien assured her blandly.

“Yes, so George said. He mentioned that you brought your apprentice with you, which gave him a bit of a start, as we hadn’t heard you’d taken one. And now you tell me that you have two, in fact?”

Adrien heard MacMallin’s approach from the kitchen and paused, letting the boy come within sight of the door before gesturing to him. “My other apprentice, MacMallin. He and Julian are brothers, you see.”

Taking them both in with a head-to-toe sweep, Charlotte’s expression said she didn’t see anything of the sort, nor should she. The boys didn’t share parentage, so of course they looked nothing alike. She was kind enough to not say so, however. “Indeed. A pleasure, MacMallin.”

“This is my sister, Charlotte,” Adrien said for MacMallin’s sake.

MacMallin gave her a bow and a smile similar to the one Julian had offered earlier. “My lady, a distinct pleasure.”

“Very kind,” she complimented him, eyes avidly curious. “Are you also training to be a sorcerer?”

“Not a magical fiber in me,” MacMallin denied, smile widening, although it held not a trace of sincerity. “I’m in training to be his valet. Speaking of, Master, should I bring out some tea?”

Shaking his head, Adrien waved this off. “Not necessary, she won’t be here long enough for that. Thank you.”

“Then we’ll let you talk.” MacMallin snagged Darby by the collar and hauled her off to the kitchen, Julian following behind.

Charlotte stayed staring at the empty doorway for another moment, a thoughtful finger pressed to her lips. “Adrien. What is this really about?”

“I don’t follow.” He highly suspected what she meant, however.

“Those two are not related,” she stated factually. “They don’t look a thing alike.”

Amused, he pointed out, “Neither do we.”

She ignored him with the ease of long practice, intent on getting her point across. “And you’ve never once mentioned, even in passing, the idea of taking an apprentice, and suddenly you’ve gained two? I looked into it, you know, made some inquiries, and your apprentice Julian was a street urchin before you put in an apprentice application for him. You even paid the fee. Your reputation is such that you could acquire a sorcerer apprentice of proper lineage. Why these two?”

Even if he got along well with Charlotte, there were things he could not say to her. Things she did not understand about him, nor did she try. It made for an awkward relationship even at the best of times. This might or might not be one of those times, and he felt himself emotionally withdraw from her. “Do you suspect me of some machinations?”

“For heaven’s sake,” she responded acerbically. Her eyes lifted to the ceiling as if praying for patience. “That is not it at all. I’m just confused. George told me you were incredibly gentle and patient with your apprentice. He swears he’s never seen you like that. I’ve never seen you like that, and I grew up with you.”

His nerves couldn’t take this roundabout chastisement, if that’s what it was, and he snapped, “What am I being accused of?”

“I’m not accusing!” Charlotte let her head fall back for a moment, her own frustration becoming evident. “Adrien. I highly suspect those two boys have gained your affections, somehow. I came here to see what the situation was with my own eyes because if that is the case, then I’m relieved.”

He did not understand her at all. Blankly, he parroted, “Relieved.”

“Yes, relieved. You’ve lived too many years on your own. I worried it would become habit, that you would always be alone. If you won’t take on a wife—”

Exasperated, he opened his mouth to tell her—once again—that he couldn’t possibly fathom the idea of bedding a woman.

She held up a hand, staying him. “—and you needn’t explain why again, I know. I don’t agree with it, but I do realize I won’t sway your stance. If you won’t take a wife, then I approve of you having apprentices, as that way you’ll have someone with you. Companionship, even of this sort, is necessary for happiness.”

And this was why he still spoke with his sister. “You want me happy, do you?”

“I do. Lord knows why.” Exasperation and affection mixed in equal measure, she scolded, “I truly do wish you’d taken on an apprentice with at least a halfway decent heritage. Really, Adrien. These boys don’t even have full names to them.”

“A fact I’m aware of.” Adrien tried not to snap at her again. She really did have good intentions. She just had a terrible way of expressing herself. “A fact that you are not aware of, sister mine: Julian has so much magical power at his beck and call that I literally felt him eight blocks away.”

She blinked, for the first time surprised. “That’s…some distance. That’s not normal, is it?”

“Quite the reverse.” Relaxing back in the chair, he steepled his fingers together nonchalantly. “He might well surpass me in time.”

Her mouth opened soundlessly, searching for words and utterly failing. Adrien enjoyed her speechlessness, as he did adore shocking Charlotte.

Finally, she fumbled out, “You’re jesting!”

“I assure you, I’m not. He’s picking up spells at a rapid rate. It’s not a lack of power but a lack of practice and schooling holding him back right now.” Julian would likely need to be Adrien’s apprentice until twenty—a little older than usual because he’d gotten such a late start—but when he finally did learn all the basics, he’d be a force to reckon with. Adrien almost couldn’t wait to see Julian in his full glory.

Lips pursed, Charlotte studied him through narrowed eyes. “You’re quite confident about this. That makes George’s offer all the more reasonable, then.”

His smugness abruptly paused. “George’s offer? What the devil are you talking about? What offer?”

“George was the one to do all the initial inquiries about your apprentice,” Charlotte informed him, smug to have the upper hand once again. “He relayed what he learned to me and I made a few more of my own. We discovered very quickly Julian’s background…or lack thereof, I should say. George sent me with the offer, as he knew you would at least hear me out. If you so wish, you may enter Julian—and MacMallin of course—onto the family registry.”

If Adrien hadn’t been properly seated, he would have made an immediate acquaintance with the floor. It took more than a few minutes to gather his scrambled wits together and form coherent words. “Become a Danvers, you mean.”

“Quite. Under George’s branch, naturally—we won’t involve Father in all of this. Still, a legitimate name, a legitimate family connection, which the boys will need if they wish to make their way in the world.”

He felt a headache brewing in his temples and resisted the urge to rub them. Adrien could not have been more astonished if she’d announced that the whole family was uprooting and moving to Timbuktu. “Why in the wide green world would he make such an offer?”

Charlotte hesitated, pressing her lips together before confiding, “I think it’s an olive branch. He wouldn’t say that—you know how George is—but that’s the impression I have. You wouldn’t know it, but he asks me at least once a year how you’re faring, if you’re thinking of making any amends with the family. He even offered to escort you, perhaps make some introductions if you wished to marry. I think he misses you, Adrien.”

Tears burned in the back of his eyes and he stood abruptly, going to face the window so that his back was to her. Even with Charlotte, he wasn’t about to show weakness. He’d learned the hard way not to do that with his family. His words were a touch too hoarse, a slip of emotion giving away his hand. “Misses me.”

“You two were always close, nigh inseparable as children.” She turned in her chair, fabric rubbing against fabric a telltale sound. “He regretted immensely what happened that night. I think he would have tried to make amends before this, but you wouldn’t even receive him when he came to call.”

No, he hadn’t. He hadn’t been able to bear it. To face that disgust again, hear the same words…Adrien couldn’t have borne it.

“He didn’t say a cross word to you that night,” Charlotte pointed out gently.

“No, he didn’t.” It wasn’t an agreement. Adrien remembered all too clearly George’s reaction. George, who he’d always looked up to and depended on. “First he denied everything I said, trying to persuade me I was just confused. Then, when our own father started in on me, he said nothing at all. Even when I was shoved out the door, practically thrown out on my arse, George’s silence was quite loud.”

“As I said, he regrets his actions and words of that night a great deal. He truly was stunned by the news, frozen in place. Even after you left, he sat in the dining room for several hours, frowning at nothing like he was trying to make sense of it all.”

Perhaps he had been stunned. But Adrien had been thrown out with nowhere to go but Anastasia’s, and then left to fend for himself for years until he’d had enough money to buy his own home. All without any help from the family that was supposed to love and support him.

“I assure you he’s perfectly sincere. I think Julian impressed him too. He had nothing but positive things to say about the young man.”

Adrien hated to do it, but better to clear the air now than later, when it might all backfire horribly in their faces. Turning, he forced his eyes up to meet his sister’s. “You wondered before why I took both boys on. It wasn’t just their intelligence and potential that captured my interest. Their…nature is very similar to mine.”

Her mouth formed a perfect ‘O,’ hand coming up slowly to cover it. “Oh. Oh my.”

“I couldn’t trust them with another master.” Adrien refused to back down from this conversation, but he dearly wished for a glass of brandy. Scotch. Something. “Knowing that, does the offer still stand?”

Her surprise faded, replaced by speculation. “I think it will. George was unnaturally harsh with you seven years ago. I don’t think he’ll make the same mistake. But why don’t you ring him, ask him yourself? If nothing else, perhaps the two of you can at least try to reconcile?”

Did he really want to call George? Speak to him? He missed the man, missed the proper connection with family. In times of sorrows, joys, triumphs, and illness, the only family he now had was Anastasia and Cynric. He loved them dearly, no doubt, and wasn’t complaining, but sometimes he missed those moments where he could go fishing with George and talk about anything and nothing at all. There was so much he wanted to tell his cousin, who’d been closer than a brother. The urge to do that had faded with time, but it hadn’t disappeared. Part of him yearned for it, but at the same time…Adrien wasn’t sure if his heart could handle any more disappointment.

“Adrien,” Charlotte scolded gently, standing so she could take his hands in hers. Her hands always felt so much warmer in comparison to his own, as if she carried the sun around inside her. “Please. He could have called for any other sorcerer. There are other dependable ones out there, you know that. He didn’t. He called for you. Because he trusts you. Because he wanted to see for himself that you are all right. Can’t you try and meet him halfway?”

“Dammit, Lottie.” He sighed, using her childhood nickname. “You are ever persistent.”

“If you won’t do it for yourself, at least do it for your boys,” she encouraged with a grin. She knew she’d already won. “You know they need a proper connection and family name.”

He couldn’t refute that. In fact, he’d been slightly worried about it since the first week but hadn’t been able to come up with a ready solution—aside from outright adopting them, which he wasn’t sure he could legally do. As head of the branch families, George would have a far easier time registering them into the family than Adrien would. He’d lost all power and connections at eighteen.

“I’ll call him. Or…write to him. Something.”

“If you need to write it out, do so.” She gave him a sad smile that held a wealth of understanding. “That might actually be better. It will give George a chance to think about things as well. He doesn’t do well with surprises, as you know.”

“No, he’s horrid with them.” Adrien snorted out a soft laugh, remembering some of the more interesting situations they’d gotten into as children. Despite the fact that George was six years older, it was always Adrien who’d gotten them out of trouble. George was not quick on his feet. “I’ll write. I think that will be better.”

“Good.” She gave his hands a final squeeze before turning to collect her discarded gloves. “I know you said you have a client coming. I’ll leave you to it. But write that letter soon, Adrien.”

“I will,” he promised. And meant it.
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Adrien had no intention of writing an emotionally charged letter right before meeting a client. Instead, he used the remaining time to calm down, putting his emotions back in order and sneaking three biscuits. Sugar was always his crutch in times like these.

He also spent a bit of time looking up his client. The copy he had of society’s who’s-who was sadly out of date, but it did have his client listed. Hugh Quartermain was in fact Sir Hugh Quartermain, knighted by the queen herself in recognition of his developments in medicine. Now that Adrien realized the connection, he also remembered reading about it in the paper years ago. Sir Hugh hadn’t invented Remedium 11, but he had developed a factory that could mass produce the medicine, and it was because of him the Spanish Influenza had been halted in its tracks in London.

Well, damn. Seemed he had quite the intellectual client coming to him.

Precisely on the hour, his client rang the doorbell. Adrien heard it and left his study through the sliding doors, closing them behind him.

His guest walked into the room at the same time, Julian at his side, and Adrien got his first good look at Sir Hugh Quartermain. He did not look at all like an engineer, even though that was what had earned him his knighthood. The man actually looked like a miner more than anything, his stocky build, strapping muscles, and burnished skin of someone who spent a great deal of time outside. His copper hair lay fashionably short and slicked back to his head. With a strong jaw and high brow, Adrien could not call him a handsome man, but he certainly looked striking. The direct way Quartermain looked at people ensnared the other’s full attention, like Adrien was bespelled to do so.

Quite frankly, he suited Adrien’s fancy rather well. He’d always preferred the hardworking, intelligent type. Pity he wasn’t in any place to try his hand at flirting, as he’d otherwise be quite tempted.

“Sir Hugh?” Adrien strode forward, offering a hand. “I’m Adrien Danvers.”

“Pleasure, Sorcerer,” Quartermain greeted in a pleasant baritone that held a hint of gravel. His grip on Adrien’s hand was firm, with traces of calluses imprinting against Adrien’s skin. This man worked physically for a living, it seemed. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice. I realize it’s rather rude of me to demand an audience.”

“Think nothing of it,” Adrien assured him, gesturing him into the wingback chair near the coffee table while he took its twin on the other side. “I’m always called on short notice since it’s inevitably an emergency that brings people to my door. MacMallin, excellent timing, set it there on the table if you would. Tea, Sir Hugh?”

“Thank you, that’s kindly done,” Quartermain agreed comfortably, sitting in the chair with a confident air. He leaned forward again as Darby came over to greet him too.

Adrien almost called her back but paused as Quartermain immediately reached his hand out, letting her sniff before giving her a good scratch under her chin.

“I say, lovely dog. A collie, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.” Julian lit right up. In his mind, anyone who liked dogs must be good people. “Her name is Darby. She’s only three months old, sorry if she’s bothering you.”

“Not at all, not at all. She’s looking out for her people by giving me a once-over. That’s what a good dog does. Here, girl, sit with me if you’d like.”

Darby leaned into the scratch near her ear and apparently decided she rather liked this man, as she took the invitation promptly by lying upon his feet.

Well. Now that was unexpected. This must be a very kind man. Adrien felt his own usual reservations relax a touch.

After setting down the tea tray, MacMallin retreated once more, leaving only Julian hovering near the door. “This young lad is your apprentice, he said.”

“Indeed he is,” Adrien confirmed, extending a cuppa to his guest. “If you don’t mind, I’d like for him to listen in.”

“Of course.” Quartermain added two spoonfuls of sugar to his tea and stirred it idly in. “How else is an apprentice to learn, if he doesn’t observe his master? Nothing I’ll say here is confidential, at any rate, so no harm can be done.”

Adrien wished all clients were this amenable. So many of them made much ado about nothing, as Shakespeare once said. “I appreciate it. Sit, Julian, take some tea with us. And eat at least two biscuits.”

Grinning, Julian teased, “If you feed me, I’ll grow again.”

“Don’t remind me.” Adrien sighed, shoving two biscuits onto his plate. “Between you and MacMallin it will be cheaper for me to buy stock in a department store. Forgive me, Sir Hugh, we’ve been somewhat distracted. Your call indicated a strange business on the Isle of Man?”

Quartermain waved this away. The grin on his face suggested he found the byplay between master and apprentice amusing. “Yes, precisely so.”

“Can you elaborate on the matter?”

“Well, it’s a damned strange business, I’ll say that. You’re familiar with the Isle of Man?”

“I know its location. I’ve never been there personally,” Adrien replied before taking a sip of his tea. It felt a little too hot on his tongue and he chose to stir it for a little while to help cool the liquid.

“I recently acquired part of the isle and specifically a set of caves that I knew to have good resources. Factories are ever in need of raw materials, you understand. Anyway, it took nigh on eight months to finish all the paperwork, obtain the necessary licenses, and so forth. I hadn’t been over there for three months at least, occupied as I was, but last week I gathered up several surveyors and ferried over with the intent of doing a more thorough exploration in preparation for mining. When we arrived, however, we were completely rebuffed before we could even get close to the caves.”

“Rebuffed how?” Adrien pressed, intrigued.

“I assume a spell of some sort, as I have no other explanation to offer.” Agitation flared Quartermain’s nostrils for a moment. “I tried for two days, with every trick I could imagine, to no avail. It was like I ran smack into a glass wall. I couldn’t see it, but it impeded me so thoroughly I couldn’t get a strand of hair past. Not axes, fire, or even dynamite had any effect, although we tried everything. In the end, I ordered the men home and considered perhaps hiring a sorcerer. Then things took an even stranger turn.”

Adrien couldn’t see how that was possible—the case sounded strange enough already. Why would anyone put a restrictive barrier up around a set of caves on a remote island? And it had to be a barrier, he couldn’t think of anything else that would fit Quartermain’s description.

“Go on.”

“Just as I was about to leave, someone discovered strange footprints in the sand. They looked reptilian but large, as long and broad as a man’s torso.” Quartermain pulled a small piece of paper from his breast pocket and handed it over. “I had a camera brought over and snapped a shot of them before the tide washed them out.”

Adrien examined the photograph. The light had been good, as the detail in the photograph shone through crisply. Seven distinct footprints could be seen in the sand, leading from a grassy beach down into the water. Passing it to Julian, he asked, “What do you make of this?”

Studying the photograph, Julian offered slowly, “Looks like a ceto’s prints, Master.”

“Exactly what the locals said,” Quartermain said with a salute of his teacup. “Scared them spitless, too. I heard tales of cetos in those waters in my grandfather’s time, but mind you, they’ve not seen anything like them in sixty years or more. It still gave them the willies. The thing is, I’m half convinced it’s a hoax. Sorcerer, have you any experience in tracking?”

“Not in the conventional sense,” Adrien answered with a small shrug. “When I track, I have spells for that sort of thing.”

Quartermain’s mouth formed an ‘ah’ of understanding. “Of course, I should have realized. Then allow me to explain. Those tracks looked very strange to me. I’ve hunted various types of big game before, but all tracks have a universal footprint, if you will. Any mammal’s weight starts at the heel, rolls forward along the instep, and then ends at the toe. You can see this in a track, as the heel and toe leave the deepest impressions. These tracks were all the same depth. Also, there’s no hint of a tail.”

Adrien retrieved the photograph and stared at it carefully. “Like someone created a mold of a foot and stamped them out?”

“And did a piss-poor job of it,” Quartermain said bluntly. “The stride’s off. Too short and inconsistent to belong to a mammal that large. I know—I’ve hunted hippos before.”

Leaning back in his chair, Adrien steepled his fingers and considered the facts. The man in front of him seemed concerned, not unduly but still sensible, and most importantly, honest. There were telltale mannerisms when someone was selling him a story or exaggerating matters for more dramatic effect, and Quartermain exhibited none of those. That he brought physical evidence of part of it only lent credence to his account. “Let me see if I understand you properly. You think someone has invaded the caves for their own ends, put up a magical barrier to keep everyone else out, and then staged it to suggest a large sea serpent has taken up residence to further discourage the locals from investigating.”

“That’s precisely what I think.” Quartermain spread a hand off to the side. “I have no way of knowing if my theory is correct, however, as I don’t possess a single magical fiber in my being. Hence my visit to you. What I want, Sorcerer Danvers, is to get into my blasted caves. If there’s really a ceto or what have you in there, boot it out. If there’s ruffians in there, then give them the boot. I’ll happily hire more help, as I don’t think one man can handle either possibility, but tell me what I’m fighting and get that bloody barrier down so we can at least get inside.”

Adrien considered the matter for a moment before stating decisively, “If there really is a ceto, I insist on calling upon colleagues to help me. Those things are practically immune to magic and difficult to deal with. Only fire has any ability to deal damage. Even I will not be sufficient to the task of hunting it down. If it’s a band of ruffians with a rogue sorcerer, again I’ll need help, as we’ll need to capture them and turn them over to the proper authorities. That said, I can attempt to figure out the mystery and at the least get us through the barrier.”

Quartermain beamed at him. The expression gave him more of a boyish charm, and yes, Adrien’s heart did skip a beat in response. Traitorous thing. “Excellent. Best news I’ve had in a fortnight. When can you start?”

“Tomorrow,” Adrien answered firmly. “I don’t want to give this situation any more time to fester. We’ll pack and meet you there. Where do you suggest we find accommodations?”

“I’ve a house two kilometers from the caves that you’re welcome to use,” Quartermain offered. “It has four bedrooms, enough room for you and whatever help you’ll need to bring in. I’m staying there as well, of course, until the situation is resolved.”

“I believe that will be beneficial, actually,” Adrien said thoughtfully. “I’ll need to confer with you regularly as I unravel the mystery. Very well, we accept the invitation and thank you in advance for the hospitality. I have only Julian and my valet, MacMallin, for now. The boys can share a room; they normally do.”

“Excellent. You’re bringing Darby too, of course.”

Amused, Adrien looked down at the dog still on Quartermain’s feet. She was so relaxed she’d chosen to sleep there, perfectly at her ease. “Oh, am I?”

“I’d be quite disappointed if you don’t. I love dogs. She’ll have all sorts of space on the isle to romp and play.”

Julian looked just as longing at this idea as the dog would be tomorrow. “Sounds splendid, sir.”

“Good, that settles it. Then I’ll see you tomorrow night?”

Shaking his head, Adrien corrected, “In the morning. I’ll portal us over and save us all the time and travel fees. Don’t be alarmed if we just pop through a door.”

Quartermain arched a brow at him. “I’ve heard of that spell. Sounds deucedly convenient.”

“I’ve found it to be so,” Adrien acknowledged. “In fact, if you wish, I can portal you now?”

“Well, Sorcerer, that’s kindly offered. I accept.” Pushing himself to his feet, Quartermain set the cup on the table with a slight clink of china. “Please send me back to my London flat; I’ve things to do yet today. Tell your valet I enjoyed the tea.”

“I’ll do so.” Adrien didn’t quite mean to smile at him, but he appreciated the kindness the man showed both Julian and MacMallin. Few did and it spoke well of the man that he would take notice of those ‘beneath his station,’ as some would view it. “We’ll arrive no later than ten in the morning.”

Quartermain nodded, relieved. “I’ll expect you then. I’m at 312 King’s Crossing.”

Adrien weaved the spell, laying the portal on his own front door and opening it to reveal another parlor, this one also sparsely furnished. Much like Adrien’s flat had been before he’d acquired teenagers and a dog.

“Deucedly convenient,” Quartermain marveled as he stepped through. “I appreciate the courtesy, Sorcerer Danvers.”

“Not at all,” Adrien assured him, hovering for a moment longer. “And if anything happens before the morning, call me. I’ll come at once.”

Quartermain gave him a firm nod, jaw clenched. “I’ll do so.”

“Good day, then.” Adrien shut the door and paused with his hand on the handle. Sir Hugh struck him as a man of good common sense, not given to intellectual flights of fancy. This matter might not be quite as he saw it, granted, but the man had been frank about his lack of knowledge in the magical realm.

“It’s a strange case, isn’t it?” Julian mentioned, standing in the parlor’s doorway. “What do you make of it, Master?”

“Hard to say at this juncture, but it certainly sounds like someone’s gone through considerable effort to keep Quartermain away from his own caves. And I find that very suspicious indeed.” Adrien couldn’t quite keep a grin off his face. He loved a good mystery. “Let’s pack quickly today and do the necessary errands. I want to be there early in the morning.”
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Adrien wished he could put off writing to George, but he had no notion of how long this case would take and he didn’t want the olive branch to be withdrawn because of silence on his end. He sat down at his desk that evening, only to stare at the blank paper with no idea on what to say.

Before his eighteenth birthday, he’d been able to say practically anything to George. They’d been close in each other’s confidences. Despite their age difference, they’d always gotten along splendidly with each other. In fact, it was George who had always picked him up from his master’s home for the holidays, and George who had taken him back again, using the road trip to spend time together.

The warmth of those memories battled with that single night that broke their relationship. Adrien dearly wanted to turn over a new leaf, to get at least his favorite cousin back, but…part of him shied from the idea.

Fear-based decisions were never good ones. He could at least write, couldn’t he? No harm in that.

Determined, he bent to it and wrote several drafts, balling them up and tossing them into the wastebasket, trying to find the correct wording. He didn’t want to write something incriminating about either himself or the boys. Not that he doubted George—even then, at his angriest, George had never betrayed him to the law—but letters had a bad habit of ending up in the wrong hands. Or at least his did.

He finally settled on a short note, saying he’d received the offer via Charlotte and was glad to hear kind words from George. Very carefully he explained that he and the boys were kindred spirits in many ways, which was why he couldn’t trust the boys under another master. If George still felt inclined to follow through on his offer, Adrien would very gratefully accept, but he would understand if it was rescinded.

Not knowing what else to say, he posted it and hoped for the best. Then he gratefully put it out of his mind, as he had other things that took priority. Namely sea serpents and possible barriers.

With both boys’ help, Adrien had them all packed and ready to go by eight the next morning. Not that they couldn’t portal their way back if they forgot something, but Adrien had always been in the habit of conserving magical power while on the job. He hadn’t, once.

Experience always was the harshest teacher.

Adrien carried his own suitcase in hand as they portaled, then stopped abruptly half a meter in before he plowed right into Quartermain. Quartermain’s hands shot out to catch his shoulders, steadying them both, as they’d successfully unbalanced each other with Adrien’s abrupt entrance. His hands felt hot on Adrien’s skin even through the layers of clothing. The scent of him was strong, a clean scent of warm male skin that did funny things to Adrien’s insides. He was abruptly aware of this man in a way he hadn’t been before and wasn’t sure how to act because of it. Following his instincts by leaning in against that strong body was absolutely not the right choice here.

Quartermain looked almost ready to face the day, although not fully dressed. He hadn’t put on tie, vest, or coat yet, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up to the elbow. “Good morning,” he said, pausing to make sure Adrien had his balance before retrieving his hands and stepping to the side. “You’re a mite earlier than I anticipated.”

“My apologies, I didn’t mean to alarm you. We didn’t take as long as I feared to pack,” Adrien explained, stepping all the way through and joining Quartermain so that Julian and MacMallin had room to pass. Darby made her own path by going straight through his legs, quite intent on sniffing out this new place. “Julian, remove the spell for me, please.”

Julian closed the door and then concentrated hard, brows beetling into a flat line. He whispered the words to dismiss the spell, his pronunciation slightly stiff but understandable, and the portal spell unraveled into fine mist.

Adrien gave Julian an approving nod, silently reassuring him that he’d done it correctly, then turned to his client and host. “Which bedrooms should we take?”

“Any along the right side upstairs are available,” Quartermain directed. “Mine is the first door on the left.”

“Wonderful.” Adrien meant to carry his valise up himself, but MacMallin caught it, tugging it free.

“I’ve got it, Master,” his valet-in-training assured him cheerfully. “Yours too, Jules. I’m too curious—go see if the monster is real.”

Snorting, Adrien warned him, “Even if it is, you’re forbidden from sneaking down to the beach to get a look at it.”

MacMallin mock pouted at him. “You take all the joy out of life, Master.”

“It’s my one pleasure,” Adrien retorted in a drawl. He caught Quartermain’s grin of amusement out of the corner of his eye but chose not to comment on it. “All right, we’ll leave you to settle us in. Sir Hugh, do you mind if we head to the caves now?”

“Not at all. Do you wish to spell our way there?”

“It would require there being a door,” Adrien explained, tone patient. People often assumed all sorts of things after they saw him open a portal, not the least of which was that he could do so willy-nilly. “Or something of doorish shape. Is a building nearby?”

“Not close enough to do us any good. I’m one of the last houses this close to the caves. Well, do either of you mind a good stretch of the legs?”

Adrien shook his head. “Not a bit.”

“Let me put on shoes, then, and we’ll be off.” Quartermain retreated up the stairs, taking them at a quick pace. “Bring Darby with us, she’ll love it!”

Of that, Adrien had no doubt. Besides, a tired puppy was a good puppy.

Regarding his apprentice thoughtfully, Adrien took in the boy’s clothes and reconsidered his earlier advice. “Julian, as we’re far north of London, I suggest a coat.”

“Is it that cold up here, Master?” Julian asked even as he obediently fetched his coat from the top of his valise.

“We’re near Scotland, if memory serves, and Scotland is never warm. Not in my experience, at least.”

Quartermain chuckled as he came back down the stairs, his shoes making a sharp clipping sound against the wooden treads. “You are not wrong. All right, let’s be off.”

They left MacMallin watching the house and headed down a gravel pathway to a cobblestone lane that had seen better days. Darby bounded ahead, behind, and all around them, her nose constantly to the ground as she took in all these wonderful new scents. Truth be told, Adrien felt rather liberated as well.

As expected, the air had a distinct nip to it, made worse by the breeze coming in off the ocean. It smelled strongly of sand and brine, but not unpleasantly so. He caught a glimpse of a port off in the distance, down along the coastline, with ships coming in and out. What did people do out here, anyway? Fishing, certainly, but anything else? He saw no other signs of industry. The coolness of the breeze was refreshing against his face, quite a contrast to London air or his own preferred Thailand.

Julian seemed torn between looking all about him in wide-eyed wonder, at the open expanse of rolling hills and open sea, and making sure the puppy stayed with him. As he’d never left London before—except to visit Anastasia or do work with Adrien—this open geography must have seemed quite the sight to him.

Adrien found that he had to lengthen his stride to keep up with the taller Quartermain, an unfortunately common experience, but unlike other men, Quartermain noticed and shortened his steps to accommodate him.

Well. Knights of the Realm weren’t always chivalrous these days, but apparently Quartermain could be counted as one of the exceptions.

Pleased by the man’s consideration, Adrien tried to offer him a compliment in turn. “I appreciate you giving me a free hand in the investigation so that I might give Julian some valuable work experience.”

“Think nothing of it,” Quartermain responded with a broad smile at Julian. “He reminds me of myself, actually, back when I was a skinny teenager. I like to see an apprentice studying, reminds me of a golden youth. I was surprised to see you, though, Julian. No one had mentioned an apprentice when I made my inquiries.”

“I haven’t been with him long, sir,” Julian explained. “Rumor might not have caught up yet.”

“Julian’s first formal outing was actually a week ago, although the poor lad had to suffer through a meeting with our prince regent.”

Quartermain gave him an odd look. “You dislike our prince regent?”

“The man is overbearing and high handed even at the best of times,” Adrien responded tartly. Grudgingly, he added, “However, he did show Julian considerable kindness, which I appreciated.”

