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Tan started his day out at Glane Castle so he could do official things like approve documents. To be clear, he didn’t read them, just stamped them. Devan did all the reading for them both; Tan was just moral support.

Perhaps he should make a magical stamp so any document that touched his desk was automatically signed, sealed, and delivered to the next person. Maybe a charm? Ooh, that was totally feasible. He knew just how to—

A powerful wave of raw magic washed over and through him—an outburst only an untrained child could cause. Tan startled in his chair, looking wildly about.

Three questions: What the fuck, where the fuck, why the fuck?

The emergency contact mirror on his desk buzzed with an incoming call, jittering on the wood as if conveying the caller’s agitation.

Tan snatched it up promptly, still looking around suspiciously. “Hi, I’m Tan. I own the place, and I’m going to go cry.”

There wasn’t even a hiccup on the other end. “Your Highness, you must come right away!”

Tan guessed the man was calling about the sudden burst of magic. Either way, Tan’s emergency mode switched on. “Elaborate. You know anything about the power burst that just happened?”

“Yes! I run Premier Auction House, do you know it?”

“I do.” Tan leapt out of his seat, snatching up the handheld mirror and heading for the door. A location was all he needed right now.

It’s not that Tan was against being the consort of Goodwine or anything—the perks were rather nice. But the con? Everyone expected him to be responsible. Just the word made him shudder. Ewww, who wants to be responsible?

Well, aside from Devan. His husband liked it for some strange reason. Tan loved him despite that flaw.

Anyway, six months into ruling a kingdom, responsibility came knocking far too frequently. Like now.

Then again, a magic outburst rather was in his area of expertise.

Tan sprinted down the stairs of Glane Castle two at a time, the mirror held close to his mouth. He hadn’t needed the frantic call to tell him that an untrained mage had experienced a power burst—anyone in the city with a thimble of magical ability probably felt it—but he did appreciate knowing the location.

The man on the other end insisted, “We had no way of knowing that the boy was an untrained mage, Your Highness—”

“Never mind that. Keep everyone well clear of him. Is the building intact?”

“Er, we’re missing part of the roof.”

Lovely. “I’ll fix that too. Just hold tight, I’m on my way.”

“Thank you, oh thank you!”

Tan ended the call and portaled straight to the main market grounds on the far southern side of the city. Generally a place of bedlam because of its size. Right now, it looked more like the scene of a natural disaster.

Panicked people did not make the best decisions and that was never more obvious than in this moment. People scurried past with children, goods, or whatever precious thing they felt the need to grab in a hurry. It was like a startled flock of sheep baying for safety. Tan had to duck to the side, hugging storefronts so that he could make headway.

Fortunately, he’d portaled in rather close to his destination. It didn’t take much observation power to locate the source of disruption, either, as half the auction house’s roof was gone, and bright white tendrils of energy leaked out like eerie smoke.

Tan had a lot of questions about why a young, untrained mage was in an auction house without a guardian, but first things first. Find the kid.

A chubby man in a bright red suit stood near the front doors, anxiously waving at Tan, mouth open as if ready to give a prepared speech. Tan blew right past him, not paying the man any attention. He had no time to just stand there and listen.

People often thought power bursts were a one-and-done kind of deal. That once it happened, that was the worst of it, and it would take time for the person’s power to build up again. Not so. Power bursts happened because of two reasons: One, lack of training. Two, great emotional distress. A burst of this magnitude? It was likely both. Leaving the kid in distress was not going to help anything, and Tan would rather help before the rest of the building blew to smithereens.

Inside the auction house was a hot mess. Tan would know; he was an expert on hot messes. This one was a doozy, even by his standards. What was left of the stage could only be detected because of a single corner still standing. The rest of the area was in shambles, with the chairs thrown against the back wall, in jumbled pieces. The white tendrils of power were like a beacon toward the epicenter.

On that lone, intact corner of the stage sat a hunched figure. The boy looked frail, desolate, and very distraught. Even from this distance, Tan could see the tremble in his shoulders.

Holy fuckballs.

The white waves of power coming off the boy were awe-inspiring. Tan almost paused mid-step, captivated by the raw energy. When this child was properly trained, he’d be formidable indeed.

Right now, Tan had to make sure he survived to get that training.

Rule one: Never race up to a mage in this fragile state. Tan slowed his pace to something more deliberate, almost casual, and called out a greeting. “Hello?”

