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One

Tan

Tan had a solution!

Well, maybe. In theory.

It was a work in progress, okay?

He surveyed the area in question, namely the base of the Gruimont Mountains, just north of Siset. It was pretty here, the trees in full foliage, wildflowers growing in clumps in the sunny patches. It had taken a bit of hiking until he found a clearing, the meadow clearly untouched by humans with its shin-high grass, a few decaying logs on the outskirts. Did Tan feel bad that he might destroy this area shortly?

Eh, maybe.

He’d chosen the area for a few reasons. One, his lovely allies were nearby, so if this experiment went sideways on him, he could always drag himself there for help. Not that he expected trouble, per se, but sometimes things went fucky. Explosions happened. Best to be prepared. Second reason for this location was that it was technically in barbarian lands, so no one from Glane could legally get mad at him for creating another hole in the ground.

He did try to look out for Devan. Tan was a sweetheart that way.

Anyway, this time he wasn’t going to create anything as massive as The Void. No, no, he wasn’t that crazy. This would be a fraction of the size.

Well, hopefully. If all went as planned.

Tan had spent years now on this problem, trying to find some way to retrieve the earth that had been consumed in The Void’s pocket space. Somewhere. It had proved futile to even try and trace it all down, put the land back in its original spot. No matter how he tried to retrace how the pocket spaces had collided into each other, chunks of earth had just been sucked into madness. Or at least, Tan had felt half-mad every time he turned his attention to it.

Finally, he given up on the search-and-retrieve approach entirely and started from scratch. What Tan had come up with instead was a reversal spell. When he marked out the dimensions of a space that had gone wrong, he could reverse the effects within just that area. Tan called it the undo spell.

Yes, the name needed work. He was getting to it.

Anyway, he’d tested the undo spell on a small explosion, just to see if it would work. It had, beautifully. Now it was time to test it on a larger scale.

Tan had learned that some spells were like soup recipes, for lack of a better metaphor. Sometimes, they couldn’t be doubled or scaled up. One of his mother’s soup recipes was like this. Try to double the batch, it didn’t taste right. It was okay, it just didn’t have that same flavor. There were spells like that, too. They did wonders on a certain level, but try to increase the range of it, and things went gnarly.

He couldn’t assume his new undo spell would work on the larger thing just because it had on a smaller scale. Hence, experimentation.

No, he had not run the idea of blowing a second Void into barbarian territory by Devan, why do you ask? He was being considerate. Devan had been busy the past month and a half training his replacements. If all went well, he’d never know Tan was even up here deliberately exploding things to begin with.

Tan shook the thoughts off and got to work. Alright, five bags of holding tethered by lasso spells, check. Ward around the area, check. Reinforced shield around the bags just in case it went more kablooey than Tan expected, check. Personal shield for him as a triple precaution, check. Undo spell tied into chalk wheel, check.

Right, time to get cracking.

Tan activated both shields first, then when he was sure they were anchored properly, he deliberately targeted the bags of holding and undid the lasso spells.

The result was immediate. In a chain reaction, a bag exploded into the one next to it, setting it off, which in turn set off the one next to it. One pocket space collided with another and it all went to hell so fast Tan could barely track it with his eyes. If an abyss could rise up and swallow things whole, that’s what this looked like, and the sound of it was unlike anything else. If rocks could scream, they would make this sound, as they were sheared out of place and consumed into space. It was entirely unnerving and made a shudder race up Tan’s spine.

Blink.

Oh, it was over. Wow, was that what The Void had looked like when it was happening? Damn shame Tan hadn’t been able to stick around and watch the first Void in action. Problem was, he was pro-life. As in he preferred to be upright and breathing.

Anyway, this explosion happened as planned, yay! It only left a little hole behind. Maybe half a mile in diameter. It was fine. His shields had also held up perfectly. Tan had maybe been a tad worried about his protections, as exploding bags of holding was hard to quantify, which made the math tricky, but this had gone swimmingly well even if he did say so himself.

Good, next part.

Tan grabbed his chalk wheel and set to work, walking steadily around the gaping hole at the mountain’s base. With all the trees gone, he could see the sunlight perfectly. Quite a lovely summer day they were having, hardly a cloud in the sky, just a light breeze too.

His ring lit up with his sister’s voice. “Tan?”

“Yes, Fa?”

“I felt a disturbance in the tea.”

“Oh, that was me doing a small experiment.”

“It looks and felt more like you blew another Void into barbarian territory.”

Why did Fa choose now, of all times, to be alert? Normally she was buried in her experiments or daydreaming about Wells.

“I did it on a smaller scale. I have an idea of how to fix the original.”

“You’re still committed to fixing it?” Her voice sounded surprised, which was insulting.

“I’m always committed! Granted, whether in a marriage or asylum is the question.”

She giggled. “So you’re working on the problem. What’s your solution?”

“I’ve created an undo spell. Works wonders in small scale, I’m just testing it on a larger one.”

“Ahhh. Sounds perfect. Let me know about it later. Even if it works only on a smaller scale, I would find it useful.”

Considering how many accidents Fa had on a daily basis because of the disorganized chaos she called a workspace, Tan agreed. Wholeheartedly. His sister definitely needed this spell in her life. “I will.”

“Is Master Keb there with you helping, then?”

“How dare you suggest I need him here. Who do you trust more?”

“Got a coin?”

“If all you’re going to do is insult me, I’m going to end this call. Just wait, I will bedazzle you with my brilliance.”

“I fully consent to being bedazzled. Let me know when you’re done, I’ll pop over to take a look.”

“Yes, yes, fine. Shoo. You’re distracting me, sister dearest.”

Fa laughed and ended the call.

Seriously, with siblings like this, was it any wonder Tan sometimes got no work done?

It did worry him, though, that Fa had noticed the hole-making process. After all, her tower was northwest of here, and roughly the same distance away as the capital, Glane. If she could see the explosion, they surely had. Well, maybe not; they were at a lower elevation point with a lot of trees blocking the view. Hopefully Glane hadn’t?

What were the odds Devan would fail to realize Tan was up here exploding things?

Yes, they were terrible odds, but Tan liked to lie to himself sometimes. It made life more thrilling.

Anyway, if he hurried, he could undo this before anyone could prove he actually had created a mini-Void. Even if innocent denials were not believed, he could go with the tactic of getting forgiveness over permission. So much easier to do it in that order.

He put some speed into his chalking process, got all the way back around to the original starting point, and finished the line. Good. Also a good thing he’d brought three chalk wheels because, mercy, that had been larger than he’d anticipated. Tan pulled out a flask, guzzled some water to wet his parched throat, then flicked his fingers out once more.

Now for the real masterpiece.

Since he couldn’t inscribe something over dead air, he had to speak the spell this time. “Within the confines of the lines, upon all that was touched or removed by magic, reverse what has been done. Undo!”

The spell kicked in immediately. The bleed started in from the exterior of the hole, along the edges, and then slowly filled in toward the center. Grass, trees, flowers, bushes, deadfall, all of it came flowing back, filling in perfectly. During his small-scale test, the spell had completed within a minute, but Tan didn’t expect the same time lapse here. More to do, after all. It did seem to be moving quickly, though, as every time he blinked, the hole was noticeably smaller. The area might be filled back in within ten minutes at this rate.

It was also drawing far more magical energy out of Tan than he’d anticipated. He winced, putting a palm to his chest. Ow, seriously, that was starting to smart. The hole was almost closed, though; he might be able to ride this out. He’d just have to down two or three restorative potions before he could portal himself back to Siset.

Oww, no, seriously, the drain was fast and furious.

Okay, you know what? Better not to wait. Better to take those potions now. He’d drain himself at this rate.

Tan turned away and headed for where he’d put his bag down, several yards away. If a smaller hole drained him this badly, he’d definitely not be able to tackle The Void on his own. He’d need either help or a designated energy source to power the undo spell. What could he possibly use, though, that would counter the kind of power it would demand? Nothing sprang to mind.

Problem for Future Tan. Today’s Tan needed restoration potions, which he believed he had in the front pocket of his bag. Tan bent to retrieve them and the ground rushed up to slap him right upside the head.

He lay on the ground with no clear memory of how he got there, head ringing, eyes fading out of focus, darkness eating around the corners of his vision to consume the blue of the sky overhead.

Oh no. Those words kept repeating over and over in his head in a refrain. Scattered thoughts kept bouncing around to join them.

He’d told the people of Siset that he’d explode something up here.

He’d told them to not worry about him.

It might be hours before someone checked on him.

He was up here alone.

Defenseless.

He had seconds before he passed out, he felt so faint it was a wonder he hadn’t already.

No one knew he was in trouble.

Devan was going to be so mad.

Hopefully he woke back up before—


Two

Devan

Devan eyed the stack of security reports on his desk and curled his lip in disgust. He wanted to review security reports right now about as much as he wanted a cockroach in his food, but needs must. Ignoring the reports did not make them go away. Rather the reverse.

Time for the tried-and-true tactic of bribing himself. He had a nice vintage bottle of wine Tan had sent him last week in his office drawer. If he got through five reports, he could have a glass. The glass would manage to dull the boredom enough that he could feasibly get through another five—

Wells burst through his office door before whirling and slamming it shut behind him.

In sheer reaction, Devan was on his feet, hand on his sword hilt, ready to spring out the door. “What, what, what has she done now?!”

Wells threw up a staying hand, looking winded like he had sprinted the entire way here. This was never a good sign. “Promise me first that you won’t charge out this door.”

“It’s that bad?” Screw the plan for his bribe, Devan was cracking that bad boy open now.

“Tan’s been captured.”

The whole world went utterly still and silent. For a moment—just a moment—those words made no sense. It was like Wells had handed him a high-level math problem without the proper formula to go with it. Then in a rush, it all fell into place, and panic slammed into his chest hard enough to choke on. Devan was at the door, trying to shove past Wells, before he had made a conscious decision to move.

“Devan. DEVAN!” Wells grabbed both his shoulders and wrestled him back. “Dammit, man, think! If you go to him now, you’ll only get both of you killed.”

Shit. Shit. His friend was right. For the first time in a long time, Devan had to battle his emotions back, force logic and reason to the forefront, but it was hard. Bitterly hard. He damn near tasted blood with the effort. He caught Wells’ elbows in a strong grip, eyes searching his friend’s blue ones for…something. Hope, maybe.

“Tell me he’s alright.” His voice sounded raspy even to his own ears, the panic and terror bleeding through.

“Currently, yes. I’ve only got the bare bones of how he was captured, but apparently he was doing some kind of insane spellwork in the Gruimont Mountains and collapsed from magical depletion. An adventurer’s party was on their way home, saw the explosion—they said Tan created another mini-Void, but I’m taking that with a grain of salt—and found him unconscious at the base of the mountain. The mage of the party threw iron chains on him before portaling directly here for help to cart him back. He arrived in the dungeon not fifteen minutes ago. As of right now, he’s still out cold.”

What kind of spell had Tan done to make him that vulnerable? And dammit, he knew better. He’d promised Devan he wouldn’t do serious spellwork without the knight there to watch his back. It was for this very reason, too, to prevent this kind of situation from happening.

Devan was going to have a long talk with his lover after this. Assuming they both survived the fallout.

“Please, please do not rashly bull down there and try to get him out,” Wells pleaded. “Not even you can fight off the entire castle.”

Devan wanted to rage against the logic but it was irrefutable. He wasn’t that good. There were knights who could fight toe to toe with him here, it wasn’t as if he was the strongest of them all. Busting Tan out in broad daylight would only ensure they were both dead by sunset.

He battled back panic and instinct, clawing for reason and control. Tan was down and depending on his knight. Devan wouldn’t fail his lover now.

After one deep breath, then another, Devan finally felt like he could speak. Still, the burning in his chest was hard to ignore. “Cover for me. I need three hours.”

Wells nodded tentatively, searching Devan’s face. “What’s your plan?”

“I have a smuggler contact here in the city. We’ll smuggle Tan out tonight. I’ll send a carrier pigeon to my cousin, have him shelter Tan while he recovers. Is there a trial date set for him?”

“Tomorrow. Tomorrow morning, followed by a burning at the stake, so he absolutely has to be gotten out tonight.”

Devan winced. It didn’t surprise him. Tan was notorious—of course they wouldn’t want to hold on to a powerful sorcerer like him for long. It wouldn’t be feasible, to start with, even with iron chains blocking his magic. The odds of him being able to escape on his own were too high. Also, the court would be eager to make an example of him.

The deadline did make this harder on Devan, as that didn’t give much time to prepare, but he’d make it work. He’d done harder things. Not as nerve-wracking, granted, but harder.

“Then I might need a bit more than three hours.”

“Take what time you need. I can make up some bullshit excuse. Go, go!”

He owed Wells for this. Devan clapped him on the shoulder before leaving his office at a quick walk. He wanted to run, wanted to sprint madly outside, but that would only draw unwanted attention he couldn’t afford right now.

The second he was outside, he went straight for the stables and grabbed Dan. The smuggler contact he had was on the outskirts of Glane, in the quasi-legal merchant area. Really, it was a night market, but during the day they pretended to be law abiding.

Outside the castle gates, with no one official in sight, Devan pressed Dan into a lope, the fastest he dared go in this crowded city. Dan was feeling feisty after three days of lounging around eating things, so he was happy to move. He got into stride quickly, hooves eating up the ground. Even as Devan rode, his mind spun with plans. He had to do this right. There was no opportunity for mistakes, or for trying again if he failed, so it had to be perfectly executed on the first try.