“I’ve always found Prince Henry to be a man of forethought.” Quartermain turned his attention to the road to avoid accidentally tripping over an uneven stone, occasionally stealing glances at Adrien’s profile. “Granted, I’ve only met the man three times, so my opinion can’t be considered fully comprehensive.”

“Wait until you’ve known him seven years,” Adrien advised dryly, “then tell me what you think of the man.”

“Is that really how long the two of you have been acquainted? Were you apprenticed at the time?”

Adrien knew he did not look a single day older than his twenty-five years, and people often assumed him younger because of his lack of facial hair, so he took no offense at this question. “Just out of it. I was eighteen at the time, a bit full of myself, and prickly to any perceived slights. We might have gained the worst first impression of each other in history. Within the first five minutes, we both managed to insult each other multiple times. I’d consider that I might have misjudged the man if he hadn’t proceeded to prove my initial impression correct at every subsequent meeting.”

Quartermain tilted his head forward, looking around him to Julian. “Your apprentice has a different opinion, I think.”

The boy’s lips pressed tightly together as he gave Adrien an impish, wide-eyed look that suggested his master didn’t actually want to know what he was thinking.

Sighing, Adrien resigned himself and asked, “And you believed him kind, no doubt.”

“Kind,” Julian agreed promptly, a grin taking over his face. “And as bad at expressing himself as you.”

Adrien went for Julian’s cheeks, catching both of them in either hand and stretching his mouth wide. “Why do I feed this mouth when it says such things to me, hmmm?”

Giggling, Julian pulled free, rubbing at the abused skin. “Because I’m cute.”

“Lies,” Adrien drawled. “Anastasia is not to be a trusted source—she thinks all children are cute, even when they’ve a foul appearance.”

Julian grinned, not buying it but wise enough to not press the point further. He pretended to need to call Darby back to him, despite the dog trotting barely a meter away.

“Apprentices get so cheeky,” Adrien lamented rhetorically to the air. “Do you have any, Sir Hugh?”

“Just Quartermain is fine,” the engineer assured him, the corners of his eyes lifted in a smile as he watched this byplay. “And no, I don’t. I’ve had several colleagues urge me to take one on. Seeing the way you two tease each other, I’m more inclined toward the idea. My own master was good to me, but he wasn’t the sort to jest with children.”

“Neither was mine,” Adrien admitted. He smiled back, but it felt a little forced. His relationship with his master had started out well enough, but it, like his relationship with his family, had completely come undone in the end.

Fortunately they crested the top of the hill and the caves came into sight up ahead and slightly to the left, distracting them all from the topic. Or at least, he assumed that craggy area at the tip of the isle held the caves, as he saw quite clearly the barrier that surrounded it.

Julian’s feet caught a rock, sending it skittering ahead. “Cor! Blimey, that be a shock, innit?”

“King’s English,” Adrien corrected absently.

Sharply keen, Quartermain demanded, “What exactly do you see?”

“There’s a shining dome of pure power resting all around the caves, extending even into the water. It’s huge, quite large enough to span the London Bridge.” Adrien rocked back and forth on his heels, head cocking this way and that as he studied it from various angles. “Remarkable. Truly remarkable. I haven’t the foggiest notion how they’re powering it.”

“Barriers don’t get this big unless they’re fixed to a building,” Julian explained earnestly to Quartermain. “That’s what Master said before. Even then, it takes a full circle of sorcerers to build it, and something to power it, as it can’t sustain itself for long.”

“And this has been here at least a week, probably longer,” Adrien murmured, to himself more than anyone. “They must have a very powerful source inside. Julian, come and stand directly in front of me.”

Julian obediently moved, and Adrien shifted so that his head was right next to the boy’s. “Now, look directly ahead and tell me what you see.”

“Eight points…” Julian trailed off uncertainly, mouth moving, his hand coming up as he counted again. “No, a dozen points fixed.”

“Very good,” Adrien praised. “The anti-focusing spell on that barrier is wreaking havoc on my eyes, so it’s quite superb you managed to look past it. What else?”

“The points are tied in somehow with the ground?” Julian blinked, then leaned forward, staring hard. “Not the sea.”

“Excellent. You’re perfectly correct. Now, it will take the proper tools and more time to see anything else about the barrier, so I ask you about our other mystery. Sea monster or no sea monster?”

Here Julian floundered, staring about the area in confusion. “I don’t know, Master. I don’t see signs of it, but wouldn’t a ceto build a barrier like this to protect its nest?”

“Old wives’ tale,” Adrien denied. “Also, I should explain that the term ceto itself is inaccurate to refer to all sea serpents. In Greek mythology, Ceto was the daughter of Gaia and Pontus and the sister of Phorcys. She and Phorcys made a host of monstrous children, most notably those that dwell in or near water, such as the Gorgons; the serpent, Ladon; and the she-dragon, Ekhidna. People use her name now to describe any sea monster, but those beings have very limited magic of their own. In fact, they are almost anti-magic, as they absorb magic into themselves and don’t produce it. Because of that, there are very few spells or elements that can pierce their hides. Anything fire based will work, but nothing else.”

Quartermain listened to this lecture as attentively as Julian. “So the idea of a sea monster of any sort erecting such a barrier to protect itself is stuff and nonsense. Most people don’t know that, however.”

“No, indeed, they think quite the opposite.” Adrien stepped back to let Julian move freely once more. “Your ruffians, as you called them, no doubt theorized that between the barrier and the false footprints they put in the sand, they’d be able to terrorize the locals enough that everyone would steer well clear of the place.”

“Then you’re certain there’s no monster here?” Quartermain demanded, his blue eyes penetrating.

“Positive.” Adrien couldn’t quite contain a smirk. “I might not have experience in big-game hunting, Quartermain, but I’ve tackled a sea serpent a time or two. There’s a very distinct smell in such areas, one of three-week-old rotten eggs and decaying fish. It’s impossible to either mask or mistake. I smell nothing of the sort here.”

“No sea monster?” Julian sounded highly disappointed.

Ruffling his hair, Adrien said, “You’ll see one eventually, I promise. And then you’ll never wish to see another, trust me on that. Right now, we’re fortunate that the lighthouse on this isle is on the far end, away from here, otherwise we’d have a far more compounded problem. Quartermain, I’ve no immediate theory on how to breach the barrier, but at the very least I can assure you it’s a human construction and not from a monster.”

Pondering that for a moment, Quartermain stared hard at the caves. “I’m not sure if I find that reassuring or not. Men are perfectly capable of committing every evil. The sea serpent might be preferable in this case.”

How truly spoken. Adrien’s mouth twitched up in a sorry smile. “Yes, quite. Well, let me return to the house and fetch a few materials. Now that I know what I’m dealing with, I know where to begin.”
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After four hours, Adrien and Julian had not made a lick of progress. In mutual agreement, they broke off for lunch and trudged back the kilometer to the house. His apprentice looked dispirited, a feeling that Adrien shared. They entered through the front door, wafts of baked fish and potatoes and vegetables enticing them forward. Adrien inhaled deeply and felt his mood improving by the moment.

“MacMallin?”

“Kitchen, Master!” the boy called back, voice hitting an awkward crack as he spoke. His voice was definitely changing; this wasn’t the first time Adrien’d heard such a crack.

Darby darted out from the kitchen to greet them, tail wagging. They’d left her with MacMallin after their earlier return, but she smelled of salt air and sunshine, so clearly she’d been having a marvelous time outside while they’d worked. Adrien gave her a good scratch around the ears before letting go.

Julian knelt to give her a more thorough greeting. “You been a good girl, Darby? Ah, I know you have. Had fun with Mac, didn’t you?”

Shedding his outer coat, Adrien dropped his valise of equipment near the door and went directly left, then stopped short at the dining table. Quartermain sat at the head, already tucking into a plate of baked salmon, roasted red potatoes, and green beans, served with some sort of chilled juice. It made Adrien’s mouth water.

Seeing Adrien, Quartermain said, “Your valet is a gem in the kitchen.”

“Master taught me how to cook,” MacMallin informed him, coming out of the kitchen with two more plates fully loaded. He had a white apron tied about his waist, sleeves rolled up, cheeks a little flushed from the heat of the ovens.

Quartermain arched a brow at Adrien, speculative. “Did he, now?”

“When one starts out as a new sorcerer, one cannot afford to eat out,” Adrien drawled, taking the nearest seat. “Trust me on that. MacMallin, this looks delightful.”

“Had to go to the market,” the boy admitted, “as the larder didn’t have enough to make anything. Helped myself to your wallet, Master.”

“You always do,” Adrien replied, not bothered by this.

“I feel a poor host,” Quartermain said. “I’d stepped out to take care of some business—mostly to alert the mayor and constables here that you were on site and working—and completely forgot about food. I’ll pay you back, Danvers.”

“Don’t trouble yourself overmuch.”

Julian went about to the other side of the table and tucked in, inhaling the food so quickly he didn’t seem to actually chew or taste it. Adrien didn’t know if it was a leftover habit from the streets, or if both boys felt constantly hungry as they hit a growth spurt, but even MacMallin ate like that. It worried him, but he didn’t know how to stop it.

Reaching out, Quartermain rested a hand on Julian’s forearm, pausing him midmotion. “Slow down, lad, your friend made a gracious plenty. There’s more to be had. Chew so you don’t choke.”

A little embarrassed, Julian ducked his head. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. All right, Sorcerer, what did you discover?”

Adrien paused with his fork spearing a delectable bit of salmon, setting it back on the plate for a moment. “Unfortunately, not much. I’ll have to pop back to my flat for more precise tools. The fiends that put that barrier up certainly knew what they were about. MacMallin, stop serving and sit down to eat with us,” he directed, caught himself, and refocused on the conversation. “This is no third-rate sorcerer; it takes considerable practice and training to put a barrier like that one up. There’s also an anti-focus spell on top of it, which isn’t helping.”

Swallowing, Julian offered, “But you could see through it, Master.”

“Not so much seeing through it as my taking an educated guess on what should be there,” Adrien corrected. “MacMallin, do not feed Darby at the table, you’re instilling bad habits in her. An anti-focus spell, you see, takes the elements of a spell in place and then shifts them just enough that anyone looking will be confused about how the first spell is laid out. Rather like a camera taking a picture out of focus.”

Studying his face, Quartermain offered, “Is that why you look as if a migraine is threatening to overwhelm you?”

“Precisely so.” Adrien sighed, rubbing his temple. “Any attempt I made of dismissing the anti-focus spell was handily thwarted. Your cave guests did not come unprepared, it seems. Quartermain, you have a survey of what that cave contains, I assume?”

“Naturally.”

“Did you have a magical survey done at the same time?”

Quartermain stilled, his eyes sharp and penetrating. “No. I didn’t think to do so. Sorcerers seem to have marked every possible deposit of magical elements already. You think something is in there?”

“I think something has to be in order to maintain both the barrier and an anti-focus spell of that size.” Adrien considered what he knew of the barrier so far, eyes going blind to his immediate surroundings. “A quartz of some type, perhaps.”

“Can that also be the reason why someone is in the caves?” Quartermain asked. “You think there’s something of magical worth in there?”

“It’s quite possible, although at this point it’s all speculation, of course. We’d either have to gain entrance or find a magical survey report to verify it. I’m less inclined to worry about their goal at the moment. Their methods worry me more than anything. Overcoming this much power will not be easy.” Adrien’s stomach threatened legal action and he dared to start eating once more.

“Going back to the barrier, you think you can take it down within the day?”

“No, likely not,” Adrien admitted. “But I can at least try and work past the anti-focus spell today and get a good look at how the barrier was made. If I can do that, I can find its weakness, and with the right application of power and elements, we’ll be able to penetrate it. Doing that, we’ll be ahead of the game.”

Quartermain accepted this with a nod, yet a troubled frown tugged at his mouth. “I’ll continue working from home today, just in case you get through faster than that. The constable is aware that you’re here and working, but I’ll send another message apprising him of your progress. If the situation changes, report to me immediately and I’ll pull together a force so we’re not marching in there alone.”

Eyes lifting with his smile, Adrien responded warmly, “I’d appreciate it. I doubt we’ll manage it today, however. Even tomorrow isn’t feasible. Julian, are you finished? Then fetch the brown jar marked ‘sun’ from my case and apply it to both you and MacMallin. The two of you are already pink with sun exposure. You’ll be lobsters by tomorrow without some protection.”

“Yes, Master.” Julian promptly stood from the table, collecting his dishes as he went. He instantly had a hopeful puppy looking up at him with adoration and greed.

MacMallin paused in eating to ask, “Are you absolutely certain there’s no sea monster, Master?”

“Positive,” Adrien responded with a sympathetic pat on the boy’s head. “Sorry to disappoint. Anastasia, Cynric, and I can all assure you that you truly don’t want to see a sea serpent. They’re horrifyingly ugly and usually in a foul temper. It’s not a life experience I can recommend.”

MacMallin did not look sold, dark golden eyes narrowing in suspicion. “But Jules has already gotten to see one.”

“I didn’t even see a carcass,” Julian corrected from the kitchen, only his voice making an appearance. “Just the aftermath of a kraken!”

This seemed to be some kind of validation as MacMallin pressed the point. “How old were you the first time you saw a sea monster?”

This would not help matters whatsoever, but Adrien answered on a sigh, “Fifteen.”

MacMallin frowned at him, vindicated and resentful to be left out.

“Oh, do stop,” Adrien scolded, ready to fling his hands into the air. “You’ll see one sooner or later since I must teach Julian how to combat them. It’s unfortunately a common enough occurrence for sorcerers to be contracted to deal with them.”

Happy with this promise, the boy went back to consuming everything on his plate.

Quartermain poorly disguised a chuckle as a cough before announcing, “Well, now, it was a splendid meal. I’ll get to my work, unless you need me for anything—”

A fist pounded frantically at the door. “Sir Hugh! SIR HUGH!”

In three quick strides, Quartermain reached the door and flung it open. “Harrison! What the devil?”

“Ceto off the coast, sir, pulling at one of the fishing boats,” a man panted out. “You be having that sorcerer bloke here?”

Adrien moved swiftly, nearly knocking his chair back as he moved, already issuing instructions. “Julian, with me. Quartermain, what’s the nearest building to the coast with the highest vantage?”

“Lighthouse on the cape,” Quartermain answered readily. “Harrison, we’ll go. Rush back down to the docks and reassure people.”

The man stuttered out something that sounded like “yes, sir” before Quartermain shut the door.

Adrien weaved the portal spell, specifically designating the door positioned at the highest point of the lighthouse, then jerked it open to reveal a very lofty view of sea and sky. Perfect. He stepped through without a backward glance, pulling glasses from his chest pocket and putting them on. With a flick of his fingers, he activated the spell, zooming in like a telescope was to his eye.

“There.” Quartermain caught his shoulder, pulling him in the right direction, a finger directing his gaze.

Yes, Adrien saw it now. A large schooner struggling against something that looked like a riptide formed by a dark, shadowy figure under the surface of the water. Or on the surface, that’s what it appeared to be. The poor men on the boat were scrambling for footing, clearly panicked and not sure what to do. Not much they could do, really.

Adrien had some sympathy for their panic, but mostly he felt irritated. “My, persistent about this dog-and-pony show, aren’t they?”

“Still not a sea serpent?”

“Smoke and mirrors, my dear chap, nothing more.” Adrien decided not to make this a teaching moment for Julian. They didn’t have that sort of luxury with lives on the line. The poor schooner rocked back and forth so badly it nearly capsized several times. People were tying themselves to the mast to avoid going over the railing. Adrien lifted both hands, drawing sigils in the air, speaking rapidly and intently. He must get that ship out of the way first before it capsized.

At this distance, they could hardly hear it, but Adrien imagined every man on board was screaming or swearing in alarm as the ship abruptly rose out of the water with several meters of air clearing it from the sea. He pulled it forward to the docks and settled it again at the first empty berth.

Quartermain let out his own oath at the sight, as coarse and blue as from any sailor’s tongue.

Julian whispered to him, “He’s strong, my master. That isn’t the heaviest thing I’ve seen him lift, either.”

Whispering back, Quartermain promised, “You’ll have to tell me that tale later.”

It stroked his ego a little, that whispered conversation, but Adrien could pay no attention to it. Satisfied that the fishermen were out of danger, he focused again on the illusion. Now, time to reveal this as the petty trick it was. Adrien crafted the same spell again, seizing on the shape and lifting it free. At first glance, it looked to be a sea serpent, as it had the size and general shape of one. But the whole construct had been crafted out of lost ships’ masts, timbers, seaweed, and the like. It resembled a child’s crude construct, especially at this distance.

Adrien carted it to the nearest empty stretch of beach and set it down, cutting off all magical ties as he did so. People gathered tentatively near the mass, most hovering well back and on the road, pointing at it and talking to each other.

“Why pull it out for them to see?” Quartermain asked quietly, watching the proceedings at his shoulder.

“When you were a child, did you have a fear of something?”

“Like a monster under the bed?” Quartermain responded, expression bemused. “Yes, I did.”

“And when you discovered what it really was, did you fear it any longer?”

Quartermain settled into a fierce smile. “I did not. Is that your plan, to undermine their tactics so the people here have no fear that a sea serpent is nearby?”

“Works rather well, or so I’ve found. True, the schooner was in danger of capsizing because of their ceto construct, but the people now understand that it’s men responsible for this and not some mystical beast. They’ll know to call on me again if there’s danger, and they now know what that danger is. That is half the battle in this situation.” Adrien stared down at the beach, feeling quite smug. “I do so enjoy thwarting my enemies.”

“You’re not alone in that,” Quartermain assured him darkly. “Is this enough to prevent them from trying the tactic again?”

“I give it a high possibility they’ll abandon the tactic. After all, it backfired rather magnificently, didn’t it? That doesn’t mean they won’t try something else, of course.” Adrien wished evil men weren’t quite so persistent, but unfortunately megalomania went hand in hand with obstinacy. “Well. That was an amusing diversion. Julian?”

From directly behind him, his apprentice answered, “Yes, Master?”

“Your homework for today is to go down and tell me exactly how they constructed that bit of nonsense,” Adrien ordered briskly. “And if anyone asks you questions about it, feel free to answer them and explain that I am on scene and will sort this situation out presently.”

“Yes, Master,” Julian said obediently, but he had a hint of excitement in his voice. “May MacMallin and Darby come with me?”

“I insist on it.” It wouldn’t do any good to forbid him. The boys were likely filled to the brim with curiosity and would go anyway, with or without his permission. Darby would romp and play on the beach and come back a tired puppy, so it was a win-win all around.

Julian bounded back through the door, reentering Quartermain’s house, calling for MacMallin as he went.

Adrien turned to follow but paused at the expression on Quartermain’s face. The man seemed vastly troubled and uneasy. “I assure you, I’ll take preventive measures so that the ships can go out without danger of this repeating.”

“Huh? Oh.” Quartermain refocused on him, eyes still taut with worry. “Very good of you, to be sure, and I’ll pay you for the work. But that’s not what troubles me. After this it will be very obvious that another sorcerer is here, will it not?”

“Yes, no doubt,” Adrien responded, not at all sure what the man was driving at.

“It occurs to me that you’ll be very exposed up on the hilltop as you work. In fact, I’d be surprised if someone hasn’t already spotted you. You can no doubt protect yourself from magical attacks, but what about guns? Knives?”

“A sorcerer isn’t immune to conventional attacks,” Adrien admitted. He thought about being more honest in the answer and admitting that iron of any sort was detrimental to a sorcerer (even fatal if nicked with it) but bit his tongue before the words could escape. Weaknesses weren’t something to be casually dropped in conversation.

Nodding to himself, Quartermain declared, “I’ll go with you. I’m a crack shot, even if I do say so myself, and I feel uneasy about you and the boys going up there without someone to watch your backs.”

Adrien almost demurred, assured the man he wouldn’t need such protection, then looked through the open doorway to find both boys staring at Quartermain with undisguised relief. The boys seemed heartened by this offer, eyes shining at Quartermain. Adrien belatedly realized that his apprentices had been in danger since childhood, and while accustomed to it, the offer of having protection at hand must be like a fairy tale to them. Quartermain might not be on a noble steed with a sword in hand, but the man was a white knight indeed. Adrien wanted both of his boys to be exposed to good men.

And, well, it was no hardship on his part to be around Quartermain more. He quite liked the man. He might like him a tad too much, really, because intelligent, kind men had always been Adrien’s weakness. Quartermain was especially dangerous in that sense because he was good-looking to boot. Adrien knew a crush wouldn’t go anywhere, but no harm in basking in the man’s presence, now was there?

“You’re kind to offer,” Adrien said with a genuine smile. “I still wish to pop into my flat for some more tools and reference books. I will meet you on the beach?”

“I’ll accompany your lads and wait for you there,” Quartermain replied before moving off.

The world would be a far better place if more men were like Hugh Quartermain. Adrien would have to watch himself or he’d end up crushing unnecessarily on his client. Shaking the thought off, he followed them through the door, shutting it firmly behind him.
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Adrien Danvers was certainly a surprise. In the best sense.

When Hugh had first gone looking for a sorcerer and been told about him, he’d expected someone rather blunt and brash. Adrien sometimes had that air to him, but that was not what Hugh saw of him the most. Rather, he saw the man’s kindness toward his apprentices, the sweet way he handled the puppy, and that spoke volumes in and of itself. Boys and dog both adored Adrien Danvers to bits, and from Hugh’s point of view, the adoration was returned just as fiercely.

Really, Hugh could almost pity the fool that lifted either voice or hand against Julian and MacMallin. They’d soon find themselves short a limb. To call Adrien a protective mama bear would be doing a disservice to the bear.

Hugh wasn’t blind; he’d noticed how exceptionally beautiful Adrien was from their first meeting. But today, standing at his side on top of the lighthouse, watching him lift a schooner free of the water and carry it nearly half a kilometer to shore without breaking a sweat—all with a fierce light in his eyes and a grin on his face? Well…he hadn’t just been beautiful, but stunning. The light had caught his skin, his whole being seemingly lit up from within with power. Frankly, Hugh had found it hard to breathe for a second.

The sorcerer was so effortlessly enchanting. Hugh could feel his heart stumble, prepared to fall already. But was it wise to do so? If there was no future there, then he’d best guard against that now, avoid the heartache of later.

And he knew precisely where the best source of information lay.

Without any hesitation whatsoever, Hugh made his way down to the beach where the false ceto lay on its side. Several people were gathered around it, one matron using her cane to poke at it, much like someone would a dead snake. Julian explained the magic of how it all worked to a crowd of a dozen people at least.

Meanwhile, MacMallin sat on the sea wall, one eye on his friend, the other on his dog. Darby was having great fun chasing birds off the beach, running up and down along the water’s edge and barking. Her tongue was out, tail and ears high, and she was clearly having the most fun a dog could possibly have. Quartermain anticipated that she would be dead asleep in front of the hearth later that night.

He came up to stand at MacMallin’s side, shaking the sand absently off his boots as he did so. For a moment, he watched Julian in action, noting the confidence in the boy. He knew precisely what he was about.

“How long has Julian been apprenticed?” Hugh had not gotten any kind of timeline for that.

“Three months, sir.”

The devil? “Three months? He knows that much in three months?”

A proud smile lifted MacMallin’s face. “He’s a clever sort, our Julian. Even Master’s in awe of his talent. Said he’ll surpass him in time.”

“Did he, now? I find that remarkable. Your master is quite strong and capable.”

MacMallin’s chest puffed out a bit more. “Isn’t he? I’d heard of him before, ’course, everyone had on the streets. But when I met him, I realized the stories were a bit flat.”

Wait, streets? It surprised Hugh only for a split second and then far too many observations he’d made suddenly formed into an overall picture. Neither boy had come off as polished or well educated, not since his first meeting. Danvers had taken on two street urchins? His estimation of the man rose several more notches.

This seemed a good segue to what Hugh wanted to ask. “He’s incredibly good to you both.”

“Oh, I know it, sir. I count my good fortune he found Jules that night.”

“I’ve not heard the story of how you two came to be with him. But it was Julian he found first?”

“Felt his magic, he said,” MacMallin answered with a shrug. “Followed it until he found Julian. Jules refused to leave without me, so he took us both in. He dinna have to.”

Hugh forgave him the slight slip of brogue. “No, indeed he did not. It’s rare for me to meet a man such as him, one who has such a good heart. I expected…something else entirely from the description I was given of him. But he’s been kind, thoughtful, and certainly hard working. Is he always such?”

“Ah, well, no,” MacMallin admitted with a sly wink. “He’s got some that he doesn’t like and he’s not shy about letting them know it.”

“Such as Prince Henry?”

“That’s a good example. He must really like you, sir.”

Hugh tried not to let that go immediately to his head. “Why do you say that?”

“Never saw him stay at a client’s house before.” MacMallin shot him a look that was enigmatic but seemed impish for some reason. Perhaps it was the cant of his eyebrow that made it seem so. “He’s more aloof with people he doesn’t really know. Him willing to stay with you, and bring me and Darby along to boot? Well, that says a lot then, doesn’t it?”

It seemed Hugh’s attempt to not let the praise go straight to his head had failed. Damn, this wasn’t good. Unless he could somehow wrangle this situation to his favor.

MacMallin kept talking, all while keeping a weather eye on Julian and Darby. “First two weeks we were with him, it felt like heaven to me. He made sure we had enough to eat throughout the day. Taught me the basics of cooking so I could make something for myself. Bought us fine clothes and schoolbooks, started our education. I felt like I’d gone from pauper to prince.”

Schoolbooks? Why would they need…it took a second too long for it to hit, then Hugh cursed himself silently as a fool. Being raised on the streets as they had been, it was highly unlikely they’d ever gotten any sort of education. Of course they’d need to be taught.

Hungry for more intel, he pressed, “Are you making good progress on that front?”

“Oh, aye, we are. Jules and I both can read a storybook now.”

At their ages, that seemed an absurd statement, but on the other hand, them advancing that quickly in three months said something for both boys’ intelligence levels. No wonder Adrien was so focused on teaching them. Intelligent minds were a pleasure to mold.

“You like learning very much, I can tell.”

MacMallin flashed him a boyish smile. “I do. He’s a patient teacher too. Even if I make a mistake, I don’t feel dumb.”

“Will you stay his valet, then? He said he’s training you as such.”

“I will. Master keeps urging me to consider engineering, but I’m not sure about that.”

Hugh hadn’t expected this answer. His head canted as he absorbed this wildcard turn in their conversation. “Engineering? Why would he?”

“Because I like to take things apart and put them back together.” MacMallin seemed a little shy admitting to this, not able to meet Hugh’s eyes for a moment. “Simple things like clocks. Master’s making a big deal of it, is all. That’s not what an engineer does.”

Hugh snorted in wry disagreement. “Lad, that’s what I spent the majority of last week doing.”

“Eh?” MacMallin’s head came sharply up, golden-brown eyes flaring wide with surprise. “You, sir?”

“It wasn’t a clock, but yes. I had an engine failing on me in one of my factories and devil take me if I could figure out why. Me and my head engineer ended up taking the whole thing apart, only to find that a squirrel had somehow gotten inside and built a nest right over the main gears. Once we cleaned it out and reassembled it, the engine worked like a charm.” Hugh gave him a pointed look. “All engineers understand two fundamental principles. If a machine stops working, then try a hard master reset first.”

“What’s that?”

“Unplug it, count to ten, plug it back in. Amazing how many times that works.”

MacMallin’s mouth tilted up in a grin. “You’re joshing me, sir.”

“I’m not. Works half the time. Other half of the time, take it apart, clean it, put it back together. Rarely does it stop working because something is actually broken. Machines are more fickle than a lord’s luck at a gambling table.”

“Ha! I’ve thought the same many a time. Glad to know I’m right.”

Hugh saw something then, a spark in the lad’s eyes, that made him wonder. MacMallin seemed keen on machines. It was perhaps the boy’s loyalty to Adrien that made him want to stay with him. Instinct stirred, suggesting he probe a bit more into this. MacMallin might well have the intelligence and passion he’d been looking for in an apprentice himself.

“I’m working on a design now for a jet engine, along with two other chaps. Ever heard of Frank Whittle or Dr. Hans von Ohain?”

MacMallin shook his head, riveted to the conversation. “No, sir.”

“Brilliant men. Absolutely brilliant. It’s been a pleasure to work with them. We hit upon the idea of improving air travel. Really, that’s where the future lies, in the air. So much faster and more convenient if we can improve the quality and speed of flight. We’re all busy on our own pursuits, of course, but once a fortnight we get together for a weekend and work on our plans. That’s what I’m working on here while I wait on your master to find a way into my caves.”

It was like waving a bone in front of a dog, that’s how greedy MacMallin looked just then. “Miss Stacey took me to a car show a few months ago, which showcased the latest creations and engines. It was marvelous, seeing all the variations an engine could have. Are you trying something like that with planes?”

“Rather like it, yes.” A very keen interest indeed. Now, to test the boy’s ability to learn foreign concepts. “Why don’t you fetch Julian and Darby and let’s go back to the house? They’ve been here a while, after all. I can show you the designs that way.”

MacMallin’s glee would not have been out of place on a miser having just been handed the key to the queen’s treasury. “Can I really, sir? It’s not top secret?”

“We’re keeping it under wraps for now, but I trust you’re not a blabbermouth.”

“I am not.” MacMallin hopped right off the wall, hitting the sand at a dead run. “Be right back!”

Look at him go. When was the last time Hugh had run out of excitement like that? Adults lost that habit far too quickly.

Hugh had and hadn’t gained the answers he sought. He had a better understanding of the dynamic between the three men, at least, and a much better understanding of Adrien Danvers’s nature. The more he learned about the sorcerer, the more attracted Hugh became, which was a slippery slope indeed.

If the point of that conversation had been to convince Hugh to give up, it had failed rather spectacularly. On the other hand, he’d gained an insight to MacMallin that might yet prove advantageous.

Perhaps, if he spoke to the boy one on one a bit longer, he might learn what he needed to know about Adrien. No harm in hoping for that, was there?
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Protecting the sea around the island from magical attack took longer than Adrien anticipated, with many interruptions in the process. He put down several sigils on the seafloor that would prevent any magical interference whatsoever, going out as far as one kilometer past the reef. The fishermen assured him that gave them room to fish and were very thankful for his help.

