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One

Devan

Devan’s nerves were balanced on a tripwire while waiting for the Mage Topaz’s formal request to come in. He had his bag packed, the urgent duties shuffled over to other people, and was literally in waiting mode. He’d not even had tea this morning for fear of him vibrating out of his skin. The odds of Serenity screwing something up that only he could fix were extremely high. Devan didn’t want to get stuck here while the Sword of the Sea was out loose in the world.

Well, alright, he was excited to have a legitimate excuse to escape the castle again. Sue him. Anyone would be in his shoes.

When the courier finally did arrive, he snatched up the letter, waved cheerfully at Wells—Wells glared at him in return, meaning he’d get even for this later—and skipped right out the door. Devan was quick to saddle up Dan, and he and the stallion might have set a new land record for getting out of town. Part of it was the anxiety of having a powerful magical weapon doing gods knew what in his country, but he’d be lying if he said spending time with Tan wasn’t also a factor. He missed the man. Sometimes a little too much.

Since speed was of the essence, all Devan did was ride out of town, well out of sight of the castle, and then wait for Tan to come fetch him. Tan did so with his usual exuberance, whisking them straight to the Aleyton Cliffs and his friend’s house.

The house on the edge of the cliffs was more of a cottage. The stone was lime washed, a thatch roof kept the weather at bay, and the building was lined with beds containing herbs and such. It smelled of recent rainfall, a not unpleasant scent that lingered in his nostrils. It must have been a major storm since the ground was still damp. That didn’t spell good things for tracking their thieves. The trail might have been washed away by now. Devan frowned briefly at the ground in concern. Hopefully Tan could offset the problem with magic.

Thing One was at work weeding the beds, humming cheerfully to himself. Off-key. So incredibly off-key it was a wonder dogs twenty miles away didn’t howl with a plea of mercy.

“Thing One!” Tan barked.

The imp scrambled to his feet so quickly he nearly tripped himself.

“What did I tell you about singing? Or humming?”

“Master,” Thing One whined, his green eyes large and liquid. “Just a little humming doesn’t hurt.”

It hurt. It hurt Devan’s ears, for one.

“May I remind you that the last time you did ‘just a little humming’ you summoned a hellhound and it chased my cats?”

Oh, that was the issue.

Thing One’s face fell. The Sad Face was impressive.

Tan apparently couldn’t hold firm against sad face. He sighed and pointed to the ground. “Find me a rock. I’ll make you a singing rock.”

Thing One leapt to obey, happy all over again, and snatched up the first decent-sized pebble he could lay hands on. He presented it to Tan on a flat palm and the sorcerer intoned a spell with none of his usual flair. It was deadpan in the extreme.

“Thank you, Master!” Thing One bounced back to the beds, holding the rock to his ear and vibrating with happiness.

“Singing rock?” Devan had to ask. It was too strange.

“Really, it can be anything,” Tan explained with a roll of his eyes. “I just need an item to anchor the spell to. He’s incredibly forgetful, he’d lose his head if it wasn’t attached, so I learned not to do the spell with anything remotely valuable. The spell is attuned to him so the songs play in his head. It only holds ten songs but he doesn’t care. As long as it keeps him from humming, I don’t either.”

Fair enough.

Devan went to the hitching post long enough to tie Dan there (because he did not trust his horse to not wander off and eat things he wasn’t supposed to) and then followed Tan inside. Tan barely gave a knock before strolling right through. This must be a very good friend indeed. Devan briefly wondered about that because a black sorcerer being on good terms with a white mage was strange. How had these two even met?

Was she anything like Tan, for that matter? Birds of a feather flocking together?

“Topaz, we’re here! Ah, it smells like stew. Thing Two, I hope you’re taking good care of her.”

A middle-aged woman wrapped in shawls and a blanket sat next to the fire and she smiled at Thing Two. “He’s been excellent, Tan, don’t fuss at him. He even read me a story this morning to entertain me.”

“Oh gods above, tell me it wasn’t the Tragedy of the Glass Mountain.”

“It was, actually. He seemed to think it was the perfect ending.”

A tragedy with a good ending? Well, he was an imp, so it did make sense. Devan felt Topaz must be good humored to take the imp’s sense of humor in stride.

He came fully in, his eyes now adjusted to the dimmer interior, and gave her a better look.

Topaz the mage did look as if she had one foot in the grave and another on a marble. Her skin was waxen, her lips had no color, and even sitting, she drooped. Knowing Tan, he’d poured a few healing potions down her, so this was likely the improved version. No wonder she hadn’t been able to stop the thieves.

“Topaz, may I introduce you to Sir Devante Salvino. Devan, Topaz the Mage and keeper of the Sword of the Sea.”

Devan strode closer to take one of her hands in his and bow over it, court manners in full force. Her hands were ice cold despite her practically sitting on top of the fire. “Mage Topaz, a pleasure. I am sorry to find you ill.”

She stared up at him as if he were the most fascinating sight she’d ever laid eyes on. “Thank you, Sir Salvino. Please, do sit. Tell me how in the world you and Tan became friends.”

“Oh, that’s quite the story,” Devan acknowledged ruefully.

“I’m dying to hear it, I assure you.”

Devan didn’t think ten minutes would hurt and he wanted to get the woman’s measure a little better. If she was the guardian of the sword, and Tan’s friend, he’d be dealing with her in the future. It was best to know who he was working with. He took the chair across from hers and then blocked Tan before he could sit in his lap.

Tan whined like a dog denied a treat. Devan looked him straight in the eye and pointed him to the stool. “Sit.”

“Dammit, thwarted again.” Tan sat but he pouted about it.

Topaz’s blue eyes bounced between them. “Now I really need that story. You met through…?”

“Terrible circumstances,” Devan supplied with a grimace. “Princess Serenity, in her infinite grace and wisdom, decided to sacrifice Siset to the barbarians and burn the town to the ground instead of sending the army to block their invasion. A few hundred innocent lives were a trifling matter to her. Too much sarcasm?”

“No, just right,” Tan assured him.

Topaz’s eyes went round. “What? I mean, I’ve heard whispers she isn’t the calm front she puts up, but…”

“Oh, she’s a villainess in sheep’s clothing.” Tan’s face screwed up in disgust. “She calls me the black sorcerer, but she’s worse than I am. At least I don’t indiscriminately kill. Devan’s been keeping the bitch in check for the past ten years. Goodwine would have burned to the ground already if not for him.”

Topaz’s fair brows beetled in confusion and she stared into the fire for a moment. “So everything I’ve seen of her is…propaganda?”

“Our public relations team works very, very hard to preserve her image. I assure you, she’s not the sweet, generous person she’s painted to be.” Devan sighed and went back to the story. “I couldn’t stand the idea of sacrificing Siset. I also had no legal way of thwarting her because she blocked me at every turn. With such limited time, I was desperate and went to the only sorcerer I knew powerful enough and perhaps willing to help. I rode to Grimslock.”

“You didn’t bring me a kitten though.”

“I didn’t have time to get you a kitten, Tan. You have like a hundred million cats, you’ll live. Anyway, he was so delighted with my request, he took it immediately and we sprang into action. Through him, we managed to portal out all of the non-combatants before the barbarians could strike, and then bluffed them when they did come. Tan had to fight some to get them to disengage, but we managed it. I sent home the team who was supposed to burn the town down, we portaled everyone back, and Siset is now Tan’s.”

“I adopted them.” Tan beamed at the world in general. “Which reminds me, I really need to get back up there and put a ward up. I’m two weeks overdue on that promise. Oops, I’ll deal with it. After this, I mean, sword takes priority. Anyway, Devan decided he liked me after all, and now he’s going to marry me and I’ll have his babies.”

Devan ignored this stoutly. It was the only tactic that worked when Tan went into the absurd. The little thrill he got from those words he kept to himself. “He’s proven to be a good friend and ally when I need help. We work together well. Don’t be alarmed, I haven’t agreed to marry him.”

“Booooo.”

“He’s a ridiculous flirt.” Devan shot him a look in exasperation. “Will you stop? Flirt later, we have business right now.”

“I will not stop,” Tan intoned grandly.

Right, ignore that, too. Devan focused on Topaz and got down to business. “You reported to Tan that the thieves broke into the storehouse night before last. What time, do you know?”

“Nearing midnight, I’d think, but I didn’t see the alarm alert till the morning.” She pointed out of the house and toward the sea. “The storehouse is actually a cave further down the cliff. There’s a narrow path that leads down to it. I’ve got spells up to keep people from slipping and plunging to their deaths. Mostly me. With Tan’s help, I made a full inventory of all they took but it’s the Sword of the Sea I want back. The rest of it doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll collect all of it I can regardless. This is theft. For a noble purpose, perhaps, but theft regardless. I can’t let it go unchecked. May I have the inventory sheet?”

“Of course.” She picked it up from the side table and handed it across.

Devan looked through it, lips pursed in thought. You could tell a lot from a party by what equipment they were wearing. This list was like a profile for him of what they had in specialties. Swords, shields, bucklers, chest plates, chain mail, war hammer, compact bow, and of course, the Sword of the Sea.

Tan sobered enough to be serious. “At a guess, I’d say there is a paladin, a ranger, a barbarian, and a mage.”

“Possibly two barbarians but yes, I agree with that assessment. A full raiding party. Well, I see why you both think this is a party of young and broke adventurers. Mage Topaz, how well known is it that you have this storehouse?”

“Regionally, not well at all. Locally, somewhat. I’ve used the Sword of the Sea a few times to help out with natural disasters and with a raging werewolf who terrorized the area. The Mayor of Oraland asked me to hold things in the storehouse because of the magical protections, so the townspeople kind of know I have things there.”

“So we’re looking, most likely, for adventurers from the nearby town.”

“That would be my guess.”

“All right. That gives me some information to go from. I’ll go to the trailhead of the storehouse and pick up their trail, if I can. The storm might have muddied their tracks. Either way, we’ll leave from there and track them. Is there anything in particular to know about the Sword of the Sea?”

Topaz thought for a moment before answering. “It’s a holy sword, as you know, so only you can lift it. Don’t let Tan touch it, it will rebuff him with force and likely injure him in the process. If you approach it with the pure intent of restoring it to me, it won’t give you any trouble. It reads intent very well. Or, well, it should. It gets a little feisty sometimes when it’s not on a leash.”

A…feisty magical sword. Devan pondered the idea of not having trouble with a ‘feisty’ sword. Gave it a solid nineteen percent.

Yeah, he might as well assume he’d have a fight on his hands.

Topaz snapped her fingers. “Oh! I don’t know how far you’re going, but as a warning, if you get anywhere near evil territory, it will ring and try to tug you that direction. It's always looking for a fight.”

Devan heard what she really meant. “So I can’t retreat to Tan’s place with it, is what you’re saying.”

“I wouldn’t suggest it. It might be fine, it might try to destroy the place. Depends on multiple factors.”

“Got it. We’ll come straight back here, then.”

Topaz took Devan’s hand in hers, her fingers icy cold and weak. “Thank you for doing this. Truly. If you hadn’t taken the request, Tan wouldn’t be able to help me. I don’t even know who else I could ask this of.”

Neither did Devan. He squeezed those fingers gently and assured her, “I’m glad he and you asked me. I don’t want this sword on the loose and in the wrong hands. Don’t think anything of it. Now, we’ll go and get on the trail.”

“Thank you. You can call at any time with questions. I’ll help as I can.”

Devan gave her a bow before leaving, heading straight for the cliff area. Let’s see, trailhead, trailhead—oh. That must be it. There were horse droppings right there with the hint of hooves. It was all rather obscured with the mud and water, not enough for him to read clearly. He’d expected as much. Devan was rather impressed the thieves had braved the trail at night. It was narrow enough to give a goat pause. Spells or no spells, its sheer drop was enough to give a man heart failure.

He looked the area over thoroughly, kneeling at one point to get a better vantage of a horse print. “This is not easy for me to read. Tan, do you need me to track this or do you have a tracking spell?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course I have a tracking spell.” Tan lifted his nose, affronted.

“Of course,” Devan agreed, amused at him. Look at him, his panties all in a twist. “Let me fetch Dan. I assume you’re riding double with me.”

“It would be best,” Tan assured him solemnly. “I can focus on tracking while you guide the horse.”

Bullshit. But Devan let him have his lie.

He had Tan mount first, then he swung up behind him. The saddle was wide enough and built for a passenger. He’d suspected Tan would ride with him—the sorcerer was predictable that way—so he’d picked this saddle on purpose.

Tan cast the spell on his hand, a red compass arrow appearing like a painting on his skin. It moved slightly, heading north, then adjusted again, pointing towards the highway.

With a light tap of the heels, they set off.

Devan quickly realized his miscalculation. With Tan squarely in his lap like this, and moving at a canter, Tan’s ass rubbed in exactly all the right ways to get a rise out of Devan. Dammit all to hell and back. He absolutely didn’t need this problem. Tan was sure to notice, for one, and Devan was still coming to terms with the fact he found this man so attractive.

Apparently, his moral compass left his body when the villain was sexy.

Focus, Devan. Focus on missing magic sword. Not the sexy sorcerer currently in your lap.

“Trail so far leads straight to Oraland,” Tan commented.

Devan gave himself a mental slap to the back of the head and focused with dedication on that arrow and the road. “If they’re truly from the neighboring city, then they likely went home after a successful raid to rest. I certainly would have. Why camp out when home’s so close?”

“Makes sense. It bothers me that we can’t figure out what all of this equipment is for.”

