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One

Tan

Tan’s memoir would be called: It Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time.

He was still feeling his way around the whole I-have-apprentices thing, so when the idea of a field trip came to him early that morning, his brain had decided it was the best idea ever. After checking in with his hubby—and gaining a Wells for his efforts—Tan had promptly portaled their small party to the southeastern coast of Goodwine so his apprentices could learn how to defeat things like sirens.

Tan might still have a grudge against the scaley witches. The capital ‘B’ was not-so-silent.

Not even an hour later, their field trip was interrupted when Devan had called via ring with another problem, and now they were on a ship sailing west to Illesea. It was a beautiful morning for sailing as it was a warm summer’s day. The ocean breeze swept over them as the sun shone overhead, keeping it from becoming unbearably hot. Normally, he would’ve simply portaled over, but…apprentices. They demanded things like sailing.

Tan could proudly proclaim that he was a sorcerer from the Bonk bloodline. There was nothing he could not defeat…except for bored children, who were getting the better of him.

“Master Tan, are we there yet?”

“Master Tan, Master Tan! What is that?”

Tan could sail the seas, control the elements, and still tell the whole world he was not ready for children. He’d thought gaining apprentices a splendid idea each time, but now he realized he might have erred in judgement.

He looked down at his two apprentices. Zi Rui, his first apprentice, had been an accidental acquisition of sorts. He’d been discovered at an auction house in Glane, having been sold by his father, who’d wanted to avoid explaining an illegitimate child to his wife. As fate would have it, the foreign child was a sorcerer, which none of the offending parties had realized.

Zi Rui had only been chanced upon because he’d been so distraught that he’d had a magical outburst at the auction house, nearly destroying the building. Tan had sensed it and portaled over after a frantic call, only to find a very scared boy covered in filth and bruises, magic pouring off him in white waves. Voice trembling, he’d stuttered out accented words.

Before Zi Rui, Tan had honestly thought that his protective instincts were reserved for Devan, his siblings, and his cats. But when he’d looked into those haunted dark eyes, he hadn’t been able to leave Zi Rui behind. Charming the boy with a smile, Tan had scooped him up and then proceeded to destroy the shady auction house. Satisfied with his small revenge for his new apprentice, Tan had whisked him home to Grimslock.

He’d expected some kind of argument from Devan, but once Tan had explained the child’s—who was actually a fifteen-year-old in need of consistent meals—circumstances, his husband had taken one look at the boy and shrugged, like it had somehow been inevitable. Seeing Zi Rui, who’d been fast asleep and surrounded by Tan’s cats, Devan said in part amusement, part resignation, “You adopt things that need protection. Cats, people, cities—it’s all the same to you.”

His words had been hurtful. True, but hurtful. How dare he accuse Tan of being a decent person.

Anyway, that’s how he’d acquired Zi Rui. Lesia, however, had come to Grimslock on her own. Quite literally. A month after taking Zi Rui in, she’d walked right up to the castle gates. She’d had a black kitten in her bag, worn a black cape that dragged along the ground by a good foot, and had a look of determination most adults didn’t possess. She’d introduced herself to Thing One (who was on guard duty alone that day for some stupid reason) and convinced him to let her inside. After trekking up the long drive, she’d presented her kitten to Tan and then declared that she wanted to be the greatest black sorceress of all time.

What was not to love? Tan had been exactly like her at that age.

Her parents had been appalled that she’d walked from Golis to Grimslock all on her own. They’d been immensely apologetic and tried to take her back, but she’d given Tan a kitten. Her fate was sealed. As it turned out, Lesia had grown tired of her previous master, who had been so overly cautious in his teachings that she’d barely learned more than the basics of stance and breathing. The child’s frustration had led her to Tan’s door, and honestly, Tan didn’t blame her one bit. When she’d first arrived at Grimslock, Tan had tested her and found her brimming with magic. Fa had tried to spirit her away to Crila, but Lesia had been adamant about being Tan’s apprentice, so he’d managed to latch on. Fa had grumbled, though. Oh, how she’d grumbled.

Even the court magicians—the ones who hadn’t foolishly died under Serenity’s reign—had earnestly tried to steer her away from Tan and toward “more appropriate ventures.” Lesia was a petite thing, barely reaching Tan’s sternum, and for some reason the court mages equated size with power—were they too stupid to realize children were still growing?—so no one had believed him when he’d boasted her potential. They’d been too focused on preventing Tan from corrupting another young sorcerer.

He’d won the argument in the end, which was just as well. Lesia was cute as a button with her big brown eyes and upturned nose, and her rebellious, dark brown curls became tangled if even looked at wrong. Tan knew people would forever underestimate her based on looks alone. He also knew she’d knock ’em out flat for it.

Now he had two apprentices. What did one do with apprentices? Tan was not asking for a friend.

He had always considered himself more the drunkle-funcle-uncle. The one who had super fun ideas that might or might not include violence. He’d not even tried to formally educate the kids himself, merely borrowed a court tutor and let them handle the whole reading, writing, arithmetic thing.

Magic was his expertise, not sums.

Tan regarded his apprentices’ supposedly innocent faces and answered in order, “It shouldn’t be long before we dock. You can see the port and buildings coming into view. Lesia, what are you pointing at?”

“That!” She turned, dark brown hair glinting in the sunlight, a single finger pointing in the direction of the port. “Sir Wells, there’s a thing over there on that roof. It looks like your thing!”

Wells shaded his eyes with one hand, squinting. “What thing?”

“You know, your little thing with wings.”

Tan put a hand over his heart, mock reeling in shock. “Wells! Your thing has wings?”

Wells lifted his eyes to the heavens, muttering under his breath, “I’m just going to kill everyone on this ship.”

Tan snickered, enjoying his own joke.

Wells was more patient and a better communicator with children, so he explained to Lesia indulgently, “That is the Holy Order of Knights’ headquarters. Their symbol is on my gear because I belong to that order.”

“Oh! Makes sense.” Lesia nodded as if that was sage wisdom her eleven-year-old self could agree with.

Wells shot Tan a look that said, That’s all you had to say. Tan pretended to miss it. In this world, it was babysit or be babysat. Wells was here to babysit all three of them. Like hell Tan would be the responsible one.

If they were seeing the knights’ headquarters, then they’d be docking any minute now. The clients who’d contacted Devan were, in fact, the priests overseeing the church next door. According to the original request, they’d been conducting renovations for the two-hundred-year-old structure when something in the basement had started making alarming noises. Almost animalistic noises. The priests had contacted Glane Castle for help, hoping to borrow someone like a court mage.

When Devan had asked Tan to check out the situation, Tan had enthusiastically agreed. Why? Because anything sealed in the basement of a church was likely evil in nature, and something evil sealed in a dark place was a mystery box of goodies he’d never pass up on. It was bound to be a grand time, even with Party Pooper Wells along to keep an eye on them. It was like Devan didn’t trust Tan without supervision or something. Which, fair. Tan didn’t trust himself either.

Anyway. Possibly evil things making noises in a church basement. Tan could not have come up with a better side quest if he’d had ten years to plan it.