The boys had exclaimed over the ‘sea serpent’ and spent many hours explaining what it was and how it was formed to any passerby until Hugh had pulled them back to the house, so Adrien was saved from that, at least. Still, he made no progress on deciphering the barrier or finding a weakness or any of the actual work he’d been contracted to do. Which irritated him. He was not accustomed to being confounded like this and not making progress on a case.

It left him so irritated, in fact, that he found it impossible to sleep that night. After tossing and turning for a good half hour, he finally gave up and rose again. Perhaps if he worked on the problem for a few hours, his mind would settle and he’d be able to sleep peacefully.

Adrien sneaked down the stairs on tiptoe until he reached the main sitting room, as he had no desire to wake anyone else. The effort failed, of course. Darby heard him and followed him down. He tried shooing her back to bed, but if anyone was up, so was she. Such were the instincts of a herding dog. Giving up, he let her follow him about. Something nagged at the edges of his mind, a sense that he had seen this barrier setup before, but he couldn’t begin to place it. Something he’d experienced years ago? Or heard from someone else?

Hoping to jog the memory, he took three books with him to a comfortable-looking chair near the hearth. Bending, he stoked the embers back up to an actual fire, tossed on a few more logs, then curled up in the chair, cracking the cover on the volume most likely to contain answers. Darby lay down right at his feet, content to keep him in place for now.

Not a star pattern or a hexagon or a pyramid—all of those were out. He couldn’t see the exact parameters at this stage, but he knew the obstruction to be a column barrier of some nature. His fingers quickly flipped through the pages as his eyes scanned the contents, picking out key words. Did this book not cover column barriers in depth? The author had merely referenced it three times now.

“Oh. You’re still up?”

Adrien started, not having heard Quartermain’s approach, and snapped his head up. His host still wore trousers and shirtsleeves, although his feet were bare and he had an ink smear on his cheek that suggested he’d been writing something. Adrien flushed a little, feeling awkward to be caught in his nightclothes and robe, slippers on his feet, as he probably looked a sight. Just his luck, as usual. Whenever he looked disreputable, that’s when attractive men always showed up.

“I had a notion I wanted to pursue. I figured everyone in bed.”

“I also had a thought to pursue,” Quartermain admitted, coming all the way down the stairs and dropping into the companion chair near Adrien’s. Darby hopped up to come over for pets, which Quartermain obliged her with. Her tail wagged happily. “I’ve learned to get it down on paper while it’s fresh in my mind.”

“Yes, I understand that feeling well.” Adrien had gotten out of bed more than once to scribble down some spell or design before he forgot it. Quartermain didn’t seem at all off-put seeing him in this state of dishabille, which put Adrien a little more at ease in turn.

“I’m glad we can speak like this,” Quartermain said with a significant glance upstairs, indicating what he meant. “I’ve no intention of putting my foot in my mouth, you understand, but I felt it best to clarify. MacMallin hinted to me that you’d saved them both from the streets.”

What was MacMallin about, sharing such information? Adrien did his best not to advertise it, as such a background would hamper them both later. He pressed his lips together, not sure how to respond.

Lifting a staying hand, Quartermain assured him, “I won’t think less of them, I swear. I’ve no room to cast stones in that regard. Well, I never lived on the streets, but I was barely one step above them for most of my childhood.”

This should have shocked Adrien, and perhaps on some level it did, but it also slotted several observations into a more accurate picture. He’d wondered at Quartermain’s lack of knowledge about the classics, as he’d been just as lost about Greek mythology as Julian earlier. The rough manner of speech he sometimes lapsed into, the calluses on his hands that indicated hard labor, his comfort in tending to his own needs about the house all hinted at a common upbringing. “And yet you were knighted. Your family must be quite pleased.”

“Pleased and embarrassed,” Quartermain answered with a shrug, his expression rueful. “I’m the bastard son of an earl, you see.”

Adrien fumbled his book, nearly dropping it. “No, I had no idea.”

“Really? You don’t pay any attention to the gossips, then, as that’s all anyone talked about for a good year after I was knighted by the queen. Up through the age of eight, my mother was forced to fend for both of us, working as a washwoman. Then my paternal grandmother discovered my existence, and in a bout of charity, paid for me to be apprenticed to an engineer. I don’t think the earl’s family really expected me to amount to anything, but of course I did, and their own son and lawful grandchildren are complete wastrels. There was some talk about me being legitimized and brought fully into the family. I took great satisfaction in turning them down.”

“Good for you.” Adrien gave him an approving nod.

Tilting his head a little, Quartermain studied him for a moment. “What an interesting reaction. Most people, when I tell them that, chastise me and say I should join my family.”

Snorting, Adrien tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice as he answered, “Family can do more damage to you than the most determined of enemies. It would be a different matter if they were good people, but that isn’t the case, is it?”

Quartermain turned in his chair a little, shifting so that he could face Adrien squarely, his hands coming up to steeple just in front of his chin. Those blue eyes of his went clear and penetrating again, as if he could see straight through Adrien’s skull. “I’d heard a rumor while I was making inquiries about a sorcerer that you were disowned from your family. I thought it just that—rumor. Especially after watching you interact with your apprentices. But I see from your expression that you really are like me in this regard. Of all the things we could have in common, it’s a pity this is one of them.”

“Yes, so it is.” Adrien sighed, looking away. He couldn’t meet those eyes just then. He had a notion that if he and Quartermain became better acquainted, they might end up as good friends, but the odds of that happening were slim. As soon as he discovered Adrien’s nature, the man would promptly turn away from him in disgust. Most men did. The fire in the hearth caught his attention for a moment, the crackle and snap of the flame the only sound to break up the silence for a time. Then Adrien stirred himself, unable to suppress the question. “What did you mean, especially after watching me with my apprentices?”

“It’s difficult for a man to be a good father when he has no example of his own to follow. I can’t imagine your father to be a very good one if he disowned you, no matter the reason, and yet you are one to those boys.”

A bitter laugh nearly escaped Adrien, but he choked it back. “In this case, I’m using my own father as a bad example and avoiding his behaviors as much as possible. But do I really strike you that way? As a father to them?”

“You do. Not that I had a father to compare to, but certainly you show more care and affection for them than a master would. Or at least, more than my master ever did, and I consider him to be a good master.” Quartermain sat forward a little, his tone warm and reassuring. “They both clearly adore you, Sorcerer Danvers. I understand it’s your first time taking in apprentices, so you’re no doubt feeling your way forward, but I think you’re doing splendidly.”

Adrien felt his cheeks heat and he had to look away again, stroking the back of his neck with a palm. He hadn’t been looking for praise, just reassurance.

“And now I’ve embarrassed you. My apologies, I didn’t mean to.”

“No, no.” Adrien waved a hand to negate this. “I appreciate it, truly. You’re right, I do feel like a blind man stumbling forward some days. It’s good to hear that I’m doing a decent job.”

“I feel you’re doing better than that. In fact, I hoped to catch you alone like this to ask permission for something. A problem has been reported to me at the factory construction site, and I need to step over and sort it out. It’ll mean a quick day trip in and out, if you’re willing to portal me. Do you mind if I take young MacMallin with me tomorrow?”

Not expecting this request at all, Adrien stared at him blankly. “I can’t say that I do, but what for?”

“He saw my designs of a new engine earlier and asked me several questions,” Quartermain explained with an indulgent smile. “He’s clearly got a keen interest regarding machines, and I thought it might be fun to take him on a tour of the new factory.”

“Please take him,” Adrien requested seriously. MacMallin did not handle boredom well, and anything to divert the young man’s mind was welcome. He’d be thrilled to go. “And let me send along some coin to pay for lunch, as he will order half the menu.”

“Growing boys do that,” Quartermain responded, chuckling. “And it’s fine, you’ve no need to pay for him, this is my treat. I feel bad that he’s knocking about the house like this while you and Julian work. And he told me that he’s interested in engineering.”

“Ah, he told you that?”

“He did, hence I showed him my schematics.”

This segued into a question Adrien had been struggling with over the past few months. “In truth, I feel it a waste to train MacMallin to be a valet. He’s tinkered with machinery now for months. I’ve watched him—he’s both passionate and good at it. Do you know of anyone who might take on an apprentice?”

“I can think of several.” A cautious light entered Hugh’s face. “Let me test him a bit at my factory. Once I have a better understanding of him, I’ll be able to advise you more fully on this.”

“Fair enough.” Ruefully, Adrien added, “Although Julian might be a little jealous.”

“I’ll take Julian after the case is solved,” Quartermain promised.

Lifting both hands, Adrien protested, “I didn’t mean to suggest—”

“It’s fine,” Quartermain assured him sincerely. “I always encourage an interest in my field when I see it. Leads to possible business or workers later, you understand. And it’s fun to show the new factory off.”

His earlier instincts were proved correct. Hugh Quartermain had a very generous and kind nature to him. Lowering his hands, Adrien said, “Then I’ll take you up on the offer. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. You’re welcome to come too, you know.”

Not expecting that, Adrien could do nothing more than blink and utter, “Eh?”

“I realize we don’t know each other all that well, but I quite enjoy your company. I’d love for our acquaintance to continue past this case.”

Had Adrien ever had a man of this caliber baldly tell him he wanted to become friends? If so, Adrien couldn’t think of a single instance. A smile lit up his face, one perhaps showing too much happiness, but he couldn’t manage to cage it, either. “I’d be delighted.”

“Excellent. I’ll count on it, then.” Quartermain smiled in turn, seeming just as pleased, then glanced at the clock and grimaced. “As much as I would like to sit and talk more, the hour’s too late for a working man like myself. I’ll retire and see you in the morning.”

Adrien’s own eyelids were feeling heavy and he reluctantly nodded. “I might as well do the same. I’ve not found what I’m looking for. Good night, Quartermain.”
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The next morning found Adrien and Julian back at their usual spot on the hilltop, although this time the local constable came with them while Quartermain and MacMallin went to the new factory. Constable Boyd seemed the epitome of a good Scottish fellow—dark haired, slightly portly around the middle, and with a keen sense of humor that kept Julian giggling. Adrien normally felt somewhat ill at ease with policemen, a paranoid part of him always cautious about being too liberal in the law’s presence, but Boyd didn’t seem at all inclined to find fault with him, which reassured him to a degree.

In fact, the constable had greeted them with, “Certainly glad ye be here, Sorcerer Danvers, to deal with this riffraff. Canna say I appreciate ’em stirring up trouble in me own backyard like this, and we be taking it as a kindness if ye’d run ’em off again. To that end, ye’ll be having our full cooperation, that I can promise ye.”

Adrien trusted the man’s sincerity if nothing else. So there they sat on top of the hill, a full magnification window propped up in front of them with focusing crystals at the four corners of the wooden frame, all three men peering intently through it.

“Canna see a thing but caves,” Boyd admitted sourly. “What be ye looking for, Sorcerer?”

“The cretins that put up this barrier also put a spell on it to keep everything just out of focus,” Adrien explained absently, fine tuning the window, adjusting it to center more clearly on a specific spot dead ahead. “It’s playing havoc with our eyes. Until I can properly determine how they’ve constructed the barrier, I’ve no notion how to get past it.”

“Can we get past it?” Julian asked doubtfully. “Master, you said it was very powerful.”

“It is,” Adrien acknowledged grimly, “and that presents a challenge in its own right. Our only hope is that they’ve left some weakness in the barrier that we can exploit. No single sorcerer can dismantle that thing from the outside—not with brute force. Now, Julian, try to explain to Constable Boyd what you see.”

Julian looked at him doubtfully, then at Boyd.

The constable assured him in a good-natured way, “I have no’ a speck of magic in me, lad, so put it in layman’s terms.”

One of the hardest parts of this profession was laying out the problem in a manner the client could grasp. Adrien had struggled with that point more than any other, hence he had Julian practice it at every opportunity, especially to such an amenable audience as this one.

Still harboring considerable misgivings, Julian stared at the barrier for a long moment, pondering. “Constable Boyd, have you ever seen a large warehouse? The interior of one?”

“Aye, lad, that I have,” Boyd agreed readily, still peering through the screen as if he might see something if he stared long enough.

“The barrier is formed rather like a warehouse,” Julian said, warming up to his explanation. “There are several posts and columns to support it, all driven deep into the ground, with a large roof overhead and walls tied to the beams. It forms a steady frame to keep everyone out.”

Boyd let out a whistle. “They built a magical warehouse over the caves? By Jove, that be an undertaking, all right.”

“With any barrier this big, it takes a lot of power to sustain it,” Julian continued earnestly, pleased he’d thought of a metaphor that worked. “And because of that, it’s powerful itself. Say you were to try to break into that warehouse with only your own fists, you’d end up with broken hands before you’d make much of a dent.”

Adrien winced. Julian’s metaphor summed up the situation quite adequately. He could turn himself bruised and bloody attacking the barrier with blunt force and have nothing but pain to show for it.

“I see,” Boyd responded slowly. “That’s why your master said he had to find a weakness.”

“To extend the metaphor,”—Adrien picked up the explanation smoothly—“we are attempting to discover any mouse holes, structural faults, or any oversights by the builders. So far they are unfortunately competent, sod their benighted arses.”

Julian bent back to peering, chewing absently on a thumbnail as he did so. “Looks very solid to me, Master.”

“Unfortunately, you are quite correct.” Adrien sat back, giving his neck a break from that angle before he developed a crick in it.

Hopefully, Julian inquired, “Perhaps Miss Stacey will come and help you?”

“The addition of one more sorcerer will not make much of a difference, I’m afraid. I’d hoped we might find some natural deposit of magical ore nearby to help aid us in breaking through, but that’s proved to be wishful thinking. I’m quite convinced they have something powering it on their end. They can’t sustain a barrier of this size without it.”

Adrien had a feeling the criminals had made sure to cover it under the canopy of the barrier. He couldn’t otherwise explain why the barrier sat several furlongs away from the mouth of the caves. He had no proof, but Adrien’s gut maintained that something of a magical persuasion lay within the depths of those unmined caves.

Julian frowned at the caves with such severity one would think it had insulted his mother. “Surely you don’t think to just wait them out.”

“Heaven forbid, child. No one spied them coming in, which means they’ve some way to secretly come and go on this island without attracting any notice. We’d never catch them by just waiting about.”

Boyd made an alarmed noise in the back of his throat. “Damn and blast, I just realized. They’d have to be bringing food and things in from the mainland. No one’s seen a stranger in these parts until ye three arrived. There’s no food to be had in the caves, so they have to be getting it in from somewhere.”

“Exactly,” Adrien confirmed irritably. “And yet despite the fishermen crawling around this coast on a daily basis, no one’s spotted them. I don’t know how they’re managing it, but they’re doing it on a regular basis somehow. Or they’ve stockpiled well in advance. It does not bode well for catching them later. No, Julian, we must breach the barrier or risk losing them entirely.”

Studying the barrier for a moment, Julian offered ingeniously, “Perhaps a magical hammer?”

Shaking his head, Adrien let out a soft laugh. “Quartermain said he tried dynamite at one point with no effect. What was your first lesson?”

“Force is force, energy is energy,” Julian recited obediently and then made a face. “Physical force and magical force have the same impact. If dynamite couldn’t get through, then…a hammer won’t do at all, will it?”

“I will have to construct something that surpasses the force of dynamite.” Adrien had a few ideas, none of them easy to pull off, and most of them would take considerable time and effort to set up. “Or think of something our yonder friends failed to consider.”

Either possibility did not dismay Adrien as he preferred a challenge. A feral smile curling the corners of his lips, he gestured for Julian to help him pack up. “We’ve learned all we can today. Let’s retreat before that storm rolls in on us. Thank you for your protection, Constable Boyd.”

“My pleasure, sir, and call on me again if ye have need to.” Boyd gave the caves an uneasy glance. “I do no’ mind telling ye, we want this problem solved sooner and no’ later.”

“On that, my dear Constable, we can all agree.”
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Hugh had absolutely meant it the night before when he’d told Adrien he wanted to show the boy the factory, but it would be a lie to say that was his only intention. In fact, he thought it a rather good opportunity to get some answers to a few more questions.

After stepping through the portal, the two made their way from Hugh’s office at the top of the new factory and down to the main floor. Hugh stopped several times along the stairs, as it served a good vantage point to see most of the factory floor, and pointed things out to an eager MacMallin. The noise of the cogs turning, the scent of metal and oil, it felt like a homecoming to him. He’d spent most of his formative years in an environment like this one.

Grant spied him making his way down and the foreman waved an arm before beelining around the equipment and toward them. “Sir Hugh! Deucedly glad you came in so quickly. The main power conduit just up and quit on us. I think something got into the turbines, as it let out a great deal of smoke before we hit the emergency off switch.”

Hugh grimaced. “Damn and blast. Of course that’s how my luck’s running. All right, let’s pop the casing off and get a good look. Mac, you willing to lend me a hand?”

A delighted smile spread over his face. “Try and stop me, sir.”

Something about that attitude reminded Hugh of a younger version of himself, back when he was a teenager. He made a note of it even as he headed toward the back of the factory.

Elkins stood nearby with a tool chest already at hand, a small, wooden table dragged closer. The scraggly engineer was a friend from when he and Hugh both served in the Corps of Royal Engineers. The burly ex-sergeant looked haggard, half shaved as he was and in a shirt that might have been washed in grease. He grunted a welcome to Hugh before pointing at the engine in question. “Damn thing’s trying to give me another ulcer. What slapdash method did you use, building this thing?”

“You know very well this isn’t my design,” Hugh retorted, going for the sprocket wrench. “I just bought the bloody thing. Mac, grab that other one, let’s get these bolts off. Elkins, I would have thought you’d have the casing off by now, not be waiting on me.”

“I,” Elkins retorted significantly, bushy brows beetling together in a straight line, “have already repaired this thing twice before you even deigned to grace us with your presence. In fact, I barely had the casing back on before it started billowing black smoke again.”

“Wait, you’re saying it’s broken three times in as many days?”

“That’s precisely what I’m saying. You got rooked, Quartermain.”

Swearing, Hugh attacked the bolts with increased vigor. He hated buying substandard products, and this one shouldn’t have been in that category. He’d certainly paid a pretty enough penny for it. It might only be worth its weight in scrap metal. Huge as it was—the size of a train car—it wasn’t pulling its weight whatsoever.

MacMallin proved as quick as Hugh himself in getting the bolts off. They got the casing off in record time, MacMallin helping to lift it free and set it off to the side. Hugh took one look at the greasy, filmy interior and growled out another choice curse.

“Is it not supposed to look like that, sir?” MacMallin asked uncertainly.

“Lad, if you ever see an engine that looks this way, run,” Hugh answered wearily. “It means it’s poorly designed or poorly cared for. Elkins, walk me through what you’ve tried. I’m returning this beast regardless since we can’t depend on it, but I want a good argument for why it’s not worthy of my factory.”

Elkins explained, sometimes drawing a line away to point to a specific gear, his tone terse with irritation. Hugh listened, asked some questions, but in all felt that Elkins had gone above and beyond to make the blasted thing work. And said so.

“No customer should have to do repair work on something so new and have to correct the faults in the design like this. To hell with it. Elkins, shop around, see if you can find something that will properly do the job. I don’t care what the price is, just get it here within a month’s time.”

Satisfied, Elkins gave a short nod and took himself off.

Hugh called after him, “And if you can’t find anything that works, tell me. We’ll just build it ourselves!”

“You mean I’ll build it!” Elkins retorted over his shoulder.

“Well, man, what do you think I pay you for!” Hugh retorted, winking at MacMallin. The apprentice was watching them with a wide grin that showed he knew they were teasing.

Elkins paused at the factory door to give him a rude gesture before disappearing.

To the hovering foreman, Hugh said, “Get some of the lads to package this beast up and ship it back. I won’t accept anything but a full refund, and it’s certainly not staying here.”

“Yes, sir.” Grant gave him a nod and immediately headed for the other side, where a crew was putting together the necessary infrastructure for the machines.

The factory was laid out with two production lines, large vats with iron tops dominating one side, a production area on the second floor to actually bottle the medication. Right now, they were still assembling the various pipes necessary to have things flow from one part to another. A lot of welding was going on today, sparks flying, and it should have made Hugh smile to see the progress. It might have, if he didn’t know that such progress would be halted soon for lack of materials. Damn cretins. Why did they have to pick on his mines, of all places?

“You said this factory would make medicine, sir?” MacMallin looked around at the lofty space of the warehouse with a silent whistle. He had a touch of grease on his tanned cheek, those golden-brown eyes keen and alert on what was around them. “It’ll make lots.”

“That it will. The more I produce, the cheaper I can sell by the unit. It’s the law of supply and demand, and that’s the whole point of this place. Keeping London healthy is something of an ongoing battle but I’m determined to win it. I know the sorcerers have their magic potions to cure diseases, but that’s too expensive for the common folk to afford.”

MacMallin’s expression grew sad and distant, grief and loss clouding his fair face. “I know it, sir. I used to be angry about that. I still am, a little. But I’ve seen now what it takes for Master to make even one potion. He gave Julian and I several when he first got us. It takes days to make those.”

“I don’t fault the magicians, they can only do so much. It’s why us engineers have to step in, fill the gaps.”

MacMallin nodded, agreeing with this sentiment. “It doesn’t really matter whether a cure comes from magic or science, after all. Long as it works.”

“Exactly. Now, Mac, let me walk you through how the assembly line works.”

The young man was eager at his side. Hugh started at the very beginning of the process, which was where all the ingredients were poured into the vat and more or less ‘cooked,’ then further along as the Remedium 11 was refined. MacMallin not only followed this explanation perfectly but asked very intelligent questions.

Hugh’s first impression had pegged MacMallin as a clever sort. Now, after spending the past hour with him, he knew without a doubt that he’d found his apprentice. This young man had not only the intelligence but the passion for machines. He’d be a pleasure to train and rear up.

All Hugh had to do next was convince Adrien and MacMallin. Which might be a bit more sticky than usual, as MacMallin seemed utterly devoted to the man and not willing to part from him.

Time to probe a mite. “Mac, with such a keen interest in machinery, why not become an engineer?”

The longing and hesitation warred across the boy’s face. “I don’t want to leave Master, though. He keeps saying the same, urging me to think about it, but…”

Adrien Danvers might well be the only parental figure Mac had truly had in his life. Hugh could see why the boy would be loath to let go of him. He didn’t want to start an argument—not here. This wasn’t the right time. Perhaps he should switch topics slightly, find a time to come back around to the idea.

“Well, I can’t ridicule you for your dedication. He’s a very good man, isn’t he?”

MacMallin lit up with a smile. “The best, sir.”

“I’m surprised to find him unattached. Or is he engaged?”

“Not at all, sir. Entirely unattached.”

“Truly? Typically a powerful sorcerer is very quickly snatched up by the ladies. Especially one as handsome as he is. But I did sense…that is, he’s mentioned something to me that makes me wonder. Has someone treated him ill?” Hugh mentally slapped himself. He hadn’t meant to ask that last question, but the way Danvers sometimes flinched, his words hinting at insecurities firmly entrenched, made an ache tug at Hugh’s heart. The uncertainty on his face when Hugh had assured him he was doing well with the boys told a story all on its own. No one should feel like that, but certainly not someone as powerful and capable as Adrien Danvers.

MacMallin grimaced. “He’s not on good terms with his family, sir, but he won’t speak of it. But I think he’s got a good impression of you, sir. He tends to warm up to anyone who is kind to us, and you’ve been very kind to us.”

Well, that was flattering, to be sure. Hugh knew Adrien wasn’t on good terms with his family, but to hear that he wouldn’t confide in anyone made his heart ache all over again. Was there anyone he opened up to?

“Is that how it is? But you and Julian are a pleasure to be around. I love bright minds.” Hugh felt like he’d already pressed his luck. Something about the way MacMallin looked at him suggested that he’d not been as subtle as he’d aimed for.

MacMallin gave him a courtly bow. “Thank you for the compliment.”

Snorting, Hugh caught him by the nape of the neck and pulled him into motion. “All right, scamp, enough. Let’s check how everything else is faring and then go for lunch. I’d like to not linger here more than necessary in case something else happens on the isle.”
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MacMallin came in singing the praises of factories, inventions, and modern technology. He regaled Adrien and Julian throughout dinner about every detail he’d seen and what Quartermain had explained. Their client and host smiled indulgently, only commenting now and again to expand on some detail. Listening to him, Adrien was certain all over again that MacMallin really must go into engineering. That’s where his love and passion lay.

After the dishes were cleaned away, the boys and dog went upstairs to attend to their own studies. They had vocabulary to memorize, reading to do, and sums to figure. Adrien stayed in the parlor below with his own homework, the charted barrier lying out flat on the floor, three reference books at his right, a loose-bound journal on his left as he scribbled out thoughts, theories, and possibilities.

Perhaps a half hour into this, Quartermain strode into the room, a thick mug of tea in his hands. “Ah, there you are. MacMallin was so exuberant during dinner I didn’t get a chance to ask how things went for you.”

Adrien looked up from his position on the floor with a slight smile. For some reason, looking up at the man from this angle did something funny in Adrien’s chest. In the mellow lighting of the room, Hugh’s copper hair looked burnished, tanned skin warmer in hue. He looked entirely approachable, enticing, and Adrien had to forcibly blink the image away and focus on his words. “I’d apologize, but I believe it’s entirely your fault for showing him so many amazing things.”

Chuckling, Quartermain saluted him with his mug. “I humbly accept the fault as mine. He really does have a good head for it, you know. I never had to repeat myself or explain something twice.”

Taking that as a hint, Adrien leaned so that his back rested on the bottom of the armchair, getting more comfortable. “In truth, I took MacMallin on initially because Julian refused to leave without him. I don’t regret it—he’s proved to be a quick study and a good lad—but I do feel that training him to be a valet would be something of a waste. He’s such a clever sort. If I knew a good man to apprentice him to…” He trailed off suggestively.

Quartermain matched him tone for tone, a knowing gleam in his eyes. “I’d take that lad in a heartbeat, which you’ve no doubt guessed. The stumbling block at the moment is his reading level and his maths.”

“He doesn’t have the knowledge necessary to learn engineering of any sort at this point,” Adrien acknowledged, hand splayed. “How much do I need to teach him?”

“If you’ll focus on his reading and maths for the next year, I do believe he’d know enough for me to take him on at that point.” Pretending to think, Quartermain offered, “Do this job pro bono, and I’ll waive the apprenticeship fees.”

“Robbery!” Adrien mock accused, pleased when he got Quartermain to chuckle.

“Well, that’s what I’d like to say,” Quartermain allowed, “but I have the feeling it wouldn’t be at all fair.”

Adrien grimaced. “Indeed. Assuming the worst doesn’t happen.”

Concerned, Quartermain shifted in his chair to sit more on the edge, brows furrowed together. “You think something will go wrong? Well, more than it already has?”

“My dear chap, men are perfectly capable of every wickedness, but also every stupidity as well.” Adrien sighed in resignation, laying both hands in his lap. “I don’t underestimate them, especially if they’re desperate. I’ve seen desperate, stupid men do appalling things. They’ve already done appalling things by trying to sink a ship just to throw me off their scent. The wretches. I put little past this group.”

“You unfortunately make a valid point. Which is why I say this next.” Quartermain met his eyes with all earnestness, tone and expression perfectly sincere. “You are one of the strongest sorcerers I’ve ever seen. I don’t doubt your skill. I just don’t wish to tempt fate. Do allow me the honor of watching your back while you work this case.”

Adrien’s eyes crinkled up at the corners as he smiled at the engineer. “You already offered once, you know, and I accepted. You seem to think the offer will ruffle my pride, but it’s quite the opposite. I’m flattered and heartily accept.”

“Well. I’m glad. Confused why you feel flattered, but glad.”

Adrien could admit to his flaws quite readily. Even if he didn’t, others always felt the necessity of airing them on his behalf, so it really didn’t matter either way. “Quartermain, I’m difficult to work with. So if you’re overlooking my faults to offer your protection, I’m naturally flattered.”

“Julian doesn’t find you difficult.” Quartermain leaned back in his chair, lifting the mug to just rest in front of his mouth so he could stare at Adrien over the rim. It effectively hid most of his expression, making him seem enigmatic.

“Julian is under the impression that I walk on water, poor lad. Give him time, he’ll learn better.”

“MacMallin doesn’t either,” Quartermain argued in that even, reasonable tone. “I certainly don’t. Who are these people who told you that rot and nonsense?”

Mostly his family. Adrien looked away, to the fire that was slowly dying into embers, flicking a dismissive hand. “Suffice it to say there’s a list. I will take advantage of your good nature, sir, to offer us protection as we work tomorrow. I did make some progress on that today.”

“Yes, we started with that, I believe.” Quartermain, sensing his awkwardness, kindly let it drop. “Tell me of your progress.”

Grateful to get back on topic, Adrien pointed illustratively to the chart on the floor. “We were able to look past the spell and see the barrier’s structure. I know better what I’m dealing with, which is both a blessing and curse. They chose one of the strongest barriers known to man. In terms of brute force, if you took a naval battle cruiser and sailed into it, the bloody ship would bounce straight off. It’s that impregnable.”

Quartermain grimaced. “That would be the curse, I suppose. What’s the blessing?”

“I saw hints of a weakness.” Adrien gave him a wolfish smile as he said that because the words were indeed sweet on his tongue. “And I think I know why. Allow me to explain a bit. These kinds of insane barriers are deucedly hard to maintain. It takes not only power but a dedicated team working around the clock to hold it. Now, what I believe happened is that they pulled someone—perhaps multiple someones—off the barrier in order to create that sham ceto and scare the isle. Doing so weakened the barrier overall. Even adding those people back in after the fact can’t undo the damage.”

Quartermain’s smile grew to match his own in feral delight. “They’ve given us a way in.”

“Precisely,” Adrien purred. Quartermain flushed and choked a little on his tea. Concerned, Adrien inquired, “All right there?”

Waving him off, his host coughed a few times to clear his lungs and croaked, “Go on.”

