
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Acknowledgement

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Epilogue

Thank you for reading the fourth installment of Villainy!

Books by AJ Sherwood

Author


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

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

Miracle 4

Copyright © 2022 by AJ Sherwood

Cover by Katie Griffin

All rights reserved.

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

Purchase only authorized editions.

www.ajsherwood.com


One

Devan

Devan made it to their usual rendezvous spot in the forest, off the highway, in just under an hour. (He adamantly refused to think of it as a randyzvous, no matter how many times Tan suggested it.) As he arrived, he saw Tan standing there, waiting on him with a bright smile. Tan spotted him and gave an energetic wave. Strangely, Devan felt a little shy waving back. Which made no damn sense.

Honestly speaking, he didn’t know what was making him happier: escaping the castle or seeing Tan. It was rather a mixed bag. Hard not to feel happy, though, when someone was this delighted to see him. Being around Tan was addictive in that way.

He pulled Dan to a stop next to Tan and slid lightly off, fully expecting— Yup. Devan grunted a little as Tan threw himself into his chest, hugging Devan around the waist.

Tan gave a happy sigh as he latched on. “So much better. I like you within hugging distance.”

So did Devan. He’d keenly missed his sorcerer and now had Tan within his arms again. Talking with him every night had assuaged the loneliness, but it couldn’t replace this—being able to hug Tan close.

Tan looked up and for once wasn’t wearing that teasing grin. His expression was softer, warm with affection. “You did miss me.”

“If I admit that, it’ll go straight to your head.”

“Too late,” Tan assured him brightly, giving him a consoling pat on the chest.

This man was entirely too incorrigible. “I need you to focus, please. Your attention span on this problem needs to last more than a minute.”

“The gods knew I’d be too powerful if I had an attention span.”

“Right. Plan B: I will reward you if you focus and help me.”

“Now, darling, why didn’t you say so? Hang tight, I’ll get us there in a jiff. Wait, where exactly in Illesea?”

“Docks. My home is right along Pirate Way, if you know the street.”

“Oh, that I do.” Tan lifted a hand and gave it a twirl, the gesture purely theatrical—he didn’t need it to summon magic—and whisked them away.

Illesea hadn’t changed at all since the last time Devan was there. Tan portaled them right to the park-like area near the marketplace, which was the safest place to drop down. Not as many pedestrians in that area. Devan led the way, Tan tucking his hand into Devan’s elbow, which he didn’t mind at all.

“Do you think your family will like me?” Tan asked as he strode along at Devan’s side.

“You are mischief incarnate. They will adore you. Remember, I’m the black sheep of the family. I’m law-abiding.”

“Will you tell them who I really am, then?”

“We can if you’d like. It’s safe to tell them. I wouldn’t advertise it to the rest of the town just because it’s not safe to link you to me.”

“Of course, of course, just wondering if I could say anything at all.”

“With discretion, sure.” Wait, did Tan know how to be discreet?

Devan had grown up on these streets, knew them better than the back of his hand, so when he’d walked ten minutes and not immediately seen his home, he came to a stop. He couldn’t possibly have gotten turned around; it was a straight shot from the greens to his childhood home. But that meant he was there—or should be.

Devan’s confusion mounted as he looked along the street, back to the sea with its busy docks, then toward the building that…should have been his home? It was home? Maybe? This was definitely the right location, with the docks behind him, the row of grand merchant houses stretched out in front of him. He ignored the seagulls squawking at each other nearby, the people passing them on the street, filtering out sounds and smells automatically as he tried to figure this out.

It just looked so different. The two-story building he’d grown up in, with its trade floor open to the street, was no longer there. Or if it was, it was so different in appearance, he couldn’t reconcile it with memory. The building in its place was forest green with black shutters and roof. The wooden doors had been replaced with pure glass so that any passerby could glance in and see the open room beyond it, full of deal tables, a currency exchange counter, and a bartender in the back corner.

The only thing that looked the same was the bar. It still took up an entire corner, the aged wood gleaming dully under the lights. The rest of the trade floor didn’t begin to look the same. Even the tables were different.

Tan pressed against Devan’s side with a questioning gaze. “What’s going on?”

Devan made a noise of confusion, not sure where to even start.

“Devan!”

He turned slightly, responding to the hail, and smiled at his cousin. The younger man looked as swarthy as ever, skin darkened even further by the sun, black hair in a very styled swoop over his forehead.

“Inigo.” Devan reached out with one arm to hug the man firmly around the shoulders (Tan refused to let go of the other arm.) Inigo smelled of wind and sea, as usual. He would work outdoors all year round if the weather and business allowed it. Devan hadn’t seen the man in years and, with this reuniting, realized how much he’d missed his cousin.

“You made amazing time.” Inigo stepped back and eyed Devan suspiciously. “I just sent the letter off. I wasn’t even expecting a response today.”

“I hitched a ride down, one might say. But…” Devan went back to staring at the building. Seriously, what happened to the place he’d grown up in? It had only been three years since he’d been home last!

“What is going on?” Tan repeated, narrowing his eyes at Inigo. “You. Did you break him? How dare you—that’s my job.”

“Who’s this feisty man?” Inigo stared at Tan as if not sure what to make of him.

That was fair. It was a normal reaction. “Inigo, this is Tan. He’s a sorcerer and the reason I got down here so quickly. Tan, this is my cousin, Inigo.”

The two of them shook hands before Tan pointed at Devan. “Why does he keep acting like this? I’ve never seen Devan so obviously floundering.”

“Building doesn’t look the same, it’s likely taking him for a spin,” Inigo explained. “We had a little fire—”

Devan’s head snapped around, the surprise like a punch in the stomach. “What do you mean, fire?!”

“Just a little fire,” Inigo repeated soothingly. “Nothing terrible, just a small little incident around the kitchens. Quickly put out again, don’t you worry. But, well, it sent soot everywhere, and the smoke sank into the wood. It was a right mess to clean up. We ended up having to replace most of the furniture to get rid of the smell. While we were at it, we thought: might as well just renovate the place properly. So that’s what we did. Looks good, doesn’t it?”

Devan was still alarmed on some level. Partly because Inigo said ‘little fire’ the way Tan would say ‘little murder.’ Partly because he was looking at the results of that little fire and there was no way it had been small. Not with this amount of change. “Well, yes, it does, but…dammit, Inigo, tell me about these things! I had no idea any of that happened. Was anyone hurt?”

Inigo waved this off. “It was a small incident. All resolved in a few weeks. Nothing on par with what’s happening right now.”

Devan gave up. Clearly, his cousin’s idea of what constituted a big deal was worlds different from his.

“Well, come in, let me fill you in. Your room is as you’ve left it, you can just throw bags in there. Um, your friend I guess we can put in—”

“Devan’s room,” Tan interjected smoothly, his bright smile like a ward, deflecting all objections.

Inigo stopped and evaluated Tan for a second. “Cousin, if he’s your lover, you can just say so.”

“He is not,” Devan denied, already resigned to the many questions he’d be fielding from family. Tan refused to sleep apart from him again, eh? Color him surprised.

Tan patted Devan on the chest soothingly, the bright smile not faltering a wit. “It’s a work in progress. Don’t worry, I promise to take good care of him. Room is where?”

“I’ve got it.”

Devan took Tan’s bag too, as it was faster to just go up to the room himself. The second story was all living quarters—always had been—and he was glad the fire hadn’t gotten this far. His room was in the very back corner, untouched since the last time he’d been in it. Devan put both bags on the bed, taking a good look around. Truly, it looked undisturbed since he last been in here, although someone must have come in to dust, as the room was clean. His bed was still in the middle of the floor, the scarred writing table and massive wooden chair his father had salvaged off a ship sitting near the window, a chest of drawers against the far wall holding mementos from his early days of traveling. It felt like a homecoming, more than seeing the changed exterior had been. Devan stood there for a moment, basking in the feeling.

Wait.

He’d just left Tan and Inigo alone together.

Of all the questionable things he had done this year, leaving a black sorcerer and a smuggler alone—with no chaperone—had to rank up there.

Devan beat hasty feet back down and into the tavern area. To his relief, they hadn’t moved anywhere, so he was able to locate Tan immediately. Inigo had stopped to chat with someone before inviting the person to follow. Or so Devan gathered by the body language.

Oh, wait, wasn’t that Ximena? Wow, she was still in the smuggling business, then? She’d been a grandmother when he was knee-high to his father. Ximena was sharp as a tack, wearing her usual comfortable clothes of loose pants and oversized sweater, a pipe in her hand as she followed Tan and Inigo. If something was going on in Illesea, she was definitely the person to talk to.

Devan caught up with them at the bar as Tan asked the bartender, “What ales do you have?”

The bartender, a new face Devan didn’t know, rattled off in a monotone, “We’ve got light ale, dark ale, red ale, fizzy ale, eye of ale, smoking ale, booze-me-up, gelatinous cube, dunk a gnome, sleepy-time, nutty ale, and banana ale. We can also do a gelatinous cube with fizz on top.”

“He’ll take the last one,” Devan answered before Tan could open his mouth.

Tan tilted his head sideways to look at him. “How did you know?”

“You’re predictable.”

With a hand on his heart, Tan mock-staggered against the bar. “How dare you wound me so!”

“You always order the weirdest sounding thing on the menu.” Devan quirked a brow at him, enjoying the theatrics. “Name one time you ordered something normal.”

Tan opened his mouth on a hot retort, held it, then closed it while making a face. The pout was in full force even as his eyes laughed. “But it’s your job to be predictable!”

Devan just snorted and let that one pass. It was too easy of an opening. Instead, he greeted the other merchant who watched this banter play out with a smile. “Momo Ximena, how are you?”

“I’m fine, just fine. Knees aren’t what they used to be, so I’m mostly off the ships now. Thankfully. I’d have been dead in the water by now otherwise. Can’t say I’m happy to have lost one of my ships, or my crew. They were all good men.” Ximena’s blue eyes sharpened on him. “I understand you’re here to look into it.”

“Tan and I, yes.”

“Well, I’m glad. Someone needs to. We can’t make sense of these disappearances.”

Devan turned to the bartender and requested, “Light ale, please. Momo Ximena, tell me more about your ship. What it was carrying, crew, weather that day?”

“It was a quick trip, just some wine and fabrics, fine things. I sent a schooner up with four men—two of them to help with the loading and off-loading. Weather was fair all that week, not even a strong wind. Clear skies.” Ximena blew out an aggravated breath. “My men weren’t green, either. Forty-five years of experience between them. We found the wreckage of the ship the day after they failed to come home. Not a body in sight, cargo still intact, although half of it was ruined after sitting in seawater overnight. There was a gash in the hull where it had banged up against the rocks and run itself ashore. It honestly looked as if they’d just abandoned ship and let it do what it wanted.”

Devan took this information in with a frown. That did sound very strange. “Inigo, you?”

“Same story almost exactly. Both of mine were proper cargo ships with crews of sixteen, but otherwise just like that. We found the wreckage the next day. Not a body to be found, not on either ship, cargo still intact. Mage Topaz said she had no storms on either day. Bless that woman, she helped us patch up the hole in the hull and bail the water out so we could tow it back to Illesea. Without her, I’m not sure how we would have recovered the ships. Devan, I had good crews on both ships. No way in hell they would just abandon it.”

It didn’t add up. He looked to Tan, brow quirked. “What creatures could do this? Or is this magic we’re looking at?”

“I really can’t tell you with such little information.” Tan accepted the tankard handed to him and took a sip, then smiled in delight. “That’s great fun. Thank you, sir. I’ll come back for another after this insanity is done with. Alright, so we have at least three ships that ran aground. How many others? Any?”

“Six in total—at least that I know of.” Inigo made a sour face, looking like he was chewing rocks and regretting it. “We had a meeting yesterday to discuss the matter, all us merchants, and decided to avoid the Straits for now. We just can’t risk lives and ships like this.”

“Nor should you,” Devan agreed. “That’s smart. I know it adds a full day of sailing time to your routes—”

“That it does. But I’d rather cut into profit margins a little than lose a ship altogether. Superstitious as sailors are, you can’t beg them into the Straits right now anyway.”

Devan could believe that. Sailors wouldn’t even go out of port if the sunset was the wrong color.

Taking another sip of his ale, Tan made a noise that indicated he was thinking hard. “Darling, I have a thought.”

“Will I like this thought?” Devan felt it only prudent to ask.

“Probably. If Topaz is in such a location that she can see what’s going on in the Straits, then wouldn’t it behoove us to go there? She can host us for the night, we can set up a camp of sorts to observe, and we might be able to figure out what’s going on from a safe distance.”

Devan didn’t even have to think about this. “That is a very good thought. Bless your brain.”

“See?” Tan puffed right up, preening. “Brain has good ideas sometimes.”

“I’m not going to comment because you just set yourself up for so many jokes just then. You’re welcome.”

Tan wrinkled his nose at him.

Inigo lifted a finger to draw their attention. “Wait, you know Mage Topaz?”

“Very well,” Tan answered brightly. “We’re bosom buddies.”

“I also met her recently,” Devan tacked on. “She owes Tan something of a favor. I’ll tell you that story later. I think she’d help us with this. Well, Cousin, hate to drink and run, but I’d like to get over to the Aleyton Cliffs and see what we can see.”

“Fine by me, but do come back and stay a few days when this is all resolved. We haven’t seen you in ages.”

Devan felt those words to the core. He hadn’t been home in far too long. It ate at him, sometimes, how busy Princess Bitch kept him. He hadn’t been able to even visit family in years because of her. He pushed back from the bar as he promised, “I will. Tan, finish your drink. I’ll be back with our bags in a moment.”

“It’s fine, I’ll get Inigo to tell me at least two embarrassing stories about you while you’re gone. Take your time.”

Devan paused mid-step to point a stern finger at him. “Behave.”

“Why…would I do that?” Tan’s expression was completely bewildered. “Truly, why? That sounds so impossibly boring.”

Yeah, he should have known better than to even try. The only thing he could do was quickly retrieve their bags before Inigo could think to tell that story.

Devan was quick. Devan was lightning itself in speed.

He did not get down there fast enough to prevent Inigo from telling the dreaded story.

That became readily apparent because Tan was doubled over laughing, wheezing for breath. Sighing, Devan slowed to a walk and frowned at Inigo.

“You just had to, didn’t you?”

