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One

Devan

King Arnold gestured Devan 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.

Devan looked at her, this egotistical madwoman at his side, and honestly wondered how he’d gotten to this point. How had he put himself in such a position that he was forced to stand here like he wanted to be engaged to her? At what point had he made the wrong choice that ended up in this?

The king put an ermine mantle around his shoulders all while giving him a stern look, as if he could read just how unhappy Devan was. His eyes said to hold still, smile, don’t say a word. Devan met the king’s eyes levelly and found no ability in himself to obey that silent order. He’d done that too many times in the past ten years. He’d held his tongue when he shouldn’t have, smiled when he shouldn’t have, gone along with what he should have been fighting against. There always had been a good reason to do it before. Lives were on the line.

Right now? Nothing served this situation but her ego. Devan refused, utterly, to be under her control anymore.

His hand reached up for the ermine mantle strangling his neck. Fuck this—

A boom hit the middle of the courtyard, loud enough to make his ears pop, firm enough to throw everyone off balance. A few people tumbled to the ground. Devan’s hand went instead to his sword hilt in pure instinct, ready to leap into the fray. Every knight in the courtyard reacted the same, the court magicians readying their wands.

In the center of the courtyard stood a dark figure, one Devan knew well. Black velvet robe spreading out around him in a dramatic half-circle, the twisted staff a head taller than he, its crystal gleaming in the sunlight in an eerie spectacle of colors. He wore nothing but black from head to toe, the hood up and obscuring his face. It was quite a picture he made, one of power and might. A show of force like none other, a sorcerer in full regalia, his magical aura visible on every spectrum. Even Devan’s eyes could see the browns, greens, and threads of black power swirling around him.

Devan took one look at Tan and realized he might be fucked. He’d never seen his lover so absolutely enraged before.

Everyone in the area held their breath, still mentally scrambling to adjust to his abrupt appearance, when Tan lifted a single hand and threw his hood back. The look in his eyes promised murder, his red lips pulled back from his teeth in a snarl of rage.

A whisper shook the courtyard as his name was repeated over and over. The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock was here.

Princess Serenity turned to Devan and hissed, “Do something!”

“The minute anyone moves toward him, they’re dead,” Devan responded flatly. “There’s not a single man in this country who can best him. Your court magicians can’t even keep him out.”

Not to be cowed in his own city, the king took a half step forward. “Sorcerer. Why are you here?”

“Your spoiled child dared lay claim to something that is not hers.” Tan didn’t move, but his eyes snapped to Serenity, and the glare made her flinch. “I am frankly out of patience with her.”

Serenity found her backbone and snapped back, “Everything here is mine!”

She was going to die, Devan realized surreally. She was going to die, because Tan was out of patience, and Devan wouldn’t do a damn thing to stop him.

Strangely, Tan smiled, as if this amused him instead of made him more angry. “Oh, spoiled little girl, I assure you. Not everything is yours.”

Devan, for one. He met Tan’s eyes and there was a mutual understanding there. Both of them had reached the point where they could not care less. Their field of fucks to give was not only barren but fallow, with no harvest in the future.

“I assure you,” Serenity’s voice rang out like a bat screech, “it is!”

Tan ignored her and held out a hand. “Devan, I am done. Are you?”

Once again Devin reached for the mantle and this time successfully took it off, letting it drop carelessly behind him as he moved forward. “I am.”

“Excellent.” Tan beamed at him.

The crowd hissed, exclaiming in surprise, clearly questioning their ears and eyes as Devan moved, but he ignored them. Right now, his focus was on Tan and only Tan.

Serenity tried to snatch him back, her golden ringlets whiplashing as she lunged for him, fingertips just grazing his arm. “Devan, get back here!”

For the first time ever in his life, Devan said the words he’d been forced to hold back behind clenched teeth. “Fuck off, bitch.”

Serenity recoiled, eyes and mouth open like a gasping fish. No one had ever dared speak to her like that.

It was good for her, Devan decided. It certainly felt liberating to say. Devan had been biting those words back for nearly a decade and it was a release to finally say them. Ignoring her utterly, he hopped off the stage and crossed the distance to take Tan’s hand. Those slender fingers wrapped around his in blatant possession. Devan leaned in long enough to give his lover a chaste, lingering kiss, one that Tan smiled into.

Tan was enjoying this far too much. He practically vibrated with evil glee.

The entire courtyard gasped in surprise, some of the nobles actually recoiling. Devan didn’t give a fuck about them, either. He lifted his head only to look directly at Serenity.

“I am done cleaning up after your messes. You’ll drive this kingdom to ruin within six months, I have no doubt, as no one here has the spine to stand up to you. You’ve exhausted me. I have nothing more I can give. I refuse to be tied to you any longer. I revoke my oaths to you, and to this country, and resign my position immediately.”

“You can’t,” Serenity choked out, jaw barely in socket enough to speak those words. Her hands clenched in the blue silk of her gown, a mad light coming into her brown eyes. She was slowly coming unhinged and Devan, for once, enjoyed the sight instead of dreaded it. “You can’t!”

“You can’t stop me.” Devan smiled at her. Beamed, really. Ah, those words were entirely too satisfying to say. “I’ve only two things to say. Your Majesty, you would do well to choose another successor if you cared anything for your kingdom.”

King Arnold seemed too flabbergasted to even form a response to this.

Devan’s eyes turned to his best friend and he gave a rueful smile. He silently conveyed, Sorry, Wells. He’d held out for as long as he could.

Wells acknowledged him with a sad smile in return. He knew that. He knew Devan had stuck it out for as long as he could.

Serenity found her tongue and screamed, “YOU CANNOT HAVE MY KNIGHT!”

Throwing his head back, Tan belly laughed. Just laughed, as if her declaration didn’t even warrant words. Then, with a slam of his staff against the floor, he whisked them away.

The second they landed in Tan’s castle—he’d taken them straight into their bedroom—Devan started apologizing.

“My love, I’m so, so sorry. No one even hinted that this was coming, I really had no idea—”

Tan put gentle fingers against Devan’s lips, dark eyes understanding. “Shh, shh. I know that if you had any clue this was coming, you would have at least warned me. I could tell from your face on that stand you were as shocked as I was. They planned for this behind your back. I think they knew the only way to force you into an engagement was to make it a public spectacle.”

“They were wrong, though. Even if it meant publicly being embarrassed, no way would I saddle myself with that bitch.” Devan was beyond relieved his lover wasn’t casting stones at his head. He was mad enough as it was that they would dare to return ten years of dedicated service with a life sentence. That’s how Devan saw it, serving a harsh life sentence by being married to that woman.

A brief moment of oh shit wormed its way in, though. He really had cast everything he’d carried for ten years to the side. In public. In front of half the country, no less. It felt…strange. Liberating, but strange to no longer have Serenity’s temper hanging over his head. He might need some time to adjust to suddenly being free. Not that Devan was complaining.

Tan wrapped both arms around Devan’s waist and smiled up at him. “Honestly, they did me a favor.”

“Oh really. A favor?”

“Sure. With what happened, everyone knows you’re mine. They can’t draw you back to Glane under some excuse of needing your help. You are now utterly mine.”

Look at that smugness. A cat wallowing in a sunny patch would have that expression. Devan couldn’t fault it, either, as he was just as relieved to never need to go back into Glane. Living out the rest of his life with Tan sounded blissful. He had no doubt it wouldn’t be quiet—Tan was not a quiet man—but he wouldn’t be nearly as stressed, trying to serve a person he detested.

As long as Tan stopped playing with The Void, they would be fine.

A little giddy himself, Devan leaned in to whisper a suggestion into his lover’s ear. “What do you say we get me out of this chainmail and padding, go downstairs and soak in a bath, maybe have a bit of fun, and then come back up properly celebrate with a bottle of that fine wine you have.”

“You are such a wicked tease,” Tan breathed.

Devan’s brow quirked as Tan started speaking a spell rapid fire, the words nearly tripping over themselves, and then jumped when he realized everything but pants had been stripped off him.

Well. That was one way to get him out of the armor.

“Apparently you like my plan.”

“Your plan is genius.” Tan grabbed him around the waist, nearly bouncing in place. “To the baths we go!”

Devan knew he’d have to sort through all of the emotions of today, but for now? For now he could set them aside and focus on celebrating his release. He didn’t want to sit and think right now. He wanted to celebrate with Tan, so he willingly let Tan’s enthusiasm sweep him up in the tide. With this kind of enthusiasm, Devan was absolutely sure of one thing.

They were not going to get any sleep tonight.


Two

Tan

Three weeks later

Tan sauntered into the morning room to find Devan ensconced in the big chair next to the window, a cup of tea on the table next to him, cat purring away in his lap, and a letter in hand. It was picturesque in the extreme, like a still life painting with the golden light casting both man and cat in a warm glow.

The first two weeks Devan hadn’t seemed to know what to do with himself. His entire adult life, he’d had orders to follow. A routine at the very least. He suddenly had no structure to his life whatsoever and he’d seemed a bit lost at moments. When those moods struck, Tan would distract him. A few times, Devan snuck calls to Wells, checking in, as he couldn’t seem to help but feel responsible on some level.

Toward the end of the second week, Devan seemed to realize that he could literally do whatever he wanted. He didn’t need to check in with someone or take someone else’s needs or wants into account—he could just do as he wanted. That’s when Tan saw the turning point. Devan created his own routine, finding his own rhythm to the day.

Now, he often found Devan like this in the morning. Without the weight and responsibilities like a millstone about his neck, Devan was far more relaxed. He leisurely rose for breakfast, drank tea, petted cats, read books with his feet propped up, and basically did the things he’d never had time for before. Tan honestly thought the man only still trained because it was engrained habit.

Three weeks of watching Devan steadily unwind had been a pleasure. He was slowly coming back to the man Tan had once met, the warm and teasing Devan of fifteen years ago. It was good to see.

Tan normally would have swooped in, stolen a kiss, and let Devan be for the morning as he tinkered with projects upstairs, but the look on his lover’s face indicated the letter he was holding did not contain pleasing news. Tan perched on the arm of the chair instead, reading over Devan’s shoulder.

The letter was from Wells and it said—

“THERE’S A BOUNTY ON YOUR HEAD?!” Tan screeched angrily.

“That was my ear, Tan,” Devan grumbled with a wince.

“Sorry, sorry, but seriously?!”

“I actually expected this.” Devan splayed his hand out in a shrug. “I made it clear in front of half the country that I’m lovers with the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock. That alone would warrant a bounty on my head.”

“Erk. True.”

“Besides, Serenity is a woman scorned right now. I chose you over her; of course she’ll retaliate.”

“Also true. Still, the idea that anyone could best you and haul you in to collect the bounty is laughable. For one thing, you. For another thing, me. They’d have to get past both our guards to manage that, and they can’t even lay hands on me unless I’ve done something to undermine my own defenses.”

Devan gave him a speaking look. “Yes, please don’t do that again.”

“I already promised you I wouldn’t. I’ll be extra careful now because they’re after you too.” Tan pointed at the letter. “What else does Wells say?”

“A lot of things. Nothing good. Taxes have risen by another twenty-five percent.”

Tan winced. “Great gods, is she trying to bankrupt people? Taxes were already a little too high to begin with. I know some villages were barely making ends meet. That kind of increase will financially ruin people.”

“I don’t think she cares. I rather expected this too, honestly.” Devan blew out a stressed breath and sat back in the chair. “She lost a considerable number of her fighting force trying to dismantle this castle. She’ll have to offset it with hired mercenaries and freelance sorcerers if she’s to do anything else.”

“Why would she need them right now, though?” As soon as the words left Tan’s mouth he groaned in realization. “Don’t tell me. She’s going to try and attack us.”

“Like I said, a woman scorned. She’s consumed with hatred right now and is determined to destroy us both. Wells says there’s rumors of her plotting all sorts of insanity, as well as whispers of her kidnapping mages and forcing them into the court’s ranks. I don’t know how much of that is accurate. I wouldn’t put it past her, sadly.”

“Soooo…” Tan drawled out the word, eyeing Devan shrewdly. “When you said the country would self-destruct in six months with her unchecked, was that really a wild guess on your part? Or did you know full well that it would only take at most six months to happen?”

“Oh, I knew. Just two-week trips away from Glane caused all sorts of trouble and chaos that I had to deal with the second I got back. There’s really very few people who will stand up to her. Wells can’t even reason her down most of the time.” Devan tossed the letter aside on the table, expression sad. “I knew when I chose you, I would have to let go of everything I tried to protect for ten years. I just couldn’t choose them over you. In the end, you will always be my priority.”

This sweet talker. Tan would reward him handsomely for that. He leaned in to kiss Devan, hand cupping that smoothly shaven jaw as he took his time, lingering over those soft lips. He didn’t want Devan to feel sad over this, though, and mentally started plotting ways to cheer him up.

Pulling back, he smiled down at his lover. “I love you too.”

Devan’s eyes were warm as they met his, with perhaps a touch of hunger mixed in the expression. “I think I’d rather have you in my lap right now over a purring cat.”

Tan looked down at the tortoise-colored cat in question. “Hear that, Dingle? Budge over.”

Dingle flicked an ear to show that, while she had heard the request, it had been summarily rejected, as she was quite comfortable where she was. Please wait three days before submitting another request.

“I realize you like being in his lap. It’s both warm and comfortable. I share this opinion. But it’s my turn now, yes?”

Dingle used all thirty-two muscles in her ears to soundly ignore him.

This cat, seriously. Tan had only himself to blame. He spoiled all his babies rotten.

A call lit up the mirror above the mantel with a buzz, indicating someone was trying to reach him. Tan sighed in aggravation. Thwarted again. Apparently he was not supposed to have fun teasing his lover this morning. More’s the pity.