After their short sailing adventure, they’d be docking quite soon. Illesea was still recovering from the madness that had been Serenity’s reign, but in the nine months since Devan had killed her, the citizens had made good strides in rebuilding the burned sections of the city. From the deck of the ship, Tan could see construction going on. It was a good sight.

Expensive, though. The whole country was still on a tight budget following Serenity’s reign of terror. If Tan knew where a treasure trove was, he’d have raided it by now.

They docked smoothly. Wells insisted Tan keep track of Zi Rui while he took Lesia’s hand. (Why, Tan couldn’t imagine. Maybe children wandered off?) He kept a watchful eye on Zi Rui as they walked along the dock and the row of merchant buildings, heading into the city proper. Fortunately, their destination wasn’t too far.

Zi Rui bounced along at his side, taking in the city with wide eyes, head panning this way and that. After a steady diet and a safe place, Zi Rui no longer looked like the haunted waif he’d started as. Now, with his silky black hair caught up in a short ponytail, he exuded excitement. Even at fifteen, Tan could see hints of what he’d look like as an adult, and damn, half the country would be chasing this kid. Tan would need to start carrying around a big stick to beat off the potential suitors.

“This is where Mr. King was born?”

In the three months since rescuing Zi Rui, Tan had often considered correcting how the teen addressed Devan. Should he? Probably. Would he? No. It was adorable. Tan had shushed everyone else who’d tried. “The building up ahead is the church. You guys remember the row of buildings we just passed? The building that was green and had glass doors.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s Devan’s childhood home. We’ll stay there tonight.”

Lesia tugged Wells forward so she could be part of the conversation. “We get to stay there?”

“We do. You’ll meet his cousins.” Tan was totally telling the cousins that he’d given birth to both kids, too. Just to see the looks on everyone’s faces.

“For now,” Wells interjected, “we need to enter the church and tell them we’ve arrived. Tan, I’m sure you’ll want to poke your head into the basement and get a feel for what’s down there.”

“You assume correctly.” Look at Wells being all smart. “What about our bags on the ship?”

“I paid a porter to deliver them to The Watering Can for us.”

Tan was definitely taking Wells on trips from now on. He had the logistics thing down pat. With a song in his heart and the delight of a child anticipating a present, Tan practically skipped the rest of the way to the church.

The church hailed from a different time, which was clear from its architecture. The carved gables on the edges of the roof jutted out, the aged wood almost blackened, but the detailed carvings of dragons could still be seen. From Tan’s position, it looked as if the church had been constructed entirely of lumber—signs of obvious wear due to water, wind, and weather, darkening various spots like the church had once been covered in soot. It was rather spooky, especially with that very slanted black roof.

Tan loved spooky. He wanted to build a miniature version in his garden.

Wells led them through the narrow front door and into the dimly lit interior. The original builders hadn’t believed in windows, apparently. The pitch of the roof was so tall that cobwebs of doom likely formed in the rafters. Lanterns lined the walls to provide the space with some illumination, but there was nothing in this room aside from narrow pews and a simple altar at the front.

A man wearing a white robe with silver edging, who’d been standing near the altar, spotted them and hurried the short distance up the aisle toward them. He looked close to retirement with his greying hair and wrinkled face, but he moved well. He smiled as he approached them. “Welcome, welcome! Your Highness, Sir Wells, you are both very welcome here.”

Tan had gradually grown used to people recognizing him, even when he had no clue who they were. “Priest Patrick, by chance?”

“The same, Your Highness. Oh my, who are these two?” He gestured toward the kids, still smiling.

Tan introduced his chicklings with pride. “These are my apprentices, Zi Rui and Lesia.”

Both gave uncertain bows to the priest.

Priest Patrick looked teary-eyed. “You’ve taken apprentices? Oh, the world is indeed becoming a better place. Study well under him, children. His Highness is the epitome of what a sorcerer should be.”

Why…did that sound like an insult? The priest had basically insinuated Tan was a good person. How dare he.

Tan would let that pass. Another fifteen minutes around Tan and the priest would know better. “Priest Patrick, where’s this basement of yours? I’d like to take a look.”

Patrick looked relieved. “Yes, please, follow me.” He straightened and turned, leading them toward the altar at the back of the room. He spoke over his shoulder as he went. “As you know, this building is very old. Our records indicate at least two hundred years, although there is evidence that an older structure was here first and that the chapel was simply expanded upon as the congregation grew. Therefore, we don’t know the full age of the building. We do know that everything was constructed of wood—not a single nail or screw was used. It’s unique in its architecture and because of that, hard to preserve. We were undergoing careful renovations and adding in plumbing to this part of the building. The plumbers had just started construction in the basement to make room for the new pipes.”

“And that’s when the noises started?” Wells sounded worried.

“Indeed so. I can’t get any workers down there for love or mercy, and honestly, I don’t feel it’s a good idea. Not until we know what’s causing the noise.” Patrick grabbed an oil lamp from a stand before opening a door to a staircase that led sharply down. “This is the basement’s entrance.”

It looked positively creepy. Narrow, dark, dangerous—it was the sort of cavernous hole that spoke of sacrifices. Which was fine, Tan had Wells here with him. He felt his excitement soar into the heavens. If this all turned out to be some kind of elaborate prank, he’d hunt down the mastermind. Then hire them because people who could think along such devious lines were treasures.

“All right, children, down we go~” Tan sang, leading the charge.

Something caught him roughly by the collar and dragged him back through the doorway.

“Tan”—Wells was using his must-be-patient voice—“you have revealing spells, don’t you? Shouldn’t you cast one?”

Tan twisted around and protested in horror, “And ruin the surprise?!”

A visible tic formed at the corner of Wells’ blue eyes. “Tan. Seriously?”

“No, but—but that would ruin the fun!”

“If you insist on doing it your way, you’re not taking the kids down with you.”

“But that ruins the adventure for them too! If something happens, you’ll charge to the rescue like the good knight you are.”

“First of all, you seriously underestimate my blood pressure. Second of all,” Wells continued, sounding like a parent scolding a three-year-old for not having better sense, “you can risk yourself and that’s fine. You get to explain it all to Salvino later if you’re hurt. Now I want you to imagine your husband’s response if you endanger the children too.”

Tan took a moment and imagined that scenario. Did so quite successfully. Felt a shudder rack him from head to toe. Devan had certain opinions about needlessly putting innocents in danger. The fallout would not be pretty.

Making a face, Tan grumbled, “Fine. I’ll do a foray first. Sorry, kids. Give me a minute.”

They both looked disappointed, mouths drawn down into frowns. Tan would find a way to make this up to them later. He gave them both consoling pats on their heads before casting a mage light, letting the glowing, energetic orb zip along with him as he made his way down.

Despite evidence suggesting otherwise, he wasn’t an idiot and erected a personal shield. He didn’t rely on it, though. His eyes and ears were strained to the max as he made his way down into darkness. On the last wooden step, he paused. The basement was wholly rock and earth, no modern flooring to be seen, and so utterly dark he couldn’t make out the far wall. It smelled cold, in the way only a damp stone basement could. The chill in the air sent a wave of goose bumps over his exposed skin.

What he could see via mage light honestly looked like someone had hewn out the basement with a pickaxe. The walls and flooring had a rough kind of quality to them, with raw, sharp edges. He spotted abandoned tools nearby, likely left by the spooked plumbers.