Inigo smiled the smile of the innocent. “He said he enjoys a good story.”

“Cousin, one of these days, there will be a comeuppance.”

Tan managed to get his laughter under control enough to gasp, “I always knew you had a wild side in you somewhere. Streaking on a beach!”

“I was drunk and set up. For that matter, Inigo was the one who set me up!” Devan protested. Nope, Tan would laugh about this for years. He could see it now. Even Ximena was laughing, almost snorting ale out her nose. “On that note, Cousin, I’m taking him away before you corrupt him even further.”

Tan made a disagreeing noise. “I like being corrupted!”

“Ships first. Corruption later.”

“Oh, if you insist.” Tan downed the rest of his drink with a satisfied sigh. “That was delightful. Well, everyone, adieu. We shall return anon, hopefully with answers.”

Inigo gave them a wave. “Good luck. Call if you need help.”

Devan kept hold of the bags as Tan wrapped an arm around his waist and then portaled them away, directly to the front yard of Topaz’s cottage.

The door opened before Devan could even turn fully around, Topaz framed inside. She looked much livelier than before. Apparently she’d made a full recovery, as she now wore work clothes, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, fair hair caught up in a high and messy bun.

“Hello, you two! To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“We hope to impose on you for a night or two,” Devan said.

Tan skipped over to her, giving her a hug. “Hi, friend! We’re here to investigate the shipwrecks.”

Topaz hugged him back. “Good to see you both. I’m glad you’re investigating, I thought about offering myself, but this isn’t really my specialty. If you want to stay a few nights, you certainly may. I assume you want this vantage spot to spy on the Straits?”

“Look at you, being all smart.” Tan let go and looked her over. “You kicked that nasty illness into the sea, it looks like.”

“I did. Thankfully. I was sick of being sick. Well, come in. Catch me up on all the news and gossip. Have you had lunch?”

Devan followed them inside. As expected, Topaz was happy to help them. Hopefully they’d be able to see something from up here. Devan wanted to investigate the situation up close about as much as he wanted to sit on a chair of thorns. Whatever danger lurked in the ocean, he wanted to spy from a distance before getting up close and personal with it.


Two

Tan

Tan sing-songed, “I see rocks of grey, grey rocks there too, I see the rocks, and they are grey, and I think to myself, I am bored~”

Devan grunted in agreement. “The rocks are not riveting.”

“Truly.” Tan had sat through all of yesterday afternoon with nothing happening, and today was apparently a repeat of yesterday. Which was entirely unhelpful. Tan liked action, thank you.

Devan shrugged. “Sun’s nice, though. I’ve had worse weather while on a stakeout.”

“Oh, no question.”

After Topaz fed them an excellent breakfast, they’d come out to sit on the edge of the cliff, spying down into the Straits. The sea below was peaceful, the tide coming in against the rocks, making a rhythmic crashing noise. Seagulls flew overhead, and the wind had a little nip to it that gave Tan errant shivers, but it was fine. He had a Devan and knew how to use him.

For the first time, Tan really studied the geography. For all that he’d been to Topaz’s many a time, he’d never really looked past the cliffs. The Straits were a collection of small islands and boulders, which all made the water treacherous if you didn’t know precisely where to go. Sailors had figured out the perfect path to navigate it smoothly generations ago, so people just screwing up and wrecking the ship was out. Especially if they had fair weather. This wasn’t some far-flung area, either, where monsters felt they could hunt without competition. The Straits saw regular traffic because it was the easiest route to visit all of the major cities on the coast.

This whole thing made no sense.

“Why,” Tan mused aloud, “did anyone look at the Straits and go, ‘Oh yes, that’s totally doable. We can navigate that.’ Just looking at it from this angle, it’s like looking at an obstacle course. With teeth.”

“I really can’t disagree but if we’re asking the deep questions, who first looked at an onion and figured out the layers of it were actually meant to be eaten? With anything else you peel the outer layer and the edible part is inside, not even more layers to peel.”

Tan blinked, struck by the thought. “You know, I never questioned that, but you’re absolutely right. Who did that? Some desperately hungry person?”

“Or someone like you, who feels challenged to eat all the weird things in life.”

“I would like to observe that eating random things so far has worked out quite well for me. I’ve only suffered food poisoning once.”

“The once is usually enough to deter people.”

“Bah, cowards. It’ll take more than once to scare me.”

“Clearly. Why are you shivering?”

“Because it’s cold up here!” Tan scooted in another inch—or tried; he was pretty plastered to Devan’s side already—and snuggled in further. “Why aren’t you cold?”

“I run hot, always have.” Devan wrapped an arm around his back. “I’ll break the wind for you.”

Oooh, snuggles. Tan made a happy noise and promptly took advantage.

They went back to looking below. Even more nothing happened. Tan was starting to wonder if this whole observing-from-afar method was the right choice. It sounded good on paper but reality wasn’t producing much.

“Devan. I think I need to play devil’s advocate for a moment.”

“Why would you need to advocate for yourself?”

“Ha ha ha, you’re so funny. But seriously, Topaz lives right here. She’s aware of what’s been going on with the ships. If this was something obvious, something that could be seen from the top of the cliffs, wouldn’t she have seen it?”

Devan sat on this for a long moment. “That’s a good point. Granted, she doesn’t just stand at the edge all day looking for trouble, but…”

“After that many ships sank? I’d think she’d be more aware.”

“She said she didn’t do any spells or anything.”

“Well, that’s not her specialty. She’s a battle mage; seeking spells and the like aren’t in her repertoire. I know she didn’t say anything about watching, but I know Topaz. She’s not going to ignore what’s going on in her own backyard. If this was visible to the naked eye, she’d have picked up on it already.”

Devan groaned. “I really wanted to figure this out from a distance. Just to avoid getting sucked in to whatever this is.”

Tan patted his chest soothingly. “I know, darling. Me too. I think we better get down there.”

Groaning again in resignation, Devan heaved himself up to his feet, offering Tan a hand up as well. Tan took it, and maybe held on to it until they’d reached the top of the footpath going down. Only then did he let go since there just wasn’t room enough to hold hands with Devan. More’s the pity.

Devan insisted on Tan going down ahead of him, which Tan thought was adorable. Even with spells in place to keep people from falling, Devan still wanted to make sure he could catch Tan if he fell. Devan claimed he was too squishy. Those protective instincts were likely what had made him a famous knight to begin with.

The trail was something a goat would be proud to walk. It was maybe two feet wide, winding in the worst sense, and the angle would make anyone afraid of heights cry for their mother. Tan had been down it enough times that it no longer bothered him. He did take it at a moderate pace. Just because he couldn’t fall off didn’t mean he couldn’t fall down.

It took them a good hour to reach the bottom. Tan would definitely feel that in his shins later. At this level of the Aleyton Cliffs, it was all jutting rock, a little loose gravel, but nothing hospitable. The waves crashed against the rocks, a constant rush of sound and spray that coated them the second they got within range. The stretch of dry land to stand on was very narrow, barely enough for a wagon to fit through. Come nightfall, the tide would cover this area completely.

Devan put a foot down on the rocky, narrow area below and then looked back up at the path with a frown. “Tan.”

“Yes, love?”

“Why didn’t we just portal down?”

For a split second, Tan felt stupid. Why hadn’t he done that and saved them the time and trouble? “For exercise.”

“You didn’t think of it, in other words.”

“I was giving you a chance to admire my ass.”

Devan sniggered, golden-brown eyes dancing. “Oh, I see.”

“If you failed to appreciate it, that’s your loss. I’m not climbing back up to give you a second chance.” Tan lifted his head in a snooty way.

Stepping in close, Devan leaned in to murmur near his ear, “I appreciated the view just fine the first time.”

A thrill went up Tan’s spine. That wicked tease, how dare he poke at Tan like this. He didn’t even pat Tan’s ass while saying it, which was just wrong and hurtful. The spike of hope at this open, lustful teasing stabbed him right in the feels. It had been the first time Devan had so openly flirted like this, and Tan not-so-secretly thrilled with the words.

Devan’s expression changed from teasing to serious, his head panning to take in the area.

“Hmm, seems we have two ships down here that weren’t salvaged. I wonder if these are part of the six Inigo mentioned?”

Devan walked right past him like he hadn’t just dropped some sort of bomb on Tan. If he thought Tan wouldn’t revisit this teasing later, he was sorely mistaken. Tan’s eyes narrowed on his back and plotted.

“Tan, stop staring at my ass and get your brain above your beltline.”

“I wasn’t staring at your ass.”

“Then stop plotting how to get it, and focus.”

Damn, Devan had him there. Alright, fine, he could be a responsible adult for five minutes. Huffing, Tan stretched out his legs and caught up with him. The rocks down here were slick with sea spray, the scent of brine and wet stone heavy in his nose. Not unpleasant here, not really, but the wreckages of two ships rather spoiled the view.

Neither ship was very large, something that could be manned by two people, and they looked as if they’d been battered to and fro by the waves before being thrown up against the Aleyton Cliffs. The nearest one had a gash in it nearly from stem to stern, leaving deep gouges in the grey paint, the tear large enough to clearly see water in its hull. The three masts were intact, the sails hanging limply, most of the rigging either ripped or snarled, the ropes a gigantic mess hanging off the masts. The ships were large enough to hold cargo and six people at a push but right now they resembled nothing more than a child’s discarded toy.

The ships had been carried far enough in on the tide to rest right on the rocky ledge, secure enough Tan was tempted to climb up and walk around it, get a better look at the damage. Something this heavy and large wouldn’t shift under his weight alone.

“At a guess…” Devan trailed off as he came in close to the first ship. “I would say this one did run afoul bad weather. It’s got damage at the front, too. It hit something hard full-on, spun, and gashed open its side against the rocks.”

Since Devan was more an expert on sailing and merchants, Tan asked, “Why not salvage the ship?”

“If it was a new company starting out, they might not have had the resources. Even hiring out would have been beyond them, as it’s expensive. It was likely cheaper to cut their losses and claim the insurance on the ship.”

“Sad, if that’s the case.”

“Truly. I saw a man be ruined financially once because he lost two ships out of the same fleet. He’d invested everything he owned into those two ships, but a mother storm blew in unexpectedly and capsized both. Nothing could be saved. Shipping’s not risk free, for all that people do it on a daily basis.”

Devan walked around the front, then waved Tan closer. “I think we can climb aboard from here.”

“Alright.”

Devan clambered up, using a boulder the ship leaned against as a natural ladder, then he turned and gave Tan a hand the rest of the way. Tan was perfectly comfortable climbing things without needing help. Would he say that?

No way in hell.

He stayed close to Devan upon reaching the deck, his head panning as he took it all in. The ship leaned sharply on its side, so much so that Tan had to lean against the tilt in order to stay upright. The topside of the ship didn’t look all that damaged; it was mainly intact. Tan tended to portal places rather than sail, which meant he didn’t have a lot of experience with ships, so he wasn’t sure what to look for here.

“Nothing looks wrong,” Devan murmured, his eyes studying the place. “I see no bloodstains, no signs that something impacted the ship up top. If a storm was to blame for this, the rigging should be torn off, the sails in tatters. There’s damage, yes, but not the right kind. Anything on the magical spectrum?”

Tan shook his head before Devan could get the question fully out. “No. There’s no trace of magical shenanigans up here. I see the usual wind spells on the sails, to keep the ship’s momentum up, but that’s all.”

“So whatever this is, it isn’t sabotage.”

“Not by a magician’s hands, at least.”

Devan regarded the ship again, brow furrowed in thoughtful lines. “I want to take a better look below.”

“Lead on, sexy.”

They made their way toward the stairs leading below, narrow as they were, and cautiously went down. The air felt damp and cool against his skin, making Tan wish for a coat as an errant shiver racked his body. It was tricky to navigate the stairs while the ship listed like this, but they managed. The sloshing noises from below didn’t inspire any confidence, though; it made the situation seem even less stable than he assumed. Tan threw up an orb to light their way, and it bounced ahead of them like an eager puppy, showing off. His light orbs had always behaved thus. His master said it was a reflection of the caster’s nature.

Well, no one claimed Tan was straightlaced.

Devan stopped when they hit the water level and bent down to peer ahead. “Cargo is beyond water logged but definitely still here. Interesting. This really looks like the ship just scraped up against the rocks.”

“What are you looking for?”

“Pirate activity. If they’d been fired upon, or if harpoons were shot into the sides of the ship, there would be telltale signs. It’s unmistakable. I don’t see any of that here.”

“So not pirates.”

“I highly doubt it. The evidence isn’t here for it. I realize it was something of a stretch to think pirates to begin with—they would have taken off with the cargo—but I wanted to rule it out.”

Tan shrugged. Might as well rule out all possibilities they could.

“Not magical attacks, not pirates, and I hesitate to say any kind of sabotage. Not when it’s multiple ships from different companies.” Devan turned and leaned up against the railing, regarding Tan with his head cocked in query. “Thoughts?”

“There’s a couple of sea monsters or creatures that could be responsible for this. They’d be the type to eat the crew and abandon the ships, but…I mean, these are well-traveled waters. I’m puzzled how anything could suddenly appear over here and take the Straits over as their hunting grounds. And why.”

“Could they have been driven out of their usual hunting grounds and ended up here? I’ve seen that happen if a food source dries up, or if men drive them out so they can build there.”

“It’s entirely possible. I have no other explanation for the wrecked ships. I just don’t know offhand what’s here. We’ll need to ask Topaz.” Tan gestured around them in a circular motion. “You’ve been looking for signs this whole time. So have I. I don’t think it’s ketos. Sea serpents have a very distinctive smell that’s hard to miss or mask. Kraken?”

“Not near here. I did run into one as a kid, but not in these waters. Too far south. Besides, the damage is different. They capsize the ship entirely. I’ve seen a full-sized kraken snap a galleon in half and drag it down to the depths. A ship of this size wouldn’t be on the shore like this.”

“What else, then? Something compelled the crew to leave this ship, I think. It either scared them so badly that they jumped into the sea, or it lured them off.”

Devan’s face screwed up into a dubious frown. “If something came at me while I was on this ship, scaring me out of my wits, I wouldn’t find being in the water the safer choice. The creature’s in the water and it’s more maneuverable than I am.”