Resigned, he waved a hand toward the mirror. “What can I do for you, Mayor?”

Mayor Bruxton sounded fit to be tied, baritone voice rough and frantic. “Sorcerer, please come help us! We’re under attack!”

Tan was on his feet with no conscious decision to do so, alarm shooting up his spine. “Why? Who?”

“They’re trying to steal all of the mages out of the town! Princess Serenity has given orders but we can’t—without our mages, it’s impossible for our adventurers to safely go out and work. This puts everyone in jeopardy and she’s not taking no for an answer. If a mage refuses to go, she’s ordered them executed on the spot!”

Tan turned to meet Devan’s eyes, a whole conversation passing between them in that moment. Tan had known how ill it sat with Devan to abandon the people to Serenity’s rule. Hearing this, knowing that an ally and friend called for aid, they would not forsake the man.

“We’re coming,” Tan assured the mayor without looking away from Devan’s eyes.

Mayor Bruxton sucked in a startled breath. “Our First Knight too?”

“I as well,” Devan assured him, voice firm. “We’ll be down in minutes. Hold firm!”

“We will!”

Tan cut the connection, quickly moved Dingle over to another chair, then immediately latched on to Devan, portaling them straight up into the armory.

Devan dove for his black armor even as Tan ran across the hallway into one of his workrooms. He had a few things to grab himself. The Tanis disguise was not one of them. Apparently the need for such a disguise was long past.

When he came back into the room, Devan had the padding on, so Tan quickly helped him into the rest of the armor. The very second Devan had sword in hand, Tan whisked them straight into the town square of Golis.

It was chaos.

People were screaming from all directions, panicked townspeople fleeing past them, others diving into buildings and slamming the doors shut behind them, no doubt barricading themselves inside. He saw multiple pockets of mages and adventurers fighting off mercenaries, some of them not winning the fight—the dead cluttered up areas of the road. From the looks of it, the mercenaries were ganging up on the younger adventurers, as it was always a two-to-one or three-to-one fight. That status never seemed to last long, though, the more experienced adventurers jumping into the fray to protect their colleagues. It was a relief to see people pulling so strongly together to protect each other. The noise of battle was intense, metal striking metal, screams of the dying, and the ozone of magic thick in the air. Tan had no idea where to even start, honestly, it was just madness all around them.

“Find the mayor,” Devan directed. “He’ll know how to best tackle this, he’s more up to date than we are.”

Good point. Tan cast a quick tracking spell on his palm, found the man was dead ahead and up a few blocks, and started running that direction. A bit difficult with people running toward them, fleeing from that direction. Well, really, that should have told Tan where the trouble was.

Devan swore, getting his sword up to block a blow coming right at him. Tan quickly got a spell up as well, realizing they’d caught the wrong attention just walking through the street. Three gruff looking mercenaries were trying to flank them. Tan flicked his hand, shooting out a single fireball, which blasted one of them right in the face and sent his corpse flying. He was surely dead before he hit the ground.

Before Tan could turn his head to help Devan, the former knight had easily dispatched the mercenary he faced, leaving them with just the one. The man didn’t seem at all pleased to have two comrades dispatched in less than a minute and was clearly questioning his life decisions right about then.

Tan decided to help him make the final judgement—they’d all been bad decisions. He said no word of warning before using another fireball, dropping his enemy instantly.

Only then did he curse, mostly out of frustration. “I can’t even do a full fireball, dammit. There’s too many allies and innocents in this madness. All my usual battle tactics would wipe Golis off the map.”

“Yes, please don’t do that,” Devan deadpanned, stepping over the corpses as he forged ahead. “That’s counterproductive. I know you’re new to the whole ally thing, but you’re not supposed to destroy things while helping. Like you did with a certain ship.”

“Let’s not split hairs, let’s split bodies,” Tan chided. He had more to say on the subject except he caught sight of a mage in iron cuffs being dragged up the street. Oh hell no. Not on his watch.

Tan dove right, casting two spells in quick succession, killing the mercenaries in seconds. Devan was right at his side, guarding his back as he focused on the iron cuffs, quickly getting them off the woman.

She looked at him gratefully, her hair mussed and falling over her face. “Thank you so much. They caught me off-guard.”

“If you can, get up high to a defensive position and fight from there,” Devan advised. “We’ll get this sorted as soon as we can find the mayor, but hold your ground until then.”

“I will, thank you.” She rubbed her wrists briefly before turning and darting toward the side of a building.

She knew where to go next and Tan didn’t argue, letting her go. It did raise a problem, though.

“This whole town is under attack. How the hell are we supposed to root everybody back out?”

Devan stalked forward, the armor clinking as he moved over the cobblestones. “The hard way if we can’t find the mayor and make them withdraw.”

“I like easy ways, personally.” Tan reactivated the seeking spell on his palm.

“So do I. Where is he?”

“Dead ahead somewhere.”

They sloughed through the fights and madness. It was very hard for Tan to stay on task and not dive into every fight they passed. These were experienced adventurers; most of them could stand toe to toe with the mercenaries just fine. Tan had to remind himself of that repeatedly. This day would drag on forever if they didn’t find the mayor and negotiate the mercenaries drawing out entirely—oh hell no.

The sight of a wagon full of cuffed mages yanked Tan right out of his goal. He grabbed the back of Devan’s arm and tugged him lightly even as he moved.

Devan automatically turned with him and then spat a curse. “Asswipes.”

Tan couldn’t have said it better. Every mage in that wagon looked young—either young or very old. Those brand new to adventuring or those on the verge of retirement. That was just fighting dirty, grabbing these guys. Tan had no mercy in him for this.

Of course the mercenaries saw Devan coming and were quick to turn and face him, not that it seemed to do much good. For them. Devan was a whirling dervish as he hacked his way through them, not one able to stand against the knight for more than a few seconds.

Damn, Devan was sexy when ruthlessly mowing down bad guys. Got Tan all hot and bothered.

Don’t get distracted, Tan, you’re supposed to be rescuing people. He gave himself a light slap on the cheek before adding his own firepower to the situation. The mercenary trying to slip in on Devan’s side got a spell right to the neck, the compressed scythe of air neatly beheading him.

Look, Tan had no chill for anyone who raised a weapon against Devan. Okay?

He got a foot up on the wagon and heaved himself over, then knelt to deal with the cuff on the nearest person, a young boy who looked barely old enough to have past the tests.

“Thank you so much, sir,” he said with heartfelt relief.

“I can’t stay bogged down here,” Tan told him, working off the other cuff. “Can I rely on you to get the others free?”

“You can, sir.”

“Good. I’m going to ward this wagon so you can stay safe here—”

“No,” the woman sitting next to him interrupted. She had iron grey in her hair, a battle scar on her cheek. She pointed to the patio area nearby that had been roughly knocked about. “Ward that. We can fight from there but also pull in the injured.”

Tan saw sense in that. “I’ll do that, then.”

He hopped down next to Devan, letting his knight guard his back as he focused. The area wasn’t large, maybe twenty feet square, so warding it gave him no trouble. It only took a few minutes and by that point, more and more of the people captured in the wagon were free and helping each other get down.

Good, they could manage themselves. Now Tan really had to focus and find the mayor.

“I keep getting sidetracked,” he complained to Devan as he got back on task.

“It’s hard not to,” Devan agreed, keeping in step with him. “So many need help. But we need to ignore everything else unless they’re in imminent peril. It only endangers the city as a whole if we take forever to respond.”

Tan knew that. It was just hard to ignore what was happening around him.

They managed to stay focused for three whole blocks. Tan was proud of his willpower because he saw several things that almost stopped him. Devan’s hand against his shoulder blades helped anchor him, kept him moving when Tan’s inclination was to stop and beat up on somebody.

They turned the corner, Tan’s eyes on the arrow dancing over his palm. The mayor should be really close according to this.

“There,” Devan announced, pointing ahead. “Tan, switch to black sorcerer mode.”

Eh? Tan blinked down at himself and realized he was still in his work clothes, not the full black sorcerer robes. Oops. He flicked the spell on himself, clothing switching out immediately, his staff materializing in his hand. Alright, better.

Devan was taller so of course he could see over the madness, while Tan, even on tiptoe, couldn’t. It took another minute for them to get close enough, for the panicked people to disperse, before he could lay eyes on their enemy.

Well hell, this was quite the mix. Young enough to be green in their fealty, three knights on horseback stood arrayed in front of Mayor Bruxton, and behind them was a small company of mercenaries. Behind Mayor Bruxton stood a few older adventurers Tan recognized.

Under the guard of the mercenaries was a dozen or so mages with irons clapped to their wrists. Most seemed to be barely old enough to have past the tests, not a single mage older than thirty.

The lead knight in shiny plate armor was bellowing at Bruxton, “—cannot defy her Royal Highness! This is by her command!”

“This is kidnapping, and a princess is not above the laws of her own land,” Bruxton yelled back. His portly belly jiggled with the force of his yell. “No one here agrees to go with you!”

Arguing with this idiot would get them nowhere. Bruxton had bought him the time to get here, so it was time for Tan to step in.

“Mayor.”

Bruxton whirled about and spotted him, an expression of abject relief coming across his wide face. “Sorcerer. We have long been friends and allies—please, your aid. We cannot lose our own citizens!”

“Fear not, good sir, I won’t allow it.” Tan stomped toward the young knights, taking them all in. Everyone looked unnerved by his sudden appearance, their eyes darting between him and Devan, who was a silent shadow at his side. Didn’t want to deal with the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock and former First Knight, eh?

Fair enough. Tan didn’t want to deal with them, either. Which meant he was in no mood to be lenient.

“This town is under the protection of Goodwine. You have no authority to interfere!” the knight snapped, indignation rising.

“This town is under my protection.” Tan looked straight into the lead knight’s eyes, voice brooking no disagreement. “You will give everyone back to us—safely—now. Then you will retreat and not return. I will give you five minutes to accomplish this. There will be no leniency after that.”

“Under your protection?” The lead knight stabbed a finger at Mayor Bruxton. “You’ve been in cahoots with a black sorcerer?!”

Obviously, hence Tan was called here. Duh.

“If this is the case, we will raze this city to the ground!”

Well, shit.

Mayor Bruxton stepped up to Tan’s side to face him. “Sorcerer. Golis secedes from Goodwine and transfers all rule, rights, and responsibilities to you. Will you accept?”

He had to hand it to him. Man knew how to make snap decisions.

Tan blinked, taken aback for a moment. Well. Um. If that’s how he wanted to play it, sure? Tan looked to Devan. “Honey, a nice town followed me home. Can I keep it?”

Devan chuckled, the sound low and earthy. “If you must.”

“Aww, thanks, sweetie! Hear that?” Tan wagged a finger at the knights. “They’re properly mine now. Give everyone back. You have four minutes left on that clock, by the way. I have been keeping track.”

The knight was nearly purple, he was so enraged. “You can’t possibly be serious!”

“I’d like to add that I’ve already killed quite a few of your people just getting to Bruxton, so you don’t have the fighting force left that you think you do. I’m happy to make the announcement in order to reach the whole town, speed the matter up, but you’re going to leave. One way or another.”

The mercenary captain behind the knights cleared his throat. “With respect, Sir Knight, I’m not crossing these two. I know the reputation of both and you’re not paying me enough to risk my life or my men’s lives like this. Sorcerer, I’ll uncuff everyone and retreat. The knights I leave to you to deal with if they’re not smart enough to follow me.”

“I do like dealing with intelligent men. Thank you, sir.”

All three knights blustered, threatened, and tried to convince the mercenaries to change their minds, but none of them were having it. They promptly undid the cuffs on the mages, and every single mage was smart enough to run immediately behind Tan and Devan for cover.

Tan was good to his word and amplified the mercenary captain’s voice so he could order a retreat. He repeated it three times, just to make sure people heard him over the noise of the battle, and then he walked out of town without a backward glance.

The knights, outnumbered and without allies, reluctantly followed suit. Tan did not envy them the task of reporting all of this to Serenity. Knowing her temper, heads might roll.

He couldn’t say the idea upset him overmuch.

Mayor Bruxton came to Tan and seized one of his hands, shaking it with vigor. “Sorcerer Tan, you are a godsend. Thank you so much. I knew a show of force from you would make them back off. I really meant it, too—if you want to claim this town as your territory, we’re wholly accepting of it. Goodwine has been raising taxes on us to the point that we can’t survive under it.”

“I’ve heard of the taxes. I’m not surprised. I will really take you as my own, Mayor, don’t worry. You’re not even the first to join me.”

Devan made a noise and shifted. “I’m going to go through town, rout anyone still lingering and help with the cleanup.”

Tan waved him on. “I’ll help you in a minute. That said.” Tan waved at the mages hovering nearby. “Will you all help me? I want to get a ward up to protect Golis as quickly as possible so we’re not in this situation again.”

He got a lot of vigorous nods, which was good because, seriously, warding a town of this size would take almost two weeks if he did it himself. Tan was relieved on that point but…

Why did it feel like taking Golis in was only the beginning?


Three

Devan

Two weeks later

Devan had been in many a training yard over the years. Some of them better than others, obviously. He’d thought the one in Glane’s Castle was one of the better ones until he’d used the one Tan had built for him. The mending spells on the posts were insanely quick, fixing any damage he did to them almost before he could reset his stance. The ground was cushioned against serious injuries, so even if he fell or rolled, he barely felt the impact of the paving stones. Whenever Devan trained, he felt just how loved he was, as Tan had put not only a great deal of thought into this place, but time and energy.

The man really did spoil him.

