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Prologue

We’ve all heard the story of the country of Goodwine. Everyone knows of the fair Princess Serenity, renowned for her kind heart and beauty, the perfect heir to the throne. All loved her and looked forward to the day when she would become queen.

At her side, always, was her most faithful knight, Sir Devante Salvino. He was the epitome of what a knight should be, always loyal, strong, his heart never quaking even in the most terrifying of moments. Many a woman (and man) swooned as he passed, for he was as darkly handsome as he was strong.

With the two of them at the helm of Goodwine’s kingdom, the people had nothing to fear. No trouble could possibly befall them, not with the two ready to combat whatever might come.

Or at least, that’s how the story was supposed to go….


One

Devan

Devan didn’t know what he’d done wrong in a previous life to deserve this moment, but it must have been terrible. That he had to resort to this sorcerer, of all people was just…words failed him.

He looked up at the gates and sighed from the depths of his soul. In true keeping with all evil sorcerers in this realm, the castle in front of him was pitch black. Its dark towers jabbed toward the sky like thorns, an ominous promise of pain to any who dared enter. The stretch of land between the iron gates and the front door of the castle was well tended, though—colorful even, with red roses lining the paved road. Rather odd, in his experience. Normally any sorcerer who went with the black aesthetic chose to stick with it, either going with black roses or not planting anything at all.

It had to be a sign of how bad things had gotten for Devan to come to this sorcerer. As bad as his princess was, the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock was worse. Supposedly. If the reports were to be believed, this man had destroyed a contingent of knights and two court mages at the tender age of eighteen without remorse, killed royal knights on sight, and supposedly dined on kittens regularly.

While the former had been confirmed, Devan highly doubted that last part. He hadn’t been able to verify it. He just knew the sorcerer demanded a kitten in order to grant someone an audience.

Aw, damn, he’d failed to get a kitten.

Anyway. Not the point.

The point was, he was here to beg help from a dark sorcerer. Him. First Knight of the Realm. All because his bitch of a princess was once again throwing a tantrum and endangering people’s lives. Princess Serenity’s reputation among her people was that of a kind and benevolent ruler. It took a lot of work in public relations to keep that image intact, too. When her temper flared (which was every other hour) she was entirely cruel and ruthless. Devan had been serving her now for ten years—and by serving he meant mitigating the orders she gave before they could destroy lives. Like now. His entire purpose for being here was to once again undo one of her orders before it slaughtered an entire town.

Maybe he could somehow maneuver the sorcerer into killing the princess while negotiating for favors. Devan tried to feel guilty for the thought. He tried really hard. Mostly failed. Hmm, he’d have to revisit that later.

Right now, his main worry was just getting an audience. He wasn’t in full knight regalia, but was still the First Knight of the Realm, so odds were good Sorcerer Shinawatra would engage him at first sight. He might not even be able to get a word in before fighting for his life.

If he did secure an audience, then he had a second problem. Devan had no kitten, for one thing, and if he got the request through, Sorcerer Shinawatra was highly eccentric; there was no predicting what he’d demand of Devan as a price.

Devan blew out a stressed breath. Worry about one thing at a time.

First task was to get inside the castle. He had to do that before he could start negotiations. The rest, he’d tackle as they came.

Swinging a leg up, he dismounted smoothly from his stallion. The horse blew out a breath, tired after a long journey. Then again, they’d left before dawn this morning and ridden most of the day to reach here. He patted that smooth white neck, apologizing softly.

“Sorry, Dan. I’ll make it up to you later with lots of delicious apples. Just bear with me a little longer.”

The horse side-eyed him. Dan would remember that promise. He always did.

Devan stepped forward, letting the reins stay lax in his hand, and looked at the two creatures guarding the gate. They were little imps, barely waist high on him. Rather typical of their race, with dark grey skin, potbellies, and bulging green eyes in a pointy face. They were better dressed guards than he’d seen from other sorcerers, though. These two had pants, boots, even chain mail and a proper helmet. Their boss was generous.

Or smart enough to properly armor his people.

They eyed him as distrustfully as he eyed them.

“Sir Knight,” the one on the left said in a squeaky voice, “are you here to cause trouble for our master?”

Devan was able to answer this honestly, at least. “No, I’m not. I’m here to talk to him.”

“Oh. Why?”

“Because I need his help.” Oh gods above, did he ever.

The one on the right leaned in and whispered loudly, “I don’t trust that.”

“No, but knights can’t lie,” Left Imp whispered back.

“Sure they can.”

“No, I read it in a book. It’s part of the chivalry code. They can’t lie. And they have to be nice to people.”

Just what book had he been reading…? Devan decided not to ask. It was likely a bad adventure novel. He put on his most charming smile, the gentle one that made people overlook his intimidating size and forget to be wary of him.

“I really need to talk to him. There’s something urgent that needs his magic. I don’t know of anyone else who can do this. Your master is powerful, after all.”

They straightened with abrupt pride and chorused, “Our master is the best!”

Well. That had been the right thing to say. Devan, without remorse, pushed that button again. “I need someone whose magic is unparalleled. Can you think of someone better?”

“No, we can’t!” Again in unison.

“Neither can I. May I enter so I can speak with him?”

Their certainty immediately faded and they fell back to whispering to each other.

“The last adventurer we let in disturbed Master, though.”

“He threatened to cut off our ears if we disturbed him this week. Something about his experiment being delicate. It’s not safe for Sir Knight to enter right now.”

Right Imp asked Devan hopefully, “Can you wait two days and come back?”

“Sadly, no.” Devan studied them both. Not too bright, were they. “Tell you what. I promise to be very quiet when I go in. I’ll just send word that I’m waiting to speak to him. That way, when he’s ready, he can come talk to me. I won’t disturb his experiment.”

They looked relieved. “Oh, well if you’re going to wait,” Left Imp started, already reaching for the gate.

Right Imp nodded in fervent agreement, “And if you’ll be quiet, it should be fine. Come in, Sir Knight.”

Devan really hoped the sorcerer’s magic was more competent than his guards. Otherwise they were all doomed. “Thank you.”

They beamed in pride for the thanks, and really, no. Just no. Devan almost felt guilty as he walked through, Dan trailing behind him. It was just as well he didn’t mean to cause mayhem.

It was something of a long walk all the way to the massive castle doors. Devan was completely unchallenged the entirety of the walk. Didn’t this sorcerer have other employees? Staff, if not minions? Did he use magic to take care of everything? Surely not. The magic it would take to maintain these grounds alone would be insane.

He stopped at the doors (they were all for show, too large and tall to be practical for everyday use) and eyed the many warding insignias carved into the metal. He wasn’t magically trained by any means, but that door promised either dismemberment or a curse just by looking at it wrong. Devan stayed a good two feet away and looked about. So this was the area set as a challenge to the newbie adventurers in the next town, eh? Just the walk in was formidable and held a silent warning of the danger. It would take nerves of steel to enter with bare minimum armor and training, trusting in steel alone to defeat the black sorcerer.

Devan was just desperate and a little crazy. That’s what set him apart from the young idiots who were too naïve to know better.

Shaking his head, he focused on his horse. Devan looked Dan in the eye, pointing a stern finger at him. “Do not eat the roses.”

Dan flicked an ear and pointedly ignored him.

“Dan. Listen to me. If you eat a rose here, you’ll probably become a magical slave, and I’m not bartering anything to get you back out. Are you listening to me? I feel like you’re not listening to me.”

His steed, known for his valor and intelligence, used every muscle in both ears to completely ignore what his owner was saying.

For fuck’s sake…

Devan blew out a breath. Normally, he wouldn’t worry much. His horse’s penchant for eating flowers amused people, and they usually forgave him for it. But for all Devan knew, these flowers were magically enchanted somehow. He didn’t want to walk back out here and find his steed had turned into a purple goat or something.

Well, he had something of a deterrent on hand. He went for his saddlebag and pulled out a feeding sack, with oats and a sliced apple inside. Then he came back around, removing the bridle and slipping the feeder on. Dan snorted in protest until he caught the scent of the apple, then he was magically all interested in this offering. Apples trumped flowers.

After five years together, Devan knew his horse well.

Shaking his head, he gave Dan a pat and turned back to business. He wanted to knock on that black door about as much as he wanted to dance on an anthill, but needs must. Taking his life in his hands was never comfortable, especially with an opponent like this, who could fry him before he could get his sword out of his scabbard. His oaths aside—which said quite clearly he should not be darkening this doorstep—this was a very dangerous thing he was doing. Without backup.

Was this bravery or desperation?

Felt like both to him. Devan squared up his shoulders, lifted his chin, and marched for the door. The side door, that was, not the ornate one. The side door had no obvious magic insignias that would turn him into a toad. He rapped once, then questioned even doing that. Would that sound even be heard?

The door abruptly opened and a kobold stuck his head out. From what Devan could see, he wore the rich, dark green suit of a liveried employee. Maybe a butler? His long, pointed ears were flat to his head, green hat tipped back so he could peer upward.

They regarded each other for a long moment, neither sure what to say.

The kobold’s golden eyes flicked to the gate, narrowed in a squint. “I doubt you took the time to close the gates after spilling blood, so…from what I can see, the guards are still alive and standing.”

“That’s correct.”

“Why, pray tell, are you here at the door? They didn’t challenge you?”

“I promised to stay quiet and not disturb your master until he was free to talk to me.”

The kobold facepalmed. “Those fucking morons. That is not what the master meant.”

Yeah, Devan had figured. He wasn’t about to interrupt an enemy when they were making a mistake, though.

Wait, did they still count as enemies when he was here to make their master an ally?

Devan decided, after a moment, that he didn’t have enough alcohol in his system to properly ponder that question. He set it aside for now.

To the kobold, he explained, “I really am here just to talk to him. I need his help.”

“You are Sir Devante Salvino, the First Knight of Goodwine, are you not?” The kobold regarded him in squinty challenge.

Unfortunately, “I am.”

“Well. The master will want to talk to you just for the entertainment value of hearing what brought you to Grimslock, if nothing else. Follow me. I’ll have your horse taken to the stable and watered while you wait.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.”

He got another doubletake from the kobold for the politeness. It wasn’t questioned, though.

The inside of the castle matched the outside. A lot of black everywhere. Black walls, slate black tiles on the floor, heavy gothic drapes on the windows. It was hella depressing in here. Was there a point to all this black? Devan kept the opinion to himself as he followed his guide through the massive foyer and into a smaller room just to the right. It was a well-appointed parlor with a fire going—appreciated in this chilly spring weather—and the seats for once weren’t black. Dark purple, in fact, and plushy. Devan sank into one with a sigh of relief. After eight hours on horseback, he appreciated the cushioning. Not to mention making it inside alive. Real plus, there.

The kobold regarded him thoughtfully for a moment before asking, “Did you ride straight here from the capital?”

“I did,” Devan admitted tiredly.

“I see. Perhaps some tea is in order?”

Devan thought about the potential risks. Then thought, to hell with it. Trust had to start somewhere. “Please.”

“A moment. I’ll tell the master you’re here, as well.”

“Thank you.”

Sorcerer Shinawatra was eccentric, powerful, and he did things on a whim that made no sense. He was credited for creating The Void, a cavernous hole in the barbarians’ territory that was so deep, no light could penetrate it. For what purpose, no one knew. He was known for being both incredibly kind or remorseless, depending on his mood.

Really, the difference between Princess Serenity and Shinawatra was that he, at least, was merciful. He didn’t kill unnecessarily. The Mayor of Golis had put the adventurers’ town right next to Shinawatra’s castle for that reason alone. Any adventurer starting out came here first to challenge the sorcerer and get experience without the risk of it killing them. That alone spoke volumes.

In fact, the labyrinth Devan had passed coming in was definitely for the wannabes. Had Shinawatra created it to deal with unwanted pests, or had he developed tests for the hopefuls’ sakes? Devan had heard it debated both ways from the adventurers who had come through here and told the tale.

Why the sorcerer put up with them was anyone’s guess, though.

He sat there, warming his hands by the fire, and tried to phrase a good opening in his head. Should he explain the situation first? Or ask for help and then explain? Would it work to treat Shinawatra like he would the princess? Just humor the eccentricities, roll with any absurdities, and focus on getting the task done?

The kobold returned with a tea tray in hand, setting it on the table in front of Devan. It not only held tea but two scones and a rather tasty looking arrangement of sandwiches. Devan’s stomach rumbled longingly.

“How do you take your tea, Sir Knight?”

“Oh, uh, two sugars please.”

“Quite so.”

Devan bemusedly accepted the prepared tea and a plate with both sandwiches and scones, not sure what kind of surreal dream he was having. This was not the reception he thought he’d get. No complaints, though. Much better than dying on the spot.

“Thank you.”

“You’re quite welcome. I sent Eliza up to alert the master you are here. I expect him down momentarily.”

“Thank you.” Devan tried the tea—it was delicious—then consumed one of the scones in two bites. Perfectly sweet and flaky. Well, at least the sorcerer had good cooks.

He was on his second cup of tea when a lithe figure danced through the door—literally pirouetted—and stopped dead just inside. He wasn’t handsome, more cute, with messy black hair framing an oval face, almond-shaped eyes lifting up in a smile. If he was older than thirty, Devan would eat his boots. The smile grew as he took Devan in from head to toe.

This couldn’t be Shinawatra, could it? When one thought of the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock, a gruesome figure striding about in black robes, wielding a magical staff came to mind. Not this endearing man with a charming smile.

Unless he was like Serenity, where the contents didn’t match the cover.

In a light tenor voice Shinawatra said, “There’s a handsome man drinking tea in my parlor. Hans, I have no idea how you managed this, but I require it from now on. Daily.”

Hans the kobold sighed wearily. “Master, this is Sir Devante Salvino. He’s come to speak with you.”

Those dark eyes blinked. “How deliciously unexpected. Sir Salvino, however did you get in?”

“I promised your guards I would be quiet and wait for you to speak with me. They let me through.”

He blinked, expression blank. “They let…you through. Fuck me sideways. Hans, tell me Thing One and Thing Two are not on guard duty together.”

“I fear they are, Master.”

“Fucking hell, whose bright idea was that?! Hans.” He put a dramatic hand to his forehead. “Hans, I have an impending migraine just thinking about what kind of disaster they’d let in. Please do something about that.”

“I already have, Master. I assure you it will be resolved in the next ten minutes or less.”

“Bless you, Hans.” Dramatics over, he skipped to the couch directly across from Devan, all bright eyed and bushy tailed, totally ignoring the ink stain on his fair skin and along the long sleeves of his white shirt. He honestly looked like a child caught mid-play, that’s how disarming his appearance was. “Well. Tell me, what’s brought you here?”

Oh gods. The ‘eccentric’ bit of his reputation was apparently dead on. Alright, confirmed, treat as crazy. If he didn’t take advantage of this moment, no better one would present itself. He was still cautious as he set his tea down on the table. He couldn’t fail here. He absolutely could not.

“Sorcerer Shinawatra—”

“Holy fuckballs, man, you said that correctly!”

Devan blinked. “Is that…unusual?”

“Very much so! I can’t think of anyone, offhand, who managed that on the first try. Wait, say my full name.”

What game was he playing? Devan’s head canted to the side in question, but he decided to humor the man. “Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

He let out a low whistle. “Damn. That was impressive.”

Devan wanted to point out he was court trained and spoke three languages besides. It wasn’t that much of a challenge to pronounce a foreign name, surely?

“Call me Tan, though, everyone does. Sorry, I sidetracked you. What did you want to ask me?”

