
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]



Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Acknowledgement

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Thank you for reading the second installment of Villainy!

Books by AJ Sherwood

Author


This book is a work of fiction, so please treat it like a work of fiction. Seriously. References to real people, dead people, good guys, bad guys, stupid politicians, companies, restaurants, events, products, locations, pop culture references, or wacky historical events are intended to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. Or because I wanted it in the story. Characters, names, story, location, dialogue, weird humor, and strange incidents all come from the author’s very fertile imagination and are not to be construed as real. No, I don’t believe in killing off main characters. Villains are a totally different story.

HOW I STOLE THE PRINCESS’S WHITE KNIGHT AND TURNED HIM TO VILLAINY

Miracle 2

Copyright © 2022 by AJ Sherwood

Cover by Katie Griffin

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights.

Purchase only authorized editions.

www.ajsherwood.com


One

Devan

Devan rode into Hunter’s Woods with his short sword in one hand, reins in the other. To say his nerves were taut would be a severe understatement. His hand hurt from clenching tightly around his sword hilt, but he couldn’t make himself release it. The churning in his stomach was nauseating, prebattle nerves he couldn’t dismiss. Devan hated charging into the unknown, and this situation qualified. He’d barely gotten past the wood’s edge before seeing signs of something gone very wrong.

Murderously wrong.

The first sign was that of two woodcutters, cart and wood abandoned, horse nowhere in sight. Both men lay face up on the ground, their eyes glassy, throats torn out. The sight made him unconsciously check the metal throat guard around his own throat. As hot as full plate armor was, Devan now wished he’d worn it instead of the lighter chainmail.

He clinically examined the scene. The men had been dead several days—the smell alone attested to that. Their bodies were splayed as if something had knocked them off their feet, and the way the dirt was churned under their heels suggested they’d struggled mightily until their death—which means whatever had attacked them had been strong enough to keep them there. Woodcutters were strong by nature—their profession guaranteed it—so it said something that they couldn’t force their attacker off by brute strength. It was also strange that one of them couldn’t escape. How fast was this thing to be able to catch both of them so handily?

Strangely, it looked as if all blood had been drained prior to death, as there was barely any sign of bruising or blood around the open wounds. Neither man had any defensive wounds to be seen, either. Whatever had struck had caught them entirely unawares. They’d not even had a chance to defend themselves. Struggled, yes, but they hadn’t been able to fight back.

Devan felt highly uneasy leaving them there, but his purpose first and foremost was to find what killed them. Perhaps later, after this fiend was dealt with, he could come back and retrieve the bodies for the families. Let them have a proper burial.

With severe misgiving, he nudged Dan back into a walk and continued into the woods.

Yes, his survival instincts were sending up every red flare imaginable, thanks for asking. Devan was (unfortunately) in the habit of doing things against his better judgement.

Another hour’s ride in, Devan saw a group of fallen bandits, their gear and outfits shabby and ripped. The stench here was even stronger than near the woodcutters, the flies having a veritable feast upon the abandoned corpses. The bandits had put up more of a fight but, still, five men dead, their throats torn out. Also looking very drained of blood. The dog tied to their camp looked petrified but otherwise untouched. Out of pity, Devan undid the leash around its neck and the dog wasted no time in hightailing it out of there.

It was sad to say but Devan was sure the dog had more sense than he did.

It was midmorning now, nearing the noon hour, although it was hard to tell. Hunter’s Woods was a primeval forest, barely touched by any logging companies. The wood was thick and dense, the branches overhead so overlapping that barely any sunlight penetrated to the forest floor. Greenery and shrubs were scarce indeed except shade grass, the only plant to survive with such little sunlight. The air was cool and slightly damp, bringing a chill to Devan’s exposed skin.

Well, really, it was the eeriness of the woods that made goosebumps rise on his flesh. Between the dim lighting, giving him such truncated sightlines, and the predator lurking somewhere out of sight, the woods had a distinctly haunted feeling.

Birdsong and the buzz of insects sounded all around, so whatever this predator was, it was no predator to them. From the corner of his eye, Devan saw a fox dart from the base of a fallen tree and scurry away through the grass. It was more afraid of him than anything else in here.

“What do you think, Dan?”

Dan’s ears flickered backward, assuring him the stallion was listening.

“It’s a strange creature that only attacks adult humans. I only ever see the tracks of one creature at a time, so I assume it’s just one, but I might be wrong? Still strange, whatever it is. What attacks adults without remorse but lets the little girl go, or ignores the dog? The animals in the forest don’t act like a predator is among them. I can think of a few creatures that only attack and feed off full-grown humans matching the description given. But I can’t think of anything native to this area.”

Devan just knew his chances of survival were plummeting with every step farther into this forest. He was an adult, and armed, and that was apparently this creature’s favorite target. Dammit all to hell and back.

He turned a little in the saddle, leather creaking as he did so. There was absolutely no sign that anything was about. His survival instincts said otherwise.

Just what was in here?

Devan’s job was to find out.

He did not, in fact, want to find out.

“Becoming an adult was one of the worst decisions I’ve ever made,” he grumbled to himself.

Dan’s head bobbed, as if in agreement.

“Yes, thanks for that. Whose side are you on, anyway?”

Dan ignored him.

Probably the safer answer.

A stray bit of sunlight grazed the ring on his hand and caught his attention. Devan looked at it for a long moment, chewing on his bottom lip. Should he call Tan? The sorcerer had made him promise to call if things looked bad. This certainly didn’t look good. Devan just wasn’t sure how safe it was, calling the sorcerer in. Tan had proven a ferocious fighter when he had the time to gear up and get enough magic together, but he was still recovering from the last fight Devan had thrown him into. Calling him now seemed wholly unfair.

Instinct warred with instinct. He really didn’t know which was the better choice here.

Maybe he should call—

Something sped out of the shadows, just on the edge of his peripheral vision. Startled, Dan kicked out and nearly caught whatever it was square on. The warhorse let out a squeal of outrage that something had dared attack from behind.

Devan rocked with the motion, twisting to get a visual, sword up and at the ready.

The thing spun again, a hooded cloak hiding most of its features, except the blood that soaked it from chin down. A gruesome sight for sure but also confirmation that this was exactly the creature he was hunting for.

The thing whirled, silent even on the forest floor, spinning like an aerial dancer before lunging for Devan. He barely got the sword up but it did little good, the creature’s claws raking against his chainmail. The strength of the blow actually ripped some of the mail, the metal screeching in protest as it tore down his shoulder. Devan felt the pull and braced himself in the saddle, trying desperately to keep his seat. It was a near thing, and his shoulder felt strained from the effort.

He could feel Tan’s ring warm on his finger but it was an absent observation, on the same level as confirming that he was still breathing. Devan’s entire attention lay on the creature still whirling about his prancing horse, trying to get the right angle of attack. Devan twisted in the saddle to face it, instincts clamoring to disengage. This wasn’t a battle he could win. He wasn’t fast enough—

A hard yank pulled him out of the saddle and Devan landed on the ground in a harsh thud, his shoulder taking the brunt of the fall with a hard enough jar that pain ricocheted through his body. He didn’t let it distract him. Training kicked in and he rolled, putting himself out from under Dan’s hooves, sword up and his eyes looking wildly around for the creature.

Where, where, where—it was here somewhere, dammit!

Devan sat up hastily even as he searched frantically for his opponent. A shadow darted in close again, coming up almost from behind him, and claws raked at his face. White hot pain scored his right cheek and jaw. Devan swore, jerking to the side, sword slicing in turn. The blade hit, but only just, a graze that barely bought him breathing room as the creature jerked back.

Dan, upset that his rider was down, kicked out again but wholly missed. The warhorse let out a frustrated neigh at being denied his target.

Devan twisted again, trying to at least get a leg up under him so he wasn’t flailing like an upside-down turtle on the ground. No such luck. The creature grabbed his arms, throwing itself sharply on top of him, pinning both his arms and his sword. Sharp claws bit right through his arm greaves, the white-hot pain screaming along his nerves. Its weight was incredible, like a millstone. As strong as Devan was, he barely kept it from crushing him altogether.

Muscles bulging, he panted and groaned, trying to push the damned thing off. He clenched his teeth against the pain and redoubled his efforts. If he could just get the blade tilted, maybe he could score a slash against its chest.

He could see inside the hood now and wished he couldn’t. Soulless black eyes looked back at him, a hungry smile around sharp teeth, and breath that was incredibly foul, like a butchery that hadn’t been cleaned in a decade. Devan nearly threw up from the smell alone. Straggling black hair framed its face, and the skin was unnaturally pale, white as snow. The impression he got was distinctly female.

“Get off me, damn you!” he swore.

That seemed to amuse her. Her grin deepened in return and she darted in with a sharp motion of her head, teeth snapping.

No, no, no, she wasn’t going to tear his throat out like the others. Devan wouldn’t let her. The throat guard gave him some kind of defense, but it wouldn’t last long, which meant he had to come up with some plan to get this thing off. Dan—maybe Dan could kick her off while she was stationary like this.

A blast of penetrating black light flared between them, knocking the creature off and throwing her several feet away. What the hell…?

Oh. Tan’s ring. The protection spell on the ring had somehow activated and thrown the creature off.

Devan panted for breath for three seconds, needing the small recovery window, and rolled, scrambling to his feet. His head spun with the motion but he kept his feet through sheer willpower. No way in hell was he going to be on his back again.

The creature cried in anguish, cradling her face with both hands, and she lurched to the side as if taking a mortal blow.

Devan didn’t know how much his opponent was hurt, or what kind of recovery powers she had. He just knew this was an opening he might not get again. With as much strength as he could put into the blow, he swung right at her head.

The creature dodged, still screeching in pain, and then turned and fled. Devan stared after her, panting harshly. Her speed was too much; even mounted, he’d have a hard time keeping up. Who knew how fast she’d recover and come back at him? Devan wasn’t keen on sticking around to find out. He had a chance to retreat and he was taking it. He scrambled for the saddle, gouged arms protesting the movement of him climbing onto Dan’s back. As soon as he had any semblance of a seat, the stallion whirled on his back legs and sprinted back the way they had come.

Gods above, Devan loved his horse. He owed him a barrel of apples for this bit of common sense. Maybe some cherries. Dan would do absolutely ludicrous things for cherries.

Devan hung on tight and stayed low, one eye fixated behind them. He wouldn’t breathe easy until they were actually out of the woods. He’d urge Dan faster if the horse wasn’t already putting every ounce of speed into his sprint as it was.

In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen his horse run this fast. The brat, he’d been holding out.

Devan could feel the blood pouring from the open wounds on his arms, his face, all hot to the touch. Unnaturally so. It would be his luck to survive this initial contact with the creature only to die of its venom later.

That settled it. As soon as they were clear of the woods, he was calling Tan.

Dan flagged a little, unable to keep up the mad sprint indefinitely. Devan clung and glanced behind them once more. They were well out of sight of where they’d been, and he saw no signs of pursuit.

He’d feel better about that if he’d been able to see the initial attack. Right now, he trusted absolutely nothing.

Dan was down to a normal run by the time they cleared the edge of the woods. The horse breathed hard, sweat on his neck and flanks, but he didn’t falter until they were well out on the highway, the afternoon sun bathing them in light. Devan just clung to the saddle, trying to breathe around the pain. Every injured part of him felt like liquid fire was being actively poured onto his skin. Tears leaked from his eyes just from the level of agonizing pain.

He couldn’t keep riding. Devan recognized he was in trouble, and as hard as it was to focus, he had to. No one was around to save him. He slowed his stallion to a walk, then pulled them off the side of the road altogether. He stayed seated, just in case, Dan pointed to face the woods so he could easily keep an eye on the entrance.

Devan poked at one of the deeper gashes in his arm and winced. That was really not good. It bled profusely and was hot to the touch. The entire area was blistering, and lines of red were streaking up and down his arm. Shit. That didn’t look good at all.

He futilely wiped tears from his eyes before he lifted the ring closer to his mouth and distinctly called, “Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra. Are you listening?”

The answer was clear as a bell a moment later. “My darling! I’ve been languishing while waiting for your call, absolutely languishing. How are you?”

“I’m hurt.”

The tone abruptly changed from playful to all business. “Where are you? What’s happened? How badly are you hurt?”

“Outside of Hunter’s Woods. A creature attacked me. I’m bleeding from several places and the claws might be poisonous. Tan—” Devan’s head swam and he had to shake it to fight the urge to pass out. Shit, he hadn’t lost that much blood, had he? “I might pass out.”

“I’ll be there in thirty seconds. Absolutely do not pass out. Do you understand me, my love? Stay awake. You can collapse into my arms once I’m there.”

Devan’s head was truly swimming now and it was hard to focus. His breathing was harsher now, sweat dewing on his forehead. Wherever the creature had touched him felt like a fire held directly against the wound.

Thank fuck he could call for Tan directly. He wouldn’t make it if he tried to ride for help now.

Oh, shit, he had to get off Dan. Before he fell off and broke something.

In the most uncoordinated move he’d made in his life, Devan fumbled his way out of the saddle and to the ground. Then he clung to the saddle for support, leaning heavily against Dan’s sweaty side.

Breathe. Breathe, Devan. Stand there and breathe. Help’s coming.

“Tan?”

“Almost at my portal circle. How are you?”

“Definitely poisoned. If you’ve got a ready antidote, you’d better bring it.”

Tan swore in his native tongue and Devan heard the sound of a door slamming open and smacking against stone.

“Three seconds, Devan. I’m portaling to you now. Just hold on.”

Devan was reasonably sure he could hold on for three more seconds.

Maybe.


Two

Tan

Different emotions warred in Tan. Devan had called him—yay, trust! Truly, a wonderful thing indeed. On the other hand, he’d called sounding like the grave was trying to wrestle him down into its dark depths, and that scared Tan. Raw pain, fear, the roughness of an uncoordinated tongue, that’s what he’d heard from Devan. It didn’t spell anything good, that combination.

He’d never run down the stairs so fast in his life. If it was just fetching Devan, he probably could have done it from his workshop, but Devan was surely on his horse. He’d need to get Dan, and that meant the portation circle. The horse couldn’t navigate the stairs.

He flew into place, all while saying assurances to the man he was fairly sure was on the verge of passing out. Devan’s words slurred more and more, and there was a thud on the other end that sounded not good. Tan skidded to a halt inside the circle, then slammed more magic than necessary into activating the portal, hurtling himself to Devan’s side in a split second.

The first look at his knight, clinging to Dan’s side as if that was the only thing holding him up, chilled Tan’s blood. He’d seen porcelain dolls with better color.

Without a word, he grabbed Devan around the waist, Dan by the mane, and activated the portation spell again. Devan leaned against him, his weight almost doubling Tan in half, truly unable to stand on his own.