Perhaps he’d swallowed wrong, although Quartermain still looked oddly flushed considering how cool the parlor had gotten. “Yes, well, like I said: cracks. Now, these cracks aren’t enough to give me the leverage necessary to force my way in. They’re hairline fissures at best. Even throwing a ton of TNT at this thing won’t do much more than make a pretty light show. It’s designed to prevent any kind of brute force from coming in, so actually using that approach will strengthen the defense.”

The high color in Quartermain’s cheeks faded as he cottoned on to Adrien’s meaning. “I think I see. Subtlety is the word of the day. Then what do you suggest?”

“We’ve got one of two possibilities here, but they both run an element of danger. Both involve portals to take us inside.” Adrien spread his hands apologetically, as there was little that he could do about that. “One: I try to create a doorway inside the barrier so that I can open a portal and just waltz through.”

Quartermain lifted a brow an nth degree. “The way you said that inclines me to believe it’s the lesser option.”

“I don’t give it very high odds of succeeding, at least,” Adrien allowed. “I believe those fools have very carefully selected what spells should be allowed within the barrier’s internal makeup. If I had set the rules, creation spells would be the very first concern I would guard against. I’ve a hunch that whoever created the false ceto and the footprints portaled outside of the barrier in order to work both magics, perhaps donning a disguise or an illusion spell to keep himself invisible to the natives.”

“If you think all this, then why try it?”

“Because very few people exercise such cleverness and it won’t hurt to attempt it.”

“By which you mean,” Quartermain translated dryly, “that few people are as clever as you are, so you don’t assume they would take the same precautions, hence you’ll try it.”

“Precisely.” Beaming at him, Adrien enjoyed that he amused the man. So few understood that his sarcasm was rarely meant to be taken seriously. “If it works, we have a very easy way in. They’ve been cautious enough so far to dampen my enthusiasm for this option, however, which is why I put my faith more on the second option. I know they must have a designated doorway to portal back and forth with. If I leave the portal spell just vague enough to access any available doorway in the caves, we’ll stumble right into it.”

Quartermain stared at him, not aghast, but with a light of challenge in his eyes. “By Jove, man, you suggest bearding the lion in his own den.”

“I did say it was rather dangerous,” Adrien reminded him. His reaction didn’t suggest any objection or alarm. In fact, Quartermain seemed thrilled, as if Adrien had just proposed some big-game hunting. “I definitely don’t wish to do either option alone. I feel that at least a few policemen should go along with us, as we’ve no notion how many are in there. It could be as few as two or as many as a baker’s dozen.”

“Yes, we’ve little in the way of good intelligence,” Quartermain mused, excitement buzzing in his frame. “Still, I’m very keen on this plan. When do you wish to execute it?”

“Tomorrow. As close to evening as possible?” Adrien waved an illustrative hand toward his materials scattered about the ground. “I wish to test a few outlying hypotheses, see if there isn’t a third thing to try. Something less inclined to get us shot at. If not, then I strongly wish to have a cover of darkness to aid our way into the breach.”

Quartermain pounded a fist against the armchair, a hungry grin stretched ear to ear. “Quite right. I’ll send word that we need a few good men to go in with us. I’m sure we’ll have more than a few takers. The men in this part of the world hold little fear.”

“They’re Scotsmen.” Adrien snorted. “I’ve never met a Scotsman afraid of anything they could either stab or shoot at.”

“Why do I hear that as something other than a compliment?”

“Because you’re an astute man?” Adrien replied dryly, enjoying his companion’s chuckle. “Still, I’d rather have those burly Scotsmen at my back when we go in. We absolutely must block Julian and MacMallin from accompanying us. They’ve no fighting skills to speak of, and Julian can’t guard against the higher magics.”

“I’ll do my best to support you in that. They won’t be happy to be left behind.” Quartermain opened his mouth, then closed it thoughtfully, his eyes calculating as they studied Adrien’s face. “If you’ve no objection, I can take both boys under my wing, teach them some firearms and hand to hand.”

“Oh?” Adrien perked up at the offer. If he denied himself the pleasure of the man’s company, he should be escorted straight to the nearest asylum. “I’m quite rubbish at traditional fighting, myself. If you wish to take them on, I certainly won’t protest.”

“After this business is settled, I’ll work out a schedule with the three of you,” Quartermain promised. “Weekly lessons for a time will do well to drum at least the basics into them, I think.”

Hence seeing the man on a weekly basis? A surge of hope tried to well in Adrien’s chest and he squashed it ruthlessly. Friends, he told his heart sternly. The man wanted to be friends, not…that.

It would be brilliant if Quartermain wanted to be lovers. Having a man in his life who was that charming, with such sweet kindness to him, would be rather miraculous. Adrien would feel like the most blessed of men to have a man like that at his side.

Adrien slapped his libido upside the head before it could get any other ideas and focused sternly on the conversation at hand. “That’s incredibly kind of you and I accept the offer on their behalf. I believe your schedule will be fine, barring any cases I need Julian for. Quartermain, I must give you one word of warning before we head into the breach, as it were.”

Cocking his head, Quartermain gave him every visual cue of listening.

Adrien phrased the words carefully. “I harbor a deep suspicion that the mine you have in those caves is decidedly more precious than you realize. I believe there is a magical deposit of ore in there in addition to your own.”

Quartermain sat forward, setting his teacup aside, his eyes sharp. “You’ve suggested this before, but what makes you say so?”

“The size and strength of the barrier, for one,” Adrien admitted, tapping a fingertip to the chart on the floor. It gave a slight rustle as the paper shifted on the wood. “It’s very difficult to sustain something like this for any length of time with just human power alone, no matter how many sorcerers are focused on it. And it’s exhausting. I’ve been part of something like this on two occasions, and I worked to hold it in twelve-hour shifts with a dozen other people. Even with that much coordination, we barely managed to keep it above our heads longer than three days.”

“It’s been up considerably longer than three days.” Quartermain puffed out a breath, realization flashing over his face. “That’s why you asked about the magical survey. You were half convinced there’s something in those caves beyond traditional ore at that point.”

“I still can’t prove it,” Adrien said. “I just don’t see how they’re managing unless they have a whole platoon of sorcerers over there, and that many people working in conjunction for this long, under severe circumstances, without one false step? Highly unlikely. Plus, they had the excess manpower to throw three different false trails at our heads if you include the barrier—and I do—two of which took a not inconsiderable amount of power.”

Quartermain’s expression turned speculative. “I take your meaning. Good lord, that means I have a veritable fortune in those caves.”

“Assuming they haven’t mined it all out already. And we’ve no knowledge how much was in there to mine out to begin with.” Adrien debated on saying his other theory at this point, then shrugged and decided to hell with it. Might as well. “I’m also very curious how they knew it was in there when even you didn’t. I suspect the firm you hired to speculate the place either had someone sensitive to magic on the expedition team, or someone blabbed when they shouldn’t have, catching enough interest that a magically trained individual went for a look.”

“Either possibility is certainly plausible,” Quartermain allowed with a frown, brows drawing together as he wholly considered it. “I did ask for discretion, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ll make inquiries about it and see if I can’t track down the leak. Not that I can see how it would do us any good at this stage.”

“Not a lick, but it might prevent further harm in the future, which I’m all for avoiding.” Adrien had far too many unknowns for his peace of mind. Not that he normally had all the answers in cases like this—he usually had more questions than anything—but couldn’t this case have proved to be the exception? He was due for an exception, damn it. “Quartermain, I want to be clear on this. Anyone in those caves is a criminal. Aside from trespassing and theft, which they’re undoubtedly guilty of, they’ve broken several laws that rule the magical community. Endangering people as they have would land them straight in a gaol. If we do encounter resistance, don’t hesitate.”

Quartermain went very still, attentive, his eyes boring into Adrien’s so intensely that it felt he could penetrate the sorcerer’s thoughts. In a low, rumbling voice he asked, “What are you not telling me?”

Adrien could not underestimate this man’s intelligence or perceptiveness. He blew out a breath and admitted in the same low tone, “Any sorcerer who would willingly be part of this is quite likely the blackest sort. We see petty criminals among the half-trained magicians—you’ve likely seen articles about them in the papers, or heard reports about them on the radio—but they’re not of the same caliber as the ones we’re facing in those caves. It takes highly skilled, highly trained sorcerers to do what they’ve done. There are firm laws against hoarding magical elements, endangering lives, and creating scare tactics like they’ve done. And the only highly trained sorcerers willing to break several laws are complete rogues.”

“The sort to be on several wanted lists for a whole list of crimes? I see.” Quartermain blew out a slow breath. “I’ll not spare them, then, if they try to harm either of us.”

It did something funny to Adrien, hearing this man promise to protect both their lives in that serious tone. He’d never had anyone offer to protect him, not since entering adulthood. People either assumed he didn’t need it or they were of the sort to not think of offering. Quartermain had offered to protect him before, but the man had thought it was against thieves. Even now knowing the difference, he didn’t waver.

Afraid he would say something stupid if this conversation continued, Adrien gathered up all the materials on the floor. “Yes, good. For tonight, let’s get our rest. We’ll need it.”

“Yes,” Quartermain agreed, gathering up his discarded cup and rising from the chair. “Indeed we will.”
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Julian sat cross-legged on the bed, a child’s storybook in front of him, his mouth shaping the words as he read them in a quiet whisper. He was nowhere near proficient with his reading, but he could at least get through a storybook now, and that was infinitely better than the ignorance he’d started with. Adrien kept assuring him that his progress was amazing, considering he’d only been learning three months, but Julian couldn’t see his progress that way. He was fourteen, already so far behind everyone else his age that he was near frantic to catch up.

Coming back into the room after using the loo, Mac toweled the back of his hair dry, his pajamas slightly damp in places. He paused at Julian’s bedside to give Darby a pet, which the dog enjoyed, then turned and flopped along the foot of the bed, his legs still dangling off the side. “Sir Hugh promised he’d take you to see the factory after we solve the problem here.”

Head snapping up, Julian blinked to focus on his friend. “Did he really?”

“He and Master agreed to it.” Mac waggled his brows. “So don’t be jealous.”

Making a face, Julian stuck his tongue out at him. “I wasn’t.” He truly had been. Mac’s descriptions of the place had intrigued him. He very much wanted to see it all for himself.

Turning onto his side, Mac turned more serious, a finger idly tracing the patchwork squares of the quilt. “Jules. What do you think of Sir Hugh?”

“He’s the nicest man I’ve ever met,” Julian responded instantly, not even needing to think about it. “A true gentleman in every sense. Why?”

“It occurred to me about halfway through the tour today that he’s exactly Master’s type.”

Julian responded slowly, thinking mostly aloud. “Intelligent, charming, and good-natured?”

“And not cowed by Master’s reputation,” Mac tacked on. “So many are. Or easily offended by Master’s abrupt nature.”

“True,” Julian allowed, still thinking hard. “Sir Hugh seems to like Master. He’s always offering to go with us. That’s strange, I’ve never seen a client do that before.”

“Normally they show Master where the problem is and only check in if he’s taking longer than they expect,” Mac agreed, pleased that Julian saw his point. “But Sir Hugh isn’t doing that. And he’s constantly doing little favors, too, like taking me on a tour. I think he truly enjoyed showing me around, no mistake, but who does that? Who takes another’s apprentice out for a free tour?”

No one. Or at least, in the three months they’d been with Adrien, no one had done that. Most of the time, Julian wasn’t even allowed in the room during the consultation. That had been strange behavior, especially from a man who wasn’t really a friend. “That’s not all, though. Your face says so.”

“Sir Hugh might have asked some interesting questions,” Mac admitted cheekily. “Like if Master was courting anyone or engaged.”

“Oh, did he, now?” Julian perked up, letting the storybook fall off to the side. Darby took this as an invitation to roll over and put her head on his crossed ankles, which he allowed. “What else?”

Mac shrugged. “He was very carefully casual about any inquiries. And he didn’t ask me much. Aside from the courting question, he wanted to know if someone had treated Master ill. I think he’s picked up on the way Master flinches.”

Julian sighed, resigned and gloomy, because it was a sad state of affairs that a man as capable as Adrien Danvers didn’t believe people wished to be in his company. He did so well to mask that most of the time, it was hard for people to look past the guarded manner he wore and see the vulnerability underneath. “Sir Hugh’s got a good eye.”

“I think it’s partially that, and something Master said to him, as he seemed to have information to base his theory on. Still, I could tell, he likes Master. I think he’s trying to become friends, at least.” Mac grinned, flopping back again, his arms going to either side. “Or more. I can’t tell if it’s more or not. Sir Hugh was very guarded.”

“Perhaps it’s wishful thinking on your part?” Julian would also prefer if Sir Hugh did like Adrien that way. He could trust the knight with Adrien.

“Perhaps,” Mac allowed, a tone of doubt in the word, “but I think not. If you get the chance, maybe try to feel him out a little more? You’re better at reading people than I am.”

Since that was true, Julian didn’t bother to deny it. Part of the reason he and Mac had teamed up to begin with was Julian’s ability to read men. People in general, really. “I’ll try. Master’s keeping me close on this case, though.”

“I know. I think he’s worried. It’s shaping up to be more dangerous than usual. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sends us off to stay with Miss Stacey for a while.”

“Neither would I.” Although Julian preferred to see this case through. He wanted to know for sure if Sir Hugh was interested and give the man a nudge if he was. Master needed help in that quarter.
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Hugh was an early riser by habit. He’d always been that way, really, a necessity as a child who had been born with nothing. Besides, the early morning hours of the day were always quiet and still, which allowed him to do some thinking while he enjoyed his tea.

From outside the house there was a happy bark, accompanied by a stern male voice going, “Darby! Yaa. Yaa. Shia. Niyab!”

Apparently this morning would be an exception.

And what language had that been? Hugh couldn’t pinpoint it at all.

He found tea had been made already, still hot in the kettle, so he poured himself a cuppa and doctored it as he liked before venturing outside.

The morning air had a chill to it, dew still clinging to the grass, and it felt brisk and very alive out here. Hugh liked it very much and sucked in a breath with a smile spreading over his face. Bouncing around in his back garden was a lively puppy who also quite liked this brisk sea air and was romping about, sometimes stopping to sniff something before dropping and rolling onto her back, tongue lolling out of her mouth.

Standing on the back porch was the not-quite-awake sorcerer with his own cuppa in hand, staring at the dog with clear exasperation written all over his features.

From the look of the man, Adrien had rolled out of bed, thrown on clothes, then ventured down to take the dog out. He wasn’t even wearing shoes, just slippers, that thick black hair standing up at interesting angles.

He looked entirely too tempting for Hugh’s peace of mind.

Hearing his approach, Adrien turned his head before offering a salute with his cup. “Good morning. I hope she didn’t wake you with all the barking.”

“She didn’t. I’m an early riser.”

“Good, good. Apparently she had a great need, hence she woke me up, but once she’d done her business, it was playtime. According to puppies.”

“Puppies know best.” Hugh deadpanned the line and was rewarded with Adrien’s quick smile. For all that he complained, Adrien was clearly fond of the dog. “I suppose she tried waking the boys and failed?”

“That’s my guess.” Adrien cast a despairing look toward the second floor. “They’re probably up there. Growing.”

“Teenage boys do that. But tell me, what language were you speaking earlier?”

“Ah, that? Thai.” Adrien shrugged and went back to watching the frolicking collie. “My mother is Thai. I spent many a summer in the country with my grandparents, learning the language and culture. It’s my main home now.”

“Truly? Not England?”

“I prefer Thailand. It’s warmer, to start with.”

“I see. But you’re staying in England now for the boys’ sakes?”

“For the next several months, at least.” Adrien paused to sip his tea. “I wish for them to travel with me. It’s best to learn other languages, cultures, while the mind is still forming. It broadens them as people.”

Hugh once again marveled at this man. He almost didn’t say anything aloud, but Mac had strongly hinted that Adrien heard very little praise from people, and wasn’t it better to say good things to people directly? There was not enough praise and affection spread to people in this generation.

He summoned words and a touch of courage to speak what he thought. “You’re such an incredible man.”

Adrien jerked, head snapping about to stare at Hugh. “I’m sorry?”

“You heard me. I’m simply in awe of you. You took in two street urchins without flinching or trying to pass on the responsibility to someone else. You treat them better than their own parents did. I’d respect you for that alone, but I can tell you really do this for anyone you pass by. If they need help, you offer it. You’re incredibly generous in nature, Adrien Danvers, and it’s been a great privilege getting to know you better.”

For some reason, the man looked stunned. Like he’d never heard the like in his life. That just broke Hugh’s heart because no one should react so when praised. He had the strongest urge to reach out and hug him. Right now, his instincts insisted Adrien desperately needed a hug.

He didn’t feel close enough to do that. English men didn’t reach out to each other like that. Dammit. Hugh chafed under the restriction but couldn’t help but reach out somehow. He put a hand on Adrien’s shoulder, felt the solid strength there, but also the slenderness. The layers of shirt, vest, and coat gave the illusion of bulk that was not there. Adrien Danvers was a slender, petite man, and he felt that keenly in the moment.

“I’d like for us to be very close from now on. You might need more time to know me before bringing me into your inner circle, but know that I’d like very much to become that for you.”

Adrien froze under Hugh’s touch, high color climbing into his cheeks. He stared at Hugh as if questioning his senses, all while studying and weighing with those dark brown eyes. Hugh held his gaze steadily, not backing down or retreating. He meant every word. Even if they could only be friends, he’d take that and count it as a blessing.

“I fear…” Adrien trailed off, then sucked in a breath, as if for courage. A touch of dread, perhaps resignation, pulled at the corners of his mouth. “I fear you do not know me well enough to understand what you are offering.”

Just what secret was he hiding that he thought himself unworthy of friendship? Or did this tie back into how he’d been rejected by family? Scars like that could run very deep. Either way, Hugh was quite certain he knew what he was about.

“I already know you’re an intelligent man with a good heart. One who shares my morals. Unless you’re secretly a mass murderer?”

Adrien startled. “What?! No! Of course not.”

“Aligned with a cult intending to take down the world?”

“You’re being absurd now on purpose.” Adrien rolled his eyes expansively.

“Then I don’t understand your objection.” Hugh phrased this very carefully. “I’m not your average Scotsman, you know. I have friends and family from all walks of life. Some of which would quite shock English society. I doubt very much that you can present some part of yourself to me that I would find unpalatable.”

Adrien studied him again with that same scrutiny, weighing every iota of Hugh’s expression. For several taut seconds, he stayed like that before relaxing by degrees. His hand came up to cover Hugh’s, fingers light over his own. He couldn’t seem to look Hugh in the eyes, but there was a smile now playing over his features, a softness to him that hadn’t been there before.

“I still think you’re jumping the gun a mite, but I won’t dissuade you. I too think you a remarkable man. I’d love to have you in my inner circle, as you put it.”

Hugh thrilled. Truly, he felt like he’d conquered a continent or the equivalent. Winning this man’s trust had not been easy. He didn’t know what he’d done to actually manage it, but he was deucedly glad that he had.

“Then I am, and do not question it.”

Adrien seemed rather at a loss for words all over again. Then he lit up, his smile joyous and breathtaking.

My god, look at him when he’s happy and unguarded. Hugh felt his own heart go thump-thump in his chest, startled enough to skip a beat. If he could have Adrien like this on a regular basis, well. Hugh felt himself create a new goal. He wanted this Adrien. The one who trusted, freely expressed himself, and showed only joy.

Hopefully, this morning chat had put him on the right path to achieve it.

“You really are a rare one, Quartermain.” Adrien squeezed his hand once more before letting go and stepping forward. “Fortunately for me. Let’s go inside, shall we? I’ll cook you breakfast.”

He let him go, hard as that was, because he recognized he might have overwhelmed Adrien this morning. If the man needed a moment, he’d let him have it.

“Darby, come!” Adrien patted his leg, signaling her to return. “Don’t you want breakfast?”

The dog heard a favorite word, spun in place with the agility only four-legged creatures could manage, and came running.

Hugh quite happily led the way inside. It was indeed shaping up to be a very good day.
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Quartermain wouldn’t hear of Adrien and Julian heading out to the hill without him. He claimed he’d already sent word they would need help tonight, so he didn’t need to personally round everyone up. After their talk this morning, Adrien recognized that Quartermain wanted to spend more time with him and offer protection, so he didn’t argue. He wanted to spend more time with his new friend, too.

Truly, Quartermain had startled him this morning with that strong offer of friendship. Adrien at first had been hesitant to take it. So many pulled away once they learned he was a homosexual. But the careful way Quartermain had phrased his offer suggested he wouldn’t care about such a thing. It made the hand of friendship all the more attractive and poignant.

Also dangerous. Adrien had already been fighting a crush on this man. Now, having him nearby and knowing he liked Adrien? Well, his heart kept edging toward that slippery slope. Not to mention the rest of him. If Quartermain got any more attractive, Adrien would be in a great deal of trouble.

They’d had a hearty breakfast and pulled on the right shoes to walk up the dirt road. After the storm last night, it was more mud than anything. Still, the storm had cleared the humidity from the air, and with the sea breeze wafting in over the water, it made for a very pleasant morning walk. So much so that Darby fussed about being left behind and came with them in the end, prancing merrily along at Julian’s side.

As they walked, Quartermain regaled Julian with the story of how he had come to his knighthood. Adrien feigned moderate interest, as if he were focused more on the job ahead, but in truth his full attention rested on the man walking alongside him.

“First epidemic I ever saw—unfortunately with my own eyes—was when the Spanish Flu hit the world. I was a few years out of my apprenticeship, eager to start my own projects, but the world was devastated by that damnable disease. I nearly lost my own mother to it.”

“She survived it, sir?” Julian asked in surprise. “Most didn’t.”

“Indeed, that’s so,” Quartermain responded sadly. “So many people were lost during that time. I was well enough off I could afford good doctors and medicine for my mother, so she pulled through, fortunately for me. I don’t have much in the way of family aside from her. But seeing how expensive it all was, and how precious the supply of medicine, I desperately wished to help in some way. I’m not a scientist, not a doctor, it wasn’t like I could invent a cure. But in treating my own mother, I made many an acquaintance with doctors who were trying the new drug Remedium 11. They needed funding, first and foremost, to help produce more. I started there, funding them as best I could. It didn’t feel enough, however, and I looked into the costs of making the medicine and discovered that the glass bottles used to store the medicine was a good chunk of it—that, and they didn’t have a good way to process Remedium 11. I started on the bottles, as I had an idea of how to tackle that end of the business. It took a full six months of research on the Remedium 11, although we eventually stumbled onto a good process. By the end of the year, I’d convinced my master to invest in a factory with me, and by the end of the next we’d cut the medicinal costs down by a third and still managed a good profit margin to boot. He’d made back what he’d invested and instantly turned around and gave the money right back to me so we could build another factory. Smartest decision either of us has ever made.”

“How did you handle the medicine, sir?” Julian inquired, paying rapt attention.

Quartermain admitted slyly, “I cheated a little there. You see, most of the medical professionals involved in making Remedium 11 were doctors. But there are many a man—or woman—in medical school who have the necessary training to be a lab assistant. They just don’t have that fancy piece of paper yet. I went to every medical college, advertising the need for lab assistants at a decent pay, and had them lining out the door. Medical school’s expensive, they all needed work, and so much the better if it was work in their field. Not nearly as expensive to pay them, either. I kept doctors as overseers of the process, but the lab work was done by the students. With some expert help, we figured out how to create Remedium 11 in a controlled environment in batches. The lab techs would collect it once it was processing, purify it for anti-viral medicine, and voilà. In two years I’d cut the cost of Remedium 11 down by half.”

Julian observed shrewdly, “You say it as if it was all so easy, but I doubt it was.”

“Far from it. I earned that bloody knighthood, I assure you.” Quartermain shook his head, expression nostalgic for a few moments. “We didn’t sleep much in those days. Still, it was worth the lost sleep and then some. We halted the tide of the Spanish Influenza in its tracks in London, and that’s something I can be very proud of. When my mother had her feet under her again, she helped me contact every clinic and priest, advertising the cheaper medicine, which was a godsend. We got the word out so much faster that way.”

“And saved more lives.” Julian’s tone was subdued.

Quartermain put an arm around his shoulders and hugged him, Julian closing in without protest, perhaps a tinge of pink in his cheeks.

Adrien often worried that because of Julian’s history, he might view intimate contact with some disgust. He couldn’t blame the young man if he did, considering what clientele he’d been forced to service, but he didn’t want that future for Julian. He wanted a happy future relationship for his apprentice and all the joy such a relationship would entail. When he saw moments like this, when Julian stepped within the personal space of another man and showed happiness being there, it gave Adrien hope. He didn’t think Julian strongly attracted to Quartermain—the age gap between the two wouldn’t encourage such thoughts—but still. Even so. The comfort of another man’s touch had not been lost to Julian, and that reassured Adrien in turn. Julian had come rather far from the skittish teenager he’d met three months ago to react so in this moment. Either that, or Quartermain had gained his trust already. Adrien smiled at the two, unable to do anything else.

So wrapped up was he in these musings that he failed to realize they’d crested the hill. The barrier was in full sight ahead of them, the coast to their left with the waves crashing rhythmically against the shore. A strong sea breeze carried a scent up with it, an odor so foul and rotten that the hairs inside Adrien’s nose curled up and threatened to fall out.

Julian and Quartermain both slapped hands over their noses, gagging on the stench. Adrien didn’t dare ignore the smell, grimly facing it, trying to discern the source.

“Shit,” Adrien snarled, still trying to discern the source. “Those utter bastards. I’ll have them by the balls for this.”

“What is that?” Julian demanded, choking, looking decidedly green around the gills. “Smells like rotten eggs, decayed fish, and sulphur.”

“Like a ceto nest, perhaps?” Quartermain asked Adrien with a sharp tone.

Julian realized what they meant and paled, which didn’t look well against the already green cast of his skin. “Master, did they call a ceto here? Because of all the gimmicks they pulled?”

“It’s possible, but more likely they threw the false scent into the water in order to convince me it was real and focus on that threat first. Either way, it’ll lead to that result—the scent’s strong enough in the air to call any ceto nearby. We’ll have a sea serpent here shortly whether we want one or not. I can’t clear the scent, either; they set the source under the barrier.”

Adrien fumed. He truly had not seen this coming. Their previous efforts in staging a sea serpent had been so crudely done that he hadn’t anticipated they could mimic the smell precisely like this.

Quartermain grabbed Adrien by the shoulder, pulling him about so he could stare directly into Adrien’s eyes. “How long?”

“I’ve no answer for you,” Adrien bit off. God, those words were vile in his mouth. He hated admitting to things he didn’t know. “It entirely depends on if there’s a ceto anywhere nearby. We could have minutes to weeks before that thing arrives, and there’s no way to anticipate it. Quartermain, I’m loath to say it, but—”

“We need to call in another sorcerer,” Quartermain finished. A flash of determination crossed the man’s face, the tendons in his hands and arms standing out as he flexed, ready for the battle that would come. “I’ll cover the costs for it, rest assured. Do you know someone we can call?”

“Cynric?” Julian offered hopefully.

“Let’s pray he can come. He’s certainly my first choice, although Anastasia will come if I ask it of her.”

“These are friends of yours?” Quartermain asked. When Adrien nodded, he encouraged, “Then call.”

“Let’s retreat to the house first,” Adrien suggested, already turning back. “We need a secure location, and if I have to breathe in that foul odor any longer, I’ll lose my breakfast.”
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Cynric had a distinctly sleepy rasp to his voice when he answered Julian’s small window call. “Julian? Has something happened to Adrien? He hasn’t been caught, has he?”

Swearing silently, Adrien spared Quartermain a glance, taking in the man’s expression as he moved to intercept before Cynric could spill all his secrets. Why Cynric was worried about him being caught with a lover was beyond Adrien, as it wasn’t like he’d even tried to court someone in years.

Quartermain’s brows were arched in surprise and some suspicion, eyes thoughtful on Adrien because of course he couldn’t just assume Cynric to be teasing.

“Cynric. Are you half asleep still? I’m fine, we just have a spot of trouble here and could use your expertise.”

“Ah, there you are, grouchy as usual. Julian so rarely calls me, I assumed you’d gotten yourself into some fix. Well, what is it this time?”

“Short answer: We likely have a sea serpent heading this direction.”

Cynric breathed in deeply and then out again, sounding both resigned and upset at the news. “Timeline?”

“Unclear,” Adrien admitted sourly. “Some rogue sorcerers foolishly dumped a mixture into the sea and along the shoreline that smells strongly of a ceto nest.”

The swearing that followed this announcement turned the air blue. Most of it in Hindi, granted, but Adrien spoke the language on a conversational level and winced. Quartermain clearly recognized most of the words since he winced as well. Julian, thankfully still ignorant, had only tone to go off, which apparently sufficed. He winced along with them.

“You’ll be lucky to only get one before that scent dies down,” Cynric informed him flatly. “Hell, Adrien, where are you?”

“Isle of Man, at the house of Sir Hugh Quartermain, who is incidentally our client. Cyn, I’ll happily fill you in on the details, but can I do so once you’ve arrived? Sir Hugh is offering standard fee, plus he’ll provide room and board for you during the duration of the job.”

“Very generous of the man. I’ll accept. But you know I’m already packing, you lunatic. As if I’d leave you and the boys to deal with this alone.”

“I know,” Adrien responded affectionately. He really did have the best friends in the world. “Thank you. I’ll open a portal for you, if you wish?”

“I’ll do it, save your energy. Do I need to call Sis?”

“The last time she had to deal with a ceto she retched for weeks every time she recalled the smell,” Adrien reminded him, lips twisting up in memory. In retrospect, it had almost become funny. “She was worse than a lady expecting. Do you really want to repeat that?”

“Only if we have to. All right, let’s leave off for now, although I think someone should at least call and update her on the situation so she knows what she’s walking into if we do call her later.”

“I can do that,” Julian volunteered hopefully.

“I see you’re still under my sister’s spell,” Cynric teased. “Adrien, you’re so cruel to keep the lovebirds apart.”