Gamely, Devan tried again. “I need your help.”

“People normally come to me for that, although I have to admit, you’re not one of my usual clients. First question: Where’s my cat?”

“I do apologize. I didn’t have time to acquire one. This situation is incredibly urgent.”

“You’re deliciously handsome so I forgive you. Second question: Why aren’t you asking a court magician for this?”

“This isn’t something I can request of them.”

“Oooh, how perfectly scandalous. What do you want me to do? Please tell me it’s illegal. You’ll make my day.”

Here went nothing. Devan cleared his throat and concisely said, “I need you to help me move an entire town on the northern border within two days. They’ll die otherwise.”

“Ooooh, I get to kidnap people? And it’s not even my birthday!”

Devan put his foot down firmly, giving the sorcerer the same look he would an unruly page. “I did not say kidnap, I said MOVE.”

Tan flapped a hand at him. “It’s okay, love, I translated for you. Now, it goes without saying for this deal, you owe me big.”

But Tan was willing to do it? Devan blew out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. No matter what the price, he’d pay it. It made his gut clench in an uneasy tremor, as he didn’t know what the personal cost would be, but he couldn’t let hundreds of people die when he could stop it. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself afterwards.

“I knew this wouldn’t come without a price. Name it.”

Tan beamed at him. He looked perfectly sweet and innocent with that expression. His words were not. “You have to sleep with me.”

Devan stared at him, caught so flatfooted he didn’t even know how to respond. Of all the things he wanted, why that? Devan expected some impossible favor, or an insane amount of money not…that.

“All night,” Tan tacked on, that impish smile still stretched from ear to ear.

Devan had to clarify this. He just had to. “You want me to have sex with you?”

“I said sleep, not sex. I mean, if you want to sex me up, so not complaining. But I want you to sleep right next to me. All night.” Tan crossed one leg over another and waited.

Devan finally couldn’t stand it. He didn’t understand this at all and had to demand, “Why the hell would that be your price?”

“Bragging rights, my darling. Well, and I want to prove that you actually trust me.”

Since they were being blunt, Devan assured him flatly, “I trust you as far as I can dropkick you.”

This didn’t deter Tan at all. He laughed, the sound sweet and rich on the ear. “We’ll see, big and sexy. We’ll see.”


Two

Tan

Tan was trying really hard to behave. He put serious effort into it. He didn’t want to scare Devan off on the first meeting. (Tan tended to do that with people, as they were already wary of him to begin with, but take his wacky humor and add that into the mix, and they bolted when they had the chance.)

But, well, behaving had never worked out for him.

Here sat the First Knight of Goodwine, known for his valor and intelligence, oozing sex appeal…and exhaustion. The poor man just looked done in. He was exasperated, too, although clearly trying to bury that and meet Tan with a neutral face. Tan got that reaction from people a lot. He could read it in a blink. Devan was obviously not here on official business. The brown leather coat, padded jerkin, buckskin pants, and white shirt were casual in the extreme. If he’d shown up in full plate metal like he normally wore in parades, Tan would have expected a fight. This attire meant Devan was here entirely on his own.

Whatever this was, it was serious. Serious enough to bring this man to Tan, of all people. Devan wasn’t just the princess’s knight. He was the knight of Goodwine. When people said “the Knight,” this was who they meant. No one had a reputation of stronger valor, courage, or kindness than Devante Salvino. For him to be here spoke volumes on the situation. Tan didn’t underestimate it. He just couldn’t help but take advantage, too. He might have a weeee crush on the knight.

To be fair, anyone breathing probably had a wee crush on him. Devante Salvino had that sort of effect on people. He was supposedly of northern heritage but his amber skin, golden brown eyes, and wiry black hair didn’t match those people. Really, he looked like he was from the coast. Even nearing forty, everything about this man said strength, from the aquiline nose to his sculpted cheekbones and square jaw.

Tan wanted to nibble on his jawline. Just a little nibble. Nibbling never hurt anyone.

Damn, he still looked as good as he did fourteen years ago.

Anyway, he digressed. While Tan was inwardly delighted to have Devan in his home, he could appreciate the position the man was in and try to at least handle it seriously. Tan wanted Devan to be at ease with him, not wary and uptight.

Although he looked remarkably relaxed in Tan’s presence. Was this bravery, exhaustion, or some mix of the two? The man was drinking tea without testing it for poison first. Seriously.

Tan tried to straighten up and be serious. It was hideously uncomfortable but he did his best. “Alright. I’m braced. Which town, why in two days, and who’s my opponent?”

Devan looked relieved to get down to business. “Your opponent is time itself right now. It’s Siset that’s in trouble. The situation is this: The barbarians are coming down from the north again—”

Aw fuck. That never heralded anything good.

“—and of course the town’s front gate guarding the pass caught fire during the winter. They’re still in the process of rebuilding. It’s nowhere near sturdy enough to stop even a fly from passing through. I want to evacuate them, but the princess’s favorite general suggested a bait-and-lure tactic using the townspeople. The army will set fire traps all around the town, lure the barbarians inside, and then ignite it. It’ll burn most of the barbarians—and the townspeople—to death before they can even get through. Our useless king is letting her handle the situation, and I can’t talk sense into anyone. That’s why I’m here.”

That sounded like a really horrific tactic. Tan made a face at the suggestion. But what really caught his attention was Devan himself.

Look at him. Devan seemed like he would rather swallow a sword than say any of this, but here he was, doing it anyway. He hated asking this favor, hated this situation was even happening, but he was still here forcing himself through it. All to save a town of people he likely had never even met.

Tan’s admiration for the man went straight through the roof. “What’s the general’s name?”

Devan blinked. “Oh, it’s, uh, Ardbark Celto.”

“I’ll make sure the man gets pestilent boils on his cock for the next year for his suggestion.”

For just a moment, Devan’s stress fell away, the tension in his shoulders dropping, and he flashed Tan a smile. He was breathtaking when he smiled, his whole face lighting up in a captivating way. Tan may have gone gooey. Damn, if Devan kept smiling at him like that, he’d likely do absolutely insane things.

“Thank you for that. The man deserves it and worse, frankly.”

“Your princess really agreed to this tactic?”

“Unfortunately, she thought it brilliant. I’m normally able to either talk or bribe her out of ideas like this, but for some reason, she wasn’t listening to me this time. I don’t have the time to try different tactics on her until I find the one that works. As I said, the barbarians are likely going to hit in a few days. The fire kits are even now being marched northward, to be prepped in two days.” The stress was back in Devan’s face, his hands tightening until his knuckles shone white against his amber skin. “I don’t know of anyone else powerful enough—or merciful enough—to move so many people in that short amount of time.”

“It’ll take me three trips to manage it, with the right portation spells. Each trip will take a few hours to organize and move. Hopefully. I can’t do it all at once. Weight allowance, you understand.” Tan tapped a thoughtful finger to his lips. “Still, it can be done. We’ll just need to move very, very quickly. How long can you stay before rousing suspicion?”

Devan’s mouth tightened with displeasure. “Because I argued with her, she banished me to my country house for a week. So, another six days.”

“That’ll be to my benefit. I’ll need you to convince people to cooperate with me.” Slapping a hand to his knee, Tan abruptly stood. He loved a challenge, and this one qualified, making him eager to get started. Plus, he got to rub it in the princess’s nose. AND help his sexy knight. Really, it was a win-win-win all around. “Come with me. Move, move, we have no time.”

Devan was out of his chair with alacrity, falling in step with him as they left the parlor. Tan called to Hans as they moved through the foyer. “Hans! We’re kidnapping a town, get the big garden open and ready for people!”

“Move,” Devan corrected again wearily. “I said move. You don’t get to keep them.”

Tan whirled on one heel, putting a hand over his heart in mock protest. “But I like people! Also, possession is nine-tenths of the law, isn’t that how that saying goes?”

Devan wasn’t at all moved by his bullshit. (Which just showed how smart he was.)

“You have to give them back.”

“Noooo, but—but, new toys!”

“You have to give them back, Tan. This is not negotiable.”

“You’re an utter killjoy, I want you to understand this.” Tan shook a finger at him. “Just for that, you have to read me a bedtime story and tuck me in.”

Devan stared at the sorcerer like he’d lost his mind. “You are the oddest man. Don’t you want money for all of this?”

“Eh, money isn’t what motivates me. I like fun things.” Look at him, all relieved to hear this. Also intrigued, like Tan’s answer wasn’t at all expected. Tan tacked on, “Although I am saving up right now to redecorate the castle.”

“You don’t like all the black after all? Then why decorate this way?”

Tan shook a finger at him again. “You are absolutely not allowed to use my goth emo phase against me. I thought it was all the rage when I was a teenager. I just haven’t decided what to do instead.”

“Color,” Devan suggested dryly.

“Oh, you’re a funny, funny man.”

“Thank you, I do try.”

Look at him, getting all comfortable enough to tease. Tan was absurdly happy about that. Granted, Devan had the courage to beard a lion in its own den, hence he’d waltzed right into this place without any backup, but it was one thing to be brave. Another to be comfortable enough to tease in a black sorcerer’s home. Tan’s crazy manner disarmed people that way, made them relax. He did it on purpose for that reason. He loved that his charm was already working its magic on Devan.

Hans appeared from the kitchen, looking frazzled with a cloth in his hands that he was using to wipe them. “Master, how many are we expecting? We don’t have enough food in stock to feed more than a hundred people for this week.”

“Damn. That won’t be enough. We’ll need to send everyone to market and get food in. Enough for—” Tan looked to Devan for the answer. “How big is the town, again?”

“Just shy of eleven hundred people.”

“Oh my, that is a lot.” Tan rethought the whole three-trips thing. It might take four. Especially if people insisted on bringing things with them, which they likely would. Well, he’d get there and plan things out. He had two days.

Which meant he really only had a few hours to pack up the necessary magical supplies and then teleport them both to the town. It would take longer to organize people and get them packed up than it would to actually bring them down here. Tan knew that from experience.

Devan was giving him a look that made it appear he could read minds. “You still sure you can move them all?”

“Yes, I am!” Tan thrust out his chest like a proud peacock. Only to immediately deflate. “It’ll just take me at least one trip more than I had planned on. Alright, follow me, I need to ask questions as we go.”

Devan was right on his heels as they went up the stairs.

“Now, in order, how long do I get to actually keep them?”

“I don’t know. This situation is unprecedented, I can’t give you a timeline. Not a firm one, at least.” Devan kept up admirably, not even winded, as they hit the landing and went up the second flight of stairs. Tan did love a man with stamina. Not to mention all those lovely muscles. “Anywhere between a day to three weeks, at a guess. Depends on how much damage the barbarians or the army does to the town.”

“Are they at all aware of the danger they’re in?”

“They’re the ones who sent up the alarm.”

“Got it. How hard will it be to convince them to cooperate with me?”

“I think not very. Especially with me telling them I’ve hired you.”

“Can’t you say ‘seduce me’? It sounds so much better.”

Devan’s expression went deadpan in the extreme. “With as much disrespect as I can possibly manage—no. It really does not.”

“Spoilsport.” Tan loved that he was playing along like this. The First Knight of the Realm had a sense of humor. Who knew?

“I have to ask, where are we going?”

“To my workroom. Well, really, the storage room off my workroom, to get the ingredients I need. Such major portation spells require quite the working, you know.”

Third floor, finally, and Tan danced through the open doorway, already making a mental list in his head as he went. He was so invested in his own thoughts that he failed to realize Devan had come to a screeching halt at the door.

Turning, he looked at the man in confusion. “What are you waiting on? Come in. It’s perfectly safe in here. It’s next door you need to be concerned about.”

“Next door…is worse?” Devan’s eyes roamed over the area, jaw dropping steadily.

Now, granted, there were books and scrolls and boxes of ingredients everywhere. The shelves had quite given up the ghost some years ago when it came to storing anything extra. Tables were in danger of collapse, they were so highly stacked, and that didn’t account for the random piles on the floor. People had been lost in this room. Quite literally. Tan made sure there was always a walkway through the place, though! He was quite proud of that.

“How,” Devan demanded, tone rising with each word, “do you even begin to find anything in here?”

“Seeking spells,” Tan enunciated slowly and clearly. “Why does everyone ask me that?”

“Now, why do you think they all ask you that, Tan?”

Tan deliberately ignored that question. It was beneath him. He was an all-powerful sorcerer, dammit; he wasn’t spending precious time doing something banal like organizing.

Right then. Ingredients. He found a half-empty crate near the door, banished what was in there—he’d figure out later if it had been important or not—and then started piling things in.

Devan seemed incapable of just standing there and watching. He came forward and grabbed the box, holding it while Tan put vials, paper, chalk, fire starters, six vials of a volatile chemical cocktail he liked to call X-plody, and the like inside. Such a helpful man. Probably why he’d become a knight in the first place.

“What even is all this?” Devan asked curiously.

“When you’re moving things of this size, you have to lay out the portals right,” Tan answered absently. “Very important that your portal sigils match. You lose people otherwise. Or they come through in pieces. Ghastly, that, saw it happen once. He wasn’t a nice man, but still, what a way to go, am I right?”

“I’d rather people not come through like dismembered corpses.”

“Right there with you. Anyway, this wheel with a turn handle is the equivalent to builders’ chalk lines. You familiar with those?”

“I am.”

“Lovely creation. I fell in love the moment I saw it in action. Mine, however, you can’t wipe or smudge away. I can lay down the lines for a sigil and they remain there until I remove them. Along with my line device are the elements I’ll need to do glamour spells—can’t tell you what, trade secret—and do you think we’ll need something for fighting?”

“Tan, I’m just asking, do you normally think aloud?”

“All the time, why?”

Devan just shook his head. There might have been a smile playing around his mouth. “Yes, I think it might come down to a fight. But I hope not. I hope we get everyone out in time.”

“Just in case, then, I’ll pack a few more things that make lovely explosions.”

Staring down into the very full box, Devan looked over the variety of things crammed inside. “So, in this box there is enough to transport a town, create massive glamours, and fight off invaders? Just in one box? Tan, you’re terrifying.”

Tan patted Devan on the cheek, beaming up at him. “You can sweet-talk me later, handsome. For now, let’s go ride to the rescue, shall we?”


Three

Devan

Mayor Wynn had the look of a man who hadn’t slept in several days. At least. A younger man would have buckled under the stress of the situation, so it was no wonder the wrinkles in his face aged him to the point that he looked eligible for a grave. The bags under his eyes had bags, his clothes were wrinkled to hell and back, and his hand was fused to a coffee cup. The man was on the verge of collapse.

Still, he listened patiently to Devan as they sat in his tiny office, hearing out every word. When Devan stilled, he sighed long and loud, eyes falling to a piece of paper on his desk.

“Only last night, I received this letter from her royal highness. In it, she commanded that we sacrifice our lives for the safety of the country. I read that letter three times, convinced I had read it wrong. How could she abandon us like this? It was so cold, those words, as if she didn’t care if we died or not. I couldn’t…tell anyone else about this. They’ve all been so worried about what to do. Of how help could arrive in time. I couldn’t look at my daughters, my grandchildren, and tell them to die for a noble cause. How could any father or grandfather do that?”

Devan swallowed hard. He had no words for this man. Indeed, how could anyone ask that? He wasn’t surprised Serenity had said it, though. It was on par for Princess Bitch.