Never before had he so blessed his history as a smuggler’s son. He’d need every ounce of skill and experience to pull through this.

He didn’t go to the front entrance of Drostgaard’s shop. He’d only get a sales clerk there and that wasn’t who he needed. He pulled around to the back, tied Dan loosely to the stairs’ railing, and went up to the office on the second story two steps at a time.

The gnome had his glasses on the tip of his nose, eyeing Devan over them as he burst through the door. “Calm down, Knight. You’d think the world was in danger.”

“No, just mine,” Devan ground out. He was still torn between panic and anger. He’d wring Tan’s neck for this after he got the man safely out of the city. He quickly shut the door behind him to prevent anyone from overhearing. “Drostgaard, I need you to smuggle someone out of the castle dungeons. Tonight.”

Those bushy, wiry white eyebrows lifted by degrees. “You realize that will cost you.”

“Whatever the price, I’ll pay it.”

Shrewd eyes studied him carefully. “Since it’s you, I won’t charge extra, but we can negotiate that in a minute. Right now, I want to know something else. Who? Because the only one brought in today was the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock.”

“That’s the one.” Devan made sure the door was locked behind him before he dropped into the only available chair in front of the gnome’s desk. Tan made Drostgaard look organized. There were things in this office that hadn’t seen the light of day in five decades at least.

Drostgaard sat back, eyeing him for a long time before he reached for a pipe on the corner of his desk. “I feel like I need to get drunk before I ask this question, but we apparently don’t have the time for that. Why?”

“He’s my lover.”

The smuggler damn near fell out of his chair. “WHAAAAT?!”

Since Drostgaardwould shortly be trusted with Tan’s life, Devan wanted to make sure he understood the stakes involved. Or, really, what Devan would do to him if he failed. “The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock is my lover. I hope you understand what it means if you fail to safely deliver him to Inigo.”

“They’d never find my body.” Drostgaard did not look deterred by this. In fact, he looked delighted. “You absolutely must tell me how he seduced you.”

“Can I tell you later, when he’s not in imminent danger of being burned at the stake?”

“That’s probably for the best. So, he’s in the dungeon. I assume under tight security. Iron chains on him?”

“Yes.”

“What else do you know?”

“He’s not conscious right now. He’s magically depleted. He might not wake up by tonight. I doubt anyone’s fed him the right potions to recover with. His trial is set for early tomorrow morning.”

Drostgaard frowned for a long moment, chewing on the mouthpiece of his pipe absently without lighting it. “That doesn’t give us a lot of time. What can you give me?”

“Three things: an excuse to enter the dungeons, a guide—namely me in disguise—and a ring that can magically alter a person’s appearance. We can use the ring to create a body double for Tan. I can also supply the right potions to get Tan back on his feet. Once he’s awake he can handle himself as long as his magic is available to him.”

“That’s a good tally. You got a body on hand? Ring won’t work without an actual body to put it on.”

“No.”

“Hmm, I think I can find someone. Describe him for me. What size is he?”

“Not large.” Devan lifted his hands in illustration. “He’s about chin height on me, slender, very pale of skin and with black hair and eyes.”

“That shouldn’t be hard to match. Alright.” Drostgaard gave a grunt as he dropped out of his chair, moving around to the brass tube screwed into the wall. He popped open the top and yelled down, “BINKS! Get your ass up here.”

Devan’s worry dropped by half. “Binks is in town?”

“She is. Oh, I forget, you know Binks.”

“I do.” The smuggling gods were smiling on Devan. Binks was a Cancun Person. Truly brilliant, but no one really took her seriously. Cancuns liked to parrot random things they heard, often out of context, which gave people the erroneous perception they were dimwitted. Binks was certainly not that. She liked to play up the perception, though, so people weren’t on guard around her. Devan had watched her five years ago smuggle a poisonous snake in a sack right through high security without anyone even blinking. The snake had been wriggling and making hissing noises the whole time, but people were so focused on Binks’ random, off-color comments, they’d utterly failed to notice.

If Devan had a top-five list of people to smuggle his unconscious lover out of the castle dungeon, Binks made the top of the list.

Devan unlocked and opened the door as she clattered up the stairs, then promptly closed and relocked it behind her.

Binks’ head tilted at an angle only a bird could manage, wings shifting before settling once more. She was even more brightly colored than usual, which was saying something, as Cancuns were a wash of green, red, and blue feathers. She’d gotten someone to dye the edges of her feathers around her neck a brilliant and glittery gold. The better to distract people with, Devan assumed. She looked as if she’d just come in from a job, as her thigh-high black boots were covered in dust, she wore dusky grey travel clothes, and her hands were still encased in gloves, something she only wore on a job.

“First Knight,” Binks said in a gruff male voice before switching to something higher and sweeter. “Nice.”

“Binks, I’m very glad to see you,” Devan said. “You have no idea how much. My lover is imprisoned in the castle dungeon. I need you to help me smuggle him out tonight.”

Binks made a mournful sound, like a wail echoing in a cave, trailing off with a chiding click. “Sad, so sad. Help.”

“Thank you. If anyone can do this, it’ll be you. I’ll help as much as I can.”

“Kill everyone?” she asked with a maniacal edge.

Damn tempting. Devan was feeling murderous right about now, but it wasn’t the castle guards’ fault Tan was in there. “I tend to go with that option last.”

“First?”

“At least fourth.”

Binks shrugged like this was no skin off her nose.

“Can I count on you, then, to smuggle him out and take him to Inigo?”

“Money’s not dead,” she trilled in a singsong voice that strangely had sawing sounds in the background.

“I’ll pay you whatever you ask. You can negotiate with me on the way, we have a lot to do.” Devan clapped a hand to her shoulder in relief. “Alright. Drostgaard, here’s my possible excuse to get you in. I randomly send treats to the guards on duty in the dungeon. It’s a thankless job and a reward keeps them on their toes. My thought is, I can send them a few barrels of ale tonight. Tan’s small enough he can fit inside a keg without much trouble. I don’t think anyone will notice an extra keg in your cart that goes back out the gate.”

“I’ve got an enclosed wagon I can use for this, make it even harder to see in the dark.” Drostgaard nodded thoughtfully. “I like it. Easier than what I was thinking. You said you could disguise yourself and come in to help. How?”

Devan touched the ring on his finger and said, “Activate disguise.”

He never felt anything, really, it was more like a soft breeze washed over him from head to toe. That’s all he could discern. It was more the reaction of the people watching him that gave the change away. He knew what the disguise looked like—he’d done this in front of a mirror once to see. He was no longer quite so tall in appearance but was thinner, face gaunt and paler, looking more like a man approaching his fifties after a hard life and too much booze.

Drostgaard eyed him with appreciation. Binks let out a whistle of approval that sounded strangely like a catcall.

“Now that is a high-level disguise. Courtesy of your black sorcerer?”

Devan’s voice sounded more gravelly, a touch lower in tone as he answered. “Yes. He made it for me. I’ve given this persona a pass to get through the gates and I’ve delivered goodies to the guards with it a few times. They know this disguise and link it with something good happening. I can get you right into the dungeons without a single person thinking to stop us.”

“You’ve laid plans in advance in case you had to get yourself out. Didn’t you. That’s why you have that body double ring.”

It wasn’t a question Drostgaard asked, but Devan answered it with a humorless smirk. “With Princess Bitch like she is, I expect fallout any day.”

“Wise of you.” Drostgaard clapped his hands together. “Right. This is doable but we don’t have a lot of time. Binks, go with him. Buy up some ale and treats, get the wagon prepped. I’ll use a carrier pigeon to contact Inigo and warn him we’re coming in. We don’t have a lot of time—go, go.”

Devan was back through the door within seconds. There was so much to be done before nightfall hit. Devan wanted Tan out of the dungeons before midnight.

If the goddess of luck was with him, they’d make it.


Three

Devan

Devan had been on many a smuggling operation in his youth, but this had to be the scariest of them all. It felt like his heart was in his throat the entire time, damn near choking him. If not for years of experience, of growing up in this life, nerves might have gotten the better of him. It still took every ounce of his control to project a calm, nonchalant expression, to greet the guards on duty as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

It had taken four hours of preparations to get them this far. Devan had been forced to go back to his office in the evening, pretend to work on reports again, all to give people the idea nothing was wrong. Then he’d gotten off work and supposedly gone into town for dinner. Of course, as soon as he was out of sight, he’d switched over to his disguise and met Binks, who was lurking nearby with the covered wagon.

Binks calmly sat in the driver’s seat, guiding the Clydesdale team right to the back gate of the castle. It was beyond dark at this point, and only the torches along the wall and the lanterns mounted to the wagon gave enough light to drive by. The gates had even larger lanterns mounted to the brick for security reasons. The guards on duty there threw up a hand to stop her, which Binks did with a click of her beak. It sounded strangely like a child’s wooden toy.

Reed approached, his helmet tipped back on his forehead. “State your name and— Oh, hello, Mr. Morris.”

Devan gave him a nod and smile. “Hello. I’ve got another delivery for you from the First Knight.”

“Really? Damn, Sir Salvino is spoiling us.”

“Complaining?”

“Who’d complain about that? What’s your delivery this time?”

“Ale, cheese, bread, and smoked meat.”

Reed started salivating on the spot. “You, sir, are a welcome sight. Things were hectic all day, reporters and onlookers all trying to get a sneak peek inside the dungeon to see Grimslock. Felt like I battled half the city back. We could all use a pick-me-up after today’s madness.”

“I believe Sir Salvino had that very thought in mind when he contacted me. At any rate, I have another delivery after yours, so can I come in?”

“Absolutely, sir, please do.”

Reed waved the wagon on and Binks gave the reins a slap to get the horses moving again. They rattled through the stable yard, past the long stables connected to the castle, and past the kitchen door before arriving at the much smaller, narrower door that led down into the dungeons.

It wasn’t very well lit back here, only a single lantern hanging next to the door offering any kind of illumination. Devan kept meaning to get it fixed and forgetting, but it proved a blessing right now. He hopped lightly off, going around to the back of the wagon and pulling open the doors before lowering the wooden step. He grabbed the lighter things first, namely the two baskets of bread, before coming around to the dungeon door and giving it a solid kick with his foot.

“Ho, the guards!” he called through the wood.

“Ho!” someone responded strongly. “Who goes?”

“Morris! I have a delivery for you from Sir Salvino.”

The door was promptly unlocked and opened, Diaz standing there with a smile that revealed several gaps in his teeth. “What’s he sent us now?”

“Bread, ale, cheese, and smoked meat.”

“That man really is the First Knight for a reason. Bless him. Come in, come in. In fact, let me take that bread.”

“Certainly.” Devan handed the bread over and let Diaz go on ahead of him. He doubled back for the meats and cheese, exchanging a look with Binks as he did so.

Binks had his all-pass key, the one that would open absolutely any lock in the castle. It was her job to get the right barrel into Tan’s cell, swap the bodies, then get Tan into the wagon without anyone noticing otherwise. Devan’s job was to keep the guards chatted up and distracted.

First, though, a delivery to provide the distraction. He took the baskets with him to the door, once again meeting Diaz there. “Can I hand these over to you as well? Binks might need help with the ale down these steps.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks.” Alright, step one in place.

Diaz took the meats and cheese, calling to his fellow guardsmen that were farther down the narrow, dingy hallway about how much food there was. Devan left him to it as he returned to Binks.

In all fairness, the first two barrels that came through really did hold ale. Devan knew better than to deny guards ale. Better to get their whistles wet first, then do the swap.

The first barrel he got down the steps with Binks’ help—thankfully it was only a set of five steps, nothing too outrageous—then made a show of telling her, “I can roll it in from here. You think you can manage one alone? Okay, good, then grab the next one.”

Binks barked. Like an actual dog barking, then went back up.

Diaz heard this exchange as he moved back to help Devan with the barrel. “Cancuns are sometimes the strangest creatures. They can mimic anything, which is amazing, but the delivery…”

“They do say or mimic the most random shit,” Devan agreed. Of course, Binks did it on purpose, but he wasn’t about to explain that.

“They really do. Ooh, that’s a fine ale there. I recognize that label. Our First Knight is really treating us tonight. Come back, we can set this up in the guards’ room.”

Devan rolled it along the stretch of hallway, passing the cells lined up on either side. It was to his benefit the guard room was at the very back of the hallway, tucked off to the side, so there was no immediate line of sight for the guards as long as they were in the room. Devan used to grumble about it, as that was asking for a security breach, but it played in his favor tonight.

He got the barrel into the back room, smiled and greeted people, then went back for the second barrel. It was here that the switch would happen. Binks didn’t actually need his help with the barrels; she was plenty strong enough to get them down on her own. She’d get the right barrel inside Tan’s cell to switch the body double with him, then come back out again. All Devan had to do was buy her the time. With the second one, he paused and struck up more of a conversation, acting as if he needed a breather after manhandling two barrels.

“I heard you have the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock in here?”

Turner lounged in his chair, sipping at the ale he’d already tapped into, and made a face. “Yeah. Which, good for the country, I guess? But damn it made today a circus. Man himself has been out cold the entire time, not even stirring. I guess it could have been worse if he’d been awake.”