Devan wore chainmail this morning instead of armor. He’d seen a few knights fail to train regularly with both chainmail and armor, and it always threw them slightly off when they were in real combat. Even with Tan’s lightening spells, the body needed to train under armor’s weight to keep up the necessary strength. With all the issues they’d had recently with Serenity, Devan felt it wise to stay as combat-ready as possible. He’d been in sporadic contact with Wells and knew the situation was worsening over there. Serenity was gathering a larger force of mercenaries for some reason but she wouldn’t say why. It made Devan uneasy, as there was literally no predicting her.

With the high summer heat, he’d worked up quite the sweat. He went to the side of the yard and picked up a tankard of water to slack his thirst, eyeing the cat lounging on the bench. “Are you supervising, Dingle?”

The cat flicked her tail at him, giving him a slow blink.

“Oh really. Well, you’re doing an excellent job.”

She seemed quite pleased with this praise, as she settled her chin on an outstretched paw.

All the cats in Grimslock liked him, but this one seemed to have formed an attachment. Wherever Devan turned, he could find Dingle somewhere nearby. He had a feeling that he might have been adopted.

Tan burst out of the side door, spotted him, then sprinted. The look on his face was both pissed off and frantic, which never heralded anything good. Devan automatically braced himself.

“What’s on fire?”

“Illesea. Inigo just called on his ring, Serenity has sent mercenaries to surround the city,” Tan answered, words tripping over themselves in his haste. “She’s holding it hostage, demanding that you surrender yourself. She’s already burned one ship, and she’ll burn one for every hour that you don’t appear.”

“Fuck that bitch.” Devan gripped the back of his neck in frustration, but only for a second. His mind was already clicking along and presenting possibilities. “Golis. We must call Golis for aid.”

“Topaz too,” Tan said, keeping up with Devan as they raced back inside. “The Sword of the Sea is worth a battalion of men all by itself. If we have both, we might well turn the tide.”

“Call Golis first. Then I say we portal directly to Topaz. If she’s not in good enough health to wield the sword, perhaps I can borrow it from her.”

“I’m for this plan.”

The first mirror they reached was deemed acceptable and Tan hit it with a spell. “Mayor Bruxton, do you hear me?”

It took a second for him to respond, sounding startled. “Sorcerer Tan, what is it?”

“We need your aid. Illesea is being held hostage by Serenity. She’s trying to force Devan to surrender himself in exchange for the city’s safety.”

“Damn her,” Bruxton bit off. “We’ll answer you, do not worry. I’ll rally everyone I can and have them portal to Illesea as soon as they can go. Where should we rendezvous?”

“The docks,” Devan directed.

“Understood. I’ll see you there.”

Bruxton was a retired adventurer himself. Perhaps rusty, but not defenseless. Devan felt better that he was leading the charge for his own people.

Without a word, Tan whisked them straight to Topaz’s cottage. Devan barely had his feet under him before he was pounding on the door with the side of his fist. “Topaz!”

She yanked the door open, looking like a woman who had been in the midst of some sort of chore, blonde hair up in a messy bun and an apron on. “What, what, what?”

“Illesea is under attack by Serenity,” Devan reported, practically vibrating in place. “Can you aid us?”

“By Serenity?” Topaz repeated, tone going up into the realm of squeaking violins. “WHY?!”

“She’s trying to force me to surrender to her. Illesea is my hometown.”

Topaz stared at him for a full second, flabbergasted, then her brows snapped together, ire sending color into her cheeks. “That selfish bitch. Of course I’ll aid you. Sword of the Sea? You can take that. I’ve got another relic I can use.”

“Thank you.” He really did have amazing friends to call upon.

Tan portaled them straight down to Topaz’s storeroom, where Devan grabbed the sword, Topaz a spear with a black haft, guard, and blade. It was such a unique look that it drew Devan’s eye for a moment.

Was that…? “Is that the spear which defeated a legion of dire wolves by itself? Netherlight?”

“Good eye. Yes, it is.”

Well, hot damn. Two magical weapons were definitely better than one. Topaz truly had the best toys.

Tan grabbed them each by a shoulder and whisked them away again, portaling them directly without a by-your-leave—straight into madness.

Multiple ships were on fire in the harbor, burning while moored, the fire trying to spread to the wooden docks themselves. Devan was on the side of the street, a foot straddling the docks. The heat was intense enough he could feel it from here. People were racing about with either buckets of water or weapons in hands. At least a few mages were holding shields to keep mercenaries and soldiers alike at bay. The sounds of screams, burning wood, and feet pounding filled the air.

There wasn’t a lot of space in this area. Businesses crowded the waterfront, and the Watering Can wasn’t far away at all, barely a stone’s throw. Worry ate at Devan. Was his family alright? They were practically on the front lines of the conflict and he couldn’t imagine his cousin just standing around waiting to see what happened. He’d check on them quickly on the way there, but his priority was shutting this down before it got any worse.

Devan had a hard time seeing anything over the crowd, but he could make out the delineation line right on the main street. Someone had halted the mercenaries in place, as they were loosely lined up along the street, weapons at the ready.

He moved that direction, Tan and Topaz right at his side as they almost bullied their way forward. When people did recognize Tan’s black sorcerer getup, they gave way, but it was usually a belated gesture.

“I’ve got the ships,” Tan assured him in that false-calm tone he often used in high stress situations.

With a single wave of the hand, Tan suppressed the open fires on the ships as he passed them, putting them out one by one. Devan breathed easier without open fires threatening to take the city up in flames. There was a ragged cheer from people as the fires abruptly went out, although more than a few voices demanded to know who was responsible.

“Do we have a plan?” Topaz asked.

Tan’s answer was quick and decisive. “Bonk.”

“If they don’t stop, then we bonk,” Devan corrected.

“Can’t we just bonk?”

“If it makes you feel better, I’m quite sure bonk is in our near future.”

“Oh, good.”

Devan rolled his eyes in a bid for patience. His lover was in a fine mood.

He was almost close enough now to be on the front lines. As he approached, Devan saw more and more adventurers portaling in. Good, he’d need them all in a minute. Maybe less, depending on how negotiations went.

He caught the first group nearest him and said, “Spread the word as people arrive. Go to the outskirts, chase any pockets of mercenaries in town back out. They’re ringing the city.”

“We’re on it, First Knight,” a gruff woman assured him before turning and bellowing orders to the rest.

He couldn’t focus on both groups so left them to it and turned back to Momo Ximena.

“—cannot hold her own city hostage for a man who doesn’t even live here!” Momo Ximena was in full voice, shaking a short sword in a knight’s face as if she was perfectly willing to use it (She was). Despite her silver hair and stooped posture, no one looked ready to cross her.

Tan leaned in to Devan’s side to whisper, “Isn’t that Ximena?”

“It is. She’s rather the unofficial mayor of the city, so I’m not surprised she’s the one arguing their case.” The official mayor was easily bought off by anyone with a thick enough purse, so really, Ximena was the acting mayor. Everyone went to her and ignored the idiot who held the office.

“Who’s Guy McHuman that she’s arguing with?”

“Sir Walter.”

“Do we like Sir Walter?”

“His personality would significantly improve with a foot of steel through his heart.”

“Got it.”

Devan sucked in a breath before crossing the rest of the distance. He didn’t think this would go like Golis. The opposition had more knights and mercenaries with them, to begin with. They’d come prepared to take on a city of this size. For another thing, Serenity would have learned from Golis and made sure her men understood they were not allowed to back down.

This would be a fight. Devan would bet his eye teeth on that.

“WALTER!” Devan bellowed, drawing all eyes to him.

Sir Walter stopped arguing with the exasperated Ximena and turned to him, eyes lighting up with ferocious glee. “Salvino. Finally. You make your appearance.”

“You threaten enough people and someone will call me.” Devan got right into the man’s face, staring the slightly shorter man down. “Now. Explain to me why you would come here when you know full well I’m at Grimslock.”

“Princess Serenity’s orders,” Sir Walter returned silkily. “Unlike you, I obey orders.”

“I obeyed orders for ten years, and the people of Goodwine paid the price for her selfishness. Do not preach at me, Knight. You’re only obeying one of your oaths and ignoring the rest, so you’re not on a higher moral ground, much as you’d like to claim otherwise. Now.” Devan jerked his head to indicate the docks. “I’m here. Stop burning things and hurting people who have nothing to do with this.”

Walter gave him a pitying smile like he was addressing a small, ignorant child. “I can’t do that until you surrender to me.”

“Over my cold, rotting corpse,” Tan said with false cheer. He stepped right up to Devan’s side, staring at the man like he was some fascinating bug Tan intended to step on shortly.

“Black Sorcerer of Grimslock.” Walter’s upper lip lifted in a sneer. “You. How did you turn our First Knight to your side?”

“Honestly, your bitch of a princess did most of the work. Any person with morals and common sense wouldn’t be able to stand her for long. That, and I’ve been told I give amazing foot massages.”

The funny part about it was that most of that answer was true. Well, the foot massages were more of a perk. Devan didn’t think Walter would believe it, though. He could tell from the man’s expression he didn’t buy into Tan’s answer. It didn’t matter if he did or not.

Devan pointed sternly toward the highway. “Leave. This is your first and only warning.”

“Unlike those green knights and spineless mercenaries you faced in Golis, I’m not so easily deterred.” Walter stabbed a finger at him. “You don’t have the force necessary to win this battle.”

“Have you seriously not been keeping track?” Tan demanded incredulously. “Gods above, that’s dumb. Look, idiot, all Ximena was doing was buying us time to get allies here. Besides the fabulous me—and I’m worth a small army by myself, fuck you very much—I have Battle Mage Topaz ready to take you guys on, plus all the adventurers from Golis that could get here on spur of the moment notice. Spoiler alert: that’s like half the town. Not to mention Devan’s got the Sword of the Sea in hand, and Topaz is wielding Netherlight.”

Walter looked down at the two weapons, eyes going wide, and visibly gulped.

Yes, idiot, the weapons known for mass destruction were pointed right at you. Gods above, how had Devan ever served with someone so low on intelligence and survival skills?

In a split second, Walter chose to once again ignore his survival instincts. “The Sword of the Sea is a holy weapon. It won’t cooperate with the likes of you. I don’t buy your bluff.”

He would not back down. Fine. Devan was out of patience with this anyway. “Tan. Fireball time.”

“Awww, you do love me.”

Devan drew the sword swiftly out of its scabbard, Walter doing likewise to parry the blow. In normal circumstances, that would have worked. Under a worthy wielder, the Sword of the Sea was a proper force to be reckoned with. When the Sword of the Sea left its scabbard, it brought more than a sharp metal edge into play. A sharp, high pressured arc of water sliced right through the ranks in front of him, and no amount of armor or shields could completely deflect the blow.

Walter died on the spot, crumpling in a pool of blood.

With Devan’s attack, all hell broke loose. Tan threw one attack after another—balls of fire, wind dervishes, and other spells Devan didn’t have names for. Topaz fought at his other side, the spear in her hand sending out jagged black lightning, felling whole companies of mercenaries in one fell swoop. That didn’t even include all the attacks from the other adventurers and mages from Golis. Or from the people who lived in this city, defending their home turf.

The fight was over in twenty minutes. Devan stood there, panting a bit, as his adrenaline was still coursing hotly through his veins. Well, that had been intense. Also fucking unnecessary. Devan wasn’t even done. The rest of the city was still battling mercenaries, but he was going to take a second and breathe first.

Damn Serenity, just damn her soul to hell and may her soul hang on the devil’s bedroom wall like a tapestry.

Behind him, somewhere, Devan could hear Mayor Bruxton say earnestly to Ximena, “I just asked and he said yes.”

“Oh really? Full protections?”

“Full protections. Doesn’t ask anything in taxes, either, just expects us to manage ourselves and call him when there’s a problem we can’t solve.”

“Oh-ho. Tan!”

Now what was going on? Devan turned to see Bruxton, Ximena, and Tan all converged in one spot, ignoring the debris littering the area around their feet. He looked at those three and just knew what was going to happen next.

Sure enough, fifteen seconds later, Tan lifted his head from the huddle, spotted Devan and smiled brightly. “I have another city!”

Of course Ximena had given Illesea to Tan. Of course she had.

“Hey honey, how many cities do I need to collect before I get the grand prize? Is there like a stamp book for this or something?”

Devan put a hand over his eyes and groaned. “We’re going to have the whole damn country under my protection at this rate, and I don’t actually want to be in charge of Goodwine.”

Topaz patted his shoulder bracingly. “There, there. It could be worse.”

“How could it possibly be worse?”

“They could expect Tan to be the responsible one.”

Devan thought about that for a full second and shuddered. Okay, she had a point, things could actually be worse.

Tan came in closer and said for his ears alone, “In all seriousness, though, this doesn’t bode well. If Serenity’s unhinged enough that she’s willing to hold a whole city hostage, then what else is she going to try? I don’t know how you can up the crazy after this, but I really don’t put anything past her.”

His lover unfortunately hit the nail square on the head. “We need to properly sit after this, talk about preparations we can make. I’m sure we can be more proactive than just responding to disasters. First, though, let’s drive these assholes out of Illesea.”

Tan cackled as he rubbed his hands together. “I’m always willing to bonk some more. Come, Devan, let us be bonk-bros.”

The way Tan cackled as he bounced forward almost made Devan sympathetic for their enemies. With Tan in this mood, the odds of a retreat were very low. He couldn’t say it bothered him.


Four

Tan

One week later

Getting Illesea settled had taken some work. Tan didn’t mind it much, but he didn’t like the effect it had on Devan. His carefree attitude had disappeared overnight, responsibility weighing back on him. Frankly, he looked stressed. It made Tan more than a little upset. He’d just gotten Devan to let go and relax and then Serenity had struck again.