They were back at Tan’s castle in the blink of an eye, as it wasn’t that far—scary thought. The woods were within sight of his castle’s borders and he liked that thought about as much as a stick in the eye. Tan would revisit that later. He called out orders as he moved, throwing a spell on Devan to make him lighter and something he could carry.

“HANS! I NEED YOU NOW! Thing One, take the horse to the stable and care for him better than you would your own child.”

Thing One had been sweeping the yard but dropped the broom and hastened to obey. “Yes, Master!”

Hans appeared in the doorway with a harried look, apron around his waist. He took in Devan and blinked. “Oh dear. What happened?”

“I don’t know. I’m taking him directly up to the guest room. Grab both the black box of potions and the red one and meet me there.”

“Of course, Master.”

Tan tried to move quickly up the stairs, but even his lightening spell could only do so much. Devan was not a small man. The cumbersome weight draped over Tan’s back was difficult to maneuver in the tighter corners of the stairs. At least the spell took most of the burden off so Tan didn’t throw his back out.

Fortunately, the guest bedroom was right at the top of the second floor stairs. Tan pushed his way inside, laying Devan down as carefully as he could, then yanking off chainmail and shirt, trying to see the extent of his injuries.

Devan was conscious, of sorts. His golden-brown eyes were open but unfocused, breathing labored in the extreme, and sweat poured down his temples and along his broad chest.

Drawing black light to his finger, Tan used it like ink and wrote a quick divining circle on the man’s chest. “Reveal.”

Shit, definitely poison, and from some sort of blood-sucking creature? He’d have to do a more in-depth analysis to know precisely what type of creature. The spell did reveal the poison type, at least, something he had an antidote on hand for.

Hans, bless his stubby little legs, raced in with both boxes.

Tan didn’t even wait for him to put them down. He snapped open the lid of the red box, grabbed the vial labeled For the Bitey Things, and immediately unstoppered it. He had to lift Devan’s head a little to pour it down his throat, trying to make sure every drop went into the knight.

For an eternally long moment, Tan waited for the potion to take effect. It felt like an eternity passed without results. Then Devan’s next breath sounded clearer, and the next breath after that was even better, so it was working.

For shits and giggles, Tan grabbed another bottle and poured a second dose down Devan. Just in case. He wasn’t taking chances with his knight.

Only then did he take both boxes from Hans and say, “I need bandages, a washbasin, and the strongest soap we have. Help me wash and dress the wounds.”

“I’ll be back in a moment,” Hans promised before speeding away.

Tan wrestled the rest of Devan’s clothes off—for purely medical reasons. Really. He had to get those sweat-soaked clothes and boots off if the knight had any chance of resting easily. He dumped them all off to the side of the bed for Hans to deal with later.

Hans came back with the requested items and they each took a side of the knight, washing out the puncture wounds. They were deep, incredibly hot to the touch, and of an angry red that seemed determined to take over healthy skin. Just seeing the wounds made Tan murderously angry even as his heart squeezed in a sympathetic ache. Gods above, that had to be painful to endure. Tan paused in cleaning to fetch a healing potion and coax that down Devan too. He’d need it for wounds this deep.

The wounds were looking a bit better after washing, but Tan slathered them with a cooling potion to keep infection at bay, and then wrapped them with clean bandages. He noted not only the wounds on Devan’s arms but the ones on his jaw and cheek as well. It was almost like someone had tried to get a grip on the side of Devan’s head and failed. Whatever this thing was, it had tried to tear Devan’s head off.

The ring’s settings were such that physical combat was allowed—for obvious reasons—but apparently Tan needed to make some adjustments. Nothing should have gotten that close to killing his knight.

Wounds wrapped, he put the supplies away in the boxes once more, then drew the covers up over Devan. As he did, he realized Devan’s eyes were focused on him, clear and direct.

Thank fuck.

He lifted the uninjured side of Devan’s head to put a pillow underneath it and then kept his hand there, cradling the knight’s face.

“What did this to you?” The menace in the question was audible even to his ears.

Devan’s eyes closed wearily for a moment. “I don’t know what it was. It looked human, sort of. But it wanted to tear my throat out and feed from my blood. It was unnaturally fast, I stood no chance against it. If not for your ring’s protections, I’d have been its next meal.”

Tan was glad to hear his ring had done its job but, dammit, Devan shouldn’t have been at death’s door, either. “Whatever this thing is, I will hunt it and avenge you.”

That brought a soft smile to Devan’s face and his eyes closed. “No complaints here. Do I get to watch?”

“If you’d like.”

With a hum of agreement, Devan turned his face further into Tan’s palm and fell instantly to sleep.

Oh gods. The cuteness. Tan’s heart nearly exploded from the cuteness. He had no idea Devan could be cute, and he had no immunity to it.

It was fine, he didn’t actually want the immunity. He was good.

Although he’d like to know what the fuck Devan was doing in the woods by himself with that thing, but he could follow up on that later. Right now, he had a call-to-quarters to issue.

Tan didn’t want to disturb Devan while he rested. He also didn’t want to leave him for fear that he might unexpectedly turn for the worse. In the end, Tan compromised by putting a monitoring spell on the knight before leaving the room, quietly, although making enough noise to not register on the stealth level.

Look, no one with sense tiptoed around a war-trained knight. They registered ‘stealth’ as ‘enemy approaching’ and would punch a hole through your throat before their eyes were even open. Terrible way to start a courtship, with Tan trying to breathe and Devan apologizing for his reflexes.

Tan retreated to his workshop on the third floor, known as The Lab. He kept that one for major workings. This was the only place he actually kept semi-organized. There were things in here that really, truly, should never mix. He also needed a clean space to write sigils out on the floor.

He went straight for his standing mirror next to the window and slapped a palm against it.

“Fa. Niran. You hear me?”

Neither sibling gave an immediate response. Fa probably wasn’t awake at this ‘early’ hour of the day, night owl that she was. Niran was ever in the middle of three things and likely had to untangle himself first.

Finally, half the mirror came to life and showed his sister’s image. Fa’s black hair hung in knotted tendrils over her face, and she had one dark eye open, the other glued shut from sleep. She had the look of someone who had literally rolled over in bed and answered, black covers draped over her head as she peeked out from under them.

“Tan?” she murmured in a sleep-thick voice. “Emergency?”

“Yes. Wake up, Sister, I need you.”

She put more effort into sitting up, then flopped. “Coffee.”

“I’ll give you a minute.” He had to. She was useless at this stage.

Niran, on the other hand, was all chipper energy as he appeared in front of the mirror. It must be potion-making day, as he wore a leather apron and gloves up to his elbows, his black hair pulled back with a band to keep the bangs out of his eyes. From behind the goggles, dark brown eyes blinked in worry.

“Tan, you look distraught.”

“My knight almost got killed today in Hunter’s Woods,” Tan answered bluntly. “Some blood-sucking thing damn near ripped his head off.”

“Wait, Hunter’s Woods? That’s barely a stone’s throw from us.”

“Also worrisome but not as important. Devan almost dying before I could get to him, that’s the important part. Focus, Niran.”

Niran, good big brother that he was, focused. “Was it really that bad?”

“I had to pour two antidotes and a healing potion down his throat before I could even bandage severe wounds. Does that answer your question?”

“Shit. This is Devante Salvino, right? First Knight of Goodwine?”

“That’s him.”

“Nothing should have taken him down that quickly. Man’s First Knight of the Realm for a reason. He’s one of the best fighters in the country.” Niran gave a firm nod. “I see the problem. I don’t like that this thing borders all of our lands, either. I’ll pack up and come over. The three of us can hunt this down.”

This was why he loved his brother.

Fa sipped at coffee she had gotten from somewhere—knowing her, she had a portal spell directly linked to the kitchen—and blinked big eyes at Tan. “Is Devan handsome?”

“Deliciously so.”

“I’m coming too.”

And this was why Tan and his sister got along so well. They both understood the priority: hot men.

“I’ll be waiting. Prepare for something with fast reflexes. If Devan struggled with this thing, we’re going to be in for a fight.”

They gave him nods and ’byes and closed the connection.

Tan blew out a breath. Shit, what a day this was shaping up to be.

He took a coin out from his pocket and slapped it on the table, pointedly looking away from the coin for ten seconds. When he looked back, he heard the faint gargle of panic but saw no sign of the courier. He did, however, have a goblet of fine ale sitting where the coin was, and that’s what was really important.

Picking it up, he took a healthy swallow.

For the upcoming conversation, he absolutely refused to go into it without alcohol in his system. He was too upset about what had happened to Devan to be calm.

Now, what kind of torture could he visit upon this creature that had dared to lay hands on his precious knight? Tan had a few very dark spells at hand. One of them could eat a person from the inside out, the nerves being the last thing touched. Maybe that one? It didn’t appeal, though. Seemed too merciful.

For this, Tan might need to get creative.


Three

Devan

Devan woke up feeling like he’d just dodged an appointment with the grave. He had, in fact, so the feeling was justified. The sense of lethargy throughout his body tugged at his very bones, and his wounds still ached with pain. Even Tan’s power wasn’t enough to heal a body overnight.

He had, however, kept Devan alive despite significant blood loss and venom spreading throughout his body. Devan was once again impressed with the man’s skills. He’d felt on death’s door by the time he was hauled up to this bed, so the fact he was still breathing and even felt better was a silent testament of how good Tan was.

Carefully, he lifted himself into a sitting position and poked at the wounds on his face. Nothing felt hot. The wounds on his arm only mildly ached instead of feeling like they were being gouged by a red-hot poker. Good, good. Day was looking up already. No loss of life or limbs, banzai.

Devan managed to get one whole foot out of the bed when his door abruptly opened and Hans appeared.

“Sir Knight,” Hans greeted with a smile of relief. “You’re awake. How do you feel?”

“Like I danced with death, but I’ve felt worse.”

“Master said you wouldn’t be fully healed for a few days yet, so I’m not surprised.”

“How long have I been out?”

“About eight hours, Sir Knight. You’ve woken sooner than expected.”

Devan’s eyes widened in shock. Only eight hours? That recovery time was insane considering the severity of his wounds. He’d had healing potions given to him before. They’d not been this effective.

“Where is Tan?”

“Downstairs with his siblings. They’re all quite cross and alarmed at what you reported. They’re meeting now to plan a course of action.”

Tan had mentioned he was the youngest of three siblings. They were all here?

Devan tried to imagine what three Tans in one room would be like.

Could he possibly just sleep through that meeting? Surely that was the saner option.

Hans either read minds or had common sense and could guess what Devan was thinking because he tacked on, “Master has a monitoring spell on you. He’s likely aware you’re awake. I’ll bring you dinner down in the parlor so you can join them.”

In other words, no pretending to sleep for him.

Well. Facing three crazy black sorcerers couldn’t be worse than fighting off a dangerous creature in the woods by himself.

Maybe. He did want to get up and thank Tan for the rescue. He dressed in clothes Hans provided for him, which were a suspiciously perfect fit. Devan didn’t think there were spells on them in order to make them fit, either.

First question: How the hell had Tan figured out his sizes?

Second question: Why the hell would he bother to have a wardrobe for Devan available?

Third question: How much sanity would it cost Devan to know the answers to these questions?

He feared it might be too much. Devan chose to preserve what little sanity he had left and put on the emotionally loaded shirt and pants. Safer option.

Hans was right at his side as he descended the stairs. Carefully, slowly, not at all at his usual pace. He had no doubt that if he faltered, the kobold could lift him and carry him the rest of the way. Short, yes, but kobolds were insanely strong in their own right. In fact, having one in charge of a household was a mark of high honor. They chose who they served. It was not the other way around.

Come to think of it, why was a kobold in this household? Devan regarded Hans with new interest. “Hans. Sometime, I would like to hear the story of how you came to be here.”

Hans craned his neck up to look at him, smiling. The sharp incisors made the smile look a bit ferocious, though that was clearly not the intent. “I’ll be glad to tell it, Sir Knight. The short answer is, I owe Master Tan much. The only thing he asked of me in return was to make sure he didn’t starve to death.”

“He’s a good cook, though?”

“He is. He just doesn’t like to cook for himself. If left to his own devices, he would live off rice and alcohol alone.”

Now, that Devan could believe.

As they approached the parlor, the door stood open, and Devan could clearly hear voices from inside.

“What is raising a dead body?” a female’s light soprano asked, the tone tilting up in curiosity.

“Normal?” an unfamiliar male voice responded.

“Brother dearest, do focus.” That was Tan, sounding exasperated. “That’s not what she meant. She wanted to know if the thing Devan faced was a raised construct from the grave.”

“Ohhhh. That does make more sense. Uh, possibly? I need to ask questions of your slumbering knight.”

Devan mentally braced himself for a very strange conversation even as he breached the doorway.

The parlor was not arrayed as usual. The chairs had been rearranged into more of a circular fashion, there was a spread of food and tea upon the table, and the fire was going for some reason. It was late spring, no call for it, and yet the fire flickered merrily along.

Devan was rather glad for it, truth told. He still felt cold. Probably from yesterday’s blood loss.

Tan’s two siblings were interesting, mostly in the fact that they looked nothing like their younger brother except in the most superficial of ways. The woman huddled in a wing-backed chair, a blanket wrapped around her like a child cuddling in on a cold night. Her black hair was an oily, stringy mess that obscured half her face, skin so pale that Devan wondered if she’d ever seen sunlight in her life.

The man, on the other hand, was crisp and neat from head to toe. His black hair was cut long on top, almost shorn on the sides, his body lean and fit. He was the only one of the three not wearing black of some fashion, but a white poet shirt and buckskin pants tucked into knee-high boots. His face was more angled and narrower than Tan’s, which made Devan wonder which of the siblings took after which parent.

“Darling!” Tan pirouetted to Devan’s side and touched his chest lightly, beaming up into his face. “You look so much better.”

“That’s a very low bar to cross,” Devan retorted. Still, seeing Tan’s open delight brought a smile to his face. The smile tugged at still healing flesh, but at least it didn’t hurt.

“True, but I’m delighted to see you on your feet already. Come, come, meet my siblings and then sit and eat. You need the nourishment. This is my brother, Niran, and my sister, Fa. Everyone, meet my knight. Isn’t he handsome?”

Devan considered refuting the “my” bit. Didn’t feel like wasting his breath.

Niran came right up to him with a hand extended. His eyes swept Devan curiously from head to toe and back again. “Sir Salvino, pleasure. I’ve heard many things about you. Most of them good, which is troubling, but that’s alright. Tan will take you into hand.”

Something about these names were ringing a bell for Devan. He asked cautiously, “By chance, are you Niran the Necromancer?”

“That’s me! Not surprised you’ve heard of me.”