Diaz went to fill up his tankard, nodding in sour agreement. “I was run off my feet today. You’d never think of him as a powerful sorcerer, though. He’s tiny, for one, barely comes up to my chin. Looks innocent, too.”

Reyes jabbed a finger at him, mouth full of bread. “Exshatly!”

“Swallow first, man.” Diaz gave him a look of exasperation. “You always talk with your mouth full. Anyway, Mr. Morris, we won’t be holding the sorcerer for long. His trial is set after daybreak. Mostly for show—I think we all know he’s guilty. They’ll be quick to execute him.”

“You said he was still unconscious, though.” Devan needed to keep the conversation rolling just a bit longer. Give Binks every second to work in. “Can they try a man who’s unconscious?”

The three guards gave each other a look, as if no one knew the answer to that.

“Now that is a good question,” Reyes allowed, having finally swallowed. “Damn, didn’t think of that. He came in like this.”

“Magical depletion, that’s what Mage Collins said.” Diaz rubbed at his chin. “Grimslock wasn’t given any restorative potions, so can he wake up on his own by daybreak? Or you think they’ll give him something in the morning to wake him up?”

“That could be it.” Turner shrugged, not caring either way. “Let him be depleted and quiet tonight, so no one has to worry about him making trouble, then wake him up in the morning. I bet that’s what they’re doing. Can’t try a man that’s sleeping.”

“I would think it’s against the rules.” Devan judged it almost enough time.

“It better be. I know the laws in this country are skewed, but there’s got to be a rule somewhere that says you have to be awake for your own trial.” Turner made a face. “Say, Mr. Morris, how many of these kegs have our fine knight sent us?”

“Four.”

“Whoa, four?” Turner’s craggy face lit up in a smile. “He does love us after all. That way we can share with day shift.”

“I believe that was his plan, yes.”

“Well, he’s a right good man. I’ll thank him next time I see him.” Turner put this tankard down and pushed himself up to his feet. “Here, let me help you get the other two in.”

“I’d appreciate it, thanks.” Hopefully Binks was done and back out. She should be. Devan couldn’t see her from here—he’d have to step into the hallway to check—so if she wasn’t, he’d have to find an excuse to stop people here in the doorway to buy her a bit more time.

Binks made a cawing sound of distress, and Devan nearly sighed in relief at the signal. She’d succeeded. The two men went around the corner, back into the hallway, and saw she was halfway on the steps, barrel at her feet.

Tan was in that barrel.

Devan made a show of growling in frustration. “No, Binks, not that one! That’s for the other delivery.”

Binks squawked in dismay, stopping right where she was on the third step. “I do declare you a knight of bonk, of the land of bonk, by her Majesty Bonk!”

Where had she even heard that…? Different question for a different time.

“Here, I’ll help you get that one back in the wagon. Sir Turner, you help me get the right ones.”

“Sure thing.”

Binks cooperated as they lifted the barrel back up the steps and into the wagon. Devan once again made a show of pointing out the two barrels meant to go to the guards. “This one and this one only. Got it?”

Binks bobbed her head in understanding, voice shrill. “Pissin’ in the woods.”

“Was…that a yes?” Turner asked uncertainly.

“She nodded, so yes. Sir Turner, let’s get this one down next.”

“Alrighty.”

Devan ached to race through the delivery of the last two barrels, but of course he couldn’t. That would just add suspicion to the whole thing. He smiled and chatted and waved a merry good night to the guards as he walked naturally back down the hallway and up the steps. Diaz followed him up so he could lock the door behind them.

Devan climbed into the front of the wagon, but gods above he didn’t want to. He wanted to be in the back so he could get Tan out of the barrel, but he couldn’t risk it yet. Binks once again took the reins and got them going. He waved a goodbye to Reed as they passed the gate, leaving the castle grounds altogether.

Only then did he breathe out, his heart still racing a mile a minute. “Damn. I forgot how nerve-wracking this was.”

“You did good, laddie,” Binks said with a click of approval. “Got the touch.”

“I’m out of practice but thank you. You were marvelous. How is he?”

“Out cold, stone cold. Cutie pie~”

“Ha, yes, he is very cute. Criminally so, but I’m admittedly biased. Can you pull over long enough for me to climb in the back?”

“Behind the inn, sure, sure.”

Out of sight, she meant, and that was a reasonable precaution. “Alright.”

The inn in question was not far, just down the street and around the corner, well out of sight from the castle’s gates. No one would think it odd to see a delivery wagon parked near an inn, either; they’d assume a delivery and go on their merry way. As soon as Binks drew in close, Devan hopped lightly from the front seat, boots landing with a scraping sound against the cobblestone, then moved straight for the back compartment. He only opened a single door before getting a boot up and boosting himself inside, closing it immediately behind him. He thumped a fist against the rooftop to signal to Binks she could get moving again.

The wagon pulled off in a clatter of hooves. There was barely any light to see by in here, only the single candle in a sconce near the door providing illumination. Devan used a mini pry bar to work the two nails out of the barrel lid. Binks had hammered them in good to keep the lid tightly on. Which was good for the smuggling Tan out, but now he wanted this damn thing off so he could reach his lover.

Finally, it came free with a wrench of protesting metal. Devan cast it aside without care, immediately reaching inside to get his hands under Tan’s arms, pulling him up and free.

Tan was still a dead weight, completely unconscious, so he flopped against Devan’s chest as he was hauled out. He was not the cleanest, with smudges of dirt on his hands and face, hair disheveled. He wore his work clothes, not his black sorcerer getup, so he’d clearly been in work mode and not expecting trouble.

Devan pulled him entirely free before kneeling in the middle of the floor, holding Tan close. He just needed a second. Just a minute to hold his lover, feel him breathe, know he was alive. Devan had come far, far too close to losing this man and his heart was still mangled with fear.

Smoothing back Tan’s hair, Devan kissed the man’s forehead and fought back tears of relief.

“I am so very mad at you,” he whispered against Tan’s skin. “How dare you not take precautions with your life? If you properly understood just how precious you are to me, you’d never have done this.”

He wanted to hold Tan the rest of the night, but it wasn’t possible, there was no time. There were things Devan needed to do to make sure Tan got out of the city safely, and he couldn’t do them from here. But he would make Tan as comfortable as he could before letting go.

A bedroll and pillow lay tucked against the corner of the wagon. Devan had squirreled it and a basket of goodies inside for Tan earlier that afternoon. He stretched out and grabbed the bedroll now, unrolling it before maneuvering Tan gently on top of it.

At least the damn iron chains were off. Binks had moved them to the body double’s wrists to sell the ruse. With them gone, Tan had a better recovery window.

He had six potions in the basket, which he’d purchased earlier that day, all to aid Tan now. Two each of a magical restorative potion, an energy restorative, and a third meant to heal any wounds. The third didn’t seem to be necessary but Tan was sporting some obvious bruises on his wrists and arms, so Devan gave one of each to him anyway. With those in Tan’s system, literally working their magic, he shifted his attention to the next practical thing. He took the damp cloth and soap out of the bag, wiping the worst of the dungeon’s stink and dirt off Tan’s skin, then changed him into fresh clothes altogether. There, better. Tan should rest easy now. Devan pulled the blanket over Tan, tucking him in, before settling down next to him. Devan would hold him for as long as he could.

It seemed no time at all before the wagon stopped. Binks pounded a fist against the wood of the cabin, signaling him to get out.

Leaving Tan in another’s hands while he was still vulnerable was the hardest thing Devan had ever done. Reluctance dragged at every limb, but he couldn’t risk Tan’s life because of his own selfishness. Emotionally raw, he leaned in to place a gentle kiss against Tan’s forehead.

“I love you,” Devan whispered.

He took one more second, eyes caressing that beloved face, then forced himself up and out. They were in the woods outside the city, just off the highway, as planned. It was a private enough spot for Devan to switch disguises before returning to the city. Devan alighted from the back, quick to shut the door behind him, and found Drostgaard waiting on him with Dan in tow. The smuggler had an understanding expression on his face, just visible by the lantern he held.

“We’ll make sure he gets to Inigo safely,” Drostgaard promised, offering Dan’s reins. “Don’t fret about your man.”

“Thank you so much, Drostgaard. You and Binks both. I’d be lost without you right now.”

“More like dead without me. I know you, you wouldn’t have let him die. You would have chosen to get yourself killed trying to reach him.”

Devan snorted because that was true. He would have tried other, smarter methods first, but dying with Tan was preferable to living without him. He couldn’t refute that. “I’ll deliver payment to your office tomorrow. Go safely. And no matter what he says, make sure he gets to Inigo. I’ll meet him there in three days’ time. Oh, and”—he reached into a pocket and handed Drostgaard a letter—“give him this when he wakes up. That should be soon. I gave him the right potions to recover with.”

“I will. Go, Knight. They’ll miss you if you’re not back soon.”

“Unfortunately.” Devan sucked in a breath and mounted. He found the willpower, somehow, to stay mounted.

Binks leaned out of the driver’s seat to look back and assure him, “I would stomp on a sentient asshole any day.”

“Is that your way of assuring me you’ll defend him?”

Binks clicked her beak in confirmation.

“Thanks, Binks. Safe journey, all of you.”

Resolutely, Devan turned Dan around and nudged his horse into a canter, heading back into the city. He switched the disguise off as he rode, reverting back to his usual appearance. All he could do now was wait.

And pray.


Four

Tan

Tan woke up. Well, to be precise, he pried open one eyelid at a time, poked at his brain in an attempt to prod it into focus, and generally tried to rejoin the land of the living. That last part proved the most challenging.

Just what had he done now? Had he battled another tengu mid-air and missed the ground? This was worse than that time he’d dared to challenge a narwhal to a duel. (Turned out trying to fight underwater even with the right breathing spells was more exhausting than it seemed. But that was a different story for a different time.)

The air smelled a bit stale, which was odd. He felt a thin blanket under him and another over him, which didn’t match at all with his bed. There was the sound of something jingling too, like chains. The floor under him hit a bump, and it felt akin to being in a wagon and hitting a rut in the road.

Wait a second.

He was in a wagon. Wasn’t he?

Well, hell. This might be good. This might be bad. Tan really didn’t know enough to judge right now.

For his own sake, he hoped it was not a kidnapping. He said this because Devan would murder him if he’d gotten himself kidnapped.

Tan tried to flop upright. No dice. He seriously hadn’t felt this weak in ages. Mental note: Do not try to fix Void by yourself. Bad idea. Very bad. His magical core was threatening legal prosecution, it was so ouchy. Right now, he couldn’t draw enough energy to light a candle, so he’d better not have been kidnapped. He had no strength to get himself out of the mess if he was.

Alright, take two. This time, he got onto his side. Tan chose to view this as progress. He at least had movement this time. Right, now get an arm underneath him and—okay, look, arm. You are still attached to body, thereby you can function. Do your job, dammit.

Arm did not agree. It failed to support his weight and he thumped right back onto his back.

Well that didn’t go as planned.

“I think he might be awake,” a male voice commented.

Was his possible kidnapper talking? Tan really hoped he wasn’t one. He didn’t think he’d been kidnapped. His evidence was that he wished really, really hard for it.

A panel opened at the front of the wagon, wood sliding against wood in a sharp sound, and a craggy face peered inside. Tan’s feet were toward the front of the wagon, so he could stare easily up at him. The man blinked at Tan.

Tan blinked back. “Hi.”

“Well, now, you are awake. Good afternoon, Sorcerer. Don’t be alarmed, we’re friends of Devan’s.”

“Oh thank fuck. I really don’t have the energy to deal with kidnappers right now.”

He chuckled. “I bet. Binks, stop for a bit. I need to climb in back with him.”

“The turkey is the strongest consciousness in here,” a drunk sounding voice slurred.

Either he was more out of it than he realized, or…actually, Tan couldn’t think of a good reason for that line.

“Never mind Binks,” the man suggested to Tan. “Cancuns, you know, they repeat random shit. I’m Drostgaard, a smuggler. Known Devan since he was in diapers. We’re taking you to Inigo to rest up. Devan said he’d join you in about three days, when it was safe enough for him to get out of there.”

Smugglers?

Why would smugglers have him?

This did not bode well. Not at all. Tan feared he might be in trouble with Devan after all.

Binks stopped the wagon, Drostgaard climbed down with a grunt of effort before coming around to the back and climbing back in. Huh, based on that build, Drostgaard was a gnome.

“Go, Binks!”

The wagon got back into motion.

Tan tilted his head to watch as Drostgaard first fetched a basket near Tan’s feet, pulling it closer before settling down near Tan’s side. “Devan left all manner of things for you. Food, extra clothes, a few restorative potions. He gave you some potions before he left you with us, but it looks to me like you could use a few more.”

“I’m perfectly willing to down everything he left me.” Tan made gimme-gimme hands.

Drostgaard helped him prop up enough to swallow, and Tan took the three potions left without any hesitation. From the labels, Tan had just taken an energy potion, a mana-replenishing potion, and a general health potion. He sighed in satisfaction as he handed the last bottle back to Drostgaard. He could feel the magic coursing through his system already. His core was now willing to settle out of court, calming down by degrees so he wasn’t actively hurting. Thank fuck.

“Water?”

“Please.” Tan accepted the help and he downed half the flask in one pull. Ahh, better. He felt like he could live now.