“Yeah, can’t disagree with you there. I’ve seen panicked people make really stupid decisions, though, so I’m not entirely ruling it out.” Tan rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. The wheels in his mind were churning with possibilities, but he really didn’t have enough information or clues to make even an educated guess at this point. “I will say this: I’m pretty sure it’s a creature. All of the crews going missing is suspicious as hell. If there’s no sign of the crews, then they were likely eaten.”

Devan made a face like he’d just bitten into something rotten. “Unfortunately for them, I agree with you. Having no bodies in sight rather confirms that. Shouldn’t there be traces of blood, though? Signs of a battle? I don’t see any indication that they tried to fight back.”

“That’s what worries me. No sign of a fight indicates that whatever this creature is, it’s damn powerful. There’s another ship nearby. Let’s go look at it, see if there’s anything we can pick up. I want to do a seeking spell, just to see what’s in the area. Who knows, maybe I’ll turn something up.”

Devan turned to make his way back up the stairs. “I’m not holding my breath.”

“Sadly, neither am I. I’d like at least one clue to make sense of this.”

“Me too. I don’t want to go back to my cousin and say, ‘Well, I looked, but I can’t figure out what’s wrong either.’”

Tan grimaced. Devan’s reluctance to disappoint his cousin was written all over his face. For his sake alone, Tan wanted to unravel the mystery. “Truly. That never goes over well.”


Three

Devan

The second ship had no more answers than the first one, which didn’t surprise him, but Devan didn’t like questions with no answers. It left them at a dead stall. Not knowing what else to do for the day, they gathered up their bags from Topaz’s house and returned to Illesea.

Tan portaled them just outside The Watering Can’s door, saving them considerable travel time. Devan let go of Tan to push the glass door open and step inside. As usual for a late afternoon, the place was bustling. Merchants haggled contracts and prices, sailors were trying to pick up work, and between them all the staff deposited drinks and food. It was a bit early for drinking, technically, but gods above, Devan could sure go for one right now.

“Devan, back already?”

He turned to see Inigo weaving his way toward him, a hopeful look on his face. Damn. Devan was about to dash all hopes.

“Sorry, Cousin, we have no explanation yet.” Devan spread his hands in a shrug. “Not for lack of trying.”

“We can tell you what it’s not,” Tan piped up, ticking things off on his fingers. “It’s not magic, it’s not sabotage by rivals, it’s not sea serpents. Not pirates, although Devan was really hoping for pirates.”

Devan sighed. “Pirates, at least, I know what to do about.”

Tan patted him on the back and kept going. “We’ve not given up hope yet, mind you; we just retreated here because we need to come up with a game plan. No sense sitting on the cliffs like seagulls.”

Inigo made a resigned face. “Well, if it was an easy thing, I wouldn’t have called for you to begin with. Make yourselves at home. I hope something brilliant strikes you.”

“Me too.” Devan spied an empty table near the back corner and gestured toward it. “Tan, let’s set up shop there.”

“Only if I get to try another ale. Ooh, the banana ale sounded strange.”

At least six different people in earshot all chorused, “Not the banana!”

Tan eyed them askance. “Uh…then again, maybe not. Gelatinous cube?”

He got nods on that instead of denial, so his confidence bounced back. “Gelatinous cube it is.”

Personally, Devan thought the name itself was a good clue to not drink the former. Banana. Ale. Just no. The problem with brewers these days was that they asked could they, not should they.

He and Tan made it to the empty table, put in their orders for ale, and settled in. The responsible side of Devan said they should talk business, figure out what to do from here, but he’d spent a good portion of yesterday and today banging his head against that particular wall. He wanted a break. With a mental shrug, he let it be for the evening.

Their drinks arrived and Tan sipped at his with a happy noise. “Just as good without the fizz. You ordered dark ale this time?”

“They make amazing dark ale here. Since we’re not going anywhere the rest of the day, I can afford to get a little tipsy.”

Tan propped his head up on one hand, leaning in. “I like you tipsy.”

Devan shot him quite the look from the corner of his eye. “Oh do you?”

“Not just because you’re easier to ambush, either.”

Uh-huh. Pull the other leg, it had bells on.

Tan’s mouth curved up in a smile, but it had a tinge of sadness to it. “When you’re a little drunk, I see the Devan of fifteen years ago. You’re not as guarded or quiet. You’ll actually smile and laugh more freely. That damn place you’re in has changed you. Not just the grey hairs from the stress, either. You weren’t like this before.”

That…

Devan looked down into the dark liquid in his cup, momentarily at a loss for words. Those words were a reflection of his own thoughts, and the impact of them being out there, in the air, only gave more weight to them. It wasn’t comfortable, either. The weight felt smothering, like it was sitting on his chest and trying to choke off his air. Try as he might, Devan couldn’t refute any of Tan’s words. It was true that he was far different now than he was fifteen years ago. Even he could tell the difference. None of that change was for the better. He was more cynical, far more jittery, and trusted very few people.

Shit. Just thinking of this was depressing. What had he exchanged in order to guard this country from its own princess? His very identity? Had he really sacrificed so much of himself without even realizing? It still wasn’t enough, either. Serenity would only keep demanding more. More and more until there was nothing left but a shell that catered to her every whim. What a grotesque thought. His soul hurled at the mental image even as icy tendrils gripped his spine, so much so that he felt himself shiver under it.

“I’d do anything to take you out of there.” Tan’s words were barely above a whisper. “If I could drag you out of that castle, I’d do it.”

Devan wanted to say…do it. Drag him out of Glane. Take him far away from a selfish princess who would destroy her own people on a whim. Give him the safety and peace that let him be true to his own nature once more. The words hovered on the tip of his tongue, unspoken. Devan truly couldn’t figure out what was holding him back anymore. Was it duty? Was it only that?

Seemed a damn poor priority, duty over self.

Depressed at the thought, Devan downed the rest of his ale in one pull.

Tan canted his head, studying him with an inscrutable expression for a long moment before turning and calling, “Another dark ale please!”

“Coming right up!” bartender called back.

In a deliberately teasing tone, Tan said, “What if I told you the secret of how The Void was made? Would that be enough to sway you to my side?”

Devan accepted the new drink, so thankful at the shift in topic that he felt like hugging Tan. “It might persuade me.”

“Oh? I’m willing to tell it, then.” Tan drained the rest of his tankard as well before turning and calling, “Another gelatinous cube, please!”

“Are you talking or drinking?” Devan asked in amusement.

“At no point did I say I would tell this story sober.”

“Fair enough.”

Tan downed half the new cup before he blew out a noisy breath, stared at the wall as if just the memory of this pained him, and opened his mouth to speak.

“This was in the early days of me experimenting with pocket space. Master Keb and I were a little nervous with the project. We knew it could go very, very wrong, and he’d already blown his tower apart once that year—”

“I thought your master was a veteran with magic?”

“That means nothing with Master Keb, trust me. He gets mad ideas all the time and has no impulse control. My younger self had no defense against half decent sounding ideas. I’ve learned since to ask more questions. Anyway.” Tan made a face and downed more ale. “It might take three cups to get me through this story.”

Devan took the hint and silently signaled the bar to send more ale.

“So, yeah, I’d just passed my Tests, wanted some pocket space in one of my sacks, and Master Keb had this Great Idea. I hope you heard the caps in that. He said, what if we didn’t use just one bag of pocket space but connected a bunch of them all at once? Isn’t that great? Wouldn’t it be amazing to just carry all the things around with us?”

Devan could see where this was going. “Um, I don’t know a lot about this, but you told me pocket dimension is generally dangerous. That you have to renew the spells every so often and, if you don’t, it will explode outward from whatever physical confines it’s attached to.”

Tan patted him on the cheek. “Look at you, being so smart and sexy. That is one of the problems. Second problem: There’s no way to just stuff a pocket spell inside another pocket spell. You have to connect them in order to draw anything back out. We devised an anchoring spell with ropes, which Master called a lasso, so we could connect them all. Which also sounds good in theory, but the lasso spell is like the pocket dimension spell—you have to renew it every so often or the spell winds down. Now. Here’s where the problem comes in.”

This whole explanation had sounded like problem upon problem, but Devan made an encouraging noise so Tan would keep talking. No way did he want the man to shut up now.

“Master kept adding bags. I tried to keep track of said bags and the lasso spells. I lost track. Master lost track. We were taking inventory, trying to trace it all, figure out how many we had actually attached to each other, when one of the spells failed. And because that one failed, it exploded into the space of another pocket dimension, and because that exploded, it impacted the next pocket dimension it was in, which caused another explosion and…you get the picture. Chain reaction.” Tan threw his hands wide and made an exploding noise.

“Wait. Wait, you’re telling me The Void was caused by multiple pocket dimensions exploding into each other all at once?” Devan didn’t know what to think of this except shock. “Seriously?!”

“Fortunately, I saw it all go to shit and grabbed Master and portaled out of there before we went kablooey with it, but…yeah. That’s the story. That whole section of the earth is in some pocket dimension somewhere. One of these days, I’ll figure out how to track it down and put it back.” This would have been vastly reassuring if Tan hadn’t taken another healthy gulp and tacked on, “Maybe.”

Devan propped his head in his hand and sipped at his ale. This man, seriously. Never the expected with him. “You live such an interesting life.”

“I survive my interesting life, which is even more important,” Tan corrected loftily. “That whole memory aggravates me. Oooh, more booze.”

Devan charitably gave him another minute to drink and let the alcohol bury the memory. Or at least the bitterness of it.

Tan was well and buzzed now, so much so that he was leaning against the table in a bid for staying upright. Or at least, off the floor. He might well fall out of the chair at this rate. Devan scooted his chair around until the wood kissed Tan’s chair, then settled in again, offering an arm.

Never one to turn down a cuddle, Tan went right in with a sigh, his head resting on Devan’s shoulder and his hand wrapped comfortably around Devan’s knee. Devan rubbed his hand gently along the top of Tan’s arm once, feeling nothing but affection for this man leaning so trustingly against him. Well, that was a lie. The ever-present lust was there too, like a buzz under his skin.

Could he have this? Not just this moment, stolen out of sight of the castle’s eyes, but the peace and affection Tan gave so freely. Devan didn’t like the idea of his feelings for this man being transitory, of not being able to lean into Tan whenever he liked. When he considered what his life was like outside of this moment, though…it couldn’t be anything else.

If Devan could travel back in time fifteen years, he’d kick himself. And promptly drop out of the knighthood. All the mistakes he’d made in his life veered off that one decision. The naivety of youth had done so much damage.

Tan’s head wiggled as if he were trying to snuggle in further. There was a distinct slur to his voice. “Devan.”

“Yes?” With Tan this buzzed, he literally had no idea what the man would say next.

“I get the same feeling from you I get from booze. You’re my booze.”

Devan choked on a laugh, trying to smother it. “You’re such a romantic.”

“I do try.” Tan tipped his head back, blinking up at him with dark eyes. He looked so mussed and innocent. “Devan?”

“I’m all ears, sweetheart.”

“I want to tell you.”

“You can tell me.” Tell him what?

“About why I’ve been waiting for you all this time.”

Oh, well, that story he very much wanted to hear. Devan’s ears perked, his focus snapping into place even though he was a bit buzzed himself. “Tell me.”

“You don’t remember. Of course you don’t, I was a scrawny teenager. I look far different than I did fifteen years ago.” Tan waved a hand down at himself. “I was so thin, and all knees and elbows, and we’re not going to talk about how my hair was super long and just…what was I saying?”

“You were telling me how we met fifteen years ago.” Devan stayed patient because he really, really wanted this story.

“Right, so I was traveling through a town on business for Master. You were a new knight then, although you weren’t dressed like a knight when we met—I found that out later—and you had come through to help with the bandit problems. Nevvale, remember?”

Devan had gone into Nevvale for bandits multiple times during that timeframe, so that didn’t narrow it down much. He wasn’t about to say so.

“So I was in town, and hungry, and thought I could sneak a drink without Master there to say no. I hit the tavern at the same time you did, I think. You settled into a corner table like we’re at now and ordered an ale. I loved the look of you. You were so sexy even then, so I dropped into the chair next to you and tried chatting you up. You bought me an ale, and talked with me, and you were just…such a gentleman about the whole thing. I wanted to kiss you so badly. You were sweet, so sweet. I eventually gave up and went up to my room, not realizing someone else had taken a shine to me. They followed me up, tried to press me into coming into their room. I said no—very loudly, ’cause let’s face it, I’m never quiet—but he was bigger and I was too drunk to get the right spell out to stop him. It was looking bad when you were just there all of a sudden. You punched the man without warning, then grabbed him by the throat, hauled him right to the stair’s landing, and threatened to throw him over the side if he came near me again. Watching this gentle man I’d hit on earlier turn into an angry beast got my blood pumping, let me tell you. Respect—” Tan threw a hand up way above his head. “My respect for you went through the roof. Then you escorted me to my room and made sure I got there safely. You kissed my forehead and told me to sleep well. I was so disappointed but, at the same time, you were so…the epitome of a knight, that’s what you were.”

Devan’s throat tightened. He didn’t remember this. He didn’t remember this at all. It was such a little thing, a conversation with a cute younger man—and he had no doubt young Tan had been very cute. An evening that had happened in a haze of alcohol, likely forgotten the next morning. It hadn’t stuck with him.

It had stuck with Tan. It had meant something to him, that Devan wouldn’t take advantage of his inebriated state, that he would safeguard him from others. His crush on Devan had started there, from that single night where they’d shared drinks and conversation.

Tan sighed, the sound nostalgic. “You were gone the next morning. I remember being heartbroken over that, as I’d wanted a second chance to turn your head. Now, more adult me appreciates how you handled the whole thing. You were so kind to not take advantage. The teenager in me, though, wished he’d gotten at least a kiss.”

And why couldn’t he? Devan stared at that mobile mouth and for the life of him couldn’t figure out why he couldn’t kiss Tan now. If there was a reason against it, he couldn’t remember it, nor did he wish to.

Tan wanted to kiss him.

Devan wanted to kiss Tan.

Shouldn’t it be that simple?

He slid a hand up Tan’s cheek, cradling it so he could hold the man still. Tan’s breath stuttered in surprise as Devan closed in. The touch of Tan’s mouth was so soft against Devan’s, the sensation drawing him to press in harder, to deepen the kiss even further. Tan’s hands slid up his chest, around Devan’s neck, his fingers leaving sparks of pleasure behind. Devan drew Tan in, as much as he could, their sides pressed together. Mmm, that was lovely, the press of that lithe body.

