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Bubbles floated through the air, their rainbow shine glinting in the sunlight as kids shrieked and giggled. Rill weaved his way through them, ducking under floating bubbles and around the kids running, until he reached Tavi’s side. Tavi blew on his bubble wand again, bubbles erupting to more happy shrieks.

“Any trouble parking the car?” Tavi asked. He stood and brushed off the seat of his pants with one hand.

“No trouble,” Rill replied. “I had my pick of spots in the lot. Your source was right that this is the low season for tourists here.”

“More!” one of the kids demanded. “Bubbles! More!”

“Say please, Matilda!” one of the women standing nearby called out.

“Plllleeeeaaaasssseeeee!” Matilda immediately added, echoed by a number of other children.

Tavi grinned at them. “Okay, but this is the last time. I have to leave now.”

“Okay!” the kids chorused in reply.

Tavi blew into the bubble wand again, and more happy shrieks sounded as the kids resumed their chase. Tavi tucked the wand into an inner pocket of his jacket before zipping it closed. He waved to the kids before turning his smile on Rill.

“Shall we?” he asked, waving his hand toward one of the meandering paths through the village green.

After fifteen years together, the impact of that smile shouldn’t be as devastating, but Tavi wouldn’t be the man Rill loved if it weren’t for Tavi’s constant warmth and joy. Tavi’s wide, bright blue eyes, as if guile and malice had never once darkened them, his big smile, and boyish curly brown hair drew people in. Certainly, that was one of the first things that had drawn Rill toward him way back then. Rill wasn’t nearly as pretty with his darker brown hair pulled back into a no-nonsense tail at the base of his neck and dark green eyes that didn’t pop in the sunlight the way Tavi’s always shined.

“One of these days, someone’s going to realize you don’t have any soapy water around when you’re blowing bubbles, and then we’ll be in trouble,” Rill said to distract himself. They were in public, after all.

Tavi laughed. “Anyone who actually notices usually just asks for some advice on how to get their children enrolled at the Collegium.”

“Right.” Rill rolled his eyes, his tone full of sarcasm. “Like the guy last month who cornered you and when bribery didn’t work, threatened you with a knife. You had to zap him.”

“You get plenty of it too, once people realize the sword on your hip isn’t for show. At least I can tuck my wand out of sight.” Tavi winked, then reached out to grab Rill’s hand and drag him into walking at a faster pace.

The village green they were walking through was wide and inviting. Stone-flagged sidewalks ambled through freshly cut grass and mulched beds where the first tulips and daffodils were starting to sprout. A gazebo dominated the center of the space, but benches were available throughout too. Shops with their doors open to the first warm weather of spring lined the edges. This was definitely the sort of village that ended up on postcards or in travel guides.

“Except, people are usually smart enough to stay at least a sword’s length away from me when they hurl threats.” Rill slid his fingers through Tavi’s, holding on tight and bumping their shoulders. “Where is the antique shop we’re heading to?” he added. As fun as flirting with Tavi always was, they hadn’t come to the village on vacation.

“Over there.” Tavi pointed to their left, further down the green, but continued pulling Rill straight.

“And where are we going instead?” Rill asked, although if he had to guess...Tavi just grinned at him, and a moment later did exactly what Rill expected: he pulled Rill into a shop called Joe’s Joe. “You and your coffee shops,” Rill said, trying to sound exasperated, but given his cheeks were warm and his heart was thudding with happiness, he doubted Tavi believed him.

“It’s not like we’re in a rush. It’s barely eleven and we don’t have to leave until four at the earliest to be on time for whatever dinner your dad is throwing tonight. That doesn’t start until seven, and people won’t actually show up until seven-thirty anyway. I say we’re good to take some us-time before work.”

“Definitely,” Rill replied as he followed Tavi up to the counter. “Just don’t throw any bullies through a plate glass window today.”

Tavi’s responding crack of laughter and bright smile lit up the space. Some of the other patrons at the tables scattered through the room looked up as they passed and the cashier at the counter was smiling at them before they reached him.

“I’d hope we don’t run into anyone jealous enough to want to try harassing me today. What do you want to drink?”

Rill glanced up at the menu hanging on the wall. “A double caramel mocha.”

Tavi looked back at the cashier. “Two of those and...” He glanced down at the display case where the biggest jumbo muffin Rill had ever seen dominated the top shelf. “...one of those.”

Tavi tapped his credit card to pay and they went to sit at a table while they waited. Rill unclipped his sword belt and hung it out of the way on the back of his chair before sitting. Tavi sat across from him, his smile still bright and welcoming.