Well, maybe. The fact smugglers had him was rather telling. Tan really didn’t want to ask. Unfortunately, he had to know.

“So, Drostgaard. The fact that two smugglers have me suggests I’m in a lot of trouble. On a scale of one to ten—one being Devan is mad at me, ten being he might chain me to the bed for the rest of my life—how much trouble am I in?”

Drostgaard’s smile was not nice. “I’d go with a solid fifteen.”

“Shit. I literally have no idea what happened, help a brother out, here.” Tan waited with an anticipatory wince on his face.

“Doesn’t surprise me, you were apparently unconscious the entire time.” Drostgaard sat back, leaning against the side of the wagon, hands comfortably settled over his stomach. “You were doing some kind of insane spellwork in the Gruimont Mountains.”

Tan nodded, confirming this. “Right. I’ve been working on fixing The Void. I was experimenting with something. Turned out to have a higher magical energy drain than I anticipated. I went straight down. And…?”

“And a traveling party of adventurers saw magic being thrown around, got curious, and rode over for a look.”

Well, well, well, if it wasn’t the consequences of his own decisions. They came too soon.

“They found you and realized who you were, slapped iron cuffs on you, and turned you in to the government for a reward. White mages from Glane portaled you to the castle, then threw you in the castle dungeon.”

This story just got better and better. Tan started to worry for himself. Mostly because it sounded like Devan might murder him for this.

“Your knight hit panic mode, came directly to me, and hatched a plan with me and Binks to get you back out. He used that disguise mode on the ring you gave him—I want one of those by the way, we’ll negotiate that later—to help get them past castle security. He bought ale and snacks for the guards and delivered it himself, giving Binks a chance to wheel in a body double and switch it out for you, then rolled you back into the cart. No one’s the wiser due to the disguise ring on the corpse. They’ll think you died of magical depletion during the night. Still might burn your body in the main square for show, though.”

“I have never in my life been so glad Devan grew up with smugglers.” Tan sent a silent apology winging toward his lover. That must have scared ten years off Devan’s life.

“It saved you, no question. I warn you now, Sorcerer, he was very reluctant to let go of you last night. Damn near killed him to do it. You best have the apologies of all apologies ready for him when he does rendezvous with you.”

Tan threw both hands over his face and groaned. “I promised him I’d never do serious spell work like that without him there to watch my back. I just didn’t think it would be that bad. The Void’s hard to calculate, there’s no quantifying figures for it that I can reference.”

“He’s invested enough in you breathing that I think you can charm him into forgiving you.” Drostgaard leaned in, dark eyes narrowed. “What I’d like to know is how you two got together to begin with.”

“What, he didn’t tell you the story?”

“Didn’t have the time. But we’re going to be on the road the rest of the day getting you to Inigo, so we have all the time in the world.”

Tan really had nothing better to do than to lie there, let the potions do their work, and talk. Besides, talking about Devan was his favorite subject. “Sure. Wait, pass me the bread and the rest of the water first, I’m beyond famished.”

Drostgaard got him propped up against the side wall so he could eat without choking, and was almost back down again when Binks made noises of protest from the front.

“Story!” she protested in a shrill voice that sounded very child-like before it switched entirely to a man’s growly, deep voice. “Tell me the story.”

“Binks is apparently feeling left out. You can listen in, Binks, no one’s stopping you.”

Tan could see her dyed-gold feathers as she shifted closer to the panel. Quite pretty, really. He got some bread into his stomach while Drostgaard got settled again. Delicious bread. Oooh, there was cheese and smoked salmon in there too. Dawww, Devan did love him.

Mouth and stomach were both much happier now. He could tell the story without issue.

“Ours is a tale as old as time,” Tan started with grand, rolling tones. “A true romance that has been repeated throughout history. I saw a hottie in a tavern, took one look at him, and thought, I want that.”

Drostgaard snorted a laugh, belly shaking. “You’re kidding.”

“Totally not kidding. I was a teenager at the time, he a young knight, so he didn’t take me seriously when I approached him. Still, he was sweet about it, and a gentleman, and made sure I got in safely that night. It just solidified the crush. I didn’t get a chance to meet him again until years later. You heard about that nonsense at Siset earlier this year, where the princess basically ordered them to be sacrificed to the barbarians?”

“Oh, I think every informant heard the real story behind that. It really was you up there?”

“It really was. Devan came to me for help because he frankly didn’t know where to turn and of course I immediately said yes…”

In between bites, Tan spun the tale, only leaving out the really personal aspects. He had a very interested audience and it took the whole loaf of bread and all the cheese to get through it.

Binks asked only one question. “Fucking fantastic?”

Tan cackled. “Devan looks like he’d be amazing in bed, right? I can assure you, looks are not deceiving.”

“Bragging,” Binks accused.

“Excuse you, I have every right to brag. That man was hard to win over.”

Drostgaard cleared his throat. “You said you were up there fixing The Void. Can you actually fix it?”

“Erk. You would ask the hard question. Uh, yes. Maybe. Going with a definite maybe. In theory, yes, but as I just discovered the hard way, there’s a few problems with my theory. I’ll need to find an alternate way to power the spell. Otherwise, doing this really would kill me. And Devan will find a way to resurrect me so he can murder me again.”

“I wouldn’t suggest trying his temper,” Drostgaard agreed drolly. “He doesn’t have much of one, but when he does snap, things tend to get messy.”

“You’re telling me.”

“Ah! Almost forgot. He left a letter for you.” Drostgaard fished it out of his pocket and handed it over.

Tan accepted it with a blink. He’d never received a letter from Devan before. He didn’t expect it to be flowery or gushy—that wasn’t his lover’s style—but the fact that he got a letter at all made him go all gooey in the middle.

Hopefully it wasn’t a letter cussing him out. That’d be bad.

Tan opened it with one eye screwed shut.

Beloved—

Okay, that was a good start. Tan could risk opening the other eye now.

I know very well that you’ll be your usual self by mid-journey. The potions I’ve given you will restore your magic enough that you can portal home without issue. I ask that you not do that. I’ve staged your death so that no one is the wiser. Please, just go to Inigo’s until I can join you. We can discuss what to do once I’m there.

Yours,

Devan

As expected of his lover. Short and to the point. Still, the letter made Tan happy. He clutched it to his heart and gave a giddy little shimmy.

To the curious Drostgaard, Tan said, “He told me to be good and stay with you.”

“I would appreciate it. Embarrassing, to show up without the cargo. Didn’t want to explain that to Inigo.”

Oh, true. “Well, I’m not really recovered enough to portal myself anywhere today anyway. Maybe tomorrow, but definitely not today. I—”

The ring on his finger flared to life. The high-pitched voice was unmistakable. “Tan.”

Tan eyed said ring warily. Why was his master calling him? “Hello, Master Keb.”

“You breathing?”

“Am I not supposed to?”

“Don’t be a wise ass. I’m calling to check on you. I saw a certain flare-up of magic near Gruimont Mountains. And then I heard the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock was on trial this morning—or supposed to be—and he was burned on a pyre in Glane. You trying to hoodwink the world, or did you screw up and your knight had to rescue you?”

“Okay, first of all, I was trying to fix The Void. My method mostly worked, mind you.”

“So your funeral wasn’t deliberate, just the result of a screwup. I might need to send your knight wine. Boy, you tackling that damn Void again?”

“Now, look here you reprobate old man. This was your screwup to begin with.”

“It was just a miscalculation of—”

“Yes, and it was a miscalculation on my part that sent me down and got me captured, so you have no room to throw stones at this glass house, do you?”

“That’s different.”

“Oh, do explain. I’m all ears and have the rest of the day to argue this point with you.”

Tan meant it, too. He wasn’t backing down until he’d guilt-tripped Master Keb into going back up there to fix The Void.

He would not be living up to his reputation as a black sorcerer if he couldn’t somehow work this situation to his advantage.


Five

Devan

Devan didn’t ride at a fast and furious pace for Illesea—frankly, no horse could withstand a brutal pace over that kind of distance—but he wanted to. He’d talked to Tan the past two nights, and hearing Tan’s voice had helped. Devan knew his lover was fine, but he also felt emotionally stretched over a rack. To the outside world, he had to pretend everything was fine. That he wasn’t burning with the need to get his arms around his lover, assure them both Tan was alive. Speaking with Tan helped assuage the need but didn’t dismiss it entirely.

Nighttime, especially, was the hardest. The memory of Tan’s funeral raged in his mind’s eye. The burning body had smelled like cooking bacon, making him nauseous, and he hadn’t been able to show anything on his face but boredom. He’d been forced to stand there, watching as Tan’s face was destroyed in fire, and then continue to stand there until the body was ash. All while he fought the contents of his stomach, Devan had been forced to listen to an orator listing out his lover’s crimes and whipping the crowd up into a frenzy about how wicked he was and deserving of the punishment, making every muscle tense in fury.

Tan wasn’t a saint, Devan was under no illusions about that, but still. Every supposedly good mage working under Serenity had done just as bad or worse. They weren’t any better or more innocent than the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock. The only crime Tan was really being punished for was refusing to cater to a spoiled bitch.

Seeing how people treated Tan during that funeral had only solidified Devan’s decision to leave. He had no intention of serving this government a day longer than he had to.

Three days after the funeral, he took his promised leave of a week and rode straight for the coast. He pushed Dan harder than he had in a long time, and the stallion was tired, but they made good time. He came in late at night, well after sunset, Dan flagging the last bit as they rode into Illesea.

Devan took pity on the horse and walked the rest of the way to The Watering Can, needing to stretch his legs anyway. Dan blew out a tired breath as Devan handed the reins over to Scotty, the young teen looking tired and ready for dinner himself.

He passed over a coin for the trouble and instructed, “Make sure he has lots to eat and drink. I ran him hard today. A few apples wouldn’t be amiss either.”

Dan’s ears twitched at one of his favorite words. Tired, yes, but the stallion was still paying attention. Then again, Devan was pretty sure saying ‘apple’ would resurrect his horse from the grave.

He left his bags on the horse, not caring if he had his luggage on him or not, as getting inside and to Tan was the priority. He went through the back door, past the kitchens, and into the main room.

Tan, where was Tan?

Devan heard him before he saw him, Tan’s infectious laugh in full voice. His lover was always teasing or laughing, a naturally happy person. It was part of what drew Devan so strongly to him.

There he was, standing near the bar, an ale in hand, talking with a woman, hand gesturing to illustrate some point or another. Devan paused for a moment to drink the sight in. He needed that moment. He needed to see Tan talking, and moving, and smiling to erase the nasty image of watching his body burn as a spectacle for a crowd that cheered his death. Tan was so alive, vibrating with life. He wore all black, as he usually favored, silky dark hair tousled and gleaming under the tavern’s lanterns. A smile of pure mischief tugged his mouth up into a wicked curve, eyes sparkling. The sight of him made Devan fall hard all over again.

“Tan.”

Tan whipped around, locking on Devan immediately, and lit up. His smile was so bright it would shame a forest fire. Tan dropped both conversation and ale immediately, running straight for him.

Devan met him halfway, catching Tan up in a strong embrace, eyes closing in relief to have that slender body in his arms. Feeling his warmth, hearing him breathe, with Tan’s arms tight around his shoulders, felt like a homecoming. Thank any god listening. Even knowing Tan was alright, Devan had needed this moment. To lay hands on his lover, feel him. His heart could only settle and set aside its fear now that he had Tan with him once more.

Tan cradled Devan’s head with both hands even as he peppered kisses all over Devan’s forehead and cheeks. “I’m sorry, so sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Devan caught Tan’s mouth, needing to kiss him more than he needed air. His heart still felt raw and it had been so long—over a month—since he could touch Tan like this. Kissing him was all too familiar, but in this moment, it felt new. The taste of him was like a brand on Devan’s lips as their mouths fed off each other, tongues tangling in a sensual glide. Devan became utterly lost in the kiss, unable to think of anything but how soft those lips were against his, how much he loved the breathy moan vibrating in Tan’s throat. His entire body responded to it and if he wasn’t in public—

Shit. They were in public.

Devan broke the kiss and only then realized everyone around them was catcalling and offering rather lewd suggestions. Right. Bedroom just became a priority.

“Upstairs,” Tan suggested, the word breathy.

Devan was all for no audience. Really. All for it.

They turned and immediately went for the stairs. Devan wasn’t sure who was pulling who, both of them eager to get into a room. It felt like it took years to actually get to his childhood bedroom. When Devan finally got them inside, he kicked the door shut before backing Tan straight into it, diving back into the interrupted kiss.

Tan’s lips were soft against his and so incredibly sweet. Devan groaned, deepening the kiss, using the tip of his tongue to trace that mouth and ask for entrance. Tan didn’t even hesitate, just opened for him, his own tongue sliding into Devan’s mouth to play.

If Devan had experienced a hotter kiss than this in his life, he sure didn’t remember it. It was the taste of the man, so rich and sweet; the feeling of him pressed tight against Devan as if air wasn’t even allowed to be between them; the way his fingers carded against Devan’s scalp, sparking little tingles of pleasure. All the sensations merged to create this heady, sensual pleasure that threatened to overwhelm Devan’s good sense.

Tan lifted up on tiptoe, just enough to grind his hips into Devan’s and, shit, that sparked the most lovely friction. Devan pulled out of the kiss with a groan, feeling his control climb for the nearest window, ready to leap free.