Devan had imagined this very scene many times. Reality suited better.

He pulled at Tan’s bottom lip, sucking on it a moment, getting a small shiver of delight that he felt in Tan’s breath. Oh, he liked that. It was a slippery slope Devan found himself treading. Everything he did pleased Tan, which pleased him in return. Devan would lose his head at this rate.

Devan pulled back a moment, resting their foreheads together, trying to bring his mind back above his belt in order to think. He did not want to rashly bull ahead. Forging ahead without any consideration for their intoxicated state wouldn’t end well for either of them.

Tan wriggled in protest and tried to get Devan’s head back down. “Don’t stop.”

“Upstairs,” Devan countered on a rasp.

“Bed and walls? Hot damn, me likey. Yes.”

Devan lost no time in getting them up, away from the table and up the stairs, although that took more coordination than usual in their buzzed state. Tan was willing, his feet just weren’t cooperating. It felt like an age before Devan got his hand on his childhood bedroom and pulled them through it.

He spun Tan around, closed the door sharply, and backed Tan into it. Tan reached for him, arms around his neck once more as he pulled Devan down to his level, capturing his mouth in a firm kiss. Devan melted into him, hands sliding around Tan’s waist as he kissed him back. Devan was utterly lost in that kiss, unable to think of anything but how soft those lips were against his, how much he loved the breathy moan vibrating from Tan’s throat. His entire body responded to the kiss and, if they both hadn’t been under the influence, he’d have stripped the man right here.

As Devan pulled back, Tan growled, “If you say no to me again, there will be consequences.”

“We’re too tipsy to do anything past here,” Devan argued.

Tan stared up at him with a clear threat in his eyes. “You. What will it take for me to get you naked and in bed?”

“Sobriety,” Devan deadpanned.

“Fucking hell. Alright, fine, but you better not disappear or say no to me later. And if you’re not going to sex me up tonight, at the very least, don’t stop kissing me. I’m not done kissing you yet.”

“Now that,” Devan murmured against his lips, “I can agree on.”


Four

Tan

Tan woke up that morning feeling much more charitable about the world in spite of his hangover. Making out with Devan the night before—at length—might have had something to do with that. Waking up curled next to his knight definitely contributed to the feeling. Look at him, so cute while sleeping. With Devan flat on his back like this, the midmorning light filtered through the curtains to dance along his amber skin, the gold of the sun flirting over his face.

It was something of a bittersweet moment. Tan thrilled at having Devan like this, so cozy and close at hand, but he also wished he’d been able to somehow approach Devan years ago. Before Serenity had gotten her claws into him, stripped the man of so much joy. The feelings dueled in his chest, neither winning. He finally shook the regret off because, wish though he might, there was no undoing the past.

Unable to resist (let’s not play, Tan didn’t even try), he leaned in to kiss one of the scars on Devan’s jawline, then moved up to the other scar on his cheek. The kiss was a promise that he’d do something to erase them later. Those marks bothered him on a fundamental level, a reminder that he’d not protected Devan as thoroughly as he should have.

Devan stirred under him with a muffled, sleepy sound, hand rising to rub a lazy circle in the small of Tan’s back.

“Awake?”

“Mm. Maybe.”

“Hangover potion?”

Devan winced. “Please.”

Tan himself would like one, so stood to reason. He rolled free of the bed long enough to retrieve two from his bag—thank gods he always packed some—and retreated back to the bed while downing one. Devan took the other with heartfelt thanks and tossed it back in one long gulp.

Taking both bottles, Tan set them on the bedside table before rolling back in against Devan’s side. He liked cuddling with the man and it seemed the optimum position to let the potions do their work.

That was his story and he was sticking to it.

“Tan?”

“Yes, darling?”

“I’m not going to pretend like last night didn’t happen.”

“If you even tried, I’d murder you.”

Devan snorted in amusement, chest silently shaking under a laugh. Tan sensed nerves were attacking Devan on some level. Considering all he had told the man while buzzed, and what Devan had said of his own love life, it made sense. Devan wasn’t used to having a lover. The realization that Tan had wanted him for fifteen years might be a bit much to wrap his head around. Tan got it, he did, and it was fine if Devan needed to take a minute to adjust to all of this.

So long as the man didn’t try to retreat entirely. If he did, Tan really would murder him.

Devan’s hand came up to cover his, where it rested on Devan’s chest. “You were right, in what you said last night. I have changed and not for the better. I’ve been biting my tongue and holding myself back for so long that it’s become ingrained habit. I didn’t realize how much of myself I’d lost over the past fifteen years until you said it. I’ve spent most of my adult life in service to a cause that I no longer remember. I fear I’m at the end of my rope. There’s not much more of me left to give.”

Hope slammed so hard in Tan that it almost levitated him off the bed. He’d been dying to hear that from Devan. Tan had schemed—for years—how to bring Devan to that awareness. Devan’s words were a sweet caress to his ears. Tan almost didn’t say the words but felt Devan needed to hear them. “Your princess has been chipping away at you for years. The only way to destroy a good man is to wear him down until his heart or soul breaks from exhaustion. I fear you’ll break if you don’t leave soon.”

“I can already foresee it. It’s why, when you said that last night, I had a chill race up my spine. I saw that bleak future all too clearly, and it scared the fuck out of me. I don’t want to realize it. I don’t want your words of last night to become prophecy. I just…”

“Don’t know what to do,” Tan finished without any reach.

“I don’t. Part of me says that if I leave, it means abandoning everyone else to her. That feels like a larger betrayal than forgoing my oaths. On the other hand, how much am I supposed to give of myself before it’s considered enough? Must I destroy myself in order for everyone else to be satisfied?”

“One can argue that you’ve already done more than enough. I certainly think so.”

Devan let out a gusty sigh. “I think I agree.”

Tan held his breath, hope rising so hard and fast he almost choked on it. Was Devan really that close to a breaking point? Oh please, oh please, oh please let that be the case. He had to bite his tongue so hard just then to not blurt out rash promises. He instinctively felt it would be a mistake to do so. No, better to let Devan take this at his own pace.

“I don’t want you to think that I’m tempted to go back there permanently,” Devan finally stated into the silence. “I’m not at all inclined to do that. It’s past time I left, before that woman consumes my very soul.”

Unable to help himself, Tan immediately swung up, straddling Devan’s stomach and peppering his face with kisses. Devan laughed under the onslaught and stilled Tan only long enough to properly kiss him.

Tan loved the kiss, no doubt, but he had questions too. He drew back and demanded, “You mean that? You promise?”

There was that smile, the one he’d fallen for in the first place. His knight was stunning like this, eyes alight and clear, a smile stretched from ear to ear, his joy infectious. “Yes. I mean it. I need some time to think about the ramifications of leaving my position, and how to go about it, but I do mean it. I don’t want to stay there any longer.”

“If you need time to think, you absolutely can have time to think. How soon can I expect an answer? Tonight? Tomorrow?”

“How about we focus on the problem at hand first,” Devan suggested dryly, dark brow quirked in challenge, “and then focus on me?”

“As much as I would like to argue this, you probably have a point. Fine, we’ll focus on our current mystery first. But the second this is done, we’re focusing on your extraction, don’t think I’ll forget.”

“Tan, you never forget.”

“Especially not when it pertains to you, damn skippy I don’t.” Tan sat back, still quite comfortable straddling Devan’s waist. He was lovely to look at too, which didn’t hurt.

“Comfy?” Devan drawled.

“Absolutely, thanks for asking. Now, let’s hurry this whole matter along.”

“You say that like you have a plan.”

“I do, in fact. I was absolutely brilliant in my sleep. My best ideas come at three in the morning.”

Devan was fighting back a smile, Tan could see it in the man’s twitching lips. “That explains a lot.”

“I thought it might. Now, here’s my brilliant thought: We should sail the Straits.”

For a long second, Devan just stared at him. Like he’d lost his mind. “You want us to be bait and lure this thing out?”

“Yuppers.”

“Uh, no, that’s hella dangerous.”

“Devan, my love, we already tried the safe method of investigating and it didn’t work. We can sit on the Aleyton Cliffs until the world ends and likely not see anything.”

Devan grimaced and muttered something Tan pretended not to hear.

“Secondly, it’s not as dangerous as you’re assuming. The second we figure out what it is, we can portal to safety. Topaz is right up on top, remember? We can safely leave the ship before anything can happen to us.”

“That…is a good point.”

Ooh, he was coming around already. Tan suspected Devan wanted this whole thing over with as much as he did. Because nookie! Nookie was always the priority.

Alright, he might be projecting a bit, but nookie was Tan’s priority, which meant it would shortly be Devan’s.

“We can ask Inigo to lend us a schooner.” Devan had his thinking frown on, the one that suggested he was considering this from all angles. “He’d lend us one in a snap if it would help.”

“I know nothing about boats. Is this something you and I can manage?”

“Uh, yes, a schooner can be sailed by two people. As long as you follow a few directions to help me get us underway, I can manage the rest.”

“Sounds perfect, then. Let’s do this.”

Devan didn’t look all that enthusiastic for some reason.

Poking him in the cheek, Tan demanded, “Out with it.”

“I just don’t like waltzing into something like this, something unknown. The last time I did it, a damn vampire almost took my head off.”

“The difference between now and then, darling, is that I wasn’t with you. I won’t let anything happen to you. Promise.” Tan leaned in to smack a kiss against his lips. “Now, up. I want to figure this out so I can focus on the real issue.”

They got up and went about the motions of getting ready for the day. Tan with enthusiasm, Devan with resignation. Tan would have chided him to move a bit quicker except Devan kept ambushing him with these small pets and touches as they maneuvered around each other in the room. No way in hell would he rush and miss those. It was nice having Devan casually touch him like this. He felt the affection and basked under it.

Eventually, they made it downstairs. Devan went ahead of him, looking for his cousin, Tan trailing along just to pitch in his thoughts if necessary.

Inigo was in his office, which was off in a corner of the building near the front. The swarthy man had his boots up on the desk, a clipboard in hand, when they strolled in. “Oh, morning. You two are up a bit late, aren’t you?”

“Hashing out an idea this morning,” Devan deflected smoothly. “Inigo, can I borrow a schooner?”

“You may, but I have a feeling I should ask why.” Inigo set the clipboard aside, boots dropping back down to the floor, caution written all over his face.

“We’re going to bait whatever this is and sail the Straits.”

“As expected, good thing I asked. Cousin, are you sure this is a good idea? I know this is a problem affecting multiple countries, but I don’t want to risk you too.”

Tan waved a hand to draw attention to himself. “I can portal us out the second things start going wrong. We’re not in any real danger. But it was clear to me yesterday that whatever is happening, it’s not a daily occurrence. It might well be triggered by a ship in those waters. There are no ships going through the Straits right now, ergo, we won’t see a damn thing no matter how long we observe. It’s best to go in ourselves rather than force some other poor schmuck to do it.”

Inigo’s expression was pinched, his teeth catching his bottom lip for a moment. “That does make me feel better about the whole thing. But…”

“If I do wreck the schooner, I can get the crown to reimburse you,” Devan promised. “It’ll be part of investigation expenses.”

Oh. Oh, was that the issue? As expected of a merchant, of course he’d be worried over the financial loss. Tan hadn’t considered it from that angle.

Reassured, Inigo sat back with a shrug. “Sounds like the two of you have considered this from every angle. Fine, go. I hope this bears fruit. If not, you’re back to square one.”

Devan sighed, shoulders slumping for a moment. “Trust me, I know.”

Standing, Inigo gestured for them to follow. “You can borrow my personal schooner. No loss to shipping if something happens to it. Just take a care, Cousin. I don’t want anything happening to you. Or you, Tan.”

Awww, Inigo did care. Tan grinned and waved away all concern. “Trust me. I won’t let anything happen to my boo-bear.”

Whatever tried would meet a very swift and violent death.


Five

Devan

The sea air felt fine indeed on his face, creating a nostalgic sort of feeling. Devan had rarely been on a ship since he’d joined the knighthood. The spray was cool, the air crisp, and he breathed in deeply several times, just enjoying the sensation. Sailing wasn’t something he’d done in years, and with the feel of the ship cutting through the water, the wind in his hair, he realized he’d missed it keenly. It turned out sailing was rather like riding a horse—no matter how long it had been, you still remembered how to do it. It just took a second for Devan to get his sea legs under him.

The schooner was in tip-top shape, as expected of Inigo, and it cut through the waters at a fine clip. Longbow strapped to his back, Devan manned the helm, steering it toward the Straits, while Tan skipped around on the main deck, wielding magic willy-nilly. He’d said something about ‘safety precautions’ and such, which Devan had interpreted as mending spells and protections for the ship and its crew. He was all for it so let the man do his work without asking details.

With twenty minutes or so to go before they hit the Straits, it gave Devan a little room to think, and think he did. He’d meant every word of what he’d said to Tan this morning. He couldn’t fathom going back to the castle permanently, not after realizing what he had last night. Just the idea of staying made him throw up in his soul. No. Just no.

All of that said, it did bring up the question: If he was not a knight, then what was he? Devan had never aspired to be anything else. As much headache and heartache as this mantle had caused him, it had still been one he’d shouldered willingly. He was known as the First Knight of Goodwine, for fuck’s sake. If he left the castle, what did he do for the rest of his life?

Smuggling seemed…not the best decision. Devan had steered clear of that path for a reason; it had never sat quite well with him. Granted, after spending over a decade in court, smuggling seemed downright honest in comparison. Still, he was not a smuggler.

He had no doubt Tan would take him in as a kept man and pamper him the rest of his life. Devan didn’t even need to ask to know that. That didn’t sit right with him, either. Devan had worked—and worked hard—his entire life. To just stop was unfathomable to him.

Still…he needed to let go of his position with the knights. Maybe what he could be in the future was a question left for the future. Devan didn’t need to answer it right this second. He’d feel better if he had a plan in place, no question, but he didn’t need to know every detail in order to leave. There were facts, ironclad facts, that he could build this decision on.

One, his oaths were being broken on a daily basis. By the monarchs he was sworn to protect, no less. They went both ways, to be upheld by himself and the monarchs. It wasn’t a one-way street. They too had oaths to protect and govern the people in the country’s best interest. Serenity broke them every five minutes. In all reality, Devan didn’t have oaths in place anymore because of Serenity.