“But you.” Wynn’s eyes came back up to meet his, and there were tears standing there. “You’re going against her direct order to save us. You’ve come with a solution. Thank you, Sir Salvino. You have no idea how grateful I am to you. This sorcerer—I’m sorry, your name is Tan?”

Tan beamed at him. “That’s me.”

Devan had deliberately introduced him that way. Most people only knew his title, the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock. Few knew his actual name. Devan didn’t want to borrow trouble by asking these already exhausted, terrified people to trust in a black sorcerer. It was easier to just pretend he’d found a freelancer and hired him to help.

“Sorcerer Tan, thank you so much for coming. For being willing to help. I know this will cost a great deal. Whatever we can do to repay you—”

Tan waved this off. “Already paid in full. Don’t worry about that.”

Now that Devan was surprised by. Tan could very well ask for payment here, too, and be well within his rights. That he didn’t made Devan think better of him.

What do you know, the man really did have a kind streak in him.

With a clap of his hands, Tan directed, “Now, we have no time, and we need to move fast. First, show me a wide-open place where I can set up a portation sigil. I need it to be at least a hundred paces in diameter.”

Wynn’s thin brows furrowed as he thought. “The fairegrounds right outside town have that kind of space to them.”

“Splendid! I’ll set up there. Now, a few things to tell people as you get them organized. First, they’re not to worry about food or anything; there’s tents and guaranteed meals where they’re going. Tell them to pack necessities. Clothes, medicines, any heirlooms they don’t want destroyed. There’s a weight limit. Whatever they can’t carry must be left behind. I’ll be sorely taxed just getting everyone out in two days. I’d like to get the first group out tonight if at all possible.”

Wynn nodded firmly. “I’ll pass along those instructions. Where are they going?”

“My house. Tell them not to be alarmed by all the black, alright? I had a goth emo phase for two years, I’m not proud, don’t hold it against me. I’ve got a very large garden in the back that has lodging for people. They’ll be perfectly safe there while Sir Salvino and I deal with the barbarians here.”

“Thank you, Sorcerer Tan, that relieves my mind. I’ll orchestrate things immediately. My secretary will show you where the fairegrounds are so you can get started.”

“Perfect!” Tan turned and abruptly caught Devan’s hand, pressing it to his chest with large, soulful eyes.

Devan just watched him, waiting for it. That expression was pure mischief. He was almost distracted from the impish laughter dancing in Tan’s eyes just because of how close he was standing. It had been a while since an attractive man had stood so close to him.

“My darling, don’t worry, I’ll be back in your arms soon. Don’t be sad by our brief separation.”

How, exactly, was this man so completely incorrigible? Devan riposted in the driest tone he could manage, “I promise not to pine for you too much.”

Tan beamed at him. “Good. I’m off. I should be ready for the first group in about three hours, give or take a cup of coffee. That is a hint. Bring me coffee when you come. Mayor, I won’t portal a group out unless there’s at least three hundred people, so be quick!”

Then, like the whirling dervish he was, Tan was out the door and calling for the secretary as he moved.

Wynn pointed after him. “Does he normally move that fast?”

“Who knows?” Devan suspected the only time Tan was still was when dead asleep. Maybe not even then. It’s not like Devan knew how the man slept.

Although he’d soon learn, according to the terms of their agreement. Devan still wasn’t sure what to think of that. He also had no time to dwell on it. He had to help organize an entire town to move within forty-eight hours.

If he phrased it like forty-eight hours instead of two days, it felt like he had more time. Less anxiety inducing that way. Was it a lie? Absolutely, but Devan lied to himself on a regular basis. It promoted what sanity he still had left to stay with him.

The next three hours were both stressful and repetitive. He went up and down the streets, calling out to people, knocking on doors, repeating the same thing.

The barbarians were coming. No, the princess wasn’t sending an army to save them. They had to portal out. A portal was waiting at the fairegrounds to take them away. When it was safe, they’d be brought back.

Devan kept his tone gentle, his expression as sincere as he could manage it. He repeated the words so often that he had no doubt he could say them in his sleep. It was imperative that he got people to move, and quickly. This first round of people to go was whoever was fast in packing. But the second, third, and fourth rounds would need to be more organized. It would be chaos otherwise and detrimental in the extreme.

What was insane about this whole situation was him putting so much trust in Tan. He barely knew the man outside of very interesting reports and yet he was entrusting eleven hundred lives into his care. What that said about Devan’s sanity and desperation, he didn’t care to examine closely.

He didn’t forget his orders and managed a cup of coffee from a bakery already closed, plus a scone, and carried them to the fairegrounds. As he went, he led at least fifty people behind him, rather feeling like the pied piper, but at least they were going to a good place. And not being drowned in a river.

The fairegrounds were quite likely the only flat ground in this mountainous region. It had been carved out of the bedrock itself, the steep sides a silent testament to the effort that went into it. They weren’t as large as most fairegrounds, understandably, but still large enough for all of the livestock, shows, and such. In the middle of this was Tan.

And quite likely the largest drawn portation sigil Devan had ever laid eyes on.

It actually stopped him in his tracks for a moment as he took it in because even the castle’s portal sigil was half the size of this one, and it was supposedly the largest one in Goodwine.

Devan had known, intellectually, how powerful Tan was. He’d gone to the man for a reason, after all. If you listened to the rumors, Tan had defeated vampires and selkies, tamed unicorns, and battled a tengu in midair. If you read the actual reports Devan had on the man, at least half of that was true. No one claimed Tan was mediocre, nor suggested other sorcerers were more powerful.

Still. Seeing the evidence in front of his eyes was something else entirely. Devan had used portation spells before, of course; the court sorcerers had them all over the place. They were meant to hold four, maybe five people in chain mail armor. He’d thought Tan’s joke about this taking only four trips to empty out the town was just that—a joke.

The sigil was large enough it really could hold three hundred people with baggage. Maybe a touch more.

A funny feeling flittered through his chest. All Tan wanted in return for this insane undertaking was sharing a bed for a night with Devan? Out of all the things he could have asked for, it was just that? Tan was more powerful than all of the court sorcerers combined. Surely he had something else he could have demanded from Devan.

Surely there was some other agenda here. Devan just hadn’t figured it out yet.

Tan knelt on the ground, both hands right in the dirt, a furrow of concentration on his face. Without that prankster’s manner, Devan could finally focus on him long enough to see what he truly looked like. He wasn’t tall, rather on the shorter side, and whip thin. Even the poet’s shirt couldn’t disguise that. When he focused like this, he no longer looked adorably cute, but instead looked the part of a serious sorcerer. He was entirely focused here, more serious than Devan had thought him capable.

It intrigued Devan, this focus. For all the oddities of his reputation, when lives were on the line, Tan put his best effort forward. In that, it seemed, they were stunningly alike. How odd. Devan never expected to see this trait in someone he supposedly had to guard against.

Tan looked up, a smile lighting up his face, immediately spoiling the impression. “Devan! You darling man, you not only brought me coffee but a snack?” He blew kisses with a hand. “Come here, let me have your babies.”

Their onlookers did a double take at this conversation. Devan just rolled with it. The banter lightened the mood and, besides, he was used to rolling with the absurdity. It was another tactic to preserve his sanity.

“I brought you coffee and a snack, yes. I also brought more people. Now, how close are you to being ready?”

“I just need more people. Spellwork is done.” Tan hopped up lightly to his feet, taking both offerings before inhaling half the cup. He swallowed then sighed, expression blissful. “Now. Now I can function. Do a headcount for me? I lost track of who all’s here.”

“Okay.”

“I would say look sexy doing it, but you do that while standing around breathing, so….”

Devan looked to the heavens, silently asking why Tan was like this. Did the gods forget to give him serious genes? Was that it? He’d been so focused a second ago, too. “Tan.”

“Right here.” Tan straightened to mock attention.

“Can you work without flirting with me?”

“Well, you’d have to be less lovely first. Work on that, will you? My fragile willpower can only take so much.”

Yeah, Devan was going to give that up for a lost cause. It’s fine, all he had to do was put up with this for another two, three days. He could endure it. He’d put up with worse. It’s not like he minded the flirting, per se, he just didn’t know how to emotionally respond to it. He also didn’t have the emotional capacity to deal with it. There was too much else to do that demanded his attention first.

He shook his head and went through the people, getting a headcount, wrapping all the way around the sigil. No one dared step inside it, so they were bunched around the edges. As a precaution, he came back through them again, double-checking the number, and gained five as a result. Hopefully the second number was accurate.

Devan came back to Tan and reported, “Three hundred and twenty-four.”

“Lovely. I can speed off with this group, unless you think more are coming.”

Devan turned, eyeing the street. It sloped up, obscuring his view, but he could see more people coming. “I say, give it another half hour? Then go. I’ll round up the next lot.”

“Ahhh…not enough time to do two groups.” Tan pointed to the sky. “Portation spells at night are risky enough, but at this size? They’re powered by sunlight, you see. I don’t dare do a large group in failing sunlight.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize that.” Devan mentally reevaluated the logistics of this. “Alright, then wait a half hour? And take everyone you can. Tonight I’ll organize the rest of the town so we have a group waiting here after breakfast.”

“Good, that’s a better plan.” Tan finished off his scone, then his coffee, and patted his belly. “Now I’m a happy man. Wait, where are you going?”

Devan eyed him in exasperation. Now what did he want? “I’m going to organize more people. As I said.”

“Without a kiss bye first?” Tan objected in true hurt.

He was getting far too much enjoyment out of this. “Since when are we a couple and I have to give you kisses?”

Tan’s mouth dropped into a pout that was legendary. Odes could be used to describe that pout. His bottom lip quivered. Even a stone statue would be moved. “I work better with proper motivation.”

Tan was, one hundred percent, messing with him. Devan knew this. They both knew this. Hell, everyone watching knew this. Devan was torn between hitting him and just walking away.

For some reason he couldn’t explain, he instead leaned forward and smacked a kiss on top of that silky black hair.

Tan blinked up at him in utter shock.

Devan held out both hands. “Give me the plate and cup back, I’ll return them.”

Tan dumbly handed them over, eyes still wide.

Ha, finally struck him speechless. Devan grinned as he took the plate and cup, walking away. Not that he expected it to last long, but a quiet Tan was sure a novelty.

“Aw, damn,” Tan cursed.

As expected, it hadn’t lasted long.

“I should have demanded a kiss on the lips. Devan! Wait, come back, do-over! I want a do-over!”

Now that, Devan was definitely ignoring.


Four

Tan

Organizing an entire town to vacate took a lot of work. Tan moved the first group to his home, then had to spend a good hour reassuring people that, yes, the First Knight of Goodwine had bartered for his aid and they were now safe, no worries, please ignore all the black, he just went through an emo phase.

Frankly, if it had been any other knight, Tan doubted people would have believed him. Devan’s reputation was something else.

With the first group settled, he had to wait until the next morning to go back to Siset. No portation spells at night—too risky. He spent a good hour cleaning up his bedroom in anticipation for when Devan slept over. It wasn’t that his bedroom was uninhabitable, per se. On a level of one to pigsty, it was maybe at a whirling dervish level? He could still find the bed, after all.

Banishing spells came in handy in moments like these.

He got a good night’s sleep and put on his sexy outfit the next day—the red shirt and black pants that fit him flatteringly. His black jacket flared around the hips and kept him both stylish and comfortable. He did take a second to pack more spell ingredients, just in case the town was attacked while he tried to get people out, but as soon as there was enough daylight to move, he portaled right back.

Devan had not been idle overnight. He had two groups lined up, waiting on Tan’s arrival. Tan barely had the time to put down his box of supplies and tease Devan for the panda eyes before he whisked the next group away.

He’d never, ever admit to anyone that doing this much portaling took it out of him. He was powerful, yes, but not invincible. You could eventually tax him to the magical breaking point. He hoped that with all the ingredients he’d added to the spell—plus the strong sunlight—he could offset the drain. Still…he’d have to eat a lot and sleep in tomorrow to compensate.

Tan paused between groups to swipe a large mug of coffee before portaling back to the town. Devan waited at the fairegrounds, speaking in that calm manner he had. For a moment, Tan just watched him. Devan had the massive build most knights did—broad in shoulder, powerful legs, with biceps that could probably crush boulders. Seeing him speak in a soft, gentle tone was such a dichotomy. Yet it was probably why he was so popular—the man was a gentle giant. He knew how to adjust his speech and tone to match the person he faced. It was such an unusual skill in a warrior.

Sexy as hell, too.

Look, Tan wasn’t the only one in this kingdom crushing on the man. He just so happened to be the one who could capitalize on the moment, was all. Did this crush of his have any future whatsoever? No. Would he at least get cuddles out of it? Hell yes.

It made him a little sad, though. It’s not that Tan wished he was known as a ‘good’ sorcerer—they were only labelled as such because they went along with that overbearing princess—but there were moments he felt the cost of his reputation. Like now.

Shaking the mood off, he pinned a smile on his face and approached Devan. “Coffee?”

“Gods, yes,” Devan grunted and promptly took it before draining half the mug.

“Coffee delivery means I get hand massages later,” Tan tacked on brightly.

Devan eyed him sideways, evaluating. Then drained the rest of the mug.

Too tired to care, huh? Tan was really holding him to that, though.

“Third group?” Devan prompted.

“Yuppers. Is everyone else ready to go?”

“Fourth group is forming up in the street leading to here. They’ll be ready when you are. They’re mostly formed of the town guard, and they’re keeping watch on the pass, just in case.”

“Perfection. Alright, I’ll take the third group on.” Tan held out a hand and wiggled his fingers. “If you give that back to me, I’ll bring a refill.”

Devan promptly handed it over.

Did Tan mention how lovely it was that Devan didn’t even hesitate to take food from him? Did he even suspect Tan might have put something in the coffee? Most knights wouldn’t even approach Tan without serious magical shields up and here this man just ate with him like it was nothing at all. Tan had no idea why the man trusted him so much but, damn, was he going to revel in the moment.

He took the next group over, settled them in with Hans as much as he could without getting bogged down, refilled the coffee mug for Devan, and portaled back. With so much weight in tow, the portation was slower, and each trip took a good hour to complete. Not to mention the off-loading upon arrival as people oriented themselves and figured out where to go. The second and third group went just as easily as the first, maybe even easier, as the townspeople that had come in the night before welcomed them with assurances and open arms. It was fine here, they had plenty to eat, the tents were nice, plenty of clean water to bathe and drink. And the gardens were gorgeous and magical, come see without worries. That was the message his servants met them with. The small legion of friendly cats demanding pets also rather broke the ice nicely.

Tan left them to it, as he had bigger fish to fry. Frankly, getting that fourth group out before all hell broke loose. Either by barbarians or army, either way, it would be bad.

He went back, staggering a moment as he landed. Shit, he really was getting tired. No help for it, though. He still had one group left before he could call this day quits. Damn, when had it turned to midafternoon? Had he really been shuffling people around for six hours?

No wonder he was feeling it.

Tan tried to shake the weariness off as he got his bearings. Hmm. Why were the fairegrounds empty? Shouldn’t the last group be lined up and waiting for him?

This did not bode well.

Concern rising, he walked up the hill and toward the remains of the main gate of the town, still not seeing anyone. It looked and felt like a ghost town, with the doors and windows shut and not a sound to be heard. Wait, he took that last part back. He could hear horns in the far distance, a sound that echoed down the canyon, so faint as to barely be heard. Horns did not promise good things. Horns actually promised bad things.

Shit. And today had been going so well, too.