Their mouths stayed locked as they wrestled shirts off each other, the fabric hitting the floor with a soft whump of noise they both ignored. Devan’s mouth left Tan’s only because he wanted to caress and inspect every inch of his lover’s body.

He trailed his mouth down over a firm pec, then dragged the flat of his tongue over an erect nipple. Tan hissed, a shiver of pleasure dancing over his skin. He was sensitive there, delightfully so, and it was a button Devan pushed often.

Devan hooked his thumbs under the waistband of Tan’s underwear and pants as he trailed his mouth down, going to his knees while pressing kisses against firm abs. As he trailed down, he pulled the pants completely off those slender hips, letting them pool on the floor. Tan was hardening steadily, almost half erect just from this.

Devan rubbed his cheek against the side of that hot cock, letting his mouth trail down even lower. His lips found plump balls, the musky scent of aroused male filling his head. He extended his tongue to capture them, drawing them into his mouth and massaging them gently with his lips and tongue.

“D-Devan— Ah!” Tan’s hands latched on to his shoulders, his breathing becoming ragged.

Oh, he liked that, no question. He was fully erect now, too. Devan let the balls slip free to switch targets, getting his mouth onto that cock and bobbing his head gradually over it.

He should probably stop teasing, though. Devan didn’t want Tan coming too quickly and he still needed to properly prep him. Devan absolutely wanted in that ass. He pulled free, standing so he could get the right leverage for this. Tan was still trying to gather his scattered wits when Devan got a good hold on the back of the man’s thighs and lifted him before lightly tossing him onto the bed.

Tan landed with a bounce and startled laugh. Look at him, all stretched out like that on Devan’s bed, not at all self-conscious. It did Devan’s heart good to see him like this.

He felt words and emotions clawing up his throat, demanding to be said, but he didn’t know how to give voice to any of them. Later. He’d try later. Right now, he needed to properly connect to this man once more.

Putting a knee on the bed, he climbed on, mouth finding the interior of Tan’s knee. He mouthed the skin there with kisses, trailing upward, finding that pretty cock once more. That cock really needed more attention. Devan wasn’t quite done there. Just because he said so.

He went down on it again, reveling in the way Tan shuddered and sighed under him. He liked that reaction quite a bit. He got the flat of his tongue under the head, sliding deliberately down, then pulling back up and sucking as he did so.

Tan might have been trying to swear but his tongue wasn’t cooperating enough to form actual words. That reaction made Devan want to do many, many bad things to him. Devan made a mental note so he could drive Tan crazy in the future.

As much fun as this was, though, he had a goal to reach. He pulled free, getting a hold under Tan’s thighs and pushing his hips up to expose him completely. Devan’s mouth made wet, sucking noises as he moved further down, past the perineum, finding that tight ring of muscle. He shifted his grip to get a better angle, opening Tan up to him completely. Ah, better. He could get his tongue in there now, stabbing in the center and fucking him with it.

Tan’s pants were louder, damn near cries, his thighs shaking under Devan’s hands. Oh, he liked being rimmed very, very much.

If he got any more fun to pleasure, Devan was never letting him leave the bed.

It was highly tempting to just fuck him with his tongue until Tan came, but…no. Devan found the willpower from somewhere to pull free, leaning over Tan long enough to snatch lube from the top drawer of his nightstand.

Tan pulled him back eagerly, pressing kisses against Devan’s neck, hands grasping at his back, which he enjoyed very much. Devan stayed propped up on one elbow as he got the first finger coated and inside Tan. He accepted it so easily Devan added another in the second thrust in.

Unlike some, Tan wasn’t content to just lay there and be prepped. He captured Devan’s head with one hand, the kiss demanding. Devan let his mouth be ravaged, kissing back.

Oh! Tan’s free hand had found his dick and hot damn, yes, that felt amazing. Tan wasn’t shy about the way he stroked him, the touch firm and demanding a response. Devan was all too happy to be stroked up to full hardness. They’d both enjoy the result in a minute.

Literally a minute, Devan had no more patience than that.

Scratch that, he needed this man now. Tan could take three fingers, it should be fine. Devan scrambled to lube himself up and Tan pulled him in closer before he was even sure he’d put enough lube on. Tan was not taking no for an answer. Devan felt just as desperate.

He pressed his tip to Tan’s entrance, trying to take it slow, trying not to just plunge in, but dammit his lover wasn’t helping his control any. Tan hooked both hands under his shoulders, pulling him in closer and Devan could only groan and give in. The first push into Tan felt divine. He was so tight, so hot and welcoming, Devan almost embarrassed himself right there. Once he was balls deep inside, he had to pause, to claw at the remnants of his control. Devan’s head pressed against Tan’s shoulder, breathing ragged.

“Devan,” Tan groaned in protest. “Move!”

“A second,” Devan pleaded. Control, control, control. “Just gimme a second. You’re…too good. It’s too good.”

Tan lifted both legs to wrap around Devan’s hips, hooking them at the ankles, and that tore it. Something primal awoke in Devan and he found himself pulling out without meaning to, thrusting in. The friction hit all the right spots and pleasure raced through his body like wildfire.

“Yesss,” Tan hissed.

Shit, this man was going to be the death of him. Devan wasn’t actually complaining. He just wanted to spend sixty years driving them both crazy with pleasure first. At least sixty—he could go for a few more decades.

Devan found a rhythm that made Tan writhe around him, head tossing back and forth on the pillow as pleasure overwhelmed him. Devan was nailing his prostate with every thrust in just because watching Tan come unraveled was entirely too satisfying. The bed was creaking a little with every thrust, and Devan had to keep a firm hold against the headboard to keep him from fucking Tan right up into it. The pace was hard and brutal and he couldn’t slow down if his life depended on it.  

Neither of them wanted him to.

He could feel that telltale tingle build in his groin, that sign that his climax was approaching fast. Devan absolutely refused to come first. He shifted one hand down, found Tan’s cock, which was already weeping with pre-come. Good, Tan was right on the verge too. He put his thumb right against the underside of the head, stroking the main nerve there.

Tan’s back arched, eyes screwed shut as pleasure overloaded his system. He screamed as he came, fingers digging into Devan’s back. He’d no doubt leave bruises.

Devan couldn’t begin to care less if he did. Seeing his lover come undone under him, feeling Tan’s channel latch down around his cock as he came, sent him right over the edge. He curled over Tan, breath feeling like a sob as he poured himself into his lover. Normally, sex was an enjoyable pursuit with Tan that Devan indulged in. Never once had he come this hard, where darkness ate at the corner of his vision, where it felt like his spine was bending under the force of it.

Devan collapsed, fighting for breath, knowing he was squashing Tan and simply not having the strength to push himself up yet. In a second. Maybe a minute.

Tan’s arms were around his waist, keeping him there. See? He was fine. Devan could find both breath and brains before needing to move.

A good minute passed with them just finding their breaths and enjoying the languid afterglow that washed through their systems.

Devan found enough strength to prop himself up on elbows, one hand stroking hair back from Tan’s face. Tan gave him a blissed-out smile in return.

“Tan. I love you. Please don’t scare me like that ever again. My heart can’t take it.” Ah, there. There were the words that had been fighting to get free earlier.

Tan’s eyes grew bright with unshed tears. “I love you just as much. I’m sorry I scared you. I honestly didn’t think it would be that dangerous. From now on, if I’m working on a spell outside of Grimslock, I’ll make sure you’re with me.”

Hearing those words felt like a balm on Devan’s sore heart. He’d strongly suspected Tan loved him too, but he’d needed to hear it just as much as he needed to say it. Devan leaned in to kiss him, mouth lingering, speaking of contentment and affection.

Thank all the gods, Tan was of one accord with him on both matters. Devan let his head drop onto Tan’s shoulder. Right now, he needed to hold Tan and breathe, nothing more.

Wrapping both arms more snuggly around him, Tan held on and let them both have this moment, a rare moment of peace and perfect contentment.


Six

Tan

Devan held his head in both hands, wearing the look of a man who had absolutely reached his last nerve, and Tan was dancing right on it for some reason. Devan was about to get up and strangle him for it.

“Let me get this straight. You went up into barbarian territory, without anyone with you, told the people of Siset—known friends and allies who would have helped you—to not bother coming when they saw an explosion, and then attempted spellwork never done before that even you couldn’t calculate.”

Tan internally winced. “Well, when you say it like that, it just sounds stupid.”

They were having breakfast in bed, mostly because they weren’t fit for company and downstairs was really, really crowded. Devan had gone down long enough to get a tray of goodies before hauling it back up here. Breakfast had been going swimmingly right up until Devan asked what Tan had done to cause this whole fiasco.

As good of a storyteller as Tan was, he couldn’t spin the story in his favor. Major screwups were like that.

His lover was still groaning, seeming torn about how mad to be. This wasn’t an if/or situation, more he was working out the scale of appropriate anger. Tan recognized this look all too well.

“Tan. With as much disrespect as I can possibly manage—”

“I was fixing it!” Tan exclaimed, using his croissant as a shield.

“Alone. When you knew you weren’t supposed to be.”

Okay, so joking with the croissant didn’t work. It was hard for Tan not to feel defensive when everyone liked to bring up The Void as one of his more famous mistakes and it wasn’t even his mistake to begin with. Devan wasn’t being accusative, per se, but Tan still felt miffed about it.

“You knew I wasn’t perfect when you chose me,” Tan pointed out.

Devan lifted his head to give him quite the look, one that spoke volumes on this score. There was a twinkle in his eye that suggested he wasn’t really mad anymore, and he poked at Tan’s side with a finger, the gesture teasing. “I know very well that you’re a black sorcerer, but—”

“Exactly! Look, I may not be perfect, but you know how I am. I’ve only killed people in battle, or if they really deserved it, which is practically the same thing. I’m not an arsonist. I’ve never committed fraud. I’ve never found a wallet outside of a tavern and thought about returning it but saw that the owner lived in a different country so just took the cash and dropped the wallet back on the ground.”

“Okay, that last one’s really specific, which makes me think you definitely did do that.”

“THE POINT BEING”—Tan gave a harumph. Devan was just trying to sidetrack him now, that’s all that was—“you knew from the get-go how I was and fell in love with me anyway, so you can’t be upset about the oopsies.”

Devan was not moved by this logic. He was still smiling but there was a warning look in his eye. “I can, and will, if it almost gets you killed. I like you in one piece, you madman.”

“Awww honey-boo, I love you too. I am sorry I scared you, I really am.”

The sincerity of the apology softened Devan. “Just please be more cautious going forward. You scared twenty years off my life with this stunt.”

“Well that won’t do, I need you to live another hundred. At least.” Tan judged it was safe enough to move around and cuddle up against Devan’s side. His lover was over his hump of mad now and was going downhill toward forgiveness, which was much safer territory. “If it makes you feel better, I really won’t do this again. For one thing, aside from scaring you into an early grave, it was scary on my end too. Damn uncomfortable as well. I was so magically drained I was right at death’s door there for a bit. Like, I stared into the abyss, and the abyss was high. Kinda unnerving, took the abyss five minutes to even notice I was there. Anyway, no desire to do it again.”

“Good. You’ve already promised me that you won’t do serious spellwork outside without me anymore, and I’m holding you to that.” Devan turned to smack a kiss against Tan’s forehead.

See? He was already forgiven.

What Tan wanted to know was something else entirely. “How was my funeral? Was it spectacular? Lots of people?”

“Tan.” Devan’s head flopped back on his neck, like he was praying for patience.

Tan could have told him that was a lost cause—his parents had been doing that to no noticeable effect since he was two. He poked Devan in the ribs. “Come on, come on, spill. I want details.”

“Your funeral was a damn circus, that’s what it was.” Devan put the coffee back on the tray. For some reason, he didn’t look happy relating all of this. “They put your body double on a board, with a black shroud over everything but the head and torso, and paraded the body around the city for a good hour before bringing it back to the main square. Since ‘you’ were already dead, they couldn’t hold a public trial—that was the first plan. Instead, they had someone list out all your crimes. I think a few were made up, honestly, I don’t remember you doing all of that.”

They were probably all true. Tan chose not to tell Devan the really, really stupid shit he’d done when he was younger. Eighteen-year-old him had still been working on the whole restraint thing. It’d been a work in progress there for a while. Not to mention the common sense thing.

Truth be told, Tan was still working on the common sense thing. This recent situation being a case in point.

“After they listed off all the crimes, then they put your body double on a pyre and lit it on fire. People cheered and clapped as the body burned. People were even selling beer and snacks like it was some kind of damn festival.”

Sounded like a grand send-off to him. Tan wished he could have been in the crowd to watch it all play out. But Devan’s face said that this memory pained him. His jaw kept working, glaring at the bedsheet like it had said something offensive about his father.

Tan scooted in a bit closer, placing his head on Devan’s shoulder. “Did it make you mad?”

“Honestly, yes. They were cheering on the death of someone I love dearly, so yes, I was mad as hell.” Some other emotion than anger was in Devan’s voice. He sounded hoarse and heartsick. “It didn’t help that the body double’s ring really made it look like you. Emotionally speaking, it was hard to watch someone with your face burn like that. If not for the fact that I knew you were safe and sound, I might have lost it.”

Oh. Well, shit, Tan hadn’t thought of it from that angle. Now he felt like a bastard.

Tan got an arm around Devan’s waist and hugged him. “I promise I’ll never make you sit through my funeral again.”