It was as still as a grave down here. Where were the noises?

Tan figured he had nothing to lose, so he called out, “Hello? Anyone down here?”


Two

Tan

Tan’s hello might have echoed for a second before a rumbling noise responded. Yay, there it was! Over…there? It had come from the darkest corner of the basement. Tan couldn’t have been more thrilled. He practically skipped off the bottom step and toward the sound.

“Hi, yes. Keep making that sound so I can find you. Sir, ma’am, or gentle cryptid, whomever you might be?”

The noise came again, and Tan would swear on anything unholy that it sounded…hopeful? Maybe a bit plaintive? Like a dog chained up somewhere and desperate to get free. It sounded like it came from that far corner. Also, lower? Somehow? Which was interesting as Tan stood on bedrock.

He’d been accused a few times in his life of hitting rock bottom and then proceeding to dig, but he’d never met someone who had actually done it.

It wasn’t all that big of a basement, so he crossed to the far wall in less than fifteen seconds. The strange sound was definitely getting closer. Oops, careful, that was a hole.

Wait.

Wait, was that something white in the hole?

Tan backed up two paces, reined in his energetic orb, and shone the light into the hole. Lo and behold, for what did he see, but a skeletal head staring back at him. A rather large one. In fact, if Tan didn’t know any better… “Are you a dragon skull?”

The bone—well, skull—let out a happy sound. Kind of like a squeal of delight if the sound had gotten stuck in a gravel churn.

Oh. Oh my. Where was Niran when Tan needed him? For that matter, his older brother would piss himself with joy if he found a dragon skull.

“How in the world did you get stuck under the basement of a church?” Tan wondered aloud. “Well, it’s not like you can answer me with your jaw stuck in the dirt. Hold on, I’ll get you out.”

The skull vibrated in response, appearing rather excited.

Devan would surely want Tan to call for backup over a sentient dragon skull, but if it came down to it, Tan was pretty sure he could outrun a skull.

Tan cast two quick spells, one of them to loosen the dirt around the lower jaw, the other a lightening spell so he could haul it free. Bone could be heavy, and this angle was beyond awkward. The skull sat about three feet underground, and he had to lean over the edge of the hole to get a good grip on the upper jaw. His first heave got the skull loose, his second heave a quarter out. He put more effort into his last heave, grunting from the effort as he wrested the skull out completely.

Now that Tan could observe it on level ground, his first impression was that the head was massive, as one might imagine of a fully grown dragon. It was at least as long as Tan was tall, sitting at about chest height. There wasn’t a trace of any tissue or skin to be found, not even a single scale. It had definitely been here a long time. The eye sockets were large enough for him to stick both clenched fists through, and ridges trailed up the snout, ending in large formations that looked like the base of…horns? Had the horns been removed, or were dragon horns not skeletal? Another question for his necromancer brother.

Tan came around to look into its empty eye sockets. “Do you understand me?”

It waggled its jaw and said…something—some kind of guttural, deep sounds. Tan couldn’t make out a word, but it was clear from the cadence of the sounds that it was speaking. There was a distinct rise and fall of syllables. Hmm.

Time to boop the snoot.

Tan tugged the skeletal jaw up and bumped his nose against the dragon’s, speaking the spell for language comprehension.

“—the hell are you doing, why are we touching noses? I’ve heard of an indigenous people up north that do this, their version of kissing or something, but why are you doing it? Are you a pervert?”

Oh good, the spell had worked. Tan lowered the head back down and looked the dragon in its sockets. “I can understand you now.”

The dragon’s jaw waggled. “Oh! You’re a sorcerer?”

“I am. I won’t say the best because then my sister will hear about it and come over to beat me up, but I’m very, very good. Tan’s the name. Who are you?”

“I’m Steve the Nocturnal.”

Steve? Seriously, who named a dragon Steve? “Uh-huh. And what—”

“TAN!” Wells’ bellow echoed throughout the basement. “Are you all right or not?”

Everything that man ate apparently went straight to his vocal cords. Tan’s ears were ringing despite Wells being a good forty feet away and up the stairs. He called back, “I’m fine! It’s safe. Come down!”

“My kind of safe or your kind of safe?”

How dare he question Tan’s (admittedly questionable) judgement. “Your kind!”

Wells clomped down, his footsteps accompanied by the lighter patter of children’s shoes on the wooden stairs. Soon enough, Zi Rui, Lesia, and Wells were all gathered around Tan. The kids were in awe of the head, but Wells appeared leery as he held a lantern closer to the skull. Then again, the knight had spent time around Niran and his raised constructs.

“What is that?” Wells asked uncertainly. “It’s almost…”

“It’s a dragon skull,” Tan confirmed.

Lesia’s eyes went heart-shaped, a smile stretched from ear to ear. She couldn’t have been more delighted if she’d been offered her own minions. Zi Rui seemed just as captivated by it, eyes roving all over the skull, torn between touching it and keeping a safe distance.

Tan lifted Steve once more. “Now, everyone, you must boop the snoot. No, Lesia, not with your fist. Boop with your nose.”

Zi Rui eyed the skull askance, Wells side-eyed Tan like this was all an elaborate prank ready to be sprung, and Lesia went right for it, pressing her nose against the dragon’s before bouncing back.

“Like that?”

“Very good,” Tan praised. He adored obedient apprentices. “Zi Rui, go boop!”

Since Lesia hadn’t melted into a pile of goo or run screaming, Zi Rui apparently decided it was safe. He leaned in and pressed his nose against the dragon’s.

Of course, while this was going on, Steve kept a running commentary. “Who are these children? Why are they—why are you having them boop me? Do you not know who I am? The indignity! Wait, that’s a knight of the Holy Order, isn’t it? He’s not going to boop me, is he? I have an unpleasant history with knights and it’s not something I want to relive—”

Lesia cupped her ears, squealing in delight. “I can understand him!”

Lifting Steve a little higher, Tan encouraged, “Come on, Wells. Accept the boop into your heart.”

Wells gave Tan a speaking look before leaning down, putting himself nose-to-nose with Steve.

“No,” Steve gibbered. “No, no, no! I don’t like knigh— Oh, that wasn’t so bad. He smells nice. Who are you people?”

Wells stayed kneeling, blinking at the skull. The wheels and cogs were visibly turning. “Great good gods, I can understand him. Tan, what kind of spell was that?”

“Comprehension,” Tan said with a shrug, lowering Steve again. “Only works with a native speaker nearby, who in this case is the dragon. We’re basically borrowing the knowledge of his language. In the dragon’s case, we’re the native speaker he’s borrowing from. Spell’s kinda limited, though. If you get too far from the dragon—say, more than two hundred feet—you won’t be able to understand a single word he says. Now, time for introductions! Everyone, this is Steve the Nocturnal.”

“You sure that’s his name?” Lesia asked doubtfully.

Tan shared her doubt. Steve…was not an impressive dragon name. Like, what happened to Gathocrut, The Bringer of Doom? Or Teomurth, The Dark Warrior? Some creativity would’ve been appreciated.

“Hey!” Steve protested. “I’m from a long line of fierce Stevens! I was a terror of the night; how dare you look down on me.”