Tan put some pep in his step. He shook off his fatigue as much as he could, pulling his battle face on. Of course these bastards would come after he’d exhausted most of his magical reserve. Tan’s luck normally ran that good. He really had to get an understanding of this situation sooner rather than later. Was the barbarian army already here? Devan had said a few days, but had they made better time than anticipated?

The main gate for the town was nothing more than a skeleton of timbers. They’d framed it out after the fire that devastated it but hadn’t gotten far in the construction. Tan found all the city guard—some hundred or so men and women—standing just outside the frame of it, all staring with grim faces toward the northern canyon pass. Nothing in sight yet, but even Tan could tell that was a matter of time. He could hear the thud of the boots, the stamp of the horses’ hooves, numbering at least in the hundreds if not the thousands. The sound of it echoed and carried toward him in a distant cacophony.

Devan turned from his spot in the middle of the road and spied him coming up. “Tan. Ready for the last group?”

“I am, so why aren’t you all at the fairegrounds?”

“Group of barbarian scouts attacked here. We fended them off and killed them rather than have them chase us to the fairegrounds.”

Ah. Smart decision. Now that Tan was closer, he could see the bodies littering the middle of the road. Scouting party of thirty or so, it looked like. Tan had no mercy for them, nor sympathy to spare.

The guard nearest to him, a thickset woman with greying hair, turned and asked plaintively, “Sorcerer, can’t you put up a ward around the town or something? They’ll ravage and burn this place to the ground.”

And leave nothing to come back to. Tan saw her point but objected, “In…what, an hour or less? With no prep? You ask the impossible, fair lady. Wards of that size would take a full week of prep at the very least.”

Her face fell and she nodded in understanding. “It’s good enough to save the people. Thank you for that. I thought I should ask.”

“I would if I could, I promise you.” Tan meant every word. He remembered all too well what true poverty was like. To literally have nothing to your name. He’d only wish that upon his worst enemy. “I could glamour the front here, so it looks like the walls were rebuilt, but…I mean, it would just be a front. They’d pass through it easily and it wouldn’t do much more than buy you a few hours.”

Devan went still, as if a thought had struck, and he turned to look at Tan with this expression, as if Tan had said something truly interesting.

Why was he getting this look? Tan eyed him back, not sure what would come out of his mouth next.

“How long would it take for you to create the glamour?”

“Uh…maybe thirty minutes?”

“How long could you hold it?”

“Days, if I anchor it. Okay, I have to ask, seriously. Why?”

“I have a thought.” Devan turned and addressed the guard, “Guards of Siset, hear me! I have an idea of how to bluff the enemy and turn them back. I can’t guarantee its success and it might end with us running for the fairegrounds. Will you try it?”

An older man with a captain’s stripes on his coat’s sleeve turned to Devan with interest. “What’s the bluff?”

“We have Sorcerer Tan put up a glamour to make it look as if the walls were rebuilt and stronger than ever. The glamour will show the gates fully open, with braziers lit along the top. We’ll stay out of sight completely, not even a shadow of a head to be seen.”

Tan almost objected—his mouth was open with words poised to spill—when he thought about it. If he were marching on an enemy’s stronghold and saw gates open, lights lit, but couldn’t begin to get a head count on his enemy, it would certainly hint that a very strong ambush was lying in wait for him. He’d second, triple, and probably quadruple the wisdom of not advancing any further.

Oh. Oh, now that was genius. Tan likey.

The captain apparently did too, as he lit up with a slow smile. “Damn, I’d sure like to try it. We’ve got precious little to lose if it doesn’t work, and everything to gain if it does. Sorcerer Tan, can I ask one more boon from you?”

Tan admitted frankly, “I’m actually very curious if this will work or not. I’m game to try. Help me with the prep?”

“Absolutely, whatever you need.”

“First, I left a box of supplies at the fairegrounds. I need it.”

The woman who had asked him for help promptly turned on a heel and ran for the fairegrounds—at a very impressive clip, too. Tan admired those with physical stamina. He had none.

“Second, describe to me precisely how this thing should look? Where all should it touch, how deep should it be. I need good dimensions.”

Tan listened carefully to the answers, but he did make note of Devan’s expression as he walked along with the captain. The knight looked a little concerned, his brows furrowed with a frown, and it seemed more centered on Tan than the approaching barbarians. Was he worried Tan would add yet another demand from him for this service? Or was he worried his virtue might be in danger if Tan actually saved the town?

In order:

Tan would, in fact, demand more things.

Devan should be worried.

If Tan had his say, the knight’s virtue was in mortal peril.

That was only if this glamour worked, though. Tan mentally gave his head a light slap. Focus. Focus on here and now. Possible sexy times could happen later.

The guard came back with his box and with some very enthusiastic help, Tan got the lines for the glamour drawn. He didn’t actually need them to work the magic, but it was a more credible glamour if his walls were straight. Details. It was all in the details.

In the interest of conserving magical power, he cast the outline of the walls first, a transparent overlay in the air that glimmered in the afternoon light, just to see if he had it right. The captain suggested a few changes, which Tan implemented, and they were so minor it took barely more than a thought and a spoken word. Satisfied, with everyone’s approval, Tan added a second layer to the spell and gave it solidity. Good, it looked solid enough to break a man’s hand if he was stupid enough to punch it.

Now for the finishing touch.

Tan raised his hands once more—not that he needed to, but he did enjoy the theatrics—and cast the more intricate spell. It took a solid two minutes to outline the precise details but it fortunately didn’t take much power. Just a lot of thought and instruction. Good, that should do it.

Devan stood at his elbow, watching silently, until he finished. Only then did he ask softly, “What did you do? It looks more…realistic? I’ve never seen a glamour like this before.”

Tan shook a finger at him. “No, no, it’s not what you’re seeing. It’s your other senses that I’ve tapped into. That’s the mistake a lot of magicians make with their glamours. They only focus on the appearance. Mine, you can scent them. Taste them, to a degree. Take a deep breath—what do you smell?”

Doing so, Devan held the breath for a moment, as if he were analyzing, before sucking in another. “Stone. The coldness of stone, fresh mortar? Smoke, from the brazier fires. Freshly cut wood…from the gates?”

“Very good,” Tan approved. “See? If this was new construction, it would have those smells. I’m sure the barbarians knew the area here had burned down, hence they chose to march on it. It would only make sense for them to smell the efforts of new construction once they arrive on scene. It will sell the story.”

“I also hear…things? Like the subtle sound of people moving about but trying to be quiet about it.”

“Makes sense if people were lying about in wait to ambush, right?”

“This will probably cost me dearly, but…” Was that a smile playing around Devan’s mouth? “I’m glad I went to you. This situation really required someone of your intelligence and skills.”

Tan put a hand to his chest and mock-reeled. “Darling, please, these compliments are going straight to my head!”

Devan gave him a playful shove on the shoulder. “Stop. You’re ridiculous.”

Tan tried to remember the last time a man had done something like this—teased him—and came up blank. Before Devan, no one had dared. His reputation had scared people off. No one thought, oh let’s go tease the Black Sorcerer, that sounds like fun. They were more interested in beheading him and dragging his corpse back for the bounty. Only Devan was odd enough to play along with his twisted sense of humor instead.

Tan decided, in that moment, that Devan’s fate was sealed. He was keeping him. Devan was now his person. There would be no escape.

That playful moment passed and Devan was all business again. “I have no idea if we can defeat them, so if this goes wrong, run for the fairegrounds. Tan will portal us out. Understood? Good. Alright, everyone inside. Remember, don’t peek, don’t show yourselves. We have to be completely invisible for this to work. Captain, you’ve got drums?”

“Sure, we drum out signals to each other all the time here.”

“Man them. We’ll need a steady drum as they approach. We’ll silence the drummers the minute they’re fully past that curve.”

Oooh, now that was a good layer to add on. Make it obvious people were here, the town wasn’t abandoned, and the drums were a good way to ‘pace’ the approach. Like soldiers were waiting for the drums to signal an attack.

His knight was just so clever. Tan beamed with pride.

No, Devan didn’t know he was his yet. Baby steps.

They all scrambled into position. Tan chose a nice perch just on top of a balcony, with a chair and everything. He settled there, cast a low-level scrying spell that hovered just in front of his eyes, and watched the canyon. Any minute now, the barbarians would arrive.

Any minute.

Annnny minute.

He called down to Devan, who stood in the street just under his balcony. “Can’t they march any faster? I’m aging, here.”

Devan glanced up at him. “You don’t have a lot of patience, do you?”

“I reserve my patience for necessary things. Barbarian armies don’t get it.”

“I see.”

“Aren’t you curious about what my necessary things are?”

“Not the least bit curious.”

“It’s mostly sexy things,” Tan volunteered.

“Again, not the least bit curious.”

“Maybe not now, but you will be.”

Devan tilted his head to give him that cocked eyebrow and penetrating stare that said he was trying to be patient with Tan’s shenanigans. Largely failing, too.

Tan beamed down at him. Why was this man so fun to tease?

It was a rhetorical question. Tan didn’t actually care why. Devan was, so Tan would. Simple equation.

Now if this damn barbarian army could put some pep in their steps? Tan had other things to do. A man to sex up. Priorities to deal with.


Five

Devan

Devan lurked just out of view of the ‘open gates’ and watched as the barbarian army marched toward them. The midday sun blinded his eyes so he had to shield them with one hand as he studied their approach. He could see them go from double time to half, then quarter time as they slowed their pace even further. Their scouting party not returning had likely made them cautious, hence the slower approach. They weren’t marching in neat rows, not like his own countrymen would move. Some were mounted, some were not, moving like a flock of birds toward a destination.

They did not like the look of that open gate, that was for certain. They eyed it warily, not sure what to make of it, and clearly fearing an ambush. Good. Let ’em.

Devan didn’t think this plan would entirely work. He hoped and prayed it did, but it hinged on a number of factors. First, how determined the barbarians were in raiding the town and pushing further south. Second, how much they bought the ruse. They were a fearless people that enjoyed war and looting, so it would take something more significant than the loss of some soldiers to deter them. They’d suffered severe losses at this town before and failed to get past it. That memory should be in the forefront of their minds right now.

But those previous times, the Goodwine army had been here to battle them back in a strong show of force. It was not in evidence today. That was the weak point of Devan’s plan.

He held his breath and prayed for a miracle.

As predetermined, the drums stopped as soon as the bulk of the army was in sight. That unnerved them, too. Devan eyed their body language, not able to tell if this was working or not. He had a bad feeling it wasn’t.

Shit. Come on, just turn back….

Not happening. With a war cry, those mounted lifted their weapons high in the air above their heads and charged.

Fucking hell, why— Even as Devan cursed the situation soundly in his head, he readied the crossbow in his hands. Tan had enchanted it and every other crossbow in the guardsmen’s hands, giving them a boost, each bolt now more powerful and accurate than before. Devan used it now with unerring accuracy, taking down one of the front riders. Its boost unseated the rider closest to her in a concussive blast of air.

Well, now. Devan might need to keep this. It had a rather nice punch.

A grin lingered on his face as he grabbed a bolt from his pouch and cocked the lever once more. He wasn’t the only one firing, every other guardsman firing at will with the same devastating results.

Tan, from his balcony perch above Devan’s head, let out a curse in his native tongue. Devan didn’t speak a word but had a feeling the barbarian’s intelligence, ancestry, and prowess in bed were all being called into question. His ears caught the sound of something sailing over his head in a high arch.

Just what— Oh. Right, Tan had brought explosive elements. Devan had almost forgotten that.

Not small explosions, either; it left quite the crater as it struck hard in the middle of the charging ranks. Men and horses were thrown to either side with screeches of surprise and pain. Those that could, scrambled back to their feet and scattered off the road, lurching for the relative safety of the field. Those that couldn’t, lay there either dead or gasping in ragged bursts of air.

Devan felt only sympathy for the townspeople who would be forced to either burn their bodies or bury them later. The barbarians had rather asked for this.

He expected the explosion, at least, to deter them. This wasn’t exactly common on a battlefield, although the court sorcerers would march with the army and render such aid if the conflict’s scale was large enough. Sadly, it only seemed to enrage the barbarians. With another guttural war cry, the next in line hurled themselves forward, although not as clumped together as the first wave had been. They’d either learned from their comrades’ mistake or were trying to avoid the dead and the dying on the ground.

Could be both.

Frankly, Devan didn’t care. He did care that he didn’t have enough bolts to fell an entire army, dammit, and this would take all day at this rate.

Tan lobbed another explosion before complaining loudly, “Can’t they take a fucking hint? Go AWAY! You’re not wanted, you’re screwing up my whole day, and there’s someone else I would rather be screwing!”

Devan could not have said it better himself.

Wait.

He turned to look up suspiciously. He wouldn’t be what Tan would rather be screwing…? Okay, that was a stupid question. Nix that.

Putting bolts into enemies was a much safer thing to do. He’d just do that. Yeah.

Tan lobbed a third explosion, to the same devastating effect of the first two, but it wasn’t slowing the approach of the army down by much. As soon as they could either ride or hop over their fallen comrades, they charged for the gate.

Fucking hell. The enemy had lost a good two hundred people so far and still they charged? Just how determined were these bastards? Devan wanted to cry. Angry tears, mostly.

Tan lobbed yet another explosion, but it didn’t hit as many people, as they were spread out over the field now and heading for the walls. They got picked off mostly by the guardsmen firing madly away, but it was a matter of time before someone made it over.

Devan wished he could think of something brilliant to do in this situation. Some tactic to employ that would win the day. Something to make the barbarians want to retreat. Nothing occurred to him. They just didn’t have enough personnel, or time, or even a damn gate, to turn the tide. Even Tan, with all his brilliance, would run out of magic long before they ran out of enemies.

What to do….

One of the guardswomen called to Tan from the opposite side of the street. “Sorcerer! How many of those explosions do you have left?”

“That was my last one!”

Well, shit. That was not what Devan wanted to hear.

“Right.” There was an audible crack of bone as Tan cracked his knuckles. “Fire tornadoes it is.”

A question poised at the tip of Devan’s tongue but he had no chance to voice it. From thin air, combing from the right side to the left, were five fire tornadoes the size of a large whirling dervish. They touched the ground, leaving black marks in their wake as they steadily swept the field and road.

Barbarians shrieked, ducked, and scrambled out of the way. There was enough space between the fire tornadoes that a few managed to squeak through unscathed. Those mounted weren’t so lucky; the horses were having none of that, thank you, and abruptly unseated their riders before running for the hills.

Well, at least the horses had some damn sense.

Come on, Devan mentally thought toward the enemy. Come on, invading wasn’t worth it. Give up. Retreat. Call it a day and go home.

People scrambled backward, sure enough, retreating to the bend of the road where there was something of a hill on either side. Enough to cover and protect them from the tornadoes. On the one hand, a good place to be. On the other, it meant if they advanced, they’d be in danger once more.

Even with this kind of distance between them, Devan could feel the strong hesitation from his enemy. They were in full debate over there, it seemed. Torn about whether or not to continue, now that it was obvious a sorcerer was in attendance?

Well, they weren’t going home, so clearly they weren’t ready to give up just yet.

Devan sighed. From his toes. Why were they so tenacious?

Tan leaned over the railing to speak with him. “My darling?”

“What?” Devan didn’t even look up, just continued to glare at the enemy.

“Correct me if I’m wrong. But it looks like they’re rather torn about what to do over there.”

“That’s my evaluation. You’ve made it obvious a sorcerer is here. I think there’s some who want nothing to do with the town with you in attendance. There’s others who feel challenged by how many people they’ve lost and are determined to win.”