The boy’s head came up a few inches, just enough to reveal dark brown eyes hiding under black bangs far too long.

Tan shot the kid his best smile, the one that normally got him out of trouble with Devan. Not the sexy one, the other smile. “Hi, yes, I’m Tan, the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock. Wow, you’re crazy powerful—I felt you from across the city. Who might you be?”

Tan’s friendly tone drew the kid’s head up a bit more, but he looked wary. His power still fluctuated around him, a telltale sign he was untrained. “Am I in trouble?”

His voice was much deeper than his apparent youth. It was a juxtaposition that left Tan unsure of the boy’s age. “What, because you blew half the roof off? Naw, don’t worry about that. I’ll fix it. Power bursts like yours are natural accidents. Not your fault.”

The boy relaxed a touch, enough for him to no longer hug his knees and sit more upright. His accent was thick under the stress, voice trembling. “I’m really not in trouble?”

“Really, truly not. Power bursts happen if you haven’t been trained. Can’t be your fault if you were never taught to begin with, right?” Tan was almost to the remnants of the stage now, and the situation was looking good, like the kid was no longer on the verge of panicking and releasing another burst. Tan kept talking to reassure him, “I had a power burst when I was about eight, scared the shit out of me. Not to mention it blew the front door right off my master’s house. And, er, most of the wall. Master just laughed. Said it was part of growing up. Every sorcerer does it at least once, trust me. It’s just growing pains.”

The boy moved as if getting ready to stand but didn’t quite, still in a crouched position. His eyes were grave as he studied Tan from head to toe.

A pretty child, that was Tan’s first impression. Too slender, like he’d not been fed enough. And while his face and hands looked clean, the rest of him appeared dirty, as if someone had done only a cursory job in cleaning him. His tunic hung terribly, too, barely better than rags and clearly a cast-off.

What caught Tan’s eye, though, was the collar about the boy’s neck. A slave’s collar.

Tan’s ire burned quick and hot. Devan had outlawed slavery first thing upon ascending the throne. To still see signs in Goodwine—in a reputable auction house, no less—just pissed him off. How dare the auctioneer call him here, knowing this. Did the man have shit for brains? Did he think he was above the law? Here Tan was, already on his last nerve, and that half-wit auctioneer was fucking it raw.

No wonder the kid had been emotionally distressed. In his shoes, Tan would be destroying things right, left, and center.

Tan upped his smile. “Do you know who I am?”

“The Black Sorcerer of Grimslock, you said?” From the way the boy said this, he had no clue who that might be.

He was obviously not from Goodwine, not with those foreign looks, so it stood to reason he’d not heard of Tan before now. “Right. I’m also the consort of Goodwine. As in, the king’s my husband.”

Now that did penetrate. The kid’s jaw dropped, and he spluttered inarticulately.

“So when I say you’re not in trouble, believe me, you’re not. Alright?”

The kid’s jaw was still somewhere south of the equator, but he managed a nod.

“Good! Now, what’s your name?”

“I’m Zi Rui.”

He looked like he’d been born in the northeast, with his almond-shaped eyes and fawn-colored skin, but the name confirmed it. Definitely of those people. “Nice to meet you, kid. I’m afraid I know the answer, but what are you doing at an auction house?”

Zi Rui’s eyes dropped, shoulders going along with them. “I’m a bastard. My mom died two weeks ago. My father didn’t want to admit to his wife that I exist, so he sold me.”

Right. Looked like Tan would have to hunt for the man later and do something very nasty and very permanent to him.

“Do you have anyone from your mother’s family?”

Zi Rui shook his head, eyes on the floor. “It was just us. I went to my father for help in burying her—and he did—but then he immediately sold me. There was no one to stop him.”

In other words, Zi Rui had no one. Not one person would rescue this child and see to it he got the training he needed. Which was not good in any sense of the word. Actually, that brought up a good question.

“Was no one training you?”

“Mom couldn’t afford the apprenticeship fees. I was working to save up, but…” Zi Rui shrugged, indicating his effort was futile.

Apprenticeship fees could be steep. His lack of training now made sense, but on the other hand… Did no one have any sense of self-preservation? Leaving a child untrained for this long was like waving a lit torch around a barrel of kerosene. It was only a matter of time before something exploded.