He was sorely, sorely tempted to just go kill the bitch. Tan couldn’t explain to himself why he hadn’t already.

At least Illesea was back on course again. The corrupt mayor had been ousted, the city had a protective ward up around it, and people were rebuilding what had been destroyed in fire. They were as right as they could be in this moment. It was a job well done on their part, but all Devan could see was the trouble still incoming.

Tan sat in his workroom, knowing Devan was down in the training yard beating up on something, and wishing he had a good ready solution for all of this insanity. As much as he and Devan had talked about it, they really weren’t sure what to do aside from brace for impact.

A call came in through his ring. “Master?”

“What is it, Thing One?”

“There’s a lot of knights coming up the drive. They don’t…look hostile?”

“Why do you say that?”

“No one has weapons out.”

Well, that was intriguing. “Coming.”

Tan poked Devan to meet him at the front gate and then portaled directly there, surveying the group that calmly walked up his winding driveway. The knights weren’t even coming up at speed or with lances out. Dafug? Wait, that was Wells riding in front, wasn’t it? He looked tired, too, like he’d ridden hard to get here.

From atop his black stallion, Wells gave him a wave. “Just us chickens, don’t be alarmed!”

“Wells,” Tan greeted with surprise. “Why are you here?”

“I defected,” Wells answered without apology, reining in to a stop in front of him. He leaned forward in the saddle a little to speak with Tan easier. “She’s gone batshit crazy. Her orders change every ten minutes, they don’t even make sense most of the time, and she’s stopped trying to keep up appearances. Everyone in court now avoids her. Glane as a city gives her a wide berth. I just couldn’t stomach being there any longer, so I figured I’d come to you.”

“I do seem to be the safe port in the eye of this storm but…” Tan tilted his torso sideways to look at the long line of knights still mounted behind Wells. “What of them?”

“When they caught wind of where I was going and what I was doing, they all just mounted up and rode with me. I sold a bullshit story to the higher ups that we were going to go raid a town for mages and soldiers so that we didn’t have to fight our way out, and just started riding. Took about two hundred knights with me.”

Tan’s evil humor rose to the surface as he snickered in wicked delight. “You’re telling me that Serenity just lost a significant chunk of her fighting force.”

“Some of them didn’t stay with me, they chose to go home, but…yeah. Basically.” Wells shrugged, matching Tan’s grin for a moment. “We’ve come to ask for sanctuary and to offer what help we can give.”

“You are more than welcome.” Tan turned and gestured toward Thing One and Thing Two. “Open the gates, let them through!”

“Yes, Master!”

Devan came jogging up as the gates opened, spied his best friend and all the knights, and did a doubletake. “The hell?!”

With a groan, Wells dropped out of the saddle. “Hey, Salvino. I left the crazy bitch. We all did. Tan’s offered us a place here.”

Devan caught Wells up in a firm hug, both men grasping each other hard for a full five seconds before letting go.

In that moment, Tan could see how much Devan had missed Wells. How much Wells had missed him. Tan knew it had weighed on Devan, leaving Wells behind to deal with that madness. He was glad for both their sakes the two men were reunited once more. Life would be so much better for Wells away from Serenity.

Devan let go of Wells after a moment then turned and addressed all the other knights in a booming voice. “Welcome to Grimslock, where the only person who’s crazy is Tan and even he has limits.”

Hey! Well, no, Tan did resemble that remark.

“A few things. You’re more than welcome anywhere within the castle and grounds but steer clear of the third story. Tan’s workrooms are there and only the foolhardy would be stupid enough to go in there without him. Sometimes even with him. You’ll see a labyrinth to the right as you come in. Please stay out of it. I will not go in there to rescue you.”

What if Tan wanted cheap entertainment? No? Damn. Foiled again.

“Last warning: The cats you’ll see around the grounds are silent sentinels for Tan. He knows precisely what’s going on around the grounds at all times, so do not try to cause trouble and think you can get by with it. You can’t. That said, there’s an excellent training yard, the kitchens are always open to you, and we’ll get you sorted into living spaces as quickly as we can manage.”

Now see, Tan wouldn’t have thought to tell them half of that. Devan was so much better at this whole leading people thing than he was.

Because Hans was magic himself, the kobold showed up with staff in tow, looked the situation over with that discerning golden eye of his, and then promptly started dividing people up. The knights were tired from a full day’s travel, ready to dismount and do something that involved being horizontal, so they were happy to follow directions. Especially with Hans throwing out buzz words like ‘baths’ and ‘tea’ and ‘snacks.’ It was like the merry piper leading the children, that’s how blindly they followed after him. Tan did garner a few wary glances as they passed, but it made sense. Tan was just the lesser of two evils right now. They’d figure out he was (mostly) trustworthy after a while.

Tan let them clop past and focused on Wells. “You want snacks too?”

“I would murder for snacks right now.” Wells did not look like he was joking.

“I’ve exceeded my body count for the year, so these are on the house. Come in, Wells, fill us in. We’ve not heard much in the past week.”

“Bit busy with settling Illesea.” Devan said this with a sort of resigned exhaustion, rubbing at one temple with the pads of his fingers. “Warding a city of that size, even with help, was…a task. Shall we say.”

“Oh, I can imagine.” Wells handed his reins over to Thing Two with a smile of thanks, then turned and scooped up his cat from the horse’s haunches. The cat went willingly, settling on Wells’ shoulder with a purr of contentment.

This was why Tan liked Wells. Even in the midst of running away from The Crazies, Wells had still made sure he took his cat. Tan heartily approved of this.

Wells walked and talked, heading for the castle. “A lot has happened in the past week. Serenity’s insanity has upset the other countries enough they’re starting a trade embargo. Her taxes on exporting goods were too high to even consider.”

Tan let out a low whistle as Devan outright cursed. That was really not good. “Prices were already steep for food but with that embargo, it’ll drive them up to something insane.”

“Before we just run out of supplies altogether.” Devan looked ready to punch something. “We’re okay here. The kitchen gardens supply most of the food, but what about the rest of the country?”

Wells grimaced. “That’s my worry. Not every town has an agricultural base. Those that do might not be able to keep most of their food. Serenity’s hired soldiers have been seizing things by force, not even paying for it. Honestly, it was the last straw for most of us. We were ordered to take food and supplies from the people we’re sworn to protect, and I just couldn’t stomach it. I walked straight out.”

Tan had wondered what could possibly force Wells’ hand like this. Stealing food from people, knowing it would leave them on the brink of starvation, that would do it. Wells was as protective of people as Devan; of course he couldn’t stomach such a job.

“It was on top of the other shit she was doing, too. She’s been capturing mages at a younger and younger age. She’s keeping them under tight guard, too. I couldn’t even begin to get them out. Much as I wanted to. I can’t figure out what she’s hoarding them for. A few of us—me included—tried to talk reason into her but Serenity just doubled down. She ordered us to kill anyone who spoke ill of her and…” Wells trailed off with a groan, head flopping forward. “I don’t think she realized what that order actually meant. I’d have to kill everyone in the country. No one’s saying anything nice about her at this point, she’s become that unhinged. Even the king is hiding from her.”

“That’s his mistake,” Devan grunted, expression as sour as a rotten lemon. “He should be locking her away, not locking himself away. Dammit. This is going to drive the country into ruin.”

Tan knew that when Devan chose his lover over his country, it would cost him. Emotionally speaking, it would do damage. Tan still thought Devan had made the right decision. The fallout of staying with Serenity would have been worse—so much worse, as he’d have been married to that bag of loose screws—but…he hated seeing the toll of it on Devan’s face. With every word out of Wells’ mouth, Devan looked that much more stressed.

There wasn’t much Tan wouldn’t do if Devan asked him. In fact, he couldn’t think of a single thing he’d refuse his lover. The trouble was, Devan didn’t just demand things of Tan. He wasn’t used to thinking of himself, hadn’t been able to ask things out of selfishness in years, so he just wasn’t in the habit of doing so.

The conversation paused as they went through the smaller side door and toward the parlor. It actually had some color to it now, as Devan had brought in some fuzzy blankets of white and blue, and a few pillows, so it wasn’t all black and dark purple anymore. Tan really had to get around to redecorating the castle but that was neither here nor there.

Wells went straight to the couch, toed off his shoes, and stretched out with a groan. Miss Kitty moved with him, settling on his stomach and stretching out as if she had every right to treat her human as furniture. (She basically did.)

Devan didn’t sit and relax, he sat forward in the chair, elbows braced on knees as if ready to spring into action the second he had a direction. Oh he was wound tight, this one.

Yup. Tan really had to do something about this. The stress of the situation would bow Devan down otherwise and like hell would he just watch that happen.

Tan pushed Devan back in the seat with a hand against that broad shoulder, making way so he could sit sideways in Devan’s lap. Devan made way for him, his head canted a little in question. Apparently Tan’s scheming was noticeable.

“I think you’re forgetting something,” Tan informed his lover, lips curling up in a truly evil smile. “I may be small, but my evil is big.”

Devan stared back at him, dark brow arched. “I’m waiting for this to connect.”

“I take great pleasure and delight in thwarting Serenity. What if we’re proactive this time? Take food and supplies to the smaller villages and towns, the ones we know will suffer, offer them protection? We’ll take possible hostages away from Serenity, help innocent people at the same time. Two birds, one stone.”

Devan’s golden-brown eyes searched his and Tan saw the dawning hope in his expression, as if he never expected Tan to offer this and was so relieved. It just about tore at Tan’s heart. “You’d do that?”

Tan stroked a thumb over a cheekbone, his affection for this man warring with the urge to shake him. “You never ask me for things. You never demand anything of me. It’s a bad habit but it’s okay, love, we’ll work on it together.”

There it was, that happiness he had so rarely seen these past few weeks. Devan lit up from within, his relief so strong it was palpable. He leaned in to hug Tan to him for a long moment, head resting on Tan’s shoulder.

“I really do love you,” Devan whispered against his shoulder.

Tan dropped a kiss against his dark hair and returned the hug, hand stroking over Devan’s back. This would be a lot of work and expense, he wasn’t blind to it, but it would also be so, so worth it.

Wells, from his slouched position on the couch, cleared his throat. “You realize it would take barely any kind of push to make people secede from Goodwine right now. Right? Serenity has driven people close to the breaking point. I don’t think many people would turn your offer down, Tan. You might end up with half the country before the month is out if you offer food and protection.”

“It’s fine,” Tan assured Wells, looking over his shoulder to give the man a cheeky wink. “I made up a stamp book and everything. Oooh, maybe you’ll know, Devan’s never given me an answer. How many towns and cities do I have to collect before they give me the kingdom?”

“Taaaan,” Devan groaned. “We don’t actually want the kingdom.”

“You don’t? I think I’d rock a crown, though.”

“Ruling is a lot of work, you realize that, right?”

“Pfft, like anyone would trust me enough to put me in charge. I’d be the fun parent, the one in charge of festivals and parties. You’d be the responsible one.”

“Now that,” Wells muttered, “I could totally see.”

Devan lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “It’s a waiting game at this point. For political reasons, I can’t just assume responsibility of the whole country and assume they’re all fine with the decisions I’d make. Until they rise up on their own and demand she be removed, our hands are tied.”

Wells blew out a gusty sigh. “I don’t think we’re far from that point.”

“I don’t either. Until then, if we’re going to offer people aid, we should move quickly. Start near here and work our way out. If we can get to them before Serenity can, that’s food supplies and such that we don’t have to replace.”

Man made a good point. “We also need to stock up for the winter, as that’s going to be on us sooner rather than later. Alright, I’ll fetch a map, we’ll come up with a plan. If we’re warding multiple places, I’ll need to borrow help.”

Wells asked in a tone that tried for nonchalant but missed the mark, “Fa? She’d help.”

Oh? Fa had mentioned she and Wells chatted via ring when he could, but Tan didn’t think that had actually won Wells over. Apparently, his sister was making headway, as Wells didn’t look petrified mentioning her name. Oh-ho-ho. He’d so get the story on that later. “She definitely will. Also the magicians living in Golis and Illesea. I’ll make some calls.”

Devan let him up. “What of the expense, though? This will get insanely expensive quickly.”

“We’ll need to come up with a plan for that, too. I am rather filthy rich but even my coffers aren’t endless. I’ll have to pull from redecorating savings, which does not fill my heart with joy as I’ll have to push that off again, but needs must, I guess. We’ll buy what we have to, forage or trade for everything else. Maybe steal from the Goodwine treasury—”

Devan sat up abruptly, a noise of alarm in the back of his throat.

“—it’ll be fine,” Tan assured him with a flap of the hand. “Not the first time I’ve stolen something out of there, easy peasy lemon breezy.”

“YOU DID WHAT WHEN?!”

“We’ll talk about it later, love. Be back in a jiff with a map and some tea. I have a feeling I’ll need lots of tea for this conversation. Maybe alcohol.” Tan danced out the door, heading for kitchens first.

Tan could hear Wells say from inside the room, “He’s joking about having stolen from the treasury. Right?”

“I wouldn’t bet on that, no.”

Tan cackled as he walked. Devan did know him so well.


Five

Devan

Three months later

Three months passed in the blink of an eye, mostly because they were so busy Devan didn’t know if he was coming or going. With two hundred knights at their disposal, they put them to work by picking off the raiding parties, growing as much food as they could, and taking in villages steadily. Tan was stockpiling potions like they were going out of style, healing and otherwise, and they’d likely use all of them. It seemed every time Devan turned around, he had news they’d taken another village under their protection, which meant even more knights were dispatched in order to protect them.