“More or less how I read it. I want to try something.”

Devan was out of ideas. He was willing to hear Tan out, at least. Who knew, the man might even have a good idea. Anything was possible.

“Alright, what?”

“I want to walk down that road in full black sorcerer regalia and announce who I am. I think it will convince them that this raid of theirs is too costly. What do you think?”

Devan blinked up at him. Now, what do you know? A sensible suggestion. “I’m all for it. If anyone can scare them off, it’s you.”

The delighted smile on Tan’s face was breathtaking. “You think I’m scary?”

“Based on the last twenty-four hours, I think you’re a complete pushover, but other people think you’re scary and that’s what counts right now.”

“Darling, you both wound and flatter me!” Tan paused with a dramatic hand over his heart. “That’s talent, to do both at once. Also a turn-on. We’ll investigate this avenue more later. For now, I will go look threatening.”

Uh-huh. Now this, Devan had to see. He wasn’t entirely joking earlier. Tan didn’t look capable of hurting a fruit fly, frankly. He had the cute, fluffy, innocent look, much like a puppy with a shiny new bone in his mouth. Was he capable of incredible carnage? Obviously, as the body count outside the town walls were mostly his doing. He didn’t look the part, though.

Wait, did he even have the full sorcerer robes on him?

Tan swung both legs over the banister and reached down. “Catch me!”

“There are stairs— Fuck!” Devan had to drop his crossbow in a hurry to catch the sorcerer, like a parent scrambling to catch a child before they hit the ground at all the wrong angles. He blinked at the careless man in his arms and then growled in vexation. “I could have dropped you.”

“Trust fall,” Tan countered brightly.

“That is not how you do a trust fall.”

“My method. And you caught me, see?” Tan bussed Devan’s cheek before hopping lightly down. “I’m off to scare people in line. Do stay put.”

Devan growled again but let him go. The man was determined to give him a heart attack, it seemed.

Between one step and another, a shimmering wave engulfed Tan from head to toe. Within five strides, his jacket, red shirt, and black pants were replaced with a full black velvet robe that trailed out over the ground. The hood covered his head and obscured his face, cloaking him in mystery and increasing his threat levels by a good hundred percent. A snap of his fingers, and a staff appeared in his hand. It was a twisted, gnarly piece of dark wood with a crystal wired into place at the top, which emitted a faintly eerie green glow.

Oh. Well, damn, he did know how to pull off black sorcerer rather well in that getup. Despite knowing this man was his ally, it gave even Devan’s heart a skip of alarm.

Maybe this would work after all.

Devan found himself holding his breath once more as Tan marched right through the open ‘gates’ and several feet down the road. He stopped at the first dead body, cloak swirling in a dramatic swoop around him before settling.

(He’d totally used a spell to do that. Damn dramatic bat.)

Tan’s voice boomed out—amplifying spell, more than likely—and could be heard in every nook and cranny of the town. Probably in the next town over, truth be told.

“I am the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock!”

A pause, to let the enemy digest this. From Devan’s point of view, they did not look happy. A few may have immediately shit themselves.

“You stand in front of me. My lover stands behind me. Challenge me if you dare.”

No one looked ready to dare. Devan, though, he would dare as soon as Tan got his ass back over here. They were not lovers, dammit. As amusing as this was, he wasn’t about to let Tan get this idea stuck in his head.

The guardswoman on the opposite balcony eyed Devan suspiciously.

He almost denied it, but…yeah, no, lost cause. He could tell that right now.

A rougher voice from the barbarian army called back, reed thin at this distance, but still distinct.

“Black Sorcerer! Apologies. If we had known you were here, we would not have marched upon this place.”

Tan gave a single dip of the head in acknowledgement. “I will allow you to gather your dead and depart in peace. If you try to raid this town again, I will not show any further mercy.”

“We understand and thank you for the forbearance.”

Fuck a duck on a cracker, Tan’s bluff worked. Devan snorted a disbelieving laugh. Seriously? He’d known the man was formidable—he had to deal with enough reports on it—but…seriously? Was his reputation even worse than Devan had realized?

Tan spun on a wheel and swept dramatically back for the town.

The guard captain sidled in next to Devan. In a low tone, he muttered, “Good thing your lover has such a fierce reputation, eh?”

Okay, that Devan couldn’t let stand. He negated this with a firm wave of his hand. “No, we’re not together.”

“I heard that, darling!” Tan, now out of sight of the army, reverted back to his usual clothes although there was a heaviness to his steps.

“Shut up, sweetie,” Devan fired back without thinking of it. Aw, shit, he shouldn’t have said that. Tan didn’t seem to hear the sarcasm. He hastily rectified, “No, truly, we’re not. He’s just an incorrigible tease and communicates through flirting.”

Tan’s expression screwed up in a mock frown. “Why, darling, I’m hurt. I only want you.”

“Uh-huh,” Devan drawled. He was ready to say more but something about Tan seemed off. He was swaying more and kept shaking his head as if it pained him.

Oh. Oh shit, he was losing color quickly. Devan had been around enough magicians in his life to recognize the initial signs of magical depletion. Tan was showing every symptom, his knees already buckling.

On pure instinct, he darted forward, arms reaching for him. Tan slowly collapsed, body falling forward as he lost all balance. Devan slid to his knees, catching the man just in time to keep his head from hitting the hard cobblestone. He winced as his knees took the impact instead, but his attention was on Tan, who lay still in his arms. Quickly, he turned him so that he lay sideways in Devan’s lap.

Two fingers under his nose proved Tan was breathing steadily. He was fine, in a sense, just utterly exhausted.

“You damn fool,” Devan murmured. “You drove yourself into the ground doing that bit of nonsense.”

The captain came around quickly to check on him, kneeling at Tan’s other side. “Magical depletion? I’d worried he was doing too much. Any other magician would have keeled over long before now.”

That’s how powerful and skilled Tan was. Devan felt guilty about driving him to such lengths. Really, he was surprised Tan was even willing to do all of this. He’d only agreed to portal people to safety, not try and save the whole town. Devan couldn’t easily put into words how grateful he was that Tan had gone above and beyond. As silly as he could be, there was a backbone of steel in the sorceror, and Devan both respected and appreciated it.

He could only pray the barbarians would honor their word and actually leave. He demanded urgently of the guardswoman still up on her perch, “Are they leaving?”

“Just a few left now, still collecting their dead, but they’re making quick work of it. Bulk of them are already out of sight.” She gave Devan a reassuring nod. “I think we won the day.”

Devan’s eyes swept shut in overwhelming relief. He’d feared they wouldn’t. If the barbarians had pushed forward even once more, they would have won, and the rest of the town would be running for their lives. He owed Tan for this, more than he could ever repay. As worried as he’d initially been in approaching Tan for help, he was ever so grateful that he had. It had been well worth the risk.

The captain clapped a hand on Devan’s shoulder. “That blue house there with the white trim, that’s our inn. Take him there, let him sleep. We’ll keep watch to make sure there’s no trouble.”

He wouldn’t argue. Devan was deathly tired himself. With a smile at the man, he got an arm under Tan’s knees and lifted him off the ground. “Thank you. Wake me if you need me.”

“I will, but I highly doubt it will come to that. Rest, Sir Knight.”

“Gladly.”


Six

Tan

Ever had the headache from hell, where even the roots of your hair hurt?

Tan, in this moment, had such a throbbing pain. He’d curse an infant to get rid of it, that’s how desperate he was. Great gods, just what had he done to—

Oh. Right. Discouraging a barbarian army after multiple major portations apparently took that much work. Good to know.

He turned his head a little, wanting to roll over in the vain hope that it might ease the tension in his neck and shoulders. Just that little movement made him whimper. Oh fuck no. No moving. Bad. Very bad.

Gentle fingertips caressed his face and that at least didn’t hurt. Felt nice. Tan dared to turn his face slightly into it.

“Are you awake?”

Would speaking hurt? Tan tried anyway. “Unfortunately.”

“I pulled your potions from your box of things. Anything in there to help you?”

Devan was the king of knights. The manliest of men. The glory to the sun. Damn, it was sexy that he could anticipate what Tan needed. “Blue…blue stoppers.”

“All of them?”

“Fuck yes,” Tan whimpered hopefully.

The mattress shifted as Devan got off it. Tan listened intently—or tried—but then his ears protested that kind of concentration level. He might have, possibly, seriously overdone it.

Tan blamed Devan’s sexiness. There’s not much he wouldn’t do for a man with that sex appeal. Well, alright, it wasn’t just the sex appeal. If Tan started listing out all the things he liked about Devan, he’d be here all century, so he chose not to go down that well-worn path. It already had ruts in it.

A gentle hand helped prop him up. Tan leaned against a muscled shoulder, pillowed against the man’s chest, and damn, Devan smelled good. Warm skin, a trace of sandalwood and musk that tickled his nose. If it wouldn’t absolutely murder his already throbbing head, he would have turned his nose into the curve of Devan’s neck and gotten a good sniff.

The cool touch of glass touched his lips and he eagerly drank the full vial down. In seconds, relief spread through his system as his magical core stopped being ouchy and unable to move from bed to grumbling discontent. Significant improvement.

Devan fed him a second vial—this one felt like a cure-all potion, great stuff for aches and pains—and then a third. Third one was definitely an energy restoration. It couldn’t do much for his magical core, but it did prevent Tan from feeling like death warmed over. Also gave him the energy to do really athletic things like leave the bed.

Sighing in satisfaction, Tan leaned into Devan and wrapped an arm around his waist. So much better. He no longer felt like a badly risen zombie. Life was on the up and up.

“You’re feeling better already if you’re trying to snatch cuddles from me,” Devan drawled against his forehead.

“The potions work better with skinship.”

“Bullshit. But it’s fine, stay there a moment. I brought water up for you, too. Drink some and hydrate.”

Devan was incredibly well versed in magical depletion and how to cure it if he knew to pour water down Tan’s parched throat. Either that or the man was utilizing some good common sense. Could be both, who knew?

Either way, he downed not one, but two glasses of water with nothing but bliss. Coolness that wet his throat. Lovely. Nothing could beat the simple pleasure of this. Tan handed the second glass back with a sigh and snuggled in again.

Then paused.

Wait. That brightness coming in from the windows, that wouldn’t be morning light, would it?

Where the hell was he, anyway? He didn’t recognize this room at all. Tan was sitting upright in a bed, but whose bed?

“Darling, light of my life, where am I?”

“Potions must really be kicking in for you to realize you’re in unfamiliar territory. We’re in Siset’s inn, basically three doors down from where you fainted. I grabbed the first bedroom that looked vacant.”

Tan had a feeling he knew the answer, he dreaded the answer, but asked the question anyway. “Was I unconscious all night?”

“You were. I coaxed some water down your throat, but you were too deeply asleep to do much.”

“You…stayed by my side all night?”

“Of course. I couldn’t do anything else. You were in poor condition.” A beat, then rich amusement wrapped lovingly around Devan’s voice. “Oh, I see where this is going. Yes, Tan, I slept right by your side all night. My payment to you is fulfilled.”

Tan wailed in wordless protest. “No, but—but it doesn’t count!”

“I think it does.”

“No, it doesn’t! I had plans! Deliciously fun plans!”

Devan just laughed, bastard that he was, and got up from the bed. “So sad, so sorry, do play again.”

Tan tried to lunge for him but he was still weak enough that it didn’t do much more than topple him face first onto the bed. “Get back here, you!”

“Can’t renege on a deal, Tan.” Devan shook a finger at him, a damn cheerful grin on his face.

“I’m an evil sorcerer, I renege on deals all the time, and I want a do-over dammit!”

Devan had the sheer audacity to pat him on the head like he was a barking puppy. The man didn’t even argue back, just smiled as if he found Tan amusing, and then dismissed him with a turn of his heel. On the one hand Tan was delighted by this. Devan was so much more open and easy with him now compared to their initial meeting. He wanted to revel in the feeling. On the other hand, his plans! His carefully cultivated plans!

“There’s eggs and bacon, I think, in the kitchen if you want breakfast?”

Tan growled out a curse, gnawing on the syllables in vexation. He couldn’t do anything at the moment, his magical core couldn’t light a candle right now. Just wait, though, just wait until he was restored again. Devan had best watch that sexy ass—Tan would be coming for it.

“With you up, I have to leave briefly.”

Just like that, Tan’s scheming mind completely derailed. “What? Where are you going?”

“The princess sent people to raze this town to the ground and set it on fire to entrap the enemy, remember?” Devan shot him a look before pulling a boot on. “I need to go head them off and send them home. They don’t know the situation has changed.”

“Oh. Right. Isn’t your princess going to be pissed you’re here?”

“That is a problem for later. I’ll feed you first, then go. It shouldn’t take me more than an hour to straighten it out and come back.”

If anyone’s word could be taken at face value, it was Devan’s, after all. Tan subsided, although he didn’t like it. Devan was sure to be in serious trouble, and if they tried to arrest him Tan would have to fight to get him back out. Still, the situation wouldn’t be helped by Tan going with him. Especially not in this state. He was too weak to be helpful. If the army did try to take him back, Tan would just have to stage a rescue later.

He meekly accepted the help as he cleaned up in the room’s basin, then headed downstairs. Tan would eat absolutely anything set in front of him if Devan made it, that was a given. He wasn’t about to offend his knight by rejecting food made for him, but fortunately the knight proved a good cook. Or at least, a good enough cook to handle scrambled eggs and bacon. He left Tan happily consuming a full plate while he stepped out and headed for the outer edge of town.

Tan felt his energy restore with every bite, so despite being on the verge of too full, he finished the plate. Then sat there like a child waiting for someone to show up, staring steadily out the window.

Hmm, after Devan came back and Tan’s energy was back up to normal, what should he do first? Convince Devan to stay with him for a few days? Yes, yes, that was a good idea. Tan would do that. If Devan wouldn’t come to his bed, Tan would go to his. He frankly didn’t care—beds were beds, after all. A few kisses, some lovely warm oil to soothe out tight muscles…surely Devan wouldn’t be too hard to seduce.

Alright, that last part was wishful thinking. Devan was many things, but easy was not one of them.

More’s the pity.

In all seriousness, though, Tan had plans to make. There would be hell to pay because Devan had gone against Princess Bitch’s orders. Tan was more than concerned about what she’d do to him because of it. His first inclination was to assassinate Princess Bitch, but Devan might frown on that. Alright, if he couldn’t do offense, then defense. It would behoove him to get some protections in place for Devan, not to mention an escape route, just in case. Maybe a means of direct communication so Devan could call him for aid? Ooh, yes, me likey. Hmm, a ring of protection might be in order too. Tan didn’t trust her to not poison Devan just because she was pissed off.

Really, the more Tan thought about it, the more convinced he was that he needed to seduce Devan away from the princess. For his own good, naturally. A man as good as that one, who would take such tender care of Tan even when he was completely vulnerable, deserved to be treated better. It made Tan all sappy thinking of how carefully Devan had cared for him.

Yes, his mind was made up. Devan’s days with the princess were numbered.

The guard captain popped in as Tan sat there like an abandoned puppy, a hopeful smile on the older man’s face.

“Oh, you’re up. Good, good. How are you feeling, Sorcerer?”

“Ever slipped and fell down a waterfall, then got pummeled by it before someone fished you out? Like that.”

“Magical depletion makes you sore?”

“Like you would not believe. I’m on the mend, though. You’re here to ask when I can portal people back, right? Should be tomorrow if Devan can convince the ambushers to go home today.”