He looked at this child, who might have been twelve, maybe older—Tan couldn’t pin an age to him, and the baggy clothes and straggly dark hair didn’t help. It didn’t matter how old Zi Rui was; Tan knew in his gut he couldn’t leave him here. Tan didn’t abandon anyone who needed him—kids especially. Looking at the boy’s bowed head, Tan made a snap decision.

Leaning in, he put a finger to the leather collar and spoke a sharp spell. It fell immediately off and into his other hand.

Zi Rui’s head popped up in surprise, eyes wide. Tan held his gaze as he tossed the collar lightly into the air, setting it on fire. By the time it hit the remains of the stage floor, it was nothing but ash.

“You,” Tan declared in a rather credible impression of Devan’s King Voice, “are not a slave.”

Zi Rui’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, too bright in the sunlight filtering in.

“You are also not alone,” Tan continued. He held out a hand to Zi Rui and waited. “You have a master in magic should you choose to accept me.”

A slender hand came up, then hesitated. The war on Zi Rui’s face was obvious.

“Your Highness, I’m not a noble.”

Tan snorted. “Neither am I, kid. Both my husband and I were born commoners. I don’t give a fuck about lineage, but I do care about people being taken advantage of. Fries my nuts, right there. And you’re all raw power. You’ll be an amazing sorcerer by the time I’m done training you. Also, my first apprentice if you choose to come with me. I should warn you, I’m a little crazy. By that, I mean very crazy. But you’ll be safe.”

Something he said resonated with Zi Rui. The boy’s mouth firmed into a determined line, and he put his hand in Tan’s.

“Then I’ll be your apprentice.”

“Excellent!” Tan pulled Zi Rui fully to his feet and got a better look at him. Huh, taller than Tan had expected; Zi Rui was level with his chin. Tan mentally scaled up his possible age. He wanted to do nothing but feed this kid for two weeks straight before even trying to teach him something. Not to mention, sit him in a bathtub for a good hour.

“Er, Master…Tan?”

“Yeah, you can call me that. What, kiddo?”

Zi Rui wet his lips before venturing, “Will I live with you while I learn?”

“You bet. We jump between Glane Castle and my home, Grimslock. You’ll come with me wherever I go. Don’t worry your pretty head. For now, just hold tight. I have to call this in.”

“Um, do you need to talk to your husband first? The king, I mean.”

“No, no, that’s not how this works,” Tan dismissed. “Forgiveness is easier to get than permission. He’s in a meeting; I’ll bother him later. No, I’ll call on Wells in a moment ’cause he loves stamping out corruption. Nothing makes him happier. But hold on a second—revenge first, then responsibility. Out we go, there’s a good boy.”

Zi Rui followed Tan out the side entrance of the auction house to the nearly empty market. Tan ignored the auctioneer peering anxiously through the front doors as he had definite opinions about what he wanted to do to that greedy man. Later.

He’d promised to fix the auction house, and fix it he would—to suit the circumstances.

Tan put up a quick and dirty shield to protect the other buildings and people nearby. He kept up a running commentary for Zi Rui’s sake, “I have what you might call a unique sense of justice. When someone like the auctioneer manages to be such an asshole, I have no problem responding in kind. I will not ever, in my lifetime, take the higher road. You get me? It’s part of the fun about being the villain.”

“I, uh, thought you were a consort?”

“That too. Anyway, for assholes like this, there’s only one answer.” Lifting a hand, he intoned, “Fireball.”

Fire shot from his palm and impacted the already damaged side of the building, punching a larger hole right through it. Flames erupted, spreading in all directions. Tan smiled at the sight, his soul alight with happiness. Punishing filthy mongrels like this one just made his day. It really did.

Zi Rui bounced on his toes, grinning from ear to ear as the beautiful sound of the auctioneer’s anguished cries filled the air.

“Revenge really is best served hot,” Zi Rui said.

For that comment, Tan gave him a high five. He and this child would get along just fine.

“Zi Rui, anyone else up for auction aside from you?”

“No, I was the only one. They had a lot of items, but not people.”

Good, no one else to rescue, then.

Now that he’d gotten some payback for his apprentice, he could probably do the responsible thing and call Wells.

Tan lifted the ring to his mouth. “Wells.”

It took a second, then Wells’ grumpy voice responded, “If you’re calling to give me more work, I’ll—”

“I’m at an auction house that was trying to sell off a boy.”