Two, Devan could admit in the light of day that his sacrifices were in vain. Yes, he’d stopped her from doing truly terrible things to people, but it was always a temporary victory. The next day, she would just attempt something else. The second Devan left, all of his work would be for naught. Her father king certainly had no interest in reining her in. All he did was either ignore or indulge her, too afraid of his own daughter to stop her. There was no help from that quarter. Devan either had to commit until the grave to protect the country from her, or he had to leave now before there was nothing left to give. There was no middle ground to be had.

Three—and this was just as important as the rest—Tan made him happy. Devan felt far more stable and happier with him than he’d been in a very, very long time. He wanted to give himself that feeling back. He deserved personal happiness.

Devan’s eyes sought out the man who had stolen his heart and he couldn’t help but smile. The sea wind had ruffled Tan’s silky black hair, sending it in a wild sweep off his forehead, and there was a wide, gleeful grin on his face. He was clearly enjoying himself. Devan’s heart skipped a beat just looking at him.

This man had waited for him patiently for fifteen years. If anything, Devan only felt regret he’d made Tan wait this long. To himself, he swore to not make him wait a moment longer than necessary.

Yes, choosing Tan over Serenity was a no-brainer. Devan’s choice was clear and he felt far more at peace now as it settled into his bones. He’d leave the knighthood. He wouldn’t do it immediately—he wouldn’t do that to Wells—but he would prepare to leave and then exit with good grace.

That was the right course.

Tan bounced up to the main deck, acting as if he’d been on boats his entire life and, land legs? What were those? “I really should buy a boat. This is more fun than I anticipated. Don’t worry, I put all sorts of spells on Inigo’s lovely little lady here. I’ve got mending spells all around the hull and deck, just in case we do incur damage, as well as cushioning spells on the hull. If we have to abandon her in a hurry, she’ll end up snagged on the rocks somewhere, but she won’t sink like the others.”

“Inigo will be thrilled to hear it.”

“I figure he’s been nice enough to let us borrow her. Might as well give her back in one piece.”

Tan whirled to stand next to him, an open air of satisfaction around him. “Do you miss this? Sailing?”

“I do. I didn’t realize how much until we got underway. It reminds me of times when I sailed with my father. He always had me man the helm at least part of the journey, so I could learn the feel of the ship and the route. He was a smart man that way.”

“Did you have to use that knowledge? Aside from now.”

“Twice, in fact. Once, the whole boat got food poisoning from a bad ham. They were throwing up for two days. I hadn’t eaten any of it—I’m not fond of blackened ham, it’s too spicy for me—so I was fine. I took the helm and let them rest. If I hadn’t, we would have been four days delayed and missed our trading connection, so my father rewarded me handsomely for the assist.”

“How old were you?”

“Eleven.”

Tan let out a low whistle. “Wow, he trusted an eleven-year-old at the helm?”

“Oh, he sat at my side as much as he could, kept an eye on me, but he let me do the work. I was always big for my age, so I had the necessary height and strength to manage it all.”

“You were one of those ultra-responsible people from birth, weren’t you?” Tan said as if accusing him of being an axe murderer.

“I may have been,” Devan admitted amenably.

“That explains a lot.”

“I thought it would.”

“Do you miss the trading? I know you didn’t like the smuggling side.”

“Eh, I was never really good at that. I’m not a good haggler. I miss visiting the other countries, though, eating their cuisine and talking with people. That I do miss. Becoming a knight kept me landlocked in Goodwine.”

“Even more reason to leave.”

“I can’t argue that.” Now that they were on the subject, it made Devan realize the obvious. “Tan, you don’t work just in Goodwine, do you?”

“Hell no, I hop all over.” Tan waggled his eyebrows in a bewitching way. “You’re welcome to come with me.”

“I will, too.”

“Awww, boo-bear!” Tan threw his arms around Devan’s waist and hugged him. “Hearing those words out of your mouth makes me so happy.”

Devan hugged him back and dropped a kiss on Tan’s head. How did he explain to this man that he was the one making Devan happy? Words seemed so inadequate.

“I would capitalize on this moment but we just hit the Straits, didn’t we?” Tan frowned at the rocks they passed. “Damn. Poor timing.”

“We are here to do a job.” Unable to resist teasing, Devan tilted his head to whisper near Tan’s temple, “I can do things to you later.”

“You are such a wretched tease,” Tan breathed, almond-shaped eyes flaring wide with happy surprise. “If you don’t, I’ll do terrible things to you. Terrible.”

Devan just chuckled, not bothered. He’d make good on that promise regardless of what happened today. Teasing Tan was quite fun, actually. He really must do this more often.

Tan had his mouth open to say something sarcastic back, but something made him pause, his expression shifting to curious as his head turned back toward the sea.

“Um, Devan. I hear music. Do you hear music?”

Devan had to strain his ears and focus for a long second before he could catch the faintest hint of singing, something high and sweet and melodic. “I think I do.”

“I know I do. It’s coming from up ahead. No one lives in this area, right? Below the cliffs, I mean.”

“Too inhospitable,” Devan confirmed, perplexed. “I have heard sounds carry a long distance out here, though. Something about the way the cliff is shaped carries sound.”

Tan made a thoughtful noise in the back of his throat, head tilting up. “I think we just passed Topaz’s house so we’re in the hot spot for those shipwrecks. Yup, there they are, just ahead.”

“Singing…does not bode well.” In fact, Devan had chills racing up and down his arms. Unpleasant ones.

“Tell me about it. I can think of a few creatures that sing, and none of them are pleasant, to say the least.” Tan let go of him, already heading for the stairs. “I want a better look ahead. Keep on course.”

“Alright.”

The music got progressively louder as Tan made his way toward the prow of the ship. There was no mistaking it now—the sound was definitely local to the lower area, not traveling in from the cliffs. Devan still couldn’t make sense of it. The Straits were entirely inhospitable; only ships could navigate through these rocky waters. There was nothing here but rocks and water, and the narrow ledges were covered by high tide on a regular basis. No one sane tried to stay down here for any length of time.

So who in the world could be singing?

Devan rounded one of the larger islands of the Straits and immediately saw the answer. Ahead of them, arrayed on the rocks like they were sunning themselves, were ethereal white beings. A good two dozen or so at least. At first glance they looked like mermaids; the long tail with fins at the end suggested that, at least. But mermaids had a multitude of skin colors, were far shorter and compact, and didn’t sing.

These creatures were singing.

The closer the ship got to them, the louder the song, and it was very pretty. Some of the best vocals Devan had ever heard. They weren’t just singing but waving to them, beckoning, some of them shifting white hair off their chests to display their breasts in a wanton way.

How did Devan politely tell a creature no fucking way?

Tan walked along the side of the deck as he made his way back to Devan, laughing as he did so. “Sirens. Of course it’s sirens, that makes perfect sense. Sorry, ladies, not at all interested! I’m a dick sort of man, hope you understand. Also taken. Very taken.”

The song faltered as the sirens grew frustrated. Neither Tan nor Devan were reacting as they wanted, and the frustration was apparent even at this fifty-yard distance. Their mouths drew back in snarls, revealing sharp teeth, and a few pounded fists against the rock. Tan clapping in a mocking way probably wasn’t helping.

“Hey, Devan!” Tan called to him. “Spin us about! We need an encore!”

Now what was he up to? Devan shook his head and moved to obey. There wasn’t a good spot to turn here, but a little further ahead he could do so without endangering the hull. They were nowhere near out of the Straits, but it did open up at a few places to allow larger maneuvers, one of them being just ahead. He was focused on maneuvering the ship, so he couldn’t really analyze this, but…the singing didn’t at all affect him. Wasn’t it supposed to?

Granted, Devan had always been the type to need an emotional connection with someone before he could feel true desire for them, so maybe that was it? His own nature thwarting them?

Devan hit the right spot and turned the ship nimbly about for a second pass. Truly, though, what was Tan’s plan? He seemed all too energetic as they sailed back for the sirens.

The song abruptly changed and he glanced back, not sure what that signified. Were they trying a different tune since the first hadn’t worked? It was more in a minor key, sounding a bit haunting but still beautiful. None of it stirred Devan still.

“Tan, what do you plan to do?”

Tan stared intently at the sirens, his head not even turning in response.

“Tan?” Devan leaned sideways to look at him. Was he not hearing him— Oh. Shit.

One glance at Tan and it was obvious the sirens had hit at least one mark.

Tan, under his alarmed eyes, was becoming steadily entranced.


Six

Devan

Dammit, Tan was definitely entranced now. He swayed to the beat of the haunting music, back and forth, and it sounded suspiciously like he might be humming. Like he was trying to sing along.

Devan did not like this. Not one bit.

An entranced Tan was problematic in the extreme. Devan had no idea how to get over to him without letting go of the wheel and, at this junction of the Straits, that was unwise. One wrong moment and the ship would slam against the rocks.

The logistics of getting to Tan and shaking him out of it frustrated Devan.

Actually, this whole situation frustrated him.

For one thing, Tan was supposed to be their protection, so if he succumbed to the sirens’ song, what were they supposed to do? Try to just sail past? Sounded good in theory, but if Tan was like the other sailors and jumped overboard to reach the sirens, Devan would have to go in after him, and that mental picture didn’t end well at all.

Secondly—and this was the petty side of him—he hated the idea that someone else could turn Tan’s head like this. The man was supposed to be infatuated with him. This irked Devan and he couldn’t pretend otherwise.

He and Tan would have a long talk about this later.

Tan skipped closer to the edge, hands gripping the wood of the railing. He leaned over enough that Devan’s heart shot into his throat. Alarm didn’t begin to cover his feelings just then.

“Oh look, there’s a Devan!” Tan bounced happily. “And there’s a Devan, and oooh, there’s another Devan over there. Wow. Wow, it’s not even my birthday and there’s so many of you!”

Wait.

Wait a damn minute. The sirens’ song made Tan think he was over there? Tan was affected because he saw Devan on those rocks?

Devan’s indignation died a premature death right on the spot. He couldn’t find this situation cute—not with danger lurking so close—but he had a feeling he’d be laughing about this later. After they vanquished these sirens and had ales to mellow the victory.

For now, he had to somehow get Tan away from the edge before the sirens lured him completely overboard.

“Tan?” he called strongly, trying to override the noise of the singing.

Tan didn’t move, but he did twitch, like he’d heard Devan but was too entranced to respond.

Devan tried again. “TAN!”

This time he did turn, at least his head, and blinked at Devan. “Oh! There’s a Devan over here too.”

Beckoning with a hand, Devan encouraged, “Come. If you come over here, I’ll kiss you.”

“Oooh, kisses! I’m always on board for smooches.”

Oh thank the gods, that worked. Tan skipped right to him, ignoring the sirens like they were barking dogs. Devan couldn’t believe that worked so easily in his favor, but he wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth, either.

The second Tan stepped in close enough, Devan grabbed him around the waist and reeled him in. He’d not let go until this spell had left Tan’s eyes, either. If he hadn’t known better, Devan would say Tan was high off coral fish poisoning or some such. The man’s dark eyes looked glassy, and he had the most vapid expression Devan had ever seen. There was no sign of Tan’s usual intelligence or spark. It was conversely more worrying to see him like this than close to the sirens.

How to get him back? How to bring him to his senses once more? Dammit, Devan didn’t know enough about either magic or sirens to even guess at this point.

Tan pointed at his lips. “Kiss.”

He had promised that, and Devan felt like it was a good way to keep him close without it devolving into a fight, so he leaned in to kiss the man.

Those lips felt delightfully familiar after the many kisses they’d shared last night. Tan kissed him back with enthusiasm, rising up on tiptoes to even out their height. Tan snuck his tongue into Devan’s mouth, and he accepted it with a groan of pleasure. The man kissed like sex and sin. Devan would contemplate some very shady things in order to kiss Tan on a regular basis.

Tan dropped slowly back down on his heels, breaking the kiss, mouth parted as he caught his breath.

Devan had to focus for a moment, make sure he was steering the ship in the right direction to avoid crashing into the rocks. He absolutely didn’t want to wreck them or drive them near the sirens, Tan’s spells of protection or no. Then his eyes went back to Tan. He seemed…better? Not as glassy eyed.

“My darling.” Tan stopped, drew in a breath, and his head turned toward the sirens in creaking degrees, the motion faintly sinister. His words were spoken in a dark, dangerous purr. “Did those wretched creatures bespell me to think they were you?”

“It seemed that way to me,” Devan confirmed uneasily. “You kept pointing to them and exclaiming how many Devans there were.”

“Oh did I.”

Tan was mad. Tan was hopping mad. On a scale of one to ten—one being dismemberment, ten being mass destruction—Tan was hovering somewhere around a 15.3. If fire could be shot out of someone’s eyes, the sirens would be pillars of flame right about now.

Memo to Devan: When Tan got into one of these moods, stay well behind him.

They were almost past the sirens at this point, the ship carrying them safely past. The sirens sounded frustrated, or at least the song was wavering again as it became apparent this one hadn’t worked either. Devan dared a glance back and found them shaking their fists in the ship’s direction.

He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, what Tan would say next.

“Devan. Turn the ship around.”

Yup, called it. “You sure you won’t be sucked back into whatever song they try next?”

“Oh, I’m quite sure. Love’s kiss broke the spell, so they can’t enchant me again.”

Love’s kiss…? Truly? Him kissing Tan had broken the spell and not just distracted him enough for his normal protections to engage? That’s what Devan had assumed, anyway.

He pointed to himself in question. “Me kissing you really did that?”

Tan shot him a wink. “You’re very potent, my love.”

“Well. I’ll remember that for any future trouble. Alright, if you’re sure, I’ll turn us back around.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine.”

When Tan said it was fine in that tone, with that smile, it was not fine. Ever. Devan saw the right area to turn around in, so he did, but still…he didn’t trust this mood Tan was in. No one sane would.

He focused on turning the ship about, getting them back on course for a third pass, and then prudently asked some questions.

“Tan, what’s your plan?”

“Why?” Tan countered without even looking at him. He cracked his head from side to side like a boxer about to enter the ring.

See? That, that right there was why Devan needed to ask questions. “All I ask is that you don’t commit a crime…that I’m against.”