They’d put out feelers in some of the larger towns, gauging sympathy levels. Some people were still wary of upsetting Serenity even further, trying to ride things out. Others were cautiously sending word to Devan and Tan, inquiring if they were possibly interested in extending their protection. To those who reached out, Devan immediately responded. To the others, he played a wait-and-see approach. Eventually, the ones playing it safe would realize there was no end goal. There was no ‘rough patch’ to get through. This was just the insanity of Serenity and it was better to get rid of her now rather than later. Ekasa and Nevvale didn’t seem anywhere near ready yet. They might be the last to succumb.

On the one hand, he did understand the reluctance. It wasn’t like Devan was making promises of a better future, just immediate safety. On the other, he chafed at the delay, because all it meant was needless suffering for the citizens.

Thankfully, the feelers they had in Teross had said the town might be ready to talk with them, so they were on their way to discuss secession with the mayor.

Devan carried a book in his hand, ready to take notes as Tan portaled them. The town wasn’t a large one, located between Grimslock and Ekasa, and rumor had it Serenity had hit it hard once already. Teross was known for its wheat fields and sheep, so of course she’d try to grab what she could from it.

Tan portaled them with boxes and crates of supplies right outside the town’s main gates. He stayed there and gave a cheerful wave to the guards on duty, who did a double take at his appearance, swords snatched out and at the ready.

“I’m the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock,” Tan announced. “I’ve come with peace offerings. May I speak with your mayor?”

The older of the two, a grisly looking man, looked hopefully at the crates stacked behind Tan. “If I may ask, Sorcerer, what do you bring with you?”

“Food and potions, mainly.”

Devan could see the hunger on the man’s face. Things were more desperate here than rumor stated, it seemed.

“I’ll fetch her.” The younger guard turned and sprinted inside, moving at a rather impressive clip.

Devan stirred, coming in a few steps closer. “Guardsman, how bad is it?”

The man shook his head, eyes too bright for a moment. “We’re not going to make it through winter at this rate. That bitch took all the food we’d harvested. Our mages, too, they’re all gone. We’re falling sick and there’s no one to heal us.”

Fucking hell. This was the third town this week in such straits. Devan’s heart ached hearing those words, again. Devan caught Tan’s eye and he saw the resolve there. Tan wasn’t about to let that stand.

“There is now.” Tan gave the guard a reassuring nod. “Even if your mayor and I can’t come to terms, I’ll see to the sick before I go.”

“Never thought I’d be so glad to see a black sorcerer. Thank you, sir.”

“What’s your name?”

“Quill,” the guardsman answered forthrightly.

Two sets of feet pounded their direction, one of them a middle-aged woman wrapped up in a thick shawl. Devan’s eyes ran over her and the state of her was enough to tell its own story. Her clothes hung upon her as if she’d lost weight recently, too quickly to adjust her clothing. She might have been a bit heavy set at one point but not now, her hair tied back in a thick braid, the style more for function than beauty.

Her eyes landed on Tan first, in full black sorcerer getup, then Devan, and her eyes lit up with hope. “First Knight. You’ve come to aid us?”

Funny how people still addressed him so even though he’d publicly resigned the position. “We have. Mayor, this is Tan.”

Tan approached her, giving her that charming smile that disarmed people. “Hello. Mayor of Teross, I come with an offer. If you agree to come under my protection, I will ward your town against Serenity’s forces, heal your sick, and help supply you with food throughout the winter. All I ask for in return is that you secede from Goodwine and stop aiding the country by either giving them taxes or people.”

“Done,” she said instantly.

Devan wasn’t surprised by this answer. No one in this desperate situation needed to think about it for long. Anything was better than Serenity. He turned and gestured toward the boxes. “We’ve food and healing potions in these. It will only feed people for a day, maybe two, but we can figure out how much you need today and then schedule a delivery for more.”

“Quill, James, help them bring it all in,” the mayor directed. She put a hand over her heart as she said, “I’m Malinda Stewart. Please, come with me first to the hospital. Things are in dire straits there.”

Tan had to lengthen his stride to keep up with her, despite the mayor being several inches shorter. Devan walked at his side, taking the town in as they went through the gates. It might have been a fine town at one point, but it bore the signs of struggle now. There had definitely been a fight on these streets, a pitched battle of magic, the bricks and wood of the buildings bearing the scars. More than a few windows had been broken and then boarded over with no magic to fix the damage. He was heartsore seeing it all, understanding that these people had fought to stay home and were removed by force.

Mayor Stewart talked as they walked, her eyes mostly on Tan as if puzzled by his involvement. “Sorcerer, you said you would ward the town?”

“Yes,” Tan answered forthrightly. “That and as much of the surrounding fields as we can feasibly manage. I’ll call upon the mages of Golis to aid me, speed the matter along. We should be able to do it in about a week’s time. How many citizens do you have?”

“Before they took our mages and able-bodied men, we numbered at just shy of two thousand. It’s probably more like eleven hundred now.”

Fucking hell, no wonder Teross felt like a ghost town. It was missing almost half its populace. “How much food, if any, do you have?”

“Only what’s in people’s larders or kitchen gardens. Enough to see us through the end of next week at a stretch. That was the consensus I reached yesterday with people. They took our seed grain too, and…” She trailed off, jaw working under strong emotions. “We’ve nothing to plant with come spring.”

“We’ll erect a greenhouse, give you something to plant that will tide you over during the winter.” Devan gave her a gentle smile, the one he knew put people at ease. “Tan’s got a few tricks up his sleeves when growing plants during the snowy months.”

“I like watermelon year round, thank you.” Tan shot her a wink, startling a smile out of her. “Is that the hospital up ahead?”

“Oh, uh, yes.”

“Right, I’ll be in there for a while.” Tan twirled, smacked a kiss on Devan’s mouth, and was off, walking backward and talking. “Be good, don’t flirt with anyone, try not to charm the nice ladies, alright?”

“Tan, I am not the charming one,” Devan responded dryly. “That’s you.”

“Horseshit. You charmed me, didn’t you?” Tan blew him a kiss and was off like the whirling dervish he was.

Seeing Mayor Stewart’s bemused look, Devan shrugged. “Yes, he’s like that all the time.”

“He’s just so…” She paused, scratching at a cheek. “I expected some imposing, towering figure of a man that looked like a walking knife considering his reputation. Not…him.”

“Yes, well, rumors are never to be believed. Let’s start with distributing all of that food, shall we? I can talk to people as we do, get a better idea of how much in the way of supplies to send.”

“I’m not arguing that but, Sir Salvino, we’ve no means to pay for all of this. How are you going to afford it?”

“We’ve got the means to do so at the moment. The rest, we’ll find a way to take out of Serenity’s hide. She’s the one that’s put us all in this situation to begin with, after all.”

“Fair enough. We’ll of course do all we can here, too.”

A clatter of hooves coming behind them made Devan automatically turn to look. The first sight of mounted mercenaries coming their direction made his blood run cold. Dammit all to hell and back, what were these idiots here for? Hadn’t they taken enough?

Seemed like a dozen men there. Devan had faced worse odds but not alone, and he had no intention of fighting them by himself now. There was a slim chance he could talk them out of this but was willing to try that first.

The mercenary captain pulled to a stop but didn’t dismount, his eye on Devan even as he addressed Mayor Stewart. “Mayor. We’ve come for the rest of your mages.”

“What rest?” Mayor Stewart snapped back, color rising in her cheeks. “You’ve already taken them all!”

“I mean your untrained mages.”

Those words clanged about like a spoon in a bucket for a moment. Untrained…mages… “Children,” Devan translated flatly. “You mean the children with magical talent.”

“As I said.” His cold stone expression didn’t change a wit.

This ass clown really thought Devan would stand there and let him haul off children? Bad enough he’d taken half the town, but this, this he would not let stand.

Stewart abruptly turned to him, her eyes pleading. “First Knight.”

“Trust me, he won’t succeed.” Devan lifted the ring to his mouth. “Tanawat Ritthirong Shinawatra.”

“My darling, I know you already miss me but I’m a trifle busy at the moment—”

“We’ve got mercenaries on the main street trying to take the mage children.”

There was silence.

Tan’s response was flat with anger. “Be there in two shakes.”

Oh, Tan was fit to be tied now. Devan lifted his lips up in a feral smile. “You have fifteen seconds—max—to turn and leave.”

“First Knight, she called you.” The captain’s eyes narrowed on him. “And that man you just called, that was the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” Now the real question was, would this man be smart enough to turn and leave?

“Even if you were the First Knight of Goodwine, and he a sorcerer, you can’t best a dozen men at once—”

Between one blink and the next, Tan arrived, black cloak billowing out around him as he landed right in front of Devan. He surveyed the scene, including the men who had jumped at his abrupt arrival, and growled low in his throat.

“Every time I turn around, there’s more of you varmints. Devan, sweetie, please stop trying to talk sense into these idiots. You’re not the fuckface whisperer.”

Devan snickered. “I’ll just bonk next time.”

“Yes, do so. Save us all some time.”

The captain bullishly kept talking. “I’m under the princess’s orders to take—”

“I’ve heard words before but now they seem different!” Tan mocked. “You know what, I’m done, let’s just cut to the chase. FIREBALL!”

The poor mercenaries didn’t even have time to duck or get shields up. The fireball’s immense heat hit them straight on and, within seconds, they were dead men falling out of their saddles. The horses, alarmed at the fire that swooshed over their heads, reared and threw off their dead riders before whirling and racing for safety.

At least Tan had aimed high enough to avoid the horses. Devan was grateful for that.

Devan yanked the mayor out of the way of the stampeding horses, letting Tan work out his frustrations on the corpses. Devan was resigned at this point. His lover was really at the end of his rope.

Tan let out a sniff, nose in the air. “The nerve. And Devan, why do you always insist on trying to talk them out of it first?”

“Well, diplomacy MIGHT have worked before SOMEBODY decided to set them all on FIRE.” Devan gave him a pointed look.

“I was busy,” Tan said defensively. “Fire spells are for people who interrupt me when I’m busy. Now, I’m going back to the hospital, sorry to fight and run, cleanup is a bitch I know. Ta, love!”

Tan portaled right back to the hospital.

Devan sighed, looking the situation over. Just when he thought Serenity had plateaued, she found a new low to reach. Children? She was kidnapping children now? What possible use could they even serve her? The younger ones still in training wouldn’t be of any use. Or was this a paranoid tactic on her side, needing to grab all of the resources before Devan and Tan could?

He wasn’t sure if he could even apply logic to her decisions anymore. She might be too unhinged for that. Devan felt the frustration of combating her. Three long months of trying to anticipate and block the crazy was driving him crazy in return. Devan could feel himself edging ever closer to a breaking point.

Blowing out a low breath, he tried to focus on the moment instead of the looming inevitable. “Well, we might be able to gain something from the bodies.”

The poor mayor looked a bit wide-eyed. “He just…killed a dozen men with one spell. How powerful is Sorcerer Tan?”

“Very. It’s why no one in Goodwine was ever able to catch him.” Devan belatedly realized he was still holding on to her and let go. “Food first, then let’s clean that up, alright?”

She needed another second to pull herself together before giving a game nod. “The horses, too, if we can catch them. They’ll fetch a good price somewhere.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Tan was going mercenary hunting after they got done here. Devan could see it now. His lover was fit to be tied. Maybe, if Devan asked nicely, he could get at least a swing in on the next round before Tan obliterated them all.


Six

Tan

Was this what a caged tiger looked like?

Tan was not asking for a friend.

He watched as Devan stalked back and forth in their bedroom, pivoting at the wall before spinning and stomping in the other direction. Back and forth, back and forth. Damn near made Tan dizzy watching it.

“What was the past decade even for?” Devan snarled, hands clenched before throwing them about, every gesture full of frustration. “The whole damn country has gone to shit in four months. Four months! It’s like nothing I did had any kind of lasting impact.”

Sadly, that was true. In fact, it hadn’t even been a full four months yet. They were nearing the winter months, too, so things would only get harder. Tan felt the same frustration, if not on the same level. He was just as worn down, just as exhausted, as he’d been gallivanting around the country for four months putting out fires. Tan had been ready to take an axe to Serenity months ago. Devan had to feel the same except on a more personal level. If things were going to go so quickly to shit, then he should have kidnapped Devan earlier. Taken him out of the castle years ago, saved them both sanity and some heartbreak. It hadn’t done any good to leave Devan there.

“Four fucking months and already I’m seeing what I knew would happen. Well, this is worse—I never imagined she’d be so bad she’d start a whole trade embargo. I never thought I’d have to feed a whole damn country because its princess was so focused on getting back at me that she sacrificed everything else. It never even crossed my mind she’d kidnap children or raze whole villages to the ground because they wouldn’t submit to her.”

The problem was Devan didn’t have a handy target just then. He was all energy and drive, no direction. As much as Devan wanted to murder Serenity right then and there, he couldn’t. If Tan didn’t find a way to drain some of that pent-up energy out of him, it would be bad.

Welp. Hot, rough sex it is.

Such a sacrifice, but it was for the cause, right?

Tan stripped off his shirt, snagged the bottle of oil from the bedside table, moving casually until he could intercept Devan. Once his knight was in range, Tan jumped on him, wrapping both legs around that trim waist, leaning in to nibble on an ear.

“Why don’t you pin me against the wall and fuck me?” Tan murmured before resuming his nibbling.

Devan’s focus and energy did an abrupt ninety-degree turn. “Why the hell are you wearing pants?”

“You could take them off me.” Tan hid an evil smirk against his lover’s neck. Devan’s buttons were so, so easy to push.