Oh gods. Devan had known Tan’s siblings were also black sorcerers, but he hadn’t gotten names. He’d not made the connection that the Sorcerer of Sol was Tan’s older brother. If that followed, then Fa…

On a hunch, he asked her, “The Black Sorceress of Crila, by chance?”

Fa nodded behind her tea cup. “That’s me.”

So, the three most famous black sorcerers in this generation were all siblings?! Devan wasn’t sure if that explained a lot or…no, truly, what was it about that family’s genetics that they could produce such magical powerhouses?

Niran had his own question to ask. “Say, your posture looks rather good. How’s your spine?”

What was he supposed to make of this inquiry? Devan canted his head in puzzlement, mouth open to answer, although he wasn’t sure what he would say.

Tan shook a finger in his brother’s face in stern warning. “No. I told you, Devan’s skeleton is off limits.”

And that was as much as he wanted to know, thanks.

“I admit,” Fa pitched in from her chair, “I don’t normally foresee where our conversations are headed, but skeleton embezzlement I did not see coming.”

“What embezzlement?” Niran demanded in outrage.

It was in this moment Devan remembered a key detail. Necromancers built their spells off the spine of the deceased. In other words, Niran was interested in his corpse?

A full body shudder wracked him from head to toe. Ugh, fuck no.

Tan patted him reassuringly on the chest. “It’s alright, love, no one will have access to your corpse but me.”

It was bad that Devan actually did feel relief at that.

“I have perfectly legal contracts for skeletal procurement! It’s not like I kill people to get their skeletons!” Niran protested, bouncing between both siblings. “I don’t want people to die. Usually. Life gets a little slow sometimes.”

Devan chose to focus on food. Food was safer. Food was sane. Frankly, he needed to keep his strength up if he was to survive this conversation. He steered himself toward the table and grabbed a plate. Tan intercepted him and made him sit, taking the plate for him and filling it with a selection.

Fa unwound herself enough to pour a cup of tea and hand it to him.

Devan took it, still not sure what to make of her. “Thank you.”

It was like looking at a swamp witch who had dried out. Her stringy hair had actual sticks in it, clothes hanging on her like she’d grabbed something out of a rubbish bin and hit it with a cleaning spell before putting it on. She did not, in any sense, look like a famous black sorceress.

“You’re really so pretty,” she murmured happily. “Just as Tan said. I’m glad I came to help.”

Pretty was not normally how people described him.… You know what, Devan would let that one go, too. Although he was sticking next to Tan. He didn’t like that both older siblings seemed interested in his body, even if for different reasons.

Tan plopped right down next to him on the couch and picked up where the earlier conversation had been interrupted.

“So, how would we know if this thing is a raised construct or not?”

Niran returned to his seat as well, reclaiming his teacup. “Hmm, there will be key signs. Devan—can I call you that?”

“Sure.” Devan didn’t really care for formality; he was just used to it after being in court for a decade.

“A few questions for you. First, did you know anything about this danger before going into the woods?”

“There were reports, yes. Mostly the reports were secondhand, as there was only one witness—a little girl—who was unharmed. Well, two witnesses now, since I survived it. We’ve had a total of twenty-three deaths associated with the creature. All of them with their throats ripped out and drained of blood.”

“Just adults?” Niran pressed. “No sign of animal attack?”

“No. In fact, I can confidently say no animals were harmed. The horses were cut free, and I found one dog still leashed near its dead owners. When the creature attacked, she only went after me. She wasn’t interested in my stallion.”

“You said ‘she’?”

“The impression I got was of a female. Something about the way her face was shaped, and how short she was. I might be wrong, but my instincts said female.”

“Did you get that good a look at her, then?”

“Unfortunately. The damn thing landed right on top of me. Despite her wicked speed, she weighed an incredible amount, like a boulder. It was all I could do to keep her off me. Her hair was dark, in snarled knots, teeth that of a shark’s. Her breath smelled foul, too. Like a rancid meathouse.”

Niran sat back, sipped at his tea, and sat with that information for a long moment. “Not a construct, that’s my opinion. You can’t change fundamental things about a body even with the raising of it. Her weight shouldn’t have changed. Her mouth shouldn’t be shaped any differently than a human’s. And the key point is that if she really was raised and then went wild, everything moving should be prey to her. Animals and humans alike would be her source of food. To leave the animals and a child behind makes no sense.”

“She’s venomous, too,” Tan added thoughtfully. “Reminds me of a creature I faced before with Master.”

Devan felt like this was the right time to throw his theory into the mix. “The thing of it is, I’ve heard of a monster like this before. From the wooded area just north of Illesea. But it doesn’t make sense to me that it would be this far north.”

Tan leaned in against his side. “What, dearest?”

“It’s called a vampire.”

“Vampire,” Niran repeated then snapped his fingers in recognition. “Right, a waemphir! Now that would make sense to me. It fits all the specifications for one. Did it have an abhorrence for sunlight?”

“Well, it didn’t follow me out of the woods, at least. There’s been no reported attacks outside of Hunter’s Woods, either.”

“Then it’s sticking to the shade of the trees.” Niran nodded sagely. “Hmm, yes, that makes sense. Tan, thoughts?”

“Like I said, it reminds me of that beast Master and I fought. I think we’re right. I didn’t analyze the venom from Devan’s skin; you arrived too quickly. We can verify it through a sample I collected later.”

“Alright, how do we go about killing this thing? Devan, you said she was insanely fast.”

“So much so that I struggled just to face her.”

“Then combat is probably not the best idea.” Niran shrugged. “Fine. Let’s burn the forest to the ground. That’ll smoke her out.”

Fa clapped. “Oh, good idea. We can just replant later.”

Oh gods above. Tan really was the sane one out of the three.

“Let’s not destroy a primeval forest just over one monster, please,” Devan said sternly. With feeling.

Tan extended his hands like he was summoning something from on high. “Behold—! Wait. Wait, I can’t find it. I can’t find my last fuck. Nope, I’m good with burning down the forest.”

How much tea, exactly, did Devan need to drink before these three offered a sane suggestion?

“I think”—Devan gave Tan his firm look, the one he gave younger subordinates who were deliberately doing things to get on his nerves—“that one or the other of us should be sedated.”

“If you think sleeping on it will make me calm down, you’re wrong.” Tan patted Devan’s uninjured cheek lightly and, while his mouth was smiling, his eyes were not. “She hurt you. She will pay the price for that.”

It had been so long since anyone cared if he were hurt or not—truly cared, that is—that Devan felt touched at those words. Tan was seriously enraged on his behalf. Almost surprisingly so. He was used to Tan flirting, but this felt more sincere, as if Tan was wholly invested in his wellbeing. It was hard not to feel the love. The idea surprised him enough that it took a moment for him to respond.

Devan shook his head. He wasn’t going to budge on this point. “Not burning down the forest. Plan B, please.”

“We can throw the loopy thing at her,” Fa suggested brightly.

Tan perked up, interested. “Oh, the trap that explodes everything inside of it? You still have that?”

“Good find,” Niran commented with a nostalgic tone.

“I know, right?” To Tan, Fa confirmed, “I still have it.”

“Traps are all well and good, but we still have to get safely inside the woods to put the trap into place,” Devan pointed out patiently. “What safeguards do you have for that?”

“Oh, we’ll get a ringed guard of skeletons to escort us in and out, should be fine.” Niran waved this away like it was nothing. “If she attacks us before we can get the trap set up, so much the better. We’ll just take her down immediately.”

Uh-huh. Devan wasn’t holding his breath. “Do you mind if I see one of your skeletons to assess combat readiness? Considering I’m the only one who’s fought her, I think it’s fair I make the evaluation.”

“Oh. Sure. Here, Hans, take the key and let them out.”

Wait. Key? Devan spluttered, almost choking on the bite he’d just taken. “Aren’t a necromancer’s raises still sentient?”

“Sure?” Niran answered as if he had no idea why Devan was questioning this.

“You locked sentient beings up?”

Tan growled at his brother, “I know I say some dumb shit, but that was dumb.”

“All I said was I was letting them out and using this key. I didn’t say I locked them in!”

“You realize that doesn’t help your case, right?”

Hans took the key and assured Devan, “It was a safety precaution, Sir Knight. The skeletons tend to be easily distracted and get lost in the labyrinth. They were made comfortable in a guest room before they settled in for a long rest.”

“Oh.” Devan didn’t like the idea of sentient beings mistreated, even if they were a necromancer’s conjurations. “That does make me feel better, Hans, thank you.”

Niran looked miffed this was even in question to begin with.

Yeah, Devan couldn’t trust these three without supervision. He didn’t know what would happen, he just knew that the cleanup after the explosion would somehow land on him.

“Tan.”

“Right here, darling.”

“I’m going in with you.”

Tan looked him over uncertainly. “You’re not up for that, though.”

“Give me a day or three. I’m certain I’ll heal quickly with your care. But you’re not going in there without me.”

“It’s like you don’t trust us!”

Devan sipped his tea and pointedly did not respond.


Four

Tan

The next morning, Tan had everyone use The Lab, as it was the only place with work space. It was more crowded than usual with both of his siblings in there with him. He cleared off two of the tables so they had space to work, which they were happy to do. (He may have been a bit hasty in the cleanup. All crashing sounds from the workroom next door as things toppled were soundly ignored. It was fine. Castle wouldn’t explode with just a few broken potions. The dangerous potions weren’t in that room so he had nothing to worry about.) He liked having his siblings working alongside him. It brought back memories of a different time when they were all still students under the same master and honing their skills.

Ah, good times.

Right now, they all had different tasks. Tan worked on more trapping spells in case the one they wanted to use failed for some reason. Or wasn’t strong enough. Tan had gone up against a vampire before, true, but he also hadn’t been alone. Master Keb had done a great deal of the heavy lifting, magically speaking, during that fight. Tan didn’t want to tempt fate by assuming X would work, when really he needed A-Z on hand. Considering his past experience with fighting a vampire, it was a miracle Devan had come out of that fight alive. He was ever so thankful his knight had survived.

Fa hummed happily as she worked on her potions. She had several up her sleeve that could mimic the brightness of the sun, which should either harm or paralyze the vampire mid-step. Good thing to have on hand.

Of course Niran seemed to think he could reraise the vampire as a zombie and command it. The argument was, she was an animated corpse already, right? She would completely fall under a necromancer’s reign.

Tan saw the logic but also sensed his brother was being a tad overly confident. He leaned in that direction.

There was a cautious knock at the door. Tan leaned back in his chair to glance over a shoulder.

“Ah, Devan, my love! Come in, come in. I have a chair right here that’s safe to sit in.”

Tan patted the stool in question, beaming. He knew Devan wouldn’t trust them without supervision after yesterday’s conversation, so he’d made preparations in advance. For some reason, Devan still seemed hesitant to enter. Silly man. Tan had knight-proofed the room in anticipation of him coming. He’d not let anything happen while the poor man was still recovering.

Devan finally chose to sit. Such a brave knight he was. He seemed to release a breath as he settled, like crossing the ten feet to reach Tan had been dangerous somehow.

(Granted, in other workspaces it was, but that was neither here nor there.)

“Tan, I’ve a question for you.” Devan eyed the half-assembled rope trap on the table and got sidetracked. “You think rope will cage it?”

“What? Oh, no, I’m just making sure the spell works before using my good chains. No sense in wasting them.”

“Ah. Makes sense. Anyway, I wanted to ask for details on when you defeated the vampire with your master.”

Tan nodded even as he went back to work. His hands flipped, twisted, and wound the spell’s design in with the fibers of the rope. It was the easier method of bespelling the rope without getting out the paints.

“I was barely seventeen, not even a full-fledged sorcerer yet. We were out on a supply run when Master got the call to help. I went with him because he didn’t dare leave me behind. The whole town was being terrorized by this thing.”

Devan leaned forward, head canted with interest. “Was he the one who actually defeated it?”

“Joint effort, really. He threw the trapping spell, I struck the mortal blow. We couldn’t have done it without the other. The circumstances then, too, were more in our favor. We’d warded the town so the vampire couldn’t feed off anyone there, starving it. It was weaker than the one that attacked you because of it. We’d also chased it all night so it was dawn when we finally caught up. Without protection from the light, it weakened further.”

Devan nodded, taking this all in. “So it was an easier fight than what we’re up against.”

“Right. Hence we’re taking all the precautions.”

“While we’re on the topic of rumors I’ve heard of you—”

Tan was delighted by the rare look of rare mischief on Devan’s face. He also didn’t trust it, not one iota.

“—let me ask. Battling a tengu in midair?”

“It wasn’t so much midair as I had stupidly launched myself off the tower in order to chase after it, miraculously hit it with the right spell, and caught myself before I went splat.”

Devan’s eyes went a trifle wide and he blinked a few times. “But you did do that.”

“Eh, the story makes it more heroic than it actually was.”

Devan didn’t seem to know how to respond. He shook his head and moved on. “Taming a unicorn?”

“Okay, look, young me often hatched plans without thinking them through.”

“So you did do it.”

“Sure, but then it followed me for six months wanting pets. When I didn’t give pets, I got stabbed in the ribs with a horn. Do you know how sharp those horns are?”

Niran pitched in from his table, “It adored Fa for some reason. It composed very bad poetry and sang it to her through her bedroom window every night. Master finally portaled it to the other side of the continent just for some peace and quiet.”

Devan rubbed at his lips, trying to hide a smile and failing badly. “How old were you when you did this?”

“Sixteen. Look, a lot of stupid things sound like a good idea when you’re sixteen. The decisions of my youth are not to be held against me.”

Fa let out a dreamy sigh. “I miss that unicorn sometimes.”

“You’re the only one who does,” their big brother assured her dryly. “Now, Devan, if you really want a good story, get him to tell you how he created The Void.”

Tan winced. Gods above, of course Niran would bring that up.

Devan’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “I remember the explosion. It was so large it could be seen in all three countries. However did you create such a large, gaping hole? And why in the barbarians’ land?”

Tan refused to look at him and instead glared at his brother. There would be a comeuppance for bringing that up. Tan would make sure of it. Just the memory of it made him cringe. Of all the embarrassing mistakes he’d made in his life, that one was at the top of the list.

“What did you do?” Devan pressed. “That’s been one of the greatest unsolved mysteries for the past decade.”

Muttering darkly under his breath, Tan turned resolutely back to his rope. “Don’t rush me. I’ll fix it.”

“That’s the only thing he’ll ever say about it,” Fa pitched in, giggling. “He’s so embarrassed by it. It’s alright, Tan, you were young. You didn’t know better.”

Tan did not appreciate this support. It wasn’t even support, she was just teasing. He shot her a glare. Some sister she was.

“I think I’ll have to get you dead drunk before I get to hear this story.”

The fact Devan was comfortable enough to offer getting drunk with him delighted Tan to no end. Ooh, yes, please!