“Just a little murder, darling. It’s a regular Friday night for me. Holes and dead bodies.”

Uh-huh. Somehow, surprisingly, Devan failed to be reassured. “Will the Straits survive this?”

“As long as no one hears the explosions, it’ll be fine.”

Alarm shot up his spine. “It’s not fine! Why are there always explosions?!”

“That’s what makes it fun.” The bright smile on Tan’s face did not match the dark fury in his eyes.

“But not fine!” Devan countered in despair. “Just don’t blow up the Straits, that’s all I ask.”

Tan patted him soothingly on the chest like he was a toddler to be consoled. “Just for you, darling.”

Oh gods, here we go.

Tan strode right toward the prow in a murder-stride, his boots clicking sharply against the wood of the deck. There was no way to call it anything else but murder-stride. His entire being gave off murderous vibes.

Bye, sirens. Wish he could say it had been a pleasure, but all things considered…

Tan’s hands shot out to either side in a sharp snap, palms out, and Devan could feel the very water vibrate under the ship. Oh shit. What the hell was Tan doing? Devan was under no illusions. Tan was powerful enough that if he wanted to raise the entire seafloor under them, he could do it without much strain.

He’d just promised Devan he wouldn’t destroy the Straits. He remembered that, right?

Right?

The water shook even harder and it came up hard all of a sudden, the very element forming a thick wall all around them. The ship bobbed as Tan pulled water from all around them, the ship lifting with it, the pull strong enough Devan could both hear and see it. He eyed it all nervously because, frankly, he didn’t want to go anywhere near that. That wall of water was powerful enough to break the ship apart. Devan looked around them in awe, taking in the walls that now soared over their heads by a good hundred feet, like a tidal wave caught in a crest, perpetually rising without falling.

“Devan,” Tan called calmly. His words were too clear; he must be using a voice amplifying spell to counter the rush of water around them.

Devan had to swallow, hard, to manage a response. “Yeah?”

“Park us in front of their rock.”

That was not a request. Devan gave a nod and threw a loop over the helm to keep it on course for a bit so he could scamper over to the anchor’s lever and throw it. The anchor wouldn’t stop them immediately—it would need to catch on something below—so it should slow them just enough to put the ship more or less level with the sirens.

Who were panicking now. No question. They pointed to the sea walls with fear obvious on their faces, their songs very absent now.

Devan didn’t know how to explain this to them but they had pissed off the wrong person.

Tan moved to adjust to the ship as it slowed, bringing their starboard to a gradual stop in front of the large rock, or at least close enough to make no nevermind. Like the powerful sorcerer he was, he stacked one spell on top of another, not flinching under the burden of holding multiple spells at once. He flicked his hands up and, with it, the walls around them grew higher pitched in sound, like a rushing waterfall going upward into the sky. Devan had no idea what Tan had just done, but he did sense on a primal level that even trying to get through those walls would be instant death. It would decapitate someone immediately. Their only chance was to swim under the ship—well, assuming Tan’s vortex of water didn’t go straight down to the seabed. It might.

Seeing no escape, the sirens hissed at Tan, rising up, acting as if they were going to board and take this fight directly to him. Devan grabbed his longbow, ready to fight them if they really tried for that. Just in case, he best guard the man’s back as he worked his magic.

Tan didn’t seem to realize what the sirens intended. Either that or he didn’t care. (Devan’s vote was the latter.)

In a casual tone, like he was commenting on the weather, Tan informed them, “There will be murder in a bit, so nice meeting you.”

The sirens hissed even louder at him, now moving with their hands, dragging themselves across the rock to the ship. It unnerved Devan enough he put some pep into his step, moving hastily down the stairs and toward Tan’s side.

Tan flicked his fingers and fire started up immediately, growing into flaming balls that hovered over his palms. The heat radiating from them was hot enough Devan could feel it from ten feet away.

Lifting both hands in a throwing stance, Tan declared flatly, “Let there be consequences.”


Seven

Tan

And here’s a fireball! And there’s a fireball! Everywhere’s a fireball!

Why yes, Tan was still upset. Thanks for asking.

No, his anger would not be satisfied until every single siren was barbeque.

Only part of his anger had to deal with embarrassment. The fact they’d tricked him into thinking there were multiple Devans was just…words failed him. Utterly failed him. It made his blood boil just thinking about how trippy he’d been.

There would be carnage for this. Sheer, raw carnage.

The lethal wall of water he had around the immediate area kept the sirens from escaping. They tried to rush the ship instead, thinking to counterattack to force him to stop, but that didn’t work in their favor either. Tan was speed itself when casting fireballs. He spat out one after another, frying the creatures into crisps.

What few managed to escape the first two barrages of fireballs met a timely end at Devan’s hands. His knight had packed a longbow and proved to be quite a good shot.

So talented, that man. He truly got sexier the longer Tan knew him.

One siren was trying to escape over by the stern, trying to slide between rock and ship and into the water. Tan scorched her without mercy, letting her carcass thud against the rock. Not that he could hear much of the impact over the roar of the water all around them. It was like a rushing wall of sound, hard on the ears after a while.

Where was the next one? Where? Were they hiding? How dare they. They had invoked Tan’s wrath. Not one would be spared.

Worse than Tan’s embarrassment, how dare they endanger his knight. There were laws against that. Okay, fine, there weren’t any official laws, but there should be. Devan, endangerment of, followed by a stiff sentence. Preferably corporal punishment.

Devan’s hand landed on his shoulder and gripped soothingly. “Tan, I think we got them all.”

“Are you absolutely sure?” Tan squinted at the rock suspiciously. Did it dare to hide enemies from him? There would be repercussions if it dared. It would henceforth be known as gravel.

“I haven’t seen a single indication of movement ever since you got that one heading for the water. I’m pretty sure. Can you do some kind of seeking spell to confirm?”

Tan reluctantly let go of his fireballs and switched to a seeking magic. It had a limited range, due to the water spell ringing around them, but he cast it as wide as he could.

No living sirens, confirmed.

Well, damn. That meant he had to calm down now. “They’re dead.”

“See? We’re good now.” Devan leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Good job.”

Tan scrunched up his nose, still aggravated. He wouldn’t mind killing a dozen or so more, but what could a man do? He was out of targets.

Fine. Tan let the water spell go, the sea water steadily returning to its natural state, the pace just slow enough to avoid capsizing them. The schooner bobbed up and down for a moment and Tan leaned into Devan in a bid to keep his balance. That had tossed him back and forth more than he’d expected.

Devan, of course, was like a damn rock. He just stood there like nothing in particular was happening.

When the ship settled again, Devan looked down at him with a half smile.

“Well, that problem is solved. What do you want to do? We can turn around and return to Illesea, or, we can continue the rest of the way to Amson and be there in time for a late dinner.”

“Next port,” Tan said decisively. “Killing sirens works up an appetite.”

“Next port it is, then.”

Tan helped him reel the anchor back in, straightening things out so they could get back underway, which they did with efficiency. When Devan manned the helm, Tan discreetly cast another seeking spell, just in case. It was easier to do it like this when he could tell the spell precisely what he was looking for.

Still no sirens anywhere. Tan pursed his lips thoughtfully as he looked around the Straits. It could well be that nothing was nearby right now, but that might change overnight. With the competition out of the way, something else might realize this was fertile hunting ground and try to move in.

Tan would need to keep an eye on this spot.

They sailed the rest of the way to the next port, arriving without fanfare just as sunset brushed against the horizon. Tan spent the whole trip flirting with Devan, and Devan teased right back, giving as good as he got. Watching Devan unwind from a stressful situation was a pleasure in and of itself.

Devan maneuvered them into a dock with finesse, and Tan threw someone on the docks their lead line so they could be tied in. He left the ship in relief. As fun as the day had started out, sailing the high seas with a handsome man, it had been spoiled rather quickly. Damn sirens.

Devan, proving he knew the city rather well, escorted Tan off the main street and up the hill, closer to the edges of Yrago Woods, and into a modest sized bed-and-breakfast. Quite a charming little building, really, and it looked old enough to have been here at the city’s founding.

The owner greeted Devan by name with a smile and inquired about family, all while checking them in a room. His family must be regulars here, no question. They were ushered into a small dining room in the back of the main floor, served a very excellent meal of baked salmon with curry rice—truly, Tan might portal back here for dinner just to repeat the experience, the dish was that savory—and all told, it was a nice, quiet evening.

A little too quiet.

Tan admittedly had a bout of low-level nerves twerking at his stomach. Devan was clearly thinking hard, his expression pensive. He’d worn this expression off and on since last night. Tan had promised to let him think, and he was doing his best to stick with it. He was just having to bite his tongue. A lot. It was hard to let Devan think when he didn’t know if the train of thought would work out in Tan’s favor. Fifteen years he’d waited for this man. Fifteen years of wishes, with little hope, and now he was so close to having Devan he could taste it. It conversely scared him. He wanted to know what Devan was thinking. What held him back still? The oaths? Devan had indicated he didn’t consider himself bound to those anymore after the way Serenity broke her end of the deal over and over.

Thinking of the people he’d abandon to her whims when he leaves? That might be it. Devan was very conscientious and responsible.

Or was it something else entirely, something Tan didn’t know enough to guess? For all that he adored this man, there was quite a bit about Devan that he didn’t know. Which rankled, but only time could fix it.

Tan waited until after dinner, dessert, and baths. They retreated to their room upstairs—a large, spacious corner bedroom overlooking the woods, quite a lovely room all told. Devan was still pensive.

Well, this wouldn’t do. Tan took it upon himself to jar Devan out of his head. He was nice that way.

“Devan? My sweetie, what’s got that frown on your face?”

Devan sat on the edge of the low bed, throwing his damp towel toward the hamper in the corner. He stared hard at his hands as if they held the answers to all the questions he could fathom.

“Tan. There’s a lot I don’t know how to handle, truth told. Answers elude me and I can’t see a path forward, not clearly.” His head lifted and he looked straight into Tan’s eyes. There was uncertainty there, enough to break a man’s heart. “Just answer me this. You said you liked me fifteen years ago. You choose me now. Will you still choose me ten, twenty, thirty years from now?”

Of all the questions to ask, why the obvious one? Tan canted his head and stared down at this man, wondering how Devan could even question that. The words dismissed Tan’s own bout of nerves, letting him answer bluntly. “I’ve chosen you for fifteen years with no promise of returned feelings. I don’t see how another fifty is going to change my opinion any.”

Devan blinked, taking in that simple answer, then his golden-brown eyes crinkled up in a silent laugh. “I just asked a stupid question, didn’t I?”

“Stupidest question I’ve ever heard out of your mouth, but I forgive you for it, darling. We’ve had a rough day, after all.”

“You’re so kind.”

“Good of you to realize it.”

Tan blamed all those two-faced people Devan had to deal with on a regular basis for the man’s insecurities right now. To think, to even contemplate for a second, that Tan wouldn’t want him in the future was the height of ridiculousness. Of course he would. As long as Devan breathed, Tan would want this man.

You know what? Time to show him.

Tan stripped off his own shirt and tossed it carelessly on the ground before reaching for Devan. Devan reached for him as he got closer, sliding his hands around Tan’s hips, aiding him as Tan straddled his thighs. Such massive, yummy thighs. Tan closed in to kiss this man whom he loved more than reason.

He felt Devan smile into the kiss, his own hands grabbing Tan’s ass and giving it a loving squeeze.

How dare the man home in on his weakness so quickly. Tan loved ass play.

The kiss grew heated, their tongues invading each other’s mouths to duel, a mimicry of sex. Tan really hoped Devan wouldn’t stop them again tonight. They were both sober, after all, and he wanted—no, needed. It had become a need to have this man.

Tan pulled up the back of Devan’s shirt, finding bare skin and smoothing a palm up it. Having that warm, firm body under his hands felt very nice indeed. Why Devan had even bothered to put a shirt on after his bath was the real question.

Breaking the kiss, Tan trailed down to a sensitive spot just under Devan’s right ear, sucking a light mark there. Devan’s head tilted to give him access, his breath coming in short little pants, a sure sign he was becoming aroused. That and the distinct hardness pressing up against Tan’s ass.

Tan had never seen him like this before, so lost in pleasure and sweetly trusting. He liked it more than he should. He said that only because he could feel the obsession of driving Devan crazy on a regular basis start to kick in.

Oops?

Devan tugged his mouth up and back to his, lips diving onto Tan’s, feeding off Tan’s mouth like a man denied food for months only to be faced with a banquet. That was more or less the case, or at least Tan felt just as hungry for him. Tan might have to call off all plans for the next three days. If he kept Devan like this for three days straight, he might be able to calm down enough to be a rational human being next week.

No promises, though.

As much as he enjoyed kissing this man senseless, Tan was getting hard himself, and the pants were restrictive enough to threaten blood flow. He wanted clothes off.

He sat back for a second, a tad short on breath himself, and spoke a quick spell. In seconds, all clothing melted right off them to land somewhere else in the room, making audible plopping sounds as they hit the floor.

Devan blinked down at himself, seeming startled at the sudden nakedness, then grinned up at Tan. “Did you seriously just lose all patience and spell our clothes off?”

“Clothes on you right now is a crime,” Tan explained earnestly.

“Uh-huh.”

Tan had a witty comeback to that, but Devan chose to drop his hand to Tan’s half-hard cock at that moment and every other thought evaporated like it never existed. Those hot fingers wrapped around him, tugging upward in a sensual glide, felt amazing. Tan’s head fell back, eyes slipping shut so he could focus on the sensation. Damn. Damn, that felt fine.

He definitely needed to return the favor.

Devan let out this little purring sound as Tan’s fingers found his dick and gave it some loving attention. The hunger and heat in the man’s eyes was everything in that moment, pure desire that spoke to Tan’s own. Hearing the way his breathing changed, seeing the open pleasure on his face as Tan touched him, it was all so perfect. Tan had dreamed of exactly this.

Reality was so much better.

Devan kissed him gently once, twice, lips lingering.

“I don’t want to think right now. Take me?”

Tan blinked, not expecting those words. He was happy to oblige, though, no question. Downright giddy about it. Tan had fantasized about being taken himself, but the opportunity to drive Devan crazy was too much to pass up. “With pleasure. Quite literally.”