Devan grunted in agreement, brow furrowing as he thought. “It’s true, I looked into the reports before I left. There’s nothing major that would draw an adventurer’s attention. Granted, we’re not in Goodwine, so it could be I haven’t seen a report because it’s in a different country. But we do try to stay abreast of what’s happening in our neighbors’ lands.”

“Hell, I keep track of everything, and I haven’t heard a peep.” Tan leaned back into Devan a little more, although he kept his eyes on the compass. “It’s anyone’s guess right now if they knew they had stolen the Sword of the Sea or not, but at the very least, the mage with them would have been able to tell them it was a magic sword. They took that on purpose.”

“I don’t like this idea, Tan.”

“You think I’m thrilled? I normally love a challenge but I shudder to think of the damage they might do before we can catch up with them. I vote we try the adventurer’s guild in Oraland and nose about for a few minutes. At least check their job board. Maybe we’ll get a sense of what their goal is.”

“I’m all for that.” Devan’s anxiety couldn’t take this blind chase. Until he knew what that naïve group was after, he’d only imagine the worst possibilities.


Two

Tan

It took two hours to ride into Oraland. Tan might have taken advantage of the ride. Devan had kept an arm around his waist to keep him from falling off the horse—which was adorable, his protectiveness, and Tan enjoyed every second of it—and it in turn had sparked something in Tan. Some need to up the ante. He’d deliberately wiggled his ass back into Devan and felt the knight respond. Not that Devan said anything. Tan knew, though.

It gave him immense satisfaction that he could get Devan hard for him.

If they didn’t have this damn sword to chase down, he’d have found a way to capitalize on it, too.

Tan had been through Oraland many times before. In disguise, of course. Well, alright, he did it once in full black sorcerer getup for a lark and got all the adventurers in town chasing him. It was great fun while it lasted. Topaz made him stop, though, about three hours in because he was making people cry.

Anyway.

He wasn’t worried about riding into the town because no one could identify him in average attire.

Oraland looked as it always did, with its stout walls of stone safeguarding the inhabitants, the massive timber gates wide open to let people through. It had started as some kind of lumber town, or so Tan had heard, but it was a full-fledged trading town now. It housed no less than three major trading guilds. The adventurer’s guild here had been born out of necessity as the traders needed protection getting through tricky areas. Like the Yrago Woods to the west.

Devan dropped from a canter to a walk as they caught up with gate traffic. “Place looks lively.”

“It always does. Oh, darling, we should come up with a cover story while we’re here. I can be your hot, young lover—”

“I’m not giving you an excuse to kiss me.”

Tan looked off in frustration, grumbling. “Why do you always dash my hopes and dreams like this?”

“I know I’m delicious, but I don’t give out free samples.”

How dare he. Tan would get revenge snuggles later.

“We don’t need a cover story here,” Devan pointed out, still oh-so-logical. “We’re on a mission to recover a stolen sword. The truth works fine.”

“You are literally taking all the fun out of this.”

“I have a habit of doing that.”

Tan would have poked him for it, because the man was being way too sarcastic, but they were at the gate already.

Of course, Devan being Devan, all he had to do was give his name and people would fall over themselves trying to accommodate him. The gate guards here were no exception. Devan stayed calm and spoke gently when asking directions to the adventurer’s guild.

The guard had stars in his eyes as he gave directions. The man was half in love with Devan by the time they rode past.

“Why do you do that?” Tan wasn’t just asking for rhetorical reasons. He was legitimately curious. “You always speak so gently to people.”

“My size intimidates most people. I learned that while I was young. I had most of my height by the time I was twelve, and people were always a bit nervous approaching me. I learned if I spoke calmly, gently, they warmed up to me and weren’t nervous.”

Tan digested this for a second. His confession made him want to hug younger Devan. “You have never done that with me.”

“I don’t intimidate you.”

“Damn skippy you don’t.” Tan was rather proud of that. Still, would it hurt if Devan used a little charm on him now and then?

Devan pointed around him and to an iron reinforced door up ahead. The buildings here were all crammed together, and it could be hard to tell where one stopped and another started, if not for the doors. This building was a mite larger than its neighbors, the three-story wooden structure rambling up in the back with obvious additions. A guild crest was painted on the wood next to the door in bold colors. “Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“Actually, why did I ask for directions when you knew where it was?”

And miss the chance to spend more time in Devan’s lap? Never. “I wasn’t going to point it out.”

Devan just sighed. And to think, they were only two hours into this trip. Tan had lots of time to tease him still.

They stopped in front of the hitching post. Devan swung off the horse and then tied Dan’s reins to the post.

Tan could definitely get down on his own.

Would he?

No.

He reached hands towards Devan like a child asking for a lift. “Down, please.”

Devan just looked at him, one dark eyebrow cocked in challenge. “I am not lifting you down.”

“Come on, where’s that knight’s chivalry you’re famous for? Down.”

“Tan, you can get down on your own.”

“But I don’t want to.”

Devan stared at him. Tan stared back with his best wide-eyed expression. He could see the calculations going on in his head, Devan realizing Tan absolutely would be stubborn about this and it was faster to lift him down. He was correct, it would be.

With a sigh, Devan reached up, spanning his hands around Tan’s waist. Devan had such strong, large hands, they made Tan fantasize for a second. Hard not to. Tan put arms around his shoulders in return, gleeful as he was lifted off the saddle and onto a firm chest.

“You did that to steal a hug, didn’t you?” Devan accused him.

Tan was not remorseful or apologetic at all. “I like hugging you.”

For a moment, just a moment, their eyes caught. In the back of Tan’s mind, the thought whispered that he could wrap his legs around Devan’s hips, and how easy it would be at this distance to lean in and kiss him. He thought he saw an answering flicker in Devan’s eyes, an acknowledgement, a matching desire. Then Devan turned his face ever so slightly away and set him down, releasing Tan and then turning around.

Tan fought off the disappointment Devan had let the moment go, but he was encouraged it had happened at all.

No one was guarding the door, so it was easy enough to push it open. They entered into the main room, which was actually rather barren and quiet. The room contained plenty of round tables and chairs, indicating the place could hold a good hundred people, but it was relatively empty right then. A trio was playing cards off in one corner, a barmaid was wiping a glass at the counter, and someone was chowing down over a late breakfast at the far table. That was about it. Tan had seen this room filled to bursting with people but it had been in the evening. Most of the guild were likely out on jobs right now.

Devan went to the barmaid and gave his charming smile once more. “Hello. Might I ask a few questions?”

She paused, evaluating, and it took no effort on Tan’s part to read off her face she found it no hardship to talk to a handsome man.

“Why hello. Welcome to Forgeblades. I’m Elsa, do ask whatever you need to.”

“I understand some of your younger adventurers were going off on a grand quest yesterday. Can you tell me what their target is?”

She blinked at him. “Why do you ask?”

Devan pulled out that smile, the one used to deflect questions he didn’t want to answer. “I’m Devante Salvino.”

She blinked.

Blinked a third time and then her eyes went round with recognition. “Oh! Sir Salvino, I…oh dear. Are these idiots in trouble?”

“They’re heading in for serious trouble, I should say, but I don’t know who their immediate target is. It’s a small party—a mage, paladin, ranger, and possibly two barbarians. One of them recently acquired a magic sword.”

“Oh. Still not sure who you’re speaking of. To my knowledge, no one has a magic sword except Darry. Hmm.” She paused and thought hard, brows furrowed. “Only the guild master would be able to answer you and he won’t be back until late this evening. You’re welcome to wait for him.”

Devan shook his head with a smile. “I’m afraid I can’t. This magic sword is more potent than the young paladin realizes, and he’ll cause significant damage if he tries to use it. I really must catch up with him before that happens. Time is of the essence.”

“Um, well, maybe the job board will give you a hint?” She pointed to the far wall where many posters and listings were tacked into a corkboard. “They’re only allowed to take jobs from there.”

“That’s helpful, thanks.”

Tan moved ahead of him to peer at the board. It was kind of barren—a bugbear infestation outside of town at a mill to be taken care of, water ghouls in the nearby lake, two different requests for escorts from a trading guild to go through Yrago Woods, the usual lineup of black sorcerers with a bounty on their heads including yours truly, yada yada.

Devan stood at his side and looked it over. “I don’t see anything serious enough to warrant the sword except the black sorcerers. Wait…I’ve seen some bad renditions of your wanted posters but this one’s one of the worst. They didn’t even try to draw your face.”

Tan shrugged. “I normally don’t let people see it. That way I can wear street clothes and go about without needing to watch my back. Much easier.”

“Smart of you. Are you, Niran, and Fa always on these boards?”

“More or less. Our master, Keb, too. Some of my business rivals.” Tan gestured to the other three lurking near his poster. “We’re free game at all times.”

“It’s just that no one has that much of a death wish.”

“Only the very naïve and green dare to think they have a shot at defeating one of us. Seasoned adventurers know better.”

Devan gave a grunt. “Well, this tells us nothing. Let’s get back on the road and keep following their trail.”

“Aren’t you going to leave word for the guild master that these guys stole the Sword of the Sea?”

“I don’t even know who it was who did it. I’ll tell him when I cart their sorry hides back here.”

“Fair enough.” Tan didn’t care, either way. That part was Devan’s to clean up, not his.

His job was only to track the idiots down and battle the sword to a standstill, if it came to that. And spend time with his handsome knight, obviously.

“Let’s keep following the compass for now, I guess.” Devan shrugged. “Does it still point north?”

“It does.” Which meant going straight through the Osedon Conclave, and that idea did not spark joy. Not one iota. Tan had a countermeasure, though, so they shouldn’t have trouble travelling through it.

He was pretty sure, at least.


Three

Devan

They stopped shy of entering the Osedon Conclave because that was one place Tan could not simply waltz through. His magical signature alone would tip people off to his full identity. If any place in the world could recognize him on sight, it was the city of magicians.

Devan harbored serious reservations about this but Tan assured him airily he had a plan in place. With the thick woods wrapping around on either side of the highway, they had plenty of tree cover in order to stop and do…whatever it was Tan planned on doing. Devan still didn’t know what and that honestly worried him. Tan was rarely predictable.

Devan dismounted along with Tan, standing guard as Tan pulled out a very elaborate hairpiece from his bag. Any princess of any land would love to have the hair clip. With one hand, he raked back the side of his hair and inserted the clip into place. The effect was instantaneous. From his head down, magic activated and swept over Tan’s form. The short hair was replaced with an elaborate updo, his light coat, shirt, and pants were now a stunning set of travel robes in suede hunter green, form-fitting to a—

There was no other way to look at it. Tan now had boobs.

Devan didn’t want to assume any logic was behind it, it wasn’t really Tan’s forte, but Devan had to ask why. He just had to. “Why a woman’s form for your disguise?”

“Because I can.” Tan beamed at him.

As expected. No logic to be found.

“Well, there’s two benefits to this form.” Tan reached into a pocket and pulled out a rather stunning and large amulet strung on a silver necklace. He put it on as he spoke. “First, this amulet masks my magical signature and changes it to one far less threatening. Hard to wear this without raising an eyebrow unless you’re a girl. It’s only a pretty jewelry piece in this form.”

Devan nodded, taking the point.

“Secondly, I can flirt openly with you and pretend to be your lover, and no one’s going to look at me sideways.”

Ah, the ulterior motive. Devan had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. “You’re going to be utterly shameless and clingy, aren’t you?”

Tan blinked up at him innocently. “I have shame?”

“Right, that was my mistake. Stupid question. What do I call you in this getup?”

“Sweetheart.” Tan beamed from ear to ear.

Devan sighed. It was the sigh of being done with Tan’s shit and it wasn’t even noon yet. “Try again.”

“Darling?”

“Tan.”

“No, that’s boring and gives it away.”

“Tan,” Devan repeated with force. “I need an actual name in case someone asks.”

“Ohhh, well, if you insist. Tanis Shinwa is what I go by in this getup.”

Good. It was close to his actual name so he’d respond to it. Also, less chance of Devan screwing it up. He was not, needless to say, in the habit of undercover work. At least, not anymore.

Tan whirled in place and winked at him. “Aren’t I pretty?”

“Stunning,” Devan deadpanned. “Alright, let’s load back up.”

They mounted again, Tan still riding in front, the divided riding skirts allowing a proper seat. Only then, with him facing away from Devan, did Devan let his facial muscles relax enough to express anything. Mostly surprise. Tan was beautiful, certainly—he was no matter the form. Female Tan unnerved him a little, though, and he wasn’t sure why.

This man was seriously bad for his heart some days.

They got back onto the road and at a trot, making good time to the city limits. The Conclave had been built by magicians, with magic, and it showed in the architecture. It was all towers and sweeping columns, impossible arches and sparkling windows. It was as if the architect was given the direction to create a fantasy of stone and glass and this was what he came up with.

The Conclave, being on the main highway north, saw a fair bit of trade as well. They passed caravans and merchants on the way in. Here there were no gate guards. Frankly, few would dare to cause trouble in this city. They’d be turned into a toad without a second’s thought.

Well, he said that, but Devan knew of at least one person who had dared. “Tan.”

“Hmm?”

“Why did you break into the Conclave’s library and block their access to it?”

“Oh, that?” Tan responded as if it wasn’t anything noteworthy. Like the very thing that made most magicians fear him wasn’t the least bit challenging. “It was after The Void happened. I needed to do research to figure out how to undo it all and the books I could lay hands on weren’t the least bit helpful. The Conclave was being very stingy and wouldn’t let me in to read. So I tethered a portal spell to the main part of the library floor, warded the building, and gave myself sole access for three months.”