“I’m holding you to that.” Devan lifted Tan’s chin with a finger and thumb, leaning in to kiss him, mouth lingering.

The kiss was so tender, so sweet, that Tan purred. Devan might need a little more reassurance that Tan was fine. Tan absolutely had altruistic reasons for saying that and it wasn’t because he had ulterior motives like morning sex. Mostly.

Look, the moment Tan stopped responding to Devan, he really was eligible for his own funeral.

Devan’s fingers carded through Tan’s hair, the sensation lovely as those blunt fingers massaged his scalp. Tan gave a happy groan as Devan’s tongue invaded his mouth, immediately sliding his own against it. Kissing this man was like sin.

Drawing back, Devan murmured, “Let me move the tray.”

Tan made a noise of protest, trying to pull Devan back to him. Not done kissing this man yet.

“Just let me move the tray before we tip it over. Then I’ll fuck you into the mattress.”

“Well, if you put it like that…” Tan grinned up at his lover as Devan quickly moved the tray off the bed and to the side table in front of the window.

Tan’s ring lit up, Niran’s voice coming through loud and clear.

“Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

“Sorry, he’s unavailable at this moment,” Tan drawled back. “Do try calling again.”

“Ah, there you are brother.”

“No, sorry, still not available.”

Niran knew him well enough to ignore the nonsense and kept talking anyway. “Brother, I heard you were dead. Can I have your spine?”

“I hate you some days.” Tan glared at the ring on his finger.

“I know.” Niran cackled, laughing at his own joke. Then again, he was his own target audience.

“Why the hell are you calling? I have a man to sex up and you’re interrupting.”

“Ah, well, Hans just called me via mirror. You really should connect your mirror to your ring, you know, so he can call you directly.”

“You’re not calling me to add to my to-do list. Brother, get to the point.”

“Oh, Grimslock is under attack. Did you know that?”

“TELL ME THAT FIRST, DAMMIT.” Alarm shot through Tan and he bolted out of bed, diving for the clothes he’d discarded last night. They were scattered all over the floor, mixed in with Devan’s, which was entirely unhelpful and frustrating in this moment.

“So you didn’t know. Good thing I called, then.”

Tan’s desire to strangle his brother warred with needing his help. He caught Devan’s eye, their look one of shared worry. Not many people would dare to attack a black sorcerer’s domain outright like this. Any who would dare would be a formidable opponent.

Devan came in close enough to lift Tan’s hand closer to his face so he could speak directly into the ring. “Niran, who is attacking, do you know?”

“Hans reported it was white mages from Glane, but I’m not sure on what basis he said that.”

“He’d be able to tell.” Shit, this just got better and better. Tan yanked on his pants with one hand, trying to do them up and still talk. “Niran, I might need you and Fa to help. My magic’s much better but still recovering. I kinda overdid it a few days ago.”

“Oh? I’ll contact her, we’ll portal in. You portaling in directly from wherever you are?”

“I’m in Illesea and yes.”

“Right. Be there in a few minutes, then.”

The connection cut.

It took no imagination to guess what this was about. Tan said the obvious anyway. “The princess wants to make an example of me so she sent in all the white mages of court to dismantle my tower.”

“That’s likely the size of it.” Devan yanked on clothes as he talked, a growl to his words. “It must have been impulse on her part, as I didn’t hear a word of this before leaving. Wells should have called, dammit. Well, he might not have been able to if Serenity was hustling people out of the castle.”

True to form, then. She was very impulsive.

Devan’s fingers flew as he buttoned his shirt up. “Tan, I hate to ask this, but what are the odds they can get through your wards? I know the white mages at court aren’t on your level, but do they stand a chance?”

“If there’s enough of them, yes. It’s a numbers game. If they bring enough power with them, they can overwhelm any ward.” Tan snatched up his boots next, hopping on one foot as he tried to get the other into the shoe. “Which is why we have to get there now.”


Seven

Devan

Niran’s casual Oh, by the way, Grimslock is under attack had to be the most understated warning in all of history. Devan’s eyes took in the scene from the foyer of Grimslock tower and felt his stomach clench. Damn. That…was a lot of opponents.

The entire road leading up to the front gate and the thin stretch of ground ringing the outside of the wall was full of people. Knights, mages, soldiers, all doing their level best to get past Tan’s ward. Devan recognized quite a few faces and, from the look of it, the troublemakers were the ones who’d marched out. Appeared like Wells had managed to keep the good knights home. Bless him for it, as this was a suicide march, not that anyone coming up the long drive seemed to realize it. It did make this emotionally easier on Devan. He wouldn’t feel torn about fighting against this bunch. Anyone who dared to hurt his lover was fair game.

The secondary ward had been activated, keeping the knights from breaching the gate. Hans had activated it as a protection, which was well done of him, as it bought Devan and Tan some leeway to deal with this.

“I’m from a place with dark elves and even darker magic and it’s STILL better than here.” Tan glared out the window, a tic jumping in his jaw. “I do not like the look of this one little bit.”

“I can’t say I’m overjoyed either. How long until they get through?”

“If they continue at this rate, maybe an hour. If they bring something that has more power to it, like an ancient magic relic, thirty minutes. Somewhere in that time frame.”

That did not sound good at all.

“If they hurt my cats, there will be murder with prejudice.”

Devan was not worried about the cats so much as the entirety of the castle. “Tan. We need a plan.”

“I’ll be honest, my usual tactics won’t work here. If I go out to bonk, like usual, they’ll overwhelm me. I also don’t want to let loose with fire tornadoes or anything. The cleanup will be a bitch.”

That was what Devan was afraid of. Tan seemed at something of a loss, and Devan didn’t blame his lover. This was overwhelming.

Alright, if Tan didn’t know what to do, then Devan would take lead. “If this was my operation, here’s how I would tackle it. First, I would introduce something to immediately lower morale.”

Tan blinked up at him. “Morale?”

“A weapon is only a tactic to make your enemy change his mind. I’ve won many a fight by show of force, making my opponent realize that fighting me wasn’t the best life decision. If we go out there,”—Devan jabbed a finger toward the people still pounding on the ward—“with a good show of force, prove that you are alive and well, it’ll undermine their confidence. Breaking into an empty house is entirely different than breaking in while the master is home.”

“I like this idea. Niran and Fa should be here any second. I’ve got a suit of armor for you—”

He…what? “Tan, why in the wide green world do you have armor for me?”

“Shh, ask later, I have one for you, that’s the important part. So you can put that on to keep anyone from recognizing you. Plus, it’s loaded with protections—not many spells can get through it—so you could go toe to toe with a mage if you’d like.”

Devan stared at his lover and honestly wondered just how long Tan had been working on that armor. Princes and kings didn’t have armor with that kind of elaborate spellwork on them. What Tan had created for him was worth a country’s ransom. He didn’t even need to ask why Tan had done it, either.

Ah, seriously, Tan loved him too much. That’s why he kept going overboard like this.

Shaking his head, he leaned in to smack a kiss against Tan’s mouth. “I love you too.”

Tan beamed up at him. “What a lovely response, and you haven’t even seen the armor yet. Alright, we don’t have much time. Let’s go, quickly, put it on. You can tell me the rest of your plan as you get the armor on.”

Tan hustled him into the armory—because of course he’d made an armory for Devan—where everything he could possibly need waited in neatly organized rows. The armor was pure black, gleaming, and fitted to a man of his size.

And black. Of course it was black.

Devan dove into first the padding, then with Tan’s capable help, the plate armor. It was incredibly light, which made him think it had more than a few spells to counter the weight, a very nice thing indeed. This much metal got tiring quickly in battle. It took precious minutes to kit him out, and then Tan portaled him down again, bypassing the stairs entirely.

They reached the foyer to find that Fa and Niran had arrived. Niran was in full black sorcerer regalia as well, hood currently back, though he wore a long coat instead of a billowing cloak like his siblings. Something more sensible to fight in. His skeletons lined up in a double formation behind him, waiting on command.

What took Devan by surprise was Fa. The swamp hag was no more. He could barely recognize her, in fact, and likely wouldn’t have if not for her strong resemblance to Tan.

In fitted black robes that flattered her figure, Fa stood there with an elaborate ebony staff in hand, an excited smile on her face. For the first time ever, Devan could clearly see her face, as she’d—shock!—bathed, actually combed her hair, and—double shock!—fixed her hair into an intricate updo. Shit, she might even be wearing a trace of makeup too.

Devan was always one to encourage good habits, so he waved a hand to indicate her fully. “Fa, you look stunning.”

She clapped her hands, delighted. “I do, don’t I? Tan made me a special hair clip to make me pretty. I like it very much.”

Come to think of it, that hairpiece she wore did resemble the one Tan used to disguise himself as Tanis. In other words, her brother had hacked her laziness. How smart of him.

Hopefully, Fa tacked on, “Do you think Wells will like it?”

“I think you will render Wells absolutely speechless,” Devan responded honestly.

Her face lifted in a brilliant smile.

“He isn’t here, though, he’s still at Glane.”

Her face fell. “Oh. I hoped to show him. Well, I supposed it’s best he’s not here. I’d have to spirit him away to safety. I can show him later.”

Whether or not she stood a chance with Wells was a different question altogether, but Devan absolutely refused to get in the middle of that.

They didn’t have time to talk about this. Devan faced the three siblings and outlined the plan. “I don’t want to group together—one wrong attack will take us all out—so here’s the strategy: Tan and I will take center, Fa you take east, Niran you take west. Hit them without mercy, but don’t exhaust yourselves. We might be able to convince them that it’s too costly to try and take this place. I hope we can. Start with us in the courtyard in a show of force, and then fan out from there.”

Niran was all puppy energy, dark brown eyes bright with excitement. “Can I keep the spines?”

“If you’d like.”

“You’re really so nice, Devan.”

“I do try,” Devan drawled. “Alright, ready? I want them gone sooner rather than later.”

“We all do,” Tan grumbled, stalking for the main door. “Although what I said earlier stands. If they’ve touched my cats, they won’t escape me. Devan, it’s too dangerous to go alone. Take this.”

“You’re just holding out your hand.”

Tan wiggled his fingers some more. Oh fine, Devan didn’t care if they walked out hand in hand, whatever. He took the hand.

They walked out, with the siblings joining in, skeletons clanking behind Niran. The skeletons let out a cheer as they moved out the massive front door.

“For Bone Daddy!”

Devan steadfastly ignored them.

He was sure they made quite the sight as they exited the castle. The way the door creaked open with such a dramatic flair alone gave weight to their entrance. They didn’t rush, just walked at a steady pace down the main driveway, Fa and Niran spreading out a bit to either side so there was a few feet of distance between them.

He could tell the moment that most of the mages and knights spied the three, as the spells being chucked at the ward died down, then dwindled to a stop completely. The air, once filled with exuberance, now became taut and heavy with dread. Devan smiled under the closed helm, the expression without humor. Yes, didn’t expect this, did you?

Opening the gate, Tan marched right up to the edge of the ward, stopping only five feet away, robe swirling around his feet before settling. His voice was droll in the extreme, and amplified so all could hear him. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

Sir Ethan, one of the senior knights who loved to fawn over Princess Serenity, stepped forward. He jabbed a finger straight at Tan. “You. Who are you?”

“The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock. You are in my domain.”

An uneasy whisper rippled through the ranks behind Sir Ethan, the words “not dead” popping up frequently.

Sir Ethan scoffed immediately. “That’s not possible. I watched him burn with my own eyes.”

Mage Owen, at his side, leaned in to confer with him. “Sir Ethan, his magical aura is that of a black sorcerer. Equally as powerful as the other two, and I recognize them—that’s the Black Sorceress of Crila, and Niran the Necromancer.”

He’d know. Mage Owen was of the oldest mages in court, one established since before Serenity’s birth. Hell, he’d likely crossed Tan’s master in battle a time or three.

Tan lifted a hand and removed his hood with a simple toss, revealing his face, and stared Sir Ethan down. “Do I look like a dead man walking to you?”

Mage Owen recoiled sharply, throwing up a personal shield, and most mages did the same after a second of hesitation. Why they chose to do it now after three black mages had walked toward them, giving them all the time in the world to react, was a mystery. Devan was torn between yelling at them for being such idiots—seriously, who’d trained these morons?—and not correcting them because they were technically his enemies right now. You weren’t supposed to correct enemies while they made mistakes in your favor.

Damn, talk about warring instincts, though. Part of him really wanted to reveal himself and command the soldiers home, at the very least. Some of them likely had no desire to be here and were just obeying orders. He hated what was about to happen for their sake, but his days of obeying Serenity’s orders at Tan’s expense were well over. Devan was here to defend his lover’s home.

Shaking his head bullishly, Sir Ethan took two steps forward, jabbing a finger toward Tan, his face reddening with anger. “Don’t play me for a fool. I drove a sword through Grimslock’s heart, made sure that corpse couldn’t rise again. You are not him!”

He’d done…what?

Ice grew along Devan’s veins as those words ricocheted around in his head. This man had gone down to the dungeons and stabbed who he believed to be Tan in the chest, as a corpse, just to enact some petty revenge?

Devan’s head became white noise, his anger so furious, so intense, it wiped out all rational thought completely. He moved before making the decision to do so, right through the ward, sword up and swinging in a tight arc. Sir Ethan didn’t have time to do more than flinch back before Devan’s sword met the side of his neck and took the man’s head cleanly off his shoulders.