“Oh, do shut it.” Adrien rolled his eyes. “Pack. I expect you here in an hour.”

“And I expect lunch when I arrive. You’ll cook for me.”

Adrien recognized the demand for what it was and waved it off. “Yes, yes.”

The connection faded as Cynric ended his side. Julian immediately opened a new window on the dining room’s panes of glass, contacting Anastasia. Adrien left him to the conversation, their voices happy as they greeted each other. He entered the kitchen to find MacMallin hovering near the door, eyes worried. The boy had an apron tied about his waist, shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, so he’d clearly been preparing lunch before they interrupted. Quartermain stayed on his heels as they retreated into the galley kitchen, fetching up on a counter, his hands braced against the wooden top.

“We’re likely in for more trouble,” Adrien explained to his apprentice valet. He didn’t try to sugarcoat it as he laid out the facts. MacMallin became increasingly grim but didn’t interrupt with questions. “Cynric’s coming, as you no doubt heard. MacMallin, I don’t need to tell you what your priority is if we become overwhelmed, do I?”

“Get Julian and Darby to a safe place, call Anastasia for help,” MacMallin answered forthrightly, hands clenching at his sides. “Master, what are the odds that you’ll get overwhelmed?”

“Unfortunately good if the ceto appears sooner rather than later.” Since Adrien had appalling luck, the damned scent would likely call more than one sea serpent in, and they’d arrive while he tried to defeat that bloody barrier and take it down.

Clearing his throat, Quartermain caught Adrien’s eye as he offered, “Perhaps it’s time for the start of those lessons? I can teach MacMallin how to properly handle a gun, at least. I’ve a hunting rifle here he could use. I don’t want them without protection if the rogue sorcerers make a run for it.”

All things considered, Adrien thought it a splendid idea. He’d have to send them to his London flat if things truly went sideways, but he’d rather they stay here if at all possible. “Please do.”

MacMallin pointed a finger toward his own nose, brightening perceptibly. “Me? Trained to fire a gun?”

“You’ve good hand-eye coordination, I’ve seen it at work,” Quartermain stated, expression warm. “And you’ve better sense than to go randomly shooting at things. Danvers, why don’t you take over lunch while I show your valet a thing or two.”

Adrien waved them off, hating the situation so badly his teeth ached. The only thing that stemmed his anger was the happy smile on his apprentice’s face and the knowledge that if—or rather, when—it all went pear-shaped, he’d have reliable help willing to come to their rescue.

At least some good would come out of this mess.

“While you do that, I’m going to make some calls to fellow sorcerers and alert the authorities. Best prepare for the worst.”

There was no use hoping for the best. Cetos and rogue sorcerers made that rather impossible, unfortunately.
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Cynric arrived a little over an hour later with little fanfare, dressed like an American hunter, his black hair bare of a hat. On his entry through the main door, he tossed an army-green duffel bag carelessly to one side, then the hard carry case with more care next to it before looking up. His sable-colored collie, Captain, came bounding through the doorway and immediately tackled his sibling. Darby greeted him with a bump of the nose and a wagging tail.

“Adrien. Where’s my food?”

“On the table,” Adrien greeted with some asperity. Cynric always seemed between meals. Adrien couldn’t vouch the man remembered to eat on a regular basis. He seemed to be more of a binge eater. “And hello to you too.”

Grinning, he greeted the two apprentices in turn, catching them each behind the head with an affectionate tousle. “There’s my favorite apprentices. Your master has to stop finding trouble like this now that he’s got you two to look out for. I’ll scold him for you.”

“This isn’t his doing,” Julian objected hastily, both hands up in a warding motion.

“It never is,” Cynric informed him dryly. “There’s a reason why I call him a trouble magnet.” Releasing them both, he slipped past, offering a hand. “You’re Sir Hugh, I take it?”

“I am,” Quartermain responded, accepting the handshake firmly.

“Cynric Sunana, pleasure. My dog is Captain. I hope it was fine to bring him?”

“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Quartermain responded graciously, tone heartfelt. “I realize it’s a deuced inconvenience, but I just couldn’t stomach having Danvers deal with everything on his own. And yes, your dog is fine. I adore dogs and the more the merrier.”

“Thanks for that. And what else is going on aside from cetos threatening to invade?” Cynric demanded. “Details, Adrien, you owe me details.”

“Sit, eat, I’ll explain,” Adrien promised succinctly, pointing him to the table.

Everyone sat while he served toad in the hole with a side of gravy. MacMallin had started the dish earlier, and Adrien had chosen to continue it. The simple dish would satisfy this many male stomachs without any stretch. Cynric ate two plates as he listened to Adrien and Quartermain explain the situation, his face steadily darkening as the tale rolled out.

Adrien took up a forkful of his cooling lunch, ending with a wry, “And now you understand why I called for you.”

“Knowing your luck, you’ll be battling it out with a dozen rogue sorcerers when a sea serpent arrives,” Cynric grumbled, scraping up the last of his plate. “I’m quite glad you called, frankly. I’d rather not have to jump in at the last minute to save your sorry hide. All right, I understand the situation. I want Julian and MacMallin.”

As he had a mouthful and couldn’t respond, Adrien used his eyebrows instead to ask the question why.

“I need another set of eyes,” Cynric explained impatiently. “Think, man. I can post these two up high somewhere with binoculars, and if they spot anything suspicious, Julian can tell me instantly.”

MacMallin jumped on this, turning to face Adrien as he pleaded, “Let us help, Master. I know you don’t want us in the line of fire, but I’ve got the gun Master Hugh gave me—”

Alarmed, Adrien stopped chewing and shot Quartermain a look. Since when was the man ‘Master Hugh,’ and what gun? He was supposed to lend a gun to MacMallin during training, not give the boy one!

Quartermain shrugged innocently, a gleam of mischief in his eyes. “He’ll put it to good use. And I agree with Sorcerer Sunana. I think the boys will be doing us all a good service by being lookouts. I’ll have a word with the lighthouse keeper, we can station them up there. The lighthouse is far enough away from the cave that they shouldn’t run into rogue sorcerers, but it’s the perfect vantage to watch for approaching sea serpents. If something does happen, the gun and Julian’s magic should safeguard them until they can escape safely.”

Safely out of the way if anything happened. Adrien saw the perk of the plan and agreed with a slow dip of his chin. Swallowing the food in his mouth, he allowed, “I think that’s a good suggestion. Very well, let’s place them there. The gun we’ll talk about later, Quartermain.”

“As you wish.” Not bothered, Quartermain went back to eating, a hint of a curve to his mouth.

Adrien felt a sense of inevitability with that gun. Mentally sighing, he set the matter aside for now. “Have you two sets of binoculars?”

“I do,” Cynric replied. “I had the thought while packing I could use their help. MacMallin, Julian, after lunch I’ll tell you precisely what to look for. There’s telltale signs in the water when a sea serpent is nearby. Especially if you’ve got a high vantage point, you’ll be able to see them approach.”

The boys had already eaten their fill, so Adrien waved them to the sitting parlor next door. “Go in there to discuss. MacMallin, take a moment to get Cynric set up in a room, if you would.”

“Of course, Master.” The boy was already heading for the bags near the front door.

As the three noisy ones left, Adrien fixed Quartermain with a firm look. “You gave him a gun.”

“I told him that if he could retain every safety rule, fire it, and later learn how to properly clean the gun, he could have it.” Quartermain met him look for look, not backing down a bit. “He’s my almost-apprentice, isn’t he?”

Devil take the man. Adrien had been neatly outmaneuvered. “I assume you wouldn’t have given him it if he were trigger happy.”

“Not at all,” Quartermain stated reassuringly. “He showed respect for the weapon and only shot at things I told him to shoot at. More sensible than myself at that age. He’ll only fire in defense.”

Adrien hoped that to be true. Otherwise, he’d be forced to take a gun away.
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Waiting, with the uncertainty of action, was the hardest part.

Hugh sat with Adrien on the beach, posted there to keep a weather eye on the caves. They’d made what preparations they could after lunch, and now this afternoon it was a waiting game.

Personally, Hugh felt almost grateful. It gave him a chance to once again have this man one on one, which was a deucedly hard thing to manage.

He sat in the sand, gun strapped to his waist, and while his eyes were on the caves, his attention was on the man seated next to him. With the wind tousling his dark hair, sleeves rolled up, Adrien looked quite at his leisure.

“You’ve done this before,” Hugh observed.

“What?”

“You’ve sat in waiting, ready to spring into action, before.”

“That obvious?”

“You’re very calm, sitting there. Conserving energy instead of pacing about. Only a veteran would act so.”

“Ah.” Adrien splayed a hand in a shrug. “Not the first time I’ve waited in ambush. I think it’s actually the second time in six months.”

Truly interested, since Hugh didn’t really know all that Adrien did in his line of work, he prompted, “What was the other case?”

“Utter insanity, really.” Adrien snorted, shaking his head. “Like most of my cases, this could have easily been prevented. I was called into Singapore for this one by an acquaintance. Lao Shan was the one actually called in for the case, but he was down with a nasty lung infection and still in recovery. He called me instead. There was a graveyard in his city where they hadn’t properly buried their dead. It resulted in several hopping vampires.”

“I’ve never heard of this. A what?”

“Think of them like zombies on a pogo stick. They’re stupid—beyond stupid—and they bounce instead of walk, their arms stretched out at their sides. If someone fails to bury a corpse within three days, it often results in a hopping vampire.”

Fascinating. “How did you learn about this?”

“The hard way.” Adrien flashed him a quick grin. “As usual. I’m ever thrown into interesting situations and then scrambling to learn what I need to. But this time, I knew what they were, how to combat them. I portaled in, defeated them—there were six in total—and healed the two poor men who’d been attacked by them. No lasting damage done, in the long run, although the caretaker of the graveyard was heavily fined for not doing his job properly. I stayed with Lao Shan for a day or two to help him recover fully before portaling home again to Thailand. I would have managed the job faster except I had to lurk in the graveyard, waiting for nightfall, as they are strictly nocturnal.”

“Ahh, hence the wait. Is that most of your cases, then? Hunting things down?”

“Hmm, I would say half? I’m also hired to put up protective wards and solve interesting situations like yours. Sometimes people don’t know what they’re up against, they just know something is very wrong. I’m brought in to figure it all out.”

“What’s your most interesting case to date?”

Adrien cast him a glance as if wondering about all of these questions, but he was amenable to answering. “Most interesting, huh? That’s rather debatable, in a way. Actually, being here on the isle reminds me of one. How about a disappearing lighthouse?”

Hugh stared at him, a man waiting for the punchline. “I’m sorry, how does a lighthouse disappear?”

“That was precisely what my clients wanted to know.” Adrien’s expression hinted at mischief, but his tone was straightforward as he indulged Hugh’s curiosity. “The lighthouse keepers, fortunately, didn’t live in the lighthouse itself. Their house was farther back from the shoreline. They woke up one morning to discover the lighthouse entirely gone, only the foundation left, with no sign of debris anywhere. Like a giant had picked it up and tossed it. Alarming, to be sure, and I was called in immediately. They were all very sure a kraken was responsible.”

“Considering it’s near the sea, I can see why they thought that. But they were wrong, I take it?”

“Quite wrong. If a kraken attacks, trust me, there’s no doubt in anyone’s mind. It leaves a lot of wreckage behind. This was in Ireland on Achill Island. Very beautiful place, to be sure, but also full of the wee men, if you catch my drift. The first thing I did upon arrival was search for the lighthouse. It hadn’t been moved very far. In fact, it had been unmoored and tossed into the ocean.”

“Intact?” Hugh boggled at the mental picture. Surely not. What could possibly be strong enough to lift something that large?

“Well, it might have been intact to start with, but being thrown like that had broken it apart.” Adrien shrugged, expression still reminiscent. “I was twenty at the time, rather new to solving cases like this on my own. I didn’t have any theories on what could do this, but I did have an idea why. I’d solved a case with my master once that had similar overlap. After finding the lighthouse, I looked next at where it had stood. Turned out it was smack on top of a síthiche’s home.”

Hugh knew precious little Gaelic but could reason this one out. “They didn’t check if it was a fairy’s home first?”

“Apparently not. Built right on top of it. The fairy, rightly, was upset with having this monstrous thing on its very roof. After I realized the problem, I made a peace offering to the fairy—”

“Which was?”

“Music. They adore music. Gifted it a very fine flute, too.”

Hugh had been interested from the start, but now he was curious. “You play?”

“Ah.” Adrien rubbed at the back of his neck, perhaps a touch shy. “I’m decent. I play the flute, sing a little. Rather a necessity as a sorcerer, and not just because you have to lure the wee folk from time to time. Some of the oldest spells are set to music. Anyway, with those offerings, the fairy was willing to speak with me. I asked what it would take to put the lighthouse back in place. They said no, absolutely not, but were willing to show me a spot not too far away where I could put it. I was there a good two weeks waiting for a new foundation to be constructed, then I lifted the lighthouse back into place, repairing it so that it was sound again.”

Hugh pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. “That must have been quite the task.”

“Oh, certainly, not as easy as it sounds. Especially not with the fairy hovering at my elbow, directing my every move.” Adrien made a face before chuckling. “Worse than a mother-in-law expecting their first grandchild, that one. Still, the job was done, and I was handsomely paid for it. Okay, your turn. What’s the strangest situation you’ve run across in your line of work?”

Hugh hadn’t expected this question. “What makes you think I have one?”

“My dear chap, no matter the field, us professionals always have a story.”

He rather had him there. Hugh had to think about it. “Hmm. I think the sabotage attempt is the most notable.”

Adrien’s head jerked back in surprise. “My god, sabotage? Whatever for?”

“Corporate sabotage, as it turned out. This wasn’t for my medical line, per se, it was for a new venture I started last year. I’d built a new factory in Exeter, you see, to handle all the fabrication work. Damndest situation. We’d hired on freelancers to help with the construction, as I was stretched thin with workers, and all seemed to be going well at first. It wasn’t until we were at the wiring stage for electricity that little things started to go wrong. I honestly took no real note of it at first. What venture doesn’t have its hiccups?”

Adrien’s expression turned wry. “Truly, if it’s all smooth sailing, that’s a sign in and of itself.”

“Quite so. But I went home one night with some nagging sense something was off. Something wasn’t quite right. I tried to set aside the feeling and sleep, but it continued to plague me despite the fact I had no basis for it. I finally couldn’t stand it anymore. At three in the morning, I dressed and went to the new factory. I took my schematics with me and checked every bloody inch of wiring.” Hugh remembered that morning keenly and it still angered him, the feeling hot and twisted in his chest. “I’ll spare you the technical details, but in essence, the saboteur had rigged the wiring in such a way that if we had actually connected it to machinery and fired it up, it would have either set fire to the whole building, or blown it up.”

“Shite! Your instincts were right to check.”

“Indeed they were, and I apologized to my crew. If I hadn’t done that check personally, we might not be having this conversation at all. I had thirty good men and women in that factory who might have been injured or dead. All due to greed.” Hugh shook his head. “I was much more careful about who we hired after that. I always hire an outside inspector, too, to thoroughly cover the place before we turn anything on.”

“Wise of you. Well, I didn’t expect that story. Do things like that happen often?”

“Fortunately not. Say, can you create a ward to keep cretins like that out of worksites? I just thought of this.”

“I…” Adrien closed his mouth, expression turning contemplative. “You know, I might? Let me think on it.”

“I’ll pay you a mint for one, I promise you. The peace of mind is worth it.”

Adrien waved this off. “Like I’d overcharge you. Still, the idea intrigues me. I’ll ponder it.”

Hungry for more information, Hugh pressed, “Have you known Cynric long?”

“Certainly, we studied under the same master. We’re practically siblings. The same with Anastasia, his twin.”

“No romantic interest there, I take it?”

“Ha, no, they’re definitely siblings to me.”

Interesting, that Adrien had mentioned both of them and not just Anastasia. Either that was a slip of the tongue, or Adrien had deliberately answered in that way to test Hugh’s response. It gave Hugh suspicions, and he was eager to press for more information.

Time to show his own hand. “I can see your point. If you grew up with them, it would be hard to see either in a romantic light.”

Adrien gave him that genuine smile, the one that held not only affection but trust. However, Hugh received no sense that Adrien understood his underlying meaning, so perhaps it hadn’t been a test. A bit disappointing, but it made Hugh trust his instincts that he wasn’t wrong about Adrien.

“Rather horrifying to contemplate, really. What of you? No one at home?”

Hugh liked the curiosity and answered it frankly. “No. Haven’t dated in, god, probably six years now? Too busy in business ventures and no one caught my interest enough to inspire me to put in the effort.”

“Yes, I can understand that.” Adrien looked back out to the sea. “My last attempt blew up rather dramatically. I just hop about too much for anyone to settle into a routine with me. Work demands it. Puts a damper on interested parties, let me tell you.”

“So it does. I’ve learned that myself. But if they were the right person, then they’d be able to take you as you are, right?”

“Ha! I like that answer.” Adrien kicked back his legs, crossing one ankle over the other, the very picture of a man at his ease. “I’ve discovered I’m better off alone.”

Hugh stared at him, beyond poleaxed. He couldn’t fathom it. He simply couldn’t. Having Adrien’s affections and then deciding it was too much work to keep the man, to give him the allowances his career demanded. What kind of moronic asses had Adrien dated?

He, for one, considered this man well worth every bit of trouble. And truth told, he didn’t really consider it trouble at all. A healthy relationship meant each having their own dreams, their own pursuits, and supporting each other through them. Not living in each other’s pocket.

Well. That could be one reason why Hugh found it hard to flirt with the man. Adrien wasn’t rebuffing him, he just didn’t seem to believe the overtures. Hugh would have to think long and hard to find the right way into this man’s heart. Usual tactics would not work.

Hugh was up to the challenge, though. Also not against asking questions of apprentices and seeing if they had any good notions to share.

For this man’s heart, he’d pull out all the stops.
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Adrien spent the remainder of the day nervously studying the coastline while chatting with Quartermain, which in truth, he’d much rather do than be on the lookout for sea serpents. In theory, a ceto wouldn’t respond immediately, as the ocean tide would need time to carry the scent out toward the sea. But it would only be a matter of time, so he couldn’t help but fret and keep watch for them. It was a relief when the sun dropped over the horizon and he finally had enough darkness to skulk in.

Quartermain had collected a half-dozen men, all either constables or veterans, each of them armed with a firearm. Adrien had little knowledge of or use for guns and trusted Quartermain to direct them. He could use one, but it wasn’t his expertise. He focused on his main task: getting them inside the cave. Well, and protecting the men. He created shields for each to protect them from magical attacks. They were not foolproof—no battle shield was—but would give them a fighting chance of coming through this alive.

Standing just outside the barrier, near the sea, Adrien focused on the driftwood collected along the shore. He kept a very dim mage light above their heads for lighting since the moon overhead was not doing the job. He’d chosen this particular location for a reason. It had the materials necessary for constructing a rough doorway and offered a more discreet place to stand. Every other part of the barrier sat up high, on the top of a hill, exposing them for all and sundry to see. At least here they might have some chance of skulking, even if Adrien’s shoes got damp in the process.

He shoved out the sounds of the tide washing in, the murmur of the men’s voices behind him, the stink of the false ceto nest, and very carefully spoke the spell. Adrien strained to get his own magic through the wall of the barrier, forcing it between the minuscule cracks his opponents had left him. It was akin to feeding a steel cable through the head of a needle, but he made enough progress to touch the driftwood lying not ten meters away from him.

The moment he tried to turn that magic into a creation spell, the barrier axed through his tenuous connection and slapped Adrien’s magic power back at him. Recoiling, Adrien bit back a gasp, not wanting to alarm the men watching him.

Quartermain seemed to realize something had gone amiss, as he stood in Adrien’s shadow and murmured, “What?”

“Creating a doorway is definitely not a viable option,” Adrien murmured back, magical core still smarting a mite. “I’ll try the portal now.”

Nodding, Quartermain took a half step back, giving him the room to work without breathing down his neck. “Remember, lads,” Quartermain said, “sorcerers have no means of defense against bullets. Don’t be afraid of them, and don’t try to apply the Queensberry rules here.”

They had everything to fear, in Adrien’s opinion, but he recognized that Quartermain meant to bolster their nerves before heading into the breach and didn’t correct the man.

Adrien took the four metal rods he carried, extending each and connecting them before firmly sticking them into the sand. It was a makeshift affair in the extreme, but the portal spell didn’t care if it was a proper doorway or not. It just needed to have the necessary shape to anchor the spell. As Adrien spoke the words, rattling out the requirements of location, he felt his magic connect and anchor. An evil smirk stretched out over his face. As he’d suspected. They were using portal spells to go back and forth.

With no closed door, the portal spell became visible very quickly, showing a dark cave on the other side. The smell of dank rock, still and musty air, and a hint of dust drifted into Adrien’s nose. Twitching his nose, he sought to ignore it and directed the men in a quiet tone, “Step through, lightly now.”

With a breath, he stepped through first, feeling he was best equipped to deal with any traps or things of that ilk.

Adrien expected his spell to have anchored to a door, but it hadn’t. Rough wooden timbers framed the ceiling and cave walls to form a rectangular shape, which the spell had adhered to, so that they didn’t have to go through one at a time. The cave beyond was unnaturally formed in a tunnel with a round top, the stone floor damp with puddles of standing water. Basic hexes were scrawled into the ceiling, giving off a harsh and bright illumination to work with. At least someone had put up spells to block the scent because he didn’t smell any of the ceto mixture in here. Thank god, otherwise they’d be gagging. Everything about the place suggested hasty mining. The green moss of the walls looked scratched and disturbed on every surface. Fine white dust lay on top of the standing water, all along the walls, and dotted the remaining green moss. Adrien spied two other tunnels branching out just from this vantage alone and wondered how many they had dug.

Sounds echoed along the stones, distorting as it moved, but Adrien could discern at least three different voices: one female, two male. A spell ready on his lips, he cautiously moved forward, sidestepping the puddles of water to avoid making any noise. He heard the rest follow closely behind, their boots scuffing slightly against the stone.

Adrien knew from the geology report Quartermain had given him that the cave held deposits of copper, lead, zinc, and iron. He mainly saw limestone with some marble laced in, but as he walked cautiously forward, he spotted more than a few piles of discarded ore in abandoned heaps off to the side. Most of it appeared to be unrefined iron or copper, which seemed silent enough proof to support Adrien’s theory that the thieves had come for an entirely different ore. Not that he needed proof. He’d been completely convinced before stepping foot in here. Adrien’s first task would be to find the power source for the barrier and destroy it immediately.

The voices grew louder, as well as other sounds—sharp cracking noises as the earth gave way under immense pressure. The hum of machinery thrummed in the air, as well as the metal-on-metal rumble as mining carts traveled along the tracks. It seemed to be coming around the next bend, and Adrien slowed to a crawl, listening intently.

Orders were thrown out sharply, back and forth, but he couldn’t discern a word of it. Was that Russian? Something Slavic, certainly.

A hand landed on his shoulder, gently restraining, and Quartermain leaned in to whisper against his ear, “I think that’s Russian.”

Adrien managed a nod despite the shiver that raced down his spine. Now was not the time, dammit. His traitorous body informed him that it liked having Quartermain leaning against his back and could he possibly arrange for this to happen again, please? Jerking his attention back to the situation at hand, he carefully did not turn his head—they’d be at almost the perfect angle for a kiss, he didn’t dare tempt fate—and whispered back, “I believe you’re right, but I don’t know the language.”

“I can swear in it, but that’s not at all helpful at the moment, I know. Any signs of traps?”

“None. But wait one moment so I can verify.” Adrien sent out a very subtle seeking spell, looking for trouble. He closed his eyes and focused as the spell moved forward like a fine mist, barely noticeable. When nothing pinged back, he nodded in confirmation. “Clear ahead.”

Quartermain’s hand squeezed his shoulder, just once, then the man brushed past him, moving sideways to keep his profile as slim as possible.

Never in his life had Adrien been bypassed like this in a dangerous situation, where another took the lead so he didn’t have to. It flummoxed him so much that he nearly didn’t move. Shaking his head, he forced himself to focus, nerves skittering as adrenaline rushed through him. Every sound became sharper, the scents more distinct, as his body geared up for the inevitable fight ahead.

Quartermain leaned one eye around the last bend, considered, then raised the Webley revolver to a firing position and rounded the corner in a quick movement, seamlessly firing as he moved.

Three shots rang out in quick succession, at least one of which hit, as Adrien heard a gurgle and a heavy thud as a body hit the ground. Then all hell broke loose as people screamed and magic slammed into the air.

In a single bound, Adrien threw himself ahead of Quartermain, knowing the man had no defenses for what was coming at him. He lifted his shields, yanking Quartermain by the arm behind him, and just in time. The magical attacks hit Adrien’s shields with such force that it sounded like tortured metal as the spells sheared off, scorching the walls on both sides.

Quartermain grinned at him like a lunatic, a wild expression on his face. “Can I fire through your shields?”

“Yes,” Adrien confirmed shortly, not able to focus on the man and protect them both at the same time.

Taking a half step to the side, Quartermain fired in quick succession once more before pausing to reload. Taking his cue, the other men also stayed behind Adrien’s shields, ignoring the sparks of the magical attacks, firing at will.

Now that Adrien stood in clear view of the other side of the tunnel, he could see what they were dealing with, and he didn’t like it at all. The rogue sorcerers were using the bins for cover against the bullets, flinging spells over the top when they could, yelling directions at each other. Adrien could tell from the glimpses he could see inside the bins what they’d risked so much for: mithril.

Of course it was.

Mithril was the only metal known that could harvest and hold the power of the moon. It was incredibly powerful in its own right, but when properly molded, it could boost a sorcerer’s ability by a power of ten. No wonder they’d been able to maintain that gigantic barrier.

Seeing the answer and validation to Adrien’s theories did not make the man any happier about the situation. Rather the reverse. He’d much rather have been wrong, or have it be any other ore, as mithril offered his enemies a very powerful boost that he’d prefer they didn’t have.

Recognizing that he had perhaps another fifteen seconds before someone over there wised up and realized they could use the ore in front of them to power through his shields, Adrien quickly threw out two barriers, both of them focused over the bins. It wasn’t a perfect solution—it gave his enemies cover that he couldn’t fight through—but it was preferable to them using the mithril against him.

Adrien absolutely couldn’t destroy the mithril. He couldn’t randomly transport it either, much as he dearly wished to do so. What could he do with it? How could he take it out of their reach, prevent them from using it against him, aside from the barriers?

A rumbling sounded from behind, something heavy coming along the tracks from the left tunnel, and he turned sharply to see what. Another bin of mithril, but this one had more than ore in it. Two sorcerers used it for cover to come in close. Swearing, Adrien slashed his hand through the air, pulling his shields around to protect their left flank, desperate to keep himself and his allies from falling prey to their attacks.

Fire and wind spells combined to hit him hard on the side, and at least these two sorcerers had thought to use the mithril to boost their attacks. Their magic impacted against his shields with all the might of a freight train, knocking his shields against him with brute strength. Adrien buckled under the force of the blow, feeling as if a prizefighter had sunk a fist into his gut. He lost all sense of movement and sound for a second as his stomach threatened to come up through his throat, his balance lost as he went backward. Pain screamed through him, and bile burned, leaving an acrid taste in his mouth.

Something—no, someone—caught him firmly, hauling him in against a prickly woolen coat. A revolver spoke in a loud report, then several others joined in. Adrien managed to keep grasp of his multiple shields and barriers through dint of sheer will, gasping for breath, blinking his eyes several times to clear them of the dark spots dancing in his vision. He leaned into whoever had a hold on him, as he needed the support, at least until he got his wind back.

The attack on his left flank eased, then the one ahead doubled, perhaps tripled. Shaking his head, Adrien forced his gaze up, focusing, although twisting his torso nearly made him vomit in pain. Something was very, very wrong in his midsection, but he had no time to tend to an injury. Bollocks. Sometime in the past ten seconds, more sorcerers had arrived on the other side of the tunnel, including one from the right branch farther down, and they all had mithril stones clenched in their fists.

“Danvers,” Quartermain called strongly, his voice unnaturally calm in the bedlam. “Steady on, all right?”

Quartermain. Quartermain had caught him, even now supported him, his arm strong under Adrien’s weight as if he were no trouble at all. Adrien let him do so for another moment, eyes darting about as he took quick stock of the situation. One of their constables was down, nursing a shoulder, the area badly singed and with his coat ripped off to reveal a ruined shirt and blackened skin. Damn sorcerers had hit upon a spell Adrien’s shields couldn’t perfectly deflect. Another man covered him, down on one knee, firing off shots with a hunting rifle and grim determination. The others were arrayed in a spread-out formation, protecting each other, firing only when presented with a good target, and doing damage. They all stayed within Adrien’s shields, smart men that they were.

“You all right, Sorcerer?” Constable Boyd asked, risking a glance at him.

“Just needed a moment.” Adrien forced his aching body to move. He couldn’t afford to just lie against Quartermain the rest of the night, tempting though that might be. His legs felt like pudding but held him, and he forced himself to stay there. He counted a good nine sorcerers ahead of him, which made them outnumbered and outmaneuvered at the very least. The only path open to them was a retreat, back to the portal spell still anchored to the outside.

Which was the only path Adrien couldn’t take. Defeat was not an option.

“Quartermain,” he said, forcing himself to take shallow, quick breaths, as those hurt less. “I need mithril.”

“The ore they’re holding in their hands?” he asked, already searching.

Adrien gave a shallow nod. “Yes. It will boost my power. Right now I’m too heavily outnumbered.”

“And outgunned, I think,” Quartermain agreed calmly. It was a false calm, a layer over tension and adrenaline. His eyes spoke of it, his hands flexed with it, but his voice never betrayed it. “I can find some from that left tunnel, but it will mean leaving your shields.”

“No,” Adrien corrected with a quick glance at him. “I’ll cover you.”

Quartermain stared at him, evaluating. “I believe you’re already holding three shields and a portal spell. Can you handle one more?”