Before he could agree to drunk shenanigans, Devan shook his head and changed the topic. “Speaking of, can I get the story of you two becoming black sorcerers? Tan told me your stories were similar to his, but I didn’t get details.”

“Well, in my case, I serve the god of death.” Niran gave a shrug. “I think of him as a good, benevolent god but most of society disagrees with me.”

Judging by Devan’s expression, he definitely questioned that. “There’s a good undead god?”

“Well…” Niran shrugged again.

“Is there a good undead anything?” Fa was full of the philosophical questions this afternoon.

“Your brother’s minions,” Niran pointedly reminded her. “That you use to fetch things.”

“Oh, right. Wait, does that make us the baddies?”

“Fa, you’re labelled as a black sorcerer. What do you think?”

“But I do nice things too!”

“I know you do,” Devan soothed her with that charming, gentle smile that did funny things to Tan’s insides. Fa didn’t seem any more immune to it. “It’s why I knew I could approach Tan for help. All three of you have a reputation for helping those who need it. Usually at a crazy cost, granted.”

Niran snorted. “Yeah, but Tan’s nicer than we are. They actually established a beginner’s adventurer guild in Golis because they knew he wouldn’t actually kill the newbies.”

“I get a very nice purse from them every year for training the kids,” Tan pointed out. “Tax-free money, I might point out. You could do worse for a business deal, Brother.”

“I don’t have your patience. Besides, there’s something about me that’s quite off-putting. Probably the small legion of skeletons.”

Devan rolled his eyes and muttered, “That has something to do with it. Fa, what about you? What brought you onto this path?”

Fa’s lower lip trembled in remembered anguish. “I only kidnapped him one time. And I gave him back!”

“I…am almost afraid to ask.” Devan looked to Tan for help.

Tan encouraged him with a smile. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. She was head over heels in love with a certain nobleman’s son.”

“He was just so pretty,” Fa sighed, going off into la-la land.

“She kept him for dinner, a forced date, but he insisted she bring him back. So she did. It’s just, well, she portaled him right through the family’s protective ward—which as you know is very much against the law, not to mention should be impossible—and then fought off all the guards who tried to detain her. Things maybe got a little messy.”

“It’s one of those random moments where I preferred blood,” Fa told them seriously.

Devan rubbed at his forehead. He may have been fighting a smile, too, like he could just picture this whole thing in his head and was trying not to laugh. The knight’s morbid sense of humor was why he and Tan got along so well.

Tan was very proud of him for asking questions and not just stabbing. As a knight of the realm, he had certain oaths he was supposed to upkeep, after all. It showed tremendous restraint that he was sitting here looking amused instead.

To Niran and Fa, Devan said a touch plaintively, “My knightly oaths insist I’m supposed to kill you two. I’d rather not, though, seeing as how you’re helping me with this problem.”

Niran shrugged with a grin. “To be fair, I’ll probably do myself in.”

“Let’s get back on topic. So.” Devan slapped his hands on his knees. “We have traps, sunlight potions, and a necromancer who thinks he can turn the tide. If three black sorcerers and a knight can’t best this thing, then we’re in worse shape than I thought.”

“That’s the spirit.” Tan beamed at him. Look at him, slowly becoming corrupted and being so cute about it. Tan wanted to pinch his cheek so badly but Devan probably wouldn’t appreciate it. What with the injured cheek and all.

From thin air, Fa appeared at Devan’s side, close enough that her thigh brushed his. Devan visibly jumped, hand going for a sword he wasn’t wearing, before he could check the impulse. Tan commiserated with his jumpy nerves. Truly. Ever since Fa had mastered that instant portation spell, she’d used it constantly rather than doing something mundane like walking. His sister was the definition of laziness. However, Tan loved the fact Devan was going around in his castle unarmed. Huge gesture of trust, right there.

“Devan,” she said sweetly, black eyes liquid with sincerity. “Can I pet your horse? He seems like such a nice horse.”

Devan eyed her warily before slowly nodding. “That’s fine, Fa. If you bring him an apple, you’ll make friends with him. He loves to eat apples, cherries, and roses.”

“Oh, how charming.” She clapped in delight. “I’ll go feed him, then.”

Within a heartbeat, she was gone.

Devan stared at the blank space where she had been standing and shook his head in bewilderment. “Does she just portal everywhere?”

“Basically, yeah.”

“Isn’t that magically draining?”

“Not for her.”

“So…” His golden-brown eyes lifted back to Tan’s, and there were clearly high-speed calculations going on. “Comparatively speaking, is she as powerful as you are?”

“All three of us are more or less equal in strength. We just have different specialties.”

Devan rubbed a hand over his face. “You’re telling me that if not for Princess Bitch’s magical policies, we’d have three powerful sorcerers serving and guarding this kingdom?”

“Uh…basically, yeah.”

“Shit.”

Tan liked Devan calling Serenity a bitch. A lot. He scooted a little closer and leaned in, dropping his voice to something more confidential and sincere. He wanted to tell Devan just how he felt about yesterday, now that Devan was properly awake to hear it. He was practically giddy with satisfaction and happiness because Devan had used the ring.

“You know, it made me super happy you called for me. I know you were in trouble, that you needed help desperately, but it still made me happy. I wasn’t sure if you’d ever trust me enough to call.”

Devan lowered his hand to look at him oddly, as if Tan had just said something that didn’t make any sense. “Tan, I trusted you with the lives of hundreds of people. Why wouldn’t I trust you with my own?”

Those words hit him like a sunburst to the chest. Tan had never in his life expected to hear them. Fantasized about them, dreamed of them, yes. Expected to hear them, no. And to have Devan sincerely mean them… The joy it brought him was like lightning in a bottle, so charged with energy and power that he couldn’t contain it.

Tan put the rope down and caught Devan’s head with both hands. “Come here. Just for that, I have to kiss you.”

Devan, being fundamentally disobedient where black sorcerers were concerned, dodged.

Tan wrestled, trying to bring him in closer. It rather failed, as he was trying to be considerate of the still injured cheek. “No, stop fighting me, just a little kiss. I’m too happy right now, it’s your fault, think of it as a safety release for happiness overflow. Dammit, come here.”

Devan did not. He pulled free, stood up, and pointed a stern finger at Tan. “Behave.”

“That sounds so impossibly hard and boring. Kisses are much more fun. Come here, my knight.”

Devan turned on a heel and rapidly exited the room.

How dare he run when Tan wanted smooches? Without hesitation, he gave chase. Devan was already ten steps ahead of him in the hallway and impossibly gaining speed.

For someone this injured, Devan was remarkably frisky.

Because he was still recovering, though, that meant Tan had a chance of catching up. He would use this weakness to his advantage.

He was an evil sorcerer. Sue him.


Five

Devan

Devan woke up with Tan in his bed. Again.

One would think, with Devan’s training, that no one could sneak up on him. This turned out to be wrong because Tan had managed it now multiple times. Were there spells involved? Was Tan just a particularly talented sneak? Or…and this was the real question…did Devan secretly want to share a bed with him, which was why his instincts weren’t sending up any alarms?

Devan suspected it was hidden desires ambushing his guard.

Tan was snuggled in next to him, arm over his chest, arranged in such a way that he didn’t press against any of Devan’s wounds. It was so comfortable and reassuring that he couldn’t be mad about it. Something about the touch of another person grounded Devan, satisfying some craving deep within him.

Usually, Devan ignored his body’s requests to go find companionship. He did so for several reasons, exhaustion being a primary one. With all the running around he did on a regular basis, he frankly didn’t have the energy to court anyone. But it was equally true that it was disadvantageous for him to even try to find someone while at court. The hotbed of political intrigue, betrayals, and sex were so toxic that he didn’t dare mix with it more than he already did professionally. Out of court, he was so famous that it caused a whole different set of problems.

When was the last time, Tan excluded, he was able to just cuddle in bed? Devan cast his mind back.

Nope, nothing. Cast it further back.

Still nothing? Damn. Damn, that really wasn’t good. Okay, a bit further, then.

Shit, had it really been ten years?

Devan started to worry about himself. Surely it hadn’t been ten years since he’d even shared a bed with someone platonically. Surely not.

His memory insisted it had been.

His libido popped up with an I-told-you-so and then added, smugly, that Tan would be more than happy to solve the lack of intimate partners.

Actually, Tan being willing was part of the problem.

Devan turned his head just enough to look at the man curled up trustingly at his side. It was early morning, the light filtering in through the window, giving the atmosphere inside the room a hazy glow. The bed felt like a cocoon of warm comfort, a refuge. In his sleep, without that mischief and razor-sharp intelligence lighting up his expression, Tan looked so incredibly innocent. So sweet and touchable. It was a lie, of course—he was trouble in a bite-sized package—but the illusion was strong in this moment. Strong enough that Devan could almost ignore it.

He’d done many a stupid thing in his life. Devan didn’t think compounding them by sleeping with Tan was the best of life decisions. As tempting as the man was—and gods knew Devan’s resistance against Tan’s many charms was crumbling—he knew without asking that Tan wouldn’t be content with just a casual night of sex. He’d invested too much in Devan to be content with that. He’d want more. He’d want Devan for keeps. Which would spell disaster in the long run because that sort of thing got out eventually, and he’d have no excuse for it. A knight of the realm taking a black sorcerer as a lover? It would end his career and life as he knew it. Unless he was willing to turn his life upside down for this man, it was best not to even start.

And yet…and yet the desire to touch Tan still twitched in his fingertips. Brain knew this was a bad idea. It was libido that had other ideas. Heart might be siding with libido—it was making noises in that direction. Devan was in trouble if heart and libido ganged up on brain.

He just wanted, dammit. He wanted to touch, to know how Tan’s lips tasted. Tan was vocal even while fighting legions of barbarians; just how talkative would he be in bed? What kind of noises could Devan wring out of him? The curiosity and arousal was a potent mix that kept winding him further and further into a knot, making him grouchy.

He was so frustrated with his own instincts that he was tempted to throw them both out of the bed. Before he really did give in to this silent invitation of Tan’s.

You know what, fuck this, he was getting out of bed right this—

There was a soft rap on the door before it cracked open.

“Sir Knight?” Hans whispered this like he was not sure if he was disturbing something or not.

So even Hans was half-convinced his master was sexing him up, huh? Devan growled in the back of his throat, and this time he did yank himself out of the bed. He didn’t care if he woke Tan up in the process, either.

“I’m awake, Hans. What is it?”

“Someone from the palace is here for you, sir.”

Devan paused in grabbing his pants off the floor and felt a spurt of alarm go through him, racing up and down his spine. “Someone from the palace? No one from the palace should know where I’m—oh, wait. Wells?”

“That was the name he gave, yes.”

“Ah. He’s a friend. I’ll be down in a moment.”

Tan stirred behind him, making flopping noises, as if wrestling with the covers. “Whazzit?”

“You and I will have a serious talk about sneaking into my bed when I’m back.”

Tan blinked, the words not computing. “Cuddles?”

Gods above, why did this man have such a one-track mind? It was a largely rhetorical question. Devan didn’t actually expect an answer because that meant Tan’s behavior had logic to back it up, and he knew better than that.

Devan finished dressing before heading down the stairs, right into the same parlor he’d been shown to the first time he’d come here. Sure enough, there sat his first lieutenant, with a teacup in hand and a baffled expression.

“Don’t question the tea, just enjoy it,” Devan advised.

Wells put the cup hastily down with a clink, standing to look him over. “Salvino. Thank the gods. You’re injured! Did you finally lose your sense and go a couple of rounds with that half-ogre boxer down at the Drunk Gnome?”

Devan snorted a laugh. “Worse, I’m afraid. You, on the other hand, look like you rode all night to get here.”

“In this case, appearances are not deceiving. I did. You missed check-in. I was worried.”

With all that had happened, Devan had forgotten he was supposed to check in with Wells. “Sorry, my friend, I forgot entirely. It was not a good first contact. I almost didn’t survive.”

“Which is why you retreated here?” Wells gestured to the castle in general. “I assumed that if something went wrong, you’d come here. It’s close, you’ve got an ally, and the ring would let you call for help.”

“All accurate guesses. Here, sit, the tea and food here are amazing. I’ll tell you the tale as you recover from the ride.”

Wells pushed a strand of blond hair out of his face, tucking it behind his ear. He really had rode fast and furious if his ever immaculate ponytail had come that undone. A fine layer of road dust clung to his brown leather jacket and knee-high boots. Bags hung under his clear blue eyes, his normal good looks suffering from worry and lack of sleep. “I put in for leave, had it granted for five days, so I left the minute I was off-duty.”

Wells really was a good friend. Devan was happy to have him. Although concerned, too, since they were the two who kept the castle from spinning out of control. He sat near Wells and reached for the teapot.

“Who’s fielding the craziness, then?”

“Hubert stepped in.”

The former first knight had retired roughly six years ago, mostly due to old age catching up with him. He was no longer as battle ready as he’d been in his youth, but that didn’t make him any less sharp. He was a good choice but, considering how the man had basically fled for the country after retiring, Devan had to ask, “You convinced Hubert to come out of retirement long enough to give you a break?”

“I told him what Princess Bitch had sent you out to do. He was so enraged with her that he agreed to help so I could come after you.”

“Bless him.” Devan sighed in relief. “I owe him a case of wine.”

“Maybe more, depending on how bad things get while we’re gone. Anyway, you’re really okay?” Wells pressed, ignoring the tea, although he did sit back down. “What happened?”

“Damn thing nearly tore my head off, that’s what happened. I was infected with her venom and had to run for it. I called for aid and Tan, all blessings upon his head, immediately came to my rescue. I would have died if he hadn’t.”

“You had the color of a wax doll.” Tan waltzed in looking as if he’d had all the time in the world to dress, hair even combed, a wide smile on his face. “A badly made one, at that. It’s very good that you called me.”

Devan turned and eyed him suspiciously. This was the man who was grunting and flailing around the bed like a beached fish not five minutes ago? “You’re dressed and look awake. How did you manage that so fast?”

“Magic.”

Devan’s eyes rolled off into the sunset. Magic. Right.

Wells leaned in and asked in a lower tone, “Is this…?”

“The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock, yes. I know, he doesn’t look like his reputation. Tan, this is Alain Wells, my first lieutenant and a good friend. Wells, don’t worry, he doesn’t bite.”

“Only on request,” Tan corrected brightly. “Hello, Wells, do make yourself at home. I assume you’re here to check up on him?”

“Er, yes.” Wells cast a wild look at Devan as if to say, seriously?!

Devan understood, he did. Tan looked as if he had all the consistency of a cream puff. Looks were very much deceiving.

With a skip in his step, Tan deposited himself right on Devan’s lap as if he had an open invitation to be there.

He did not.

“Tan…” Devan sighed. He still hadn’t settled after this morning’s upheaval of emotions and revelations, and here Tan was, stirring him up again. Dammit. “I haven’t even had tea yet. Can’t I at least be caffeinated before you start?”