Wells paused before words rushed out, “What?! Where?”

“South Market. Premier Auction House.” Tan lifted an eyebrow and waited.

“You’re at a legal auction house?!”

“I am. Unfortunately. The kid they tried to sell had a magic outburst, so I came in to help. He had a slave collar on when I found him. I don’t need to tell you what to do, do I?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes with a full squad,” Wells ground out. Rustling sounds could be heard, the knight clearly moving at full speed. “I’ll handle it. The kid?”

“I’m taking him in as an apprentice. Don’t worry—”

“Excuse the fuck out of you, that’s more alarming than finding out slavery is still in this kingdom!”

“Hey, I saved said kingdom,” Tan defended himself. “I can take care of one kid.”

“Tan, you have a kobold in charge of feeding you; otherwise, you’d forget to eat,” Wells shot back.

Er. That was rather true. “Hans will happily feed Zi Rui, too.”

“You are such a— Ugh, never mind. You and your apprentice are Salvino’s problem.”

That much was definitely true. Before Wells could think to question if Tan had reported this to his husband yet, Tan hurried along the call. “I’m taking Zi Rui directly to Grimslock. Don’t call me; I’ll be busy.”

“I don’t need you anyway. Go.”

Wells was his favorite person some days. He ended the connection before looking back at Zi Rui. “See? Wells is happy to stomp out corruption. It satisfies the responsible part of his soul. Alright, let’s head off now.” Putting a hand on Zi Rui’s shoulder, he whisked them off to Grimslock.

A heartbeat later, Zi Rui startled under his hand, glancing around with wide eyes after suddenly being deposited into Tan’s gardens. Oops. Should he have warned the kid first…? Naw, he looked fine, just surprised. Tan hadn’t broken him yet.

Honestly, Tan had no idea how to take care of a child. But he had a Hans and knew how to use him.

“Hans! Hans, I have an apprentice!”

Hans hurried out of the back kitchen door. The stocky kobold had been mid-task as his dark green suit was missing, replaced by an apron tied about his waist. His long, pointed ears were upright in surprise. He took in the sight of Zi Rui for a long second before demanding of Tan, “Master, who’s crazy enough to give you charge of a child!”

“I resent that. There’s resentment here, Hans. I saved a kingdom, didn’t I?”

“That involved fireballs,” Hans argued. “This involves keeping something alive. Two entirely different skill sets.”

Erk. Good point. Never mind, Tan’s earlier declaration still held true. “Yes, but I have you. You can help me.”

“I’ll need to.” Hans came in closer, golden eyes sweeping Zi Rui from head to toe, evaluating. “Goodness, child, but you’ve had a rough road coming here. I’m Hans, and I run this castle.”

Zi Rui managed a nod back, curiosity all over his face. First time seeing a kobold? Zi Rui was having all the Learning Experience today, it seemed. “Hello, sir.”

Tan approved of the politeness. Kid would live longer. “Everyone has a responsible adult in their lives, and Hans is mine. Now, Hans, this is Zi Rui. He’s powerful and completely untrained. Our immediate goal is to get him back up to proper weight and into clothes that fit. Zi Rui, we won’t start serious training for a few weeks. Settle in, get comfortable, and then we’ll start training. Do you know how to read?”

Zi Rui shook his head.

Well, that was rather expected. Literacy rates were low in most kingdoms amidst the common people. “We’ll start there. And how to cast fireball, everyone should know how to cast fireball. Come along, child, let’s go inside. Ask questions as we go.”

Zi Rui followed along, wide eyes making him appear quite young as he looked about. Tan couldn’t tell age by looking at Zi Rui—the boy could be anywhere between eleven and sixteen.

“How old are you?” Tan prompted.

“Fifteen, Master.”

“A splendid age.” Poor kid was going to be stuck training with Tan until his early twenties because of the late start. Oh well. He’d get there.

“Uh, Master? Why are you wearing all black?”

“To mourn the death of my motivation,” Tan responded promptly.

Zi Rui nodded, accepting this.

Hans rolled his eyes before correcting, “Master just likes black. Black sorcerers aren’t required to wear the color.”

“Oh, was that what he really wanted to know?”

Hans gave Tan a Look in response.

Zi Rui paused to lean down, saying hello to one of the cats and getting some pets in. “The cats are all friendly?”