“Not for long, so be quick.” Adrien in fact doubted his ability to hold that many spells at the moment. He normally could, but his breathing was becoming sharper and more painful, and he could feel a sickly sweat down his spine. He had a terrible feeling he had either bruised or cracked ribs. A sorcerer’s magic did not flow well in an injured body. He wouldn’t be able to fight at full capacity, and that was deucedly inconvenient.

Damn blighters and their lucky sneak attack.

At Adrien’s signal, Quartermain dodged toward the tunnel at a full sprint. For such a stocky man, he could certainly move when of the mind to. His quick exit spurred the other sorcerers into firing a variety of fire, lightning, and even one curse at Adrien’s shields. Adrien gritted his teeth under the bombardment, hands shaking under the strain as he forced himself to hold every barrier. His vision swam for a moment, a sick vertigo filling his head. Quartermain. He couldn’t leave Quartermain vulnerable. He’d never forgive himself if he went down now.

As if Adrien’s thoughts had summoned him, Quartermain returned, shoving a rough piece of rock in Adrien’s hands, and Adrien latched on to it automatically, feeling his magic flare up in response. What he barely could maintain a moment ago now became almost a lark. The flickering shields steadied out into a hum, nearly opaque with power.

“Shoot through the shields, lads!” Quartermain bellowed to the men with him, then followed his own advice.

As Adrien watched, two more rogue sorcerers went down with aborted screams. Gunfire and spells ricocheted through the caves, nearly deafening, sending Adrien’s ears ringing. He parsed through all the noise, the distractions, his eyes frantically searching for the source of the barrier. They had to have rooted it somewhere. This seemed like the main cave, so shouldn’t it be along this route?

Grimly, Adrien started moving forward, abandoning the protection of the wall as it became clear that the other sorcerers had no means of fighting back in the conventional sense. They had no weapons except magic, and Adrien could block that—at least for now. His ribs blazed like fire, pricking sharply with every breath, and he could feel his strength waning. Even with the mithril in his hands, he didn’t have much longer before his power failed him completely or he fell unconscious. He faced half a dozen men now, some with their own mithril, and his body and magic could not withstand the hammering of that for much longer. He had to end this quickly, now, before the men with him became trapped in this place.

The others kept pace with him, firing at will, slowly whittling down their opponents. Quartermain stayed directly at his side, gun firing as he found targets, and Adrien found him comforting. Nothing else would sneak up on him, not with Quartermain watching out for him like this. He really was a knight, wasn’t he? Just without the armor.

Shaking his head to clear the image, Adrien focused, difficult as that proved to be. His attention scattered like petals on the wind, tough to harness, also a bad omen of how badly he was injured. Damn. Cynric would never let him hear the end of this.

They came abreast of the two mining carts of ore, and as they did, Adrien absorbed the barriers he’d put over them, dropping them and overlapping his main shield over them. Only two spells to carry now, which made it easier.

Quartermain stepped slightly ahead of him, checking both directions, satisfied only when he found no one alive. “I count nine.”

“Same,” Boyd confirmed behind them. “How many we expecting?”

“I have no idea of the exact number,” Adrien admitted sourly. “At least a dozen is my guess, to pull off an operation of this size. Likely more.”

“Then we’ve still trouble ahead,” another man—Sean?—growled in vexation. “Lead on, Sorcerer.”

Adrien put one foot in front of the other, focusing only on three things: keeping up the shield, not tripping over anything, and finding that thrice-cursed barrier source spell. It had to be up here somewhere; he could practically hear the thing humming over the sound of everyone’s footsteps.

Turning another bend, Adrien nearly tripped right over the damn thing, as it lay directly in the middle of the tunnel. He stumbled to a stop, Quartermain catching his elbow before he pitched forward.

“Danvers.” Quartermain leaned in, using the faint mage lights lining the tunnel’s sides to peer at his face. “You’ve the complexion of a ghost, man. How badly are you injured?”

Adrien waved this away as unimportant. “That’s our barrier source.”

Frustrated, Quartermain opened his mouth as if to press the matter, then glanced where Adrien stared and obviously thought better of it. “What do we need to do to dismantle it?”

He stared at it, taking in the full design. The source spell was inscribed in a long tablet—clever of them, making it hard to smudge the barrier designation—then placed on top of a pile of mithril with more mithril stacked like logs on both sides of it. This mithril, unlike the rest, had definitely been refined, as it gleamed in silver ingots, neat and orderly. “Remove the ingots. I can take it from there.”

“All right lads, you heard him,” Boyd said, going straight for the nearest pile. “How far away you need them, Sorcerer?”

“Chuck them a good ten meters away,” Adrien directed. He didn’t want to take any chances. At that distance, they’d have very little influence over the barrier spell.

The men made quick work of the ones on the side, but when they went to move the tablet, it wouldn’t budge. It looked like a gravestone, with no real mass or size to it. Two men should have been sufficient to move it, but it didn’t even tip to the side by a centimeter.

Growling, Adrien gestured for them to fall back. “Fine, if that’s how you want to play this. Quartermain, I need to drop the shields.”

“We’ve got you,” Quartermain promised, already moving to stand guard.

Reassured, Adrien dropped the shields before focusing his full magical intent on the tablet in front of him. He had no time or patience for finesse. Usually he’d do something to unravel the spell or invoke a counter. Today he wanted to be horizontal with painkillers and a tumbler of scotch. In a sharply worded incantation, he threw out a breaking spell, shattering the tablet into shards that blew out along the tunnel floor.

The men around him jumped back on instinct, then gave a ragged cheer as the humming abruptly stopped.

Quartermain turned and gave him a boyish grin that lit up his eyes and made him seem a decade younger. “Oh, well done.”

Caught by that expression, Adrien was slow to respond, his tongue feeling thick in his mouth. The man should not be allowed to smile like that. It was…well, criminal, that’s what it was. It made Adrien think all sorts of things he probably shouldn’t. His mouth finally came up with, “We’re not quite done yet.”

“Yes, there’s likely more in here.” Quartermain bent to pick up one of the ingots with a curious look. “You recognize these? Are they dangerous?”

“Not inherently, just in the wrong hands. I’ll have to collect—” Adrien paused as the monocle glass he carried lit up in a pulsing manner, indicating someone was trying to reach him. He pulled it off the clasp and fitted it to his eye. “Yes?”

“Adrien, finally,” Cynric growled, sounding quite vexed. “That barrier must have blocked communications too; I’ve been trying to reach you.”

“Likely, yes, and what’s gone wrong now?”

“Your bloody sea serpent arrived and decided to bring a friend to boot. I’ve got one nearly at the shore and another coming. The alarms you put down tripped twice. They’re closing in fast but not on me yet. I refuse to deal with both at once by myself.”

Swearing roundly, Adrien headed immediately back toward his portal. “Which side?”

“West side, coming in near the lighthouse. I think they’re actually heading for the caves, that’s where the smell is strongest. Are you done in there?”

“Not quite, still some cleanup to do. I think a few rogue sorcerers are still loose, if they haven’t already beat a hasty escape.”

“We can manage that, Sorcerer!” Boyd called, jogging to catch up. “We’ll put the place on lockdown until we can get someone in here to help you deal with it all.”

Adrien paused long enough to give him a nod in thanks. “Please do. I’ll have to close the portal spell behind me. I can’t maintain it and fight the sea serpents, but the barrier is down now. You can exit through the main tunnel. Hand me two ingots.”

Quartermain immediately did so, and Adrien laid a spell on both before handing them to the constable. “There’s a protective spell on both of these that can protect up to three meters on all sides. Use them for cover if you’re attacked, but don’t depend on them for long. You’ve got an hour’s use at most.”

“Understood, sir. You go on,” the constable encouraged, taking the ingots in both hands.

“Cyn?” Adrien went back to the conversation, trying to lengthen his stride, breathe shallowly, and talk all at the same time. It left him panting but he strove to not let that show. “I’m coming, I’ll be outside in a few minutes.”

Quartermain leaned in close to his side, their cheeks nearly pressed together. “Come meet us at the mouth of the caves, I have a mithril ingot for you.”

“Was that Sir Hugh?”

Having that face pressed so close to his sent a pleasant thrill dancing along Adrien’s nerves. Trying not to show just how much that near brush of skin affected him, Adrien managed around a dry mouth, “It was. You heard him?”

“I did. Tell him he’s a genius and I’ll take it.”

Quartermain chuckled, clearly hearing well enough.

Pausing at the portal, Adrien took a moment to not only get his breath back but to ask, “Are you sure you want to come further than this? Surely your responsibility lies more with the caves?”

Cocking a brow, Quartermain studied him in a head-to-toe sweep. “You realize you’re swaying where you stand?”

Bloody hell, was he really?

“You’re going precisely nowhere without me, Adrien Danvers.” Quartermain’s words were clipped, tone brooking no nonsense. “Certainly not to face two sea serpents. I’ve no notion if a gun will do much to the creatures, but at the very least, I can keep you from falling on your arse.”

And that neatly put Adrien in his place. It wrung a smile from him, tired though it might’ve been. There were not many who dared order him about. Fewer still who would face a sea serpent with him. He strongly felt as if he’d made a new friend, not a casual one, but a man that would become part of his inner circle, and wasn’t that a delightful concept?

“I wouldn’t dream of going without you.”

“Then let’s be off.”


[image: ]


Adrien stepped through his portal to find the outside beach much improved, at least to his senses. The strong scent of rotting fish and sulphur had lessened quite a bit, only traces of it still lingering about in the air. Cynric had mentioned he’d clear out the scent first thing, and he’d certainly done it faster than Adrien had expected.

“It smells better,” Quartermain observed with relief. Then his brows drew together in confusion. “If the scent is gone, then why did we still attract two sea serpents?”

“The scent’s been swept out with the tide, not magicked away completely,” Adrien explained. “Cynric cleared it out with the sea water. Eventually the smell will disperse to the point that it will be untraceable, but it’s still thick enough around the isle that it’s noticeable. We’ll have to be on the watch for them for another week at least, perhaps a fortnight.”

“With the possibility of even more cetos,” Quartermain grumbled under his breath. “Lovely. All right, where to?”

“Up the hill. I want a high vantage point for this.” Adrien didn’t like the idea of walking up a hill. At all. His ribs sent up unhappy flares at just the idea, but he didn’t see any other viable option. He’d have to get Cynric to heal him at the first opportunity. Adrien would do it himself but couldn’t see his ribs well enough to heal by, not without torquing his head at an angle that would make him faint. Even standing properly hurt; trying to contort in a half crunch would put him into a dead faint.

Fighting in this condition made things challenging, certainly, but he’d just have to forge ahead. No help for it.

Quartermain put a supportive hand around his back, catching his opposite elbow, acting as a brace as they walked steadily up the incline. Adrien leaned against him without apology, needing the support and appreciating the heat the man gave off. The sea air had a distinct nip to it, chilling his exposed skin to an unpleasant degree, although it felt good at the same time. Adrien suspected a fever. He felt lightheaded and overheated. Also short of breath. He was wheezing like an asthmatic.

“Perhaps we should have taken a moment to portal to the lighthouse, have Julian heal you?” Quartermain suggested, tone worried.

Shaking his head, Adrien panted, “Doesn’t know any healing spells. Healing’s advanced magic.”

Quartermain uttered an oath no gentleman had any business knowing, much less saying. “Your friend, then?”

“Perhaps, if there’s enough time.” Adrien felt a vague sense of unease twist in his gut. Perhaps he should have requested Anastasia come after all. Two sorcerers for two sea serpents were not favorable odds.

They crested the hill, finally. Adrien felt like he’d ascended to the top of the Tower of London, although he knew the hill not to be anywhere near that height. Here was as good a spot as any, only fifty or so meters from the shore, giving him enough distance to run for cover if he needed it. It had a gradual slope, meaning he could run in multiple directions. If he could find the breath for it. He halted abruptly, fighting the instinct to hunch, staying straight as he sought to catch his breath.

His monocle lit up again with Cynric’s gruff voice. “Dammit. My sea serpent’s in sight. I won’t make it to you.”

“It made good time.”

“It did, damn its hide. The other one is still heading for you. Fight smart, Adrien.”

“You as well.” Well, there went the possibility of being healed. Really, Adrien should have expected it, as his luck normally ran this foul. He pocketed the monocle and tried not to let the pain overwhelm him. He truly did not wish to fight a sea serpent in this condition. If he’d had any other choice, he would not have. Under normal circumstances, he’d consider it a suicide mission, but the mithril changed the game. With the two mithril ingots, he was fairly confident he wouldn’t lose this fight.

Adrien threw out several mage lights around them, the clear orbs of brilliant light enough to give them proper illumination. He set several more along the line of the beach as well so he could see the sea serpent’s approach. Nothing worse than having an enemy ambush from the darkness.

“Danvers.” Quartermain’s expression was difficult to discern, but the grip he maintained on Adrien and his voice, husky and strained, spoke volumes of the man’s feelings. “I don’t mean to doubt you, but are you quite certain you can manage?”

No, not at all. “Let’s at least give it the good ole college try first, eh? If it becomes impossible, Cynric will call in his sister. Or Julian will. He’s always quick to call for Anastasia, that one.”

“Is he really in love with her, then?” Quartermain asked, tone lilting up in curiosity.

“Not in the sense you mean it. They’re more like siblings. Anastasia is the first properly bred woman who hasn’t judged him harshly because of his background. He’d like her for that alone, I think, but she’s a beautiful, charming woman who clearly adores him. I’ve no notion, really, why he maintains that he wants to be my apprentice. Anastasia has made it clear she’d take him from me in a heartbeat.”

Quartermain’s every word was loaded with insinuation. “Really. You have no idea, do you?”

Well. Adrien might harbor a few suspicions. Julian seemed to think he owed Adrien something for rescuing him out of that hellish life. Which was stuff and nonsense. He could hardly have left the boy there, could he?

Not that now was the time to have such a discussion. Adrien waved the thought off.

Then they waited, tensely, senses straining to the max for any sign of the ceto’s approach. The waves lapped gently at the shore before rushing out again in a gurgle of sound. Stars glittered in the inky dark sky without impediment. If Adrien didn’t know any better, he would think it nothing more than a peaceful evening.

Something on the edge of the water rippled, breaking up the water’s surface, submerging again in the next second. The tail was the most noticeable part, flaring up with fins that helped it navigate. Quartermain took a half step back and to the side, giving him room to work, calmly loading the gun in his hands. “This have any effect on sea serpents?”

“Not a big enough caliber,” Adrien denied, feeling the lack of Quartermain’s warmth distinctly. “But it’ll serve as a good distraction. Can I ask you to bait him?”

Quartermain gave him a tight grin. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

“You’re going to brag immensely about this later, aren’t you?”

“Bragging’s beneath a gentleman’s dignity,” Quartermain retorted primly, blue eyes crinkling up in a silent laugh. “It’ll make a great drinking story, though.”

“As long as this doesn’t become one of those ridiculous fish stories, where the thing grows with every retelling.” Adrien tried to sound stern and failed utterly. The man had more than earned the right to brag a bit, after all. Assuming they managed to take this thing down.

“This is one fish that doesn’t need to grow in size, not even in memory.”

From further south along the isle, a flash of light hit the water, a ball of fire so hot and bright it resembled a meteor. An animalistic screech of pain rent the air, leaving no doubts that Cynric’s battle with the sea serpent had begun.

They could not afford for the other sea serpent to go to its friend’s rescue. Even Cynric couldn’t handle two at once. Adrien gathered up his magic, aiming for the spot of sea the second beast had been in, and threw a widespread bombardment spell of his own. The water rippled as multiple riptides flared, throwing the water into chaos for ten-second intervals before abruptly ending.

Flailing up to the surface, the sea serpent fully raised its head, the long, sinuous line of its neck also lifting out of the water. With the dark skin, it was more like a shadow against the water in this lighting. It turned, slanted eyes gleaming in the dark like a cat’s, and spotted Adrien without difficulty.

“Good lord,” Quartermain breathed. “It’s the size of a large schooner, at least.”

“Female,” Adrien stated succinctly. “Males are larger.”

Quartermain pondered that for a split second, tone strained as he spoke, “Lucky for us, then. I think.”

“Females are also smarter and harder to battle, so not really.”

“Now you tell me.” Quartermain did not sound put out, just determined. Judging from that jutted jawline, hard and unyielding, he felt more than determined. Downright obstinate.

Good. He’d need that attitude. Adrien could see the sea serpent think about what to do, whether to ignore him and continue toward the caves, or take him down quickly. He gave her no time to ponder the question, throwing another attack similar to Cynric’s fireball. Fire worked best on water creatures.

It hit her along the back of the head as she ducked, and she screamed more in outrage than pain, the water around her churning as she dove to put cool water against her burn. Adrien knew the salt of the water stung against her open wound, as she quickly surfaced again with another screech of pain. Adrien promptly threw another fireball, trying to draw her onto the shore.

“Beach her?” Quartermain demanded.

“If we can. Less maneuverable that way.” Adrien took two steps back, playing the game of fire and retreat, drawing her toward them. They didn’t always fall for such tactics, but it was worth trying.

He could hear animalistic screams farther down the coast, where Cynric continued to do battle, lights flashing as spells flew through the air.

Quartermain took a half step forward, tone brisk. “Switch.”

He paused the spell, letting Quartermain fire three times. Adrien wanted to gulp in air but his abused ribs protested anything more than quick, shallow breaths. A cold sweat dotted his skin from the pain. He needed the break to catch his breath, granted, but he wasn’t sure if the shots hit. Over this kind of distance in the semi-dark, even a large target was hard to hit. But at least one must have struck as the sea serpent tossed its head, acting like a mosquito had just bitten it, and barked out a growl.

“She feels bullets.” Quartermain nodded, satisfied, and stepped back to Adrien’s side once more. “All right, let’s tag team her, then.”

“Every third spell,” Adrien instructed. He was beyond grateful that had worked. Having more than one attacker would irritate her past the point of rationality and have her charge for them. He invoked another fire spell, this one more streamlined, not as damaging, and sent it winging ahead.

Tail lashing in the sea, she headed for them, just keeping her head out of the water. Her body struck one of the mage lights, nearly extinguishing it, and then one claw hit the gravelly beach. Adrien chucked another spell at her, not giving any more ground, even though she loomed so much closer than before. Not yet, he had to bait her further.

Quartermain’s revolver spoke once more as he fired, drawing her attention to him, and Adrien capitalized on her distraction to throw out another spell. She flinched as it hit her torso, tossing her head and growling, then lumbered out so that her front claws both dug into the sand.

“Come on, come on,” Quartermain urged her, voice taut. “Come a little further, you brute.”

Just another meter and Adrien would be able to hit most of her main body. He silently echoed Quartermain: Come on, just a little further.

As if she could hear them, she pulled up short, head lowering like a bull readying to charge. Then she twisted in on herself, heading back into the waves. Adrien didn’t even have time to swear. If he didn’t catch her now, she’d go straight toward Cynric or disappear for the night to show up sometime later and cause trouble during his absence. Simply letting her go was out of the question.

He’d hoped to avoid this, as it took considerable magical power, and his internal reservoirs had already been drained by the earlier fight. Not seeing any other option, he chanted out the spell for dry land, invoking it upon the seashore. The water around her abruptly receded, like Moses parting the Red Sea, leaving a high wall of water on either side and her in a dry patch by at least a meter. Adrien registered Quartermain’s startled intake of breath but paid it no heed. With her fully exposed, all twenty-five meters of her, she resembled a beached whale.

The sea serpent flopped to one side, confused, already turning to once again try for the safety of the sea.

Adrien barked, “Quartermain!”

Two shots rang out, then a third, drawing the ceto’s attention back to them. Only for a moment—she was smart enough to know the bullets couldn’t really hurt her—but Adrien only needed another moment. The magic swirled around him like fireflies in a summer sky, building in light and intensity, gaining heat, crackling like fire. It flew out from him with lightning quickness, striking on all sides of her. The magical fire struck her wet, scaly hide in white-hot arcs, cutting into her with the ease of a hot knife through butter. She screamed in agony, thrashing, only the tip of her tail reaching the cold water surrounding her—so close, but too far away to offer her any protection.

Even as intense as that fire was, Adrien knew it not to be enough. He threw the same attack at her again, hitting the same points, penetrating even further into that near impenetrable hide. She screamed and thrashed again, but this time she bulled through the pain, getting her head twisted about enough that she could put her snout into the water.

Dammit, he was losing her. Adrien gripped the mithril ingots in one hand, thinking quickly, but he was nearly out of magic and had little options left. In fact, his mind could only think of one thing left to try, and he had no idea if it would work or not.

“The gun,” he demanded urgently, extending his free hand for it. Quartermain instantly slapped it into his hand, and Adrien forged the gun into something else entirely, his words nearly tripping over each other as he spoke the spell. She had her whole head and part of her neck in the water now, lumbering and twitching as she fought to bring her injured body under control enough to move with it. He had perhaps ten seconds before she disappeared into the sea completely.

Faster, faster. The gun went red, then white, as if he’d stuck it into a blacksmith’s forge. It shifted shapes, becoming something more like a spearhead, flat and sharp. Summoning wind, he caught the new blade in his hand and spoke the last syllable, aiming his new weapon directly toward the burn wound winding around her upper shoulder.

Wind caught up around the spearhead and took off with it so quickly air vacuumed in its wake, shooting forward with the same speed and keen precision as a bullet. It lanced straight into the open wound, burrowing forward, slicing through muscle and tendon. Adrien knew the moment it hit her heart, as she arched backward, keening, then slumped forward, splashing against the water, sending spray out in every direction.

Gasping, he released the spells he was holding, only keeping one of the mage lights, and the water immediately rushed back to the sea floor. His knees started to buckle, vision greying around the edges. Damn, was he going to faint? Very unmanly, wilting like a damsel in distress. He was loath to do it in front of Quartermain.

Strong arms banded around his shoulders and hips, keeping him upright, and he leaned against that warm body, fighting to stay conscious. Breathing hurt. His body shook with the effort of breathing, and that was a terrible sign. He’d clearly pushed himself far too hard. This. This was why sorcerers never tackled a sea serpent by themselves. They were completely drained afterward, easy pickings for anyone who might like to harm them.

“I’ve got you. Relax, I’ve got you.” Quartermain’s words were gentle against his temple. “Can I pick you up? Will your ribs withstand it?”

“Don’t know,” Adrien managed around a dry mouth. He was desperately parched. If offered, he would accept a pitcher of water and down it in one long pull. “But I need to get to Cynric regardless.”

Quartermain nodded. “Then let’s go about this slowly. Dammit, man, you should have called in your other friend.”

“In my defense, I didn’t expect two of them to show up at the same time.” Although Adrien supposed he should have expected that.

Quartermain growled something in a language Adrien didn’t even recognize, then shifted his arm carefully to go under Adrien’s legs, the other maintaining its grip around his shoulders. Adrien tried to help with this, despite the indignity of the position, as being carted on Quartermain’s back would put undue pressure on his ribs. Just the idea of it made him shudder. Better this frontal carry. (He adamantly refused to think of it as a bridal carry, even to himself.)

To his absolute lack of surprise, Quartermain lifted him easily, adjusted his grip only a little, then started off at a brisk walk. He’d suspected that Quartermain’s muscular stature was not for show. Actually seeing it in action still impressed him.

A worried line between his eyebrows, Quartermain stole several glances as he walked toward the house. “All right?”

“I’ll live.” In truth, the position still hurt his ribs, but existing hurt his ribs, so Adrien really didn’t see anything to be done about it. The pain was bad enough he was tempted to try healing himself, even if he couldn’t properly see everything, but he had no power left in him to attempt such a thing. He could barely maintain the single mage light floating near their heads, and that was such an elementary spell that they taught it to eight-year-olds.

They walked in silence. Adrien because he didn’t have the breath to chatter, Quartermain because he seemed solely focused on getting him to help. Quartermain was warm, the man practically radiating heat, and it was lovely to lean against him. He smelled quite wonderful, too. Was it cologne? Aftershave? He didn’t strike Adrien as the type of man to bother with such things. Adrien inhaled a deep breath, attempting to figure it out, then winced as that motion shot sparks of pain along his torso. Clearly, he needed to figure out this trivial mystery later.

It took a small eternity before the house came into view. Adrien blearily focused on it, the lights burning in every ground floor window, and realized that at some point the battle sounds had stopped. Had Cynric won as well, then?

The door flew open, nearly crashing against the wall, and both of his apprentices stumbled outside, racing for him. Cynric must have won, if they were back at the house.

“Is he hurt?” MacMallin demanded, eyes too wide in his face.

“Yes,” Quartermain answered, breathing a little too hard and fast. Really, it was remarkable that was the only strain he showed after carting Adrien this far. “Julian, call Cynric, get him up here.”

Julian nodded and raced back inside the house, no doubt for the nearest window.

“MacMallin, let’s get him into a bed. He’ll do better horizontal.”

Seemingly glad for the direction, MacMallin also nodded jerkily before racing back inside. Adrien could hear him thunder up the stairs but paid scant attention to it. He focused only on the promise of being in a bed soon, propped up on pillows and without any pressure on his ribs. Really, it was quite the loveliest thought he’d entertained for some time. Not that he didn’t like his current position in Quartermain’s arms, but he really wasn’t in any state to fully appreciate it.

Quartermain went sideways to clear the door, then stayed half turned to go up the narrow stairs. Adrien felt like saying he could manage the short walk, then thought better of it. He’d likely black out on the staircase and wouldn’t that be just the perfect end to this rotten day? Regardless, Quartermain didn’t show the slightest interest in putting him down unless it was on a bed.

His valet, bless the lad, had turned down the bed already and stood aside, giving them room to enter. Quartermain maneuvered him onto the cool sheets and ever so gently laid him flat. Adrien sank into the feather mattress with a sigh that became a rather painful cough. Oww. He hated cracked ribs more than anything.

Someone took off his shoes, then tucked his legs under the covers, which his cold and damp feet appreciated. He looked up to find Quartermain hovering, and while not wringing his hands openly, the man was certainly doing it on some level. Voice rough, he dredged up words of comfort. “I’ll be fine. Not the first time I’ve dealt with injured ribs. Open my shirt and coat; Cynric will need to see what he’s doing.”

“That’s not reassuring,” Quartermain replied, mouth twitching downward, even as his hands moved to Adrien’s buttons. He looked less than pleased that Adrien was accustomed to injuries. Adrien felt like explaining that he liked being injured even less but didn’t have the breath for it.

When Quartermain exposed his abdomen and chest he bit off several oaths. Adrien dared a peek and winced at the sight. He was a mottled mix of blue, purple, and black bruises. No wonder it hurt.

Another set of bootsteps thundered up the stairs and Cynric burst through the open door. He took in the sight of Adrien on the bed and rolled his eyes expressively. “How do you routinely get injured? Really, Adrien, you’re one of the better sorcerers and yet you’re always the one getting hurt. Do you not know how to shield properly? Do I need to review that with you?”

Quartermain rounded on him, expression going black. “He’s injured because he was holding four spells, fighting almost a dozen sorcerers with mithril in their hands, and guarding my hide at the same time! Which is a damn sight more than you did.”

Even Adrien was taken aback at this outburst. He hadn’t known Quartermain possessed a temper, as he’d never seen even a hint of it before this point. The most he’d shown was annoyance, which given the circumstances, was perfectly understandable.

Cynric spread his hands in a peacemaking gesture, shuffling back a step. “Peace, Sir Hugh, I was joking.”

“It wasn’t bloody funny, you wanker.” Anger turned Quartermain’s skin ruddier than usual, his hands clenching into fists at his sides.

“I’ll, ah, just heal him now.” Cynric scooted around the other side of the bed, eyeing Quartermain the way he would a wounded wolf.

Growling, Quartermain crossed both arms over his chest and stared him down, not saying another word.

Adrien stared at him in bemusement. Was Quartermain always this defensive of his friends? Or had he just hit his limit after the events of tonight? Warm healing magic stole over his bare skin and he lost his train of thought, eyes closing in relief as the pain subsided, his abused flesh knitting smoothly back together.

“My sea serpent is down,” Cynric informed him, his hands hovering as the last of the spell worked its magic. “Yours?”

“Also dead,” Adrien replied with a tired sigh. “I left it on the shore, though.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Cynric promised. “Julian?”

Adrien blinked past the foot of his bed to find his apprentice hovering in the doorway, looking pale and frightened. Shit, he’d probably scared both of his boys half to death, being carried in like this. Gently, he promised, “I’m all right. Just a few cracked ribs.”

“Six cracked ribs and a bruised lung,” Cynric corrected irritably, as if Adrien had gotten himself injured just to cause the man grief. “And then you fought a bloody sea serpent. Really, Adrien, I don’t know whether to praise you or shake you some days. Don’t fret, Jules, he’s fine. His stubbornness alone will keep him alive.”

Julian nodded, biting at his bottom lip, still looking unduly worried.

Feeling better already, Adrien tried to sit up. Quartermain instantly put a hand on his shoulder, pushing him back down. “No, you don’t. You’ll rest, eat something, and not get up until morning.”

Blinking up at him rapidly, Adrien protested, “I’m all right. I’m healed. Healing spells work amazingly fast. I can—”

“Lay there, eat something, and get up in the morning,” Cynric said, backing Quartermain up. “You’re so magically depleted it hurts to look at you. If you hadn’t been using mithril earlier, you’d be out cold right now. Or a sea serpent’s snack. For once, let someone else handle the cleanup.”

“But there’s a whole deposit of mithril in the caves—” Adrien started, still trying to rise.

“Which I’ll take care of. Hell, I’ll call Stacey, she’ll get things sorted. But you’re in bed until morning. Julian, sit on him. MacMallin, food.” With those orders issued, Cynric left again, casting only a curious look at Quartermain on the way out.

Quartermain drew up a chair near the bed and promptly sat in it, his face carved from stone. He obviously intended to stay until Adrien passed out. Which, if Adrien was honest with himself, would likely be in the next ten seconds. He felt perfectly drained, his body thrumming with exhaustion. He didn’t even care that his shirt was still open.