“Good to know, but I mostly came to check on you.”

Aww, he did care. Tan really liked the people in this town. He might adopt them. Actually, he needed to, as the princess clearly thought this place expendable.

“We’ll get the new gate up immediately once people are back. Repair the walls, too.”

Tan leaned his elbows on the table, head cocked. “Come to think of it, I don’t know why your gate’s down. A fire was all I heard.”

“It was a mix of things. Gate was old, the wood was sun-bleached from all the years it stood there. We were oiling it up, trying to offset the sun’s damage, when a spark hit. It went up like a match. Nothing we did could put the fire out quickly enough.” He winced, the memory a sore point. “Damn thing burned so fast we barely kept it from taking the whole front wall with it.”

Fire could spread that way. It was ridiculous how fast it could travel when of a mind to.

“Say, Sorcerer. I know we already owe you a lot for your help here. I have to ask, what would it cost to get a ward up around the town?”

Tan kicked back and thought about it. “Not a damn thing.”

The captain blinked in confusion.

“Look, I just went through a ridiculous amount of effort to keep your town intact. You think I’m going to walk away, mission accomplished, only for you to fend off the next attack with that gate still down? Of course not. I can’t do it immediately, but in a week or two I’ll return and set up the ward. I’m not about to let my efforts here be in vain.”

A strange smile tugged at the captain’s face. “So, no virgin sacrifices every year? No tribute of gold? Nothing like that?”

“What the hell would I do with a virgin sacrifice? The only ass I want is Devan’s and he’s not cooperating at the moment. Gold would be nice, I suppose, but I have a lot of that already.” The man’s smile was seriously unnerving Tan. He demanded, “What? What’s that smile for?”

“So the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock is this nice, huh?”

Ah. Shit, he had announced who he was yesterday, hadn’t he? Tan really hadn’t thought that through. He had a reputation to uphold and yesterday hadn’t helped any. “I’m selectively nice.”

“Uh-huh. Our First Knight sure has charmed you, then.”

“Absolutely. It’s all Devan’s fault.”

The door opened just as he said that and the man in question stepped through, looking none the worse for wear.

“I’m fairly certain it’s not my fault,” Devan countered as he approached the table, “but what am I being accused of?”

“Of charming me into being nice.” Tan beamed up at him. “How did it go? Did you convince them to go away?”

“First of all, bullshit, you do what you want. Like I have any power over you. But yes, they went away. In fact, they were on standby watching yesterday as the barbarian army approached. Waiting until the army was inside to do their own work, really. When that didn’t happen, and the army retreated, they didn’t know what to do. They were waiting on orders to return, so I gave them the order.”

Easy peasy lemon squeezy, huh? They hadn’t even tried to take Devan back. Good. Tan was more than satisfied.

Devan put a hand to Tan’s forehead, as if checking for a fever, and grunted in satisfaction. “You’re better. You’ve got your color back.”

“I think I’ll have the energy to portal us back this afternoon. I can ferry people home tomorrow.”

“Good. In the meantime”—Devan turned to the captain—“tell people to come here for meals today. I’ll cook while you do guard rotations.”

Uh, what?

Seeing their surprise, Devan explained, “I’ve got nothing else to do and I like to cook. Might as well feed people.”

The captain gave a slow nod before lifting himself out of the chair. “I’ll tell them. Thank you, Sir Knight.”

“My pleasure.”

Devan let go of Tan and headed for the kitchen. Too curious to let this be, Tan followed him, fetching up on a barstool in the corner of a rather nice kitchen, really. Definitely larger than average, but that made sense because this had to feed an inn’s worth of people.

Devan shucked jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and went to the sink first to wash his hands.

“What are you making?”

“Figured I’d make Shepherd’s pie for dinner. It takes too long to make that for lunch, and we’re nearing noon, so something fast and easy for this meal. A rice-and-veggies dish, I think.”

“I don’t know what Shepherd’s pie is.”

“It’s a casserole dish. Meat, vegetables, and potatoes all layered on top of each other and baked. Quite filling and it’s good for crowds of people.” Devan shot him an appraising look. “Do you normally eat just your homeland’s cuisine?”

“Eh, I eat whatever looks tasty. I’m not picky. It’s just this dish in particular I’ve not heard of.”

“Ah. Well, it is regional. I grew up with it. It’s more of a northern dish.”

“I see.” Tan was tired, true, but he didn’t feel comfortable just sitting there either. He offered, “I can wash the rice?”

Devan blinked up at him. “You can cook?”

“Sure. Well, nothing fancy, but home stuff. Y’know. How much do you need?”

“Do twelve cups.”

Amenable to this, Tan also went to the sink to wash hands first before doing a quick hunt in the kitchen for the rice. Ah, perfect, there it was. He scooped out twelve cups as directed into a pot before taking it back to the sink to wash.

Devan stood next to him at the counter, chopping vegetables. In an amiable tone, he said, “I suppose this shouldn’t have surprised me. Cooking is a lot like potion brewing, or so I’m told.”

“That’s exactly what my master said right before he dumped all the cooking responsibilities on me and my siblings. Said it was good practice. Bastard was lazy, but I didn’t figure that out until much later.”

“Ha, I can see that. Wait, you have siblings?”

“Two. Brother and sister.”

In a knowing way, Devan drawled, “You’re the youngest.”

Tan shot him a smirk. “You only say that because I’m spoiled rotten.”

“And completely unapologetic about it.”

“You, on the other hand, are the oldest. Those big brother vibes you give off are obvious.”

“Ha, well, not quite. I’m an only child. I was the oldest of the cousins, though, and until I was twelve I was more or less the one in charge of making sure they didn’t kill each other.”

Tan’s mental thoughts screeched to a halt. “Wait. Wait, that’s not what your bio says. Everyone always says you’re from a large family.”

“Oh, that official story the princess had the PR department write up? All lies.”

Tan’s hand stopped swishing the rice around. He felt like all gears in his brain had ground to a complete halt. Say what, now?! Tan didn’t even feel betrayed by the lie, he was instead intrigued why there was a need to lie in the first place. “Why the hell do you have an official background written up about you?”

“Because she found the truth entirely inconvenient.”

“That’s a given but why?”

“You’re dying of curiosity now, aren’t you?”

“Do you not see me vibrating in place?”

“Finish washing the rice,” Devan said. Something about his expression looked both cynical and sad, even though his lips curled up at the ends. “Do that and I’ll tell you as we work.”

Now, this he had to hear. Just what was it about Devan’s background that was so distasteful to that snobbish princess?

Tan went right back to washing, but his eyes and full attention were on Devan. He was a bit giddy that Devan was telling him all of this information outright. Devan surely was not supposed to. Was it wrong to be gleeful to hear the truth straight from the horse’s mouth, or to take it as a sign Devan was even further opening up to him?

“Truth is, I have no idea who my birth parents are. The story I was told was that a young woman came in one night, wanting passage off continent, and she was using her infant son—me, in other words—as fare money. She was in the sketchy side of town but was apparently too naïve to realize it was not the right side of town for slavery, as she was frustrated by the lack of interest. The man who raised me, whom I consider my father, was horrified. I was days old at best. He took her aside, bartered the price so she sold me to him, and she went away content. He now had a child in hand with no idea of my lineage or even my name. Even then, though, I was a large child. He named me Devante.”

“Fighter of wrongs,” Tan murmured in growing understanding. “He thought just because of your size, you’d end up this way?”

“Well, children are named like that to inspire them in life, right? I think that was his true goal. At any rate, he took me home with him and raised me.” Devan paused to take the rice from him and carry it to the stove. “Now, this is where my background gets truly objectionable.”

Tan stayed right at his side, all ears. “I cannot fathom how but do continue.”

“My new father was a legal businessman on the surface but a smuggler by trade. Quite good at it, too. He never married—I was his only child—so he taught me everything he knew as I grew up. It’s why I’m fluent in several languages and know the customs of different countries so well. I was in and out of those countries as a child. I learned it all firsthand.”

Tan could not have been more delighted. He beamed from ear to ear. “A smuggler’s son. Ha! The First Knight of the Realm is a smuggler’s son. Oh, that bratty princess must have hated it when she learned this. I’m cackling with delight. But why go into knighthood?”

“Hmm, well, despite being raised in that environment, it never completely sat well with me. My father died when I was twelve, and my uncle—who never really liked me—took me aside and asked if I intended to carry on the business or if I wanted out. He offered to pay for any apprenticeship of my choosing, including military school. In retrospect, the old man knew what he was about. I was entranced by knights at the time. Like all boys, I glorified them and wanted to be one when I grew up. When he said military school, I knew that was my best chance to become a knight so I snapped it up.”

Devan didn’t seem at all upset about this, so he’d come to terms with losing his father. Tan still felt the need to cheer him up, though, just because he was alone. No siblings or parents was a sad thing, to his mind.

In that vein, he volunteered himself to be with Devan. That would solve the problem beautifully.

Devan paused, staring straight ahead with a rueful expression. “If I had known then what I know now, I would have stayed a smuggler. That’s honest work, at least.”

Tan leaned in against his side, batting his dark eyes in adoration. “If you’d like a career change, you can always be my black knight. I pay well. Full benefits, too.”

“Don’t hold your breath. I actually do take my vows seriously. At any rate, that’s why she hates my backstory. If people had known it before I rose through the ranks, I might have ended up with my career cut short.” Devan shrugged, in the process shrugging Tan off, and moved to dump ingredients into the pot with the rice to cook. “While we’re sharing stories, how did you end up being a black sorcerer? With your skillset, you could have easily stayed on the true and narrow and made a good living.”

“Oh, that? You can thank your princess for that, too.” Tan said it lightly but he meant every word of it. It was partially the princess’s fault he was a black sorcerer.

Devan threw him a look askance even as he reached for the spices above the stove. “How so?”

“Well, I’d just passed the Tests and gained my license when I was sat down in the Registrar’s office and told point blank that I had two choices. I could either be freelance—in other words, no backing from any government agency, which would have made finding work very, very hard. Or I could sign on under the kingdom’s terms of magical employment. Of course I asked what the terms were, so they gave me the contract to look over. I frankly wasn’t much better off under their terms. It was atrocious. Low pay, most of it going to the government, ridiculous demands so that I had to be on-call day and night. It was practically slavery. I told him in no uncertain terms I wasn’t signing that. He said sign it or sign the paper saying I was freelance, meaning I couldn’t officially work in the country. I told him to go to hell.”

Devan put both hands on the counter’s edge and leaned, his head hanging between his arms. “Are you telling me that every black sorcerer in this kingdom was forced into it because the princess’s rules governing magic users are that insane?”

“Well, I don’t know about all of us, per se, but the majority of us. Yes. You should hear the bitching when we get together for poker nights.”

“If I wasn’t oath-bound to protect her, I swear I’d have murdered that selfish bitch by now.”

Now that was music to Tan’s ears. Especially the way Devan growled it in that menacing pitch. Oooh, sexy. Now, while he absolutely agreed with this sentiment, he did have to question why. “I must ask, what is it like working for her?”

“Hell,” Devan answered flatly. “Take this situation, for instance. This isn’t even unique. She does stupid, ruthless things like this all the time. I spend more time undoing her mistakes and safeguarding people from her than I do actually protecting her.”

“That’s…insane. Devan, seriously—look, I even have my serious face on—that’s insane. You realize this, right? I knew she was bad, I’d heard enough rumors and this situation was eye opening in a lot of ways, but you’re telling me this is normal? Why are you still serving her?”

“I’m not.” Devan sighed, head still hanging. “I’m serving Goodwine by protecting the country from her.”

Oh. Now that made entirely too much sense. Tan could see in a second how true that was. Devan was the front line between princess and citizens, and the sacrifices he had to make to protect them from their own ruler was quite steep. Tan didn’t like it. He just didn’t like seeing a good man being slowly broken down because of a bad ruler.

“I can assassinate her for you. It’ll be a token of my affection.”

Devan turned his head, just a touch, to eye him sideways. “I can’t know that because then I’m obligated to stop you.”

“Got it. I’ll work around you.”

“What about your siblings? They’re magical as well?”

“Oh, both of them are. Magic runs strong in my family. They also made the decision to be black sorcerers for the same reason. What else could we do? We’re damn good at it, though. All of those pesky rules of the kingdom just get in the way anyway.”

“I unfortunately know that all too well. Dice some garlic for me?”

“Sure, sure.”

“So with all of that said, I have to wonder, how much of your reputation is earned and how much exaggerated. I fully expected you to try and kill me on sight, but you didn’t. Quite the opposite.”

Tan understood why he asked. It was a fair question, really, and he knew the source of it. “You wonder because of all the knights I’ve killed over the years.”

“Well, yes.”

Tan paused in dicing, hoping he wasn’t about to stab himself in the foot. “When I started building Grimslock, I was a very salty eighteen-year-old with a grievance against your princess. She’d forced my hand in ways I didn’t appreciate and I wasn’t shy about saying so. I’d done a few jobs that were both lucrative and very illegal, so I was labeled a black sorcerer by default. A contingent of knights and two court mages were dispatched to get rid of me. I took exception that. They were barely up my driveway before I killed the lot of them with one spell.”

Devan went very, very still, watching him carefully. “Just one?”

“Poison spells work wonders on those who aren’t expecting it.” Tan shrugged, not at all apologetic about that. Anyone who tried to kill him didn’t deserve mercy. “After that, if a knight approached my castle, I knew they were there to kill me. I dealt with them with ruthless efficiency.”

“Ah. Well, I can’t blame you there. You’re probably right. Serenity’s been trying to wipe out the black sorcerers since she started taking over the kingdom’s duties.”

“Yes, I’m well aware, trust me.”

“You didn’t kill me on sight, though?” Devan’s tone tiled up curiously.

Well of course he hadn’t. Devan was always safe from Tan. He didn’t feel like getting into that just then and responded simply, “You were obviously not there to kill me. You came dressed in your own clothes, alone. I decided to hear you out first and not assume the worst.”

“I’m glad of it.”

They fell back to cooking, as they had people to feed lunch soon, the conversation more casual by default. As Tan worked alongside Devan, he couldn’t help but ponder it all a bit more. A smuggler’s son, eh? Hearing that actually gave Tan some hope. Devan was not the pure white he’d been colored to be but some interesting shades of grey. Tan could totally work with grey. A little more convincing, make a few of the right promises, and he might be able to steal Devan from the princess’s side without too much effort. Devan would be better off anyway. Tan was much more fun and not nearly as stressful.

Being raised a smuggler certainly explained why Devan was so willing to work with unsavory characters (like himself) to get the job done. He likely didn’t even question Tan’s methods. Was it wrong that Devan was even more appealing with that bad-boy background? It just made Tan even more determined to seduce him.

Seduction plans started tonight, too. After eating another meal, and maybe an afternoon nap, Tan would be restored enough to portal them back to his castle. Tan had this all laid out in his head. If he and Devan were lovers, the man would be much more willing to abandon the absolutely shitty job he had and stay with Tan instead. He’d do just as much good with Tan, he could still protect the kingdom, and he wouldn’t have to deal with Serenity day in and day out. It was the perfect solution for all problems.

Him having this sexy man as his lover, well, that was just a bonus. Really, Tan was thinking of Devan.

Really.


Seven

Devan

Devan was on the verge of sleep when he felt something dip the mattress on his right side. Normally, he’d be worried and have rolled out of bed to snatch up his sword to face the intruder.

He knew precisely who was sneaking into his bed, though, and that made him just sigh instead.