“I am not to be deprived of my morning cuddles. Shush.” Tan dropped a kiss on Devan’s forehead as if that would somehow satisfy him and went right back to talking to Wells. “If you came for him, I assume you didn’t bring me a kitten?”

“Oh, uh…” Wells darted a look at Devan before managing a strained smile. “Actually, I did? Kind of? I’ve been feeding a pregnant cat off and on. She’s a stray and due soon, so I brought her with me. Only cat I could quickly catch. Um.”

Tan clapped his hands together in delight. “Babies! I love kittens, they’re so adorable. Is she with Hans?”

“Oh, yes, he said he’d take her to the kitchen and settle her in a box with some fish and milk.”

Seeing his friend’s concern, Devan chose to explain, as Wells was very attached to that cat. “Tan uses the cats for two purposes. One, there’s a terrible infestation of mice and rodents in this area. With the grounds as large as they are, he has an army of cats to defeat the problem.”

Wells’ anxiety over his mama cat dropped by half. Then again, with Tan’s reputation, he likely thought the man experimented on them. Devan felt very loved that Wells was willing to risk his cat for Devan. Aww, he did care.

“The other use I have for them is as sentinels.” Tan unabashedly stole Devan’s tea and sipped heartily from it.

Once again, Wells was lost. “I’m sorry, sentinels?”

“Remember, this is a testing ground for new adventurers,” Devan reminded him. “They don’t always choose to come up to the front door. The cats are watchers throughout the property, and they can give an alert to Tan if they see someone suspicious.”

“Oh. That’s incredibly smart, really. No one pays much attention to a cat unless they’re a cat lover.”

“Exactly.” Tan beamed at him. “Hence, kitties. Plus, I love kitties. They’re so snuggly. Unlike prickly knights who keep daring to leave the bed.”

Devan chose not to respond to that. It would only encourage him.

Out of nowhere, Fa appeared, seated on the winged-back chair opposite of them as if she’d been there the entire time. Wells leapt out of his skin, reaching for a weapon he wasn’t currently wearing. Devan almost did the same but he was quickly becoming immune to Fa’s sudden appearances.

Which wasn’t a good thing.

“Relax, relax.” Devan caught Wells’ arm and stilled him. “This is Tan’s sister, Fa, the Black Sorceress of Crila. She chooses to portal everywhere. You’ll get used to her popping in and out.”

Fa had at least washed her hair since he’d last seen her but it was still a tangly, uncombed mess falling over her eyes. She also hadn’t bothered to change out of a nightgown, just wrapped the bedcovers around herself before coming down. She stared at Wells with rapt attention, mouth parted in delight.

“Who’s this? He’s cute.”

Oh dear. Wells might be doomed.

Tan did the introductions while handing Devan back his tea. “Fa, this is Alain Wells, a friend of Devan’s.”

Like a breathless, giddy schoolgirl, Fa responded, “Hello, Wells.”

Wells did not look comfortable. He looked unnerved and ready to run for it. Unfortunately for him, he was too well trained to run in the face of danger.

“Hello, Sorceress.”

“Oh, who’s this?” Niran joined them in the parlor, one of the many cats roaming the castle in his arms purring up a storm.

Devan handled introductions this time. “Niran, this is my friend Alain Wells. He came to check up on me. Wells, this is the oldest of the siblings and the Black Sorcerer of Sol.”

He greeted Niran with a strained smile and a bow of his head.

“Sorcerer, greetings.”

“Yes, hello. Devan, it’s so sweet your friend braved a sorcerer’s castle in order to find you. Oh, and he has excellent posture too!”

Yeah, Wells was likely regretting coming to find him about now. Devan gave the man an encouraging pat on the back. It was fine, they wouldn’t kill Wells or steal his spine. Fa might try to seduce him later, though.

“Very kind,” Devan agreed to Niran. “Here, sit. Wells, to catch you up, things are a little fucky right now.”

Wells took in the situation of three black sorcerers sitting with two knights of the realm, plus a purring cat, and visibly looked pained. “Oh gods, the last time you said things were a little fucky, a lab had exploded in the castle, so how fucky?”

“The monster in the forest is a vampire. One well fed, with more than adequate shade and shelter.”

Wells ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck a duck on a cracker. No wonder you barely made it out of there alive. Sorcerer Tan, thank you so much for giving him that ring.”

“It was a good choice,” Tan agreed. While still sitting on his lap.

Devan poked him in the knee. “Can you get off so I can eat?”

“Must I?”

“Yes.”

“What if I hand feed you?”

Devan poked him again. “Off.”

Grumbling, Tan finally slid off. A whole six inches away, that is, so that he was still leaning up against Devan’s side.

Wells pointed at the clingy sorcerer and mouthed, What?

Devan waved him off. That was a conversation for later. Where alcohol was involved. Much alcohol.

“At any rate, we’re preparing to go back into the woods this morning. We’ve got a plan, hopefully adequate preparations, and we don’t want to give this thing any more time to kill.”

“You’re up for this?” Wells looked him over in worry.

Devan wasn’t—not truly—but he also didn’t fear going in with three black sorcerers at his side. If they couldn’t defeat it, no one could.

“I’ll be fine. I’m mostly a guide to the spot where she attacked me. Niran’s got a squad of skeleton guards to safeguard us as we go in.”

“All the same, I’d feel better going in with you.”

It was Devan’s turn to be concerned. “You just rode all night. You’ve got to be exhausted.”

Wells got that stubborn face on. “I’m going in with you.”

The man was both insane and such a loyal friend.

Tan offered, “How about an energy restoration potion? It’ll make you feel like you slept eight hours.”

“Oh.” Wells blinked at him. “Yes, please.”

“I’ll fetch you one after breakfast.”

There, that would make things much better. No one sane went into a battle this hard while low on energy. Devan smiled and nodded. “Good. Tan’s potions are remarkably effective. We leave right after breakfast.”

They ate, finished preparations, and then retreated outside, where the skeleton guard awaited them. Everyone had packs slung around their hips, filled with different vials to protect or attack with. Both Devan and Wells wore new, magically-enhanced chainmail, plus helmets with a throat guard that locked. They were as prepared as possible. All it would take now was being portaled to the mouth of Hunter’s Woods so they could hunt this thing down.

Wells scooted in close as Tan readied the spell and muttered, “Why does she keep staring at me?!”

Ah, Fa was staring, wasn’t she, a dreamy smile on her face. With the knotted hair and black cloak, she looked like a demented witch contemplating a dessert.

That image was likely not too far off.

Devan was tempted to tell his friend to run for it. On the other hand, if he had to be caught, so did Wells. Misery and company and all of that.

“She just likes the look of you. Don’t worry.”

Wells did not look convinced.

The man was smart.


Six

Tan

Hunter’s Woods hadn’t changed any, of course. Still thick with trees and shadows, the faint sound of birds and insects greeting them. Tan had always considered it a pretty place. He liked this kind of atmosphere, with the earthy smell, ancient trees reaching toward the sky, the perpetual dampness of the earth below. Tan had deliberately built Grimslock nearby so he could take a stroll through these woods when it suited him.

He was just as glad Devan had talked them out of burning it. Tan had been just a little upset at the time, which was why it had sounded like a good idea. He’d have regretted it if they actually had gone through with that plan.

Right now, he had that antsy feeling in his fingers and limbs that always made an appearance before a real fight broke out. Tan was excellent in battle, if he did say so himself, but vampires? No one sane fought vampires. If he hadn’t been so enraged that this creature dared touch his knight, Tan wouldn’t be waltzing in here. The memory of Devan unconscious and barely breathing, though, that stuck in the back of his throat like a bitter pill he couldn’t swallow. No way in hell would he let this pass. The fire in his blood demanded vengeance.

Nothing about their group was inconspicuous as they walked along the road. The eight skeletons jangled, bones clacking, as they formed a defensive ring around everyone else.

Fa loved everything dark and undead, so she chattered happily away with Niran’s latest acquisition. “What’s your name?”

The skeleton turned its head, eyeless sockets fixated on her. “Big John.”

“You’ve been undead for a week or so, right?”

“Right. Bone Daddy found me.”

Devan choked beside him, then poorly disguised it as a clearing of the throat. Tan patted his back even as he snickered in amusement.

“Not meant like that, dearest,” he corrected.

“I’d hope not.” Devan shook his head and pointed ahead. “The abandoned cart up there, that’s the first sign of her. You’ll see the two woodcutters just there on the other side of it.”

Fa clapped her hands in delight. “There’s corpses? Devan, you should have said so!”

Without a care in the world, she portaled right ahead, then knelt beside the nearest corpse, abandoned next to its cart. She poked at it and crooned.

“Such a lovely corpse, yes you are. Why don’t you come home with me?”

Niran perked up with interest. “Is it intact? How’s the spine?”

Tan had more or less predicted his two siblings would react this way and wasn’t the least bit bothered by their actions. He did note that the two big, strong knights, hardened by battle and mayhem, looked a bit green. The sight of two black sorcerers poking at a decaying corpse was apparently too much for them.

Wimps.

“Right,” Wells muttered. “Necromancer. Of course he’d be interested in more corpses. Why Fa, though?”

“Finding abandoned corpses that have no family to claim them is actually harder than it seems,” Tan offered. Not that he was excusing his brother, but he didn’t want these two jumping to conclusions. “Necromancers have a very strict code about this sort of thing. If the corpse in question has family or rites to adhere to, then they honor that. They only take a corpse if there’s no family in sight. Fa just likes anatomy, and people frown on her cutting up living things, so corpses.”

Devan blinked down at him. “I didn’t know that. Really. So every skeleton in this guard is one Niran’s just found?”

“Or acquired through legal means. You can buy unclaimed corpses from the constables, you know. Usually medical colleges want them to further their students’ study, but necromancers can purchase them as well through a broker. If Niran can’t find the family for these two, then he’ll likely keep them.”

For some reason, Wells didn’t look any calmer. Probably because Fa had switched to the other woodcutter’s corpse and was trying to get its head to attach better before it fell off. Tan made a mental bet with himself when the stalwart first lieutenant would lose the contents of his stomach.

Devan, being Devan, moved things along. “How about we plant the first lure a bit further past this area? I noted several victims all along this path, so I assume she hunts through here often.”

“Sounds good to me.” Tan drew out the first lure to set and went ahead, ignoring his siblings as he planted it, adding a glamour for disguise. There, perfect.

“No, Big John, leave him be for now,” Niran chided.

“Bone Daddy not want?”

“I do want, but we’re hunting right now, remember?”

Big John, for all that he had no facial muscles, still managed to look confused. That was a gift, right there.

“You really should give them more intelligence,” Fa informed her brother. “Their memories are terrible. One single distraction and they forget their original task. Your skeletons are about as good at working as they are at fucking.”

“Isn’t that a matter of practice?” Tan called to them. Mostly to stir the pot.

“Yeah, I’m not going to have them practice that,” Niran denied firmly.

Wells lifted his head in a muttered prayer of thanks. Which was just insulting. Tan’s siblings did have common sense.

Er, mostly.

Devan clapped his hands together. “Focus, please. Lures and traps. Also, our skeleton guard doesn’t do much good if we’re split up like this. Stay together.”

Tan leaned in against his knight’s side, batting dark eyes. “You’re just such a take-charge man. It’s such a turn-on.”

“Really? Then why do I feel like I’m herding cats?”

“Nonsense. Cats are much easier to herd.”

Devan looked pained. “Don’t tell me that. Aren’t you three a cohesive force? I thought you were used to working with each other.”

“Well, yes, but not fighting together. I’ve more combat experience than they have.”

“Now you tell me.”

Really, there was nothing to be worried about. They had more than enough preparations on them to make up for his siblings’ lack of combat skills.

A shadowy figure darted between where Tan stood and where his siblings still hovered near the corpses. It was so quick, Tan’s eyes could barely track it.

Shit, the vampire!

Fa screeched and threw a firebolt, her aim so off that it went where the vampire used to be instead of tracking where it was going. The blazing ball of molten fire headed directly for Tan. Yelping, he ducked, but apparently not far enough for the knight’s peace of mind. Devan snagged him and jerked him roughly under his own body to shield him.

Tan appreciated the protection. It made him feel all gooey inside. Under normal circumstances, he’d cuddle right in.

Combat situation, dammit.

Swearing, he scrambled out from underneath Devan even as he yelled at his sister. “Fa, for fuck’s sake, watch where you’re aiming!”

“Sorry, sorry, I panicked—” She yipped again, whirling, the vampire circling her and trying to catch her blind side. She threw another firebolt, missed again, and nearly got injured from tripping over the corpse behind her.

Wells swore and sprinted to her, getting his blade up just in time to deter some wicked claws. He couldn’t win a battle of strength, though, the vampire pushing him back easily. His boots skidded on the ground, finding no traction.

This wasn’t the moment to think it, but part of Tan’s mind observed that because Wells had gone to his sister’s defense, the man was doomed. She’d latch on to him after this. There would be no escape.

Niran seemed to be in the middle of a long incantation and wasn’t in any position to be giving orders, so Tan took charge.

“Skeletons, catch her!”

Two of the ones nearby tried, latching on to her arms, but they didn’t have the strength to compete. She ripped free and ran again, circling, more sensed than seen in the shadows of the trees.

“This isn’t good,” Devan muttered. “She’ll catch someone at this rate. REGROUP! TO ME!”

People scrambled to obey him, Niran still trying to cast whatever he was casting. Sounded like a Call of Animation spell, from what Tan could make out. Oh, right, Niran wanted to try and take her over if he could.

Well, he better hurry because this wasn’t looking so good.

Tan’s nerves were jangling but at the same time he was eerily calm. His mind felt sharper as adrenaline focused him, resolve tightening his gut. Tan had no room for fear. His entire focus was taking this creature down quickly.

The vampire darted in again, this time targeting Wells. She brushed aside a skeleton like it was thin air, sending the poor thing flying—it screeched in alarm as it flew—where it landed and broke into several pieces.

Ouch. Niran was not going to be happy to glue all of that back together.

Wells got his sword up in time, but it didn’t seem to make much difference. The vampire used her arm to knock the blade upward, still heading for his throat.

Tan grabbed the sunlight potion off his belt and hurled it toward her feet, wanting nothing more than to blind her and give Wells a chance to back up.

At the same time he threw, Niran had the bright idea to throw something as well. Both potions landed at her feet, the mix of the two hitting simultaneously.

This was not a good thing.

Blinding potions and sunlight were never a good combination. Right now? In such concentrated levels? It backfired in the most magnificent way possible. The spray upward and outward was intensely bright and hissed as it spread like water, touching everything within immediate range.

Except the damned vampire, of course. She dodged.