The way he said this…like it was a lark. Not anything strenuous or difficult. But it had to have been. There’s no way it was an easy task. This was the capitol of magic. Osedon Conclave held more magicians than all of the countries combined. There were five schools of magic in this city alone, never mind the outskirts. He’d thwarted a city’s worth of magicians for three months so he could read in peace.

No wonder the magicians in this world were not-so-secretly terrified of him.

Devan was once again in awe of Tan’s magical prowess. He was also mentally aiming several kicks in Serenity’s direction. If not for her stupidity, Goodwine would have an amazing sorcerer on their side. Devan wouldn’t be forced to hide and work with him under disguise. Damn idiotic bitch.

Tan’s palm once again had the tracking compass on it and he grunted in satisfaction. “Yes, they went through Osedon. Oh, oh, they went left. I think they stopped somewhere in the city.”

Now that was interesting. Devan could think of a few reasons for the stop offhand but who knew if any of them were right or not. “For healing potions? Information, maybe?”

“If they’re going after some big bad, likely both. They’ve got a mage in the party and a paladin, so they’ll have basic healing spells, but no one goes into a battle like that without proper healing potions on them. You can’t guarantee an ally can get to you in time.”

“I’ve seen that play out a few times. Trust me, I know.”

Tan pointed to the right. “Next street.”

This area of town was more of a marketplace. The streets were wide and lined with vendors, some of them nothing more than a quick pop-up tent and a folding table, others more established with an actual storefront. The wares varied, everything from food to weapons, with at least two mage blacksmiths offering gear repair. It wasn’t crowded, per se, but a steady stream of pedestrians came in and out of shops. Devan had slowed to a walk and still found Dan checked a few times. It might be better to find a place to tie the horse up and continue the rest of the way on foot.

Tan pointed to a red tent advertising healing potions. “There. They stopped there.”

“I vote we tie Dan up at the watering trough before we ask around about them. It’s getting increasingly crowded the further in we go.”

“Might as well.”

They dismounted and Devan handed over five coppers to the boy at the trough to hold his horse for him. Dan was quite happy to drink and relax for a while after riding for so long. He didn’t even quirk an ear as Devan and Tan moved off.

Devan felt all the love.

He kept close to Tan as they moved, as he wasn’t blind to the looks his sorcerer was getting. Tan had a very exotic look to him, and more than a few heads turned, taking in the ‘girl’ with appreciation.

The first person who dared to hit on Tan would not have a good experience.

Tan approached the vendor standing at the table with a sweet, gentile smile. His voice was a mellow alto as he spoke, the disguise of a woman complete. “Good day, sir.”

“Good day, Sorceress,” the man answered. “What can I interest you in today?”

“Information, actually. A young group of adventurers stopped here yesterday, likely to buy healing potions?”

“I’m sorry, but you must be more specific,” the vendor responded. “I get young adventurers through here all the time.”

Devan bet he did. The man’s prices were so reasonable they bordered on cheap, and he had a good collection of potions on display. Everything from poison antidotes to mana replenishing. A few might have tempted him but with Tan right here, what was the point of buying anything? What Tan could make was far superior.

“A paladin, ranger, mage, and a barbarian, possibly two. They’re on some kind of grand quest.”

“Ohhh them. Yes, there were two barbarians.” The vendor shook his head like a parent watching a child on the verge of making a very stupid decision. “They wouldn’t tell me what they were aiming for, just that it was very powerful, and they stocked up on healing potions. Many, many healing potions. They actually bartered for part of the payment, that’s how much they bought.”

“Bartered?” Devan questioned with interest. He might be able to get some of Topaz’s missing inventory back.

“Indeed, sir.” The vendor stooped down and pulled the item out from under the tablecloth before bringing it up for display. “I’ve no notion of its age, but I recognize a high-quality blade when I see it. It’s got an ever-sharpening spell on it, too. It’ll fetch a nice price at market. Are you interested, by chance?”

Devan shared a speaking look with Tan. “Good sir, I’m sorry to say, the dagger is stolen.”

The vendor froze in place, eyes darting down in horror. “No! Don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry, it is. Those young louts raided a mage’s storeroom and took off with many of her armor and weapons. We’re on a mission from her to reclaim it all. The dagger is one of the things listed. Does it have the crest of an anvil and hammer on the back of the scabbard?”

With an anticipatory wince, the vendor flipped it over. Indeed, the crest was branded into the leather. His shoulders fell in disappointment.

“They seemed like such nice young men, too. A bit rough around the edges, but all adventurers are like that.”

“Oh, their intentions are pure,” Tan drawled. “It’s their methods that are questionable. Fear not, sir, I won’t ask you to return it for nothing. You made the trade in good faith, after all. We’ll take the payment out of their hides when we catch up to them. For now, how about fifteen gold for me to buy it from you?”

“Fifteen gold is fair,” the merchant agreed. He thrust it at Tan, still frowning. “Please, take it, I don’t wish to keep it a second longer. Stolen goods will damage my reputation.”

Yes, it would, and he was wise to get rid of it quickly.

Tan paid the fifteen gold while Devan stuck the dagger into his belt.

“Any hint of where they were going next? We don’t have a description of them, or names, either, if you can help us there.” Devan figured it didn’t hurt to ask.

“An information broker, they said.” The merchant pointed further up the street. “I directed them to one I know, up another three blocks. Shade’s. Black sign, white font, bright yellow door. You can’t miss it. I believe the paladin is nineteen, he mentioned being straight out of school a month or so. The rest of his friends looked of the same age. I didn’t get names. They didn’t use them. Their equipment was all cobbled together, though, which I now understand why. I wouldn’t say they were well-prepared except what potions they bought from me.”

“Many thanks, sir.”

All right, information broker next. Surely they could learn these idiots’ aim from him, if anywhere. Tan took his arm like a lady would while being escorted. Devan gave him quite the look from the corner of his eye but allowed this. It was rather nice, really, to be able to move to protect Tan without drawing unwanted attention, not that he was about to say this to Tan.

Shade’s was indeed very easy to find. The yellow door stood open, so they walked right inside. Seated next to a table with a very large map draped over the surface sat a man with greying hair, keen dark eyes, and a pipe in his mouth.

“Master Shade?” Devan inquired.

“That’s me. What can I do for you, Sorceress, Sir Knight?”

Devan wasn’t even in anything more than chain mail and it was obvious he was a knight, eh? With a mental shrug, he let it pass. “We’re on the heels of some young adventurers who are quite likely in well over their heads. They came here, we think.”

Tan demurred, “Actually, the seeking spell shows they went directly here. A paladin, a ranger, mage, and two barbarians. Came in yesterday. Strike any bells?”

“Oh, them.” Shade gave a nod. “Yes, you’re right to be after them. They are in over their heads and nothing I said could convince them otherwise. They assured me they had a powerful magic sword that would turn the tide for them. I don’t see how any sword in the world could defeat him but my business is to sell information, not stop stupid people. If I tried to stop stupid people, I’d already be in a grave, dead from sheer frustration.”

Devan sympathized. Oh, how he sympathized. “Trust me, sir, I understand completely. We don’t actually know their quest, only that they’re on one. Can you relay to us the same information you gave them?”

“Certainly. No skin off my nose. Fee’s fifteen coppers.”

Devan pulled his purse out of his pocket and paid it. Really, for information, it was quite cheap. Shade may have given him a discount to help with the stupid people. It was hard to ignore them.

Shade took the money with a grunt of acknowledgement. “Right, so they were heading towards Grimslock.”

They were…what?

Tan blurted out, “Their target is the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock?!”

“He is indeed, Sorceress.” The broker looked grim and solemn.

These idiots had stolen a magic sword and gone to defeat the great evil, only for said great evil to be hired to chase them down and stop them?

Tan slapped a hand over his face and groaned. “We could have just waited. Gods!”

So in other words, the adventurers were after Tan, he and Tan were after them, they could have waited, and oh gods, Tan’s face right then… Devan doubled over laughing, nearly falling to the floor. Tears streamed from his eyes, he was laughing so hard, belly shaking under the force of it.

Tan poked him hard in the shoulder. “Stop it. This is ridiculous! Of all people for them to hunt!”

Devan wiped the tears from his eyes and managed, “That’s why this is hysterical.”

“Stop laughing, you bastard, it isn’t that funny.”

Devan would beg to differ. He’d laugh about this for a good week. The irony of the situation was too much for him. Hell, he might still be chuckling about this a year from now.

Tan grumbled, thanked the bemused information broker, and hauled a still chortling Devan by the arm back out onto the street. Devan let him, simply going with the flow, but realized something, too, as he walked.

The grin on his face felt strangely new, his cheek muscles pulling up in a stiff way. How long had it been since he’d laughed like this? How long had it been since he’d been this relaxed, this happy, this free to enjoy himself?

Devan couldn’t actually remember. He did know it was all thanks to the man at his side. He couldn’t think of anyone else who he could let his guard down around like this. Even though he was getting a good laugh at Tan’s expense, the man was only grumbling, letting him laugh.

He took it back. Tan was seriously good for his heart some days.


Four

Tan

Devan was still laughing about the situation when they got back to Dan. Tan didn’t find it all that funny, really, but apparently the humor was too much for his knight. What Tan did like was the smile on Devan’s face. He honestly couldn’t remember ever seeing Devan smile or laugh like this. It utterly transformed him from the all too serious man he knew into a much lighter, happier person. He was damn gorgeous. Tan would kiss the smile if he thought he could get by with it.

Devan’s snickers aside, Tan considered the logistics. They were a day behind the idiot adventurers. At the very least. As much as Tan enjoyed being pressed up against Devan in the saddle—and he enjoyed it ever so much—why continue to ride Dan when they could use a portal? Now that they knew their destination, they could catch up quickly.

Tan paused Devan before he mounted. “Wait. What do you say we portal to Grimslock? No need to ride now we know their destination.”

Devan finally stopped laughing long enough to think. “Yes, true. I like the idea of catching up. No need to spend hours on the road. Can you portal us from inside the city?”

“I can, yes. The amulet will mask my signature well enough. Hold on to Dan.”

It was only a matter of thought, a whispered spell, and pulling the magic around them to whisk them straight north towards Grimslock.

Sally the imp greeted him with a smile and wave. “Master, you’re back! Did you catch them?”

“No, we did not. But we’re close. Sally, take Dan for now and stable him. Where’s Hans?”

“Inside, Master.”

As usual. Tan absently took off the amulet and the hairpiece as he strode into the castle, pocketing both, the magic falling away to reveal his true form once more. He went left, into the kitchen first, as at this noon hour Hans was normally there if he was anywhere.

Sure enough, the kobold sat at the scarred wooden table in the center of the kitchen, sipping at tea with a half-eaten scone in front of him. The wall of stoves were all going with different pots on them, the kitchen always busy because even if Tan wasn’t home, he had a whole platoon of servants to feed. The room was significantly hotter and smelled delectable.

He waved hello as people greeted him but his focus was on Hans. “Hans, by chance has a group of adventurers with a magic sword made their way up here yet?”

Hans straightened, his attention keen as he put the teacup down. “Why yes, they did. They came to challenge you, caused some trouble when they realized you weren’t home, and finally retreated again. I had a crow follow them and they went back to Golis.”

“So they’ve already been here?” Tan wasn’t too surprised. They’d had enough of a head start, after all. “Any significant damage done?”

“No, Master, and your repair spells on the gate have already handled it.”

“Good.” Tan turned to confer with Devan. “Two ways we can play this, as I see it.”

Devan nodded in agreement. “Either we can announce you’re home again and have them come back up here—”

Tan made a face. “No, why? Why would you choose the boring option first?”

Devan stopped and stared at him, dark brow quirked an nth degree. “Calling them up here, and saving ourselves the trouble of hunting them down, is the boring version?”

“It’s much less fun than going into town with me in sorceress getup and challenging them. Don’t you want to fight side by side in an epic duel of magic and swordsmanship?”

“I cannot believe that insanity came out of your mouth.”

“This is me, of course you believe it.” More pragmatically, Tan tacked on, “Besides, they’re probably drinking while waiting on me to come back. They’ve already been unsupervised with the sword for a full day. Do you really trust a magic sword in the hands of drunk nineteen-year-olds?”

Devan had his mouth open to respond and then he paused. Groaned. He flopped his head back before nodding in acknowledgement. “Right. That’s a good point. Drunk nineteen-year-olds never make sound decisions.”

“I certainly didn’t at that age. So, you agree we should go into town?”

“The idea of hunting them down in the streets does not spark joy but…yeah. Let’s go.”

Tan led the way back out and put his amulet and hairpiece back on as he moved. It was the only way for him to be able to help Devan openly without calling all the wrong attention to himself.

Turning, Tan intended to latch on to Devan, only to find Devan already had an arm out and was waiting on him. Which…was as delightful as it was confusing. Devan looked as if he fully expected Tan to hug him. “Whatcha doin’?”

“You’re going to hug me, aren’t you? Come on, then.”

Had he seriously conditioned his knight into thinking he had to hug him in order to portal him? It was not the case, all Tan needed was for someone to be within proximity of him, but it was true he’d held Devan every time they’d portaled…oh my. Good going, him. He’d trained his knight.

Tan skipped right up to him and threw both arms around his waist, chin planted on his chest so he could stare up at him with besotted eyes.

