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One

Devan

Devan eyed the apprentices. Then he eyed the master. Then the culprit.

“What part of this looks like a good idea to you, Niran?” He arched an eyebrow in challenge and simply waited.

Niran took the bait. “Pertinent life experience.”

“Oh?” Devan upped the eyebrow. Niran, for some reason, had trouble looking him in the eye. “Hunting down and reassembling a dragon’s skeleton is something they’ll do often?”

Niran faltered, but Tan jumped in. “No, but grand quests are totally something they’ll do in the future. Haven’t I done several of them with you, handsome?”

“I thought you had nothing to do with this?”

“I don’t.” Tan tried wielding the winsome smile he normally used to get himself out of trouble. With mixed success. “But it’s true, nonetheless.”

Steve of course piped up. “I’m in favor!”

Devan gave that opinion all the attention it was due. That was to say, none.

He wanted so badly to argue with the brothers. Unfortunately, they rather had a point. The kids would take on dangerous quests like this soon enough. Arguably, Zi Rui would be handling quests on his own in five years, with Lesia not far behind. The thought scared Devan right to his marrow.

People didn’t become good fighters overnight. Training was a large chunk of it, but so was experience. The only way to get said experience was to actually do the thing. No other method worked. Devan would much, much prefer the kids learn while surrounded by his or Tan’s protection. They could cushion the fall, so to speak. Give them the exposure without the consequences.

He internally groaned. Dammit. The kids were apparently coming with them into dangerous territory. Did Devan agree with this? No. Did he see the writing on the wall? Yes. Honestly, he wasn’t sure who’d been pouting more about Lesia and Zi Rui staying behind: the kids or the brothers.

“All right, fine.”

Everyone ignored his resigned sigh and cheered. These four were utterly ridiculous. If he had to bring the kids along, though, he wasn’t going to cart them about in sacks. Steps needed to be taken.

Pointing a finger at Niran, he ordered, “You get to call Wells and tell him where his charges are.”

Niran protested with a violent wave of his hands. “But he’ll get mad at me! Then Fa will be mad that I made him mad!”

“Niran. This is your doing. You don’t get to skirt the consequences.”

His brother-in-law pouted, but Devan had no sympathy for him. Perhaps negative sympathy. He’d made his bed, and the fallout was his to deal with.

To Tan, he said, “Put protections around the kids. Strongest you can make.”

“Happily.” Tan hopped lightly out of Corpse’s saddle.

Devan fetched Lesia out of her sack and handed her over to Tan, then went around to the other side to help Zi Rui out. What else could he do to protect the kids? He knew Tan’s protections would cover a lot of ground, but what if the situation went completely to shit? Devan couldn’t guarantee he’d get to them fast enough, though gods above knew he’d try.

Zi Rui now freed, Devan moved around the mule’s head to address Tan directly. “Tan, is it possible to craft a portal spell they can use on command?”

“Hmm, sort of? I can draw something out onto a cloth they can tuck into a pocket. If there’s danger they can throw it down, activate the spell with their magic, and it’ll whisk them away. If I imbue it with some of my magic, it could take them a fair distance. Say, Grimslock.”

Sounded perfect.

Lesia wiggled away from Tan and latched on to Devan’s hand, her nose screwed up in worry. “You’re not sending us away, are you?”

“I’m not,”—not yet, anyway—“but in case something goes really, really wrong, I want you to have the option to escape. These are dangerous lands. Barbarians are known to kidnap children to either sell or raise as their own. If you can’t get away from them easily, then use the portal to escape.”

Her mouth formed a silent ‘O’ in understanding. “I can’t beat them up?”

Why was she so like Tan in all the worst ways?

Niran threw in, “If you can punch them and get away with it, feel free.”

An evil laugh escaped Lesia’s mouth.

“‘If’ being the keyword,” Devan emphasized. “For now, please just focus on escaping. You can beat them up when you’re older.”

Zi Rui knew what it was like to be taken somewhere against his will, and Devan saw a shiver rack him from head to toe, his fawn-colored skin turning pale. “I’ll keep the portal spell on me at all times.”

“Good.” Aside from the handy portal and strong protections, Devan didn’t know what else to do. He hoped those would be enough to help the kids defend and protect themselves.

If not, well, he’d take it out on Niran’s hide.

Tan layered protection spells on both apprentices, gave them their own portal written on a sliver of cloth, and then they loaded back up. Zi Rui sat in front of Devan, Lesia with Tan. They were barely in their saddles and back on the road before Lesia and Tan started chatting with each other. Those two had a very important, ongoing discussion about cats. Mostly focused on the upper limit of cats and how many cats were too many. From what Devan could hear, there was no upper limit. As long as you could take care of them, you could have them all.

Lesia might well turn out to be worse than Tan as an adult. A terrifying thought.

“Mr. King? Have you fought the barbarians before?”

He turned his attention downward to Zi Rui. “I have. Many times.”

“What’s a good way to fight them?”

“Hmm, that’s a good question.” Smart of Zi Rui to be thinking ahead. At least one of Tan’s apprentices had some common sense. “Barbarians are ferocious fighters. It’s like they have no fear. That said, they don’t have much in the way of tactics. They prefer to charge the enemy and overpower them. They’re strong enough that the method normally works. However, if you can prove that you’re stronger than them, they’ll often—although not always—respect that and back down. I saw this play out once. Tan fought alongside me the last time I faced barbarians. He threw around enough magic that they recognized we had a sorcerer on our side. They still attacked, but when they lost a lot of people in a short time span and realized they were up against the Black Sorcerer of Grimslock, they promptly retreated without attacking further.”

“Huh.” Zi Rui sat and absorbed the information for a long moment. “So if I use magic in front of them, they might stop?”

“They’ll at least pause and reconsider. We faced an army then. What you’ll face out here in their own territory will be patrols or smaller groups of less than twenty. Now, if they do charge you, let them charge and then duck to the side at the last second. They don’t have good armor, so they rely on their speed and a small, round shield to deflect damage. So if you can flank them, you can get a shot at their side without much trouble.”

Lesia piped up from behind them. “Can we bonk?”

Devan turned his head a little to address her. “They normally don’t wear helmets, so aiming for their heads is not a bad tactic either.”

“Bonk~ bonk~ bonk~” she sang.

“The correct combo,” Tan informed his apprentice, “is bonk, bonk, bonk, yank.”

Tan seemed entirely too giddy about taking his apprentices on a grand adventure to be even remotely helpful. Devan wrote off all help from that quarter.

Clearing his throat, Niran offered, “I can give both of them personal skeleton guards when we stop for the night.”

That would make Devan feel infinitely better. “Yes, do that.”

“Oh, I can play with the skeletons again?” Zi Rui’s voice rose with excitement.

Niran preened. “You really like them, huh?”

“Yeah, they’re fun! They like to pat me on my head for some reason.”

“It’s because they think you’re cute and like how you play with them. Not many people can stomach raised constructs.”

“But why? They’re so nice.”

Devan had an inkling as to how Niran had been talked into smuggling the apprentices.

“You know, Zi Rui”—Niran didn’t look at his brother, but the way his lips curved up in that wicked manner, it was obvious he was poking fun at Tan—“since you like necromancy so much, why don’t you come be my apprentice instead?”

“Niran! Don’t you dare!” Tan urged his horse forward so he could confront Niran face-to-face. He jabbed a finger at his brother. “My apprentice.”

“The only reason he’s your apprentice is because you found him first,” Niran argued.

“Finders keepers~” Tan singsonged.

“You are so childish. He likes necromancy, so you should be the bigger man and give him over to me.”

“First of all, you have far too many skeletons in your closet for me to trust you with a child—”

“How fucking dare you.” Niran bristled in outrage. “I mean, it’s true, but how dare you! I just feel bonely sometimes.”

“Thank you, my point is made.”

“—incorrectly,” Niran tacked on triumphantly.

“With corroborating evidence,” Tan shot back smoothly.

“Based on what, exactly?”