Wells, unfortunately, had normal reflexes and couldn’t get out of the way in time. The full brunt of the blinding spray splattered his front and, while he kept his sword in one hand, the other hand immediately went to his face.

The rest of them were fortunately just far away enough to only get flying drops and not the intense concentration the knight suffered.

“Dammit, my eyes!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Devan growled, darting toward Wells. “Tan!”

“No. Fa,” Tan corrected, keeping pace with him. “She’s the better healer. Fa, focus on Wells. We’ll guard you two.”

Fa was already on her knees next to the knight, pulling things out of her pouch and either pouring them over open wounds or making Wells drink them.

Niran walked backward toward them, trying to stand ready for the vampire. “Sorry, Wells! I thought it was sunlight I was throwing, not that.”

Devan muttered something that sounded like I’ve been in house fires better organized than this but didn’t do more than stand ready over his injured friend.

“Niran, the spell?” Tan demanded of his brother.

“Completely ineffective! It bounced right off her.”

Right. So much for that option, then.

The dismantled skeleton flopped a little on the ground. “Bone Daddy, help!”

“I’ll put you back together, don’t worry. I just can’t do it right this minute. All of you, stand guard, don’t let her through!”

A fine order and all, but the skeletons were clearly no match for her speed. Tan knew this for a fact because she once again blasted past them, sending two more flying, shattering them against the trees.

“You bitch!” Niran snarled.

Oooh, if she broke their spines, there’d be hell to pay. Niran would light her corpse on fire himself.

Somebody was in trouble~

Tan had his own score to settle with her, no question about that. She had injured his knight. It had become personal for his brother and sister, too. Now all three were out for blood.

As if she could hear this mental challenge, the vampire sprinted directly for Devan.

Oh no you don’t, bitch! Tan didn’t stand in Devan’s way—that was an excellent way to get sliced in half—but that didn’t mean he’d left Devan defenseless. With a single word, Tan threw power at her. No finesse, no design, just a wall of pure energy that forced her back by several yards.

Bitch still landed on her feet, more’s the pity.

Her black eyes were on Tan now, evaluating, and gods above she was ugly. That mouth full of shark teeth split into a grin.

“She’s…laughing at me right now, isn’t she?”

Devan grunted. “Sure looks that way.”

Niran moved to stand at Tan’s side, a solid defense on his right. “That’s quite the row of teeth. No wonder she can bite a man’s head off. Was she a shark in a previous incarnation?”

Fa, still kneeling behind them and tending to Wells, said, “If it looks like a shark, and swims like a shark, and bites like a shark, then it must be an undead.”

He ran that logic through his head twice. Nope, no dice. Fa, as usual, wasn’t making any sense. Tan abandoned the thought and focused more on the creature attacking them.

“She’s intent on eating me for some reason,” Devan observed.

“That’s my job, thank you.” Tan glared at the vampire, just daring her to try again.

Niran shuddered. “Ew, Brother, really? Sex and combat do not mix.”

“Says who?”

Devan groaned. “Please save the sibling fight for later. Thank you. Alright, plan? Our first strategy isn’t working.”

“Drink heavily and pray,” Wells said on a groan.

He rather had a point, there.

They had no more time to discuss it. Miss Vampire was thirsty and out of patience. She moved impossibly faster than before, wind audibly passing by her.

Shit, shit, shit! Tan threw the first thing his hand snatched from his bag, which felt heavy and metal, guiding the item with one hand, the other ready to slam up a ward. No way in hell was he letting her near Devan again.

For the first time, luck gave them a little boost. Tan’s fingers had landed on a hunting snare. It caught her right around the thighs and waist, trapping her arms to her sides and keeping her rooted to the spot. She twisted and thrashed, snarling wildly, more animal than anything sentient.

The snare wasn’t meant to hold a creature this strong. Tan had modified it, strengthened it as much as he could, but the snare couldn’t maintain its integrity against a vampire’s strength. The chains were slowly bending out of shape, on the verge of falling apart altogether.

Between gritted teeth, Tan said, “Help. I can’t hold this.”

Devan crossed to her in three long strides. In a motion polished smooth by many years of training, he flicked his sword up and around and in one long, fluid swipe, slicing her head clean off.

All the fight went out and she dropped heavily, the thud making a small vibration in the earth. Tan let go of the spell with relief. Victory sang a sweet song as he stared down at her corpse. Finally, she was dead. Tan would properly celebrate this later.

Devan turned to him, that dark eyebrow of his arched. “Are we done now?”

“Darling, you did so good!” Tan skipped to him, throwing both arms around him in a hug. “I’ll sex you up for this.”

“I’d rather choose my own reward, thank you.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Wells?” Devan pulled free of Tan, going to his friend. “You going to live?”

“He’ll be fine, he just needs rest,” Fa promised. “The new potions I have worked much better than anticipated.”

Wells’ eyes were bandaged, mouth set in a grimace. “Tell me she didn’t just use experimental potions on me. Someone please tell me that.”

Niran crouched down and patted him on the head. “She didn’t,” he said soothingly.

“You’re a black sorcerer. I expect you to lie better than that, dammit.”

Devan sheathed his sword before getting an arm under Wells, pulling him up onto his feet. “Come on, let’s retreat. We’ve done our job.”

All things said, it could have gone worse. Everyone was (mostly) alive, and that’s what counted, right?

Next time they faced combat, though, Tan was definitely not calling his siblings for help.


Seven

Devan

Devan usually would have reported to Goodwine Castle rather than linger. Except he didn’t want to go back. That was the truth of the matter. Princess Serenity was there, to start with.

More work, for another.

The day after they got back to Tan’s castle, Tan was full to the brim of reasons for Devan staying a few more days.

He and Wells were still recuperating. (Mostly true.)

If Serenity learned that he’d defeated the monster easily, she’d make him go fight something even harder. (Absolutely true.)

Tan needed time to make tweaks to his ring to beef up the defenses. (Oooh, that’d be nice.)

Wells was still on vacation for another four days; why not stay here until that time was up? (No argument here.)

Wells might have argued because, well, Fa, but Devan promised to protect him from her. Really, it was the idea of soaking in the onsen and doing nothing more strenuous than eating desserts and petting cats that sold Wells on staying.

So here the knights sat on the upper balcony overlooking Tan’s immaculate grounds, a dessert tray on the table between them, excellent tea in hand, with a purring cat in Wells’ lap.

Devan cast the momma-to-be a considering look. “If she gets any larger, she won’t be able to walk.”

“She’s having trouble getting up if she lies down, actually, so I think she’s due any day now.” Wells stroked her from head to toe, getting a louder purr in response. “Tan created a special box for her full of soft things and she loves it. If she’s not with me, she’s in her box. It’s got some sort of warming charm, he said.”

Devan now knew how Tan had won over Wells. Perfect button to push.

He had his mouth open to tease his friend when he spied something in the distance. A group of some sort coming up the winding road, heading for the front gates.

“Wells, am I seeing things or is that a group coming up the drive?”

Wells put a hand over his eyes to shield them from the afternoon sun and squinted. “It sure looks like it to me. Odds of it being an adventurer’s party?”

“I’d say good. I count…four? Or is that five?” Enough trees lined the drive that it was hard to get a proper headcount.

“Five, I think. That’s a proper raiding party, then. Probably not potential clients.”

“I doubt it too.” Devan lifted the ring to his mouth and spoke distinctly, “Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

“Yes, my darling?”

“I think you have an adventurer’s group coming up the drive.”

“How sure are you?”

“Well, they’re still riding up, and I’m only getting glimpses between the trees, but I count five. They’re all mounted.”

“Ah. You’re likely right. I’ll be there in a moment.”

The syllables still hung in the air when Tan appeared right at his side. He’d clearly been in the middle of something, as his white shirt was rolled up to the elbows, a streak of ink on his cheek. Devan hadn’t seen him in several hours, so he assumed Tan was up to something in his workroom. It’s not like he’d missed the man just because he hadn’t seen him since lunch, either.

One would think that with Tan still sneaking into his bed every night, Devan would grow immune to him or something. Instead, the more time he spent with Tan, the more he felt the man’s absence. Which made no fucking sense.

Well, it did, but Devan refused to acknowledge why.

Tan, oblivious to Devan’s inner turmoil, lifted a spyglass to his eyes and peered for a long moment.

“They’re fully armed. I think you’re right, they’re up here to test their skills.” Tan cracked his neck to either side like a fighter about to step into the ring. “Pity for them their timing is so poor. There’s three sorcerers to contend with today.”

“Now wait,” Wells objected. “There’s no need for Niran and Fa to join in, is there?”

“You’re seriously suggesting that I deprive them of such cheap and ready entertainment?”

Wells shot Devan a look, silently asking for backup.

Devan wasn’t about to even try. For one thing, Tan was right—this would be cheap entertainment. For another, he’d always wondered just how Tan handled the young adventurer groups that came up here, and now he got a ringside seat. No way would he pass up this opportunity.

To Tan, he said, “You don’t fool me. You’re the one looking forward to this. Watching the idiots cry and squirm gives you joy.”

Tan cackled and didn’t disagree.

Uh-huh, not surprised. “Don’t let your siblings kill anyone, that’s all I’m asking. Besides, Wells, this is part of learning how to be an adventurer. Reconnaissance is a necessary part of it.”

Tan beamed and nodded. “Exactly. They’ll never make this mistake again. Now, you two just sit here and enjoy the show.” With a spin on his heel, he skipped toward the stairs, calling as he went, “Niran! Fa! We have new toys coming!”

“Toys,” Wells repeated, pained. “He’s acting like a cat that has spied mice nearby.”

“The reason why Tan loves cats so much is because he’s part feline himself. I will swear to this in a court of law.”

Wells regarded him quizzically. “Really?”

Devan ticked items off on his fingers. “If a person is stationary, he’ll immediately go to them for either cuddles or a nap. He toys with his prey before killing it. If he adopts you, you get no say in the matter. Sound feline to you?”

“Yes, you’ve made your case.” Wells paused, teacup halfway to his mouth. “What does that make Fa?”

“A badly animated zombie?”

Wells snorted out a laugh.

The adventurers kept riding steadily toward the front door. They’d breached the main gates now, Thing One and Thing Two no match for them. Really, they hadn’t even tried to defend the gate, just scampered out of the way.

Why were those two on guard duty together again? Tan would probably throw a fit. Those two were useless in guarding anything.

Anyway, the adventurers were past the main gate and riding for the main door at a steady trot. Poor saps. Devan would pray for them if it would do any good.

They were passing the entrance to the labyrinth when the large metal doors flung open. Devan peered over the side of the stone balcony to watch Tan stride out in full black sorcerer garb, velvet robe flaring dramatically as he walked. He stopped right in the middle of the drive, planting his staff in front of him with a loud clack.

Damned dramatic bat.

In a thundering voice (totally magically amplified because that was deeper than Tan’s natural pitch), Tan boomed, “Who dares approach me?”

One of the burlier men unsheathed his sword and answered strongly, “We are from the Red Lance Guild! We have come to take up your challenge, Black Sorcerer!”

Wells peered over the balcony with Devan. “Paladin?”

“Looks like he is, from the armor. Base-level armor, though. I’ve seen better leather armor.”

“Is it just me or does he look like a baby?”

“Whole damn party looks like children playing dress up.” They were probably in their early twenties, maybe late teens. Too young and naïve to understand just who they were really up against.

Thank merciful saints Tan wasn’t the type to indiscriminately kill. Otherwise, the party would already be dead.

Tan threw his cloaked head back on a laugh that sounded genuinely amused. “You’ve chosen a very terrible day to challenge me. It is not just I in residence, you see. The Black Sorceress of Crila and the Black Sorcerer of Sol are also here.”

Wells popped a bite of cake into his mouth. “I think I just saw their bard shit his pants.”

“Their mage definitely just wet himself.” Devan took a sip of tea. Now, would these idiots be smart enough to turn back while they could?

The paladin was either too brave for his own good, or his survival instincts weren’t able to get a word in edgewise. Either way, he didn’t look to his companions (he should have) and answered immediately. “We’ll take on all three of you!”

“Even I’m not that stupid,” Wells muttered. “If I had known all three were here, I wouldn’t have come to rescue you. Not that I don’t care about you, but…”

“No, but you have common sense. If our roles were reversed, I would have sent flowers and well wishes.”

“Right, ’cause anything else would be a death wish. I’d get justice for your death later.”

“Hot or cold?”

“Do you have a preference?”

“Well, hot justice is soup. Cold justice is ice cream.”

“Probably go for the ice cream, not going to lie.”

Devan sniggered and drank more tea. And that was why he and Wells were friends.

Tan pointed with his staff toward the labyrinth. “Then test yourselves there first. My maze will test both your courage and your intellect. If you can’t get out of there alive, then there’s no way you can face me directly, much less myself and two other black sorcerers. Enter, if you dare!”

They dared. The bard was definitely dragging his feet, and Devan suspected the only reason he went in was because he absolutely didn’t want to face Tan one on one. Better to stick with the group.

“Rookie mistake,” Devan muttered into his tea. “Don’t ever fight fair against a black sorcerer. When the odds are that stacked in their favor, you retreat.”

Wells scoffed in agreement. “Truly. They don’t know what ‘fair’ is. Who in their right mind would enter that maze?”

“Actually, that begs a good question. Do they run a psych eval on adventurers before they start training them?”

“Pretty sure that’s pointless. You have to be a little cray-cray to even want to be one to begin with. I mean, poor pay, crazy missions, and no backup when things go wrong. Even us knights have it better.”

“Eh, true. Wow, they really just waltzed in there. Uh-oh. Was that Fa?”

“Where?”

“She’s perched on the top of the wall a little further in, next to the gargoyle statue. See her?”

Wells squinted and then winced. “Yeah. Damn, those poor saps. This will go so poorly.”

The party was barely inside when the entrance abruptly walled itself up. Wails of protest and fear echoed through the air.

“I totally expected that to happen,” Wells stated with a shake of his head. “Did you expect that to happen?”

“Well, yeah, that’s why you don’t go into bespelled hedges. That’s Combating Villainy 101. How many do you think will make it back out?”

“I fully expect at least two to either keel over in heart failure or trigger the wrong trap and blow themselves to bits.”

“Just two? I’ll be surprised if even one of them survives at the rate they’re going. Tan better have non-lethal spells in there.”

“Will you stop him?”

“I won’t need to. It’s Niran I’m worried about.”

“Oooh, yeah, good point. I don’t see him, though—” Wells cut himself off as the sorcerer in question portaled into the middle of the maze. “Spoke too soon. He couldn’t resist, could he?”

“Apparently not.”

Devan took another sip of his tea. Well, for today’s entertainment, it was rather macabre, but not bad. And look, snacks.

The group in the maze chose to push forward since they couldn’t retreat. “Now, this is just me, but I’d try climbing the wall before going any further.”