Tentatively, Julian climbed on the bed beside him. Adrien focused on his apprentice, trying to smile, finding even his facial muscles too tired to really cooperate. “All right? Things go well?”

“We spotted the ceto, warned Master Cynric, and then gave directions as it came in,” Julian said, filling him in. His hands found Adrien’s wrist and he latched on to it, his fingers warmer than Adrien’s icy skin. “It was something, watching Master Cynric battle the thing.”

“I bet it was.” Adrien stifled a yawn, his muscles rippling with the effort of suppressing it.

Quartermain stirred, his expression softening just a hair. “Rest for a moment, Danvers. You’ve certainly earned it.”

“Wake me in a few hours,” Adrien said, eyes already sliding shut. “No matter what Cynric says, he’ll need help with those caves.”

If anyone responded, he didn’t hear it.


[image: ]


Julian looked up at Hugh Quartermain in consideration—not openly, just through his lashes. The man had always been kind to him, patient with Adrien even when he turned curt and focused, realizing that Adrien wasn’t being rude, his mind was just elsewhere. And Mac had told him all about his day with the engineer, touring the factories, and how Quartermain had explained any question Mac had posed, seemingly delighted to have Mac with him.

He’d known the man four days. A short time, certainly, but living on the streets had quickly taught Julian how to judge people. He could tell if they were genuinely kind or putting up a false front. After four days, he knew very well that Quartermain was exactly the generous, intelligent, kind-hearted man he appeared to be.

And unless Julian was far off the mark, he was also harboring a crush on his master.

Julian knew Adrien didn’t think himself loveable, which was patently untrue, but it kept him from reaching out to people sometimes when he really, really should. Now, for instance. Adrien quite obviously liked Quartermain. He smiled routinely at the man—his real smile, the one he only used for people he liked. Just as importantly, he clearly trusted the knight. Before tonight, if someone had told Julian that Adrien Danvers would allow another man to carry him, Julian would have checked them for a head wound. It was telling that Adrien had allowed it and suggested a possibility to Julian.

Adrien would not thank him for this—well, not immediately. But hopefully he would in the future. Julian was willing to gamble on that.

He absently turned, catching the puppy’s legs and drawing her up on the bed. She’d whine forever if she wasn’t able to inspect her injured person. She sniffed Adrien over, then settled with her head on his arm, guarding him. Such a good puppy she was. Julian gave her some pets.

Clearing his throat a little, he offered Quartermain his most charming smile. “Thank you. For protecting him.”

Snorting, Quartermain shook his head wearily. “Other way around, Julian. It was precisely the other way around. I assisted him but can’t claim more than that. He’s the most brutal, terrifying fighter I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been to Africa.”

“I don’t think you realize how much you helped him. He barely lets anyone near him when he’s weak and injured like this. I’m amazed he let you carry him back. Short of losing his legs, I didn’t think he’d allow anyone to do that.” Julian held his breath a little, seeing how Quartermain would take this.

Blinking, he looked up at Adrien for a moment. “He was near to passing out, he was so drained. You saw him. I’ve seen wax figures with better color.”

“Wouldn’t have made any difference,” Julian assured him honestly. “He must trust you. You’d never have put a hand on him otherwise.”

A pleased flush lit Quartermain’s cheeks and he couldn’t seem to look at Julian for a moment.

Bingo. Quartermain was definitely interested. He was also unsure if he should make any sort of approach, and that wouldn’t do. If he hesitated, he’d lose his chance since Adrien wouldn’t try at all. Julian kept his voice soft, low, confiding secrets in the mellow light of the single lamp. “Mac told you that he found us on the streets. Did he tell you what we were?”

Quartermain’s eyes came back up to his, narrowed and suspicious. “No. But lad, you don’t have to tell me.”

“You need to understand him.” Julian inclined his head to his peacefully sleeping master. “So yes, I think I do. Mac and I were male prostitutes.”

Breath catching in his throat, Quartermain stared at him in stunned sympathy.

To make it perfectly, absolutely clear, he continued in a level voice. “We specialized in servicing other men. Master knew this. He caught a client beating me, saved me from him. Healed me. Bought my freedom and Mac’s.”

“Oh, lad,” Quartermain blew out a breath, head lowering. “I’m sorry you lived in that hell. No wonder you adore him.”

“That’s part of it.” Julian’s mouth kicked up on one side, smile genuine but sad. “The other part is what he did after he had us. He’s trained and educated us like a lord’s children. He looks after us like his own. You’ve seen him, the way he does. We’d do anything for him. We’ve tried seducing him a few times, the last attempt because we wanted to comfort him. He was depressed because of his family, you see. But we didn’t know how except what we’d learned at the brothel. We climbed into his bed and waited for him.”

Quartermain’s eyes flared wide, jaw dropping. His voice went up into a higher register than normal. “You tried to seduce him?”

“He’s a handsome man. It would’ve been our pleasure.” Julian emphasized his words with a look, trying to get his meaning across without outright confessing. “He shut us down completely, assured us he wouldn’t abuse us like that, and kicked us out of the room. I won’t lie, I was a little disappointed.”

Julian held his breath and let Quartermain digest that. From the way Quartermain’s jaw worked, he needed more than a few minutes to chew on it. Surprise first, a wince of sympathy, understanding, then avid curiosity as he finally cottoned on to why Julian had said all of this. Julian’s breath whooshed out in relief, and his heartbeat calmed down again.

Voice equally low to keep from waking the sleeping man, Quartermain leaned in, elbows on knees, staring him straight in the eye. “Have you thought, lad, that you might not need to repay him like that?”

“He’s made sure I understand it now,” Julian said with a soft, voiceless laugh. “I think he’ll disown us both if we try again. He’s a good man, this one. We want the best for him. You know all of this about him, don’t you?”

Quartermain blew out a low breath, head dropping between his shoulders for a moment before coming back up. “Yes. He’s told me some of it. Julian, you obviously have a reason for explaining all of this. Why?”

“Because you like him.” Julian grinned, the expression tinged with unholy amusement when Quartermain’s cheeks went bright, almost painfully red. So even a man in his thirties could feel like this about someone else? Julian found that perfectly adorable.

Putting a hand on the back of his nape, Quartermain looked off to the far corner, finding it impossible to meet his eyes. “Lad. I, ah…oh dammit.”

“It’s perfectly all right,” Julian assured him eagerly. “Mac, Cynric, Miss Stacey, we all know about him. We want him happy. And I know you and he might not end up as lovers, that’s fine if you choose to be friends, but can’t you reach out to him? Master doesn’t…he doesn’t think of himself as a likeable person. He doesn’t reach out to people normally because of it. But I think he likes you. He’s constantly smiling at you, and he’s always finding reasons for you to go with him, which says quite a bit.”

“That’s what this is about.” Quartermain rubbed at his face, blowing out a tired breath. “You want me to pursue him.”

“He won’t pursue you,” Julian explained, almost apologetic. “He won’t think to do so. He’s too used to being rejected. If you want anything to happen, you’ll have to pursue him.”

“Julian, don’t you think you’re rushing things? Just a tad?”

“No,” Julian said, proud of himself when he managed to make that simple disagreement into about twelve syllables packed with innuendo. His grin widened when Quartermain couldn’t put together a plausible denial and instead sighed again, deeply.

Mac entered with a tray, a glass of water and a bowl of porridge on it, taking in the three of them with raised eyebrows. He signaled toward Quartermain with a slight cant of the head and Julian nodded confirmation.

Interest piqued, Mac’s eyebrows rose in question, looking hopeful.

Julian smirked in answer.

Pursing his lips together in a silent whistle, Mac beamed at Quartermain in unfettered delight.

“Stop that,” Quartermain growled at them, trying to sound stern and missing by a kilometer. “It’s disturbing watching the two of you have a full conversation with those facial twitches. It’s equally disturbing having two teenage boys play matchmaker.”

“I can make up some fairy godmother wings and pull a wand out if it will make you feel better,” Julian offered, batting his blue eyes.

Snorting, Quartermain nearly choked on a laugh. Mac just chortled.

“Don’t you dare,” Quartermain threatened, shaking a finger, but he smiled as he said it. “You two are incorrigible. I see why Adrien has his hands full with you. All right, lads, all right. I’ll admit that I’m interested, but how far this goes is between me and him. Stay out of it, if you please.”

That’s all Julian wanted, so he settled back on the bed, satisfied. “Thank you. And we will.”

“Chance would be a fine thing,” Quartermain groused. “But Julian?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Those attempts to seduce him had best be your last.” Quartermain’s smile gained a steely edge to it.

Julian lifted a hand to the square, as if he were before a judge. “My hand to Merlin, on my honor as a sorcerer’s apprentice, I won’t try again. He’d skin me if I did.”

“I’ll have the same oath from you,” Quartermain demanded of Mac. “Don’t think I don’t realize whose idea it was to begin with. I know you two that well, at least.”

Grinning, Mac plopped the tray onto the bed and also raised his hand to the square. “Swear I won’t. Again, he’d skin us. Let us know if you need help with him.”

“You’ll likely need it.” Julian grimaced. “Master’s stubborn.”

“Understatement,” Mac groused. “Jules, wake him up. We need to feed him.”

Julian gave him a look of horror. “I woke him last time.”

“No, you didn’t, I did.”

“You certainly did not. Remember? He hit me with a pillow.”

“Yes, and then threw a shoe at me and went back to sleep.” Realizing their mistake, Mac hastily assured Quartermain, “He’s normally pleasant in the mornings. Truly. It’s just, well, when he gets wrapped up in a case and he’s sleep-deprived. The next morning, he just wants to stay in bed. He can be, ah…”

“Stubborn?” Quartermain offered dryly, blue eyes sparkling with repressed mirth.

Julian nodded fervently. “Very stubborn.”

“Just offer food as soon as he’s awake; his temper flips completely if you do.” Mac nudged the tray closer to Julian.

He did not at all deserve this. Growling out a choice oath, Julian tentatively poked his master in the side. Adrien’s brows drew together in a dark frown, mouth twitching into an unpleasant expression, then he settled again. If he didn’t immediately come awake, that was always a bad sign. The more Julian tried to wake him, the more he fought it, and it became an outright battle.

Darby tried to aid in this by licking Adrien’s face, but he just pushed her off, grumbling.

“No, lad.” Quartermain waved him off the bed, and when Julian and the tray were clear, he leaned in. Putting an arm under Adrien’s shoulders, he lifted the man completely into an upright position, causing Adrien to flail awake, instinctively catching hold of Quartermain as his balance was thrown off. “There, now he’s awake. Danvers, eat something, then you can sleep.”

Adrien seemed to have the worst time getting his eyes to focus as he grumbled, “Not hungry…” then his eyes caught sight of the tray and he paused, mouth working, staring at it in consideration. “Water.”

That was a good sign. Julian instantly fetched the glass and pressed it into his hands, watching as his master downed it in one long pull. “Another?”

Nodding, Adrien handed it back. Julian left the room at a good clip, happy to fetch another glass, as he knew his master would recover faster when properly hydrated. As he went down the stairs, he could hear Quartermain coaxing him into eating just a bite. Also fussing at Darby for trying to lick the spoon.

The man really was good for him. Julian sent up a fervent prayer that Quartermain would at least try. If nothing else, it would tell Adrien that there were good, intelligent, kind men who were interested in him, and that was something Adrien desperately needed reinforced.
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The next morning, Hugh paced through the caves, not sure whether to feel victorious or dismayed by the scene inside. Stacks and stacks of processed mithril sat on the cave floors or in carts, ready to be taken away. The iron had been cast aside like dross, as if it were perfectly useless and not worth the effort of refining. The very thing he’d acquired the land for and what had nearly gotten Adrien killed.

It infuriated him the more he stared at the mithril. Hugh understood it was valuable to the magical community, but at this moment, he’d gladly melt it all and toss it into the ocean. Remembering how hurt Adrien had gotten by shielding him, how much pain he’d endured because of this rubble—he was of a mind to do something drastic.

Breathing out, Hugh calmed his temper. No one made sound decisions when angry, he knew that. Knew better than to make emotional decisions. Still, he might find a pickaxe and work some of his anger out on the walls.

“Sir Hugh?”

Turning, he found Adrien’s friend standing behind him. She’d portaled directly over after her brother called her, looking as if she’d left some Indian dance party to do so. At least, Hugh assumed she normally didn’t work in silks. With effort, he pulled his expression into more pleasant lines. “Sorceress Sunana, thank you for coming. I’m sorry it was on such short notice.”

She lifted a hand to stay the apology. “Think nothing of it. This was rather too large of a job for just my brother and Adrien to handle anyway. I’m happy to step in and help. I wanted to tell you that I just did a seeking spell on the active mines. I can’t speak for what hasn’t been discovered or is still underground, as my spell has a limited range to it, but at the moment you’ve got about two million stone in mithril lying about.”

The number was so huge that it staggered him. Hugh felt himself go weak at the knees, speech utterly beyond him.

She flashed him a charming smile, dark eyes twinkling by lantern light. “Yes, quite. I felt the same way when the spell came back to me with that answer. You’ve just become insanely rich, Sir Hugh.”

He’d already had more wealth than any one man needed. Hugh had no idea what he’d do with this added bonus. Rubbing a hand along his forehead, he managed to get words out past a constricted throat. “Do you think there’s more untapped?”

“I’d bet my right hand there is.”

She was so frank, so honest in the answer, that it brought Hugh’s head up once more. He studied her for a moment, taking her measure. He knew for a fact that this woman was adored by Adrien and the boys. That they trusted her magic and called her for help when they’d taken too much on. And now she was voluntarily finding and giving him answers to questions he hadn’t asked.

“Sorceress Sunana, may I ask you a blunt question?”

“I adore blunt questions. What is it?”

“Why did you examine the caves?”

“Curiosity, for the most part,” she answered with a shrug, splaying her hands. “That, and I wanted you to be prepared for what’s coming. When word of this gets out, you’ll have more than a few thieves try to break in. Mithril deposits are rare in and of themselves. A deposit this large is the equivalent to finding that pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. Adrien apparently likes you, considers you a friend. He’d not render you so much help otherwise. If you’re his friend, of course I’d help you too.”

That was quite frank and actually more than Hugh had bargained for. He took the warning to heart, but that wasn’t what his mind fixated on. “You think he views me as a friend?”

Something about his tone clued her in. Her dark eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Why? Do you wish it otherwise?”

Julian had said that she knew of Adrien’s nature and didn’t hold it against him. That she knew of Julian and MacMallin’s background and didn’t hold that against them, either. Hugh was of the mind that he could trust this woman with the truth but was cautious enough to not just blunder everything out. “I’d dearly like to be more than an acquaintance to him. I’ve tried throwing out friendly lures, and he’s taken them, but he’s deucedly hard to read sometimes. I wasn’t sure how effective my attempts have been.”

Quirking an eyebrow at him, she started ticking things off. “From what I know, he agreed to stay at your house. He’s cooked for you. He’s taken on every ounce of trouble that has been thrown your direction without once complaining about it. Mac even told me you took him on a tour of your factory with Adrien’s blessing, and he doesn’t trust those boys with just anyone. Yes, Sir Hugh, I think your attempts have quite succeeded.”

Well. Enormously pleased, Hugh tried and failed to mask a bright smile. That was quite excellent news.

From another cave entrance, Cynric Sunana appeared, looking more than a little disheveled and sleep-deprived since his appearance yesterday. He squinted at Hugh with a smirk lifting the corner of his mouth. “Don’t let that innocent façade fool you, Sis. He just about took my head off last night when I was healing Adrien.”

Shit. Hugh smoothed his face out into a bland expression even as Anastasia’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. That reaction of his really had tipped Hugh’s hand and apparently Cynric had caught on. “I do apologize. I realize now you were teasing, in your own way, but I was rather too strained to see the humor.”

“Apology accepted, of course. And really, you don’t need to worry about us. I think it’s high time someone found Adrien interesting enough to pursue. The man has damn poor luck when it comes to love.”

That was rather more frank than Hugh had bargained on. It unbent his stance even further and he decided to test the waters. “Julian seems to think my odds of success are good.”

Cynric looked outright pleased by this statement. Anastasia clapped her hands together happily. It made Hugh wonder, truly, how Adrien had found these two. Such total acceptance was rare.

“I think they’re quite good,” Cynric agreed blithely, coming in closer so he could lower his tone to something more confidential and less likely to carry in the cave. “He’d never have let you carry him unless he trusted you. Gaining Adrien’s trust is half the battle, as you’ll find. Sir Hugh, the boys adore you, my friend trusts you, and I’m inclined to think you’ll be a good match for him. In that vein, allow me to give you a tip. Be generous with him.”

Anastasia supported this with a vehement series of nods. “Yes, that’s the best way to secure his affections. Adrien’s been dealt with poorly by most people. He’s used to fighting for things. But if you establish that you’ll be generous with him, that he doesn’t have to pay some price to get your time or affection, he’ll relax his guard utterly. You’ll gain his affections.”

That was perfectly excellent advice and Hugh recognized it for what it was. “Generosity, is it? Thank you. I shall. I’d like to start here, with this case, at least in a financial sense. But in this context, I’m not sure what generous is. Sorceress Sunana, you’ve told me that mithril is valuable. Adrien said the same, but no one’s given me a fixed price for that value. Take a single ingot, for instance. What would be the market value of it? How much should I give Adrien—and the two of you—and it be more than fair?”

“First, you can drop that ‘Sorceress’ business,” Anastasia said. “I think we should be friends. I’m Anastasia or Stacey to you.”

Hugh couldn’t say he was surprised by that offer, but it pleased him nonetheless. “Thank you. Please do reciprocate.”

“I shall, Hugh.” She smiled, dimples forming in a charming manner. “As for the question you’ve asked—just how generous do you want to be with him?”

Hugh arched a brow at her in return. “I wasn’t aware that there should be an upper limit.”

She covered her mouth with a hand, eyes going wide before darting a look at her brother, who seemed equally surprised. Cynric, however, also calculated with a glint in his eyes.

Hugh really had overplayed his hand a bit, but he’d meant every word. If he could have someone like Adrien Danvers as a lover—well, then what was a few thousand stone of mithril as a courting gift?

“I do think we should move somewhere to discuss this properly.” Cynric smiled like a loan shark that scented blood in the water. “This might take a while to settle.”

Yes, Hugh shared that feeling. “Then let’s move outside the caves. I want an answer to this before Adrien wakes up.”

“Oh yes,” Anastasia agreed, already leading the way out. “Otherwise he’ll argue with you. Well, he’s going to argue with you regardless. But do hold your ground, Hugh.”

“I plan to.”
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When Adrien woke the next afternoon, he heard voices floating up the stairs, all of them well known to him. The light from the window slanted so far in that it hit the bed, telling him he’d slept very late indeed. Considering the whole of events yesterday, and the late hour he’d put head to pillow, that didn’t overly surprise him. It did beg the question of how everyone had fared sorting things out. The question burned urgently in his mind as he swung his legs out of the bed.

He took a moment to comb his hair, change out of yesterday’s clothes, and make himself marginally more presentable. As he did, his mind replayed the memory of Quartermain carrying him back, defending him, coaxing him to eat. All of that seemed…well, not out of character, but Adrien couldn’t help but read into the behavior. Quartermain acted as if they were close friends when they’d barely been acquainted a week. Battling rogue sorcerers and sea serpents would forge a deeper bond, no question, but…to that extent?

His heart gave a hopeful pitter-patter and he thumped a reproachful hand over it. Yes, Hugh Quartermain was precisely his type. Charming, intelligent, with excellent character. That did not make the man available. Odds were he wasn’t even interested. Adrien truly had to nix this habit of looking at eligible bachelors as potential lovers. It only led to disappointment.

Shaking the ruminations off, he thumped down the stairs. Both Darby and Captain greeted him at the base of the stairs and he paused long enough to give them pats on the head before continuing. The dogs, of course, followed him.

“There he is, finally.” Anastasia stepped out of the dining room, both hands on her hips, in her native dress as usual, although she’d chosen a more sensible black and red combination today. “Adrien, it’s near noon. Just how badly did you push yourself last night?”

Having no interest in answering that question, he leaned in to brush a kiss against her cheek. “Lovely to see you as well. Is there lunch?”

“MacMallin and I made curry,” she informed him with an expressive roll of the eyes. “And you will answer that question.”

“I really won’t,” he responded with a cheeky wink, heading for the table. Now that he’d gotten close enough, he could smell the rich spices coming out of the kitchen and his stomach gave a petulant rumble. “That smells wonderful. Is it ready?”

“We’re waiting on the rice,” Julian said, coming out with dishes in his hands, setting the table.

Quartermain and Cynric were noticeably absent, and as he sat, he inquired, “Where are the others?”

“The caves,” Anastasia replied, taking a seat next to his. “Cynric informed authorities about the sea serpents. A team is coming in now to dispose of the carcasses properly, then he went to the caves with Sir Hugh. They’re dealing with the fallen rogue sorcerers. I was able to identify them, at least. They’re Chechen Brotherhood.”

“Chechen Brotherhood, really?” Damn, no wonder the design of the barrier had looked familiar. He’d run across it before, at a much younger age. Adrien prayed for patience. He suspected he’d need it before the day was out. The Chechen Brotherhood was famous for its dealings with the criminal underworld, dark magics, and anything that would turn a profit. He detested dealing with them, but their paths unfortunately crossed far too often. “Is there anything they won’t put their grubby little mitts into?”

“Not a thing.” Anastasia shook her head, her long, dark hair swaying gently from side to side. “I don’t believe you killed them all last night. Several appear to have escaped, as we found fourteen beds in one of the rooms and only have nine bodies.”

He’d suspected that was the case already so shrugged. They were likely long gone by now and not his responsibility. He’d report it to authorities and let them chase the Brotherhood down. “What else?”

“There is a literal fortune in mithril in there. I have no idea how it went undetected for this long—it’s not as if this is a remote isle—but there you have it. We’re still finding other branches they hadn’t mined yet. At this point, I estimate there’s nearly two million stone of mithril in the main caves alone.”

Adrien’s jaw dropped. He’d known there was a substantial amount, but… “Two million stone?! You’re pulling my leg.”

“I’m truly not. Quartermain has very generously given both Cynric and I one hundred ingots each for our help in this situation.”

Doing the maths in his head, Adrien spluttered, “That’s five thousand pounds! Anastasia, that’s outrageous. Why would you accept such a sum?”

“Because I’ve agreed to stay and oversee the survey team, then help him organize a mining operation over the next month,” she informed him promptly, expression very satisfied. “I’ll earn every pence. Cynric took his because of a sea serpent, dealing with the aftermath of last night, and healing you.”

Granted, Cynric well deserved such a reward after the dangers of last night. Still, that seemed somewhat outrageous. Did Quartermain not understand just how valuable mithril was to the magical community as a whole? “You told him how expensive mithril is, correct?”

She splayed her hands in an elegant shrug. “Certainly.”

Adrien had no opportunity to press the matter as the front door opened, Quartermain and Cynric entering, stamping dirt off their boots on the rug. When Quartermain spied Adrien at the table, a relieved smile lit up the man’s face. “Finally, you’re awake.”

Stop it, heart. His smile didn’t mean what Adrien hoped. “How observant of you.”

Snorting, Quartermain sidestepped the curious dogs and came to stand in front of him, promptly putting a hand to his forehead like a mother checking a child for a fever. Adrien was so nonplussed by this action that it nearly didn’t occur to him to move away. “No fever, good. You’re perfectly healed?”

“Well, yes,” Adrien confirmed slowly, confused by the man’s actions. People were not hands-on with him. That was not a thing. Even Anastasia and Cynric had limits with him, and they’d known each other since childhood.

“Excellent.” Quartermain took the chair at the head of the table, angling so he could look directly at Adrien. “Cynric and I have been combing through the caves. Seems there’s quite the load of mithril in there. Anastasia and I estimate that we’ve barely scratched the surface in the main caves. She did some sort of seeking spell that indicates there’s much more underground.”

“I estimate only a fifth of the mithril deposit is currently exposed,” Anastasia tacked on. “Mac, I believe the rice should be done by now.”

“It is,” MacMallin called from the kitchen. “I’m serving it up.”

Julian ducked back into the kitchen, supposedly to help, so Adrien stayed seated.

“Have you been caught up on things?” Quartermain inquired, getting a nod in answer. “Good. I settled a fee with Anastasia and Cynric already, but I feel like it’s inadequate for you.”

Since when was Quartermain on such good terms with the siblings? Apparently a great deal had gone on while he’d slept. Adrien lifted both hands to forestall whatever Quartermain had in mind. “Actually, the settlement you put on them is generous even for me. I didn’t do anything extraordinary.”

A soft look in his eyes, Quartermain shook his head, disagreeing. “I wouldn’t know I had mithril in those caves without you. I wouldn’t have been able to get to it before the thieves cleaned me out. I’d be short a workforce because of two sea serpents. That alone demands recompense, Adrien. I’ve already signed to you a ten percent finder’s fee.”

Hearing his given name out of that mouth delighted Adrien. Far too much, truth told. He would’ve lingered in the feeling, basked in it, except the analytical part of his mind did the maths, coming out with a staggering number, and the shock of it turned him stiff and numb. He stared at Quartermain, as unblinking as a basilisk, and wondered if he was possibly still asleep? That would make more sense than this man handing him a minor fortune.

“Did you break him?” Cynric ducked around to wave a hand up and down in front of Adrien’s face. “Lord, I think you did. Adrien? Hello?”

Pulling in a ragged breath, Adrien reminded his lungs they needed air. Breathing was an important, basic biological function. Work, please. Quartermain stared at him steadily, amused by his reaction but not the slightest bit regretful for his generosity. His insane, perfectly incredible generosity. “T-that’s…Anastasia. Check him for a head wound. I thought I’d shielded him properly, but perhaps something got through—”

Quartermain barked out a laugh. “You’re right, he really can’t accept it.”

“Told you,” Anastasia responded smugly. “He’s perfectly sincere, Adrien.”

“I should not have slept in so late. I could have talked you out of this,” Adrien bemoaned, gripping at his forehead, head still spinning. In an attempt to goad Quartermain, because in his experience that’s what friends did, he used his first name. “Hugh, are you daft? You could build another factory with that amount of money!”

“And employ it for about six months,” Quartermain agreed blandly. “I know. Adrien, you went above and beyond the call of duty. Accept the reward gracefully.”

Adrien’s look could have stripped paint from metal. Well, the sarcasm had either failed or Quartermain was using it to banter with him. Either way, that jibe had not succeeded. “No.”

“You have two apprentices to train, you’ll need the money,” Quartermain argued, still amused by his reaction, not at all offended.

“No,” Adrien maintained flatly. “I refuse. Give me the same settlement you did the other two.”

Quartermain placed a forearm against the tabletop and leaned in, expression going stubborn. “No.”

Temper flaring, Adrien snapped out in curt, clipped tones, “Taking what you offer is highway robbery. It’s not anywhere close to our original agreement—”

“Our original agreement didn’t include rescuing a schooner before it could capsize, fighting off a dozen rogue sorcerers, or defeating a sea serpent,” Quartermain argued back, tone level and calm. “Our original agreement didn’t include you nearly getting yourself killed protecting me and mine. Let’s be clear about this, Adrien. My mother is from this isle. I have kin here. You protected all of them with your actions last night.”

Pieces fell into place. Adrien had wondered before what had brought Quartermain here, why the inhabitants seemed to know and trust him. If he was related to half the village, then no wonder they did. It made his reaction understandable but not reasonable.

They fell to glaring at each other, both stubborn, neither of them wanting to change their stance. Everyone froze in place to watch them, Cynric with a half wince of anticipation, waiting for the explosion of Adrien’s temper. The boys hovered off to the side, dishes still in their hands, ready to bolt if necessary.

But Adrien, frustrated as he might be, didn’t want to lose his temper with Quartermain. That would alienate the man, and he’d rather chew off his fingers than do that. He’d just started to really become this man’s friend, and he’d promised to let Hugh into his inner circle. Quartermain might be overdoing it, but his offer was sincere. Even this overly generous reward was in a way a gesture of friendship. He frantically thought, trying to come up with some sort of compromise, something they could both agree to. “One percent. I can live with one percent.”

Anastasia huffed out an astonished breath, and he didn’t need to look her direction to know that she was staring at him incredulously. Adrien rarely compromised like this. Then again, he rarely needed to. Most of the time, people were not generous in their dealings with him. Even his apprentices looked surprised, but they also wore smug expressions, which raised Adrien’s suspicions. Those two knew something he didn’t.

Eyes studying every nuance of his expression, Quartermain didn’t respond immediately. Like the businessman he was, he countered, “I have another job I could use your expertise on. Will you accept the ten percent if I contract you for a second job?”

Adrien hadn’t survived this long by agreeing to things blindly. He’d likely end up going anyway, just because it was Quartermain asking, but that didn’t mean he’d skimp on inquiring about it. “What’s the job?”

“There’s a particular section of Brazil I’d like to get my hands on. They have resources I need. Problem is, I can’t get workers anywhere near the work site. It might be cursed, it might not, but there is something there that’s killing people who get too close. I’ve utterly failed in acquiring any sorcerer worth his salt to go to the area and investigate it for me.” Quartermain quirked a brow at him. “I’ll go with you. I won’t send you in by yourself. Will you consider it?”

A challenge and the promise of Quartermain’s extended company in some place other than England, which was quite possibly Adrien’s least favorite country. The man couldn’t have put a more tempting offer together if he’d tried. “I’ll consider it, but only at five percent.”

“Five to you, five to an account under Julian’s and MacMallin’s names as a trust,” Quartermain instantly countered. “They’ll have access to the funds at eighteen, capital to build a business with.”

Scowling, Adrien stabbed a finger at him. “Dammit, you are deliberately using my weaknesses against me.”

“It’s the art of negotiation,” Quartermain riposted, grinning like the scoundrel he was. Knight of the realm, his arse. “Well?”