He dropped down to help aid in getting pants off, grappling with Devan’s clothes while Devan yanked at his own pants. The second clothes were off, Devan yanked him back in, mouth slanting over Tan’s, taking it in a thorough kiss. Tan groaned around the tongue sweeping inside his mouth, enjoying the slick tongue tangling with his. He latched onto Devan’s neck with both hands as an anchor, the kiss hot enough to make him a little weak in the knees.

Tan kissed his way down, sucking on a sensitive spot above Devan’s collarbone, feeling and hearing the sigh of pleasure slipping from his lover’s mouth, reveling in it. Devan was never shy about vocalizing what he liked and it was a habit Tan enjoyed very much. He kept going down, flicking a nipple with the edge of his teeth, hard enough to make Devan shudder. Tan used the flat of his tongue to lick down the happy trail and by the time he got to that lovely, large dick, it was partially erect already. Tan caught it with the tip of his tongue and sucked Devan in, taking as much as he could in one go.

Devan’s fingers tangled in Tan’s hair, almost to the point of pain. “Tan.”

There was a warning in that tone, a hint Tan was overwhelming Devan a little. It was fine, he wouldn’t be on his knees for long, he just had to get his lover nice and hard. That would take another five seconds from what he could feel. He bobbed his head, the sucking noisy as he worked the shaft in his mouth. Mixed with Devan’s panting, it was an obscene melody filling the air.

Devan pulled him abruptly off, kissing Tan hard even as he hauled him up against him. The bottle of oil was taken out of Tan’s hand, he could hear the stopper being taken out before slick fingers found his puckered opening and breached him. Tan’s entire body tingled as the first finger entered him. It felt like every time Devan touched him there, he became more sensitive to it, more receptive, his whole body anticipating what would happen next.

Tonight, Devan was not gentle as he pressed into Tan. His fingers were demanding, forcing Tan’s body to accommodate him and it just felt so…damn…good…fuck he wanted Devan in him now.

Devan must have been of the same mindset, as he drew his fingers out abruptly, grabbing hold of Tan’s thighs and lifting him up.

Oh. Right here in the middle of the room? Really?

Tan was perfectly okay with this plan. He reached down enough to catch Devan’s cock in one hand, helping to guide it in, that cock he knew so well breaching him, pushing in without pause or mercy. Tan’s head tilted back, welcoming the intrusion, because that hard dick in him was always a pleasure. He got both legs around Devan’s waist in a better hold, arms around his broad shoulders, fully expecting Devan to at least back him up against the wall for leverage—the rest of the thought crashed without recovery as Devan fucked into him.

The angle was perfect, Tan’s whole body became one nerve that vibrated whenever Devan thrust into him, and when Devan hit him square in the prostate, he saw literal stars. Loud noises poured out of his mouth, eyes blind, as all he could do was hold on. Tan’s entire focus was on the sensual glide of that thick, hot dick thrusting in and out of him. His hands scrambled for a better hold on Devan’s shoulders, fingers digging into flesh, Devan’s hold on his thighs the only support. A mix of grunt and gasp left Tan’s mouth with every thrust in, pleasure overloading every nerve. Tan couldn’t even find his tongue enough to beg for mercy.

This felt too good. Tan wanted to come more than he wanted air.

Devan’s pace picked up and he started slamming into Tan. It was only Devan’s grip on him that kept Tan from feeling like he was free falling. It felt amazing, no question, but Tan really needed to come. This was no longer a want. It was a raw, aching need, and he didn’t even dare put a hand to himself for fear of losing his grip on Devan.

Devan’s pace faltered as he abruptly whirled, crossing the three feet to the bed. Tan’s back abruptly hit the mattress as Devan more or less threw them on to the bed, his next thrust in impossibly harder as he got leverage. Devan’s hand closed around Tan’s weeping cock, working it now with every hard thrust in. Tan’s head thrashed on the mattress, past the point of overloaded. No, please not that, no more stimulation. Tan couldn’t take anymore, he really couldn’t, he’d explode at this rate—

Devan shifted angles, leaning over even more, braced over Tan, and that angle changed everything. It hit Tan’s prostate dead on and he was coming before even realizing. Tan gripped Devan hard as he clenched up, his climax ripping through him so strongly he could barely breathe around it, seeing literal stars.

One thrust, two, then Devan groaned into Tan’s shoulder as he came.

Tan lay panting under him, mind scattered to the four winds. Words were past him, doing anything but riding the wave of endorphins was beyond his capabilities. Even breathing steadily took effort.

Tan’s brain had officially left the building. We apologize for any inconvenience this might cause at this time. Please try again later.

They lay like that for some time, just getting their breath back, enjoying the afterglow. With a huff of effort, Devan managed to get up on one elbow, stroking Tan’s hair back from his forehead. His golden-brown eyes shone with warmth and affection. “You really are good at calming me down.”

“If you want to lose your shit more often so I can jump you, it’s fine,” Tan assured him languidly. “Sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

“I had no doubt. Let’s clean up a little, get situated. I feel calm enough now to talk this through.”

“Saying it like that makes me think you have an idea in mind.”

“More like I have a question in mind. It’s to be seen if we can come up with the answer.”

Fair enough.

They untangled themselves, got cleaned up, then curled up again under the covers with Tan snuggled in against Devan’s side. Devan stroked idle fingers on Tan’s hip in nonsensical patterns, voice deeper than normal as he spoke.

“My question is, what do we do? This has gotten out of hand. Just protecting people from Serenity has gotten over half the kingdom in our control and it’s not something we can sustain. Even your coffers aren’t enough to keep up with this.”

“We can still raid the treasury of Goodwine,” Tan offered.

“I know you said you’ve done that, but with the way she’s spending money, I don’t think there’s going to be much in there. She’s lost half her revenue between the towns we now control and the trade embargo. With all the mercenaries she has to pay, and the expenses of running what’s left of the country, I bet that treasury is scraping dry right now.”

Damn, Tan hadn’t thought of that, but Devan was likely right. “Okay, so real question. What’s keeping us from just killing this bitch? You know I can get us in.”

Devan groaned. “I agree she needs to die.”

Whoa, really? When had Devan reached that point of frustration?

“The problem I have with killing her is that the people succeeding her are just as bad. They’d not follow her footsteps completely, but they’d be just as detrimental for the country.”

“You don’t think the king would step back in if his daughter was out of the picture?”

“No. Clearly, the man is too weak to be depended on. Really, it was his wife running the country before her death. She was good at it, too. Serenity just took over her mother’s role.”

“Ooooh, this makes more sense now. Damn, okay, so you’re basically saying killing Serenity wouldn’t do us much good long term. How many people are in line to inherit?”

“Too many. Well, officially, maybe twelve people, but I can’t discount the power-hungry idiots who think they’re entitled too. It would basically mean mass murder to take out every contender.”

Tan was perfectly okay with a little mass murder. Really, he didn’t see the harm. He’d bet in another month or so, Devan would be frustrated enough to not see the problem with that approach either.

“We’ve got to have the people’s support behind the next ruler or it won’t last. We’ll be back to square one before the year is out. I don’t want to set us up for failure. I’m also worried about what murdering everyone would do. I don’t know how it will shake out with everyone who’s put their support in us. I don’t want to destroy the goodwill we’ve earned so far.”

Also a fair point. For all that Devan’s job was supposedly the protection of the realm, he really did know a lot about the politics in the country. Tan pursed his lips in thought.

“What this sounds to me is, we need to confer with people and see what they want to do.”

“Yeah. I think that’s the best approach. Get a consensus before we make a move. I don’t think anyone will be against killing Serenity at this point.”

“Bitch is a rabid dog that needs to be put down, everyone can agree on that.” Tan snorted, aggravated.

“Truly. It’s what comes after that we need to decide on.” Devan dropped a kiss on Tan’s head, arms tightening around him for a moment. “Whatever we decide on, I will not risk you.”

So protective. Tan grinned and kissed Devan’s chest. “Same goes for me. I won’t risk you either. We’ll come up with a good plan for this, I promise.”

“Why do I hear ‘fireball’ in that promise?”

“Historically speaking, fireball has solved a lot of problems for me. Just saying.”

Devan groaned but laughed as he did so.

See? He didn’t really mind Tan’s approach to problem solving.


Seven

Devan

Three days later

Devan sat in front of the activated mirror, although he only saw his own reflection and Tan’s. There were too many people in this call to make it anything other than voice only. Every mayor in Goodwine aligned with them—which was basically every mayor except Glane and the Oword Magic Academy—sat in on this meeting. Also included was Wells, who sat at Devan’s other side, Niran, and Fa, just out of range of the mirror’s reflection. They were comfortably situated in Devan’s study, tea and snacks laid out on his desk, not that he could stomach the idea of eating anything just then.

It was time to make some tough decisions.

Devan blew out a soft breath before clearing his throat. “First of all, thank you for dropping everything to attend this meeting. I realize you’re busy people, especially during this time of trouble. I’ll keep it to the point. I think we can all agree this situation cannot continue as it stands. Since I left, we’ve suffered our citizens being kidnapped—including child mages—trade embargos, our food supplies have been raided, taxes have shot up into the realm of being unpayable, and mercenaries are razing anyone who tries to stand up to Serenity. I understand some people are being killed outright for even suggesting that an order is immoral. This situation cannot continue.”

Ximena sounded ready to throw hands as she responded. “That’s the understatement of the century. No insult to you and Tan, I know you’re trying, but we’ll lose a significant part of the population to starvation at the rate we’re going. The only reason Illesea is better off than some is because we can at least fish. The sea is feeding us.”

Devan was entirely glad for it too because trying to feed a city of that size would have bankrupted Tan within the week. As it was, Illesea’s fishing efforts helped feed the other towns and villages under their protection. A lot of magic went into portaling fish, shrimp, and the like to all of the country.

“We can’t continue like this,” Bruxton agreed, voice sounding troubled. “We can’t even work properly like this. We’ve been picking off raiding parties, but the only ones that dare to leave the wards now are the adventurers. Citizens who aren’t trained or unarmed don’t want to run the risk. I’m not saying this to anger you, Sorcerer Tan. We’re thankful for the wards because at least we’re protected. But we can’t work, we can’t travel… This is a half-life compared to what we should be living.”

“I know.” Tan had his murder face on again. He wore that a lot when Serenity came up. “Honestly, I don’t like the situation any more than you do.”

Devan felt the stress of the question bubbling up inside him, like a spiked ball in his throat he somehow had to speak around. He didn’t enjoy what he was about to say next. Regret, anger, bitterness all flavored the words. Having to speak them aloud made him feel like the past ten years were a waste. “Mayors, I come before you with a simple question: Should I kill Serenity?”

There was a moment of digestive silence.

Niran was the first to break it. “Can I have her spine?”

Of course Niran would ask that. Of course he would.

“Brother, do sort out your priorities for a moment,” Fa chided him.

It was bad that Fa was the voice of reason in this moment.

Mayor Bruxton, used to wrangling weird personalities with a town full of adventurers, was the first to get them back on track. “Personally, I think we’re well past due for an execution. I’m for killing Serenity.”

Mayor Winn snorted, his voice flat. “I was ready to murder her months ago when she tried to sacrifice Siset to the barbarian forces. I knew her true colors then. I have no issue with executing her.”

“I am for it as well,” Stewart chimed in. The Mayor of Teross sounded spitting mad. “She sent mercenaries against us again yesterday, trying to steal what food you’ve delivered to us. The mages are putting up the ward as fast as they can, but it was only because of the knights you stationed here that we weren’t overrun. I’m out of patience with her. If she can’t be a good ruler, then she can be a dead one.”

Mayor Souza cleared his throat, his deep voice troubled. “Can no one think of another solution?”

“I was about to ask that very thing,” Gomez chimed in. The newly joined Mayor of Nevvale was not happy about this conversation. “I agree something has to give, but if we kill her, then where does that leave us? Forming up a wholly new government? Putting King Arnold back in place?”

“I can’t agree to that,” Mayor Souza said. “He’s been an incredibly ineffectual ruler. Even in his heyday, he had his wife rule. Arnold on the throne is not something I can support. That said, I have two questions regarding this before giving my opinion. I agree Serenity has to be dealt with, I won’t quibble on that, but…first question. First Knight, you would kill her personally?”

“I will.” Devan had reached that conclusion after talking it through with Tan. “I won’t ask anyone else to do it. I’m partially to blame for her—”

Tan made a noise of protest and slapped his arm. “I keep asking this! How are you responsible for her?!”

“If I had just quit sooner, I wouldn’t have been roped into that damn marriage proposal. If she wasn’t targeting me like this with wounded pride, the country wouldn’t be in this bad of shape.”

Tan’s dark eyes sparked with anger. “Beloved, absolutely none of this is your doing. You spent ten damn years trying to protect us from her. You are not the responsible party for this disaster. Serenity and her father can own up to their own mistakes. Their sins are not yours. There is no need to carry them.”

Momo Ximena chimed in. “What he said. Devan, this isn’t trouble of your making. You’ve spent ten years feeling responsible for her. I think habit is ambushing you right now.”

Was it habit? Had he been so conditioned into thinking her actions reflected on his that he still felt the weight of her decisions? Devan had been responsible for her, and a decade was more than long enough to form habits. Perhaps it was habit that made him think so in this moment. Regardless, he still felt he should be the one to execute her. Devan wasn’t the type to ask someone else to do something because he was unwilling to do it. He wouldn’t put the burden of killing the princess, of starting a revolution, on someone else’s shoulders.

Mayor Souza wasn’t done with his question. “I must ask how you intend to do this? She’s under very tight security.”

Tan waved this concern away, although the mayor couldn’t see the gesture. “No worries, no worries. I can get through the castle’s ward. We’d just portal straight to her side and go slashy-slash.”

There was a horrified silence.