“Sure, they love people. Do you like cats, Zi Rui?”

Zi Rui nodded, face falling. “I have one back home. Mei Mei must be scared without me.”

A cat abandoned? No, this wouldn’t do at all. “Don’t worry, child. You tell me where she is, and once you’re settled in the bath, I’ll go fetch her.”

His head snapped back up, face alight with happiness. “Really, Master?”

“As you can see, I adore cats. Like hell I’ll abandon one. Don’t you worry.” Plus, having Zi Rui’s cat nearby would help. The kid had lost too much all at once, as it was. “We’ll talk about anything else you want me to recover, but food then bath, I think.”

It was time for dinner anyway, so Tan ate with Zi Rui. It was a struggle to keep the child from devouring everything—including the ceramics—but eventually, he seemed full. Throughout dinner, they talked about what Zi Rui wanted from his house and where it was located. Afterward, while Hans ushered the boy down to the underground onsen, Tan made his way to the portation circle in his garden, then popped over to collect everything. Well, west of Goodwine, with a whole country between Grimslock and Zi Rui’s home.

Zi Rui had directed Tan where to find his old home on the outskirts of Zi Han. The cabin in Moore Woods wasn’t in the best condition. Zi Rui’s mother had been sick for a while, and the state of her waning health was evident in the run-down structure. The roof looked badly patched in one corner, the front door hung on one hinge, and withered flower beds hugged the front. Truly, a sad place.

Tan went inside, finding the few things Zi Rui wanted to keep—a street artist’s sketch of him and his mother, along with some toys from his younger years. There was a quilt on the bed that his mother had made for him, but that was the extent of it. Truly, nothing of real value could be found in this place. Only sentimental.

Now, where was the cat? Tan took out the freshly baked fish in case he needed a lure. “Here, kitty, kitty. Mei Mei? Your boy is looking for you.”

Hmm, nowhere in the cabin. Then again, the cat had likely escaped outside in search of food.

Tan went outside and tried again. It took a few minutes before he heard a sad, soft meow. Then a bedraggled, dirty kitty with white and orange stripes peeked out from underneath a bush. It looked scared and had a fairly new gash along its nose. Poor thing had been fending for itself the past two weeks and barely managed from the looks of it.

Kneeling, he offered the fish. “There’s a sweet kitty. Your boy is looking for you, and I promised to bring you to him. Won’t you come to me, hmm?”

The sweet baby looked maybe six months old. Also half starved after having no one to take care of her for two weeks. She came in cautiously, the lure of the fish too strong. Mei Mei snatched a bite out of the fish before retreating to gulp it down. When Tan did nothing but kneel there, she dared for another bite, then another, before finally settling down near him and eating the rest.

All cats liked Tan. This was a fact of life. Probably because they sensed he loved and adored them. Especially with food involved, the kitten decided he was a nice person. She ate her fill before rubbing up against his leg and purring.

“There, see? We’re friends. Now, time to go to your Zi Rui.”

Tan scooped her up in one arm, his bundle of things in the other, and portaled right back to Grimslock.

Hans met him outside the bathing chamber. He took in the state of the kitten snuggled against Tan’s chest, the blanket containing its burden of things, and tsked.

“I’ll clean everything. Cat included. Go in, Master, and trim Zi Rui’s hair. He’s clean and ready to come out. I’ll meet you in the boy’s bedroom.”

Tan handed over both armfuls. The cat sniffed at Hans as she transferred over but didn’t seem unduly alarmed at this new stranger. Then again, kobolds had a unique way with animals. Tan was not worried. “Which one did you put him in?”

“The room across from yours.”

“Ah, gotcha.” Tan willingly left her in Han’s hands, heading into the bathing chamber.

Zi Rui was out of the bath and in clean clothes. (How Hans managed to find clothes that fit the child in the hour Tan was gone, he had no clue. Tan also did not question it.) Zi Rui’s wet hair was wrapped up in a towel, and he looked much better than he had before Tan left.

“Did you find Mei Mei?” Zi Rui asked, dismounting the stool and hurrying toward him.

“I did,” Tan assured. “Hans is giving her a bath now. I’ve already fed her some fish.”

Zi Rui’s eyes grew bright. “I was so afraid she wouldn’t survive on her own.”