“Now you’re just a skull in the basement of a church.”

There was his logical Zi Rui. Tan knuckled away a tear. So proud of his boy.

Steve glowered—no other word for it. Very impressive mannerism for a skull. “I hate all of you right now. Sorcerer, get me out of this basement.”

“Oh, that I’ll do. You’re scaring the priests and the workers with all your noises.”

“Good, good. Then you’ll help me collect my body afterward.”

“…I fucking beg your pardon?”

Wells leaned in and muttered, “Tan, please don’t swear in a church—uh, or under one. Also, I need a few questions answered first. You’re sure this isn’t an evil entity? Or a demon using the skull as a host? How do you know we can trust him?”

Tan flapped a hand to dismiss such concerns. “He’s nothing of the sort. Not a trace of demonic energy on him. Worse comes to worst, I’m sure you can beat a dragon skull, oh great knight.”

Wells gave him a speaking look for that dig.

Tan ignored him and focused on more important matters. “Steve, he has a point. Why should we trust you? What’s in it for us to help?”

“I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

Uh-huh. Tan had heard that line before and had already lost interest in Steve’s offer. He waved the bone head off and pulled a handheld mirror from his pocket, calling up Niran.

Steve squawked like the overgrown chicken he was. “Hey! Don’t ignore me!”

“Hello, little brother,” Niran greeted. He pushed black bangs out of his eyes, showing he wore his leather work gloves and apron, which indicated he’d been in the middle of something. The stain on his white collar hinted it was a messy project. “Emergency?”

“Not as such. I might have a skull-shaped present for you.”

“Who is he talking to?” Steve insisted. “Tell me it’s not a necromancer! People akin to necromancers took me apart to begin with. I don’t trust them!”

Good instincts there.

Niran’s interest visibly piqued. “I hear a lot of grumbling, growling sounds. Skin, bone, or neither?”

“Bone. Intact dragon skull.”

Hand over his heart, Niran’s eyes turned dreamy. “And it’s not even my birthday.”

Steve continued wailing. “Noooo. No necromancers! Listen, if you promise to help me collect my body, I’ll lead you to my vault. You can have half its contents!”

Tan’s attention abruptly went back to the dragon head. Vault? A dragon’s hoard was notorious for its riches and just as notoriously hard to find. Even harder to pillage thanks to the overgrown reptiles’ specific brand of magic. Even the Osedon Conclave had limited knowledge regarding dragon magic.

Dragons hadn’t gone extinct, per se, but they had certainly become rarer in this part of the world. Hundreds of years ago, the human population grew to the point it vastly outnumbered the dragons’, threatening their food supply. The dragons had chosen to migrate far north and rarely seen since. Tan knew from his early education that dragons were known to be hoarders, practically overgrown magpies, and had the capacity to eat a whole cow and count it a light snack. They were also temperamental and stubborn, but Tan didn’t care about all that. Dealing with one for the chance to receive half its hoard? Oh, that was tempting indeed.

“Mister Steve,” Lesia prodded, “you got lots of gold?”

“A cave full,” Steve boasted.

While that all sounded good on paper, Tan had to ask, “How far away is your vault from here?”

“I don’t even know where ‘here’ is.”

Okay, that was fair. “We’re in Illesea.”

Steve spluttered for a good ten seconds. “How’d I get all the way down here?!”

Tan zoned back in on Niran’s monologue on the other side of the mirror. “—a disconnected skull is talking? With intelligence? Do you know how rare that is? Let me see him, turn the mirror around!”

Tan was slow to obey because his focus had zeroed in on one thing—money. Currently, the kingdom of Glane was very strapped for cash. The reason could be summed up in two words: Princess Bitch. Before Devan had killed Serenity and they’d taken over, she had spent the royal coffers dry by hiring mercenaries to enforce her insane orders, nearly destroying her own kingdom in the process. Now that she was gone, life in Glane had vastly improved, but money didn’t magically return because the evil ruler was dead.

A cave full of a dragon’s hoard was, historically, not an insignificant amount of wealth. Even half of what Steve promised would be quite the economic boost. It would take a lot of stress off himself and Devan, no doubt about that. Tan’s own renovation funds had been depleted when they’d initially taken over the kingdom, not to mention during his splurge for their wedding. He couldn’t bring himself to regret the second one.

Niran let out a “huh” sound. “From what I can see, he’s absorbed a lot of ambient power from somewhere. It’s quite dark there. Where are you in Illesea, Tan?”

Tan blinked back into the present. Niran hadn’t booped the snoot, so he’d have to translate between these two. “Church basement.”

“Oooh. That would do it. He’d soak up a significant portion of power by being placed on hallowed grounds, enough to keep his intelligence and soul bound in his bones.”

Tan relayed the information, causing Steve to impersonate a chicken once again. “I did that with my own power and will, thank you!”

Right, ignoring all the commentary, Tan focused on the important bit. “Stevie-boy, focus. Gold for body?”

“Half my vault,” Steve swore. “My oath on my soul.”

Coming from a dragon, that oath was old magic, and one Steve couldn’t forsake—not without putting his soul in jeopardy. Steve had everything to lose by laying his last connection to this world on the line.

Half a dragon’s hoard. Tan got chills. Delicious chills.

Wells cleared his throat, a pointed ah-hem. “And where is your vault, again?”

Steve’s answer was prompt this time. “Northward, deep into barbarian lands, or what used to be barbarian lands. I’m sure those brutes have all been dealt with by now.”

Wells ran a hand through his blond hair. Tan read every concern on the knight’s face and shared a few.

First, a hike through barbarian lands to find Steve’s vault would not be a jaunt in the park. In the past, Tan would’ve considered it great fun, all that mischief just begging to be had. But bringing the kids? They’d be easy targets without proper protections.

Second, the words ‘in barbarian lands’ could mean anywhere in an area that spanned hundreds of miles. Then Tan had a very panicked thought: Oh please, don’t let it be in The Void.


Three

Tan

They retreated to Devan’s childhood home since it was close by and they’d been planning to stay the night there. The priests were quite happy to turn Steve the Talking Skull over to Tan and didn’t ask any further questions. As long as it was out of their basement, they were satisfied.

Wells, being a good bro, carried the huge skull for Tan. Tan left the lightening spell in place so Wells didn’t throw out his back, and added a glamour so thieves didn’t get any funny ideas. Tan, of course, could see through his own glamour. Wells made quite the sight trudging along the streets with a huge-ass dragon skull riding on his back, arms hooked through the lower jaw like it was a pack.

They’d walked through the front doors of The Watering Can when Inigo looked up from his table, spied them, and waved. His cousin-in-law looked good, still swarthy from all his time spent in the sun, black hair styled in a swoop over his forehead. He was dressed in ‘formal’ clothes—at least by Inigo’s standards—suggesting he may have been doing business today instead of sailing.

Once they’d reached Inigo’s spot, Tan dropped the glamour, leaving the other spell in place. Passersby could see through the large glass doors, but their group was out of immediate sight over in the corner. Besides, they were between the lunch and dinner rush, meaning the place was practically empty barring the drunk sleeping it off in a corner booth. No threat here.