Devan gave Tan that look again. The look that said I realize you’re messing with me, and I’m humoring you, but must you?

Tan must.

“Your SCD is flaring up again?”

Tan beamed at him. Look at his knight, being so cute while playing along. “Darling, you understand me so well! I do have flare ups from time to time. You’ll help me, won’t you?”

“Do I get a choice in this?”

“Why would you ever turn down cuddles from the fabulous me?”

“Silly question,” Devan deadpanned with a roll of his eyes. “I can’t imagine why I asked.”

“Well, we all ask silly questions from time to time.” Tan patted his chest mock-consolingly. “Don’t take it hard. Now, off we go.”

Because Golis was so close, it took bare seconds to reach the city gates. It was a place Tan knew well as he did most of his necessary shopping here. In disguise, naturally.

Golis was one of those towns that sprouted up without any real rhyme or reason. It was likely there to begin with because it was along a trade route, but why anyone stopped to build a town precisely there was a mystery. Now, it was famous as a beginner adventurer’s town and that’s where most of its livelihood came from. Every other street had an adventurer’s guild, there were more blacksmiths than any other occupation, and the only business that rivaled the guilds was the taverns.

So much booze was consumed here. So much.

Tan put his hand through Devan’s arm, secretly liking that he could link arms with him without anyone giving them a side-eye. They walked past the main gates with nothing more than a wave on Tan’s part. His guise of sorceress was one the gate guards knew very well.

“It occurs to me,” Devan mused, “that this might actually work to my benefit.”

“What, the quest?”

“No, coming into town with you like this. People kept asking me who the sorcerer was who helped with Siset. I couldn’t very well name you, so I said it was a freelance sorcerer whom I knew. But if you have a firm identity as Tanis—”

“I do,” Tan confirmed readily.

“—then I can start naming you. And rumors here will make it back to the castle, and no one will think it odd, since they’ll have another story to back it up with.”

“See? I do look out for you.”

“The only reason why you put that on is because you want to mess with the young idiots. Don’t try to convince me otherwise, I know better.”

“That is hurtful, darling. I like fighting at your side, you know.”

Devan sighed like he didn’t believe him. Smart man. Tan was mostly motivated in teaching the idiots a lesson. How dare they rob one of his friends in order to come after him. Was survival instinct such a rarity these days?

Because the town was large enough, they couldn’t canvass it. Tan pulled the tracking compass back up onto his palm. Let’s see, which tavern were the idiots in? Because they were most definitely in a tavern; Tan would bet on it. Adventurers were always in a tavern while waiting on something serious to go down. It was like a universal truth or something. Also, what else were they supposed to do to while away the time?

“Right,” he directed.

Devan went right at the next corner, still calmly keeping pace at his side like he wasn’t worried at all about facing off with a magic sword known for its awesome destructive power. Which rather begged a question to Tan’s mind.

“Devan.”

“Hmm?”

“What’s the worst thing you ever faced? I mean, what was the one thing you went into battle with that scared you down to your marrow?”

Devan walked in silence for a few seconds before answering in a deep, quiet tone. “When I came to you for help.”

Tan nearly tripped over his own feet. He whipped his head up to stare at Devan, aghast at his answer. He was worse than facing a vampire in a primeval forest, alone? Seriously?! He actually felt physical pain hit his heart. Was Devan still scared of him on some level, then?

Those words made Tan doubt every interaction they’d had. How, how could Devan ever think he’d hurt him? Tan damn near worshipped the ground this man walked on. Hadn’t he made that clear?

His heart sank somewhere down in the core of the earth. He pulled away, the feeling of touching Devan just then too wrong to continue.

“I’m the worst you’ve faced,” Tan repeated in a mumble, disheartened.

Devan caught his arm and pulled him back in. It brought Tan’s eyes back up to him and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of Devan’s expression. He looked right at Tan, his eyes full of emotions—patience, understanding…affection? Was he not upset or fearful of Tan, then? Tan stopped in place, confused.

In his gentle voice, Devan explained, “Well, it was twofold. One, you had a reputation for killing knights on sight. I wasn’t even sure if I could get through your front gates alive to make my request.”

Ouch. Okay, man had a point there.

“Second part of it was, if you didn’t help, I had no one else to turn to. I would have gone to Siset and done all I could to evacuate them, no mistake, but I was under no illusions. With what little time I had, and the army coming up from the south with orders to corral the town and burn it, I didn’t give myself good odds for success. I pessimistically judged only a third of the town would survive the fallout.”

Double ouch. Tan hadn’t sat down and thought it through in those terms before. He’d automatically helped because it was Devan asking. Of course he’d helped. He just hadn’t considered it from the flip side before, of what Devan would have done if he’d refused.

The man had been that scared and nervous, and he’d still calmly sat and had tea with Tan?

Devan turned and swept a stray lock of hair out of Tan’s face, his calloused fingers gentle against Tan’s cheek. There was a smile there, a warmth in his golden-brown eyes Tan had rarely seen from him. It made him go all gooey on the inside.

“If I could only go back in time and tell my past self to not worry. That not only you’d help, but you’d become one of my staunch friends and allies. I may have questioned my own sanity hearing it, but at least I wouldn’t have been so nervous.”

Those words were a balm on Tan’s strung-out emotions. His fears from before were abruptly allayed but even better than that…Devan called them friends. Devan considered him not only an ally but a friend. Even if he never got to sex this man up (which would be a crying shame, Tan wanted it on record he would be very disappointed), then at the very least he could be his friend.

“Aww, boo-bear!” Tan threw both arms around Devan’s waist and hugged him tightly. “You’re my favorite person, too.”

“I love that’s the underlying message you took away.”

“It was the most important part.” Tan leaned up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I’ll explain to you later how much I adore you, and how silly you were to ever think I’d harm a precious hair on your head. For now, let’s go beat up the louts. I want them out of the way so I can focus all my attention on you.”

For some reason Devan looked alarmed by this. “I’m absolutely, positively certain that having one hundred percent of your attention will be bad for my health.”

“Don’t be mean, darling.” Tan pointed ahead of them, where suspicious shouting and sloshy water noises were coming from. “Come on, we have a sword to beat and idiots to punish.”


Five

Devan

As it turned out, they didn’t need Tan’s seeking spell to find the idiots. Devan turned down a street and was greeted with the sight of rushing water cascading between the buildings, flushing right along the cobblestone with enough force to knock a few people off their feet. He knew the Sword of the Sea could throw water around, but apparently what that translated to was gushing torrents of water that resembled a small waterfall.

Tan sighed. He was not surprised. He wasn’t even resigned. It was more a prosaic reaction as if he’d fully expected this and planned accordingly. “Looks like they lost control of the sword.”

“Looks like,” Devan agreed laconically. “Care to bet they were showing it off?”

“I don’t take sure bets.”

That was fair. It was rather a foregone conclusion.

In any case, time to pick up the pace. Devan pulled free of Tan’s arm and jogged up the street, following the source of the water. It was easy to tell where it came from. The flow of the water coming downhill was a very good indication of the current, so all he had to do was go against it. It did make it hard to wade through rushing water, though. Devan didn’t even want to contemplate fighting in this.

Tan sloshed at his side, growling curses.

People were racing out of the way, some of them climbing to higher ground or getting up on the roofs of the buildings. There was a lot of yelling, panicked screeches, and the sound of things being knocked about willy-nilly. Over it all was the rush of water in a din of constant noise. Devan winced at a few cracking noises. That had been glass breaking. They’d have a lot of damage in the aftermath of this.

Tan pointed silently to the corner up ahead and Devan forged a trail for them both. Honestly, he didn’t even need Tan’s help. The water was gushing from that direction, so the sword had to be up ahead. He was only worried about Tan keeping his feet. The current was strong at this point and waist deep on Devan. Tan, being slimmer and shorter, would have a much harder time staying upright.

As if his thoughts were prophetic, Tan yelped, slipping and narrowly avoiding going down. Devan snatched him around the waist and hauled him in closer, bracing the man against his side.

“Thanks.” Tan latched on, a bit wide around his eyes. “Phew, that was close! I tripped over something there.”

“Keep hold of my arm,” Devan said. “I don’t want you going down.”

“Aww, you do love me!”

“Yes, that’s the reason. It has nothing to do with facing a magical sword by myself.”

Tan heard the sarcasm clearly because he laughed outright. It was one of the reasons why they got along so well. He and Devan shared the same twisted sense of humor.

“Tan, I want to make this clear, after we get hold of the adventurers, we will be turning them over.”

Tan regarded him with wide, innocent eyes. “We will?”

“What did you think we were going to do?” Devan was almost certain he knew the answer, but he asked on the off chance he was wrong.

“Bonk?”

Yup, as expected. “No bonk.”

“But I’m allergic to the judiciary system!”

“You’ll live.”

Tan grumbled even as he kept wading. “I shoulda figured you would turn them over. I want you to understand I’m not dealing with them because you said I couldn’t bonk people.”

“Is that really the only thought you had? Please answer me honestly.”

Tan rolled his eyes expressively and refused to answer.

Well, shit. Good thing they had this conversation now, then.

The street rose a little as they went up a small hill. Upon reaching the top, the area flattened out some. It gave them just enough of a grade change that it altered the depth of the water in this spot. The water was now above waist height. Lovely. Also, everything breakable in this area was already broken, and anything not nailed down washed away. The damage was clear and Devan suspected they were at the epicenter. He turned a corner and spied his target immediately.

Welp. There was the magic sword.

The sword waved wildly to and fro, water gushing out the tip of it in a steady torrent. With every movement, it slapped water against the sides of the buildings, and the area looked like a war scene, with rampant destruction on both sides of the street. Only the brick and stone buildings could bear this attack of water stoically.

“Who’s wielding who?” Tan asked as if he faced down magical swords running amok on a regular basis. He was deadpan in the extreme.

Well, compared to fighting off vampires or tengus, idiotic teens losing control of a magic sword probably was a walk in the park.

“It’s a good question,” Devan acknowledged, watching the paladin hanging on to the hilt with a critical eye. He used ‘hanging on’ deliberately because it looked like the poor boy was being yanked back and forth by the sword. No way was the idiot in control of it.

The sword threw a powerful gush of water directly down the middle of the street. Devan braced, keeping a tight hold on Tan, and even then he barely kept his feet. The water wasn’t only cold and smelling of the sea, it had enough force to punch the air out of his lungs. Devan actually slid a few inches on the slick cobblestone despite being braced.

Tan’s fingers dug into Devan’s shirt, and he wiped strands of hair out of his eyes, huffing like a half-drowned cat and with all of the grace of one. “That little—! Just wait. I’ll melt it and leave it in smoking ruins.”

See? Just as affronted as a cat would be.

Devan could see there was a wide brick wall wrapping around the front of a bakery. He hauled Tan that way.

“Where we going, handsome?” Tan asked, doing his best to keep up.

“The wall. Put your back to it and brace yourself.”

“Awww, you’re so sweet to worry about me. What about you, though?”

“I can’t support you and fight this thing at the same time.”

“Good point. I’ll back you up from here.”

Tan scrambled the rest of the way for the wall, turned and put his back to it, the heavy suede of his robes clinging to his legs and making the movement ungainly and awkward. Once landed, though, he cracked his head to either side like a fighter readying for the ring. The glint in his eyes spoke of mayhem and revenge.

All right, Tan would be fine. Devan turned to face the sword, drawing his own sword up in guard position. He wasn’t about to engage or move from Tan’s side until he knew what the fuck they were doing.

“Plan?” Devan asked. He really had no clue.

“The sword is running wild right now for two reasons.” Tan’s words nearly tripped over themselves as he explained in rapid fire. “One, the wielder doesn’t have the training or force of will to keep it submissive. Two, it doesn’t have a clear target but it’s unsheathed, so it’s assuming a target has to be nearby. It will keep flailing around like that until it finds something worthy of its attention and then it will attack full force.”

“So, in other words, if you didn’t have an amulet masking your magical signature, it would have already attacked you?”

“Pretty much.”

Well now, there was a mental picture Devan didn’t want to entertain.

He ran this information through his head once more, thinking he saw what Tan led him to. “If I can grab the handle, can I force the sword back to submission and sheathe it?”

“In theory.”

Ah, theory. Devan and theory were nodding acquaintances. Sometimes friends, sometimes enemies. Devan could only hope that today they would be friends.

“Tag and switch?” Devan asked. He couldn’t see any other way of doing this.

“Tag and switch.” Tan pulled a wand out of a sleeve pocket and held it like a maestro in front of a queued orchestra.

Since he’d never seen Tan use a wand in his life, Devan looked at him askance. “Why the wand?”

“To sell the story. My sorceress getup uses a wand. Besides, it’s pretty, isn’t it?”

The wand in question was a very polished walnut wood with inlaid golden leaf in a winding pattern around the rod. It was indeed pretty—not to mention expensive. Most sorcerers and mages would give up half their yearly allowance to afford such a wand. Tan, though, Tan bought it because it was pretty. Not because he needed it, no, no. Just that it was useful for his disguise.

This man, seriously.

Devan shook his head and let that one go.

“Alright, I’ll start.”

Devan waded forward, his sword still up in guard position. He didn’t pay the paladin, who was wrestling with the sword, much mind; his main focus was the sword itself. The paladin was simply the unlucky idiot within range of it, not Devan’s actual opponent.