“She’s alright.” This poor boy sorely needed a hug. Tan drew him in, hugging him for a long moment. “Just like you’ll be. Come, let’s trim your hair. Hans will clean her up, then meet us in your new bedroom.”

Zi Rui nodded against his chest.

The kid was in desperate need of a haircut. Tan was a fair barber, so he set to it.

Okay, fine, he used magic. Your point? The shorter hair looked much better on Zi Rui. That was the important part.

Tan poured a few potions down the kid while he had him captive. A type for healing as Zi Rui had bruises from the slave collar, energy restoration after his explosion of power earlier, things of that ilk. Tan couldn’t wave his hand and fix it all in one go, but these would at least start the healing process.

Sensing Zi Rui was eager to reunite with his kitty, Tan didn’t dawdle. He took them straight up to the kid’s new bedroom.

Hans was indeed magic. In the thirty-something minutes it took to cut Zi Rui’s hair and come up here, the kobold had washed and dried the kitten, the quilt, and settled Zi Rui’s childhood toys around his new room.

Mei Mei was licking her right hind leg when Zi Rui came in, pausing upon the boy’s entrance.

“Mei Mei!” Zi Rui dove for her, snatching her up in a hug.

The kitten purred, the sound loud and unapologetic.

Awww. Such a sweet reunion. It brought a tear to Tan’s eye.

Turning, Zi Rui managed in a watery voice, “Thank you so much.”

Tan patted him on the head. “You are welcome.”

“Master,” Hans scolded. “You could have at least dried his hair before coming up!”

“He was eager to see his kitten,” Tan rebutted. What was he supposed to do, leave the kid on tenterhooks?

Hans muttered something that sounded like ‘can’t trust him with anything,’ before urging Zi Rui to sit on the edge of the bed.

He let them be, as he could tell Zi Rui was starting to flag now. Power bursts like he had experienced earlier were draining. Now that he had food in his belly, clean clothes, a safe place to sleep, and his kitten, there wasn’t much keeping Zi Rui awake other than willpower.

“Rest,” Tan said. “I’ve got to go talk to a few people. Sleep as much as you want, but don’t be alarmed if you wake up buried in cats. I’ve got a lot of cuddlers in my crew.”

Zi Rui managed a smile, though it looked tired around the edges. “Sounds like heaven.”

If he thought so, Zi Rui would fit right in.

Tan gave him a wink before turning and leaving.

Right, now, how to phrase his impulsive decision. Tan called up his husband via ring while walking to The Lab.

Devan answered promptly, “Where are you? I thought we were going to have dinner together. Wells mentioned you helping a child at an illegal auction and to ask you for details, but I had expected you to call me sooner.”

Oops, they were supposed to have dinner together. Damn, that meant Tan was starting this conversation while already in trouble. “Honey, darling, love of my life~”

Knowing Tan well, Devan sighed the sigh of one resigned. “Just tell me it’s not as serious as The Void.”

“Er. I really don’t know how this compares. But it’s not a bad thing.”

“Just tell me what it is. I’ll judge.”

Here goes nothing. “A cute kid who likes cats followed me home. Can I keep him?”

There was a long, pregnant pause.

“I just had the strangest déjà vu. I swear you asked something similar before adopting a city.”

Tan gasped, the realization colliding with his planned thought. “So that was the source of my villain origin story! I only just now realized.”

“Witnesses maintain I was sober when I married this man. Tan, please focus. Your brain is not allowed to go frolicking right now.”

“It’s total bullshit how little frolicking I get to do. I was made for frolicking. Uh, you’re making the I’m-stressed groan.”

“I’m not stressed,” Devan groaned again.

Liar, Tan knew that sound well. “Oh really, now.”

“I’ve stopped calling it stress. I call it excitement now because it makes me feel better and keeps the more homicidal rages in check.”

So…Tan would need to give Devan something to bonk soon. Got it.

“Tan, who the hell is insane enough to give you a child?”

“That’s even meaner. Warranted, but mean. And no one gave him to me; I found Zi Rui on the auction block.”

Devan was no slouch in the thinking department, and he put the pieces together with speed and precision. “Wait, you’re going to keep the child that blew up the auction house?”

“That’s the plan. Zi Rui is his name.”

“Come get me. I want to see the child myself.”

All things considered, that was fair.