“Wells, Brother-in-Law, how are you? You made good time down here. Ho, what’s this giant thing?”

“Steve the dragon skull,” Tan said while getting a hug in. Inigo gave good hugs. “But how am I ‘brother-in-law’ when Devan’s your cousin?”

Inigo waved this off. “Semantics. Where did you get a dragon skull?”

“Basement of a church a few streets over.” When this answer got him a confused frown, Tan shrugged. “Truth is stranger than fiction, am I right?”

“Got me there. And who are these little ones?”

Ah, right. Inigo hadn’t met Tan’s apprentices yet. “These are Zi Rui and Lesia, my apprentices.”

Tan got quite the look for that. “You’re responsible enough to have apprentices?”

No trust. He got no trust in this world. “Hey, I saved this kingdom.”

“That involved fireballs. This entails keeping beings alive. Two different skill sets.”

Had him there. “Wells is babysitting us.”

“Now it all makes more sense. Hi, Zi Rui and Lesia. I’m Devan’s cousin, Inigo.”

“Hello,” the kids chorused.

“I’m going to be a black sorceress when I grow up,” Lesia announced. “Like Master Tan.”

Inigo patted her head, smiling down at her. “I find your goal both admirable and terrifying.”

She grinned back at him. That had been the right answer in Lesia’s book.

“Wells, you can sit, uh, Steve down on a table. Tan, what are you going to do with a dragon skull?”

“Have to talk to Devan about that,” Tan admitted. “Can you entertain the kids while I run upstairs? This isn’t a conversation for the public to hear.”

“Sure, sure. Are you kids hungry? You had lunch yet?”

“They haven’t.” Wells gave Inigo a firm look. “Non-alcoholic drinks for them.”

“A little wine is good for them at their ages.” Inigo dismissed the concern with a wave of his hand.

Tan was so not getting into the middle of an argument between a knight and a smuggler. No siree. He chose life. He nipped right up the stairs before he could get drawn into it.

Devan’s childhood bedroom was always where they stayed when they were in town. It was an understood thing. Tan entered the room, feeling as comfortable here as he would be in his own castle. He closed the door behind him and dropped onto the bed. He’d left a small vanity mirror on the nightstand for communication purposes the last time he was here, so all he had to do was pull it closer and get situated before activating the spell. A conversation via ring wouldn’t suffice for the news he was about to unleash.

“Devan~ Beloved, you hear me?”

The mirror abruptly came into focus. From the look of things, Devan was in his office at Glane, a king’s worth of work spread out over his desk. He had a cup of something steaming in his hand. He looked, as always, wonderfully handsome. From the first time Tan had laid eyes on him and until now, that hadn’t changed. There was a touch more grey in his short black hair, perhaps some laugh lines around his golden-brown eyes, both small signs of age slowly creeping up on him. It was all good, his daddy vibes were just stronger now.

“There you are. I wondered when I might hear from you. Where are the kids?”

“The way you ask this insinuates you have no faith I kept track of two children.”

“Tan, you can’t even keep track of your own minions some days.”

“Why is everyone ganging up on me today?”

“Put your hand over your heart and ask yourself that question again.” Devan grinned before sipping from his cup.

“Well, I’ll have you know that the kids are fine. They’re downstairs talking to the skull.”

Devan blinked. Blinked again. “I’m sorry, I thought you said skull?”

“Right, skull. We went to the church first thing to investigate. Turns out the noises were from a talking dragon head. Steve’s the name.”

“Name of…what?”

“The dragon.”

“Who in their ever-loving mind names a dragon Steve?”

“That was precisely my question. Anyway, dragon’s name is Steve. He’d managed to retain his intelligence by anchoring his soul to his skull upon death, and the church we found him in was keeping the anchor powered. Very unusual to manage that. He must have been quite skilled to cast the initial magic. He’s responsible for making all the noises in the basement.”

Devan stared at him some more. “You look like you’re serious….”

Considering the pranks Tan had pulled on him before, he probably deserved disbelief. “I promise I’m not yanking your leg right now, love. There’s really a dragon head named Steve. Niran’s over the moon about it. He’s portaling to Illesea within the hour so he can get a good look.”

“Huh. Just when I thought I’d heard it all.”

“I know, right? So here’s the reason why I’m making this call in private: Steve has an offer for us.”

Devan looked down at his cup doubtfully. “I suddenly suspect I need alcohol in this and not tea. All right, hit me.”

“Steve remembers where his vault is, at least vaguely. He’s offered half its contents to us if we help reconnect him with his body.”

Devan’s jaw dropped. “Holy…shit. A dragon’s vault would contain an insane amount of wealth. Tan, the good we could do with that money!”

“I know, I know. We could really use it right now to put the country back on its financial feet. That’s why I’m seriously considering his offer. There’s two things we need to discuss before giving an answer.”

“All right, what? Where is his vault, anyway?”

“That’s part of the problem. One, his vault is up in barbarian lands.”

Devan stared at him for a long moment before wincing. “What are the odds it was where The Void is now?”

“Great minds think alike.” Tan made a face. The idea of all that wealth poofing off into space made him cry inside. If that proved the case, he’d ride Master Keb like a donkey until he helped reverse The Void. “That was exactly my first thought. But let’s assume it isn’t in The Void. We’ll have to travel through barbarian lands to find it as I can’t portal us there. I don’t know where ‘there’ is.”

“Good point. All right, what’s your second concern—” Proving Devan could think on his feet, he sat back, groaning. “Wait, if his vault is up north, how did his skull travel all the way to the other side of the continent? Doesn’t that mean odds are good his body is scattered to the four winds?”

“That’s my fear. I don’t know where exactly he died, just said he’d been somewhere in barbarian lands. He was surprised to be in Illesea. Dragon parts are highly sought after, so his bones were likely used as trophies or something. We could be on a treasure hunt the width and breadth of this continent to reassemble him. And that’s assuming all those bones still exist and weren’t ground into dust.”

Devan dropped his head into his hand. “I’m getting a migraine just thinking about it. Can Niran craft a body for him?”

“I think he can. I mean, it would take a fuck ton of detail work; it’d be faster if we reassemble him, and that’s including time spent hunting down the bones. Here’s my suggestion: Let’s take Steve’s offer, do our best to reassemble him, but let’s also put a clause in our agreement that if we can’t find everything within two months, then we’ll have Niran make up a body for him. Assuming there’s anything to be found.”

“Two months,” Devan said slowly, clearly thinking hard. “Yeah, I think two months is feasible. This is going to be something of a quest—and we might have to pop back home from time to time to deal with things—but I think this can be done within that time frame. All right. Negotiate that with him. No, better, come get me. Portal me down. I want to talk to this dragon in person.”

Tan hadn’t expected anything else from his husband.

“I will. You can step out for the rest of the day?”

“Sure, nothing here is urgent. It can wait until tomorrow.”

“All right, then I’ll come get you. See you shortly, love.”

Tan would pop down to the bar, tell Wells he was fetching his kingly husband, and use the portation circle established in the stables. Easier that way, less draining on his magic. He had a feeling he’d need to conserve it while he could. After all, he would soon either be tramping through barbarian lands (potentially fun but tiring) or finally fixing The Void (exhausting). It meant a lot of magical power either way this shook out.