Wells nodded in fervent agreement. “Hell yeah. Surely someone has rope in a pack.”

“Do you see a pack on anyone?”

“Ah…shit. They went in there with no supplies on them? Who trained these idiots?”

“I’m not sure if anyone did. I feel this urge to yell out some coaching techniques but…”

“Nah.” Wells waved this away. “Experience is the best teacher. Let ’em learn.”

Truly. Besides, more fun for them this way. Devan bit down on an evil chuckle and resumed eating his cookie.

At the first branch, the path leading either left or right, the party stopped and discussed. Then, in front of Devan’s incredulous eyes, they split up. Three went left, two went right.

“Wells.”

“They…split up?”

“Oh gods, I thought I was seeing things. You saw them do that too?”

“Why the hell would they do that?”

“I honestly have no clue. None. Is there any way for me to contact this guild later and get these five tossed out? They’re too stupid to be in this profession.”

“You’d better. They’ll end up dead before the year’s end. Uh-oh, the bard and mage have entered the lane where Fa is.”

“Worse, the paladin, barbarian, and ranger are heading straight for Niran. You know what really worries me?”

Wells was still peering over the side, idly shoving cake in his mouth. “What?”

“I don’t see Tan.”

Wells stopped chewing and his blue eyes cut to Devan’s. “Oh. That’s bad.”

“Right? It means he’s lurking somewhere, ready to pounce.”

Fa descended from her wall, robes flaring out, much like a bird of prey descending to the earth, and threw a fireball. The mage managed to deflect it, but barely. That was a pretty basic spell. If the mage couldn’t counter that, then they really were doomed.

The bard immediately whipped out the lyre on his back and started strumming for all he was worth, casting support for the mage. The magical boost was no doubt appreciated. Devan just wasn’t sure if it was enough.

Fa threw another fireball, then followed it with some kind of spell that looked like black fire. It flew through the air and sliced right through the hedges like a scythe. If not for the bard’s quick reflexes, yanking the mage down, he’d have been beheaded.

“Oh, oh, they’re running!” Wells clapped, smiling. “First sign of survival instincts I’ve seen. Maybe they aren’t a complete loss.”

“I’m still leaning toward heart failure. Fa’s chasing them while giggling. That would unnerve anyone.”

“Me, for one,” Wells agreed, the words heartfelt.

Devan was distracted from the game of deadly chase by the other party, who had the severe misfortune to reach a robed Niran. The paladin didn’t even hesitate, just charged in. Really, Devan expected that kind of reckless behavior from a barbarian, not someone church trained and sworn to a deity.

Niran deflected him with nothing more than a slap of the hand and a burst of power that threw him a good ten feet and smack into a wall. If not for the armor, he’d have likely broken something with that amount of force.

The barbarian, learning nothing from his fallen comrade, charged. Same result. Ranger was smart enough to not engage but instead circled, weapons up and on guard, looking for an opening.

Devan’s money was now on the ranger as the one to survive.

Tan appeared out of absolutely nowhere, grabbed the ranger by the scruff of the neck, and whisked him off to—actually, where did he go? Devan searched all over the maze but, from this vantage point, he couldn’t see all of it. The far corners were out of his line of sight.

Niran whirled and protested, “No, don’t take that one! He’s got the best spine of them all!”

Tan’s voice carried clearly, echoing through the maze. “You can’t keep this one.”

“No, but I lost three skeletons yesterday! Come on, I’m short on manpower. One. I just want to keep one!”

Of all things to break their nerve, it was apparently the idea of becoming a skeleton enslaved to a necromancer. The other four members of the party ran for it, scrambling over each other and any obstacle in the way to climb the walls, taking the most direct route out they could find.

Wells said idly, “I know we joked about this earlier, but I’m surprised Tan allows them to climb the walls.”

“Part of the intelligence test. Are you smart enough to test the defenses above the walls and defeat the labyrinth that way? Or will you learn the stupid way by walking the maze? By the way, there’s only one way in or out.”

“Wait. Wait, the entrance in is the only way out?”

“Yup. Tan told me that and cackled. If you enter the maze, it’ll automatically close up behind you, but if you walk away and give it ten minutes, it opens back up. You can walk right back out.”

“Good to know. But also, that’s pure evil.”

“He’s never claimed to be good.” Devan nibbled on a cookie. “Is that the ranger?”

“Ah, he must have escaped Tan somehow and climbed a wall. Wow, he’s really fast. Look at him sprint down the driveway. He’s not even trying to come back for his horse.”

“Not the best decision, really; the horse would be much faster. Wait, I wonder if these idiots even trained their horses to come to them on command?”

“Probably not. They’re not seasoned enough to have that kind of sense.”

The rest of the party was quick to join the ranger. Well, the mage and bard managed to get out near the main entrance, so their horses were nearby. They paused long enough to mount before booking it. Paladin and barbarian were limping a little but also managed to get mounted before hightailing it.

Tan reappeared at Devan’s elbow with a wide smile.

“You had fun, didn’t you?” Devan asked indulgently.

“Of course! Great fun, scaring the living shit out of people. I thought the ranger would pass out in my arms, he was so pale. Quick to run, though. There might be hope for that one.”

Niran and Fa portaled in, also looking quite pleased with themselves.

Niran said to Tan, “I might rethink your whole position on training the adventurers. That was more fun than I expected.”

“Isn’t it? Something about the raw panic on their faces is just so viscerally satisfying.”

Fa twirled her hair between her fingers and giggled a little. “I’m building a maze when I get home. It’s too much fun.”

Oh no. Tan had created two monsters. Devan was fairly sure they wouldn’t show the same kind of mercy Tan did to those crazy enough to enter, either.

Tan sidled up next to Devan and batted big brown eyes. “Didn’t I do good?”

He was obviously angling for a reward of some sort. On the one hand…seriously? But on the other, Devan wanted to encourage this non-lethal behavior.

Well, a reward wouldn’t hurt anything. Devan patted his head and smiled. “You did very good.”

Tan beamed. Aw, look at that cuteness in such a scary package.

Right, from now on, he’d dispense rewards for good behavior.

Fa was quick on the uptake. She sidestepped closer to Wells and blinked up at him hopefully from under her fringe. “Pat?”

Wells swallowed hard, unnerved and clearly too scared to refuse. He very tentatively reached out and gave her head a single pat.

She giggled in delight, smiling from ear to ear.

Yeah. Wells was doomed.


Eight

Tan

Sadly, it was time for the fully-healed knights to go home. Tan absolutely didn’t agree with this plan. Devan looked so much happier and relaxed when at Tan’s house. Look at him, standing next to Dan, with the stress visibly setting back in. He clearly hated returning to the castle.

On the one hand, it was Devan’s stalwart desire to help people that had made Tan crush on him in the first place. They’d have never met if not for this noble trait of Devan’s. On the other hand, Tan cursed it vehemently. If not for that characteristic forcing Devan back, he’d have abandoned that thrice-cursed princess long before now.

Just a little murder wouldn’t hurt, right? Right?

For Devan’s sake.

Tan shook off the thought, setting it aside for now, as he wanted to say a proper goodbye to Devan, at least.

Taking up Devan’s hand, Tan caressed the ring on his finger with a thumb. “Remember. Anything you need, call me.”

The stress took a step back for one moment as Devan smiled down at him. Damn, the man looked stunning when he smiled, those golden-brown eyes lifting up in the corners in adorable crow’s feet that he wanted to kiss.

“I will. I called for you this time, didn’t I?”

“I want you to call before you walk into danger.”

“I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t go into situations like that again alone.”

“Good.” Tan was both relieved and delighted. Look at his knight, not even fighting the notion that he could call on Tan. Such excellent progress.

It was that, more than anything, that gave him the ability to let go. If Devan had argued about calling him for help, Tan would have found a way to keep him here. But he could handle letting Devan leave with this promise in place. Devan always kept his promises.

Wells had his hands on the reins of his own horse when Fa caught his arm. Wells always looked a little spooked when Fa was this close. For good reason, granted—she had talked about kidnapping him last night with a wistful tone.

She took one of Wells’ hands in her own and pressed something into it. “I want to give you some protection too. This is a curse doll. All you need to do is write the full name of the person on the back, and then write what will happen to them on the front. It will activate the spell. You can curse anyone who displeases you.”

Wells looked down at the doll like he really, truly wanted to drop it and run. Smart man that he was, he didn’t. He put it carefully in his pocket instead and dragged a tight smile across his face.

“Thank you, Fa. It’s…a thoughtful gift.”

She beamed up at him.

Poor Wells. Tan had seen his sister in this mode before. She had found a shiny and wasn’t letting go.

With it being late afternoon, and to save Devan and Wells the energy of riding back, Tan portaled them to a spot just outside the princess’s castle. No one was about on this deserted section of road, and he could save them the trouble of a day’s ride. Also steal a last hug before Devan had to go back to that nasty princess.

Devan actually hugged him in return—shocker!—before stepping back and swinging up on Dan. Tan was downright gleeful. Look at his knight, softening already. Just a bit more effort and time, and Tan would completely wear him down.

Wells paused before mounting up, requesting plaintively, “You’ll tell me when she gives birth?”

“I will,” Tan promised, understanding the nerves of a Cat Dad. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep my promise. After the kittens are weaned, you can have her back.”

Wells gave him a bright smile in return. “Thanks, Tan. Really, thanks so much for everything. I appreciate all the help more than words can express. Just send word to me, and I’ll come collect her in two months or so.”

“Will do.”

Tan watched as they rode away, sighing wistfully. Gone only a moment and he missed Devan already.

He really had to speed up this seduction process. It was painful letting Devan go like this.

Filled with regret, Tan portaled back to the castle. Fa still stood just outside of it, looking as forlorn as he felt. He came in closer to give his sister a hug, as they both needed it just then.

Fa leaned up against Tan’s side with a sad sigh. “I miss him already. Do you think he’d mind if I portaled into the castle to see him?”

“That will cause trouble for him, actually.”

“Oh. Damn, you’re right. Well, maybe he’ll call for me when he needs help.”

Tan did not give that high odds, no.

Niran gave her a supportive pat on the head. “Don’t worry about it. Alright, I’m off for home. I need to replenish my skeletons and do some work. Fa, are you leaving too?”

“Mm, yes, I want to go build a maze.”

Still set on that idea, huh? Tan had tried before to tell them what fun it was to scare the living shit out of people, but apparently it took doing it for them to see the entertainment value.

Tan saw his siblings off, then retreated into his castle. Well, now, what to do next? He had a few projects he’d been tinkering with before the interruption, he could go work on those. It didn’t really appeal, though. Maybe he should sit down and come up with an actual plan to redecorate instead of pushing that off any longer. He’d hire an interior decorator if he could find one brave enough to come in here.

The idea of giving a false name was briefly tantalizing, but the all-black castle would rather give the game away.

He was halfway up the stairs when he got a call, coming distinctly through the ring on his middle finger.

“Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra, can you hear me?”

“Topaz! Long time no see, my dear. How are you?”

“I’m in something of a bind, actually. Can you help me?”

She did not sound well. That was unfortunately common for his friend, as poor health dogged her footsteps. “For you, my dear friend, anything. Are you home?”

“I am. I’d rather explain this in person if you have the time.”

“I do indeed. I’ll be there in a moment.” Tan skipped back down the stairs and to his portation circle. Topaz lived on the opposite side of the continent, near the top of Aleyton Cliffs, so using his circle made it less draining.

Tan landed with a flourish just outside her door, the scent of the sea hitting his nose immediately. There was a storm brewing just over the ocean; he could feel the moisture in the air, hear the rumble of the thunder as it rolled in. Good timing, then. He could get inside before that hit and drenched him like a drowned rat.

One look at Topaz’s cottage overlooking the Clin Sea and he could tell immediately that something was not quite right. It was normally very tidy, but the front beds of herbs and such did not look pristine as usual. Weeds were growing up all along the edges. The rain barrels were overflowing, too, a sure sign that something was backed up somewhere. They were supposed to be irrigating all the herb beds and gardens. The cottage itself seemed fine, the thatch roof still damp from a recent rainfall.

He knocked on the door and heard an immediate, “Enter!”

Various oil lamps about the main room lit it up well enough, showing the woman sitting next to the fireplace. She was draped in shawls and blankets, sipping on something steaming, her face wan. Topaz’s normal energy was nowhere to be seen, and even her thick blonde hair looked lackluster in its braid over her shoulder.

“Topaz.” Concern welled up in Tan’s chest as he crossed quickly to her. “Whatever has happened? You look ill.”

“That damn stomach illness that’s been going about got to me. It’s set off my digestion trouble in the worst way.”

“You poor thing.” Tan crouched down next to her. Topaz’s health had never been the best, her stomach giving her no end of trouble. When she did feel good, she was one of the best mages around. On bad days like these, you couldn’t budge her from her chair. “Can I make something up for you?”

“Bless you, no, I’ve got the right medicine. I just need time to recover.”

“Then let me bring Hans in to help you about the place until you’re on your feet again.”

“That’s very sweet, and I’ll take that offer, but what I called you for is something else entirely.”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

Topaz grimaced and shifted a little, discomfort written all over her face. “The problem is, with me down like this, there was no one to properly guard the storehouse. I’m afraid thieves got into it last night. Most of what they took had little value—I’m not worried overly much—but they took one thing they really shouldn’t have: Sword of the Sea.”

Tan let out a pained noise, right from the diaphragm.

“More or less my reaction,” Topaz agreed ruefully.

The Sword of the Sea was one of those ancient magical relics that had been forged for a specific purpose—to defeat a sea serpent razing the coastline—and then had been handed down for generations to various guardians. It was extremely powerful even in the wrong hands, able to call upon water even while standing in a desert, and few were powerful enough to combat against it.

Topaz was of the maternal line meant to care for the sword, hence it was in her possession. Or should be.

“Thieves made off with this? How? As a holy sword, it shouldn’t have allowed anyone to touch it.”

“Not quite how it works. If they stole it for a noble reason, the sword would have happily gone along with them. I have a feeling some young adventurers broke in because they needed equipment and were too poor to buy it. If they’re on their way to best some evil thing, then the sword would recognize their true intent and let them wield it.”

“Shit. That just means they’ve got a very dangerous magical weapon in their hands with no clue how to properly wield it.”

“Unfortunately. Good intentions don’t always go hand in hand with good results.” Topaz let out a gusty sigh. “I can’t think of anyone but you who’s powerful enough to go up against the sword and wrest it back. It’s just…”

Tan nodded in understanding before she could even complete the sentence. “I can’t pick it up.”

“As a black sorcerer, the sword will absolutely reject you. You won’t be able to touch it at all, despite your intention of restoring it to me.”