The barbarian, a stout-looking lad who might have crossed the threshold of eighteen based on his scraggly red beard, was wisely behind the paladin but shouting at him. None of the other party members were in sight. Had they already run for safety? Or were they smart enough to keep their distance, knowing they couldn’t help?

“Just take hold of it!” the barbarian shouted.

“What the hell does it look like I’m doing?” the paladin snapped back between gritted teeth. His fair locks were wet and plastered to his skin because he was right in the blast radius. No armor on, only plain clothes, so he really had been relaxing when this tomfoolery started.

“It looks like you’re letting the sword win!” The barbarian threw up both hands in exasperation. “You said you were trained to deal with it!”

“I am!”

Devan waved a hand, attempting to call their attention to him. (The fact he had to call their attention to an armed man, with a sword pointed in their direction, who was only fifteen feet away, did not bode well for their future survival. Magical swords were distracting, granted, but still.)

The barbarian took note of him at least and pulled the war axe from his back.

“Who are you!” he demanded.

At least the idiot hadn’t followed his friend outside unarmed. Devan gave him ten points for common sense.

“I’m under Mage Topaz’s behest to retrieve the Sword of the Sea,” Devan answered forthrightly.

“No!” the paladin roared back. Impressive lung power for such an idiot. Then again, that’s all idiots were good at, yelling. “We must have it in order to defeat the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock.”

“You can’t even wield the damn sword properly and you want to go up against one of the most battle-ready black sorcerers in the four kingdoms?”

“It will submit to me!” Paladin insisted.

“When’s that going to happen, next century?” Devan shook his head and waded in closer. No reasoning with these idiots, apparently.

“Stop!” Barbarian barked in warning. “You won’t take the sword!”

The sword picked up on their anxiety and started thrashing around more. Devan had to turn his face to avoid getting hit right in the nose with a sharp, stinging blast of water, one hand up as a shield. Dammit, he’d fought some ridiculous fights, but this had to make the top ten.

The barbarian tried to take advantage of his momentary blindness and charged him. Devan may not have been able to see him, but he heard him fine. It’s not like you could do a sneak attack while sloshing through this much water. He got his sword up and into guard right in time, deflecting the axe that was dangerously close to splitting his collarbone open.

Barbarian was definitely young, and this close, Devan could see the whites of his eyes. He was scared and trying to mask it with bravado. He was also stupid enough to charge at Devan, putting himself in the path of the sword’s temper tantrum.

That’s as far as the kid got before he was wrenched off his feet and yanked to the side like a puppet whose master was tired of playing with it. He landed with an oof, his breath knocked out of him as his back hit the side of a building—and then he stayed there, arms waggling helplessly.

Sticking spell. Devan had seen it too many times to mistake it for anything else. He waved a hand at Tan in thanks without looking back. Good support there, as expected of his sorcerer.

Paladin was distracted by his comrade’s abrupt removal and the sword took advantage by darting forward, dragging the paladin haplessly along with him. Devan parried the first blow from the sword with a clash of metal against metal, feeling the impact jarring right up into his shoulders. Damn the sword hit hard. For a magical construct, it was very battle ready. At least it wasn’t spraying water at him while it was physically attacking. Devan would take the advantage.

Paladin wasn’t anywhere near as battle ready. Those might have been tears of frustration running down his cheeks as he pulled fruitlessly at the hilt.

“Stop, stop, stop!”

Sword kept attacking. Sword did not care about what the paladin wanted.

Devan didn’t care what the paladin wanted either, so they were in accord there.

“Tanis, the kid!” Devan called back.

Paladin was yanked off his feet as swiftly as Barbarian had been, sailing through the air in order to land next to his companion and stick there, legs churning in the water. He screamed in rage and frustration as he floundered.

See, proof he wasn’t well trained. Any paladin worth their salt would know how to get free of that spell.

The thought was an errant one. Devan wasn’t focused on the moron; he knew Tan had him well in hand. He had bigger fish to fry. With its ‘wielder’ gone, the sword should have gone inert but of course the paladin hadn’t been in control of it to begin with. The sword was still happily up in the air, bolstered upright by its own magic, and searching for a target.

Well, that wouldn’t do.

Devan executed a quick half-step turn, which was harder to pull off against this much water pressure, and got sideways to the sword before it could turn again. His free hand snapped out and landed on the hilt, grip firm.

The Sword of the Sea had just gotten rid of a bothersome pest, and it didn’t want to be wielded again by someone else, so it tried to wriggle free.

Devan doubled down on his hold and yanked it back. In a menacing tone, he snarled, “Be. Still.”

It wasn’t like the sword had eyes, but he could feel its evaluation of him. It tested his strength, knew his hold was firm, and now studied his nature. It instantly grew still in his hold. All water flow stopped immediately as well.

“That’s right, I’m capable of wielding you. But you are not allowed to roam free again. You’ve caused quite enough damage here.”

The Sword of the Sea sadly drooped in his hand, no longer fighting him. Better. Now if he could find the sheath—

Without water gushing constantly out of the sword, the standing water in the street was quickly dispersing, running down the hill. Tan dared to leave his wall and waded toward him, wand lifting toward the paladin as he moved. The sheath wriggled out from behind the paladin’s back and sailed right through the air, landing neatly in Tan’s uplifted hand.

“Looking for this?” Tan asked brightly as he made his way to Devan.

“Bless you, yes.”

“Be still, huh?” Tan’s eyes sparkled outrageously. “Sounds like something I’d say.”

Aw shit. That had been a Tan line. “You’re a corruptive influence.”

“Why darling, if you give me such compliments without warning, they’ll go straight to my head!”

Devan chuckled. He slid his own sword home so he could take the sheath from Tan. The black sorcerer couldn’t touch the sword in any fashion. Even him touching the sheath was a surprise to Devan.

The Sword of the Sea didn’t dare utter a peep of protest as Devan rammed it home. It remained docile, but since Devan didn’t trust it, he used the leather strips attached to the sheath to peace tie it shut. There, that was better.

The paladin whimpered in frustration on the wall, still wriggling. “Who are you? Who are you that you can just make the sword obey you like that?”

Devan turned his head and regarded the kid. So green and naïve, this one. “I’m Devante Salvino.”

Both paladin and barbarian went utterly motionless, staring at him in growing shock, their jaws dangling.

“Yes,” Tan tacked on dryly, “He’s the First Knight of Goodwine. That’s the kind of person it takes to wield a sword such as this. You louts didn’t have a prayer.”

“Sorceress Tanis!”

Devan turned at the hail and saw a portly figure who was wet from the waist down hurrying for them, a bright smile on his wide face.

Tan leaned in to murmur, “He’s Theodore Bruxton, mayor of the town.” Then he raised his voice as he waved in return. “Mayor!”

Mayor Bruxton was all smiles as he came forward, reaching with both hands to take Tan’s, shaking them gently. “You are a godsend, you really are. Thank you so much for tackling this. How did you even know we needed the help? I was just trying to call you.”

“In truth, we’ve been on the heels of these idiots since this morning,” Tan explained, smiling in return. “Mage Topaz, the caretaker of this sword, sent us after them. We only now caught up.”

“I’m ever so glad you did. It did quite enough damage and it’s only been thirty minutes!”

“Yes, so I see. Mayor, this is Sir Devante Salvino.”

The mayor of course knew this name. He blinked, eyes taking in Devan, and managed to find his manners after a stunned three seconds. “Goodness me, I didn’t expect our First Knight to be here! You’re welcome, Sir Salvino, and I’m ever so glad you came.”

Devan inclined his head to him. “Mayor.”

“Takes a trained knight to subdue and control the sword,” Tan explained, still all smiles. “I was simply support. Devan did all the work.”

All Devan had done was wrestle a misbehaving sword into a sheath, which he didn’t think was ‘all of the work’ but whatever. “Mayor, it’s not only these two idiots who I need to arrest. They had a full party who raided Mage Topaz’s storerooms and took off with a long list of inventory.”

Mayor Bruxton’s fair skin went red with outrage. “What kind of adventurers do such a thing!”

“Broke ones who are desperate to make a name for themselves,” Devan answered wryly. “Regardless, it doesn’t excuse them. If I could have your support in catching the others and transporting them back to their guild hall—”

“I will happily do that.” Bruxton eyed the pair still stuck to the wall with mercenary glee. “Along with a tally of all the damages they incurred.”

The guild would throw these five out for causing this much damage. Devan wasn’t the least bit sorry or remorseful about that future outcome. “Much appreciated.”

“No, no, it’s the least we can do! You were truly so helpful. This would have been absolute carnage if you hadn’t stepped in. Please, do allow me to reward the two of you.”

Devan held up a hand. “I’m on a quest from Mage Topaz, Mayor. I assure you, I have no need of a reward for doing the job she gave me.”

“At least stay and let me treat you to dinner before you return the sword to her.”

That sounded good, actually. Devan wanted to cultivate goodwill here and he could tell the mayor wasn’t letting go until he found some way to repay them. He looked to Tan to see what his opinion of this was.

Tan gave him a wink before assuring the mayor, “We’d love to. I’m quite famished, myself. If you could make it an early dinner, so I have sunlight for a portal? Then I can portal us back directly to Topaz after to return the sword. It will give your people a chance to tally up the damages and report to you, too.”

“There’s that as well. I wish to have everyone and everything gathered before you go. For now, how about I find you a room at an inn so you can dry off?”

That sounded heavenly to Devan. The feeling of wet clothes sticking to his skin was unpleasant, to say the least. “Please.”

He was all for getting dry and letting someone else do the cleanup. Besides, he had a magic sword to babysit.


Six

Devan

It took a few hours to catch the rest of the party, clap them in irons, and have the townsfolk make a tally of damages incurred. It came out to quite a list, which didn’t surprise Devan. He’d seen the sword in action, after all. Mayor Bruxton promised to handle the logistics of hauling the remorseful adventurers back to their guild hall. Actually, he promised to do that while rubbing his hands in glee, saying buzzwords such as expenses and repairs.

Their guild would not lightly get out of this one.

Devan and Tan had a rather hearty dinner of steak pie with a rich chocolate cake as dessert, the mayor’s wife proving to be a very good cook. It was early evening by the time Devan made the right noises and they escaped, Topaz’s missing inventory in tow. Might as well take all of it back and put it away. Devan didn’t want to leave the job to her, as the poor woman was still recuperating.

Tan assured him they had enough sunlight and whisked them away once they were free of the mayor, portaling directly to Topaz’s house. He dropped them right in her front yard and then removed the disguise with a simple tug of the hairpiece from his hair. Tan gave himself an exaggerated shake from head to toe, much akin to the actions of a dog exiting a bath.

“Phew! I must remember to fix the hair. I always forget how heavy it is until I’ve put the disguise back on. I need to either put a lightening spell on it or trim it down somehow.”

Devan didn’t really hear him. He was struck instead by his own reaction. Tan, in a woman’s disguise, had been quite striking. The exotic look of him in female form had been unquestionable and every person in eyesight of him had obviously enjoyed the view. Devan had noted it, but it had been on the same level as observing a nicely painted watercolor, or a pretty sunset.

Tan in his own skin, though, that he reacted to. He much preferred him without the disguise. His fingers oddly twitched with the desire to touch. His heart thudded in his chest in a way Devan couldn’t ever remember feeling before. Something about Tan stirred his instincts. Devan had been around court so long that a pretty, elegant woman only spoke danger to him. Maybe that was why he preferred Tan like this, with the sea wind mussing his hair and unguarded delight on his face.

Without any conscious decision to do so, Devan’s hand came up and he combed his fingers through Tan’s thick black hair. It was as soft and silky as it looked, and he could feel the finer strands try to catch on the calluses of his fingers.

Tan went utterly still under his hand, dark eyes flaring wide.

He felt defensive under Tan’s questioning gaze and shrugged. “You’re a bit mussed.”

“Maybe because I was fighting with a magical sea sword after riding around like a crazy man most of the day?” Tan might have protested but he was also purring under Devan’s hand, clearly enjoying the attention.

“I hear your sarcasm.”

“I’d hope so. I certainly layered it on thickly enough.”

“Don’t you know you’re supposed to go and defeat the big bad and come back looking ready for a parade and feast?” Devan waggled his brows teasingly. “It’s part of the unwritten hero rules.”

“I’d like to remind you, again, that I’m the bad guy.”

“And yet you were acting the part of hero today.”

Tan made a face at him. “I don’t go around insulting you, you know. You could at least extend the same courtesy.”

“Says the man who tries to corrupt me at every turn.” Devan enjoyed this quick banter between the two of them immensely. It was also a nice distraction from feelings he wasn’t sure how to handle in that moment.

“All I’m saying, darling, is first of all I’d treat you so much better than Princess Bitch—”

“That’s a very low threshold to cross, you realize that, right?”

“—and secondly, you’d look marvelous in black. Black would suit you. It’ll set off your skin tone in amazing ways.”

Devan let his eyes roll off into the sunset over that one. Sure. That was one of the main reasons for him to turn his life upside down, so he could parade around in black.

The front door of the cottage opened with a slight squeak of hinges, drawing Devan’s head around. Topaz stood framed inside, a shawl wrapped snugly around her shoulders.

“If you two can pause flirting with each other, I’d like to know how it went?”

As much as he would like to refute her…they really had been flirting. Devan felt oddly defensive about it, too. Couldn’t he flirt with Tan? He probably shouldn’t be, but…dammit, he wanted to.

Tan booed. “I can flirt with him and fill you in at the same time. How dare you limit me.”