“Says me.”

Devan chose this moment to interrupt the siblings’ bickering. They could continue this all day. He knew this from experience. “Children, not in front of the apprentices.”

Tan was not done and kept arguing. “You know very well that at this stage in his training, he should not be choosing a specialty yet!”

“The earlier I can start training him, the more I can teach him. Do you still want him to be an apprentice in his thirties?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Zi Rui is far too smart to need years to learn everything.”

“You really have no intention of letting me have him, do you?”

“As I said, finders keepers.”

“I’ll call Master Keb,” Niran threatened.

“Oh sure, like he’ll take your side.” Tan didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by this idea.

Ladies, gentlemen, and gentlefolk, these were two of the continent’s premier dark sorcerers. Behold how well they can debate and the dignity with which they did so.

Devan watched them argue and wearily thought to himself: This was going to be a long trip.


Two

Tan

The vast area of the north was nothing to brag about. Just hill after hill after hill, all of it covered in tall shrubs and even taller grass. Tan was bored out of his skull in five minutes flat, and the kids weren’t much better.

Fortunately, they had a Steve.

Steve regaled them with tales from his younger days (i.e., when he still had scales), spinning out yarn after yarn. Tan was quite sure at least half of his stories were complete bullshit, but Steve was entertaining. Also informative. He told them more information about dragons than Tan had ever learned from any old book. The conversations made him consider writing his own book on the subject, using Steve as a resource, since the old texts were very much out of date.

They stopped for their second night of travel, wards erected to fend off barbarians and predators. Steve wasn’t happy about the stop, insisting they were close—he’d been saying that the entire trip—but no one sane traveled in the dark up here. Especially when they didn’t know the terrain. So they stopped for the night and then continued early the next morning.

Eventually, they entered an area that wasn’t completely shrubs. Spindly trees met their eyes, the rolling hills gaining more height. It wasn’t so much a forest but had more to it than a grassland.

What would you call this kind of geography, anyway? Forland? Grassest? No good way to combine grassland and forest.

Steve, from his cart, let out an excited sound. Something between the baying of a sick dog and the lowing of a dying cow. “It’s here! Just up ahead!”

Thank fuck.

Devan twisted in the saddle. “Where exactly?”

“Dead ahead, a little to the right.” Steve wiggled on his cart.

Steve’s directions were spot on. On the side of the next hill, Tan saw the glimmer of a doorway with thick protective spells layered over it. Voilà! There it was. Well, all Tan could see was an overgrown entrance with enough bush, ivy, and such to choke something. Steve said his vault was just inside that cave.

The dragon sat on his cart, chattering away like an excited magpie with a new shiny right in front of him. “There! It’s there! See how my spells are still intact? My vault has been untouched since I left it. I’m so giddy I can almost feel my skin again.”

Honestly, Tan wasn’t sure who felt more relieved: him, Devan, or Steve. A lot was riding on that vault being untouched. If Steve had exaggerated how much gold was in there, the skeleboy would soon be dust.

“All right, how do we get in?” Devan prompted the chattering dragon.

“Oh, get me a little closer. I’ll speak the ritualistic phrase to undo the seal.”

Devan obligingly grabbed Molly’s halter and walked the cart a few feet from the door, stopping when overgrown vines blocked him. Worse than a labyrinth trap, those things, as they’d been growing unchecked for hundreds of years. Tan eyed the vines and realized they might need to do some gardening before they could get in.

Niran leaned in against his side. “There’s no flat ground out here to make a portation circle. If there’s not a suitable place inside, we might have to carve one out.”

“Yeah, agreed.” Tan hated landing on uneven ground. Risked a turned ankle every time.

“Here’s good,” Steve said.

Everyone collectively fell silent as Steve drew in a breath—like he still had lungs or something—then paused.

“Very hard to clear your throat when you don’t have one,” Steve observed.

Tan prayed for patience. He could totally see how Steve had been so easily ambushed and killed now. Not the sharpest tool in the box, this one.

Steve didn’t wait for anyone to give him a response, just opened his mouth and spoke. “The king sits upon the throne. Gold is his tribute and his blood. Recognize your king.”

Devan turned his head to look Steve more in the eye—well, socket. “That’s your passphrase?”

“Wait, did you understand that?” Steve wailed. “But it’s supposed to be top secret!”

“We booped your snoot, remember?” Lesia gave him her patented adults-can-be-so-stupid look.

Steve continued to wail in despair.

Only Niran seemed to have any sympathy for him. Moving forward, he gave the smooth bone a pat. “There, there, I’ll help you change the phrase later. In the meantime, I didn’t sense any movement from the door. Was it supposed to open when you said the phrase?”

It took a moment for Steve to stop being pitiful and answer. “Um. It was. That’s not a good sign.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out why the door hadn’t opened. Centuries of overgrowth had likely sealed it shut. As Tan had suspected, they’d have to cut it all back to get that door properly open.

A light tug came at his sleeve. Zi Rui blinked ingenuous eyes up at him. “Master Tan, can I hit it with a fireball?”

Truly, this boy was meant to be his apprentice. Look at how alike they thought. “Fireball is always a good solution,” Tan praised. “You may absolutely try that.”

Of course, Devan had a different opinion. He shot Tan a speaking look over one shoulder. “Do not teach him to set things on fire first and ask questions later.”

“But darling, fireball has solved a lot of problems for me.”

Devan groaned. Why? Because he knew Tan was right and couldn’t argue his point. Tan just cackled like the basket case he was.

Everyone prudently moved to stand behind Zi Rui. While his spell casting was good, his aim was a little…questionable, shall we say. Only practice would solve that hiccup. The more things he set on fire, the better.

Zi Rui was all sorts of excited as he lifted his training wand toward the entrance. Tan kept an eye on him and the power he called forth, but his apprentice had it all balanced just fine. Zi Rui’s power was an interesting blend of black and stark white. Colors were very much a personal thing, having little correlation to their specialty, but the saturation of the colors told a lot and indicated how powerful the sorcerer was. The deeper the hue, the more power the caster held. Zi Rui’s white was almost pearl-like in its coloration, and with his keen interest in bones, he’d make a talented necromancer—but like hell would Tan admit that last part out loud. Niran would take it and run with it.

“Fireball!”

The fireball sprang forth from his wand, not quite the same level of power as Tan or Niran could manage, but still powerful for a new apprentice. The fireball was hot, as large as a keg, sizzling as it arced through the air. It even landed more or less on target, frying the bushes and vines and eating away at the foliage. The full shape of the door came into view, rather large and round.

Even with the door exposed, the fire didn’t relinquish its grip on the vines. Instead, it burned through the vegetation and clumps of grass on the ground in front of the door, merrily spreading farther away from the source.

Devan put a hand on Zi Rui’s shoulder. “Okay, let’s end the spell here. Doors are friends, not food.”

“What are you saying?” Niran rebuked cheerfully. “I like my doors extra crispy.”

Zi Rui heard that as tacit permission. “So I hit it again?”

“No,” Devan said repressively. “That should be enough to open it.”

“I’ll put the flame out.” Lesia seemed to feel left out as she was quick to whip her spell up and in motion, water spraying from her delicate-looking wand, dousing the whole area. Compared to Zi Rui’s, Lesia’s magic looked like starlight—bright whites and blues, with silver streaking through it all. Her power was also intensely saturated with color, indicating what she’d be like as a full-fledged sorceress—and heaven help the world when that time came.

Her enthusiastic assist meant they now had sogging wet ash to slog through, but eh, Tan had walked through worse.

Now, hopefully that fireball had worked and they’d be able to get the door open.

Devan unlatched Steve from the cart and hoisted him up onto his back, hands gripping Steve’s jaw to keep him upright.

If Steve still had legs, he would have sprinted ahead of them. As it was, he rocked back and forth on Devan’s back in an effort to get some locomotion.

“Hi-ho, away!” Steve encouraged.

“I’m not a stallion,” Devan grumbled.