Part of Adrien’s pride smarted at being outmaneuvered, but part of him couldn’t help but appreciate that Quartermain’s method of outmaneuvering him was to provide a better future for his boys. There were other ways to win this argument, after all. That he had chosen this method touched Adrien. He found it impossible to be irate with the man. Lips twitching, he thrust out a hand, which Quartermain instantly took, sealing the deal. “You are a prat, Hugh Quartermain.”

“Oh, and you’re a saint in comparison,” Quartermain retorted with a grin. A full-on, lots of bright white teeth, happy-as-a-clam grin.

For a moment, Adrien was proud of himself for letting the man in. It was hard won, that emotional acceptance of another. He wanted to be closer to Quartermain, to trust him, and this moment helped further that along.

That said…Adrien’s stomach did a nosedive. “What did I just agree to?”

“It’ll be fine,” Quartermain assured him, smug beyond bearing. “I won’t let the crocodiles eat you. Just bring lots of that sun-protecting potion of yours, you’ll need it. You don’t mind rainforests, do you? Or Brazilian food?”

“Not at all.” These casual questions should have alarmed him, but they didn’t. Adrien focused on eating lunch, as that seemed by far the safest option at the moment. If he kept his mouth busy with other things, it wouldn’t volunteer him for ridiculous jobs in the middle of foreign rainforests.

Julian settled in the chair across from Adrien, licking his lips hopefully. “Do we get to go too?”

Thinking of curses and the appalling mosquitos in Brazil, Adrien wanted to say no. But the look of excitement on both boys’ faces stopped him cold. To them, Brazil would be a grand adventure and truly, it behooved him to give them experience in foreign climes now. They’d need to know how to travel safely in the future. “Yes, but with the understanding that if things get too out of hand, you’ll go directly to Anastasia’s.”

Both boys punched the air in victory. “Yes.”

For some reason Anastasia glared at him. “Why can’t I just take them from the outset?”

“And risk disappointing them?” he challenged with an arched brow.

Both boys shot her pleading looks.

She rolled her eyes in despair. “Yes, I can see that will not go over well. Fine, fine.”

Adrien ate his admittedly excellent lunch, mind already focused on what still needed to be done here before they could return to his flat. And if he thought of extra tasks, just so he could linger in Quartermain’s house a little longer, that was his own business.
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Hugh used the excuse of ‘tidying up things’ after the case to coax Adrien into lingering. He did not, in fact, have to twist very hard. Adrien seemed eager to stay as well, which rather pleased him, no lie there.

They started their morning on the beach, walking side by side. Ahead of them, Cynric, Julian, MacMallin, and both dogs were walking closer to the shoreline. Why, Hugh couldn’t fathom, as the lingering scent of fake ceto nest was still about and they risked it clinging to them. Anastasia’d had to pop home to deal with some business, but she’d promised to be back later that afternoon to work on the caves some more.

“What are they doing?” he had to ask, his curiosity brimming.

“Training.” Adrien gestured toward them all. “We didn’t get the dogs just because they’re cute, you know.”

Hugh felt comfortable enough to tease and gave him a challenging quirk of the brow. “You sure of that?”

Adrien got a teasing glint in his eyes in return, deadpanning, “Fine, that’s part of the reason. But the other part is entirely practical. A well-trained dog makes for a very useful companion for any magician. Their noses, after all, are incredibly keen, and they can pick up on dangers far ahead of us. If you train them as pups to recognize bad scents—such as ceto nests—they can raise the alarm immediately and help safeguard their person.”

“Ahhh. Makes sense. Any reason you have Cynric doing this?”

“Well, he’s better at training than I am. He speaks dog more fluently than I do, possibly because he’s part canine himself.”

Hugh chortled for a moment. That comment had been pure brother in nature. Half compliment, half insult. “Is that right?”

“Well, why you do think he’s always called to hunt something down? It’s because he can sniff them out. Really, I think he got Captain because he was jealous Julian and MacMallin got a dog. It’s not like he needs one.”

“He’s a fine pup, though.”

“Oh, without a doubt. I’m a bit puzzled why he’s a sable when Darby is a tricolor, considering they’re from the same litter, but I suppose that happens.” Adrien shrugged this off. “At any rate, despite the fact it looks like they’re playing over there, they really are doing something productive.”

Well, they were supposed to be, at any rate. Hugh would bet his eyeteeth some shenanigans were happening as well.

“When do you want to tell MacMallin that you want him as an apprentice?”

Hugh pondered that for a moment. “I wouldn’t mind doing it now. I know he still has to get his maths and such up to speed first, but I think it does no harm in telling him. Truthfully, I’d like to take him on trips with me too.”

Adrien almost paused mid step, head canted in question. “Really? Such as?”

“I have businesses and factories all over, you know, not just in England and Scotland. I’d like to take him with me, introduce him to people, give him some hands-on experience in troubleshooting. Figuring out what’s gone wrong is more about experience than anything else.”

“Huh. I’m not against it, mind, I think that a grand idea. I’ve been, well, not arguing, but trying to persuade him into an engineering field now for some time. And making no headway. But he adores you, so I think if you’re the one offering, he’ll jump at the opportunity.” Adrien nodded, sure on this course. He cupped a hand around his mouth before calling, “MACMALLIN!”

For such a slender man, he could certainly make himself heard. Hugh startled in his own skin for a moment.

MacMallin clearly heard him, turning at the hail. When Adrien gestured him in closer, he came immediately, jogging toward them over the wet sand. Darby and Captain almost followed him—pure herding instinct there; if something was running, must follow—but Cynric called them back and redirected them into the training.

From the looks of him, MacMallin was having a jolly good time this morning. His pants and sleeves were rolled up, damp in spots from water, covered in sand on one side. He looked utterly carefree and happy.

“MacMallin, we’ve news to impart to you.”

That seemed to be his cue. Shifting, Hugh faced MacMallin directly. “Mac, some days ago, I asked your master for permission to take you on as my apprentice. He agreed, provided that you’re interested.”

If he’d taken MacMallin to a sweetshop and told the boy he could have the lot, his delight couldn’t have begun to measure up to the joy he was showing now. “You mean it, sir?” MacMallin demanded, glowing like a second sun.

“I do,” Hugh answered, grinning back at him. “I see your untapped potential. You’ve got the head for it, just not the training. Adrien will need to keep you another year, get your maths and book learning up to snuff, then you can come to study under me.”

MacMallin stalled, hesitating, his expression torn as he looked between the two men.

Well able to guess why, Hugh assured him, “I’m not taking you away from Adrien altogether, rest assured. We’ll see him and Julian often.”

That assured him some, but he still hesitated, drawing his bottom lip between his teeth.

Adrien poked the boy in the shoulder. “Stop that. You know you want this. I won’t hear of you saying no. A genius in the engineering field thinks you should be his apprentice. Don’t even hesitate.”

That seemed to assure him. MacMallin stretched out a hand, and Hugh took it in a firm grip, sealing the deal. “I’ll be the best apprentice ever, sir.”

“You’ll also be my first.” Hugh leaned in to murmur, “And I give you permission to brag about it, lad, so feel free.”

“You bet I will, sir,” MacMallin swore, so full of happiness that he practically bounced in place.

Adrien smiled at them both. “Apply yourself, MacMallin, and you might be able to go to him sooner.”

“I’ll give you an engineer’s draft report,” Hugh offered, still grinning at him. “The day you can read it to me and understand at least half of what it says, I’ll know your reading skills are up to snuff.”

“Done,” MacMallin agreed instantly.

“I’ll teach you myself on the journey,” Hugh promised, his mind considering the logistics. “Help speed matters along. When we travel to Brazil, it’ll take nearly three weeks, and it’s not like there will be much else to do on board ship for days on end at any rate. In the meantime, I might take you with me to various branches and factories, introduce you around.”

“I can’t wait.” MacMallin leaned forward, hesitated, then threw himself in without warning, hugging Hugh tightly around the waist.

Hugh was startled, definitely, but not displeased. There was a great deal of joy and excitement, and hugging his new apprentice seemed a fine way to express that all. He hugged back, the grip firm, smiling down at that tousled head of dark hair. “Thank you, Mac. For agreeing.”

“You’re offering me the chance to do the very thing I feared I’d never get to do,” MacMallin said against his chest. The boy sounded choked with emotion. “I can’t turn that down. Especially not if Master Adrien has agreed.”

“You’d be wasted as a valet.” Adrien said this like he’d said it a dozen times or more. “Your talents and mind belong elsewhere. Never fear, Mac, you’ll see myself and Julian often even when you do shift over to Hugh full time.”

He certainly would if Hugh had anything to say about it.

“Thanks.” MacMallin drew back, too excited to stand still, apparently. He blurted out, “I’ve got to tell Julian and Cynric.”

Whirling, the boy was off like a shot, running toward the others.

“There will be absolutely no living with him after this,” Adrien drawled. The satisfied expression on his face belied the tone. “He’ll break his brain trying to learn everything he needs to.”

“I didn’t realize you had seer powers.”

“Only on occasion.” Adrien winked at him.

This relaxed, teasing Adrien was a new side to the man Hugh hadn’t even suspected existed. It thrilled him right down to his toes. Apparently, Anastasia and Cynric knew their friend very well, as their advice to Hugh had been spot on. Generosity was truly the way to this man’s heart. Or at least, the best way to win his trust. The more generous Hugh was with his time and affection, the more Adrien trusted him. It was a beautiful thing to see.

This moment gave Hugh a very good insight into what it would be like to have a relationship with this man. To have a happy Adrien at his side, with two wonderful young men to raise, and a cute dog. Really, the picture was so perfect, he felt his heart tighten with longing.

Surely it wasn’t outside the realm of possibilities, to have all of this? Hugh chose to believe he could, he just had to figure out how to put them on a more romantic footing. A certain boat ride across the Atlantic should give him enough time. If he played his cards right.

He walked along the beach with Adrien and schemed.
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Julian was thrilled with Mac’s news, of course. He’d suspected something might be happening there, as Master Hugh was very keen on taking Mac different places. He was happy for his friend, to be able to have the kind of training and career he’d always dreamed of.

While Julian celebrated for his friend, he was also not blind to what was happening with Hugh and Adrien. Even as he watched, Master Hugh went ahead of a washed-out area, then turned, offering his hand to help the shorter Adrien over. Who took it without hesitation, smiling up at the man as he did so.

“Oh-hooo,” Julian murmured in delight.

MacMallin joined him, pausing to watch. “Do my eyes deceive me? Are those two flirting?”

“I sincerely hope that’s what I’m seeing.”

Cynric joined in on the other side of Julian, also watching. He let out a low whistle of approval. “Well, well. The man can take advice. Praise be. I have never in my life seen Adrien befriend someone this fast before. If Hugh wasn’t a Scot, I’d say he has the luck of the Irish.”

Personally, Julian couldn’t be more thrilled. For the man who gave him a future, he wanted all the happiness in the world. Right now, he saw the possibility for that, and if today got any better, Julian might just burst from happiness overflow.

Poking an elbow into Mac’s ribs, he teased, “And you thought it’d be hard to find a man good enough for him.”

“Excuse you, you said that.”

“Well, I didn’t know he’d just pop in for a chat the next day, now did I?” Julian rolled his eyes but that grin on his face likely told its own story.

Cynric protested in a rising tone, “Wait, you two were trying to play matchmaker for him?”

Julian turned his head to give the man a speaking look. “Master wouldn’t make a single move on a man if left to his own devices.”

“Eh.” Cynric made a face, nose scrunching up. “Fair point. Anyway, enough ogling them. Let them be cute over there. Hugh needs every chance he can get to flirt. We’ve got dogs to train. Captain! Captain, for the love of god, do not eat the seaweed!”

Julian went back to training Darby and helping clear the last traces of the ceto nest smell from the water as they walked. It meant a lot of steady, fine control of his magic, which was good practice.

He couldn’t help but sneak peeks over his shoulder as he worked, though. Hugh and Adrien walked side by side, so closely their arms brushed against each other. Seeing them, Julian couldn’t help but hope for a new dream. It wouldn’t be too much to wish that all four of them could live in a house together, would it? If he had that, there wouldn’t be anything else he’d wish for in this world.

With a secret smile playing over his mouth, he walked the beach and worked his magic, and for every step he took, he perhaps dreamed a little more.
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Adrien sat in Hugh’s sitting parlor, ostensibly to write out a list of tasks to be done before they could go to Brazil. He had a notebook in his lap, a cuppa at his elbow, and Darby stretched over his feet, sound asleep. With the fire flickering in the hearth and a full company of his favorite people all in the same room, Adrien found himself content. A rare feeling for him, and he basked in it without any guilt.

Cynric sat on the hearth’s rug with Julian, both of them working diligently on new collars. Both pups were growing so quickly the original collars were now tight and in need of an upgrade. Cynric had taken it upon himself to teach Julian the magic of working. Namely, imbuing spells into material—in this case, leather and metal.

Adrien tuned in to their conversation, as they were nearest to him.

“Doesn’t it matter if the stitches are perfectly straight?” Julian eyed his needlework with severe misgiving.

“Not really. I mean, yes, it looks nicer. But as long as you’ve got the right general shape, it should do all right.” Cynric leaned in to tap on one spot. “Just make sure the lines are distinct, that they don’t crowd each other. Otherwise, the spell design gets muddled.”

“What happens then?”

“Explosions.” Cynric deadpanned this in the driest tone possible.

Julian’s eyes flared wide in instant panic. He stared at his dog with severe misgiving carved into every whit of his expression.

Oh, for fuck’s sake… “Cynric, do not scare him like that. On works like these, you can’t make something that volatile.” At least, not by accident. Could be done on purpose, but that was a different story for a different time. “The worst it will do is simply not work at all.”

Cynric stuck his tongue out at him. “Booo. Spoilsport.”

“Do behave, you’re supposedly the adult here. Julian, I’ll review it before we do the spell to enact the design. Don’t fret.”

Appeased and vastly reassured, Julian nodded. He shot Cynric a mistrustful look (which was warranted) before bending back to putting a needle and thread through leather.

Captain, for his part, was lying upon Cynric’s thigh and trying to chew the leather dangling in front of his face. Cynric was constantly pushing his nose out of the way before puppy teeth could find purchase.

MacMallin’s voice ‘oooohing’ off on the other side of the room caught Adrien’s attention, and he turned his head toward the card table closer to the door. Hugh had brought something mechanical in, supposedly to be fixed, but currently it was in a far worse state from what Adrien could see. The whateveritwas—it was past recognition for Adrien—was now in many, many pieces all over the wood surface. Master and future apprentice were bent over it, taking notes on a paper nearby, seriously discussing something between themselves. Adrien could only make out one word in three, but it didn’t matter. He could see from their expressions that both of them were in their element and having a grand time.

He had no doubt that Hugh could have fixed this problem with his eyes closed in five minutes flat. But, being a good teacher, he’d brought MacMallin into it. He’d said yesterday on the beach that experience was the best teacher when learning how to troubleshoot something. He apparently meant to start giving MacMallin that experience now.

Watching them did something funny to Adrien’s heart, like it had grown a size larger in its cavity. He’d always had a good impression of Hugh, from the very first moment, but for every subsequent moment he’d spent with the man, his opinion of him rose another notch. He’d be an amazing father. Hugh Quartermain had that kind of kindness and patience within him, to raise a child in the best manner. That was why, when he’d asked Adrien to have MacMallin for an apprentice, Adrien hadn’t hesitated. This man he could trust.

Adrien couldn’t begin to pinpoint what he’d done to deserve making a friend like Hugh. He also chose not to question the miracle. What he could do now was just try and be the man Hugh deserved as a friend in return.

Anastasia came closer with her own cuppa in hand, settling into the armchair next to his. Her dark brown eyes were observant as she took him in.

“What are you thinking about so deeply over here?”

“Wondering what I’ve done to deserve this moment.” To her, his best confidant, he had no issue being forthright.

For some reason, her smile faltered. “Is this evening so remarkable to you?”

“It is.” Adrien paused, trying to put it into words. Not sure if he had them, despite speaking multiple languages. “I started the beginning of this year rather alone. I kept trying to convince myself it was for the better, that I wasn’t good with people anyway, and having you and Cynric and our mutual friends was enough for me.”

Her expression turned into something big sisterly, an I told you so.

“Yes, yes, you’ve told me for years that I was fooling myself. I was trying to prove you wrong.”

“I’m never wrong.” Anastasia pointedly sipped at her tea.

“That is highly debatable, but in this particular instance, I’ll agree you were right.”

She reeled in her chair in mock shock. “I must buy a lottery ticket. I’d never expected to hear those words out of you in our lifetime.”

“Oh, stop.” He went back to observing his boys on their own pursuits, and even he could feel the soft smile playing about his lips. “I didn’t know. How can you know what you’re missing if you’ve never experienced it? Even when I found them, I didn’t take them in for my own needs. Not at first. I just couldn’t leave them there.”

“I think any decent human being would have acted the same. Or at least, I choose to believe that.”

Considering their state, Adrien had far less faith in humanity, but he chose to not comment. “Now that I’ve had them for three months, I realize I truly needed someone in my life on a daily basis. My days are so much more fulfilling when I have someone to share them with.”

“I know I tease you about taking Julian away from you, but I’d never do it. You’re so much happier with him there. I am a little surprised you agreed to send Mac to Hugh.”

He shrugged at that and waved a hand toward the table. The machine in question had been even further taken apart. If they kept going like this, they might have to trek to the mines in question where the ore was taken. “I couldn’t deny him the chance. And look at those two. Peas in a pod.”

“Truly. Well, if I had to trust anyone with Mac, it would be Hugh. He’s such a gentle giant.” Her lips pursed and she shot him that look again. The one that indicated she was scheming things. “I think he quite fancies you.”

Now that was pure big sister talk, right there. Adrien gave a longsuffering sigh and drank his tea.

“Why don’t you ever believe me when I say things like that?”

“Because you wish for the best for me. It clouds your judgement.”

“I happen to know I’m right in this case,” she insisted, outright frowning now.

“Anastasia. I finally have another male friend that I can be utterly at ease with. Let’s not ruin it by wishing for the moon, shall we? Besides, he’s given me no indication he likes men—”

“He has, in fact, you’re just blind to them.”

Adrien regarded her with blatant disbelief. Suuure he had. “Kindly do not get my hopes up. It’s very mean.”

She sat back with a huff. “This is another ‘I told you so’ moment. I’ll remind you of this later with great glee.”

Drolly, he intoned, “I’m sure you will.”

Having Hugh as a lover was so far outside the realm of possibility, it hurt to even entertain it. Adrien refused to break his heart over the man. No, best to sit here and soak in the simple happiness of this moment.

“Sometimes,” he murmured, mostly to himself, “I forget to take joy.”

“What’s that?” Anastasia focused on him once more.

“I’m so busy providing, protecting, and juggling the day to day, I forget to take joy. I work so hard for that happiness and yet when it arrives, I fail to appreciate it. Silly, isn’t it? Moments like these remind me to take joy.”

“As you should. We all should, really.”

Adrien sat back farther in the seat, utterly at his leisure. He watched Julian fashioning a dog’s collar and learning a charm in the process. MacMallin with a grease streak and a wide smile on his face, tool in hand. Hugh with a matching smile, clearly in his element and relishing it.

He wouldn’t choose to be anywhere else in the world. Nothing was worth trading this for.

The list, he decided, could wait. He’d drink his tea, enjoy the people he loved best, and let all the problems wait until tomorrow. There was time yet to pick them back up again. But this moment was all too fleeting and he’d not let it slip him by.
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After spending a week at Hugh’s, Adrien somewhat reluctantly decided they really had to return to London, if for no other reason than to start their preparations for the trip to Brazil. There had been no further visits from sea serpents, and the danger was well past now that the scent had cleared from the waters. The mining operation was in Anastasia’s capable hands, and even Cynric was already off on another job. Time to go.

Midafternoon they arrived back at the flat without fanfare. The boys quickly took their suitcases to their rooms before MacMallin went back out, wallet in hand, to order something for an early dinner. Julian took Darby for a walk, which the puppy was always happy to do. Adrien let them settle in at their own pace, collecting the post from where it had piled up near the door, absently sorting through it as he moved to his study. He had a few bills that must be paid tomorrow, or they’d be short a telephone and electricity.

Most of the post in his hands were advertisements, flyers for different sales and such, and those he discarded without more than a quick scan. He went through half the pile before he found one of the bills, and underneath it, a letter.

From George.

Slowly, Adrien sank into his study chair, setting everything else aside. He stared at the envelope for a long moment, gathering up courage, then reached for the letter opener on his desk and slit it open. With the letter free of the envelope, he paused again, breath unsteady.

The hardest thing he’d ever done was face his family that night, seven years ago, and confront their accusations. Adrien had already known they wouldn’t forgive him, his nature; he’d known exactly how matters would end. He’d told them the bald truth and had waited for the yelling to begin, seeing who would be his allies. Charlotte was the only one to even try to stand for him. But even knowing beforehand, it had rent his heart asunder when he’d realized that his family’s love for him was conditional.

If they’d ever loved him at all. Some days, he truly wondered.

He’d thought he was content to at least have Charlotte because even if she couldn’t fully accept him, she tried. She at least wanted him happy. But now, facing the possibility that he might be able to have George back too…Adrien felt eighteen all over again, as if he were back in that ostentatious dining room. Hope could be such a terrible thing.

Closing his eyes, he sucked in a breath for courage and forced himself to open the letter.

Adrien,

I’m so relieved to have your letter to me. Words cannot express it. I’ve regretted for years my silence on that day. I’d always suspected your nature but prayed I was wrong, as I knew what the cost would be to you. Instead of ignoring the possibility, I should have spoken to you. I should have braced myself properly so you had at least one ally in the family aside from Charlotte. I utterly regret my actions.

Forgive me, Adrien.

He had to stop as tears blurred his vision, and he slammed a hand over his mouth before a sob could escape. His heart burned in his chest, cheeks wet as the tears spilled over. He stayed like that, half bent, fighting with his emotions for a long moment.

Brushing the pads of his fingers against his eyes, he blinked, clearing the tears. It took another moment to gain control over his emotions, well enough that he felt he could read the rest of the letter without blubbering.

After meeting your apprentice, I did make some inquiries, and I admit I was astonished at the answers. Now, knowing what you’ve said, the situation does make more sense to me. Of course you’d protect the boy, knowing how he is. I still have no objection to him taking the Danvers name. Quite the contrary, if he’s to be as strong a sorcerer as you claim, then all the more reason to adopt him. He’ll need the family connections to make a good career for himself. Naturally, I extend this invitation to his brother as well. Anything of yours, I’ll try to protect. You know this.

I’m not sure if we’ll ever go back to the carefree relationship of our youth, but at least let me see more of you. You’re always welcome during the holidays, all three of you. I insist Julian and MacMallin spend at least a week here during the summers, just as we did, so they can run and play as children should. I know you won’t begrudge them the opportunity to have family.

And let’s be clear about this, Cousin. If ever you find someone for yourself, he too shall be welcome here. I’ve had enough of this nonsense, where you must hide aspects of yourself in order to not offend our sensibilities. All it does is drive you further away from us. I won’t make that mistake a second time.

Ring me, tell me when I can see you, so that I might start all the paperwork for the boys.

George

The letter nearly fell out of his nerveless fingers. Adrien couldn’t have been more astonished. Not only had George not rescinded his offer, not only had he apologized, but he’d extended an invitation to Adrien’s future lover? Whomever that might be?

This wasn’t a forgery, was it?

He threw a few spells at it, but the seal was genuine, and he certainly knew the handwriting well enough. Only George could write cursive at that peculiar, cramped slant. Or had he been drunk while writing it?

Adrien hated to be so suspicious of likely good intentions, but his past history with family did not give him the best of hopes. Part of him believed it to be genuine, but he couldn’t just assume that. But the letter gave him enough confidence to at least try and verify it. Decisively, he reached for the far corner of his desk and lifted the receiver. “Sheffield 431 please.”

The operator dutifully made the connection and it rang through.

“This is the Earl of Danvers’s residence.”

Recognizing that voice, even after seven years, Adrien greeted cautiously, “Hello, Taft. How are you?”

Taken aback, the butler took a long moment before he responded. “Master Adrien?”

“The same.” Adrien held his breath. The butler had been something like an uncle to him as a youth, but he hadn’t seen the man in years.

“Master Adrien, it’s very good to hear your voice,” Taft replied warmly. “How are you?”

“I’m actually quite well. I have two new apprentices, not sure if you’ve heard.”

“Indeed I have. Master George was quite curious about it. I helped him make a few inquiries. He mentioned his intention to adopt them into the family. Have you called to discuss the matter with him?”

“I have. Is he in, by any chance?”

“He is. Just wait one moment, I’ll get him on the line. Master Adrien? Will we see you soon?”

The question brought emotion up to his throat, and he had to clear it to respond. “I believe you will.”

“Excellent. I look forward to it. Just a moment.” A clunk as the receiver was set down on a hard surface.

Adrien really didn’t know what to make of all of this. He’d have thought the servants of the same opinion as their masters, or at least uneasy with him, but Taft was as usual. Had Adrien, scared eighteen-year-old that he’d been, perhaps jumped to some hasty conclusions? Or was Taft simply the exception?

The phone came alive again with George’s voice. “About time you rang me.”

For a moment, he felt like they were in their teens again, as he knew that tone of exasperation well. “I only just got back from my last case, I’ll have you know. I got your letter. Thank you.” The words felt entirely inadequate and he repeated them, slightly huskier than before. “Thank you. I’m glad you reached out as you did.”

“As I said in my letter, I’m sorry it’s taken this long. It meant a great deal to me that you would come for Sebastian, despite everything. I felt like I should try again to make amends. Especially as you’ve rather seemed to have bitten off more than you can comfortably chew. Really, Adrien? Two apprentices at once?”

“What was I to do?” he retorted, grinning now. George was enjoying the chance to rib him immensely. “They’re brothers, they come as a set.”

“I know very well they are not kin by blood, don’t try to hoodwink me,” George retorted with a snort. “Are you really keeping both of them?”

Hesitating, he admitted slowly, “Perhaps not MacMallin, not as an apprentice. Are you acquainted with Sir Hugh Quartermain?”

“Barely. I believe I was introduced to him socially, you know how that goes. I know him better by his reputation, which is that of a man with excellent character and keen intelligence.”

“His reputation matches him perfectly, then. It was actually at his behest that I took this last case. I’ll give you the details of it when I see you. But because of it, he met MacMallin and spent nearly two weeks with the boy. He was very impressed with him and asked permission to take him as an apprentice.”

George gave a soft whistle. “That is not what I expected you to say. Did you agree?”

“Provisionally, yes. I still need to have Mac for another year at least, get his mathematics and reading level up to spec, otherwise Hugh won’t be able to really teach him the engineering trade. But we shook on it, so it’s more or less a set thing.”

“Then am I only doing the paperwork for Julian?”

“No, MacMallin is still mine. And he still needs a surname. It seems cruel to cut him out just because he’ll have another master.”

“I thought you’d say that. Then we’ll bring them both into the family.”

Adrien truly didn’t want to ask, the words reluctant and bitter in his mouth. “George, are you sure about this? The offer is a remarkable one, but my father—”

“Can go hang, as far as I’m concerned. I’m not sure what Charlotte has told you about the family affairs since you’ve left.”

This response startled him. What in the devil had happened to cause a rift between his father and George? They weren’t thick as thieves, but they’d always more or less seen eye to eye. “The basics, usually who’s married, who’s had a child recently, that sort of thing. I only see her about three times a year. Why, what’s happened?”

“You leaving the family signaled the beginning of a rift,” he explained without the slightest inflection of accusation. To George, this was just a recounting of the facts. “After that night, your father tried to put a stranglehold on the rest of us, demanding complete obedience. We didn’t take it well, to put it mildly.”

Adrien could well imagine. His father had always been a cold authoritarian, one who barked out orders and expected immediate obedience without question. That worked on only some members of the family, however, as they had more than a few stubborn personalities in the Danvers clan. George was definitely one of them.

“Be specific.”

“He disapproved of my choice in wife. I told him in no uncertain terms that I blamed him for losing you, that he wasn’t to take the same high hand with me, and if he tried it, I’d cut myself off from him completely. He tried it.”

“Of course he did.” Adrien sighed, well able to imagine this scene. “Although I’m surprised he objected to your wife. Charlotte told me she’s the daughter of a duke.”

“Illegitimate daughter of a duke,” George informed him, a defensive tone in his voice.

Adrien burst out laughing. “You nutter, are you telling me this is a love match? You really disinherited yourself to marry her?”

“Wait until you meet my Emily. Then you’ll understand.”

“I look forward to it.” Adrien meant every word. “She must be an incredible woman to move you so. Well, if you’re not worried about upsetting my father, then by all means let’s push ahead. I do wish to tell the boys about this before we visit. Is next week too soon?”

“Not at all. Why?”

“Well, I have another job lined up in Brazil that I must prepare for. I’d like to have this all squared away so the boys have proper names and passports before we sail.”

“You? Sail? Why not just portal over? You were always popping in and out of doors, scaring the daylights out of all of us.”

“First of all, you are forbidden from using my youth against my adult self,” Adrien warned mock severely.

George chuckled, not at all deterred.

“Secondly, I do enjoy travel, you know. I’m just usually scurrying about from one emergency to another and don’t have the time for it. This situation isn’t particularly pressing, we have time to get there via conventional means. Assuming I can secure passports for the boys. Otherwise, I’ll have to use portals.” Adrien would really rather not. Crossing the ocean would be extremely taxing. With the right amount of mithril, it would be fine to do, but he wasn’t in a hurry with this case.

“Then we best get on this. I’ll call on you next week, say, Monday?”

“I’ll be here.” Adrien hung up the phone, staring at it with considerable bemusement. If someone had told him, even a month ago, that he would reconcile with George, he’d have checked them into the nearest mental institution. Now he had an appointment to talk the next week and honestly looked forward to catching up with the man.

Perhaps his fortune with relationships was changing? Had acquiring Julian and MacMallin somehow turned the tide in his favor? Adrien certainly prayed that was the case, as he detested being alone.

For the first time in years, he felt optimistic about his future. With a smile on his face, he stood, intent on finding his boys to share the news.
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