Topaz quirked an eyebrow at him as she said, “Yes, of course, how silly of me. Come in.”

She was weak enough to not want to stand for this conversation and that was quite understandable. They followed her in, assuming the same seats as before, with Mage Topaz dropping into her usual chair next to the fire.

Regarding him, she said, “Sir Salvino, I see a certain sword in your hand.”

“I’m quite happy to return it to you.” Devan ignored the pouting sorcerer and detached the scabbard from his waist to present the sword with both hands.

Topaz took it with one hand, narrowly eyeing the sword in scrutiny. “It looks a bit scuffed. Were they rough with it?”

“Damn thing went wild.” Devan gestured toward it with a shrug. “When we caught up, it was dragging the paladin who stole it down the street, waving about wildly and smashing everything. We all got soaked in the process.”

“Oh, so it took advantage and acted up, did it?” Topaz gave the sword a look that was much akin to a mother looking at a toddler who had tracked mud into the house.

The sword actually shivered a little, as if in terror.

“I think you and I need to have a chat,” she told the sword. “You get to stay with me for a few days while we discuss matters.”

The sword was definitely quaking in its scabbard now. It made Devan wonder, what could you do to a magical sword that it would be afraid for its life?

Inquiring minds wanted to know.

Topaz stopped glaring to ask him, “How did you manage to stop it?”

“I put a hand on it and told it to be still.”

“You…told it to be still. And it went still?” Topaz blinked up at him in awe. “Sir Salvino, you certainly live up to your reputation. I honestly thought some sealing spells would have to come into play to make it docile.”

“The sword, I think, understands I’m meaner than it is.”

She snickered, blue eyes dancing in amusement. “Well, I certainly sent the right person out to fetch it home again. Where did you catch up with it? Why did they take it, did you figure any of that out?”

“Golis,” Tan answered, leaning in his chair so he could snuggle in a little closer to Devan’s side. “We caught up with them in Golis. As for the target, you won’t believe this. Those idiots were after me.”

Topaz stared at him for a long second, like a woman who had heard a joke but wasn’t sure what to make of the punchline. Then she threw her head back on a laugh, listing sideways so only the chair kept her upright.

“It’s not that funny!” Tan complained. “Why are you two so entertained by this?”

Devan was chuckling along with her, tickled all over again. “The irony of the situation is too much. It hits straight in my funny bone.”

“I don’t know why I bother having enemies when my friends are like this.” Tan crossed his arms over his chest and pouted.

Topaz was still laughing. Her attempts to get herself under control failed in a second flat each time. Devan felt like he’d laugh about this for the rest of the year, but it was true Tan did look peeved about this whole situation. Knowing a friend was troubled because of him probably took a lot of the humor out of it. Then again, Topaz thought it funny, so she clearly wasn’t blaming Tan for any of this.

In sympathy, Devan slid an arm around Tan’s shoulders and brought him in for a one-armed hug. Tan went without protest, putting both arms around Devan in return, snuggling right in.

The pout remained in his voice as the sorcerer grumbled, “The hug is nice but you have to kiss it better.”

“Oh, is that right?” Devan dropped a kiss on the top of his head, grinning down at him. So predictable, this one.

Topaz had trailed off, no longer (openly) laughing, and now she regarded them with keen interest, as if Devan had done something utterly surprising to her. Well of course he had. Devan was sometimes surprised himself by how readily he showed such affection to Tan.

Tan was a bad influence. He was totally laying all blame at the man’s door.

Devan gestured toward the outside, where the armor and weapons were still stacked in crates, sitting where Tan had left them. “We retrieved everything they took. The Mayor of Golis has arranged transport of the idiots back to their guild, with the promise to demand recompense for damages, and you’re welcome to weigh in as well. I’ll act as your advocate. In the meantime, if you want, I can take this all back down to the storeroom.”

“If you don’t mind. I don’t want it cluttering up the house until I’m well enough to put it back myself. You can stack it inside near the door. I’ll put it all in the right places.”

“Will do.” Devan left the chair and headed back outside.

“Thing One, Thing Two!” Tan called. “Go help him. It’s too much for him to handle alone.”

It was, and Devan wasn’t about to turn down the help. He lifted the first crate, which was all armor, and hefted it into a comfortable grip.

Through the open door, he could hear Tan and Topaz converse.

“While he’s doing that, why don’t I beef up your wards?” Tan offered. “So we don’t have a repeat of this situation.”

“You’re better at wards than I am so that’s fine by me. Will you stay here tonight?”

“No, as soon as you’re settled, we’ll head for home. Well, my home, but,” Tan’s voice grew louder as he finished with, “Devan wants to stay the night with me, don’t you, love?”

Devan wasn’t going to rise to such obvious bait. “Hot springs. I deserve to soak in the hot springs.”

“Too right, we both do. You’re going to let me join you this time, right?”

Devan ignored him. It was too easy of an opening.

He indicated to Thing One and Thing Two what needed to be taken, and they scrambled to pick up a crate. Then had to pause and reevaluate it as it proved too heavy for them. Devan pointed to the smaller crate instead, which between the two of them, they could manage.

“Tan, you are such a tease,” Topaz admonished.

“I’m not teasing. I’d join that man in a bath in a heartbeat. You should see him naked. Well, no, you shouldn’t since I don’t share, but gods is he impressive naked. My preferred weight is that man on top of me.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how bad is your crush?”

“Three hundred, thanks for asking.”

Devan bit his bottom lip to keep from snickering. He didn’t want them to realize he could hear. It did a funny thing to his heart, to hear Tan so openly confirm he liked Devan. It felt like his heart fluttered, but the words also pulled at his heartstrings, a bittersweet sensation.

He paused at the top of the cliffs to glance back, even though he couldn’t see Tan from here. Several thoughts raced through his mind, all of them vying for attention and getting hopelessly tangled in the process. It wasn’t the first time he’d looked at Tan and realized he was attracted to him. It wasn’t the first time he considered what it would be like to make love with him. Liking the look of someone and wanting to bed them didn’t explain why Devan was so wholly invested in Tan’s well-being.

You could be attracted to someone and not be emotionally invested; Devan knew that to be true. But that’s not how he felt for Tan. He felt relaxed around the man, knowing he didn’t have to keep his guard up. He could laugh, joke, and tease and get a smile and sass in return. After spending most of his adult life in an environment where he had to watch every word, lock down every facial expression, he’d forgotten how liberating it was to just…be. With Tan, he could breathe.

Today especially was a reminder of those days long ago where he could laugh openly. He hadn’t realized how much he missed it until this morning. Only with Tan could he do this, be true to himself and not chided for it. For that alone, he’d like the man.

It was so much more, though. And that’s what scared Devan on some level. He suspected that if his feelings for Tan grew much deeper, he would abandon everything in order to stay with him. He would literally upheave his entire life, throw away everything he’d worked for two decades to maintain, in order to stay at Tan’s side. Devan was not an impulsive person; he absolutely didn’t do anything rash. There were times, though, when Tan looked up at him with such naked adoration, and Devan honestly felt caution was overrated.

If he were not the First Knight of Goodwine, if he didn’t know what the fallout would be of him leaving, he wouldn’t be wrestling with himself like this. But if he wasn’t a knight, then what was he? Could he really abandon his position, his vows, just because he was miserable? Would walking away from this life he’d built be worth it, in the end?

And unless Devan was willing to uproot his entire world and resign the entire country to Princess Serenity’s madness, then he couldn’t take what Tan so clearly offered.

It felt like swallowing a poisoned pill with spikes on it to admit. Even to himself.

With a sigh, he kept going down the path. From here, he could hear Tan’s bright laugh, carried on the wind. Tan was always such a happy person, joking even when the situation was beyond bleak. It was one of the reasons Devan so admired him. Keeping a positive attitude when the world turned to shit was harder than it looked.

Heart was nudging at brain again, trying to get a word in edgewise. Devan paused once more, letting his head thunk against the cool rock of the cliff face, leaning against it for a long moment.

“Dammit, Tan,” he whispered, feeling his eyes burn with frustrated tears. “You make me want things I can’t have. What am I to do with you?”

The wind coming off the sea caressed his face before passing on, like a comforting hand, but it held no answer for him.


Seven

Tan

To say that Tan was delighted to have Devan in his home, without having to bargain for it first, might be an understatement. Just a little. He was over the moon, in fact. Unlike every other time Devan had stayed over, before they left Topaz’s, all Tan had to do was ask, “Back to Grimslock?” and he’d gotten an immediate yes.

Progress, ladies, gents, and gentlefolk. We had progress!

After a full day of riding around, battling swords, and the like, a bath sounded like a good idea. Devan still wouldn’t let him join in—damn the luck—but it was fine. Tan would wriggle his way into bath time eventually.

With the stress of the day soaked away, they ended up in Tan’s cozy sitting room, the one right off his bedroom, in plush velvet chairs with cards out—a homey, domestic scene. Tan was secretly thrilled. As much as he wanted Devan naked and in his bed, what he wanted more than anything was for moments like this to be normal. For Devan to be as at home here as he was in his own space.

He looked far lighter and more relaxed, too. A smile played over his full mouth, the firelight danced over his sculpted cheekbones and aquiline nose, turning his amber skin a touch more golden. His textured dark hair was still a touch damp from the baths, as of course he hadn’t bothered to dry it properly. The faint hints of white scars lingered on his right cheek and jaw, which Tan mentally noted to deal with later. If Devan didn’t care, he’d leave the scars alone, but otherwise he was going to erase them.

Devan lifted his wine glass and took a sip before murmuring happy noises. “That’s an excellent vintage.”

“Isn’t it? I stumbled across a bottle two years ago, realized upon the first sip what glorious nectar it was, and promptly found the seller so I could buy three crates. Horrendously expensive of course, and worth every coin.”

“I see why.” Devan took another sip, eyes closed in bliss. “Is he still in business?”

“He is. But my darling, you can have a bottle from my collection anytime you wish.”

Devan cracked open one golden eye. “You spoil me.”

“I trust that eventually I’ll spoil you to the point you’ll never want to leave. Do let me know when we’ve hit the tipping point. I want to make sure I have enough lube in stock.”

That damn eyebrow of Devan’s arched an nth degree, in either amusement or challenge, Tan couldn’t decipher which.

“Wine this good might have me toeing the line.”

Tan gasped, hand over his heart as he theatrically reeled in his seat. “Why are you such a horrid tease?”

Devan snickered and didn’t answer.

Look at him, teasing Tan and being all cute about it. This, from the man who had admitted he’d been terrified of coming to Tan the first time.

That still rankled, honestly. He didn’t want to even contemplate Devan ever being nervous of him. Tan did see the logic of why but he emotionally didn’t like it. The idea of Devan ever looking at him with fear and distrust made him nauseous in his soul. Devan’s assurance he didn’t feel that way now was a balm. It was why Tan didn’t press the topic more. Still, he wished Devan had never felt like that in the first place.

The communication spell on his mirror above the hearth gave a buzz, drawing him out of those thoughts. Tan waved a hand at it to accept the incoming call.

“Yes?”

“Sorcerer Tan? It’s Mayor Wynn from Siset.”

“Oh! Yes, hello, how are you? No trouble I hope?”

“No, Sorcerer, we’ve been well. I just thought to check in on you. We expected you to come up and do the ward? Or do you need more time?”

With all that had happened, Tan had forgotten the passage of days and completely blanked going up there. “Mayor, my profound apologies, I was sidetracked by a stolen magical sword and only got home a moment ago. I promise you, I’ll be up tomorrow to start in on the ward.”

“I don’t mean to rush you, Sorcerer.”

“No, no, I appreciate the call. I don’t want you up there defenseless, what with how restless the barbarians have been. I might be coming up later in the morning, but no later than afternoon, alright?”

“Then we’ll have a room ready for you. Thank you, Sorcerer.”

“Bye now, call me if anything goes wrong in the meantime.”

“I will.”

Tan waved the call closed again and wrinkled his nose in aggravation. “Can’t believe I forgot. Again.”

“Very distracting, missing magical swords,” Devan drawled, shuffling the deck.

“I did notice that. All right, what are we playing?”

“Three card turn?”

Ooh, so Devan really would play with him? Tan rubbed his hands together, downright giddy. “Oh, now I haven’t played that in a while. All right, deal.”

Devan dealt the hand for them both before putting the rest of the cards in between them. Tan was a good hand at most card games, it came with surviving two older siblings, so he wasn’t the least bit worried about going up against Devan.

At least, not until the middle of the first round.

“How in the world do you have two sets already?” Tan demanded of him, eyeing the cards laying face up on the table in disbelief.

“Magic,” Devan said.

“Don’t you bullshit me, you rascal. You’re a card shark, aren’t you?”

“Son of a smuggler, not a card shark,” Devan denied smoothly.

Uh-huh. Fish could breathe on land, too. Tan eyed him distrustfully. This was a skill made with many, many hours of practice. He was not fooled.

Seeing his pointed look, Devan shrugged easily. “If you must know, it was all of those nights standing guard during my early knighthood. Not much else to do except drink coffee and play cards. You got good or you went under.”

“Now that sounds more plausible.”

“Besides, you’re an easy mark.” Devan smirked, eyebrows waggling teasingly.

Tan shot a rude gesture that had Devan laughing outright.

As much as he liked watching Devan laugh, Tan was not going down easy. He’d make the man pay.

Tan spectacularly lost the first round but the next, he shuffled—he wasn’t about to let Devan shuffle again—and they started the second round. He paid much better attention this time.