He smacked a kiss against that mobile mouth before standing up, a flat hand on Devan’s chest pushing him down. Devan’s legs still hung over the edge of the bed, which was fine; Tan wanted this position to start with. Devan went easily, splayed out for Tan’s viewing pleasure, and it certainly was that. His hands were tucked under his head, arms and chest defined in that position, eyes filled with trust and anticipation. The smirk on his face, too, hinted he liked watching Tan as much as Tan enjoyed looking at him.

His lover was a damn fine man.

Tan sucked kisses down his chest, using his ears and fingers to register Devan’s reactions, noting what was good and what wasn’t. Devan liked it when Tan grazed a nipple with his teeth, felt the shudder under his hands. His breath stuttered as Tan used the flat of his tongue to lick down his happy trail. As he lowered himself to the floor, he continued the licking motion up Devan’s cock, from base to tip, using one hand to keep it steady.

Devan groaned, hand tightening its hold in Tan’s hair.

Definitely liked that. Noted.

Driving Devan slowly over the edge was proving great fun.

Tan had another goal in mind. Lifting one of Devan’s legs, he put it over his shoulder for access and trailed his mouth lower.

“Tan, pity,” Devan gasped. “Why are you teasing me so much?”

“It’s because I’m evil,” Tan whispered against his skin, then bit the inside of his thigh. (Tan might be a biter.) “It’s literally in my job description.”

Devan chuckled, or he started to, right until Tan found that taut ring of muscle and traced it with the tip of his tongue. The chuckle became a strangled groan.

Tan had always considered rimming more intimate than fucking, and with his face buried in musk-scented skin, he agreed with past him. Hearing the noises pouring out of Devan’s mouth as he fucked his tongue in and out, feeling the give as that hot channel opened up to him, gave him a thrill all on its own.

The sheets gave a tearing sound. Devan might have just ripped seams under the force of his grip, oops. He was making delicious noises, too, animalistic pants and whines of pleasure. Hearing them turned on every primal instinct in Tan. He had to have this man.

Now.

His bag wasn’t far from where he knelt, so he snatched it up, found the right pocket, and yanked the jar of lube out. (Mental note: spell lube to come when called.)

Devan tugged at his arm in frustration, too far gone to string words together, but his intent was clear: Get back here.

So impatient, this one. Tan hid a smirk against hot skin as he coated a finger and slid it into Devan’s ass.

Devan let out a sigh as if that was even better, more of what he wanted. It went in easy too so Tan slid in another, eyes taking in every nuance of expression. Devan didn’t show the slightest bit of discomfort but holy hell was the man tight. He had clearly not had sex in a while, matching what Tan knew of his history.

A third finger, all while Tan sucked love bites into the skin of Devan’s thighs, feeling the jump and quiver of muscles as Tan opened him up. Devan’s eyes were closed, expression one of bliss. It proved to be Tan’s undoing. Looking at Devan like this, he couldn’t take anymore.

He slapped lube on his own throbbing cock and stood, keeping Devan’s leg over his shoulder. Devan’s eyes opened to a sliver as Tan lined up and pushed slowly, easily in. The knight’s head tilted back, a deep groan vibrating in his throat.

“Gods you’re sexy like this,” Tan whispered, mostly to himself. “I wish I could draw worth a shit. I’d capture you just like this.”

Devan grabbed at Tan’s arms, holding on as Tan bottomed out inside of him.

Glorious heat surrounded him, flexing around Tan’s cock as if to keep him there. It was literally all Tan could do to not come right then and there. Who told the man to be so perfect? He felt branded by that heat, especially when Devan wrapped his free leg around Tan’s waist and tried to pull him even further in.

The man was killing him. Absolutely killing him.

Instinct had him moving before he could really think. He pulled back, pushed in, felt/heard the mixture of gasp and moan as he thrust in. On the next thrust in, a stuttered gasp escaped Devan’s mouth, his hold on Tan borderline punishing. Oh, he liked that. Tan could feel Devan’s heel drive into his back, urging him in harder, deeper, and animal instinct took over. He drove in hard enough to make Devan’s head snap back, feeling nothing but primal satisfaction in return.

The bed squeaked in protest as he drove into Devan, over and over again, driving them both to the edge. He felt his own sanity unraveling, the heat pulling him back in every time he drew out, his groin tingling with an overload of sensation. His climax was approaching at high speed.

Tan wasn’t about to come alone.

He shifted a hand down to Devan’s upright cock, stroking it with his still lubed hand. He made the hand firm, relentless, watching as Devan’s back damn near arched off the bed as he became overloaded with sensations.

In a muted scream, he came hard under Tan’s hand, entire body clenching up and around Tan, shaking. It was too sublime, feeling that ass clench around him too, demanding an equal response. Tan buried his head into Devan’s shoulder and slammed in once more, hips pumping in micro bursts as he came hard.

Tan could only breathe. Thoughts were beyond him. He lay draped over Devan’s chest, felt the man also breathing hard under him, fingers gently combing through his hair. When he felt like words might be available once more, he tilted his head up to put a chin on Devan’s sternum. “You. You tried to melt my brain, didn’t you?”

“Excuse me, that was you,” Devan retorted easily, not even bothering to open his eyes.

Smug bastard. Tan grinned at him, enjoying seeing Devan like this. He’d never seen the man this relaxed, even when drugged up to his eyeballs after the vampire’s attack. It was a very good look on him.

Tan dedicated himself to making it happen more often.

He kissed a firm pec and got his elbows under him, pushing up. “Let’s clean up a touch, cuddle, I’ll give you five minutes to recover”—even he could feel the leer on his face—“and then I want to ride you.”

Devan gave him a matching leer. “Good plan. We’re not going to sleep tonight, are we?”

“Sleep is for wimps.”

“That’s what I thought.”


Eight

Tan

To say Tan woke up as happy as a clam might well be the understatement of the century. Usually mornings were this evil trauma he had to suffer through, but this morning he woke with a smile on his face. How could he not? After the night he and Devan had just shared.

There was just one lingering question he wasn’t sure how to answer: What had he said or done that finally got Devan to give in? Tan felt like he’d repeated every possible sentiment a dozen times over, so what had done the ticket? Or was this not something from his side, but pressures in the castle that forced Devan’s hand? Combination of the two?

Well, he probably didn’t have to question it. Devan wanted out, that’s all that really mattered.

Look at him, being all cute while sleeping. Man was bad for his willpower. Not that Tan had possessed much to begin with. Willpower, yoo-hoo! See? It didn’t even come when called. Not Tan’s fault he couldn’t resist impulses, then.

He poked at a stubbled cheek just because. Devan wrinkled his nose, aggravated, then blinked those gorgeous eyes open.

“You’re real, right?” Tan demanded, half-teasing. He had dreamed of this moment so many times it did mix with reality a little. “You’re not some overly solid figment of my imagination?”

“Yes, I’m real.” There was a rasp to Devan’s voice, his throat still thick with sleep.

“Oh good. No takebacks, I hope you understand that.”

Devan chuckled, the sound deep and earthy. Like the very idea of taking it all back amused him. Good answer, Tan liked it very much.

Catching Tan’s hand, Devan brought it up to his mouth and placed a kiss against the palm. His eyes were warm with affection as he looked at Tan. “I choose you too, beloved.”

In that moment, it felt like Devan cradled Tan’s heart with both hands. Tears immediately filled his eyes. The joy and relief that filled his chest was breathtaking. Hearing those words, having that confirmation, was everything. Fifteen years. Tan had been desperately waiting to hear that for fifteen years now. He’d had so few opportunities to cross paths with Devan, he’d often despaired if their meeting again would ever happen or not. If he would ever get the chance to even confess to this man.

In his bleakest hours, he’d contemplated portaling in and kidnapping Devan directly. If not for Fa’s disastrous outcome when she’d tried it, he might well have. Still, there were times when he’d been sorely tempted and only Hans’ good sense had kept his wilder impulses in check.

He’d dreamed of this, yes, of having Devan at his side. Of waking up to the man after a night of sweet passion, seeing Devan smiling back up at him. For all that he’d dreamed of it, he’d often feared they would only ever be that—dreams.

Something of this reflected on his face, it must have, as Devan brushed a gentle thumb along his cheek. “What is it?”

“Fifteen years,” Tan whispered, his heart strings tangling and pulling hard in his chest, the pain bittersweet. “Fifteen years of hopes, of plans, of dashed dreams. You’ve no idea how many times I despaired because I couldn’t reach you. I often lay awake at night, fearing what might happen the next day because that princess kept sending you out on dangerous missions. What would happen without me there to safeguard you? The thought tormented me at times. I couldn’t do anything about it. You didn’t know me well enough to trust my intentions toward you.”

Devan’s eyes filled with understanding. “None of that happened.”

“I know. You have no idea how thankful I am, too. That you’re strong enough, smart enough, to safeguard yourself through all of that. Still, I have fifteen years of bottled-up emotions, repressed and caged in here,”—Tan thumped a palm over his heart—“and it might take a while to sort through it all.”

“It’s fine. We have all the time in the world.” Devan kissed Tan’s palm again, his smile reassuring.

“You have to promise me.” Tan tried to make his expression stern, which was a little hard when he was this besotted and happy. Still, he gave it his best effort. “You have to be absolutely on your guard when you go back. I know it will only be for a short time, but she’s proven to do perfectly stupid, horrendous things in a short amount of time.”

Devan grimaced. “I wish I could refute that.”

“The ring’s protections are enhanced to the max, I can’t do anything more to them, so they will take the brunt of anything attacking you. Do not take that ring off for any reason.”

“I swear. It’ll never leave my finger.”

“Good. And you call for me if things go to shit. I don’t care if it compromises you and gives the game away, call for me. I will immediately come to portal you out of there.”

He expected resistance there but Devan just shrugged, his shoulders sliding softly against the sheets. “I’ll expose our relationship in a few months anyway. I don’t see the harm if I have to do it sooner.”

“Good. No, wait, months? Not weeks? How about days, I’m an ardent fan of days.”

Devan shook his head. “No, days is not possible. I don’t think weeks is either.”

“Darling, you were doing so well.” Tan pouted. “You were giving me all the right answers and then all of a sudden you stopped. How dare you. Go back to giving me answers I like.”

Devan was back to laughing, the rat fink. “Sorry, love, but on this I have to stand firm. I can’t just leave—”

“The hell you can’t,” Tan interjected hotly.

“—Wells in the lurch. I can’t do that to a friend.”

Damn. So the real obstacle, in other words, was Devan’s loyalty to a friend. Tan knew his knight well enough to understand he’d not budge Devan from this course because of it. While he did admire Devan’s loyalty, it was causing complications for Tan’s grand plans.

Growling, he glared at his lover.

“Sorry,” Devan repeated with a wince. “I would love to just throw a resignation letter at Serenity’s face and storm out—”

“That is a stunning plan. I’m all for it.”

“But that means Wells has to scramble to take over my position. He can do that for short amounts of time but not for anything longer than a few weeks. It’ll be the death of him and then how will you explain it to Fa?”

Oh. Shit. Yeah, no, Fa would murder him in his own bed if he messed with Wells. She had about as much humor regarding Wells as he did his own knight.

“See?” Devan quirked a knowing brow at him. “I need to train a replacement at the very least.”

“How will you do that without tipping your hand? I don’t think anyone will take it well when they figure out you intend to leave. Princess Bitch will do insane things to stop you, I bet.”

“It’s not like I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. I just realized while sailing here that I had to do at least this much before I could leave.”

“So what you’re saying is, we need an Exit Strategy.”

“Why did I just hear capital letters?”

“Because you have sensitive ears.” Tan threw back the blanket and leapt from the bed, scurrying around it to his pack.

Devan propped up on an elbow, watching him in bemusement. “What are you looking for?”

“Quill and paper. I think better when I write things down. Ah-ha! There they are.” Tan yanked both free and then retreated to the small round table in front of the window. Better light and a hard surface to write on was called for here. “Alright, first, give me a list of things you absolutely must accomplish. Then we can figure out a timeline. We’ll create the most efficient way to get you out of there and back to me, which is where you belong. You don’t need to pack much, right?”

Devan was back to chuckling, face alight with his laughter.

Tan shook his quill at him. “What part of this is funny?”

“I just have to ask, do you have any other speeds besides dead stop and full ahead?”

“No. And stop laughing, you’re not being helpful.”

Devan’s laughter trailed off but his golden eyes were still dancing with mirth. “You know, we can discuss all of this while sailing back. Plenty of time then.”

That was true, they’d have hours to talk all of this through. “You say that like you’re proposing we do something else this morning?”

Devan threw back the covers, revealing all of that glorious amber skin, and Tan honestly forgot how to swallow for a second. A naked Devan was a damn impressive sight, and the moment Tan failed to appreciate the view, he knew he was eligible for the grave. Tan’s eyes took him in from head to toe and once again seriously regretted that he couldn’t draw more than stick figures. A nude of this sight right here would be the epitome of art.

Wait, what had Tan been saying, again? He’d been talking about something before Devan had tossed the covers back.

Devan crooked a finger at him, a knowing smile on his face.

“You’re absolutely right,” Tan managed hoarsely, his mind already in the gutter. “We can discuss this later.”

Tan dove back for Devan, who caught him easily, bringing him in for a kiss.

A morning making love before they had to sail was definitely the priority.


Nine

Devan

Devan insisted on erring on the side of caution and sailing back through the Straits. They had to go that route anyway to return the schooner, but he wanted to double-check that all the sirens were gone. Tan agreed double-checking was smart, although his opinion was that something else might try to move in now. Either way, their path was clear.

He’d had more sex in the past eighteen hours than he had in the past decade combined, so he was a touch sore in places. His body felt the languid ease good sex always brought along with it, too, so he was in a far happier state of mind now than he’d been in a long while.

The promise of returning permanently to Tan’s side might also have something to do with it. Devan dreaded separating from Tan, even though he knew it would happen in the near future. Conversations by rings would help assuage the loneliness but nothing would keep him from missing his lover. Devan refused to settle for anything less than staying at this man’s side.

Tan leaned against the railing near the helm, keeping Devan company, his notebook and quill in hand. His usually silky black hair was scattered with the wind, sometimes falling into those dark, almond-shaped eyes. There was a hint of pink along his nose, his fair skin sunburned after a day outdoors. With the sea air ruffling him, and the sun shining behind him, Tan looked quite the picture. Devan had the hardest time not staring at his lover and keeping his eyes on the course. He’d crash the schooner if he didn’t pay attention.