He said that but still moved. Tan bit back a snicker.

Tan’s eagerness right now could only be measured in quantities of ‘yes,’ so he didn’t linger at the base of the cave’s entrance. He skipped right up to the door and put a hand to it. Grating sounds, some movement, but it did not swing open.

Hmm. Not the reaction Tan had anticipated. Or wanted.

“Move, honey.”

Tan moved as bid. Devan reared back, almost sideways, and leveled a waist-high kick right at the door. It obediently slid about four feet open, grating along the floor in a high-pitched squeal of tortured metal—which, ewwww, definitely had to fix that sound before leaving. Muscling open doors was a no in his book, but it was impressive to watch Devan putting his sexy muscles to use.

Fanning his face with one hand, Tan purred, “Husband, not in front of the children.”

Devan gave him a smirk like he could tell how much that display of strength had turned Tan on. As soon as they had anything approaching privacy, Tan would show him just how much.

The kids did not wait for the adults. They skipped right through the opening, Lesia beating Zi Rui by inches.

“Wait, there might be booby traps!” Tan called after them.

“Steve,” Devan growled, “there better not be.”

“Oh, no, totally safe inside. My word on my soul.”

Phew, that was a relief. Tan didn’t want anything happening to his apprentices. He rather liked them.

From inside, Lesia’s voice echoed, tone filled with wonder. “Whoa. There’s like, a mountain of shinies!”

Now that Tan had to see for himself. He quickly moved to catch up with the kids, adjusting his stride when the floor sloped slightly downward. There was nothing but dimness for twenty or so feet, no natural or artificial light right inside the vault’s door, but after a short corridor, the space opened into a much larger cavern. The ceiling stretched nearly a hundred feet above him and had some kind of natural skylight, which let in sunlight that filled the cavern with a warm, soft glow. The space smelled musty, understandably, but not unduly so, meaning the skylight likely aided in filtering the air.

Tan’s brain catalogued the smell of damp stone, the scent of flowing water from somewhere nearby, and the feel of sunlight dancing over his skin as he stepped inside—but none of that held his attention. No, his attention had zeroed in on the stacks of gold coins, multiple treasure chests, and the array of jewels—all of it taking up the cavern floor in innumerous piles at least two feet deep. Perhaps deeper in some sections.

“Gods above,” Devan breathed behind him. “I could buy our kingdom twice over with this amount.”

It wasn’t even an exaggeration. “Even in Goodwine’s heyday, the treasury didn’t have this much gold in it!”

Steve didn’t give Devan a chance to rebut (thank heavens) as he was too busy crooning. “My goooooold. I’ve missed you! Devan, put me down right over there, let me feel my gold again. I haven’t been able to properly rest since leaving here.”

Probably glad for an excuse to put the skull down, Devan promptly did so, and the dragon let out a sigh of pure pleasure.

“Nothing beats lying on gold.” He made something akin to a purring sound. Truly impressive without vocal cords.

Steve reminded him of a chihuahua. Just wouldn’t stop yapping.

Lesia came in closer, squatting next to Steve. “Dragons really like lying on gold? That’s why you have all of this?”

“Most comfortable thing to lie on,” Steve confirmed, still wallowing.

Not caring about any of that, Tan focused on the real question. “Steve, is it only this one cavern?”

“Oh, no. I have other rooms full of items. Didn’t want to squash the books, after all—”

“You can read?” Lesia wore the doubtiest of all doubting faces.

Steve sniffed at her. “Of course I can read! I have spells to turn the pages and write things for me.”

“Oh. Makes more sense than you using claws. I bet you would destroy books if you tried handling them.”

Steve gave a mournful sigh. “Unfortunately true. There’s a ledger in that smaller room to the right; it details how much treasure I have. We can figure out how to split things after you take a look.”

Well, well, well, would you look at that. An organized dragon. The wonders never ceased. A ledger would make divvying things up a lot easier, and Tan didn’t want to sit here for the next month taking inventory.

Being the responsible one, Devan turned and issued marching orders. “I’ll go find that inventory log. Niran, can you go back out and secure the horses? Tan, find a place to put that portation circle.”

“I’ll fix the door while I’m at it,” Niran promised as he turned to exit the cave.

Tan followed his brother out of the cavern. There was zero clear space inside for a portation circle. That was a lost cause already, so he might as well look for a spot outside. He’d carve a niche for it right outside the entrance, then throw a preservation spell on top of it after he was done. Much simpler that way.

Tan moved in his patented I-got-me-some-gold shimmy shake as he danced back out the door. His ode to gold was still in progress, but he had the beat down.

No more financial troubles!

Let the quest begin.


Three

Devan

Tan portaled down to Glane Castle long enough to grab the financial director and two of his assistants—along with a squad of knights and sorcerers for protection—so they could cross reference the ledger and go through everything. Devan’s impression of the financial director had always been that the man had missed his calling as a funeral director, but upon seeing a cave full of gold, he had burst into happy tears. No one had been more stressed about making ends meet than him and his office.

Devan promised himself he’d let the man and his employees have a good week’s vacation afterward. They’d earned it.

Steve had fulfilled his end of their bargain, so it was time to hunt down a dragon body. They had no hints as to where the pieces of Steve had gone after separating from his head, so Devan suggested the next logical step. He started with the area around the vault itself. Devan took Steve and Tan, left everyone else at the vault, and after traveling about five miles out, completed a six-hour loop around the area to see if Steve picked up on anything within the spell’s range. He didn’t, which wasn’t helpful, but Devan didn’t consider the day wasted since they’d cleared the immediate area.

With no indication of where to go, they sat down with a map that afternoon and plotted out a course while the worker bees buzzed about the cave. They had a good amount of daylight left, what with it being late afternoon, so they figured it was best to head out soon while they had light to work with. Devan was of the opinion that the sooner they found the rest of Steve, the better.

Niran suggested heading east, toward the coastline. The bones had likely been sold to traders. Even three hundred years ago (their best guess as to when Steve was slain) the coastal city of Zaynab was already an established trading hub. Odds were high some of his bones went in that direction. After reaching Zaynab, their party would travel south, along the coastline of Okset and Goodwine, before heading north again. They’d adjust plans if they found clues leading elsewhere, but with a time limit of two months, they needed to strategize their search as much as possible.

Devan hoped that such a long trip wouldn’t be necessary. Covering that much ground would take at least a few months, which they didn’t have, and that was barring any kind of trouble. The possibility of ‘no trouble’ on this trip was so low that it was basically nonexistent.

With a portation circle now available, the court mages would portal castle employees back to Glane when done for the evening. That left Devan and his small party free to set out with plenty of daylight remaining.

Steve had luckily produced a very old map from his hoard, one that covered the barbarian lands. It was likely quite out of date, but since it was better than the map Devan had borrowed from Glane—which only showed a vague outline of barbarian territory—he was grateful Steve had offered it.

Lesia sat in Devan’s lap with the map in front of her. “Mr. Devan, where are we going? All you said is east.”

Devan wanted to teach her good map reading and navigational skills, so he used a finger to trace their route. “We’re heading toward Zaynab. Have you heard of it?”

“No?”

Then again, she was too young to know about it. “It’s a cesspool of vices, basically. Pirates, smugglers, thieves, all of them live there. The only law they follow is the law of gravity.”

She tilted her head back and gave him a shrewd look. “Your family goes there a lot, I bet.”

He threw his head back on a laugh. “Can’t refute that. I know it rather well. Went there often as a kid. Anyway, it’s a lawless place, so definitely stick close when we go.”

“What’s this other place?” She pointed to a marker north of Zaynab. “Q-ian?”

“It’s pronounced Ji-an,” Devan corrected. “That’s the Sorceress of Qian, and she’s…um…”

“She’s a raging bitch with an ego the size of a continent,” Tan chimed in from behind him.

Devan hid a grin and pretended to chastise his husband. “Honey, please stop swearing in front of the kids.”

“Nonsense. Knowing how to properly swear is part of learning to be a respectable black sorcerer.”