“So I’m curious. When you want to have some fun, where do you go?”

Tan glanced up briefly at Devan, wondering what he meant by this topic. He wasn’t sure why Devan was asking, and the question had come out of the blue, but his expression said he was interested to know. Because of that, Tan answered seriously. “Esagow, normally. Their food and wine are excellent. Why?”

“No, I meant when you want companionship.”

“Why, are you auditioning?”

“No intention on telling me, eh.”

Tan liked that he was curious. He set the cards down for a second to answer, wanting Devan to linger on this topic. After being with Devan today, where the knight was so openly affectionate, he felt like he could answer truthfully. Besides, he was tired of deflecting, of pretending he was only flirting. For once, he wanted to give an honest answer. “In truth, I don’t have good luck with that. Probably because my heart has been stuck on a certain knight for a while now.”

Devan’s eyes snapped up to his and narrowed. He seemed startled by this answer, frozen in place for a long second. His mouth opened once, then closed, and he was momentarily at a loss for words. “You’ve really been celibate because of me?”

“Eh…sorta. Kinda?”

Look at him, surprised and confused. It was actually funny to see Devan at a loss for once. He was normally so on top of his game that seeing him like this amused Tan. Not that he could show it.

Devan finally managed a full sentence. “Are you ever going to tell me why you are so set on me? I don’t remember us meeting before I came to this castle.”

“Oh, we did.”

“When?”

Tan wasn’t surprised he didn’t remember. A little disappointed, but not surprised. “You’ll have to get me far more drunk before I tell you that story. Or sexed up and sated, pick your choice.”

Devan had a look of challenge in his eyes as he lifted his wineglass to chink against Tan’s, which he readily did. It was on now.

“Challenge accepted.” Devan took a deliberate sip before setting it back down.

So he would choose the path of alcohol, eh? Tan personally would prefer to be sexed up and sated but he’d work with what he was given. Also, he was not a lightweight, so Devan was in for a long night if he thought the first tactic would work in his favor.

“What about you?” Tan asked, curious but also not sure if he could stomach the answer. The anticipation was such that it felt like he was speaking around cotton in his mouth. “Where do you go?”

“You think I can go anywhere without being recognized?” Devan snorted. He didn’t look entirely happy as he shuffled his cards around. “In the early days, when I was given the chance to rise in rank, I accepted the promotions without thinking too hard about it. My fame was building even then.

“Now, looking back, I realized I axed my own foot off. I can’t just dally about without care. Even considering taking a lover in the court makes my skin crawl. Too many politics involved in sex there. You were smart to keep a disguise up when you go out. It gives you far more freedom in your daily life.”

“Master warned us before we set out to do that. Whenever you go about doing magic, wear a disguise. He didn’t, and it cost him, so he made sure we learned from his mistakes. Not that you could have gone about in disguise as a knight.”

“Sadly, no. The option wasn’t available to me.”

Tan saw the problem, and sympathized, but at the same time he was relieved to know Devan wasn’t involved with a lover. It made his heart lighter. Tan was the possessive and jealous type, sue him.

This must have shown on his face, as Devan snorted. “You like that I’m single.”

“Very much. I’d like if you were in a relationship with me even better. I can take care of your every need, you know. Even the kinky ones. Especially the kinky ones.” Tan winked at him, mouth curved up in a naughty smile.

Devan’s face had a look on it then, a flash of hunger that made Tan’s insides tighten and his mouth run dry. For a moment, Devan had clearly been tempted.

Tan loved beyond words that Devan was tempted. He just needed him to make a move. He did understand some of what held Devan back, he wasn’t an idiot. The man had much to lose if he threw his lot in with Tan’s. Still, he’d be so much better off if he shed himself of that toxic place. Tan had to motivate him enough to take the leap of faith.

Devan gave himself a little shake, as if pulling himself out of that mental gutter, and deliberately focused on the cards in his hands again. Tan let him because pushing Devan right now wouldn’t lead to anything good. He had to give the man time to come around. Really, the fact he was sharing how tempted he was showed landmark progress to Tan. For tonight, he’d take the win.

With lips pursed, Devan laid down four cards, then another three. “Two sets.”

“Dammit, man, you’ve got to be cheating!”

“No, you’re just too busy scheming on how to get me into bed to pay attention.”

“I really wish I could refute that, but you’re entirely right.” Tan looked his cards over, realized he could lay down a set, and he had two more possibilities in his hands if he could draw the right cards. Devan winning every round smarted his pride.

Actually…the evil machinations in Tan’s mind squeaked as it wound up to speed.

“Devan~”

“Why do I feel like I need to drain my glass before you ask what you’re about to ask?”

Tan ignored him. “How about we play with higher stakes. If I can win, I want a full kiss on my mouth as my reward.”

There was that look again, like Devan was wrestling with temptations. This time, though, he had an enigmatic smile toying around the corners of his mouth.

“I feel like I should give you a handicap. How about best out of three?”

Yaaaaaas! “You’re on.”

“Scrap this game, then, let’s start fresh. You can deal.”

Tan accepted all the cards, cut them, and shuffled, all the while praying to the gods of sex and debauchery. Let him have the chance to sex this man up, please and thank you. All he needed was one night. Tan was positive he could get Devan properly addicted with just one night.

Then he dealt, put the cards in the middle, and looked Devan levelly in the eyes. His knight would not win this round.

“Ready?” Devan was downright smirking, damn him.

“I will win,” Tan swore.

“Seeing is believing.”

Tan focused so hard he felt brain cells cry out in protest. Just two rounds. All he had to do was win two rounds.

Damn, maybe he should make a virgin sacrifice first.


Eight

Devan

Devan had no intention of reporting back to the castle until he absolutely had to. Or when he ran out of excuses, whichever came first. No one would actually know how long it took for him to find the sword and return it, and he was using that to his full advantage. Since Tan needed to go up to Siset, and Devan wanted to see with his own eyes the town was fine, he chose to go along.

Tan was so delighted to keep him the man was almost insufferable. It amused Devan to see him bouncing around like a happy puppy, delighted to keep Devan longer. On the other hand, he felt his resolve weakening even further. Keeping up a guard around his heart when faced with such obvious adoration was hard. Devan’s brain had a list of why he shouldn’t take Tan as a lover.

Especially after the conversation last night, it was hard to remember that list. Tan’s usual method of flirt and deflect had been notably absent last night. He’d answered honestly, directly, not hiding anything. Beyond being refreshing, it had unraveled another layer of Devan’s control. And he hadn’t had much left to begin with. If Tan had managed to win a single round last night and actually kissed him, his control would have cracked. No question.

If he’d been any less drunk, sleeping next to Tan last night would have cracked his control, for that matter. Bless the wine. Bless it. Devan might have gotten himself into a sticky world of trouble otherwise. As much as he wanted the man, he wasn’t ready to commit to it. He really, truly, wanted to he just…couldn’t make that step.

Anyway, once they had portaled up to Siset, was Devan surprised at all that Tan immediately linked arms with him? Nope. Did he go along with it? Yes. Sue him.

The mayor met them right at the fairegrounds, all smiles, the crow’s feet at his eyes pronounced, his white hair ruffled from the wind. “Sorcerer Tan, Sir Salvino, welcome!”

“Sorry for the delay.” Tan huffed, nose scrunched up. “First we had a vampire loose in Hunter’s Woods, and then we had a party of newbie adventurers who thought it a fabulous idea to raid a mage’s storerooms and make off with the equipment they needed. It took a while to track down the vampire, kill it, then go after the adventurers and get all the equipment back again. Anyway, now that’s sorted, I’m ready to work. I have a fabulous idea.”

Devan asked the air rhetorically, “Why did I hear ‘dangerous, possible mayhem incoming’?”

Tan poked him in the side with a finger. “Shush, you. No commentary. I’ll put the ward up as I said I would, but I think a nice warning sign would be just as much a deterrent. In case the barbarians don’t spread the word like they should. I want to put a sign on the highway, facing the north, declaring this town under my protection. What do you think?”

The mayor thought about it for a full second before nodding firmly. “Do it. Frankly speaking, we don’t consider ourselves part of Goodwine anymore. Sorry, Sir Salvino, I know you came to help us. But after what the princess did to us, not only abandoning us but willing to sacrifice us, we can’t see ourselves as part of her people any longer.”

Devan winced but he sympathized as well. “I can’t claim your feelings are invalid. I, too, would feel that way.”

“Thank you for understanding. Sorcerer Tan, whatever you want to do is fine by us.”

“Then let’s get busy.” Tan leaned up against Devan’s side, dark eyes liquid and soulful. “Darling, you can’t leave my side. I’ll be so lonely and defenseless without you.”

That was such utter bullshit Devan laughed outright.

“You’re so mean!”

“Tan,” he choked out, still laughing, “the day you’re defenseless is the day I’ve got both feet in the grave. If you want me to stand there and keep you company, though, I’m willing to do that.”

Tan’s frown flipped and he was all smiles again. “This is why you’re my favorite. Alright, sign first. I have a little special something up my sleeve for it. We’ll be back, Mayor.”

They were waved on. Tan had a definite pep in his step as he walked through town.

Devan eyed him sideways, suspicions stirring once more. “When you said you have something special up your sleeve for the sign, what did you mean?”

“Well, I can lay in a trip wire under the ground near the sign. It will signal to me if anyone crosses it, so I’ll know instantly if people are marching on Siset. It’s very basic, it won’t communicate much to me, but it’s a good alarm. Especially since no one friendly will cross it. No one voluntarily goes up north.”

Devan nodded in approval for such a sensible plan. An alarm was a good idea. It would be a good advance notice just in case someone failed to report to Tan in time. The problem was this very logical answer didn’t match the mischief on the man’s face.

“And what else does this magical trip wire of yours do?”

“Put up pillars of flame that last for three hours, giving me plenty of time to get here.” Tan blinked up at him, the picture of innocence. “What? It’s not much of a warning sign if it doesn’t do damage, am I right?”

“I think you’re confused on this point. Warnings are supposed to be in advance of the consequences.”

“Well, the trip wire will be right behind the sign, so if they ignore the sign, it’s their fault.”

Devan wanted to argue this point. He really, truly did. He couldn’t find a way to do it though.

Tan leaned his head against Devan’s shoulder as they walked, so happy he practically hummed with contentment. “Say, darling?”

“Yes, sweetums?”

“Aside from flirting with me, that’s of course a given, what’s your favorite thing to do?”

Devan sent a droll look at Tan. “You know, if I could bottle your confidence, I’d make a mint.”

“I bet, but answer the question.”

He hadn’t exactly been kidding but he was willing to answer the question. It didn’t even take much thought. “Read. I love to read. Sadly, I’ve not had much chance to do so recently.”

Tan tilted his head back, surprise lifting his brows. “Really?”

“It’s a lifelong habit. I always loved to read, and my father encouraged it by buying me books in other languages. It was a way to keep up my studies and keep me occupied. With half of my formative years spent on a ship, there wasn’t much else to do except learn to sail or read. When I joined the ranks of knights, that’s when my free time and energy leaped out the nearest window.” He missed the peace of reading. Devan felt nostalgic for a moment but honestly, it was part of the reason why he liked being around Tan. He felt the same kind of peace and contentment.

“For shame. I think seeing you in front of a fireplace, reading a book, would be incredibly sexy.” Tan patted his chest. “Tell me what you like to read and I’ll stock up books for you.”

Tan’s offer was a damn sight more thoughtful than any other he’d had in recent history. Devan’s heart went all mushy for a moment. As tempting as it was… “In order for me to have time to read at your house, you’d have to create some kind of disaster to draw me out of the castle on a regular basis.”

“Are you limiting my creativity?”

“Perish the thought,” Devan drawled.

“Good, I was about to smack you. Don’t worry about how I’ll get you out, I’ll find a way. Tell me what you like to read.”

Should he turn Tan loose without limits? That seemed a poor life decision. It’s not that Devan wanted to cast aspersions against the man, but he seemed to think pillars of flame were appropriate for warning signs, which rather indicated how his thought process worked.

Still, he did trust him, so Devan shrugged and let it go. If it was crazy and over the top, it would be on par with Tan, and he wouldn’t complain. Much. “It’s easier to list what I don’t like to read. I don’t like math books—”

“Eww, who would?”

“Only the people who wrote them. I don’t like books with social commentary, they bore me. Hmm, I suppose anything else is fair game.”

“Romances?”

“Some of the best books I’ve read were romances. Every genre has its gems.”

“Noted. I like high adventure and mystery books myself, there’s plenty in the library, so you’re welcome to browse my shelves.”

“You said that in the dirtiest way possible.”

Tan turned to shoot him a wink. “Thank you, I do try.”

Seriously, this man. So incorrigible.

They saw a few familiar faces and waved hello as they left the town’s ruined gate, but they didn’t stop. No one looked shocked to see them arm in arm. No surprise there with how affectionate Tan was.

The pass beyond the town was a half-mile hike, nothing strenuous, and they passed the time easily by referring books to each other. Devan was pleasantly surprised that aside from mayhem, they had something in common. It made him question how well he knew Tan. If he learned more about him, would he find other things they shared?

Tan had a bag strapped around his waist full of materials, so when they got to a likely spot, he went just off the road and started wandering around the area.

“You’re acting like a bumblebee, buzzing around and around. What are you doing?”

“Looking for a good spot. I want the sign visible, but I also need enough room for my flaming pillars so they won’t set the vegetation nearby on fire.”