His real question was this: Where did one find a map of the land northward? He didn’t know of a single map in all of Goodwine that had any information on the land past the borders—aside from images of the Gruimont Mountains, but you could see those from the Goodwine border. Even Tan had never gone farther in than where The Void was now.

He envisioned telling his very responsible husband that they’d have to tramp through enemy territory without a map. Shuddered. Yeah, that’d go over about as well as hungry sirens. Tan would skip that argument, thanks. Then again, he now had access to the royal library…

All right, in order: get Devan, negotiate with a dragon, then find a map. Possibly rope Niran in as well because there was no way in hell he would want to miss this quest. Besides, Tan would need a necromancer. Putting a dragon skeleton back together was far, far outside of his expertise. All bones looked the same to him after a certain point, and he was sure that mixing up tail joint with leg joint would end disastrously somehow. Better to let Niran do it.

The next few months were going to be a doozy.

He probably shouldn’t take his apprentices. Naw, Tan would be with them, so it should be fine, right?


Four

Devan

Devan sat on the edge of his childhood bed, Tan and the kids at his side, Niran in the chair next to the bed, and a giant skull square on the comforter, taking up nearly the entire queen-sized mattress. It was an interesting tableau, to say the least. He wasn’t sure how, but the skull managed to look hopeful.

Devan’s sitting there and about to have a conversation with a dragon skull rather summed up his life choices. He’d gone from serving a narcissistic lunatic to teaming up with black sorcerers, some in training, to hoping that a long-dead dragon would give him the money he needed to run a kingdom. He’d ask how his life had ended up this crazy, but he knew the answer—his darling husband.

For the record, Devan wouldn’t change that outcome for the world. A warning would have been nice, though.

Still, the idea of going on a potentially wild goose chase to collect dragon bones that might not even exist anymore made his sanity twitch. He’d do it, though. Even if there was only a ten percent chance of success, he’d do it. Princess Bitch had drained the coffers down to a few coppers before he’d executed her. Goodwine was managing to get by, but even one minor disaster would throw the country into bankruptcy. Devan would much prefer money in savings, thank you. His financial advisors kept begging him to raise taxes, but his people were barely feeding themselves as it was. Devan had adamantly refused. He’d promised them he’d find another source of income but had yet to deliver…until his darling husband had called earlier with a grand tale.

Tan looked quite excited about the whole thing. He adored grand adventures, though, so his attitude didn’t surprise Devan one iota. One look into those almond-shaped eyes, sparkling with childlike glee, told Devan all he needed to know.

Lesia leaned against Devan’s side, her little arms wrapped around one of his. For some reason, ever since their first meeting, she had strongly taken to him. Devan certainly didn’t mind; he liked children, and Lesia was adorable. He didn’t quite know why she liked him so much, though. He’d never done anything in particular to win her over.

Then there was Zi Rui, sandwiched between him and Tan, earnestly telling him, “You have to boop the snoot.”

He stared at the child, who was normally much more serious than his fifteen years, and had this horrible suspicion Tan was rubbing off on him. “You’re kidding. Why?”

“So you can understand him. Master Tan cast a spell, but you have to boop the snoot for it to work.”

Niran was eagerly nodding, so Devan didn’t trust that instruction.

“He won’t bite,” Tan encouraged, but his grin made Devan even more wary. Tan’s looks weighed in on the ‘cute’ side more than anything, but when he grinned like that, it made him look more like a teenager pulling a prank. Some days he trusted his husband about as far as he could throw him, but the kids weren’t as inclined to prank him, so…

With severe misgivings, Devan turned toward Steve and gingerly put his nose against the dragon’s.

Dragon bone smelled musty, by the way, and felt strangely cool to the touch. Also, Devan now totally understood why Wells had elected to stay downstairs and drink with Inigo. He would be joining them shortly.

“Oh, can you hear me now?”

That was not a voice he knew. Devan leaned back and regarded the dragon skull quizzically. “Is that the dragon speaking?”

“Right on,” Steve the Dragon said. “Very good. Happy to meet you, King of Goodwine.”

How exactly did one respond to that…? Devan erred on the side of manners. “Likewise. You’ll understand if I have questions?”

“Of course, of course. Ask away! The apprentices have already asked me a dozen or more questions. Delightful children, just delightful.”

The kids beamed at him. Well, Steve at least knew how to make allies.

“I think so too.” Devan shot both kids a quick smile. “All right, first question. How do I address you?”

“Just Steve is fine.”

No formality, then. Good. “Steve, might I ask how you came to be in this state?”

Steve let out a low sound that was part mournful, part angry. “Stupidity on my part, mostly. See, back in my prime, I was a bit boastful. Maybe a touch full of myself. I didn’t think anything could take me down. One day I was out flying in barbarian lands, intent on finding more treasure for my hoard, when I spied a small barbarian party relatively near my home. They were roasting a large, enticing ox upon a fire, so I swooped down to claim it for myself. They scattered in all directions, but I didn’t chase them since I only wanted the meat. I ate it in three bites, and it was so delicious going down I failed to realize it had dark sorcery cast upon it.”

Both Tan and Niran let out an “ahhh” in understanding.

Turning toward his spouse, Devan requested, “Explain?”

“Not much can fell a dragon.” Tan tugged on his silky dark hair with the tips of his fingers, a thinking fidget. “Their scales are nearly impenetrable unless you’re using a weapon augmented by magic. The surest way is to poison them, either with magic or belladonna, although it would take a significant amount of belladonna considering their size. That ox was a trap—one saturated with dark magic. There’s been stories of rare barbarians who have their own brand of necromantic magic, something very similar to our necromancy. They’re nowhere near as powerful, but they can still do damage. Steve was unlucky to have run into such a group.”

“I realized it too late,” Steve mourned. “By then, the spell had taken effect. I was utterly paralyzed, all strength drained from my limbs. I was easy prey for them. They descended upon me, and with the aid of their pseudo-necromancer, slaughtered me. I mean that quite literally—they hacked me to pieces. With my dying breath, I anchored my soul to my skull.”

Devan had followed the story well enough until that point, the logic of Steve’s action escaping him. “Why? Did you hope to be revived?”

“Well, I didn’t know if it was possible,” Steve admitted. “Death terrified me. I thought, better to have the chance to be revived—even if I didn’t have a body—than to be completely dead.”

“Sounds like wishful thinking.” Niran looked pleased by Steve’s reasoning.

“What else do we have?” Tan murmured rhetorically to the air.

“I don’t like necromancers, they’re always salivating over my bones, but…” Steve gave a forlorn sigh. “You all are my best hope at the moment.”

“More specifically, a necromancer is your only hope,” Niran pointed out. “We’re the only ones who know how to reassemble and reanimate you.”

“As to how I’m all the way down here in Illesea, I couldn’t tell you. The barbarians skinned me, divided the pieces into very large bags, then sold off each piece. Over the years my skull was sold several times. Typically I was used as a talisman of power for some religion or cult, or sometimes as a collector’s item for some rich idiot, but I moved about quite a bit. Eventually, it was decided I was cursed, I think. My energy was fading at that point, so I wasn’t able to pay attention and everything was hazy.