Turning an inch in the saddle, he shot his husband a droll look. Uh-huh. Pigs could dance, too. “I have a feeling that sentiment is only found in the Book of Tan.”

“Chapter one, verse three.” Tan did his best to look virtuous.

Shame? What’s that? Such an emotion was nowhere to be found in his husband.

Devan honestly liked his brazen nature, but like hell he’d ever say it aloud. Tan would take that as permission and run with it.

Devan had a witty comeback, but something teased at his ear. A sound that any trained warrior would recognize. To most people, it was the impression of an animal crossing through the brush nearby.

To Devan, it was the sound of someone trying to move unnoticed.

He didn’t change Dan’s pace any, but he did go more alert. He gestured for Niran, who’d been conversing with Steve at the rear, to come up and ride at his stirrup, then passed Lesia over to him.

“I think we’re about to be ambushed.”

Tan caught up quickly as well. “You sure?”

“I’m hearing skulking sounds in the tall grass up ahead, a little to the right.” Devan’s thoughts clicked along, thinking of logistics and tactics. Mostly on how to keep the kids safe. His eye caught the bag of holding at Niran’s waist. A skeleton guard would be good. “Niran, how many bodies do you have in the bag again?”

“Animate or inanimate?”

“That one’s on me. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Oh, you mean skeleton guard? Still about two dozen. How many you need?”

“Let’s say a dozen to guard the kids.”

“Sure. Oh, or—” Niran looked down at Lesia. “Do you want to get in the bag? I’ll leave it open so you can breathe.”

“No!” she protested, small face scrunched up with distaste. “There’s dead things in there.”

“Hey, they move!”

“Teach me fireball instead!” Lesia insisted.

“What, you don’t know fireball?”

“Do not!” Tan vetoed strongly. “Her aim is shit right now, she’ll set herself on fire. I’ve got to train her some more before she can be trusted with it.”

“I don’t know fireball, but any black sorceress knows that spell…” She dropped her voice to a loud whisper. “Uncle Niran, teach me?”

Devan, for sanity reasons, decided to ignore that conversation. He was (reasonably) sure he could trust the brothers to protect the kids. Niran was already grabbing skeletons out of his bag even while Tan argued with Lesia. The skeletons made soft thuds accompanied by rattling sounds as they hit the ground, rolling up and onto their feet, swords at the ready. For some reason, they now had coats on. In summer? Devan wasn’t even going to ask. Any question involving the skelebabies resulted in an answer that gave him a migraine.

Zi Rui squawked in protest. “Are you just grabbing them by their necks and throwing them?!”

“What? No!” Niran shot him an offended look. “I’m grabbing them by their collarbones.”

Did that…make things better? You know what, Devan wasn’t getting into that debate either. He had more pressing matters at hand. “Lesia, Zi Rui, get on the cart with Steve and protect him. He’s a sitting target right now.”

Steve followed this up with unabashed begging. “Please come protect me, I can’t fight back!”

Well, he could technically bite, but that was beside the point. Devan wanted all three soft targets on that cart ringed by skeletons. Since the kids believed they’d be protecting Steve, they didn’t argue and promptly climbed on the cart, wands at the ready.

Which gave Devan peace of mind to focus on other things—mainly barbarians staging an ambush.

With the tall grass and brush covering the hills, and their low elevation point, their sight lines were for shit. Devan personally hated how exposed they were. With their current position, an ambush would be far too easy to pull off—but the enemy had picked the wrong group to target.

Devan’s first task always, if he could manage, was to startle people out from their cover. He snatched up the crossbow hanging from a hook on Dan’s saddle, lifted it, and fired blindly into a big bush where he’d heard scuffling sounds.

Like startled birds, barbarians erupted from different directions as the bolt shot through the brush. Even ones farther up the hill, who were likely meant to act as a second wave, reacted.

Devan slid another bolt into his crossbow, cranked it back, then lifted and fired once again. The nearest barbarian took the bolt right in the chest and keeled over backward, crying out in pain.

One down.

He didn’t have time or space to reload the crossbow, so he dropped it back onto its hook, switching to his short sword.

That’s about as far as he got before successive fireballs—one a vibrant, bright green—shot past him on either side, followed by skeleton guards rushing past, their swords and shields up. It took no imagination to deduce that Niran and Tan had fired at practically the same time. The barbarians’ shields didn’t do much to deflect the fire, and several yelled in surprise before tossing their burning shields and charging. Devan paused as he didn’t want to get into the middle of the fight and curtail what spells the sorcerers could use. Better to be a guard for the kids, staying close to them and handling whatever magic or skeletons missed. Now, question: If the brothers threw enough magic around, would these barbarians turn tail like the last bunch? Devan certainly hoped so.

To his surprise, he heard Zi Rui yell out, “Fireball!”

A fireball about the size of Devan’s fist shot past and hit a barbarian right in the stomach.

“Good shot!” Devan praised.

“Hey, you didn’t say that to us!” Niran pouted openly.

“Niran, if you can’t hit a foe at your age, I’m taking you back to Master Keb to be retrained.” Seriously, he was trying to bolster the kid’s confidence. Did Devan need to do that with two—supposedly—feared villains as well?

Tan, at least, appreciated his comment, cackling to himself all while throwing out more fire spells. If Devan were the enemy, he’d have lost his nerve at the sight.

Devan kept his eyes peeled for barbarians trying to flank them. That was a tactic they liked to use, and one of the few Devan had seen them pull off. But this bunch seemed to be grouped up ahead, probably having expected their prey to wander into the middle of their party. They’d likely banked on using the terrain to their advantage before jumping out. Now they were poorly placed. Also prime targets as spell after spell swept their ranks.

Between magic and skeletons, within ten minutes the ambushers lay dead. It smelled like burning vegetation and wood, smoke still seeping up from the discarded shields. Bodies lay every which way, not a groan or death rattle to be heard. Devan surveyed the scene with an approving nod. Not bad at all. They’d handled that far better than he’d feared. If they could react like that every time, then he had no qualms about the kids staying with them.

Niran blew out a dramatic breath. “Whew! We marrowly escaped that one.”

“I want to cast fireball too!” Lesia whined behind Devan. “How come everyone else got to fight but me?”

Devan turned in the saddle to address her. She sat next to Steve and looked beyond peeved, feeling left out like only a child could.

“We’ll work on dagger throwing after we make camp tonight,” Devan promised, trying to soothe her. “That way we can improve your aim. If you get to the point where you can hit a target, I’m sure Tan will reconsider and teach you fireball. Right, love?”

Tan nodded in agreement, smiling at his apprentice. “Sure. We just need to improve your aim. All right, what do we do with all these bodies? Niran, you need—”

“He does not need more skeletons,” Devan cut him off, tone repressive.

Niran glowered at him. “With the bodies this fresh, I can use them as raised constructs. That work better with your squeamishness?”

He was clearly not going to win this argument. “Ugh, fine, be quick about it. I want to be far away from this scene before we set up camp for tonight.”

“All I need is five minutes. Here, Zi Rui, come help. Harvesting your bodies is an important part of the process and you have to make sure you do it right. If you don’t preserve them, rot sets in, and you’ll never get that stench out of your bag.”

Zi Rui was off Steve’s cart with alacrity, practically sprinting before his feet had even properly touched the ground.

Watching them, Devan did the math. Barbarian lands plus fighting equaled lots of dead bodies. In other words, Niran was going to have essentially an army of undead before they completed the quest.

Well. If that was the worst thing that happened, it should be fine?

You know what, Niran having a small army of undead was not his concern. The necromancer didn’t live in Devan’s country, after all, which made him someone else’s problem.

Resolutely, Devan decided to ignore the harvest of bodies.


Four

Tan

They’d quickly collected the dead before moving on. What with all the excitement of bonking, Tan had struggled to rein the kids back in.