“Alright, let’s plan.” Tan tapped the end of the quill against the journal’s open pages. “You said you won’t abandon Wells, which is fair enough, but how do you propose training a replacement without giving the game away? You know people will object and try to find some way to rope you in permanently if they suspect you want to leave.”

“Trust me, I know.” Devan grimaced. Oh, he knew, alright. Knew all too well. “Here’s my thought. What if we use this past year as the excuse?”

“How so?”

“I’ve been popping in and out of the castle on an almost monthly basis this year, dealing with some sort of shenanigans, and often gone for a week or more at a time. I’m almost gone more than I am in my office. It leaves Wells covering for me every time, and I know he’s been stressed under the burden. If I use that as the rationale, say it’s better to have someone trained who can step in for me while I’m gone, not just leave it all on Wells’ shoulders, wouldn’t that work?”

“Ooooh, me likey.” Tan bobbed his head in agreement. “I think too that if you add on Wells had to come after you once and pull someone out of retirement, the argument would be even more sound.”

“Right? I can’t foresee anyone arguing about this.”

“Do you have someone in mind as a replacement?”

“I do, in fact. Well, really, I think I have two people who would be good at it. I’m not sure who’s willing to step in, though. I’d have to talk to both. Celeste Winters is one. She’s one of the deadliest swordswomen in the kingdom.”

“Better than you?”

“Let’s say we’re equal in sparring matches. I would never want to go against her seriously. I might not come out with all limbs attached. She has the drive and personality to handle the role well, too, she’s just not quite as politically connected as the other possible candidate. I don’t count this against her. It’s not like I was politically connected when I took on the job.”

Tan snorted in agreement. “True. Who’s the other?”

“Byron Coolridge. Now, he’s a decent knight, a notch above the average fighter, so good enough to assume the role. His real strength is politics, though. That man can play the court like a fine instrument. Sometimes, when I’m stretched thin and have no more fucks left to give, I sic him on the court and let him work his magic. He does an admirable job every time.”

“Is there any reason you can’t use both of them?”

Devan blinked at him. “It’s only one position, though.”

“No, no, I mean like make one of them the First Knight and the other their kind of Deputy Knight? Second in command? Or wait, is Wells your second in command?”

“No, the role of First Lieutenant is its own position, in a different department. He has different duties than mine. I focus on country security, he focuses on castle security.”

“Ahhh, is that how that breaks down? Then, wouldn’t it make sense to train both of them? So they can have each other’s backs. Really, the idea of only one person being in charge of the security of an entire country is ludicrous to begin with.”

“Technically, I’m supposed to draw on all of the knights to do the job with, but…I take your point. It’s probably better to assign duties to two people.” The more Devan thought this through, the more he liked the idea. He focused on steering for a second to enter the Straits properly, putting them on the right course before continuing. “Actually, I can make the argument that I need more people. I can bring them both on, train them both, and no one would think it strange. Of course they need to know the job in order to help me.”

“See? I do have brilliant thoughts from time to time.”

Devan stepped forward long enough to plant a kiss on his forehead. It was a heady sort of feeling that he could just do that now, show that kind of affection with ease. “Good brain.”

Tan beamed up at him. “Alright, assume this all goes off without a hitch. How long will it take to train them?”

“At least two months. With the way my life rolls, and all of these emergencies popping up, I think it’ll be more like three.”

“No, darling, why?” Tan whined. “I’m supposed to do without you for three whole months?!”

“Do I look overjoyed about it? Still, I can’t see any other way around it. It’s not just knowing the duties, it’s knowing who can be asked to help. Who can’t. How to maneuver around Serenity without setting her off further. These two don’t know all the ins and outs, only some of them. I need time with them.”

Look at that pout. Tan was sulking like Devan had just announced he was going to be a celibate monk the rest of his life.

“Sorry, love,” Devan murmured.

“I won’t say it’s fine because I’ll be lonely, but I do understand. If this is what it takes for you to leave with your conscience at peace, then so be it. I prefer this over the situation weighing on you for years to come.”

Relief swept through Devan. Tan understood. For all that he didn’t like it, he did understand and wouldn’t demand anything else. Devan owed him for this. He’d try to speed the matter along but, unfortunately, even three months felt optimistic in his head. He didn’t think he could make it go by faster than that.

“What will you tell Wells?” Tan wondered. “The truth?”

“I might as well. He’s already aware that we’re close, and with the ardent way you flirt with me—”

“There is no other possible method of flirting, I’ll have you know.”

“—he’ll put the pieces together rather quickly,” Devan finished dryly. “Wells is not stupid. He might want to strangle me later for abandoning him, but not stupid.”

“He can always join us,” Tan proposed sweetly. “He’s another one who will look stunning in black.”

“If you tempt him enough, he might. Princess Bitch annoys him as much as she annoys me. The difference is I bear the brunt of it because I’m her favorite target. Without me there, Wells will be the one to suffer.”

“Are you absolutely sure I can’t accidentally disappear her or something?”

Devan sighed. It really did tempt him. Literally anyone would be a better ruler than the current royal family. It wouldn’t even take much effort. It wasn’t on him to choose the ruler of Goodwine, however. He didn’t have the power to make that decision. More’s the pity.

“I’ll take that silence as no. Spoilsport.” Tan put the notebook away and looked around intently. “I don’t see signs of anything else disturbing the area, but let me do a seeking spell for sirens just in case.”

“Go ahead.”

Tan wandered off, toward the prow and back again, casting several spells, but when he came back, it was with a satisfied air.

“I checked for sirens, kraken, ketos, and kagewani—”

“Shadow sharks can be in these waters?!” Devan felt alarm seize him by the throat.

Tan flapped a hand. “Just in case, just in case. Sirens shouldn’t like water this warm either but they were here. I chose not to chance it.”

Oh. His alarm fizzled and he relaxed again. “Nothing?”

“Nothing. I think the Straits are safe once more.”

“Many a merchant and sailor will be delighted to hear it.”

“I’m delighted to say it.”

Tan’s glare at the sea was back. Devan had no problem guessing Tan’s thought process. “You’re still mad at the sirens, aren’t you?”

“How dare they trick me into thinking they were you. I can forgive a lot, but not that. Actually…come to think of it, why weren’t you affected?”

He wasn’t quite sure how to read Tan’s expression now. He looked possibly hurt? Or confused? Maybe some mix of the two emotions.

Not sure what to say, Devan went with the bald truth. “I’m not usually attracted to people. I have to be emotionally connected to want them.”

“Oh.” Tan blinked at him like he had to process that answer for it to make any sense. “So the first few times you saw me you weren’t attracted?”

Ever feel like you were taking a test you hadn’t studied for? “Objectively, I saw you as cute. It’s not like I’m blind.”

“But you didn’t want to kiss me or anything?”

“It’s when I got to know you better, after the whole fiasco with the barbarians attacking, that lust started to rear its head.” Devan shrugged, feeling a little defensive for some reason. “It just takes a while for me to warm up to people, is all.”

“Huh. I’m not casting aspersions, darling, it’s just not what I expected. It’s also not quite making sense to me still. You’re definitely attracted to me now—after last night I have no doubts—so why didn’t you see me in the sirens?”

This might be one of those academic questions that would bother Tan. Or a little insecurity wiggling about and making itself known. Devan wasn’t quite sure which, but he smelled trouble.

This at least he knew how to answer. “Now, why would I be looking at them when you’re right in front of me?”

Tan staggered back in pure dramatic effect, hands clutched over his heart. “Right in the feels!”

This damned dramatic bat…

In a move any professional dancer would envy, Tan spun and launched himself right into Devan’s arms. Devan had to let go of one of the spokes on the wheel in order to catch him, where Tan landed with a soft oof.

“You sweet talker, come here, I need to give you smooches for that line.”

“Tan, I’m steering,” Devan objected even as Tan drew his head down for a kiss.

“Cushioning and mending spells on this thing, remember? We’ll be fine.”

“Not if we’re stuck in between two rocks,” Devan protested, trying to look where he was going between the kisses. “Which is possible and…mmph…Tan, can’t you wait until we’re back at shore?”

Tan tightened his hold and used his calf like a climbing hook to get the proper leverage to kiss him better. “No.”

He really should have expected that answer.


Epilogue

Devan

Fuck. This man was determined to ruin him.

Devan’s hands scrambled for purchase over Tan’s back as his lover fucked him, the pace brutal, slamming into Devan so hard that, if not for Tan’s grip on his hips, he’d have fucked him back into the wall. He’d already come off the towel completely, his bare back now against the cool stone floor, which honestly felt like bliss against his heated skin.

It all felt amazing, no question, but Devan needed to come. This wasn’t a want. It was a need.

Tan’s pace faltered for a second as he wormed a hand between them, closing around Devan’s cock. Devan welcomed it, but at the same time the stimulation sent his nerves right over the edge. It was too much on top of everything else, and an instinctive cry of protest built in the back of his throat as his sensitized nerves danced along the border of pleasure and pain. Too much, too much, too much—

He gripped Tan’s shoulders hard as he clenched up, coming so hard he could barely breathe around the pleasure.

Tan slammed into him once, twice more, then groaned into Devan’s shoulder as he came.

Devan lay panting under him, mind scattered to the four winds. Doing anything but riding the wave of endorphins was beyond his capabilities. He could only bask and breathe. Even breathing took some effort.

Propping himself up on one elbow, Tan pressed kisses against Devan’s neck, ear, cheek. He basked in the attention and gave a happy hum. Tan was always so sweet after they’d made love. It was part of the reason why he loved having sex with this man.

“Devan,” Tan murmured against his shoulder.

Devan managed an inquiring noise. Words were not available at this time. So sorry, do play again.

“I think…I think we need to soak in the onsen now. You know, the thing we came down here to do? I think we should do it next.”

True. They’d almost made it, too. Except Devan had maybe flaunted a bit while stripping, which was akin to waving a red flag at a bull. Tan had been on him in seconds and, well, the rest was predictable history.

“We should get food after soaking,” Devan mumbled. Oh wow, words! When did you come back? Welcome, welcome.

“Mm, yeah, food. That would be good too. Alright, any second now I’ll have the strength to get up and move.”

Devan gave that a count of three. “Any second?”

“Any second now. Just not this one, obviously.”

Snickering, Devan let him be. It’s not like they were in a rush, and he rather liked Tan still draped over him like this.

Eventually, they did get sticky enough to find the motivation to move, and they got up and showered off before getting into the huge onsen. The place down here was mammoth, the bath area large enough for an orgy with three kingdoms. Tan had clearly carved it out with magic, as there wasn’t a single sign of a tool touching this stone. Hell, the royal family of Goodwine didn’t have baths this luxurious.

Devan went to his favorite spot, which was a collection of rocks that had been shaped like a lounge chair. He kicked back and relaxed, eyes falling closed for a moment. He felt the water move and slosh as Tan joined him, taking up the seat nearby. His lover’s fingers found his short hair a moment later and rubbed fingertips over his scalp in a pleasant caress.

“I just feel so relaxed here,” Devan said without segue.

“I’d hope so,” Tan drawled. “We’ve been having marathon sex for the past few days.”

True, ever since they’d come back to Tan’s castle after returning the schooner to Inigo and reporting all was well, they’d done nothing but eat, sleep, and have sex. They’d been entirely wrapped up in each other. That did account for some of his relaxed state.

What Devan had really meant by it was the absence of insane demands placed upon him. He could just be with Tan. The only thing the man wanted was his time and attention, and Devan was happy to give him that. He wanted the same in turn.

For every day he spent here, the idea of returning to that hotbed of stress and politics became even more distasteful. He couldn’t say that aloud, though. Tan didn’t want him to go back as it was. If he knew Devan’s feeling on this, he’d find a way to distract Devan so he could go off a princess. In and out, that shouldn’t take more than five minutes. Surely he could distract Devan for five minutes.

“Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

Devan blinked down at the ring on Tan’s middle finger. That was Wells’ voice.

Tan lifted the ring close to his mouth and answered with a wary, “Hello, Wells.”

“I’m calling because I know very well that the situation in the Straits has been dealt with, but Salvino still hasn’t returned. Where the fuck are you?”

Devan responded even though he didn’t actually want to. It looked like playtime with his lover was over. “Why?”

“So you are listening in. Don’t why me, you’re playing with Tan. Don’t even try to bullshit otherwise.”

Damn, he really was caught.

“I’ve been fielding things left, right, and center, and if you don’t come back soon I won’t have any hair left. Have Tan portal you home. Tonight.”

He and Tan looked at each other, knowing the inevitable was upon them. It was time for Devan to put his plans in motion. He couldn’t very well do that from Grimslock. As distasteful as it was to go back to that place, as loath as he was to leave Tan right now, it was better to just get it all over with.

“Alright. I’ll be back by nightfall.”

“Why do I hear sloshy water noises? Wait, you’re in that onsen of his, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“You better bring my cat back with you if you know what’s good for you. Her kittens are weaned, right?”

“They are,” Tan confirmed. “Adorable, too.”

“Good. Then I want my cat back. You owe me at least that for playing around instead of coming home.”

“I’ll bring her,” Devan assured him. “Breathe, Wells.”

There was some inarticulate grumbling before Wells cut the connection.

Tan’s smile was complicated with emotions, wry with understanding but disappointed too. Devan hated that look more than anything. The only thing that consoled him was knowing this was a temporary situation. It wasn’t permanent. It wasn’t even for that long. He’d sworn to not make Tan wait a second longer than necessary and he’d hold to that oath. He was as loath to separate as Tan was to let him go. Right now, he was hard-pressed to remember why he had to go back to begin with, and not follow his heart and stay right here, with the man he loved most.

He kissed his lover gently, carding back that fine, silky hair from Tan’s face, trying for a smile. It felt rather stiff on his face. “The sooner I go, the sooner I can come back.”

Tan gave him a nod, smile still strained. “I know. I just hate the going. It’s alright. Dinner before you go?”

“Yes. It might take that long for you to find Wells’ cat.”

It was like the thought hadn’t even occurred to him. Tan blinked, then stared off, dark brows crinkling together. “Actually, that’s a good question. I wonder where she is…?”

If they were stuck hunting for a cat for the next several hours, it might be midnight before Devan actually returned.

He couldn’t say he minded.
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