“According to your necromancer, once I got to the church I was able to absorb the ambient power present, which helped strengthen my soul’s anchor. I don’t remember how I got to that church as I was once again put into a large bag, but I remember hearing two men talk about how being on holy ground would cleanse my skull and they’d be able to get rid of me completely. I guess they never got around to it?”

Tan nodded, expression one of understanding. “Sometimes, the to-do list is like that. You’ll put that one item off until you actually die before taking care of it. My to-do list and my not-a-fucking-chance list happen to be one and the same. It’s quite liberating.”

Devan elected to ignore his husband’s rambling. “All right, so now I know how you got down here. But if your other limbs followed the fate of your skull, then they could be scattered to the four winds.”

“This is true,” Steve lamented.

Niran lifted a hand. “The bright side is that I can put a resonance spell on him. That way, when we get close enough to the next part, he’ll act like a radar. We won’t be wandering around like a headless ghost.”

That sounded good on paper, but… “How close?”

“Eh, within ten miles or so? Depends on the size of the part.”

Okay, that wasn’t an incredible distance, but it put the odds more in their favor. Also, looking at Niran, it was obvious he was practically vibrating with the need to hunt down and reassemble all of Steve’s body. There would be no stopping him. The bragging rights alone would motivate Niran to complete the task. Necromancers didn’t normally get to craft something so large, and a dragon at that? Oh yeah, Niran was totally going to take on the challenge.

There were only two problems left to address. Three, really. Devan decided to take them in order. The easiest way to make sure Steve could uphold his end of the bargain was to first verify the location and the state of his vault. Devan still harbored serious fears the vault might be in The Void in which case they were all fucked. “Steve, how much was in that hoard of yours?”

“A cavern full,” Steve boasted. “Under powerful protections, too. Those protections were never breached. I would have felt it if they had been.”

Devan didn’t know enough about magic to ascertain whether that was true or not. He shot Tan a look and got a nod in return. Okay, so that was true.

“I don’t think it’s in The Void,” Tan muttered to him. “It’s one of the things I worried about, but if Steve’s protections are still in place, then odds of it being in The Void are very, very slim. He’d have lost all connection with it, as technically speaking, the vault going into The Void would have made it ‘lost’ or ‘destroyed.’”

Ah, good. That did take one worry off his mind. Okay, next concern. “All right, I’ll take your word for it. Steve, you said half the vault if we help you?”

“Swear upon my soul,” Steve promised, voice firm.

“Accepted. I swear to you upon my kingdom that we’ll do our best to find your body and put you back together. If we can’t find all your bones within two months, Niran will make you a new body. I can work up a magical contract with those terms if you’d like?”

“Yes, please.”

“Then we’ll do so. Can you get us through the vault in your current state?”

“I can.”

Okay, another worry off his mind. “We’ll set out shortly, then. Now, next item. Children, I say this because despite it being obvious, I feel it must be said. You may not come on this quest.”

There were immediate howls of protest. Not only from Zi Rui and Lesia, but from Tan and Niran, too. The apprentices had been his final concern, so not specifically Steve-related, but a concern, nonetheless.

Devan’s eyes rolled off into the sunset. Precisely why did he have to be the voice of reason here? Hadn’t that been obvious?

“Taking two partially trained sorcerers through barbarian lands is a no,” Devan said, voice flat. “I’m not risking either of them.”

“But we can—” Tan protested.

“No.”

“But there’s—”

“No, Tan.”

“But fun quest!” Lesia howled, her bottom lip quivering, brown eyes large and liquid.

“It’s not a fun quest if you don’t live through it,” Devan pointed out. “You will stay with Wells while we’re gone.”

“But Wells doesn’t let us do anything!” Zi Rui whined.

He’d owe Wells so many favors for handling both kids while they were gone. So, so many favors.

Devan pulled out his King Voice. “I have spoken. Tan, portal me and Wells back to Glane before the sun sets. We have a few things to wrap up before we go north. Steve, we’ll leave within three days’ time.”

The bed shook under Steve’s excitement. “Looking forward to it! Don’t worry, children, there will be plenty of fun adventures when you’re older.”

Lesia was not sold. “How many people get to reassemble a dragon or go into a dragon’s lair?”

Eyeing her sideways, Devan made a mental note then and there to carefully check his and Tan’s luggage for stowaways. After all, this was the child who had escaped her first master and had marched to Grimslock on her own. He wouldn’t put anything past her.

For now, all he said was, “I’ll go fetch Wells. Be good, children.”

There was a great deal of grumbling as he left the room, but Devan elected to ignore it.

Going on a side quest with a dragon’s head had not been in his life’s plans. When had his fate gotten so strange, anyway? He couldn’t pinpoint a specific moment in time that might’ve led him to this situation. On second thought, he suspected it was the moment he’d approached a certain black sorcerer to prevent Serenity from sacrificing a town.

He wasn’t complaining. It had made life interesting, after all.

Besides, watching Niran and Tan try to reassemble a dragon’s skeleton was bound to be entertaining.


Five

Tan

As promised, on the morning of day three they were ready to go. Tan had to marvel at his husband’s ability to do responsible things like be on time. Truly, an amazing quality in a person. Tan’s sense of time was he got there when he did.

They’d decided to depart using Glane Castle’s portation sigil to help conserve magic. The kids had been handed off to Wells last night as Devan had wanted to ensure there were no stowaways. There had been lots of pouting.

Their party consisted of Devan in chain mail, a giddy Niran, and Tan himself, along with their mounts and a supply mule. Steve had been placed on a two-wheeled cart headed by a very nice draft horse named Molly. She kept making eyes at Dan, but the white stallion was more interested in the flowers growing nearby. He kept trying to sneak his head outside the sigil for a bite.

Devan, well used to his mount’s mischief, kept the reins firmly in his grip to prevent such a thing.

Everyone had packs loaded onto their horses, not yet mounted but ready to go. Niran cast the resonance spell while Tan handled the portation spell. Was it Tan’s imagination, or did Devan look over this whole trip already?

Tan had one question before they got started. He’d been eyeing the rope tied to the back of Dan’s saddle with misgivings. Granted, Devan liked having a coil of rope handy in case of emergencies, but… “Hemp rope?”

His husband gave him that look of, Now what is he on about? “Yeah.”

“Not silk?”

“I like hemp,” Devan deflected, tone mild.

“But you put your hands on it and it’s…not silk.”

“Tan, can we just leave already?”

“We’ll have talks about this later,” Tan warned. “You are not allowed to use hemp rope on me in bed.”

“Like I’ve ever done that.”

“Wow,” Niran commented to the clear blue sky above them. “Too much information. Definitely too much. Let’s go, little brother.”

Tan still intended to follow up because that shit was important. For now, they could head north.

There was only one designated portal in the barbarian lands. It had been placed next to The Void because Tan traveled there so often with ideas and theories to test. They’d decided to cut down on travel time and portal straight to The Void, and from there they hoped to get a sense of direction. If nothing struck them, then they’d go north for a while.

Steve knew—kind of—where his cave sat. It was his body that would be a pain to track down. Tan wanted a designated portal to Steve’s vault first and foremost, to cut down on insanity later.