Now they were on day five of the trip, and after a throwing lesson with Devan the previous evening, Lesia had proven she could aim at least half the time. As a reward, Tan had spent time that morning going over the fireball spell with her. The lesson meant a late start to their day, but Lesia’s delighted smile was worth the lost time.

Their group was still heading steadily southeast-ish, not that there was a proper highway or anything. They traveled along a road of sorts that cut through the rolling hills, wide enough for them to use. It had likely been worn down by the barbarians through time and repetitious use. It was nice weather this morning, thankfully. Fair, barely a cloud in the sky, and Tan cast a shading spell to keep them from overheating. Peaceful, too. The birdsong and buzzing insects flitting around the trees made for a pleasant ride.

Tan spent the day’s ride focused on teaching his youngest apprentice a life-saving spell and watching out for possible barbarian patrols. Meanwhile, Zi Rui sat in front of Devan, thinking. Always a dangerous thing. Zi Rui often came up with questions Tan didn’t have a prayer of answering.

“Master Tan?”

Uh-oh, here we go. That was Zi Rui’s thinking voice. Tan mentally braced himself and hastily prepared a sentence to throw the question back to Devan like a hot potato. The tactic generally worked well in his favor because Devan could think of answers when Tan couldn’t.

“Whazit?”

“Why did you search the barbarians’ bodies?”

Ah. Not a difficult question for once. Thank all gods and goddesses. “Think of me as a pirate.”

“We’re too far from the ocean,” Niran pointed out.

“I’ve always wanted to be a pirate, but I take your point. Bandit?”

“No woods. We’re on the road, so technically we’re…thieves?”

“Highway robbers?”

“Ah, that’s the term I was looking for.”

Tan smiled. “Excellent. Glad that’s sorted.”

“Tan,” Devan chided. “Answer his question.”

Spoilsport. With a sigh, Tan capitulated. “Two reasons. One, if they have the audacity to try and kill me, they’re going to pay. Even in death.”

Devan rhetorically spoke to the air. “One would think paying with their lives would be enough.”

Tan ignored him and kept on rolling. “Two, you never know what you might find. Sometimes they have vital information, or some clue to trouble in the area. It’s better to be prepared.”

“Oh.” Zi Rui sat and pondered his answer. “That’s smart.”

Tan preened. The best part of having apprentices was that they were always a boost to his ego.

Lesia joined in on the conversation. “Master, what if they don’t have anything of value?”

“Then I stuff their bodies in a bag and give them to Niran. He’s always losing skeletons.”

“I resent the word ‘lose!’” Niran sniffed at him. “That’s a little fib-ula. Things happen, okay? But yes, skeletons are always welcome. There can never be enough.”

Devan looked like he wanted to rebut Niran’s claim. He opened his mouth, apparently thought better of it, grimaced, and chose to keep his silence. Wise man. If you got Niran on his soapbox about skeletons, the bad bone puns never stopped.

Niran made a thoughtful, humming noise in the back of his throat. “Speaking of bones and skeletons I’ve collected, I’ve been thinking—”

“What? No!” Tan jabbed a finger at his sibling, who was riding next to him. “I told you to stop that!”

Being an older brother, Niran ignored him. “I think I might have Steve’s tail.”

There was a digestive silence.

Uh, what? Since when? The hell?

Devan pulled Dan to a stop before looking back at Niran. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not. I know for sure there’s a dragon’s tail in my storage—”

Steve, being pulled along by Molly on the other side of Niran, let out a squawk of dismay. “How could you!”

Niran looked confused. “Steve. I’m a necromancer. Bones are kinda my thing?”

Steve continued spluttering incoherently in protest.

For that matter, Tan wanted to protest too. “Brother. Shouldn’t we have gone to your place first thing and checked?”

“Mm, yeah. But I just now thought of it. It’s not like the tail is going anywhere,” Niran pointed out. “I think every time we find a piece of Steve, I should portal it back to my castle. It’s not like we’ll want to lug huge body parts around. I need all the pieces in my castle to reassemble him, anyway.”

“All good points,” Devan agreed, prodding Dan forward once more. “Let’s plan on that. Will you need Tan to help portal things back?”

It was Niran’s turn to splutter. “I am a strong, independent necromancer. I don’t need the help of a living person!”

“Forget I asked.”

“ANYWAY.” Niran cleared his throat, still glaring at his brother-in-law’s back. “When we do find something, I’ll portal it back and then check for the tail. Bone resonance will tell me one way or another. I hope it’s Steve’s. That’ll be one less piece for us to hunt down.”

Steve let out a forlorn sigh. “I miss my tail. I used to smash things to bits with it, and it was so comfortable to pillow my head on. Is it a full tail, Niran?”

“Yup, fully intact.”

“Oh good. If we can’t find my tail, can I have that one?”

“Of course. Not like it’s doing me any good, aside from being an interesting conversation piece.”

Devan turned and gave him a strange, horrified look. “Wait. Conversation piece? You actually show people bones?”

“Only the interesting ones. Last person to see the tail was…hmm, I think it was Evaline.”

Tan clued in at this point. “Oh, the girl you dated two years ago?”

“She’s the one.” Niran’s mouth formed into a pout. “That had started out so well. She was initially fine with my bone collection. Then she asked, ‘What about having kids?’ And I asked, ‘What about raising kids?’ Then she told me no and to put down the shovel and it went downhill from there.”

Oh yeah. Tan remembered that now. “I still think that was rude of her.”

“Right? I do too. What’s wrong with raising a family?”

“Maybe you jumped into that conversation too early,” Tan offered, consoling. Now that he was married and everything, Tan felt like he had a better grasp on the dating thing. “You should have dated a bit longer before bringing it up.”

“I wasn’t the one who brought it up, though—”

Steve made a noise. Something between a hound stumbling across wild game and an escalating screech.

Tan’s attention jumped to him. “What?”

“I think…I feel something? It’s all tingly.”

“Steve,” Tan rebuked. “Not in front of the children.”

The dragon head ignored him. “I definitely feel a bone. It’s coming from farther ahead.”

Niran looked excited. Of course, anything involving bones excited him. “We must be on the very edge of the resonance spell. Farther ahead… Do you think dead ahead?”

“Maybe? It’s a little hard to tell, but I think so.”

Devan seemed to take the confirmation at face value and nodded. “Then we keep riding. Hopefully we’ll come across it before night falls. We have about six hours of daylight left at this point. I don’t want to stumble into a barbarian settlement after dark.”

Why not? That sounded like the epitome of fun to Tan.

Oh. Right, the kids.

Probably shouldn’t bring the kids into that kind of danger just yet. Maybe after another three years they could go raiding with him. Once they, you know, had more offensive spells under their belts.

Steve had an entirely different opinion. “Are you saying that if it’s too dangerous, you’ll just leave part of my body behind? I thought you were the good guys!”

Niran snorted before drawling out, “No.”

“No?” Steve faltered. “That, uh, that line usually works.”

“I’ve got a body bag on my hip, so…”

“Oh. Right.”

Devan rescued the conversation with his pragmatism. “Steve, we won’t simply pass on your body part. We’ll retrieve it one way or another. All I’m saying is that we won’t attack in the dark. If we don’t find it in time to fight today, we’ll retreat a safe distance and camp for the night before trying again tomorrow.”

“Ahh, thank you.”

Tan heard the naked relief in Steve’s voice but didn’t focus on it. He had another question. “Husband, are you saying that I can’t break it?”

“‘It’ most likely being a village? Let’s not if we can help it. You breaking a village is a good plan—”

“Z?”

“Y. Z is a lot darker.”

Trust Devan to have plans going all the way to Z. But oooh, look at him thinking of dark plans too. Tan’s corruptive influence was definitely doing a good job.

Lesia asked the next pragmatic question. “Steve, does it feel like a big part to you, or something small? Like a pinky toe?”

“I don’t want to fight a whole village for a pinky toe,” Niran muttered. “Seems like a waste of time.”