“It’s not like I didn’t fix the window once the bullies had run off with their tails between their legs.” Tavi winked at Rill. He reached across the table to take Rill’s hand, intertwining their fingers and rubbing his thumb gently against Rill’s skin. “And then the next time we were both at that café together, you decided to sit next to me and introduce yourself.”

Rill’s cheeks heated again, even though this was a story he and Tavi had spoken about multiple times. Heck, they had told this story to national news media outlets before. The day Tavi cast two massive, highly complex magical incantations with barely a blink of effort, first to throw people through the window and the second to repair the window, had definitely gotten Rill’s attention. That was the moment Rill realized he needed to pay more attention to what was going on in the other half of the Collegium.

While both he and Tavi were in the upper course at the Collegium at the same time, Rill was in the martial school and Tavi in the magic. It turned out they had overlapping classes; regardless of their school, everyone had to take the core classes of literature, language, and math and that semester they were in Classics of the Ancients together. Normally, the sword students sat on one side of those mixed classes and the magic students on the other, but after the incident at the café Rill had made a point to cross the divide as he slowly got to know Tavi better.

The rest—as the various media programs about them liked to say—was history. Five years of dating while they finished school and started working, and ten years of marriage since, and Rill constantly thanked whatever deities might be listening that he was at the café that day to see Tavi put those bullies in their place.

The cashier arrived a moment later, a tray with their order in his hands. He bobbled awkwardly, dipping his knees a few inches in a quasi-curtsy combined with a bow, before placing their drinks and the oversized muffin on the table. He scurried off, safe to his harbor behind the counter.

“Guess we were recognized,” Tavi said, his grin unchanged. He reached out with his free hand to push one cup closer to Rill before grabbing his own and taking a sip.

Rill laughed. “It was inevitable. Are you going to let me break this massive thing masquerading as a muffin in half so we can eat?”

Tavi squeezed Rill’s hand one last time before releasing him. “I just want to know how it tastes. Think they used an enlarging spell?”

“Magic makes food taste awful. Since this café is still open and most of the tables are full, I’d say no. Just a skilled baker.” Rill pulled off the wrapper and ripped the muffin in two on the plate. The insides were studded with a red berry of some kind. This early in the year, Rill guessed it was probably strawberry, but there was only one way to find out. He gripped a chunk between two fingers and held it out toward Tavi. Tavi leaned close and opened his mouth, and Rill dropped the muffin in.

Tavi closed his mouth too early, trapping Rill’s fingers with a nip of sharp teeth and a glint in his eyes that was entirely inappropriate for being in public.

“Stop that,” Rill snapped out, shooting Tavi a Look as he yanked his hand back. Tavi’s lips lifted in a slow, pointed smile as suggestive as the glint in his eyes, before hiding it behind his coffee cup.

Rill buried his own face into his mocha, the sharp bite of coffee offset by the sweetness of the chocolate were a good foil against how flustered he felt. His cheeks were hot yet again, and his heart thudding in anticipation. Still, they were definitely in public and he wouldn’t be surprised if one of the other patrons had just recorded that marginally-indecent interaction on their phone. Tavi sucking on his fingers in a coffee shop was likely going to be splashed all over the evening news.

That said...Rill put his cup down and ate a bite of the muffin, chewing and swallowing to give himself time to get himself under control before he let the entirely inappropriate thoughts in his head escape through his mouth. Despite that, he still struggled to ensure his next words were tamed down for being in public.

“If we get back home early enough and have time before we have to get ready for dinner...” He trailed off as Tavi’s eyes darkened with heat.

“Eat faster, then,” Tavi replied, pushing the plate holding the muffin closer to Rill. “Let’s get today’s work task completed, and then we can continue having us-time later.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Rill’s tone might have sounded dismissive, but his half of the muffin vanished as quickly as Tavi’s, and his mug was empty at the same time too.

While Tavi took their dishes to the return bin, Rill strapped his sword back around his waist. They met at the door and headed back outside.

“You said the antique shop was this way?” Rill asked as he headed down the sidewalk in the direction Tavi had pointed earlier.

“Yeah. It’s not too far, I don’t think. This village isn’t that big.”

“Not this time of year, at least,” Rill replied, remembering how big the parking lot where he left his car had been.

“Not great hiking or skiing this time of year,” Tavi replied in agreement. He pointed at the Dragon Thorn Mountains, which dominated the skyline in the direction they were walking. “I bet in a few more weeks the trails in the mountains will be stuffed full of hikers.”

“And treasure hunters,” Rill added, since that was the reason they had driven out here in the first place.

Tavi nodded. “Archeologists have found a number of old ruins tucked away in the mountains. A lot of wizards even believe the original Wizards’ Tower is hidden away in there somewhere, from before the Unification Wars when the Tower was lost. There’s supposed to be an
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