They portaled straight to The Void with no issue, Tan taking stock around them to make sure nothing had changed. All looked as usual. Trees and mountains behind them, a gaping black hole the size of a city in front of them. Yup, same ol’ same ol’. They’d have to skirt around The Void to travel farther north, but that was the price to be paid.

“This is The Void?” His husband’s voice sounded strained.

Ah. Come to think of it, Devan had never actually seen it in person. He’d never had a reason to. Tan, now that he thought about it, wished he’d kept it that way. Having The Void as only a concept meant Devan would’ve never known how bad Tan’s fuckup truly was. Theory was one thing, but actual knowledge? Not in Tan’s favor.

Tan turned to look his husband dead in the eye. “This is not The Void you’re looking for.”

“Uh-huh,” Devan drawled. Being a good husband, he merely raised a dark brow before turning. “Steve, your cave anywhere near here?”

Steve was gibbering, jaw clacking in alarm. “That is HUGE—”

Niran snapped fingers in front of him. “Focus, Steve. Vault near here or not?”

“Uh…no? No, I wasn’t near the Gruimont Mountains. That’s Gruimont behind us, right?”

“Right.”

Tan let out a subtle breath in relief. Okay, good, that theory was verified. He did not need a vault of untold treasures inside The Void. He could not come up with adequate words to explain how much he did not need that.

Devan swung up smoothly into Dan’s saddle. “All right, then. Let’s head north.”

Sounded like a good plan. Tan shrugged in agreement and hopped on his bay mare, Corpse. Yes, Niran had named her. Why do you ask?

She was a good horse, one with a smooth gait and an amiable disposition. That’s all Tan really cared about.

They set off, Niran leading the way, Tan riding alongside Devan. Devan had been placed in charge of the pack mule following along with all their camping supplies and food. There were enough supplies to last them two weeks, although Tan hoped it wouldn’t take that long to find the vault. On second thought, foraging for food while fighting barbarians sounded like great fun.

“So when we do come across barbarians,” Tan told them, excitement rising, “I’m going to cast fireball.”

Devan gave him a side-eye. “Violence isn’t the only option.”

“But it’s the fun option!”

Niran turned a little in his saddle with a wicked grin. “This falls under bonking, so I’m in favor.”

“Of course you are.” Devan rolled his eyes to the heavens like he was praying for patience. Silly man, none to be found there. Besides, Tan knew his husband, and Devan was likely itching for a good fight.

“Niran,”—Devan went back into I’m-in-charge mode, which was such a sexy look on him. Tan likey.—“we didn’t get a chance to plan this out before leaving. Let’s talk particulars. Can we entrust your skeletons to stand guard at night, or does someone need to erect a temporary ward?”

“Oh, the skelebabies will be more than happy to stand guard. They don’t like being in the bag of holding for long. They get bored.” Niran paused. “And eat game pieces.”

“You give them games to play?” Tan didn’t think they had that much intelligence.

“I have no idea where the games came from.” Niran eyed the bag tied at his waist with suspicion. “It might have been the kids.”

Considering what he knew of his erstwhile apprentices…yeah, totally a possibility. Lesia had adopted the skelebabies like a mama cat with new kittens. Or maybe chicklings? The skelebabies seemed to adore her just as much, and when they were free, they followed her around like an adoring fan club.

“Likely them.” Devan didn’t seem bothered. Then again, it wasn’t like skeletons could choke and die on game pieces. “All right, we’ll have the skeletons stand guard, then. How many do you have on you?”

“Two dozen.”

“Ah, that should suffice.”

Tan let them talk particulars; he didn’t care how that was all arranged. Devan was a pro at this sort of stuff, after all. Instead, Tan pondered how long this hunt would take. Niran seemed confident that he could reassemble Steve once he had all the pieces, but what guaranteed they’d find even half the bones? How much would Niran need to either make up or substitute? Depending on the part, crafting the necessary bones would take freaking forever. The wings alone promised to be a migraine in the making. He’d much, much prefer to find the intact bones over helping his brother cobble some together.

Logistics hovered on the horizon, ready to pounce. Tan could see them now.

Barbarian lands were dangerous, but they were also beautiful. The farther up they went—traveling along what looked suspiciously like a game trail—the more picturesque the area became. (If one ignored the gaping hole in the earth, of course.) No axe had ever touched these woods, so the trees stood tall and ancient. A canopy of leaves shaded them from the sun overhead, turning their ride into something quite pleasant despite the late summer heat. Birdsong wove through the air, alongside insect noises and the whisper of a breeze stirring the leaves. Riding along like this, it was hard to imagine the possibility they’d be randomly ambushed. Tan had a hard time staying alert to his surroundings.

Eventually, they left The Void and the forest behind them. They were in shrub country now, where the brambly bushes could grow as tall as a man on horseback. Not much to the area except brush and drying grass.

They were maybe three hours into the trip when Tan heard suspicious noises—something akin to shuffling sounds, or movement against cloth. Not ambush noises from ahead, no. Something from behind.

“What’s that?” Steve asked, sounding spooked.

That did beg the question, what was the natural predator for dragon bone…? He’d have to ask Niran later.

Devan had clearly heard it too, and he turned with suspicion in his eyes, staring at the pack mule. Tan also looked because nothing living should be in those burlap sacks, as they were supposed to hold food and supplies. Under their gazes, one of the sacks twitched, the shuffling sound accompanying the movement.

“Stop.” Devan reined to a halt, already dismounting. “I sense fuckery afoot.”

For some reason, Niran looked nervous. “No need to check the bags, they’re fine.”

Devan would not be deterred, apparently. Tan eyed Niran, suspicion rising because he knew that expression on his brother’s face. Niran always had that play-it-cool look when he’d done something from which he’d been expressly forbidden. What had he done now?

“You didn’t stick skelebabies in the sacks, did you?” Tan couldn’t think of what else would move like that.

“What? No! I have them on me. You know what they’re like when they’re bored, they get into things they shouldn’t.”

“Yes, I know that. But if you have them, then what’s in the sacks? We clearly heard and saw something moving.”

“Um…”

“Illuminating, Brother, do continue.”

It was too late for Niran to come up with a cover story. Devan went right to the suspicious burlap sack and yanked open the top. Then he looked inside…and sighed. A sigh from his soul. A sigh that conveyed no surprise, just confirmed idiocy.

Oh dear. That was never a good sign. “Darling, hubby, my one true love—I had nothing to do with this.”

“You didn’t know about this?” Devan didn’t look away from whatever was in the bag.

“I see you staring into a sack, that is the extent of my knowledge. I know that look and am putting this out there now, but I’m innocent for once.” Tan turned his head and hissed at his brother, “What did you put in there?!”

Lesia’s head popped out of the bag, displaying tousled curls and an ingenuous smile. “Hi, Master!”

Oh gods above, Niran had smuggled the kids. Just because Tan only saw one at the moment, it didn’t mean there wasn’t another.

“They wanted to come too,” Niran whined, defending himself.

Devan stared upward with the same expression he had on wash day. It was all resignation, no joy.

On the other side of the mule, a second bag opened, and Zi Rui’s head appeared. He looked around cautiously before asking, “Is it safe to come out?”
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