He should have known better than to follow Tan back to his castle that night. He really should have. He’d been tired and not thinking straight, after spending a good portion of the previous night taking care of the sorcerer. He’d only been thinking of putting his feet up, getting horizontal somewhere, and sleeping for eight hours straight. When Tan offered to portal them back so he could rest and start early in the morning, he’d not thought too deeply about it.

Laying here in the guest room, with Tan sneaking under the covers, Devan regretted his naivety. Deeply.

Without opening his eyes or turning over, he challenged the man. “Tan. Really?”

Stealth abandoned, Tan promptly rolled in and snuggled up against his side, head pillowed on Devan’s shoulder. Of course he wasn’t the type to second guess himself. When caught, he went all in.

“I’m suffering from SCD. Only you can help me.”

“What the hell is SCD?”

“Severe Cuddle Deficiency.”

Devan just sighed. His bones rattled under the force of his sigh.

“I can’t possibly work tomorrow without cuddles,” Tan insisted, his arm tightening around Devan’s waist.

“Of course you can’t,” Devan muttered, finally giving in and opening his eyes. He stared at the ceiling, praying for patience. Didn’t matter which god was listening, any of them would do.

“Really. Cuddles are a necessary part of life.” Tan added a beat later, “Sex would be even better?”

Devan dared to turn his head and look down. Damn, Tan looked cute like this. Even in the faint moonlight shining in through the window, he still looked cute. His silky black hair was all ruffled because he’d washed it and just let it air dry. Those slanted dark eyes were ingenuous and innocent looking up at him, lips parted as if poised for a kiss. (He likely was.) The warmth of him pressed close stirred something in Devan that he hadn’t felt in quite some time.

Instinct said to take advantage of the offer so clearly here.

Sanity said proceed at your own risk.

Dammit, as tempting as it was to roll them over, to press Tan into the bed and take him hard and fast—

A mental image of them entwined together, skin on skin, breaths hot and fast against each other’s mouths as he drove into Tan over and over, felt the warmth and heat wrapped around him—

Devan mentally yanked himself out of that vision. Dammit, libido, down. Yes, Tan was a tempting package because he was fucking adorable. And knew it. But having sex with him wasn’t a one-and-done situation, either. Tan absolutely wouldn’t let things go if he gave in. The man was the type that if you gave him an inch, he’d take a mile.

Devan still had to work with him tomorrow. He had oaths holding him in check. Sex would be a serious mistake.

Tan tried to somehow snuggle in closer. “Sex yes?”

“Sex no.”

“Dammit. Cuddles I insist on.”

For what he’d done, for all he risked, for the trust he displayed in Devan over and over—for all of that, he owed this man something. If he really wanted a night of cuddles in repayment, then that’s what Devan would give him. Sighing, he let his eyes fall shut and gave in to the inevitable. “Fine. Cuddle as you like.”

Tan made a happy noise and tried to impossibly snuggle in more.

Not wanting to reveal just how tempting it was to give in to that other invitation, Devan rolled over onto his side, letting Tan curl up against his back. He lay there, felt the man press in close, and a rueful smile tugged at his mouth. When he’d initially hatched the plan to come here for help, he’d never have imagined they’d be in this situation. Tan had just been the most powerful sorcerer he’d known of who might be willing to help. The man embodied the label of chaotic neutral, after all.

To this man who had done nothing but help him since their first moment, Devan felt a lot of conflicting emotions. Confusion, certainly, respect, grudging attraction, even more grudging trust. Devan couldn’t ignore everything good Tan had done. It was also strangely comfortable to be around the man. He’d never felt like this around the princess. Really, Tan and Serenity were the flip side of two coins, Tan being crazy but helpful, Serenity crazy and harmful. If the fight up north had shown Devan anything, it was that when push came to shove, Tan was on his side. It was incredibly heartening. Sometimes, Devan felt so alone in this fight, trying to keep people safe, that his heart nearly broke under the strain of it. In fact, if Tan had refused him, trying to save Siset might well have broken him.

Fate had been kind and given him Tan instead. Cute, flirty, intelligent Tan with a spine of steel and a stubbornness to see even the most difficult of fights through. It was to this man, who he now acknowledged as an ally, that he owed words.

“Tan.”

Tan leaned in to whisper directly against his ear. “Yes, my darling?”

Such a fucking tease, this one. Even as Devan rolled his eyes, he bulled forward. “You really went above and beyond what I asked of you. We’d have lost the town if not for your actions. Thank you. The words aren’t enough, but thank you.”

Tan went still and perfectly silent for a long second. Oh, shocked speechless? It amused Devan. Is this what it took the shut the chatterbox up for a moment? Sincere thanks? He’d have to remember that.

In a rasping whisper, Tan spoke against his back. “You’re very welcome, dearest. Do call on me again, won’t you? Don’t take on all the burdens of the world. I’m here to help you. Every time.”

That sounded sincere, too. Those words felt warm to his heart and strangely like a lever, lifting a burden off his shoulders he hadn’t been fully aware was there. If he’d been told a year ago that hearing this out of one of the most notorious black sorcerers’ mouths would make him happy, he’d have scoffed. In this moment, knowing what Tan had done for his sake, it only made him happy. He had someone solidly in his corner.

“Thank you,” Devan repeated, eyes falling shut as exhaustion slowly took him under. “You’re crazy, but dependable, and I like having you as an ally very much.”

“I’m also hysterical and sexy.”

Yes, so he was. Devan smiled into the darkness and refused to rise to the bait.

Tan poked him in the back. “You’re already asleep, aren’t you? Dammit. If you weren’t so exhausted, I’d seduce you, I hope you realize that. Fine, fine, think of me as an ally for now. Just wait. I’ll have you as a lover eventually.”

Don’t tempt me was Devan’s last thought before he succumbed completely to sleep.


Eight

Tan

Tan was giddy with his success. Not only had he successfully infiltrated Devan’s bed—go, him!—but he’d been sincerely thanked. Devan had thanked him without prompting and even agreed to be allies with him. Would the wonders of the world never cease? He even got cuddles!

Really, those sincere words meant a lot to him. Tan was rarely thanked like this, which was part of it, but having Devan thank him took it to a whole new level. Tan still vividly remembered the first time he’d met Devan, not that Devan seemed to remember it. Well, granted, at the time he’d been a nobody, a sorcerer just past his training. Devan was a new knight then, his reputation just beginning to build. It had been one of those turning moments for Tan, though, as he watched this knight circumvent the law in order to protect those in need. He’d found the man wholly attractive because of that and the crush had stuck since.

Now that Devan was in his sphere, trusting him like this, Tan absolutely refused to let go of him. Devan thought of him as a dependable ally. That was fine. For now. Let it be a building block of what they would become.

Tan dared to slip a hand around the man’s waist and under Devan’s hand. In his slumber, he latched on, gripping Tan’s hand like a child would a security blanket. It was so cute. Why was the man so cute? It severely damaged Tan’s already fragile willpower.

Not that he was doing much to shore it up.

Usually Tan asked for practical things as payment. Things that paid the bills or gave him much needed spell ingredients. Devan was the first and only he’d demanded cuddles from, but Tan must say, they were absolutely delightful. Good payment system. He’d use it more going forward. He was so utterly giddy with success and high on cuddles, it took Tan forever to fall asleep. Tan did so while still curled up against Devan’s back, breathing in that warm body pressed close. His dreams were all happy scenes and steamy kisses.

No guesses on who the star of his dreams was.

The dreams were so nice that it was hard to pull himself out of them. When he finally managed to wrestle his eyes open, it was to see an empty space in the bed. Devan, the rat fink, had escaped at some point.

Never mind that it was morning and clearly time to get up. That was beside the point. Tan hadn’t gotten either morning kisses or cuddles, dammit. THAT was the point.

Grumbling, he threw back the covers and stomped back into his own room across the hall. Fine. Fine, be that way. Devan might be a workaholic, but Tan wasn’t. He’d win the knight over to the idea of morning cuddles eventually.

He washed up, changed into the dashing and formfitting black pants that made his ass look amazing, followed by the white shirt and red vest that did wonderful things for his skin, and pulled his boots on. The slimming black jacket went on over top. There, he looked good. His magic was mostly recovered too, so he was back in action. He still had days yet with Devan because the man had been ousted for seven days by that bitchy princess. Surely he could convince Devan to stay until he was due back.

Skipping down the hall, seduction plans whirling in his mind, Tan went downstairs, hunting for Devan in particular, people in general. Where or where had his white knight gone~ Oh where oh where could he be~

Ah, there he was, talking to the mayor. Tan got around the bend in the hallway to realize that, in fact, the first group of people were almost ready to go, the back part still gathering in the large portation circle just outside his back door. Well, well, color him not surprised that Devan had been busy while he snoozed.

Tan skipped right up to Devan, threw both arms around his waist, and snuggled up against his broad back.

“—shouldn’t take long,” Devan was saying, only to cut himself off. “Speak of the devil, here he is. Tan?”

“I’m still suffering from SCD and how dare you deprive me of morning cuddles.” Tan tightened his hold, snuggling in against Devan’s side as much as he could.

Devan ignored this. Really, one would think he’d spent the majority of his adult life ignoring outlandish statements. “The first wave is almost ready to go. Hans has breakfast waiting on you.”

Tan didn’t even try to let go. “I want cuddles first.”

“We don’t have time for cuddles. Go eat.”

“Cuddles.”

“No.”

“Cuddles.”

“No.”

“Cuddles.”

Devan wiped a hand over his face. “Why are you so incredibly stubborn? We don’t have time for cuddles, Tan. What will you take that isn’t cuddles so I can get your ass in motion?”

Well, that didn’t take more than a second of thought. Tan lifted his head and pursed his lips hopefully. “Morning kiss.”

The mayor hid a snicker behind his hand. Quite poorly, too.

Devan rolled his eyes, possibly prayed for patience, and then caught Tan’s head with one hand. He leaned down enough to smack a kiss against Tan’s forehead.

“Kissed. Go.”

Well damn. Tan had not actually expected that to work. Wrong spot, but that was his fault, he’d forgotten to specify. Beaming at him, Tan let go and airily skipped away. “Thanks darling, be back in a moment!”

“Wait, Tan, you’re recovered enough to portal, right?” Devan called to his back.

Tan whirled to walk backwards, beaming. “All good. No worries.”

Then he turned and skipped for the kitchen.

Behind him, he heard the two men pick the conversation back up.

“It’s alright if you’re really courting, Sir Knight,” the mayor assured him.

“I assure you, it would not be, and we aren’t. He’s just an incredibly terrible tease. Now, where were we?”

Tease, eh? Oh, Tan would prove that he wasn’t teasing.

Tan was the epitome of a good boy as he ate his breakfast and portaled people home again. Devan lined them up after Tan took a group, so that he had them all ready to go when he returned. It was an incredibly efficient system. On the final wave, the mayor went with them. He was short on daylight at this point, so portaling home again was a priority, but Tan spared a few minutes to settle things first.

He caught the guard captain, mayor, and Devan before they could be pulled away.

“No, no, gentlemen. I have things for you. First of all, Mayor, I’m not about to abandon this town after I spent so much energy protecting it. With your permission, I want to take you under my protection.”

The mayor startled visibly, jaw dropping. “You’d do that? But we can’t pay you.”

Tan waved this away. “I need no payment. It’s personal, now. If those damn barbarians dare to return, I want to make sure they get nothing but pain in return. I happen to like all of you. You’re mine now.”

“Think of it like being adopted by a particularly lethal cat,” Devan advised him. “You’ve no choice in the matter but at least you’ll be well protected.”

The mayor looked happy about this. He took Tan’s hand in both of his and smiled hard enough his crow’s feet had crow’s feet. “Thank you. So much. After all that’s happened, it’s nice to know who our true friends are.”

“Too right, there. Now, in the spirit of things, I’ve got two gifts for you. First, I’ll return in about a week to put up a proper ward around the whole town. It’ll take me a good week’s worth of work to get it up, so be prepared to house me for several days, alright?”

“You’ll have the best room at the inn, I promise you.”

“Splendid. Now, second gift.” Tan pulled out the little mirror on a chain and handed it over to the mayor. To the outside viewer, it looked much like a pocket watch, as it would pin to a man’s coat lapel. It did not, of course, match appearances. “This is a charmed mirror. It has direct access to one of my mirrors and is the surest way to communicate with me. If there is anything wrong—I stress anything—you are to call me immediately. Guard Captain, one for you as well. Any sign of trouble, or if you have another fire like the last one, anything like that. Call me, alright?”

The guard captain took his with a bow of thanks. “Thank you, Sorcerer. I’ll use it well.”

“As you should. Good, I’ll let us all go home now. I’m running out of daylight.”

There were thanks and even a hug—as in, Tan hugged them because hugs, yes—and then Tan whisked he and Devan back to the castle. He was magically tired after all of that, of course, but not tired enough he was on the verge of collapse. He’d definitely need to properly rest for a few days after this. His magical core wasn’t anywhere near full strength. It’s why he said he’d be back in a week to build that ward. He didn’t have the strength to do it right now.

Devan eyed him in worry. “Are you alright? That was a lot of magic use.”

“I’m definitely feeling it, too, but I won’t collapse on you. Some food, sleep, more cuddles, I’ll be right as rain.”

Devan did seem relieved even as he shook his head. “More cuddles, huh? Alright, good, I don’t want to drive you into the ground again.”

Before Devan could do more than turn for the castle, Tan caught his arm.

“I have something for you, too.”

Devan eyed him sideways. “I’m afraid to ask what.”

Tan slipped the ring off his thumb and took Devan’s hand, intending to put it on.

Devan clenched his fingers shut. “Uh. No. You’re not giving me a ring, especially not on that finger.”

How dare he thwart Tan’s cunning plan. He’d totally sized the ring so that it would be on the ring finger and make it look like Devan was taken. (He was, he just didn’t know it yet.)

Tan pulled on his most innocent expression, blinking up into that frustrated face. “So you don’t want protection against enemy spells?”

Devan hesitated, golden brown eyes darting back to the ring. “Is that what that does?”

“It also protects against fire, severe weather like lightning, and plagues. You sure you don’t want it?”

Look at that willpower crumbling into dust. Ah, so satisfying.

“Dammit,” Devan muttered. He was already resigned. “But does it have to be that finger?”

“It does,” Tan assured him solemnly.

Growling, Devan hesitated another second before opening his hand again and letting Tan slip the ring on. It was a perfect fit, too.

“This also lets you communicate with me, much like the mirror does. Just say my full name and it will get my attention.” Tan linked hands with him, smiling up at him as he did so. “Just so you don’t have to ride eight hours to get my help.”

“My sore back appreciates it.” Devan eyed the ring curiously. “Did you have this lying around or did you make it for me?”

“Little of both. I already had the ring, I just tweaked it last night so it had more protection spells on it. See? Aren’t you glad I adore you?”

“I take it I’ve been adopted too.”

“There’s no hope for you either. You can’t get rid of me. I like you too much.”

Devan just shook his head. He didn’t seem that bothered by it, though. He was smiling at Tan like he found him amusing. Maybe adorable.

Tan could totally work with adorable.

Devan retrieved his hand and turned for the castle. “I promise to use it. For now, though, I best leave in the morning—”

“What!” Squawking, Tan hurried after him. “No, you can’t!”

“You’re only saying that because you want to keep sneaking into my bed.”

“I’m still suffering from SCD, I’ll have you know. It’ll take days to cure me. Days! How dare you leave me while I’m languishing so.”