“It’s a problem.” Tan shifted to sit in the chair opposite of hers, already plotting. It’s true, the sword wouldn’t like him. He’d done enough questionable things that the sword would take one look at his magical aura and say no thanks. Hell, his magical signature might well make him a target for the sword. Tan’s amulet to disguise his magical signature wouldn’t likely fool it either.

Oh. Oh wait. He had a perfect solution to this.

“Tan.” Topaz eyed him warily. “You’re cackling. I don’t trust that response. Just what are you thinking?”

“The thing is, I’ve made friends with the First Knight of Goodwine.”

Her blue eyes flared so wide they were in danger of falling out of her head. “You did not!”

“I totally did. AND! He owes me a favor.” Tan rubbed his hands together, so gleeful he could barely contain himself. With the urgency of this situation, he could pull Devan right back out of the castle for a grand adventure and no one could argue about it. He’d barely be home for more than a day before hitting the road again. Tan would have the knight all to himself, too.

Ah, the idea was blissful. So blissful.

Topaz kept staring at him as if she didn’t trust him (she shouldn’t). “I want to hear the story on how that came about. But are you sure this is possible, to call on Sir Salvino?”

“Yes, this will work quite well. If you make a formal request of him, explain the situation, Devan will leap right on it as an excuse to escape the castle. I can tell him privately that he’s going with me to get it back. No one will suspect a thing.”

“I can see how that would work, yes. The sword is a priceless enough relic that no one would argue about the urgency of the situation, and, if there’s anyone who can pick it up, it will be Sir Salvino.” Topaz scratched one cheek and then shrugged. “Alright. I’ll request this and send it directly to…him?”

“Best method, yes. I’ll talk to him after you send in the request.”

Topaz nodded in agreement but her eyes were still suspicious. “After I do send it in, you’ll tell me how this all came about. I’m worried you’ve blackmailed him somehow.”

“Topaz! What a terrible thing to say!” Tan paused before admitting cheerfully, “Not that I wouldn’t do that. But I didn’t need to in this case. He came to me.”

“Oh, now I really need the story. But first, let’s get him moving. The sooner you two can track the thieves, the better.”


Nine

Devan

Devan ended his very bland retelling of his fight with the vampire and waited, maybe a touch wary while watching Princess Serenity. The war of emotions on her face was clear. With them in the king’s private study, there was no audience to keep her in check, and she could display her bad temper openly. A visible tic jumped in her jaw.

Yes, she was pleased he was alive, as she really did need him for political reasons. But her punishment had failed with him returning home hale and hearty.

Devan wasn’t about to admit that he had nearly died on the road. Or that a black sorcerer had saved him. No, no. Instead, his story was that he had fought off the first attack, realized he was no match for the vampire alone, and retreated in order to find an ally to help him. Wells grew concerned when Devan had missed check-in and had come to find him. After Wells joined, it had taken them time to find the vampire again and best it. The woods were large, after all; it was plausible that they wouldn’t find the vampire in the first day of looking. Never mind that’s exactly what happened.

He and Wells had been appointed as the country’s top knights for a reason. They were the best fighters and had proven that multiple times in combat. If Devan said he had bested a vampire with nothing but steel and martial arts prowess, well, no one could exactly argue with him. The story on the surface would hold. The marks he still had from the vampire’s nails were light enough that they looked like scratches in the process of healing, not the life-threatening injuries they had been. No one seemed to question them.

King Arnold eyed his daughter warily even as he cleared his throat. “We are glad to have you safely home, Sir Salvino and Sir Wells.”

Serenity huffed, turning her face away and fanning herself.

Sternly—or as sternly as the king ever got with her—King Arnold added, “We would be in trouble if our two best knights were felled by some monster. A vampire that strong should have been dealt with by our court mages, not our knights. It is to their credit that they were strong enough to overcome such an adversary. That said, Serenity, I do not want you to test their strength in such a way again.”

She threw her father a look of enraged disgust before jumping out of her chair, stalking to the door, and opening it with such force that it slammed against the wall. The guard standing outside hastily closed it again as she stormed out of the room.

Phew, disaster averted. Devan let out a long breath, feeling his tension drop by half.

King Arnold pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m so sorry, both of you. She’s gotten worse of late. If I had known she had sent you out like that, Sir Salvino, I would have given you a complement of knights and mages to help with the hunt. The beast did have to be put down, no question there, but the two of you should not have been forced to battle it alone. Please promise me that if she does something like this again, you will report it to me so I can take countermeasures.”

Wells had no problem with that. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Personally, Devan was of two minds on this. Did he want Serenity in trouble? Of course. Did he want to take court mages with him when he could have Tan instead? Well…honestly, no. He’d play future situations by ear.

“I will report it, Your Majesty.”

“Very good. As an apology for this, you both have a week of vacation whenever you request it. I think the best reward I can give you is peace away from here.”

Devan smiled and bowed his head in thanks; he couldn’t very well cheerfully agree to that.

“For now, go rest. You’ve both more than earned it.”

Devan bowed again, pivoted on one heel, and got out of there. When in the presence of royalty, he had learned to get in and out as quickly as possible. Wells was right in step with him because the man was not an idiot.

It wasn’t until they were at the end of the hallway and heading down for their own apartments in the castle that Wells spoke.

“A week off is all well and good, and I’m certainly going to take advantage of it, but…you have no plan to tell the king every time the princess throws a fit. Do you.”

“You say this like it’s a statement and not a question.”

“Devan, I know that look. It was your I’m-not-arguing face. The one you wear when you don’t agree with the person but, for the purposes of the conversation, you’re not about to say so. I would think getting her in trouble with the king would be a good thing.”

“It is, and I’ll report it most of the time, but if it’s a situation like this one? If I don’t think the court mages will be of much use, then I won’t ask for them.”

Wells stopped him with a hand on his arm. His eyes searched Devan’s carefully. “You really do trust him that much, don’t you?”

“I do, yes.”

“I thought you were treating him a little like the princess at first. Just humoring him so you could get the job done. But you really do like him, don’t you?”

A little too much. It wasn’t sane or rational, this feeling. Devan just knew that he was far happier in Tan’s company. Usually because the man made him laugh.

“As a knight of this realm, I should warn you that mixing with him is a bad idea and you should be keeping your distance.”

Devan grunted, not exactly in disagreement. He saw the possible pitfalls, thanks.

“But as your friend…I’m glad. Honestly glad. It’s good that you have at least one other person you can trust aside from me.”

“Gods above know I need it.” Devan clapped him on the back and moved on. “Sleep well.”

“Sleep well,” Wells returned.

At this point, Devan wanted nothing more than to take a hot bath, sip some brandy, and tumble into bed. He had no intention of fighting off his exhaustion. The anxiety of dealing with Serenity had sapped his energy and, even though it was over and done with now, he still felt the drain of it.

His apartment consisted of three rooms: a bathing chamber on the left, a main sitting room in the middle, and his bedroom on the right. He was a tidy man by nature, so his place was never really out of order, although it got a bit shuffled around if he had to pack in a hurry. The palace maids had come through and cleaned up, the fresh smell of lemon and beeswax greeting him as he opened the door. They were sweet about that, always cleaning his rooms for him while he was gone so he didn’t have to worry about it upon his return.

He stoked up a fire first, as it was a touch chilly in the rooms, then went into the bathing chamber next to start a bath. With all the magic in this castle, having a hot bath was a ready convenience. Still, it didn’t touch the magic of the onsen underneath Tan’s castle.

Was it bad that he’d barely been home five minutes and he already wanted to go back?

Devan shook the thought off as he adjusted the knobs to get the temperature right. Satisfied, he stoppered the tub and let it fill. Retreating to his bedroom, he shrugged off boots and jacket, putting them away, then hung his sword up in its accustomed place. He stopped long enough in the main room to go to the side bar and pour himself a brandy before coming back to the tub. Setting the glass aside, he stripped off his shirt and tossed it lightly into the hamper under the window.

“Hot damn, my timing is good.”

That unexpected voice made Devan leap right out of his skin. He whirled around, already mentally reaching for the nearest weapon at hand—oil lamp on his right, metal base, he could crash it against the intruder’s head—when he belatedly realized he knew that tenor voice.

Tan’s lithe figure stood right inside the bathroom doorway, looking him over with a whistle of appreciation.

“On second thought, let me just pop out, give you a minute to finish undressing. No, seriously, don’t stop on my account.”

Devan grabbed the towel hanging beside the bathroom door and chucked it at Tan’s head, making him duck. He laughed, the damn imp, skittering away.

“What the hell are you doing here? I just saw you two hours ago!” Devan’s incredulity rose with every word. “The palace wards should have sounded every alarm possible when you portaled in!”

Oh gods, if they figured out Tan was here, every court mage would descend upon Devan’s rooms. Even Tan would have a hard time fighting them all off. Devan’s brain spun with contingency plans of how to either get Tan out or hide him, not that hiding him was at all plausible.

“Eh, they’re not really as effective as you think.” Tan dismissed this with a shrug and a wave. “There are a few loopholes you can take advantage of, if you know what you’re looking for.”

Devan sagged against the doorframe. So Tan was undetected and thereby safe here. Thank heavens. “Thank you for adding that potential security nightmare onto my plate. Like I need something else keeping me up at night.”

“I mean, I can shore those up for you so only I can get in and out?” Tan’s dark eyebrows waggled in a truly ridiculous way. “It’ll cost you, though.”

“When does it not cost me, and answer the damn question. Why are you here?” He retreated to the hamper to grab his shirt and pull it back on.

“Can’t you leave the shirt off?” Tan complained. “I like you much better with shirt off.”

“No.”

“Killjoy.”

“Yes, Tan, I live to thwart you. Now. Why are you here?”

Tan dropped into one of the chairs in front of the fireplace, completely at his leisure. Despite being in enemy territory. Despite being surrounded by people who would love to put a foot of steel in him and tuck his defeat like a feather into their cap. Was he brave, foolhardy, or just so powerful that being here didn’t bother him?

Devan suspected it was some mix of the three.

“You might want to turn off the water before we talk. This will take a second.”

Shit, he had forgotten the water was still running. Devan doubled back to turn that off, and in the nick of time, too. Much more and it would have overrun as soon as he got into it. He blamed Tan for this. The man was utterly distracting.

He took his brandy with him. Alcohol was needed for this conversation.

Tan was kind enough to wait until Devan was seated across from him—and had half the glass in his system—before launching into the story.

“So, I think you owe me a favor at this point. I’m here to collect.”

Devan could hardly argue that, what with the recent rescue and all. “What’s the problem?”

“You know the Sword of the Sea?”

“I really don’t like how you started this explanation. And, yes, I do.”

“Well, it got stolen yesterday.”

Devan immediately got up and poured himself another brandy. It was going to be one of those conversations.

“Can I have one too?” Tan asked hopefully.

Why not. Devan poured him one and handed it off. “Do we know who stole it?”

“Not…really. I mean, we have a guess. I think it’s a good guess, but who knows? The sword wasn’t the only thing taken. Topaz—ah, she’s the current guardian of the sword—has a full storehouse of weapons and equipment. Most of it’s old, passed down through the generations, but still good stuff. Anyway, she said multiple things were taken. The sword was just one of them.”

“Any reason why she didn’t stop them?”

“She’s sicker than a dog with the plague right now.”

“Ah. So this was just extremely poor timing.”

“Good timing on part of the thieves but, yes, bad timing for us. She called me because she couldn’t think of anyone else powerful enough to combat the sword and bring it back to heel. And I need you—”

“Because you can’t lift it,” Devan finished. Yes, this now made perfect sense.

“Bing bing! You’re such a bright little knight.” Tan winked at him and sipped his brandy. “Wow, this is excellent stuff. I might have to buy a crate before going home. Anyway, our theory is that the people who broke in are newbie adventurers in need of equipment. If they’re off on a grand quest to defeat some great evil, then the sword would sense their intent and let them take off with it. Otherwise, they’d never have been able to budge it.”

“Makes sense to me.” Devan sipped at his brandy, thoughts racing. “Two thoughts.”

“I’m all ears, my darling.”

“One, we need to get on this trail quickly. We’ve already lost a day. Can she submit a formal request for me?”

“Already sent. I think it’ll arrive for you in the morning. I helped her expedite it.”

“Good thinking. Second thought—and I hate saying this because, gods above, I can feel my bad luck already kicking in—but if you’re right? If the sword really was taken by naïve adventurers on a grand adventure, that likely means they’re heading into something that’s very much over their heads.”

Tan sobered and looked straight into Devan’s eyes. With that intent look in his dark eyes, jaw firm, he for once looked his age. “I know. If we don’t catch them before they reach their goal, whatever it is, we might very well have to defeat their big baddie and try to wrest the sword away from them all at once. I don’t think for one second they have the ability to wield a sword that powerful. Not properly. They’ll make the situation worse if we don’t intervene quickly.”

So he did understand the full ramifications of what they were up against. “This must be a good friend if you’re willing to take on this much trouble.”

“She is. A very good friend. I owe her a lot. I’m not about to leave her in the lurch now. Topaz will need a good two more weeks to recover from her illness, and the idea of leaving the Sword of the Sea in the hands of amateurs for two weeks is—” He shivered, the mannerism not entirely exaggerated. “I’ll have nightmares just thinking about it. They’d wreak havoc without even trying.”

“I refuse to think about it. I need to sleep at night. It’s fine, we’ll leave as soon as I get that request and can get permission to go. It shouldn’t be hard. This job falls right underneath my jurisdiction, really. I can leave immediately once I’ve put in the notification.”

“Good. We need speed here.”

Devan tossed back the last of his brandy before putting the glass down on the table. “Right. You can contact your friend, tell her not to worry. We’re on it. I’m going to my bath.”

Tan perked up like that was some kind of invitation. “I can wash your back for you!”

“You enter my bathroom, I will throw you out a window.”

“Boooo. Fine. I’ll just get into bed, then, warm it up for you.”

“Tan, why the hell would you stay? Go home and pack.”

His bottom lip trembled as if hurt, dark eyes turning large and liquid. “But it’s night outside already. I can’t portal out when there’s no sunlight. You wouldn’t abandon me outside, would you?”

He’s playing you, that expression is a lie, he’s just playing you. Despite thinking that three times in a row, Devan felt himself cave. What the hell, it didn’t matter if Tan was snuggled in next to him again. It wasn’t like it would be the first time. It wouldn’t even be the tenth.

“Fine. Whatever. Just lock the door, I don’t want to explain why you’re in here if someone bursts in.”

With happy noises, Tan bounced up and toward the door.

Devan turned, heading for his bath, and hiding a smile from Tan as he moved. It would take lye and thumb screws to admit that he didn’t actually mind the company. He couldn’t say that aloud. If he gave Tan an inch, the man would take ten miles.

Still, some cuddles after such a long day sounded very nice indeed.
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