Tan popped over to Glane, grabbed hubby, then popped back. While walking up the stairs, Tan gave him the quick and dirty version of Zi Rui’s history. It was no trouble because he got to ogle Devan while he talked. His husband was a damn fine specimen with that amber skin covering his massive build. His golden-brown eyes were grave as he listened, voice soft and gentle as he spoke.

But after explaining why Zi Rui was sold, Devan looked two seconds away from murder. “So this child loses a parent, only for his other parent to sell him like smuggled goods, forcing him to lose everything else in the process? Fucking hell. I hate people some days.”

“I hate people most days. Why do you think I have so many cats?”

“Speaking of, you did rescue his kitten, right?”

“Of course I did. What kind of evil fiend do you take me for? I made sure he got Mei Mei before I even called you.”

Devan paused at the top of the landing, giving Tan a long look that spoke volumes. “Darling, have you considered your priorities might be a bit askew?”

“My priorities are just fine, thank you.” Tan sniffed. The gall of this man. Kitties always took priority. “Anyway, he’s in here and hopefully asleep— Oh my.”

Tan’s cats had apparently sent out the signal that a new person to cuddle had graced their presence. Zi Rui was fast asleep, as expected, with Mei Mei tucked underneath his chin, also fast asleep. Arrayed around them, all over the bed, and a few along the window bench, were no less than thirty other cats. A few gave Tan a slow blink of acknowledgment, but most were too comfortable to be bothered.

“That’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.”

Tan agreed wholeheartedly. “Isn’t it? Good kitties, so many good kitties.”

Tan kept an eye on his spouse, but so far, Devan wasn’t reacting as Tan had expected. Where was the surprise, the demands for explanations? So far, Devan had kind of rolled with it.

Devan carefully maneuvered around the cats to give Zi Rui a closer look. “Kid needs a few months of solid meals, I think. You said he’s fifteen? He looks more like twelve.”

“Trust me, I know.” Tan probably shouldn’t ask, but since when did his mouth cooperate? “Uh, you’re okay with all this?”

Turning, Devan gave him that Look—the one that was part amusement, part resignation, and all Devan. “You’ve got a good heart, my love. You adopt things that need protection. Cats, people, cities—it’s all the same to you.”

“There’s this tone in your voice, this little insidious suggestion that I’m responsible, and how fucking dare you.”

Returning to Tan’s side, Devan leaned down to kiss him. “It’s a good look. You should try it more often.”

“Curse you and your inevitable betrayal.”

Snickering, Devan leaned in to kiss him again. While kisses were nice, Tan was not going to forget this for a long while. Devan was trying to make him a nicer person. Tan liked being evil, thank you very much.

Pulling back, Devan murmured, “Have you killed that bastard of a father yet?”

As expected of Devan—not the king version, the other Devan. Justice took priority over little things like country borders and treaties. He’d act as an avenger for Zi Rui’s sake without batting an eye and was so very hot for it in Tan’s opinion.

“I thought maybe you would want to go bonk with me?” Tan batted his lashes.

A shark-like smile stretched across Devan’s face. “I do indeed.”

This was why he’d married the man. “Let’s go enact a little justice, shall we?”

“Certainly. But Tan, I’m putting this out there now. Apprentices are not like cats. You can’t just keep collecting them. Anything over two apprentices at once is a no.”

“Oh, so I can collect as many cats as I want?”

“That is absolutely not what I said.”

“That is absolutely what I heard.”

“Tan. I’m serious. No more than two kids. And please stop accepting cats. Even you don’t know how many you have.”

“Nonsense. I know precisely how many cats I have.”

“But when I ask for a number, you never tell me.”

“If you knew, you’d keel over in a heart attack. Ignorance is bliss, my love.”

“Wait, if you think I’m going to react like that, then just how many cats do you have?” Devan’s voice rose in an alarmed hiss as he followed Tan out of Zi Rui’s room.

“Ignorance is bliss, darling. Now, shall we go to Zi Han?”

“If you don’t tell me, I’ll ask Hans.”

“Hans would never betray me.”

“I don’t think he’ll view it as a betrayal in this case.”

They bickered amiably up the stairs to the armory. Devan picked up another sword, Tan readied a few spells just in case, and away they went.

For their Zi Rui, vengeance would be delivered hot.

Tan daydreamed a bit as he portaled to Zi Rui’s hometown once more. After fireball, what should he teach the kid? There were so many possibilities!

An apprentice to corrupt teach really was the best thing ever.
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