Almost in slow motion, Sir Ethan’s body toppled straight backward, spraying people with blood as it fell. People scrambled out of the way, which was a neat trick, considering how packed in they were.

Devan wasn’t even worried about being outside the ward’s protections. His anger was far too intense to consider such things. He lifted his head, turning just enough to meet Mage Owen’s eyes. The man looked unnerved, wand lifted with a spell no doubt ready, but even he hadn’t the balls to try anything just then.

In a voice he barely recognized as his own, Devan snarled, “The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock is my lover. He stands behind me. You stand in front of me. If you wish to live, be somewhere else.”

Sir Gabriel, one of Serenity’s cronies, was quick to interject. “You’re only a single knight and three sorcerers! You can’t defeat all the mages and knights of Glane—”

Devan whirled, executing a quick three-step that put him right inside the man’s guard, his movement smooth with so many years of training and experience, and with no hesitation whatsoever he drove his sword right through Sir Gabriel’s abdomen.

What kind of idiot stormed a black sorcerer’s home wearing only half-chest armor?

A dead one, apparently.

Sir Gabriel choked on blood before his eyes rolled back in his head. He slid off Devan’s sword with a thump and landed hard on the cobblestone, his body making a very satisfying thump as it hit the ground.

Killing people who had irritated him for years was quite cathartic. Devan smiled as he turned back to everyone else, who watched him now with open fear.

“Anyone else want to try my temper?”

Sir Thomas, at least, had the brains to have his sword up in a guard. His eyes were narrowed on Devan. “Who are you? The way you move, it’s like I’m facing the First Knight of Goodwine. Who trained you?”

At least someone here was paying attention. Not that it would do them any good with the mood Devan was in. “I told you who I am. Let’s be very clear on this. I had to rescue my lover out of your hands, which made me angry enough. Now your bitch of a princess thinks to destroy his home? No. Not on my watch.”

Sir Thomas persisted. “Who are you? A capable fighter like you, you could serve the kingdom—”

“I’ve had to rescue this kingdom from the princess you serve, so don’t you preach at me, Knight.”

Sir Thomas had the grace to at least look embarrassed.

Seriously, was this man just a brain with feet? Devan knew he was loyal to a fault but at least show some common sense, was that too much to ask?

Tan stepped right through the ward, joining Devan, although he was careful to stand on Devan’s left side, away from his sword arm. “I really wouldn’t push this issue any further. My lover’s very, very mad at all of you. I am very mad at you. These two things will result in you having a very bad day. If you are wise, or at least if you have any sense of self-preservation, you will retreat now.”

Mage Owen firmed his stance, jaw setting. “We are under orders from Her Highness not to return until this place is rubble. I know you are formidable, Sorcerer, but you cannot best the might of the entire court’s mages.”

Tan laughed softly. There was no humor in the sound, only pity. “So you will not retreat?”

“We will not.”

“This displeases me. What a very unwise decision.” Tan gave Devan a beautiful smile. “My darling? We should just kill them all. No one should survive this level of embarrassment.”

Devan’s anger surged once more, suppressing any feelings of regret as he tightened his grip on the hilt. “As you wish.”


Eight

Tan

After that, well, the fight was rather anticlimactic. With three black sorcerers, the skelebabies, and a very angry Devan—seriously, Tan had never seen him that mad—the good people of Goodwine didn’t stand much of a chance. Fa and Niran were like toddlers on a playground, tossing soldiers, mages, and knights around carelessly like dolls, which came out to quite the body count. Tan had been right there with them, exorcising some anger out on the idiots.

Devan had been a force to be reckoned with all on his own. He’d looked stunning in that black armor—Tan knew he would be—all while cutting through the ranks. Just the memory of it gave Tan pleasant tingles. In an uncommon display of ruthlessness, Devan had targeted all the main leaders of the force first, figuratively cutting the head off the snake. The whole effort fell apart after that and the disorganized survivors, who could no longer be called an army, fled with their tails between their legs.

The rest of the day had been cleanup, literally, with Niran happily taking off with several spines and Tan making sure all of his cats were unharmed. They were, fortunately, otherwise Goodwine would have burned to the ground. It had been an exhausting day, all told, and Tan had slept in this morning to recoup from it.

Tan currently sat in The Lab, idly poking at his notes as he talked with Master Keb, catching him up on the situation. “They fled yesterday, whole fight lasted maybe thirty minutes. It was embarrassing, really. For them.”

“So was it a usual Friday?” Master Keb asked.

“Yup. Holes and dead bodies. I will say, Princess Bitch did me a favor.”

“Now you’ve lost me.”

“Devan was furious about this. Serenity’s half-cocked desire to level Grimslock poked a sleeping bear. I have never seen him that livid. I didn’t know he could get that mad, really. He’s so angry that he refuses to go back to the castle for any length of time. He’s currently downstairs in my study, writing up a manual for his trainees, so he can just deliver that, resign, and leave.”

Tan smiled while saying all of this. The idea of having Devan back immediately instead of waiting another two months appealed very strongly, thank you. Would it be wrong to send her a gift basket in thanks? It sounded wrong. Tan should absolutely do it.

Keb cackled. “Hooo, so she really did do you a favor.”

“That she did. Plus Niran got more spines, which makes him happy, and Fa had an excuse to call up Wells and tell him all about the battle, which makes her happy. It was a win-win-win all around.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.”

“You hate battles though.”

“For the show, obviously. Must have been funny to watch.”

“Eh, can’t disagree there. Alright, let’s focus, here.”

“I’m not sure what you mean by that, but it sounds like you’re trying to shuffle a problem over to me. Do I need to stop drinking or drink more?”

Tan made his voice firm. “The Void.”

“So drink more. Hold on, I have a new bottle right over here—”

Tan knew he’d say that. “You can’t skirt responsibility for that thing forever, you know.”

“Frankly, I don’t give three folds of a fuck about it.”

“I know you don’t, but it’s embarrassing to leave it like that.”

“You only say that because your name is attached to it.”

Tan glared down at his ring like he could glare at his master. “Yes, explain to me again how that works? Since it wasn’t my idea to begin with, I didn’t do the spellwork, and I was only there to assist you?”

“Rumor mills never get everything perfectly right, you know that.”

“I sense that in this case the rumor mill might have been given a push.”

“Hmm, yes, let’s try the snake booze.”

Did Tan even want to know what snake booze was? Or where Master Keb had gotten it? Yes, of course he wanted to know, don’t be silly. Would he ask? No, because that would just encourage the man to go even further off-topic. Tan had learned as an apprentice not to be sucked into these rabbit holes.

A creak, as if a weight had gotten into a chair, and then a sigh. Followed by a cough.

Tan couldn’t help himself. “How’s the snake booze?”

“Powerful,” Keb responded, still coughing. “Also went down the wrong pipe.”

“Don’t die.”

“You’d resurrect me to fix The Void if I dared die on you.”

“Damn straight I would. Focus, focus. Now, the und0 spell I created did work. It did precisely what I designed it to do. The problem was, the power drain was insane. It literally took me down. What I’d recreated of The Void was a fraction of the size, so obviously just casting the spell isn’t feasible. What can I use as an alternate power source?”

“When you say fraction, what do you mean by that?”

“I did a fourth of the original screwup. I only exploded five bags.”

Keb sat on that for a full second. “Fuck,” he said with feeling. “Just five bags and it drained you?”

“You see the issue now, I trust.”

“I do. I hate to say it, but nothing immediately springs to mind.”

“I’ve been sitting on this very question for days now, and I can’t think of anything either. I have to say, that’s not an auspicious beginning.”

“Any way for us to do this in chunks instead of all at once?”

“I…” Tan paused, frowned, and thought it through. “Maybe? I didn’t design the spell to do that. I delineate the area the spell should work within, then turn the spell loose, but it’s still designed to recreate or undo something as a whole. I could possibly tweak it so that it works on one section at a time?”

“I think it would be more feasible if you did that. Still don’t know what kind of alternate power source you could use. The really ancient magical relics might be able to power the spell, but I can’t think of anything else.”

Tan’s voice was dry as age-old whiskey. “You mean those ultra-powerful relics that are under tight guard? Those?”

“Yes, those.”

“That’s not helpful, I hope you realize.”

“I’m drunk, I’m not supposed to be helpful.”

Tan let his head thunk against the cool wood of his table. “Why do I bother calling you for advice, again?”

“Only thing I can figure is that you like to torture yourself.”

“You know, I actually believe that right now, as you’d rather drink snake booze than help me fix YOUR mistake.”

Keb snorted, a drunken giggle sort of snort. “You’re just saying that ’cause you got in trouble fixing it. Devan’s still mad at you, isn’t he?”

Miffed, Tan stuck his tongue out at the ring. “No, he is not. He is kindness itself and has forgiven me.”

“How much sex went into that?”

“Quite a bit. Thanks for asking. ANYWAY. I will call you again when you are sober, and you shall not weasel your way out of this. The Void will be fixed.”

Keb just laughed and ended the call.

Damn brat of a master… He wouldn’t get out of this, though. Tan would not let him.

The ring lit up again with another call.

“Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra, you listening?”

Now there was an unexpected voice. “Wells! Has my sister kidnapped you yet?”

“Please don’t joke, you would not believe what I had to promise her to avoid that last time.”

“This is my sister. I believe it. Are you calling for help?”

“Not in regards to her, at least. I’m calling about Salvino.”

Ah. Well, really, Wells only had two reasons to call. Tan should have expected it was about Devan since it wasn’t about Fa. “Let me guess. You want to know how mad he is.”

“I can sorta guess. He was livid leaving Glane a few days ago, and I heard from the survivors about the battle yesterday but…on a scale of one to ten—one being dismemberment, ten being an apocalyptic event on the horizon—where does he fall?”

Tan hummed and pondered that question for a second. “I’d give this one a solid 7.5 on that scale.”

“Shit, seriously?”

“He killed four of your top knights and mages without blinking and smiled afterward. Does this sufficiently answer your question?”

Wells made a pitiful sound, like a moan mixed in with a cry.

Tan tried to feel sympathetic. No? No sympathy? Damn, was he out of stock already? Maybe he should order another shipment.

Because he was happy to throw fuel on the fire, Tan tacked on, “He’s currently downstairs writing up a training manual so he can turn that in, resign, and immediately leave.”

“Fuck. I really, really cannot afford for him to do that. Listen, Tan, I know he’s ready to strangle everyone here—”

“That might well be the understatement of the century.”

“But here’s the issue—he country’s hundredth anniversary is coming up next week. It’s madness, we’re always shorthanded during the anniversary, and this one will be even worse than the years before. I really, really need him.”

“A tisket a tasket, there’s no fucks in this basket~” Tan singsonged.

“No, truly, I absolutely need him. There’s been security warnings, threats against the citizens of Glane. Terrorists are threatening to unleash unholy terrors into the city itself if we hold the festival. I can’t get either king or princess to call it off.”

Oh. Well, damn, that might well convince Devan to stay another week. He’d let the monarchs burn in hell and throw on kindling in his current mood, but Devan would never, ever risk the innocents. He’d become a knight for good reason. For that matter, Tan didn’t feel comfortable ignoring this threat.

“Any hint on who is doing this or why?”

“No, we just keep getting threatening letters. I’ve investigated, of course, but I can’t find who’s sending them. I’m stretched thin over here trying to manage it all, and the closer we get to the anniversary, the worse it’s going to get. I’m afraid something’s going to slip through the cracks because I’m just too tired to think straight.”

It was a real concern. Tan grimaced. “I can’t believe I’m saying this but…I’ll talk to him. I’ll explain. He might be willing to last another week. For your sake, if nothing else.”

“I know what just went down at your house and how insane that was, and I swear to you if this wasn’t so vital, I’d never ask. You both have earned the right to say no. Just…one more week. I just need him for one more week. He can quit afterward.”

“Fair enough. I’ll ask. I’d come up with a Plan B just in case, though. He’s really, really mad.”

“I have no doubt about that. I have no idea what else I could possibly do, but I’ll try and think of something. Just do your best to persuade him, please. Or let me talk to him directly.”

“Might be both. Hang on, I’ll go down and talk to him.”

“Thanks, Tan. I’ll be waiting.”

The call ended and Tan stared at the ring for a long moment. He did not want to do this. No part of him wanted to let Devan return to the castle. Tan knew Devan well enough to understand he had to at least give his lover the option. Devan’s first choice was always to protect people and Tan couldn’t ignore that trait.

Growling out a curse, he hopped off his stool and headed downstairs.

This whole upcoming conversation promised to be highly unpleasant.


Nine

Devan

Devan held the ring up to his ear so he had a prayer of hearing Tan. In this crowd, with so many people pressed in close, he could barely hear himself think. Everyone and their mother’s dog was here for the anniversary celebration, the streets beyond jampacked, despite the dangers.

“—took down another portal,” Tan reported in aggravation. “This has become insane. Some of these things aren’t even done right, they’re beyond shoddy. It’s amateur hour and it’s insulting I even have to spend time and energy taking them down. I’d leave them be except I’m afraid they might actually work and something would come through.”

Devan rubbed at his forehead, the headache he’d been battling all week making a resurgence. “I know you’re at your wit’s end, love. Thank you for sticking with it.”