“Hey!” Steve’s ire blasted upward once more. “If this was your body, you’d want every single bit restored—”

Tan let them hash that one out. He was absolutely not interested in getting in the middle. His thoughts were focused on something else entirely. If they did reach the town/village/whatever where the bone was, then what kind of spells could he use? They were surrounded by grasslands, so anything fire-based was a bad idea. They’d gotten lucky during their previous fight that the fire hadn’t spread. He needed to teach the kids something that was nature friendly.

Hmm, such a difficult decision.

Ah, well, he could always flatten his enemies. That would make things simpler, wouldn’t it?


Five

Devan

Of course it was a massive piece of Steve’s skeleton. His rib cage, no less.

And of course the barbarians had used it to make the roof of their shrine. What else would you use it for, after all? The rib cage formed part of the roof, with thatch tied on top. Only the bottom edges of the ribs were visible, a bleached white against dry vegetation.

Devan cursed his luck some days.

He peered around the copse of trees he was using for cover, a spyglass held to his eye, surveying the situation. Before him lay a regular-sized barbarian village, meaning it probably held close to a hundred people. There were guards on patrol, but they seemed rather lax, like they weren’t expecting any real trouble.

The dragon-rib shrine sat in the center of the village, huts encircling it. Children, teenagers, adults, elderly, all going about their afternoon tasks. They had three, perhaps four hours of daylight left, which made for a decent window to attack.

Devan refused to ambush a barbarian village at night in unknown territory. He chose life.

A figure he knew well leaned over his back, a pointy chin resting on his shoulder.

“How is it?” Tan whispered near his ear.

“It’s not great. They used the rib cage to make a shrine.”

There was a digestive pause. “So the bones are a rib cage? That’s got to be huge.”

“You and Dan could sleep inside it without issue.”

“Why would you make me and Dan sleep in it? Why not you?”

“Hell no. He kicks in his sleep.”

Tan snorted. “Well, something that large is not going to fit on the back of a horse, that’s for sure.”

“And it’s not something we can reclaim with a sneak attack. Just getting to it is going to be a bitch. The whole village surrounds it.”

“Of course it does.”

Another digestive pause. Only this pause promised mayhem. When Tan got quiet like that, something either insane or brilliant normally followed. Usually both.

Still leaning over his back, Tan murmured, “Darling, I have a terrible idea.”

“Those are usually the ones that work. Go ahead.”

“What if we just charge in there?”

Devan eyed him sideways. “Look, there’s terrible, then there’s terrible. Guess which direction you’re leaning.”

“No, listen. A lot of that village is kids and elderly, right? If we charge in with a big enough illusion of power, with Niran and I blasting off spells, they’ll scatter in all directions. Maybe a few of the warriors will fight us, but we won’t be outnumbered. Plus, if you charge in on Dan in chain mail, you’ll look super intimidating and the non-warriors will run automatically.”

“And why do you think I can do that?”

“Because you’re Devan.”

“Fuck you, you’re right.”

Try as he might, Devan couldn’t think of a better tactic. Truthfully, he didn’t have the manpower to come up with a more elaborate strategy. On top of that, they were exposed among these open hills and sparse barriers; it didn’t lend them a lot of cover.

He sighed and pushed off the tree trunk. “Fine. But I want to yell out something as I charge, give the villagers a chance to run for it. I’m all for a good fight and wanting to help Glane, but we are attacking unprompted.”

“That’s fair. Although to play devil’s advocate, barbarians do the same to villages in Glane.”

“Hmm, true. Let’s get Niran in on this plan. The kids have a protective ward around them, right?”

“Of course they do. What kind of master do you take me for?”

Even though Tan had tried very hard to sound insulted, Devan eyed him pointedly. “You’re the kind of master that drags two barely trained apprentices into barbarian territory.”

Tan reeled, hand over his chest like he was offended. “They know fireball! Well…now they do.”

“I rest my case. All right, let’s get this over with.”

Devan headed back to where Niran and the kids waited. Well, and Steve, but Steve was utterly useless in such situations. Their party had waited quietly in the thick underbrush, some distance from the village, while Devan and Tan had scouted the situation. Upon his arrival, all three (four? Hard to tell with Steve) perked up in hopes of good news.

“So. The bone is his rib cage, and it’s being used as the roof of a shrine. The shrine is surrounded by huts on all sides and about a hundred barbarians.” Devan cast his husband a pointed look. “This one thinks it a marvelous idea to just blaze in while throwing out spells to scare them off, snag the rib cage, and run for it.”

Niran tapped a finger to his chin, staring upward in thought. “I see no flaws with this plan.”

Annnnd there was no doubt they were brothers. Devan shouldn’t have expected anything else.

Lesia put both hands together in a pleading manner. “Can we fight too?”

“No.” Devan put full force into the word. “You and Zi Rui will wait here with the supply mule, Molly, and Steve. Defend only. And if it looks like you’ll be overrun, portal to Grimslock immediately.”

Her bottom lip pushed out into a full pout. Devan imagined Lesia was the younger, female version of Tan. Yes, that thought scared him down to his toes. He wasn’t sure if the world could handle two Tans.

Steve added in an opinion. “If that’s my rib cage, it’ll be too large to tie onto a horse. We’re still portaling everything we find back to Niran’s castle, right? You said the place was called Sol?”

It was probably a bad sign for the quest if the voice of reason was a talking skull.

Niran was already nodding. “Truly, that would be for the best. I need to double-check if I have the tail, anyway. We can always come back to this general area and pick up where we left off.”

Personally, Devan didn’t see a better way to do it. On second thought, that plan might work out for the best. “In that case…Niran, why don’t you take the kids back right now? They can verify with Steve if that’s his tail or not while we work on getting his rib cage.”

“Excellent suggestion.”

Neither Lesia nor Zi Rui were fooled by this offer. Lesia was still pouting. Zi Rui, on the other hand, was promised entry into his necromancer uncle’s castle, so he was all smiles and willing to go.

Niran portaled them over right quick, along with Molly and the supply mule, leaving Devan and Tan behind. He was back in five minutes. Devan didn’t even have time to miss him or do anything more than loosen his sword from its sheath before he was back again.

His husband, however, was far too excited about pillaging a village. Look at him, cracking his neck to either side, limbering up, literally bouncing on his toes. Then again, Tan could eat barbarian villages for lunch. He’d earned his deadly reputation, no doubt about that.

Tan cracked his knuckles like a fighter getting ready to step into the ring. “Okay, here’s my thought—”

“I know Devan, yes,” Niran deadpanned.

“Hardy-har-har, you just couldn’t resist that one, could you?” Tan wrinkled his nose at his brother.

“I couldn’t. But do continue.” Niran waved him on with an elaborate court bow, the gesture mocking in the extreme.

“Ahem. As I was saying. Should we drink and then fight? Or fight and then drink?”

Speaking for himself, Devan could use a drink.

Niran’s face lit up with glee. “Oooh, we could drink, fight, drink.”

“Perfect!”

Tan and Niran clapped hands, grinning like loons.

Sighing, Devan turned on his heel to swing up into Dan’s saddle. “I’m going to get the rib cage. When you two are done playing, feel free to join me.”

“Oh shit. Don’t leave without me!” Tan threw himself back into Corpse’s saddle and urged his mare forward. He called merrily over his shoulder as he rode past at a gallop, “Last one to the village has to tell Fa we went on a grand quest without her!”

Fuck. Devan hadn’t thought to alert Fa. Uh, that might’ve been a bad oversight. He should probably bring her something sufficiently dark and spooky to offset her ire. Or throw Wells at her.

He’d worry about it later.

Devan charged into the village proper with Dan at full gallop, shouting at the top of his lungs, “WE’VE COME TO CLAIM THE DRAGON BONES! If you don’t wish to die, leave this place!”

Tan blasted off fireballs, apparently without care that they were surrounded by flammable nature. Niran’s hand shot out this dark-looking lightning, and when it landed, it blew apart whatever it touched, like he was wielding gunpowder.