“What, you don’t want to set the whole area ablaze?”

“You’re so sassy today.”

“Only for you, darling. I don’t think you’re going to find a good spot for fire. How about this. Set the sign there”—Devan pointed to a spot inside the mouth of the pass, before it widened and opened out into the field where they now stood—“and then instead of fire, use another element. If you situate it right, it will trap them inside the pass and they won’t get any further.”

Tan’s bottom lip pushed out into an epic pout. “But I like fire pillars.”

“I know you do,” Devan soothed, biting back a laugh because who could take that face seriously, “but why don’t you use wind instead? Not as destructive and it will keep them in check just as well.”

Tan turned to stare down the pass, face scrunched up, as if he were imagining this scenario. “I suppose. I can always hit them with pillars of flame when I come to drive them off.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“I feel like you came with me only to talk me out of my fun ideas.”

“Now would I do that?”

“Yes. Yes, you would.”

Well, Devan couldn’t claim otherwise so he shrugged.

Tan’s bag turned out to hold a pre-made sign, round and painted a shiny black with bold white lettering. The size of it would not fit into that bag, so Devan pointed at it suspiciously.

“Is that bag…?”

“Pocket dimension sewn into it,” Tan confirmed. “Gotta be careful with those, if you don’t renew the spells in time, they go kablooey, but they’re damn handy in moments like this. They can carry all sorts of things as long as it fits the mouth of the bag.”

Only very high-level sorcerers even dared to use them, they were so finicky, and Tan had one in a bag on his hip? Just because he didn’t want to carry a cumbersome sign around?

This man really did blow Devan’s mind sometimes.

Tan attached the sign to a metal post—also pulled from his bag—which he drove into the ground with nothing more than a spell and a sharp tap of the finger. Devan stood well back as Tan placed the trip wire spell, then the secondary spell that would create his wall of wind. Dust devils? Devan had no idea what to call them.

Grunting in satisfaction, Tan closed up the bag again and returned to Devan’s side. “All right, that’s done. Let’s walk the outside of the town so I can start marking the points for the ward.”

“Is this like pacing things out before you build the frame for a house?”

“An apt metaphor. Look at you, picking up magical basics.”

“Hanging around you will do that.”

Tan took his arm again, affectionate as usual, but his eyes were sharp and narrowed. “And how long will I need to hang around you in order to get better at cards?”

“A while, considering how easy of a mark you are.” Devan maybe said that to rile him up a little. Tan wasn’t actually that bad with cards.

It’s just that Devan was better.

“I will win against you one day,” Tan swore.

“You didn’t win a single game against me last night even when you were trying, so I applaud this baseless enthusiasm.”

“It’s a matter of practice. And getting you drunk enough to lose focus.”

“Ah, the real evil plan comes out.”

“You don’t sound the least bit worried.”

“I have no reason to be.”

Tan attacked his ribs, poking at him, making Devan squirm away and laugh. This started a game of chase that lasted all the way to the town’s walls, where Devan finally let Tan catch up with him. Being longer in leg, and naturally faster, Tan hadn’t a prayer of keeping up until Devan slowed his pace. Tan swore at him the entire time even as he scrambled to keep up.

If Devan enjoyed turning and catching the man in his arms, holding that slender body against his own, well only the heavens knew his secret.


Nine

Devan

Because the world was entirely unfair, Devan had to go back to work. He did so under protest. Yes, he realized it was his own doing—he could quit, but Devan couldn’t abandon the vows he made so easily.

After a month of being back, though, his list of reasons for quitting had gotten much longer.

First of all, he missed Tan keenly. After having the man cuddled up next to him every night, his bed was lonely and cold. Getting to sleep had become a real chore. Devan was sorely tempted to start drinking to help him sleep but that was a slippery slope he could see himself falling quickly down, so he resisted the urge.

He missed, too, the ability to be himself. To laugh when he wanted, to joke, to read in peace, to tease. Life was so much happier and simpler at Tan’s castle. It didn’t even compare to the life he had here. Honestly, every day he was back in Glane, he had to wonder why the hell he was there and not with Tan.

Was he injured? In the head?

The only thing that helped him stay sane was their late-night conversations. Through the ring, he could chat with Tan, and hearing the man’s voice helped. Being able to joke and tease with him bled out the stress of the day. It didn’t solve the problem but it was a palliative medicine that he seized. Of course, ending the calls always brought back that aching, hollow feeling again. It got harder and harder to let go of Tan every night. In fact, last night they didn’t stop until nearly one in the morning.

Devan much preferred night over morning.

Especially with the latest bit of nonsense going on.

Rumor had spread throughout the kingdom that a pretty freelance sorceress was seen often with Devan. People seemed to forget Devan was out on business with said sorceress, they only remembered she was pretty, they were flirting, and oh my what was going on between them? Devan was relieved Tan’s disguise held up so well that not one person even suspected who Tanis was, but on the other hand…trouble.

Serenity did not take these rumors well. Translate that to screaming, throwing things, and petty little punishments she kept lobbing at Devan’s head. Before the rumor of him and the sorceress, there had been rumors of Serenity and Devan having a thing going on between them, which she quite liked. It made her look attractive that such a knight would be head over heels for her.

This new rumor made it seem like Devan had tossed her aside for someone else, so it hit squarely in her pride.

Was it mean that Devan enjoyed seeing her temper flare whenever she heard another version of the rumor? Was it petty? It might be petty.

He couldn’t bring himself to care.

Well, except when she punished him for losing face. Then he did care.

Damn bitch.

Devan was already sick of being in the palace. Would it be wise of him to message Tan, ask him to come up with some emergency? No.

Was he tempted to do it anyway? Hell yes.

“Salvino!”

He was so lost in thought it took a second to realize someone hailed him. Devan paused in the hallway, halfway to his office, and turned to see Wells walking quickly toward him. The look on his face said it all. Wells, normally pristine in appearance at all times, had wisps of blond hair escaping his ponytail, bruises under both his blue eyes, and a hint of stubble on his chin. Had he rolled out of bed and thrown clothes on while fighting off thieves? The man looked disheveled in all the wrong ways.

“What is she mad about now?” Devan asked wearily.

“We received a formal letter of thanks from Mage Topaz, addressed to you and the king, thanking you for handling the sword so well. It was quite effusive and flowery in language.”

Call Devan stupid, but he didn’t see how the dots connected. It had likely taken Topaz this long to send the letter due to her health, so he wasn’t surprised at the delay, but why did it cause trouble? “So the princess is objecting to…?”

“Now, now, you know how her mind works. She’s convinced you seduced Mage Topaz, too, while you were out, hence the letter.”

Devan stared at him another moment, so surprised that his brain actually stuttered to a halt for a second. “Was there anything in the letter to suggest that?”

“Not a single word.” Wells rolled his eyes, looking out of patience himself.

“How paranoid is she that she’d interpret it in such a way?”

“I don’t think her paranoia has an upper limit.”

Devan rubbed a hand over his face in despair. “For fuck’s sake.”

“Just came to warn you to stay low if you can.”

“I appreciate it, thanks.” Shaking his head, Devan turned and continued towards his office. It was well away from Serenity’s, which helped.

Wells fell into step with him. “By the by, a certain sister of your friend has been sending me letters.”

“Love letters?”

“They’re damn near close to that. They’re some mix of random gibberish, exclamation marks, and odes to my beauty. Which I didn’t know I possessed. I don’t know what to do about them.” Wells looked hopeful, the hope tinged with desperation. “She’ll lose interest eventually, right?”

“Well, she did with that lord’s son.”

“Oh, true!” Wells looked heartened. “I hadn’t thought of that. Alright, all I have to do is ride this out.”

Should Devan point out she’d had to kidnap him once for a failed date before Fa gave up on him?

No, let’s not dash the man’s hopes and dreams. It would be cruel.

“I’m off to train, dinner later?” Wells asked.

“Sure.” Devan waved him on. He’d hide in his office and eat lunch, then. He could justify spending the whole day in his office and Wells would give him cover when they went into the city for dinner.

He opened the door, stepped into his office, and rounded the cluttered desk. Devan was organized by nature, but he had a thousand things to do and people loved to drop in while he wasn’t here to put things on his desk for him to attend to. It made for a cluttered work surface.

His mail was always put into his chair, so he went for that first, sifting through it. Invitation to some soiree, invitation, invitation, love letter he wasn’t about to respond to, invitation—oh! There was a letter from his cousin. Devan opened the envelope and pulled it out. For a letter from home, it was brutally succinct. And troubling.

He read it through twice, his frown growing deeper on the second repetition. No, this he couldn’t let sit for any time at all. Devan stood and headed out, taking the stairs up two at a time until he was on the third level, where the king’s office sat. Hopefully the man was in.

Fortune favored him, as the door was open and the king’s voice could be clearly heard, dictating to his secretary. Devan paused at the door and gave it a rap of his knuckles.

King Arnold looked up and paused his dictation, stilling where he’d been pacing.

“Sir Salvino, what is it?”

“Sire, sorry to interrupt, but we have a matter that might be an emergency on our hands.”

“Might be?” King Arnold lowered his voice a smidge and whispered, “Serenity?”

For once, “Not her. I received a letter from my cousin, who runs the family’s merchant business in Illesea. He said he’s lost two ships in the Straits this past week. Worse, he’s not the only merchant who’s suffered such a loss in a short amount of time.”

King Arnold looked troubled by this, as well he should. The Straits were along the major sea trade route. If ships were going down in that area, it would have a ripple effect on the whole country’s economy.

“Did he say the cause?”

“He doesn’t know the cause. He said the first foray with investigation didn’t turn up anything. There were no storms that week, and nothing about the wreckage indicated anything had gone wrong, nothing of that nature. The crews were entirely missing when they went to salvage the wreck. It’s very, very strange and there’s no explanation for it they can find. Sire, I don’t need to tell you what this will do to the economy if we keep losing ships in the Straits.”

“No, indeed you do not,” King Arnold murmured, staring hard toward the floor. “I take it he wants you to go.”

“He specifically requested I come and investigate, yes.” Devan held his breath and hoped for that. Please oh please let him leave. Pretty please with sugar on top?

“Serenity’s already so mad about the last time you went out…” King Arnold trailed off, a wince engraving into his face.

This pushover father, seriously. Was it any wonder she was so out of control with a father like this? With as much neutrality as he could manage, Devan said, “Bad news does not get better with age.”

King Arthur groaned. “I can’t disagree there. Who do you want to go with you?”

“Respectfully, sire, I don’t even know what this situation is yet. I’d prefer to go in, look it over, and figure out what’s going on first. Then I’ll know who I’ll need in order to fix matters.”

“Fair enough. You have my permission to go.” King Arnold sounded almost like a monarch for a moment before tacking on, “Please be quick. She’ll be unbearable while you’re gone.”

Devan wasn’t about to promise that. Serenity was very much her father’s problem. “I’ll report back when I find out what’s going on. I’ll leave immediately.”

“Yes, go, keep me updated.”

Devan bowed, pivoted on one heel, and exited the room quickly. It was hard not to skip down the hallway. He had an excuse to escape ~Na-na-nana-na-na~

His inner child was far too gleeful about this development. While he felt bad for his cousin, of course, and all of the sailors lost, it was hard to be anything but elated. Devan would do just about anything to be away from Serenity right about now. As an added benefit, he could call Tan and have him near again in person. The happiness he had over that possibility sent butterflies dancing around in his stomach.

He went straight to his rooms to pack, and as soon as the door was closed behind him, he touched the ring to his lips.

“Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

The answer was immediate. “Darling! It’s been ages since we talked, a whole ten hours. You missed me, didn’t you?”

Well, yes, but Devan wasn’t about to say so. “I didn’t call because I missed you. I called because I’ve got trouble on my hands. Do you want in?”

“Yes, I absolutely want in. Where are we going and what’s happening?”

Joy sparked in his chest like a warm ember with his immediate response. He’d had no doubt Tan would come but he was still happy to hear it. Devan filled him in even as he threw together some clothes and necessities into a pack. No telling how long this would take.

Tan made noises of interest. “So, no idea what’s doing this?”

“None they can find.”

“I love a good mystery. You have clearance to go?”

“I do and I’m packing now.”

“How fast can you escape?”

“Maybe another thirty minutes. I need to pass duties over to Wells, bring him up to speed, then saddle Dan. Less than an hour, at least, and then I can get out of the city. Portal me to Grimslock?”

“Always. Meet you at our usual spot in an hour, then. If this turns into an elopement, I won’t complain. I’m getting that out there now.”

Well, the man had already maneuvered getting a ring on his finger…no, Devan better not say that.

“See you soon.”

“No elopement?”

Damn this man for testing his restraint, again. He had no idea how tempted Devan was to agree to that, as ridiculous as it was to pay heed to the teasing. “Dead and missing sailors, Tan. Let’s focus on the dead and missing sailors. Not to mention wrecked ships.”

“What if I have different priorities?”

“You’ll be very sad when your favorite vintage of wine is no longer in stock because of shipping problems.”

There was a digestive pause. “You make a very good point. Fine, we’ll discuss our elopement later. See you soon, love!”

The connection ended and Devan stared down at his ring for a long second. Eloping with Tan sounded bad. Bad in the sense he was very, very tempted to do it. He’d become even more attached to Tan after a month of late-night conversations. He knew he had. Now was not the time to think of it, though. His first priority was getting out of Glane.

Sailors and ships. Better to focus on sailors and ships.

He’d figure out what to do with his heart and Tan later.
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