“My option is leaving you to deal with all of this, and I refuse to set you up so that you’re eaten by something. The only one allowed to eat you is me.”

“I’m warmed by your concern.”

“I knew you would be.”

The threats Wells had been worried about were not idle ones. He’d cut his leave short and returned to work even though he really, truly didn’t want to. In the week he’d been back in Glane, Devan had just about run his legs off dealing with one security breach after another. Some idiot had put up portals connecting to the Badlands all around the city, which could bring any number of monsters through. No telling what they would unleash on the city.

When Devan realized what they were up against, he’d immediately called in Tan, because no way in hell were the court magicians sufficiently trained to deal with this. Devan didn’t trust them after what happened at Grimslock anyway, but after that battle there weren’t many left. They couldn’t manage something on this magnitude. Tanis made a reappearance, Tan’s alter ego helping Devan dismantle every portal they could find. It was quite the number.

The problem was, they were out of time. The celebration was in full swing and yet they were still finding portals.

Damn Serenity to the ninth circle. She should have called this celebration off days ago, not bulled through with it. If they failed to find even one portal and something came through, it would be a disaster. Untold deaths would ruin her magnificent party.

If not for the fact that innocent people were in the line of fire, Devan would have walked away without a single second of hesitation. It was only for them, for the people he’d fought to protect for his entire adult life, that he stayed.

The second this madness was dealt with, though, Devan was gone. He didn’t care what else happened. He’d already turned in his resignation to the king. King Arnold had been frantic in his refusal, but Devan was entirely out of fucks to give at this point. He’d flatly refused to reconsider, and no matter what the king promised, held firm. No way in hell was he staying here past today. It didn’t matter to him if the king still refused to accept it. They had no power to hold him here any longer.

Tan let out a curse in his native tongue before growling, “Just found another one. Tiny, fortunately. I’ll need a few minutes to deal with it.”

“Where are you?”

“About two streets over from the main square.”

“Damn. That’s too close for comfort.” The main attractions for the celebrations were set up in the main square. Both king and princess were on a stage, overseeing the festivities, and everything from acrobatics to poetry readings were happening there. Everyone who could possibly find a single toehold in that area were crammed into the area to watch and participate.

Even if it was a small portal, the idea of something coming through was enough to send an errant shiver up Devan’s spine. Ugh, no. Thank the gods Tan had found it first.

“I’m heading back into the square,” Devan reported as he moved, forcing his way past people.

“Alright. I’ve canvassed most of the downtown section of the city at this point, I think it’s clear. Unless this bastard put something else up overnight, which I would not put past him. Just wait until I get my hands on this asshole. Keelhauling will be too good for him.”

“I will help.”

“I know you will. I’ll join you in a minute.”

Devan dropped his hand and focused on getting into the square. It was tough going; he had to stop and let people past several times. When people realized who he was, they immediately made way, which helped. Still, it felt like he was swimming against the tide the entire walk back. The smell was ripe too, as it was high summer and everyone was sweating in the heat. Devan’s nose kept wrinkling up in protest.

Alright, things seemed to be going fine. The jugglers were throwing insane things around their heads, people were clapping and laughing in delight, the scent of street food was strong in the area as vendors dealt out their wares—it was all picture perfect. Please just let this hold until the celebration ended. Devan sent the thought up as a prayer.

Either the wrong god was listening, or he had spoken too soon, because things went to shit the next second. Like a wave of noise, the sounds of gasps and shrieks of alarm rolled outward, washing over him. Devan turned automatically to track the source, instinct sending him that direction. He moved quickly—or as quickly as he could in this crowd—trying to see over people’s heads to figure out what made them react so.

Most of the portals Tan had found and neutralized had been on the ground, which made sense. This one, though, this one wasn’t on the ground—it was painted right on the front of the courthouse. Aimed directly for the square. How had they not caught this, they’d swept through this area this very morning! Unless the portal was invisible until activated. Or someone had managed to do it a crowd, while everyone was distracted. Devan could ask these questions later, he had to deal with it now.

“Fuck,” he growled in vexation even as he started shoving past people. He lifted the ring to his face and called quickly, “Tan, main square, now! A portal just opened on the side of the courthouse.”

“On the wall itself?!” Tan demanded in disbelief. “What idiot does that!”

“This idiot. Something’s coming through—”

People scrambled to get out of the way as the portal opened entirely, survival instincts sending them scurrying in other directions. It cleared a semi-circle of space right in front of the portal, which meant Devan could see exactly what had just stepped out.

Of all the damn things to come through, it would be a minotaur.

The minotaur stood on massive hind legs, using hands to claw his way up and through the portal, the bull’s head twisted a little so he could get his curved horns through without snagging them on the portal’s edges. One hand held a battle axe, which was entirely unnecessary in Devan’s opinion, because he was formidable enough even without a weapon. The minotaur was solid muscle, at least three feet taller than Devan himself, with the kind of solid bulk one associated with fortress walls. That said, Devan had fought things that were much harder to kill. Besides, this thing looked like it dropped common loot.

At least Devan got to work out some frustrations and kill something. Silver lining?

“Tan, it’s a minotaur.”

“You know, it’s funny, for a second there I thought you said a minotaur came through the portal.”

“I have bad news for you. You heard correctly.”

“Fuck a duck on a cracker.”

“More or less my thoughts on the matter. I’ll kill it, just quickly come shut this thing down.”

“On my way.”

Devan let out a sharp, piercing whistle. The minotaur’s head swung his direction, hot steam gusting out of his nostrils.

“Your opponent is here,” Devan informed it, coming to stand directly in the monster’s path.

The minotaur laughed, the sound rusty like metal scraping against hard-baked soil. “You are amusing, Mortal.”

“You know, I get told that a lot.” Devan kept his balance on his toes, ready to move. Adrenaline, his old friend, kicked in and sent his pulse racing. His entire focus narrowed on his opponent, shutting out the distractions from the crowd as people continued to scramble to get out of the way.

“Before this day is done,” the minotaur told him, pulling free of the portal entirely, “I will gorge myself on your meat and use your bones to pick my teeth clean.”

“Wow, very descriptive,” Devan deadpanned back. “You’re welcome to try. I should warn you, I’ve heard such lines before. You’ll notice I’m still breathing.”

“You have never faced the likes of me before.”

Devan wanted to explain that, while this was true, it was because he faced worse on a regular basis. Serenity was worse than a minotaur any day of the week. Given a choice between fighting a minotaur or dealing with her, Devan liked his minotaurs sassy and hard to kill.

The minotaur lifted his battle axe in both hands and swung down. Devan rolled, dodging the action, coming back up smoothly to his feet. It put him closer to the minotaur, almost within arm’s reach, and he used the advantage to score his own hit. With lightning speed, he got the edge of his short sword behind the minotaur’s thigh and neatly hamstrung him—or tried to. Those damn muscles were steel cables masquerading as flesh.

Letting out a roar of pain, the minotaur spun to face him, getting his injured leg behind him in a protective move. Devan fell back, sword raised in guard position once more as he analyzed his opponent.

The minotaur was strong, yes, brutally so. Any hit he scored would do incredible damage. The problem was, he was relying upon the battle axe in his hands. On the surface, a battle axe was a good weapon, but it had its flaws. Namely, it wasn’t very dexterous. Really, you could only swing an axe in three ways—sideways, at an angle, or overhead. It made his opponent both very easy to read and predictable.

This wouldn’t be much of a fight.

With such an injury to his leg, the minotaur’s speed was reduced, his dexterity and balance worse than before, so while he did try to charge, he did it at about half the speed as before. For Devan, he might as well be a stationary target.

That massive battle axe once again swung at him, this time horizontal as if he wanted to chop Devan in half. Devan ducked underneath it, felt the swoosh of air displaced over his head, and was moving in the next second. He came right up into the minotaur’s space, sword up in a two-hand grip, which he used full force to slam upward.

His sword was honed to a fine edge and it sliced neatly right up through the minotaur’s jaw, straight into his skull with a sickening squelch.

Devan quickly yanked it free and stepped back, still on guard because he trusted nothing until he confirmed a death. The minotaur’s knees hit cobblestones so hard it broke his kneecaps, the sound of breaking bone loud in the silence, then he toppled straight over sideways, tongue lolling out of his mouth. There was no life in those glassy eyes, blood pouring freely from the wound.

Yup, as expected. Not much of a fight.

Shocked silence reigned for another moment before a thunderous roar shook the square. People were relieved, amazed at the fight they’d just witnessed, and more than a few called out either thanks or congratulations for Devan. While he did appreciate it, Devan was more concerned what else could come through that portal. It was still active, after all.

Tan fought his way to Devan’s side, his suede green skirts rustling about his ankles as he moved. “Devan, stay on guard, I need a minute to shut this down.”

“I am, don’t worry.” Devan did shoot his lover a glance as Tan lifted his wand, already speaking the necessary spell to dismiss the portal. “Is this the last one, do you think?”

“I’ll do another seeking spell after I finish to make sure but it damn well better be. I’m out of patience.”

He really couldn’t argue with that. Devan’s attitude was one hundred percent in sync with Tan’s on this.

Tan dismissed the spell with a harumph and a glare, his wand drifting back down to his side. “There. Done.”

Only then did Devan relax. He took a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his sword clean before ramming it back home.

Wells jogged up, blue eyes taking it all in, looking as stressed and exhausted as Devan felt. The dark circles under the man’s eyes were no joke. “Tanis, is that the last of the portals?”

“I fucking hope so, but let me do a quick spell to make sure.”

“Alright.” Turning to Devan, Wells instructed, “The king wants you to come up. He wants a word with you.”

This was going to be a whole other thing, wasn’t it? Sighing, Devan gave a nod and pivoted about, heading for the wooden stage temporarily erected for this very event. Along the way, people offered him thanks, patted him on the shoulders or arms, and a few ladies even tried to sneak handkerchiefs into his pockets. Devan was quick to avoid those, as he did not need that headache later. If Tan found a lady’s favor anywhere on his person, there would be murder.

Still, those smiling faces thanking him reminded Devan why he’d even stuck it out this week. Why he was here. It was for the people that he’d put up with the insanity of the court for another seven days. Their gratitude gave him a boost—a much needed one, frankly. Seven days of Serenity raging because he was going to quit had been incredibly hard to bear.

Their encouragement gave him the necessary motivation to ascend the wooden steps onto the stage where both king and princess sat. He gave them both a bow, then stood at attention, ready to move. Hopefully back down and away from them, but Devan’s luck normally didn’t run that good.

King Arnold gestured him in closer and asked in a tone that wouldn’t carry, “The portal’s gone, I trust?”

“It is, sire. My friend is doing a seeking spell now to make sure nothing else is alive and active. I suspect this portal was laid last night or very early this morning, after the last seeking spell Tanis performed, hence it went unnoticed.”

“I see. I am glad she is here to render us such aid. Our own magicians were decimated after the battle with the black sorcerers—”

Devan kept his face bland with effort. Oh but it took so much effort.

“—so we would have been hard-pressed without her. I will give her sufficient thanks later.”

Tan was absolutely going to get so much mileage out of that. He would be impossible to live with for days. Possibly weeks. Devan wasn’t about to spoil the fun and decided to let it be a surprise. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

“I wish to reward you, as well,” King Arnold continued.

Devan did not trust that smile. It never heralded anything good. “I assure you, sire, I do not need it.”

“Come, come, Sir Salvino. I can’t ignore the good deed you just did. Every citizen in this plaza watched you defeat the minotaur handily. They’ll expect me to give you a reward in turn.”

Dammit. Devan couldn’t argue with that. The king was right.

“I promise, the reward will be fitting.”

Now Devan wanted it even less. Could he fake an emergency? He was reasonably sure he could fake throwing up right now.

King Arnold got hold of his arm and hauled him toward the front of the stage, lifting a hand to call attention to himself. “My people!”

The crowd quieted and turned, eager to hear what the king would say. Short of punching the king and running for it, Devan didn’t see a way off the stage.

Really, his mistake was when Wells told him the king wanted to talk to him, Devan had accidentally given a fuck. He would like it back now.

Serenity rose to stand at his other side, as graceful as always in the face of a crowd. It meant Devan was neatly hemmed in on both sides. Fuck.

The king spoke calmly, voice enhanced by spells so everyone could hear him. “I am sure you are thankful, as We are thankful, toward our First Knight. He has ever been a defender of the realm and today is just another example of his valor, his courage, his strength in the face of such terrifying opponents.”

Actually, the minotaur had been boring. Barely got the blood pumping.

“He has long served us faithfully and today, on the anniversary of Goodwine, I want to reward that service. My people, do you agree our knight deserves such a reward?”

A cheer went through the crowd.

Faking an illness or injury was looking better every second. Devan’s eyes searched for Tan in the crowd. Maybe his lover could get him out of this.

“On this day,” the king announced in grand, rolling tones, “I announce the engagement of Sir Devante Salvino to my daughter, Princess Serenity.”

Everything in Devan went utterly still. What…had the king just said?

Someone please tell Devan he’d heard that wrong.

Serenity’s hand latched on to his arm and she hissed, “Smile, damn you. You’re now engaged to me—that’s something to be happy about.”

Fuck, he hadn’t heard that wrong. Oh gods above, he really hadn’t. In that moment, Devan’s eyes found Tan’s, and the look of horror on Tan’s face reflected his own.

Oh shit.
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