No one had expected an attack, so people were alarmed when three invaders—two of which were sorcerers—burst into their village. Women screamed, snatching up children and running. As expected, the elderly and children immediately left, getting well out of range as fast as their legs could carry them. Fine by Devan, he didn’t kill innocents. Men and teenagers went for weapons to defend their village, swords and axes raised. Most didn’t last long against the magical attacks raining down.

Since those two were going down center and left, Devan went right. He cut down any who attacked, letting those who ran go free. He wasn’t interested in decimating the place, he just wanted the rib cage.

Seasoned warriors went for him, but he and Dan were old hands at fighting barbarians. He knew their tactics and parried neatly, dealing them mortal blows and throwing off their defenses. Dan reared up and kicked back several times, preventing Devan from being attacked from behind.

Sweat beaded his brow—it got hot under chain mail—and he blinked drops from his eyes as he whirled Dan back around. The village wasn’t big, so it had taken a measly five minutes of fighting to reach the end. He scanned to see who might still be standing and to check if Tan was all right.

Devan didn’t know why he bothered to worry. Not more than ten feet away, Tan was mounted on Corpse next to the shrine, eyes on Devan to see if he was also all right. His husband’s silent concern warmed him.

There was no one else alive except Niran. Those who had fled were well out of sight. Those who had fought were dead, not even the groans of the dying left in the air. It had gone from chaotic to eerily quiet in seconds.

Such was the nature of battlefields. Devan, used to it, dismounted and led Dan closer to the shrine. He kept a lookout as he went, not trusting the silence. Sometimes, people pretended to be dead to get the drop on you. He’d had it happen before. Devan would take no chances, nor let down his guard, until they were safely out of the village.

Devan gave Tan a better once-over as he approached, but his husband didn’t even look mussed. Then again, he likely hadn’t needed to do any hand-to-hand combat. Tan’s magic could overpower any opponent here.

Niran sauntered over, brushing off his hands. His dark brown eyes roved over the rib cage, mouth screwed up to one side. Even amidst the other materials used to build the shrine, the ribs were so large that even while mounted on Dan, Devan couldn’t touch the top of them.

“Well?” Devan had no idea what to do from here. But he wasn’t the necromancer, either.

“So. First off, it’s bigger than I thought it’d be.”

“Supremely unhelpful.” Tan shot his sibling a droll look. “How much does bone weigh?”

“So sorry,” Niran said, matching tone for tone, “the scales in my eyes are out of order. Do try again.”

“I’m serious. Is this something we can lift with lightening spells?”

“Eh. No? I believe it weighs a skele-ton.”

Devan moved on to the practical solution. “Let’s portal it to your castle, Niran, and you can take it from there.”

“Well, sure.”

Devan waited, but Niran seemed rooted in place. “Is there a reason you aren’t moving?”

“Uh, well…the ribs are kinda strictly tied down to the rest of the structure.” Niran pursed his lips, looking over the shrine. “The last time I tried to portal a building home, it didn’t go so well.”

Did Devan want to ask…? Well, yes, his curiosity was demanding that story. “Why?”

“Well, I went to investigate a gaping hole—”

Tan snapped upright. “I told you I’m fixing it!”

“Not that hole, idiot. The other one.” Niran abruptly clamped his mouth shut and shot Devan a nervous look.

Alarm seeped through him. “What other hole?”

Niran stared back at him and radiated sheer dumbness.

“What is this, intelligence chicken?” Devan rolled his eyes. Clearly, that was a question to revisit when Niran was too drunk to defend himself. “All right, moving on. So why did you try to move a building?”

“Uh…it was in danger of coming off its foundation.” Niran pinned a smile in place. A smile that looked suspiciously similar to the one Tan wore when trying to charm his way out of trouble.

Coming off its foundation, as in, the building was in danger of sliding into the other hole? Oh boy, Devan could not wait for the unabridged version of that story. “Uh-huh. I take it that didn’t go well?”

“No, it broke apart. Even with thorough prep work, it was too much weight to manage. I don’t think this is a good moment to try again, considering we want the ribs intact.”

“Fair enough. Let’s pop off the ties and free it up, make it easier to portal.”

“I think they nailed it in.”

Devan came around to his side to look in the same direction Niran had pointed. Now that he was here, looking at the shrine head-on, he could see what Niran meant. With the roof hanging so low like this, the bottom part only inches from the ground, he hadn’t been able to see how the ribs were attached from a distance. Standing here, he could detect long, rusted nails securing the ribs to the walls, the hardened, claylike material supporting the weight of the rib cage.

“Shit,” Devan growled the word in vexation. “How did they even manage to get nails? Tan, remember how you always dreamed of demolishing a building?”

“How dare you use my sleep talk against me.” Tan sniffed, indignant.

“I’m saying now is your chance.”

“Eh. Uh, well, I could. Pretty sure I’d break bones trying—either Steve’s or my own. These walls are as strong as brick, and I’m quite delicate. As for using magic, I’d do more harm than good.”

Niran jabbed a stern finger at Tan. “Do not make more work for me. Do you know how hard it is to work with bone fragments? Especially when you have no visual guide?”

“How hard?” Tan asked, truly curious.

“I had to gift Master Keb a case of rosé wine in the end.”

“Ooooh ouch. Yeah, okay, I won’t do that to you. That said, love, you don’t want me demolishing the building.”

“Caught that.” Devan cracked his neck side to side, then loosened up his shoulders. “Right. Guess I’m up. Tan, pull my war hammer out of your bag of holding, please.”

Tan promptly threw a hand inside before pulling the hammer out.

Taking it from him, Devan cleaned his sword quickly before sheathing it. All right, time to get busy. “I’ll knock it free. One of you keep watch.”

“Uh.” Niran pointed at the wattle-and-daub walls like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re going to tear up this shrine. With a hammer. On your own?”

“He’s so sexy when he destroys things.” Tan fanned himself with one hand, already sliding into fangirl mode. “Take your shirt off, baby. I want a full-on view.” Then he looked at his brother. “Ignore us.”

Niran covered his eyes with a hand, groaning. “I’m trying.”

He’d let those two play. Yeah. Ignoring them was the safest thing to do in this situation. Devan lifted his hammer and gave it a good, solid swing near the entrance. With the structure’s age, several spots had signs of shrinkage and decay. His first swing made a noticeable crack in the wall.

Ha, this wouldn’t take much effort. He totally had this. Hmm, beating up a wall felt therapeutic in a way. Cathartic. Devan found himself hoping this would take a few minutes as he was having fun.

But really? Him destroying things turned Tan on?

Oh, Devan could work with that.


Six

Tan

Ribs secured and lightening spell added, they portaled back to Niran’s—specifically, one of Niran’s workshops on the second floor as there was no way to fit those huge-ass ribs up his staircase. Tan was quite hopeful his brother was right and the tail he had in storage was Steve’s. It would save them all some time and aggravation. His priority, after all, was finishing this quest so he could sex up his husband. Devan had worked up quite the sweat destroying that shrine, and Tan needed to get hands on him. Priorities. Oh, and corrupt his apprentices and pet his cats, of course. Everything else was a very distant ‘fuck you’ on his to-do list.

What he hadn’t expected upon their arrival downstairs was to find Zi Rui and Lesia in the living room, along with six of Niran’s skeletons and Steve on one of the couches, gathered around two board games. The skeletons were either playing or attempting to braid Lesia’s hair. Tan said ‘attempt’ because they were very bad at it.

He was willing to let them play as they seemed to be having fun, but of course, Devan had to Ask Questions.

“What are you playing?” Devan asked as he strode closer.

“Hi, Mr. King!” Zi Rui greeted with a cheerful smile. “We wanted to teach the skeletons how to play checkers, so they’re not bored while waiting on Uncle Niran—”

Tan spotted his sibling puffing out his chest at the ‘uncle’ title. Ah. So that’s how the kids him into smuggling them. Got it.

“—but it’s not going well,” Zi Rui concluded, seemingly not bothered. “I explained the rules, but I might have not done a good job.”