“I’m just curious, are you ever aware of how ridiculous you sound?”

“Deeeeevan! Don’t leave me! You have three days before you have to be back at the castle anyway, right? Wouldn’t you rather stay here, relax, eat delicious things, and have me to entertain you?”

Ha, he did look tempted for a second. Those chiseled features actually looked wistful at the idea of relaxing. Tan redoubled his efforts.

“I have an underground natural hot spring you can sit and soak in. I’ll even rub oil into those lovely muscles for you afterward.”

Truly, seriously tempted now. Ha! Devan was not as eager to go home as he claimed to be.

Devan paused at the back door, holding it open for Tan even as he challenged, “It won’t look good if someone sees me coming out of this castle after several days of staying here. A white knight of the realm isn’t supposed to be vacationing in a black sorcerer’s castle. You have that adventurer’s town not far, right? Odds are good of someone catching me here if I linger.”

Tan countered this readily. “I can portal you to outside the capital’s limits so no one can track you back here. If you leave now, though, you run the risk of the princess putting you to work on some other screwup. I think you deserve a vacation, don’t you?”

That offer hooked him as nothing else would. Devan looked away, calculating, then shrugged. “Fine. It can’t hurt to lay low here instead of at home.”

Ha! Tan patted himself on the back for a round won.

He’d be so good to Devan the man would never want to leave. Just wait. He totally had this.


Nine

Devan

“Darling, no, don’t leave meeeee!”

Devan let Tan cling even as he prayed once again for patience. He just knew he’d get this reaction this morning. It wasn’t even a stretch of the imagination.

Tan blinked up at him with liquid eyes, bottom lip trembling with hurt. “I’ll miss you.”

There was sincerity there, which touched Devan, because for all the theatrics Tan really did care for him. It was nice. Baffling. Worrisome. Sometimes alarming. But nice. Devan really didn’t know how to handle it, either. The attraction he felt for the man was just as confusing in some ways as everything else.

“I can’t just not go home,” Devan pointed out.

“I know.” Tan abruptly sobered, his expression serious. “Truly, I know you can’t just abandon your place there. I also know you’re going to be in serious trouble because of what you did. The soldiers meant to burn the town will report what happened. Your princess will throw a royal fit.”

Devan winced. If only he could refute that. He really wished he could. Sadly, they both knew better. Princess Serenity liked to throw fits if she broke a nail, for heaven’s sake, it wasn’t like she had any control over her temper. For this situation, she would absolutely lose her shit.

“Why, Devan?” Tan asked quietly. “Why go? Are you truly telling me there’s not one other person who can keep her in check? Must it be you who is sacrificed?”

“Unfortunately, yes. If I’m not there, Goodwine will be driven to absolute ruin.” Devan wiped a hand over his face, the stress of it all tightening his shoulders. Look at him, he wasn’t even there yet, and the stress of the royal court was getting to him. “You have to understand, there’s no one willing to stand up to her. Even her own father is scared of her. The court as a whole is under the impression that she’s goodness and light, so if she says something ruthless, they assume it’s the best option. Only her immediate staff knows the truth and they’re not very good at managing her. Wells and I are the only ones who manage it on a regular basis.”

“So if you leave your position, what almost happened in Siset will be a common occurrence? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Unfortunately. She just doesn’t care about human lives. What she wants is more important. Always. When she loses her temper, she doesn’t even make sense. There’s no logic to her emotional outbursts.” Devan gave Tan a sad smile. “If I leave, I do so knowing that I’m abandoning the entire country to her reign. I can’t stomach it.”

Tan looked away, brows drawn into a troubled frown. “How did you even get into this position to begin with.”

“I honestly can’t tell you. I lived through it and still have no idea.”

Tan’s grip on his arms tightened. “Devan, look at me. I’m serious when I say this. If you need me, call me. I’ll come help you. Don’t ever think you have to face it all alone.”

As silly as this man sometimes acted, and despite his reputation, he was dependable. Tan had proven that without a shadow of a doubt. The words touched Devan like the man had reached into his chest to cradle his heart with both hands. He felt the back of his eyes burn a little with emotion.

“Thank you, Tan. I will call you, I promise.”

“Good. Alright, I’ll take you back, but I want it noted that I do so under protest. Strong protest.”

“So noted,” Devan agreed solemnly, struggling to keep his mouth from twitching up in a smile. He kept a steady hand on Dan’s reins as Tan readied the spell.

With a flick of his magic against the portation spell under their feet, Tan sent them spiraling away. His magic was unique in Devan’s experience. The court mages had sparkling magic, like whites and golds all intertwined. Tan’s didn’t look like that. It was more earthy in hue, browns and greens with threads of black holding it together. Devan knew the color of magic was a mix of the elements a magician used as well as personal aesthetic. What these colors said of Tan, he wasn’t quite sure. Devan wasn’t well versed enough in magic to interpret it. Still, it was a curious mix to his eyes.

They landed without more than a slight jar under his feet. Tan’s portal spells were always buttery smooth. Better than the court mages’, which said something about his magical abilities. If pitted against a court mage, Devan’s money was on Tan.

Tan had brought them just outside the main highway, on the branch leading from the north, in the thick section of the woods and out of sight of the main walls. Devan knew this patch of road well, as he’d traveled it often. A smart place to bring him, and it wasn’t far at all from the castle.

“Thank you.” Devan smiled down at the man. “Call me too if you need me, alright?”

“Awww, darling, you do care!” Tan leaned up and hugged him around the shoulders, arms tight for a second. “Be bad and don’t get caught, alright?”

“You’re such a poor influence.” Even though Devan said that, he hugged him back.

“You know it. It’s why you like me.”

There was a bit too much truth in that. Devan chose wisdom and didn’t respond. He just let go and stepped back, pulling the reins over Dan’s head before swinging up and into the saddle with a practiced heave. Easier to do without plate armor on. The more casual grey trousers, chain mail, and silver-on-white doublet let him have the ease of movement while still being dressed appropriately for court.

Tan waved goodbye as he turned and nudged Dan into a trot. The past few days had been blissful, really. Tan was not only entertaining but good company. Staying with him had been a vacation Devan didn’t know he’d needed. He hadn’t wanted to leave. He’d learned that when Tan wasn’t trying to tease him, he could be the quiet company Devan often craved. Nothing demanding, not needing anything, just there with him. It had made Devan’s heart ache, sometimes. If he hadn’t been a knight, if Tan wasn’t a black sorcerer, he could have followed through with the temptation that man brought.

Damn oath tying him to the princess. Devan had regretted becoming a knight many a time, it wasn’t anything new, but damn the feeling grated still.

The capital was in full glory, the gleaming white walls freshly washed down with magic. Devan slowed to a walk as he crossed the drawbridge, waving hello to the guards on duty as he passed. They waved back but one of them also gestured him in closer.

It took him a minute to connect that red hair with a name. Vargas, that was it. “Vargas, what is it?”

Vargas lit up in a brief smile. “Oh, I didn’t think you’d remember my name, Sir Salvino. I just thought it best to warn you, Princess Serenity is in a tizzy. There’s some kind of monster ambushing travelers in Hunter’s Woods. She’s been anxious for your return and asking us every few hours if we’d seen you yet. You best go directly to her.”

Oh god. She’d already found a good punishment for him, in other words. Devan hid the thought behind a bland smile. “I see. Thank you for the message, I’ll see her immediately.”

Vargas smiled back, clearly thinking he’d done a good job.

Devan didn’t have the heart to tell him otherwise.

He rode through the city streets with a sort of grim resignation. Devan didn’t pay any attention to the street vendors hailing him, offering everything from flowers to beverages. He ignored the people he passed by, barely acknowledging anyone of rank who might hail him, and just rode straight through to the castle.

A monster in Hunter’s Woods? Well, now, that was new. Or was it? Sometimes the reports from the north took a while to come to them, granted. He’d seen one urgent report arrive three months late—entirely too late, as it happened, the sender long dead. Devan had rather lost his shit over that one. The messenger who had lollygagged and dragged their feet getting to the capital had lost not only their job but hide off their back by the time he’d been done with them.

He really, really hoped this wasn’t another case of a delayed report coming in. That just gave the situation time to get worse. Devan just knew, too, that she’d send him alone to deal with it. Whatever it was. It’s how his bitchy princess rolled.

Dan took him straight to the stables without any guidance on his part because of course the stallion had only one goal: to get rid of his rider and acquire apples. Never mind that he hadn’t done more than a brief trot for twenty minutes. Apples. Damn horse was spoiled beyond belief. Devan dismounted with a heavier sigh than was physically warranted, turned, and headed for the side door. He wasn’t about to tell Dan that with their luck, they’d be back on the road tomorrow. The horse would pitch a fit.

He cleared the door, leaving the relative warmth of the sun for the coolness of the castle interior. The place had started off as a defensive fort, and this side of the castle still reflected that purpose in the stoutness of its walls and the undecorated grey. His boots made a distinct clipped sound against the stone tiles as he marched steadily over them.

Devan more or less knew where Princess Serenity would be at this time of the day. She liked to sun herself on the upper balcony overlooking the city. It gave her a chance to show off to the public without actually engaging anyone. Odds were she was there.

Devan gained the first level, heading for the second, when Wells caught up with him. His first lieutenant looked rough, to say the least. Dark bags under his blue eyes, fair hair standing on one end, just on the right side, and ink stains on his fingers. Devan wasn’t surprised. The man normally looked this frazzled when he had to shoulder both his and Devan’s workload.

He might have felt a tinge guilty for the mini-vacation with Tan. Just a smidge.

“Wells,” he greeted.

“You’re in for it now,” Wells returned with a grimace, wheeling to fall into step with him. “Her Highness is fit to be tied because you ruined her plan.”

“I figured as much.”

“It’s not just her mad, either. General Celto was cursed with some very nasty boils in a truly awful place and the court mages can’t seem to cure it. Between him throwing a fit, and the princess, there’s been no peace here.”

Ahh, so Tan had been good to his word on that. Splendid. Devan really had to bring him a kitten in thanks next time he saw the man.

Wells studied him with blatant suspicion. “How in hell did you manage it, anyway? Reports said there was a powerful sorcerer who scared the barbarians off. None of our court mages were there, though.”

Devan eyed him sideways. “Do you really want me to tell you who it was?”

Wells eyed him back suspiciously. “You didn’t…go to him, did you? I know you threatened to before you left, but you rethought that and realized it was a bad idea, right?”

“Wasn’t so bad of an idea now, was it? Since it clearly worked.”

Wells damn near tripped over the first step. “Salvino, have you lost what’s left of your mind?!”

“I had a mind to lose?”

Cursing, Wells stabbed a finger at him. “I’m being serious, dammit!”

So was Devan. Really? He had sanity to lose? Wow, he’d thought that had fled for safety ages ago.

“In my defense, it really did turn out well. Town’s safe. I didn’t have to promise my firstborn child”—Mostly because it was Tan himself who wanted to fuck him—“and the town in question now has a very evil protector. They were assured this in my presence and a ward promised within a fortnight.”

Wells’ jaw dropped. “You’re shitting me.”

“I am not. He was quite happy to help. A little gleeful, in fact.”

“Damn, Salvino, do I even want to know what you promised him in order to get that kind of cooperation?”

They were at the door to the second-story balcony now. Devan paused there long enough to deadpan, “Morning cuddles.”

Then he swept through, leaving Wells choking behind him.

Ah, the satisfaction of a well-timed delivery.

His sense of victory was short lived as he stepped out onto the balcony.

Princess Serenity was never without an audience. She had her two maids, three ladies of the court, and two other lords with stellar looks and empty heads. Devan recognized them all. At least half of them were in regular attendance these days. It never lasted for long. Serenity wasn’t the type to keep playing with the same toys long term.

The audience did reassure him somewhat that he might be able to escape without being screamed at. Serenity’s temper was well known to staff and servants, but she tried to keep up her public image, at least. The court as a whole didn’t seem to know how vicious she was. Her staff was threatened into silence and they didn’t dare utter a peep for fear of what she would do to them later. It had really been impressive that her image had stayed intact for over a decade now.

He might shortly ride off to his doom, but at least his hearing would be intact.

“There’s my knight.” Serenity lifted her white lace fan to idly fan herself. There was a smile on her bow-shaped lips, but the tightness around her brown eyes gave the game away. She was livid. If looks could kill, Devan would be in a million delicate slices on the ground about now.

Devan managed a bow. He didn’t say a word. He’d learned not to; it only set her off.

“Well, Sir Salvino, I’ve heard glowing reports of how you handled the northern invasion. You fought them off with an unknown sorcerer, or so was reported to me. Whoever did you convince to help you?”

Like he’d tell her that. He wasn’t one to name names. “A freelance sorcerer.”

“Freelance?” Her mouth quivered with the suppressed desire to start hurling curses at his head. “There’s a freelance sorcerer better than my court mages?”

“You really should revise those conditions for government-employed mages, Your Highness. It’s so binding that only the mediocre magicians consider it a good deal.”

Ah, damn, he hadn’t been able to keep himself from getting that dig in. Devan was going to hell and Serenity’s boot would be on his ass, kicking him in.

It was fine, Devan was reasonably sure Tan would fetch him back out again.

“I’ll look into it,” Serenity promised in a voice that spoke of doom.

Aw shit. He really shouldn’t have said that.

“As for now, your timing is impeccable. We have a threat in Hunter’s Woods that only you can handle. Wells has the reports. Go forth with haste, my knight. We’ve lost several lives already, which is intolerable to me.”

The lord nearest her looked at her with adoration as if she spewed only beautiful words of kindness. Devan wanted to kick him. Look past her pretty face, you idiot, don’t you hear the venom coating every word?

Devan gave her an obedient bow. “I’ll prepare and leave at once.”

“Do a thorough job,” she tacked on with saccharine sweetness. “Make sure whatever it is, is properly dead.”

In other words, kill it or don’t bother coming back. Ah hell. Just what was she sending him after?

Either way, he had a chance to escape cleanly with his hide intact. No sense in lingering. Devan gave another bow.

“I’ll make sure of it, Your Highness. With your leave.”

Pivot, turn, hightail it for the door. Through the door, door is closed, safe. Devan blew out a breath and met Wells’ eyes.

“I’m so glad she had an audience to play to.”

“Me too, otherwise she’d have screamed at you until nightfall. I really don’t feel good about what she’s assigned you.” Wells gestured for him to follow as they went back down the stone steps. “I’ll let you read the reports yourself, but I don’t know what this thing is. It’s humanoid, enough to fool anyone that approaches until it’s far too late. It’s wicked fast. We’ve only had one witness, a little girl about five, so whatever this thing is, it doesn’t like to feed off children. She said it had black hair down to its waist, looked like a woman, with skin as white as snow and red lips. It attacked her father, ripped out his neck, and disappeared again in a flash.”

That didn’t sound like anything Devan knew of, and he was rather well versed in the monsters of this region. Mostly because he’d had to kill them at one point or another.

“So I have to be suspicious of every person I see as I go into the woods and then pray I have the reflexes to fend this thing off before it tears my throat out?”

Wells grimaced. “Wear some kind of metal guard around your throat at all times is my advice.”

Devan started to really worry. This did not sound like an easy mission.

He glanced down at the ring Tan had charmed him into taking and suddenly felt glad he had it. He might need the protections on this thing sooner rather than later. Not to mention a certain sorcerer.

He just had a feeling he’d be calling for Tan sooner rather than later.
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