“You can portal through the castle’s ward?” Mayor Gomes shrieked. A mix of incredulity and perhaps a touch of fear made his voice crack. “I thought you were joking when you said you’d just rob the treasury!”

“Eh?” Tan blinked, head canted as if puzzled by this reaction. “Well, no? I used to portal in all the time to visit Devan.”

“There’s not a ward in this world that can keep him out,” Devan explained dryly. “As the Osedon Conclave learned to their horror.”

“Wait.” Mayor Stewart sounded strained. “Wait, that story was true? About how he held the Conclave’s library hostage for three months?”

“I wasn’t holding it hostage!” Tan protested indignantly. “I just needed to research something and they wouldn’t let me in. I gave it back.”

Devan could sense they were in danger of going very off-tangent. It was a risk in any meeting where Tan was involved. “Anyway, the point is, yes I can reach her easily. Did you have another question, Mayor Souza?”

Mayor Souza did not sound emotionally ready to move along in the conversation but gamely rallied. “Ahem. Yes. Uh, my other question was: Who replaces her? Her successors aren’t much better than she is. What do we do with them?”

“This is the other reason we called for a meeting,” Devan acknowledged. “You’re right, Mayor, that’s a valid concern. Her successors aren’t any better. We’d be right back to square one if we just killed her and called it good. Unfortunately, we’d need to execute about twenty people to clean house.”

There was a murmur amongst them as all the mayors reacted to this news.

Souza once again pressed, “How? How do you plan to do this?”

Wells stepped in, fielding this question. “We have a large contingent of knights who are ready to move. We’ll pick the best of them, and with Niran and Fa’s help, portal to each of the contenders and execute them. It’ll be a quick, bloody hour but we believe it’s feasible to take every problematic person out within the space of a night.”

Some more murmuring as people assessed this idea. Devan wisely let them think. It was a lot to take in, a lot to process, and he had no desire to pressure people into making a decision. They might agree in the moment and regret it later. This was a serious undertaking, with country-wide and life-long consequences. He himself had had to sleep on it, think it over extensively, and still there was a tendril of unease in him. Devan had no issue killing people in battle, but doing so in cold blood like this felt…squicky. If there was any other option, he’d have taken it first. He just couldn’t think of what else to do. Apparently, no one else could either.

Momo Ximena was full of evil good cheer as she spoke. “I’m all for it. About time to get those varmints out of power, in my opinion. Anyone object?”

No one did.

Ximena wasn’t done. “Devan, you’ll take the crown after her.”

“Uh…” Devan felt like the world had just been tilted on him. “No? That wasn’t my plan at all.”

“I love crowns!” Tan clapped his hands together, beaming. “Sign me up.”

Devan poked his lover in the side, giving him a stern look to behave. It bounced right off, of course, because Tan couldn’t behave if his life depended on it.

Mayor Bruxton diplomatically ignored Tan’s declaration. “First Knight, quite frankly, we don’t have anyone else we can trust to take on that mantle.”

Erk. Um. Damn, man had a point there. Devan hadn’t been able to think of anyone either to transfer the crown to, and he’d been thinking about it all night. “No, but surely if we put our heads together, we can think of someone. I have no claim to the throne, after all. Surely someone else will be the better candidate.”

Momo Ximena chimed in, voice firm. “Devan, I’ve known you your entire life. There has never been a single day that I worried about a decision you’d make. You have spent your entire adulthood protecting and serving all of us. If you were the type to be corrupted by power, it would have already happened while serving Serenity. Hell, she offered you a crown on a silver platter and you called her a bitch and told her to fuck off. If that’s not a ringing endorsement, I don’t know what is. We know we can trust you with the crown.”

“While I see where you’re coming from, there’s a slight problem with this plan. I don’t want the crown.”

“Even more reason to give it to you.”

“Ximena, that logic literally hurt my brain.”

“It’s the people who want power that can’t be trusted with it.”

Fuck a duck on a cracker. She had him there. Devan couldn’t even come up with a good response.

Mayor Gomes chose to interject. “Why don’t we do this? Let’s march on Glane. See who will defect, who will not. It will tell us precisely who needs to be executed. Once we have the troublemakers dealt with, we can figure out who should rule at that point. First Knight, if nothing else, can we have your commitment to take control of the country until we can decide on a successor?”

This felt like a trick question. Devan was quite sure it was a trick question. He just couldn’t think of any other way to answer other than, “Yes. I’ll commit to that.”

“Good. Then how fast can we gather up our forces and march on Glane?”

It was still morning, and people were motivated, so… “Let’s have all parties convene on the western highway leading into Glane in two days’ time. All in agreement?”

A chorus of assents. As nerve-wracking as this felt on some level, Devan had known it would come down to this in the end. A certain inevitability settled like a weight in his chest. He didn’t agree with taking the crown, though, that wasn’t something he felt comfortable shouldering. He only acted to end the madness, not because he wanted power. If he accepted their offer, it meant taking on a whole country’s worth of responsibility, and that was an alarming thought in and of itself. Never mind the idea of putting Tan in charge of people. Tan was nodding acquaintances with responsibility at best.

Devan would step in temporarily to govern until they could agree on a better candidate, but he was not accepting that crown.

He sucked in a cleansing breath. They had a plan.

Now all they had to do was put it in action.
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Two days later

They made quite the impressive sight as they marched along the highway. Devan was in full black armor, Tan in his sorcerer’s regalia. The sorcerers led the charge—Devan riding at Tan’s side, of course—and behind them were the knights, all lined up in neat rows as they moved at a quick walk toward Glane. Sorcerers were in full gear, as were the knights, their armor gleaming dully in the wane fall sunlight. Adventurers were behind them, determined to help in some way, plus any soldiers who had defected from Serenity. Devan hadn’t precisely done a headcount, but he was fairly sure they numbered about four thousand.

Not bad for an army pulled together practically overnight.

Really, it was a mark of how powerful people’s motivation was.

It was a beautiful fall day, barely a cloud in the sky, a fine dusting of dew on the ground to turn everything glistening. The air had a distinct chill to it, a pleasant feeling on his exposed skin.

Perfect day to overthrow a monarchy, according to Tan. Devan truly wished he didn’t have to do this, that his hand had not been forced so hard. He would choose peace above all else. But if this had to happen, then it was best treated like a bandage. Rip it off in one go, as quick and painless as possible.

Devan at this point only wanted to get it over with.

Tan was so happy, he graced them all with a concert as they rode.

“A marching we will go~” he sang, bopping along to the tune, “a marching we will go, Princess Bitch dies today, a marching we will go~”

“I’m fairly sure that’s not how the lyrics go,” Devan mused at his side.

“Tan rendition. Far superior.”

“Ah, I should have guessed.”

Niran, riding behind him, gave a clap. “I quite like it. Sing it again, little brother!”

Of course, Niran was in a good mood just because he got Serenity’s spine after this. The idea that, even in death, she got to serve for her crimes, that did feel right.

Devan felt himself tense as they closed in on Glane. Everyone did, really, and it was understandable. They would have a fight on their hands quite shortly. Devan had already divided everyone up into responsibilities, designating Wells in charge of the army. Tan, Devan, Niran, Fa, and three knights who had taken on the duty of killing the other heirs to the throne would immediately portal into the castle once within sight of the walls. The heirs would be given precisely one chance to defect. If they refused it, they’d be in a grave before dinner.

The bloodbath would be efficient, brutal, and ruthless. Before dinnertime, the leadership of Goodwine would change hands completely into Tan’s and Devan’s. Well, mostly Devan’s. Nobody trusted Tan to run a country.

Cubury Woods surrounded them on all sides, compressing the ranks to a double column formation. Rounding the bend in the highway, Devan got his first full view of Glane. It looked picturesque from a distance, with stout grey walls surrounding the city and the white castle rising above it. Damn thing was like a poisoned cupcake. Pretty on the outside, deadly on the inside.

Tan extended a hand to Devan with a smile, trying to look supportive. “It’ll be fine, sweetheart.”

Devan took his hand, the grip firm. “If you weren’t with me, I wouldn’t even think about doing this.”

“Awww, you smooth talker. I love you too. Don’t worry, yeah? We’ll succeed.”

“I know we will. It’s just the fallout afterward I’m not looking forward to.”

“Yeah, it’ll be a pain, but we’ll get through it. Anything’s better than Serenity still lording over us tomorrow. I’m really glad you agreed to this, by the way. It’s important for couples to take on each other’s qualities. The most important one is to want to kill the same motherfucker.”

Devan groaned on a laugh.

Wells cleared his throat. “Hate to break this moment up but, Salvino, I think it’s time we go.”

He was right. They shouldn’t advance any more than this. Most of the army should stay out of sight of the city until the dirty business was done.

Devan drew in a breath to steady his nerves, which didn’t noticeably help, then swung off of Dan. He drew his sword out, then reached for Tan’s hand. Tan was all smiles as he took it. Of course he was happy about this. Devan was just resigned and ready for this nightmare to be over.

He gave one more look at Wells and exchanged a silent nod. Wells would keep the army in line while the strike team could be trusted to handle the others. Princess and King, those were Devan and Tan’s responsibility.

Another breath, nerves still jangling, and then Tan whisked them away, straight through the castle’s wards. Devan expected him to take them somewhere Tan knew. Devan’s old rooms, perhaps. That’s not where Tan landed them, though.

He brought them straight into Serenity’s office.

Serenity sat there at her desk, having her morning tea as usual, the elaborate spread taking up the whole desk’s space. Not a trace of paperwork was anywhere to be found. The sight of it made his blood boil. People were literally starving outside these walls, but here she sat with her elaborate tea service—most of which she wouldn’t even eat—acting as if nothing at all were wrong. She was wearing a new dress, too, an elaborate white velvet because even in a trade embargo, staying in fashion was her priority.

Devan’s reservations disappeared in a flash, replaced with determination. Her vanity and pride had almost destroyed a nation. He was perfectly willing to end this now.

The princess had two retainers with her, both working at their own desks against the wall. They startled, coming abruptly to their feet. Devan knew them well and faced them both, wanting them out of the way if possible.

“Devan,” Serenity hissed, lurching to her feet and slamming her hands against the desk. “How dare you. How dare you come here with the most filthy evil that was ever spat from a womb. Even the words ‘scourge of the realm’ is too good for—”

Devan nearly lunged for her then and there, but he restrained himself and spoke to the retainers. “Amber, Fitz. I’ve got an army waiting outside to take Glane. If you stand down now, I’ll not treat you as an enemy.”

Amber didn’t even need to think about it. She threw both hands into the air and said, “I’m not defending her. I’m out.”

Fitz took a look at his coworker, nodded in agreement, and beat hasty feet for the door.

Serenity stared at them open mouthed as they dove out her office door. “I—GET BACK HERE THIS INSTANT!”

Devan lifted his sword and advanced on her, coming around the wide, polished desk. She eyed the metal, the first hint of fear widening her eyes. Her skin was already pale but it turned into the color of a corpse. Seeing that expression on her face was viscerally satisfying. She’d caused so much damage in her life, given him so much grief, that it was only right her final moments be in fear. Finally, she would have a taste for what it was like to be at the mercy of another.

“Devan. Devan, you can’t do this. You don’t have the right to kill me!”

He didn’t respond. What was the point of speaking to a dead woman walking?

“GUARDS!” Serenity shrieked, darting to the side of the desk, trying to evade him. “GUARDS, TO ME NOW!”

He hadn’t meant to say anything to her. Devan found himself speaking, the words an outpouring of pain and frustration. “I almost argued to jail you. To imprison you so that you could learn what it was like to live at the mercy of others. I thought it would be good for you to sit and wonder, night after night, where you’d gone wrong. What you’d done to deserve a lifetime chained to a wall. In the end, I couldn’t justify keeping you alive. Your breath is an insult and assault upon this world.”

In three strides, Devan came within range of her. Serenity tried to turn, to run from him, but she was hampered by the elaborate court dress she wore. Devan was far faster than she. In a two-handed grip, he drove the sword straight into her chest, through her heart, and watched as agonizing pain locked her in place. She gasped around the steel, hands rising in a pitiful attempt to ward him off. Far too late, of course.

He wrenched the blade free. Serenity was dead before she hit the floor. He stared down at her body, at the life’s blood spilling out of her and coating the white dress she wore, different emotions battling it out in his chest. Regret that he’d had to do this at all. Relief that she couldn’t rise up again and cause any more damage. Satisfaction that the plague upon his country was good and dead.

He might be a touch mad at her still. Was it bad that Devan wanted to stab her again? Just because?

“How you doing, love?” Tan asked, sounding a touch worried.

“That was more cathartic than I thought it would be.” Devan turned and gave him a wide smile. “Damn.”

Tan beamed at him in return. “See? Next time, listen to me. Also, I’m saying this right now. You don’t get to kill the king too. I called dibs.”

“Spoilsport.”

“It’s important in a relationship to compromise. Now, let’s go hunt up that cowardly bugfucker. I will only sleep well tonight when he’s in a shallow grave somewhere.”

Devan could heartily agree to that. He followed Tan out the door and then paused, not sure where to direct them. “He’s either in his study or the King’s gardens.”

“Lead the way.”

The King’s study was up a flight of stairs, fairly nearby, so Devan went there first. He thought to ask as they quickly ascended, “How did you know where Serenity would be?”

“Well, I knew where her office was. I figured there was a good chance she’d be there.”

It begged another question. “Why did you know where her office was?”

“You ask adorable questions sometimes, you know that, right?”

In other words, Tan knew the layout of the castle. Good thing the man was on his side.

They rounded the stairs and Devan knew in that second where the king was. Two knights stood on guard, flanking the door. He knew these men, had trained them, and Devan didn’t want to kill them. They weren’t bad people and had likely stayed for fear of what would happen to their families if they left.