“They keep eating the pieces,” Lesia grumbled, keeping her head perfectly still as one of the skeletons got his fingers thoroughly entangled in her hair. She didn’t seem to notice its struggle. “You’d think since they don’t have stomachs, the pieces would just fall out, but we haven’t been able to find them yet.”

Why…would skeletons want to eat game pieces? He’d thought Niran was joking when he’d brought that up before.

No, seriously, why? Tan’s brain was breaking over that revelation.

Devan turned to Niran, who was standing next to Steve, and with complete seriousness demanded, “Do you not feed them?”

Niran threw his hands up, the very picture of exasperation. “What are you supposed to feed skeletons?”

“Short ribs, maybe? Bone broth? I don’t know, you’re the necromancer. But if they’re eating random things, they must be hungry.”

Niran opened his mouth, ready for a hot retort to materialize any second, but he seemed rather perplexed by Devan’s logic. Like he couldn’t think of a way to argue.

Personally, Tan was more interested in where the game pieces had gone. He pointed a stern finger at the nearest one, commanding, “Flash that skeleton!”

All of Niran’s skeletons were show-offs (like their master), so it promptly stood and tugged its coat aside, striking a pose. Game pieces flew out, sending the small stone pieces skittering across the carpeted floor in soft thuds. The skeleton looked down at the floor, then slumped.

“See? He’s all depressed now. You should feed them,” Devan chided.

Devan and Niran’s arguments were legendary in the nonsensical department, requiring popcorn and a ringside seat. Truly, best free entertainment around.

Niran pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Let’s go upstairs first and look at the tail.”

“Can’t Steve tell us if he feels his tail?” Zi Rui looked to the dragon head lounging on the couch.

“Too much necromantic energy. I don’t know if it’s the tail I’m picking up or not. I think so? I feel something other than my ribs.” Steve rocked back and forth a little, eager. “I hope it is.”

Tan went to rescue his youngest apprentice before she had digits permanently tangled in her hair. There, Lesia had her head free again. Tan made a mental note to make an untangling spell, just in case. He foresaw its future need if Lesia trusted the skeletons with a comb. (She shouldn’t.)

Like the little adventuring party they were, they all trooped up the stairs. Tan chose to walk behind Devan. For reasons.

Damn, that ass was tight. Surely Tan could suggest staying here overnight so he could get his hands on that. It was late in the day. Ish. Close enough, right?

Niran walked into his main workspace, which was—shock! Surprise!—full of skeletal parts. He had various bones stacked and categorized on his shelves, the more awkward-shaped ones hanging on the walls. It was a freaky esthetic if you asked Tan, but for Niran’s work, it was practical.

Above the very long, wooden table in the center of the room hung the dragon tail. It had to be fifteen feet long, at least, and devoid of any muscle or tissue, stretched out and displayed by strong wires anchored in the ceiling.

Steve gave a little shimmy shake on Niran’s back.

“My boooOOOooone! That’s my tail! I know it is!”

Niran set Steve down before flicking his fingers, drawing a symbol in the air. While Tan didn’t recognize the exact spell Niran was casting, he did understand its intent. He knew what his brother would say before he said it.

“Yup, that’s yours.” Niran gave Steve a pat on the head. That is to say, boney forehead. “Perfect resonance. Congrats, everyone. We’re saved on finding one part.”

They all clapped, even Tan because fuck yes! One less piece to find.

Steve wiggled some more. “Niran. Niran, please! Connect me to it?”

“I’m not sticking your head on your tail.”

“No, I meant onto my ribs! And my ribs to my tail!”

Why the fuck…no. Just no. That would make Steve so awkward to haul around. Tan could appreciate the sentiment of wanting your body back, but absolutely not.

Niran side-eyed the skull similar to how parents would when their child did something stupid. “Zi Rui, what did I tell you about assembling a skeleton?”

Zi Rui promptly sang a ditty. “The head bone is connected to the neck bone~ Hear the voice of the Lord~”

If Tan didn’t do something quick, he was going to lose his apprentice to Niran. He saw the writing all over the wall.

“No neck bone, so…” Niran’s tone implied the ditty was his answer. “No, I’m not attaching you. It’ll just mean more work when I have to detach you later.”

Devan stared at Steve like he was imagining a skull attached to a rib cage. His left eye kept twitching. Tan had to admit, the image was pretty funny. He kind of wanted Niran to do it just for kicks.

The poor dragon made a deflated sound, the sigh coming from the depths of his soul. “Fine.”

“Good. Now, I’ll keep your ribs in the other room so I can have proper space to reassemble you later.” Niran lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. “Sery!”

Sery? Niran didn’t name his skeletons often. They had to be fairly intelligent to even know what their name was.

A shorter, petite-looking skeleton moved from where she had been standing against the far wall, like a guard called from her post, perfectly obedient. She looked…new? Not the bleached white of the older skeletons. Also seemed more pristine, like she hadn’t died in some massively catastrophic way. She wore a short black dress, hands demurely clasped in front of her waist like a lady-in-waiting.

“Bone Daddy,” she greeted, her tone affectionate.

Something about her made Tan’s shenanigans senses tingle. “Uh, Bro? Is that who I hope it isn’t?”

“Serenity,” he confirmed brightly.

Devan promptly went three shades of puke green. Tan was pretty sure Devan had just thrown up in his soul a little bit.

On the one hand, Tan thought it just deserts to see her like this. If anyone deserved to be a necromancer’s minion for the rest of their unnatural life, it was the psychotic former princess of Glane. Tan’s evil delight really, really wanted to rub this in. Maybe make her wait on him hand and foot the rest of the week. On the other hand, he was worried about his husband, who looked very perturbed by the situation.

Not getting the reaction he wanted, Niran’s smile flipped upside down. “What? You said I could have her!”

“Yes, but brother mine, maybe don’t show her to the person who killed her? Or had to suffer under her for ten years?”

Zi Rui had no context for their conversation. Confused, and as teenagers are wont to do, he asked the skeleton directly, “Sery? Are you a bad person?”

“I was,” the skeleton answered. The voice, thankfully, didn’t sound like Serenity’s; it was hollower and more alto than it had been in life. Lack of vocal cords probably had something to do with that. “I burned clean and got crispy, and I got better.”

Lesia chimed in. “Are you better crispy?”

“She’s well done,” Niran said.

Sery looked perfectly fine to him, definitely not charred… Tan studied Devan from the corner of his eye. Devan was disgusted, that was obvious from the way his face was screwed up, but under that was some other emotion. A deep disturbance. He was trying to hide it, but he couldn’t fool Tan’s eyes.

All right, time to make with a distraction so he could get Devan out of here. It’s fine if he let the kids play with bones, right? Niran’s corruptive influence couldn’t be that bad. Besides, he had to get Devan out of here before the man developed a new level of trauma.

Snagging Devan’s arm, he pulled him from the room. “Come on, honey bunny. There’s alcohol downstairs.”

“Fuck yes,” Devan whimpered, keeping right in step with Tan. “How did you know?”

“I figured we’d both need a drink after seeing that.”

“Abso-fucking-lutely. I love you for even suggesting it.”

“We can go downstairs, open a bottle or four of wine, get some snacks—”

“Those cherry-glazed ones?”

“Sure, why not. Then we can get all relaxed, and later I’ll sex you up. Tomorrow morning you’ll forget this evening entirely.”

Devan paused at the staircase landing and kissed Tan’s forehead. “I love your brain. Good brain.”

“I’ll remind you that you said so the next time I suggest a battle plan.” Tan gave him a cocky smirk, glad to see Devan getting back onto an even keel already.

Wrinkling his nose, Devan protested, “Most of your battle plans come down to fireball!”

“You’ll have noticed they work, too. Now come along, sweetie, we have wine calling our names. And sex to enjoy later.”

Distracted man he now was, Devan was right there with him as they headed downstairs.

Tan smirked to himself as he descended, smug in his ability to work Devan through trauma. He knew precisely how to take care of his hubby.
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