He acknowledged both of them with a nod. “Caden. Roberts. I just killed Serenity. In less than an hour, an army will march through Glane and take over the country. Stand down, please.”

They glanced at each other, then back at him. It was Roberts, the younger of the two, who didn’t seem to know what to make of this.

“Will you be king, then?”

“That remains to be seen. I’ll temporarily take charge, at least.”

“Alright. I’m good with that.” Roberts immediately backed away from the door.

After a moment, Caden followed, giving Devan a wide berth.

He was relieved to not be forced into a position to kill good men. Devan gave them a nod of thanks before stepping inside. Tan skipped right past him, magic dancing over his palm in a visual flame.

Arnold, former king of Goodwine, sat in his favorite chair near the fireplace, a book fallen to the floor in front of him. Tears of grief streamed down his face and he looked at Devan with only the pain a parent could experience hearing their child was dead.

“Could you not have spared her?” Arnold choked out. “I know she was selfish, but she was only—”

“You should have stopped her,” Tan cut in, tone black with fury. “Before she ruined the entire damn country, before she took the lives of her own citizens because she was jealous and mad, you should have stopped her. Do not worry, King. You won’t grieve her for long. Grief is only for the living.”

Arnold had no time to even brace himself before Tan’s spell hit him dead in the chest. The magic looked like black fire caged in a perfect orb, but the second it hit Arnold, it dissipated into thin air. The king slumped slowly sideways, eyes wide and vacant in death.

Devan blinked at the result and, oddly, the first words out of his mouth were, “What was that?”

“That? Soul ejector. Made especially for him.” Tan cracked his head from side to side, pleased with himself. “I spent many a night lying awake, dreaming of how to kill him. This spell won.”

Why didn’t that surprise him? Devan stared down at the dead king and tried to feel something. Pity, remorse, something. He couldn’t. Arnold’s inaction had led directly this situation now. If he’d been any kind of parent, much less king, they wouldn’t have been forced to lead this revolution to begin with.

In the end, all he could feel was relief. The worst plagues on Goodwine were both dead. Devan felt like weights he’d dragged around for over a decade were suddenly lifted off his shoulders, allowing him to draw in a full breath for the first time in years.

Tan cackled, spinning like a dancer before launching himself out the door.

“Where are you going?” Devan called after him, lengthening his stride in an effort to keep up.

Tan didn’t even glance back as he bounced merrily down the hallway. “Murder spree for the win!”

Oh dear. There would be absolutely no living with him after this.


Nine

Tan

The bloodbath was over quickly. Niran, Fa, and the three knights did an amazing amount of damage in their allotted time. By the time Tan caught up, all he had to do was battle a few court mages down—which was fun in its own right—before the murder spree was done.

Tan made his way out of the castle with Devan, wanting to call the army in if Wells hadn’t already gotten through the city walls. Devan crossed the courtyard with a long stride, sounding tense as he observed, “We’ve got a welcoming party.”

Eh? Like hostile, ready-to-engage kind of welcoming party? Tan focused ahead, squinting a little. There did seem to be about five people gathered right in front of the gates—which were now open. Um…no one looked armed? Well, that guy to the right looked armed, but no one else seemed to be.

What was going on here?

This was not a rhetorical question. Tan needed the answer.

Through the open gates, he could see curious citizens intermingled with their army members, who all looked fresh and unbattled. Wells, in fact, looked almost gleeful. Not a single enemy mage, knight, or soldier was in sight except the old guy in chainmail standing in the group of five.

Just what had gone down while they were inside going stabby-stabby?

Tan ran his eyes over them all, then settled on the rest of the greeting committee. He didn’t know a blessed soul. Two men, two women, all of them dressed in fine suits and looking determined. A glance at his lover confirmed that Devan recognized every single person. At least he knew who he was dealing with.

It’s fine, Tan could stand here and look pretty while Devan got this sorted. That was his main job, anyway, aside from setting people on fire.

“Sir Hubert,” Devan greeted the elderly man dressed in chainmail with a duck of his head. “What are you doing here?”

“Reassuring you.” Hubert extended a hand to indicate the other four. He looked like a dignified silver fox, the type of man who had seen it all and somehow lived through it. Wasn’t this the man who had once held Devan’s role?

Whaaaat was going on here? Seriously.

The man in the middle stepped forward, eyes level on Devan’s. “Sir Salvino, do you remember me? We’ve only met twice as I recall. I’m Enfield, the mayor of Glane.”

Oh-ho. The Mayor of Glane and the former knight who had held Devan’s position? What an interesting mix already.

“I remember you, Mayor.” Devan ducked his head in acknowledgement. “I’m still very confused on what’s going on.”

Enfield answered bluntly, without apology. “We know you killed Princess Serenity and King Arnold.”

Dead silence reigned for a moment.

Devan’s jaw worked a few times, visibly searching for words. He didn’t seem to quite know how to take this situation.

Hubert kept talking, his voice low and steady. “We’re glad you did. We’d had enough. As badly as she treated the rest of the country, she was even worse here in her own city. After you left, Coolridge and Winters called me in for help, as they weren’t trained enough to take over for you yet. I came and almost immediately regretted it. Serenity wouldn’t even listen to me. We were being treated worse than slaves. She stole the food from our tables to feed her mercenaries. Children with magical talent were forcefully taken from their homes even though they couldn’t even serve her yet. The little girl I once served and protected had become a monster. I couldn’t stomach it any longer but didn’t have the means to end her. When I saw Wells with the army approaching the city, I knew you must be at hand, so I rallied everyone together.”

“You are metal as fuck, man,” Tan said with admiration. “I respect the hell out of you for doing that.”

Hubert cocked a white brow at him in wry amusement and gave a short bow. “Sorcerer of Grimslock, you’re looking quite healthy for a dead man.”

“True love conquers all,” Tan deadpanned. “Smugglers helped.”

“Ha, of course. Salvino would have gotten you out.”

Well, yeah. Duh. Devan liked Tan alive. Tan also shared this preference.

Devan got them back on track. “You’ve come out here to report this before we could march on you. I’m happy to hear it. Frankly, you’ve saved us a lot of effort and time, but what do you intend to do now?”

“We will dismiss the mercenaries here in the capital, release all who were taken, and give Goodwine to our First Knight to rule.” It was the woman who spoke, her pointed chin lifted in the air with determination.

Evil delight spread across Tan’s face. Oh really now.

Devan lifted both hands in objection, almost spluttering. “Wait a damn minute. I don’t want the throne!”

“He keeps saying that,” Fa muttered behind them. “Devan, shut up and take it.”

Enfield challenged, his expression knowing, “Sir Salvino, who do you trust to give the throne to?”

Devan had his mouth open on a hot retort but not a single sound escaped. He sat there for a long moment, then his face screwed up in a grimace, a resigned groan coming out of his throat. “Can’t anyone think of someone else to do this? I really don’t want the throne. I didn’t kill Serenity to take the throne. I just had to stop her.”

Herbert gave him a smile like Devan was deliberately missing the point. “The man who isn’t greedy for power is the one who can be trusted with it. No, Salvino, we can’t think of anyone else to appoint. Quite frankly, the man who had the guts to stand up and do the job none of us could manage is the one qualified for the position. You can’t argue that.”

Devan couldn’t but from his expression he really, really wanted to. He just couldn’t find any ground to stand upon.

Tan leaned in against his side, grinning up at him. “I also think you should be king. I’m not just saying that because I want a crown.”

Looking back at him, Devan said, “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s because you’re growing wise in your old age. Well? Will you take it?”

“Are any of you giving me a choice in the matter?” Devan looked around, a sigh slipping from his mouth.

“None at all.” Enfield beamed at him. “Welcome home, Your Majesty.”

Devan looked to Tan with a face that asked, must I?

In Tan’s mind, this man deserved the world, so becoming king of Goodwine made perfect sense to him. He grinned back, so relieved and happy that he couldn’t contain the feeling and didn’t try.

“Long live the king!” Tan bellowed, magnifying his voice so everyone could hear him.

The phrase picked up in a wave of sound. In seconds, everyone in the army, the citizens watching from the street, and especially the welcoming committee in front of them, all shouted it at the top of their lungs, punching a fist in the air.

“Long live the king!”


Epilogue

Devan

Six months later

Devan sat at his desk and reviewed the revised agricultural report in his hand. It looked much better than the previous version from a month ago, and he grunted in satisfaction before scribbling his initials on the bottom, signifying he’d seen it, and moved it into his outbox.

To say the past six months had been a breeze would be an outright lie. Still, it had been a significant improvement over Serenity’s rule. The winter had been tough, money tight, with not enough food for people to comfortably eat, but they’d managed to pull through without losing anyone to starvation. The poor mages had worked overtime to make plants grow a bit faster, barely keeping up with the demand.

What had helped was lifting the trade embargo. The other countries had taken Devan’s appointment as king with visible relief. He’d visited each monarch in person to talk things through, sign new trade agreements, and the like. The queen of Voset had been so moved by the story that she’d actually sent some of her grain over to help feed people, establishing herself not only as an ally, but a friend.

They still had a long way to go to get back to the life of comfort Goodwine once knew, but at least they were no longer in fear for their own lives on a daily basis, and Devan would take that win.

Tan waltzed through his open study door, looking peeved. He dropped straight to the floor like a beached fish, lying there and groaning.

Reclining in his chair, Devan looked down at his husband and consort with amusement. He could tell from Tan’s expression this wasn’t serious, just some funk. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I,” Tan declared dramatically, “have been good all week. It’s making me twitchy. Isn’t there something I need to kill? Anything? Maybe I should go create another Void. What’s a good place to put one that will piss off a lot of people?”

Oh dear. Devan bit down on a snicker before it could escape. Tan did have moments where “being good” got the better of him and he whined for something evil to do. Usually Devan found a way to distract him from the mood.

It turned out that ruling a country wasn’t nearly as bad as Devan had feared it would be. Serving under Serenity had given him a skewed perception of the job. Actually, all he really had to do was delegate tasks to the right people and then check in every once in a while to make sure things were going well. Handle emergencies when they cropped up. Go out and visit the country for inspections to make sure things were running smoothly. It wasn’t exactly a relaxing job, but it was far easier than the one he’d done for a decade straight.

Once Devan found his stride, his stress levels dropped significantly. He was far happier now than he’d ever been. He no longer needed to hide, or worry about Tan’s safety, or sit there waiting for the other boot to drop. He could live and love openly, and that was incredibly liberating.

His only real concern with taking the throne had been how Tan would adapt to it. Really, Tan had taken the whole transition from “bad” to “good” rather in stride. He’d worked as hard as anyone else in putting the country back to rights. For his sake, Devan had kept certain things in place. They still lived in Grimslock, only portaling to the castle for business hours, then going home again like any other working adult would do. They still had moments where they’d go out and defeat some monster or villain because, truthfully, Devan could only take so much paperwork himself before he wanted to get the blood pumping. He and Tan worked very well together and he never wanted to stop going out with his husband.

Fortunately for Tan, Devan knew precisely what bait to throw at him.

He threw the words out in the most casual of tones. “Fa said there’s a monster of some sort attacking people outside Nevvale.”

Tan was back on his feet in two shakes, bright eyed and bushy tailed even as he scolded, “Mention that sooner!”

Devan chuckled as he stood, following Tan out of the office, amused as always at his husband’s boundless energy. They passed Wells and Fa as they went down the hallway, Wells turning to watch them go.

“Where are you two going?” Wells called after him.

“We have to go kill something, be right back!” Devan responded, a grin lingering on his lips.

“We have knights for that,” Wells retorted in exasperation.

Tan whirled in place to walk backward, shaking a finger at the man. “Bite your tongue! I have been good all week and I have earned my bloodshed.”

Wells groaned. “If I try to stop you, you’ll just whine. Fine, fine, go. Don’t get hurt!”

“Perish the thought!” Tan held out a hand to Devan once he reached the open-air balcony, bouncing up and down on his toes in glee. “Ready, my darling? I’ll portal us to the armory first so you can get spiffy.”

“My tender bits would appreciate armor, thank you.” Devan accepted the hand and stole a kiss.

Tan’s magic wrapped around them, whisking them away in the blink of an eye toward Grimslock.

Wells would manage things well enough until their return. For now, Devan and Tan both deserved a day’s excursion. While putting on armor, he couldn’t help but reflect that all of this started because he’d gone to a black sorcerer for help. Well, really, it had all started because as a young knight he’d chatted and rescued a young sorcerer in a bar. If not for that chance meeting, Tan would never have pursued him.

All said? Devan would rate being seduced by a black sorcerer ten out of ten stars, two thumbs up, highly recommended. He’d suggest it to anyone.

Not his black sorcerer, of course. Tan was Devan’s and he’d relinquish his husband precisely never.

“Devan, hurry up!” Tan called from the hallway. “It’s murder time!”

Chuckling, Devan grabbed his sword before walking out of the armory. “I’m coming already. Impatient man.”

With the love of his life at his side, and some adventure in the near future, what more could Devan possibly ask for?

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

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

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

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

The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock had taken one look at the First Knight and fallen immediately in love with him. He refused to give up on such an impossible love and instead charmed Sir Salvino to fall for him, stealing the knight from the princess’s side.

The Princess Serenity, who was in fact a scornful, hateful woman, failed to keep the First Knight. She became a creature of wrath who destroyed what she was sworn to protect until her own knight rose up and executed her.

The First Knight instead became the new king, along with his sorcerer as consort, to rule Goodwine with love and fairness all the rest of their days.

And they, my friends, truly did live happily ever after.
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book!

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQIA+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.
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