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APPROXIMATELY A MILLION years ago (okay, it was 2009,) I woke up one morning with an idea for this world and the main character. I fleshed out some of the details on a drive to IKEA (long car drives do wonders for worldbuilding!) and when I got home, I shared my notes with a writer friend. We’d written together in what was the start of both of our writer journeys – a play-by-email role playing game called The Night Court, based on Jacqueline Carey’s Kushiel’s Dart series, and we’d collaborated on the first two novels in a series that sadly never sold. When I came to them with this idea, they loved it, and we dove right in. We worked on it together, filling out the details, and there are parts of the first couple of chapters that neither of us can say anymore which of us wrote in the initial draft – we had very similar writing voices and writing styles. 

Then the story broke, and neither of us had the time to triage it. So the project was shelved. I picked it up and poked at it a few times over the years, but didn’t really figure out what was wrong and where it needed to be fixed until 2023. That was when I reached out to them and said “Hey! I know what went wrong! Let’s finish this!”

It was at that point that we discovered that our writing voices no longer matched, and our writing styles no longer converged. They’d published their own work, and I’d published mine. We tried to get back in sync, trying for a few months to find the flow that we’d once had. It didn’t work, and when they bowed out to work on their own projects, I promised to credit them when the book finally came to print. 

This is that credit: The Sea Prince is dedicated to, is inspired by, and in some ways, is entirely the fault of Austin Daniel. We may not have finished the journey together, but you were there at the start. You helped set some of the guiding lights in the worldbuilding, and you’ve been the biggest cheerleader for this entire journey. 

Love you bunches, and maybe one of these years we might actually meet in person!
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Chapter One

Battle
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“Where is that gun?”

The question roared across the decks of the Wave Runner, piercing the sounds of the battle as another wave of Imperial troops in dark uniforms swarmed the ship like rats. The wire-wrapped hilt of Tarjiaan’s cutlass was wet, and it slipped under his gloved fingers as the blade sheared sparks along the edge of his attacker’s saber. Blood? Sweat? He had no idea. It didn’t matter — there was no time to clean his hands. As soon as one attacker fell, another charged him. Tarjiaan shoved the nearest assailant back, shooting him with the force-pistol in his other hand; the Imp tumbled back over the rails and Tarjiaan raised his raspy voice again, “Ishantar! Where is that gun?”

From the forecastle deck, a woman with skin the color of polished mahogany stuck her head out from beneath an armored and heavily-guarded construct. “Ten minutes, Captain!” she bellowed.

“Five minutes, Ishantar! Get that thing working!” Tarjiaan heard the whine of a force-pistol charging — too close! — and turned, firing before dodging into the shadow of the foremast. He took advantage of the cover and an unusual moment of quiet to rest his back against the mast and breathe. Great Mothers, he was tired. His lungs burned with effort. The salt mist of the sea mixed with his sweat and stung his eyes.

His crew’s weapons were better, their armor stronger than that of the Imperial forces, but what good was that when the enemy refused to stop coming? They must have been crammed to bursting in their ships; it seemed as if one fell and another five appeared! And damn them to the depths, they had finally learned that while they couldn’t match Meradonese tech, magic-less Meradon couldn’t counter an arcane attack. There was a mage on one of the Imperial ships, and they were holding the Wave Runner dead in the water. If the rail-cannon had been functional, the battle would have been over hours ago, but the cursed cannon had malfunctioned. Again. A good Mancer would have — Tarjiaan dispelled that thought. Only the best served on the flagship of the Meradonese fleet. It wasn’t Ishantar’s fault that the rail-cannon technology was temperamental at the best of times. Which these were not.

None of this made any sense. If the Imperials just wanted the ship, they could have already taken her. Had already taken her, as much as that galled Tarjiaan to admit. But they were still alive, still fighting, and the Imps kept coming, which meant that their goal wasn’t the ship.

As if to confirm the thought, Tarjiaan heard a shout: “Death to the Butcher of Meradon! Immortality to the man who takes the Butcher’s head!”

Tarjiaan snorted at the old epithet as he checked the charge on his pistol. Immortality? He had to give the Emperor credit for coming up with new incentives. And it wasn’t as if there would be a complaint when it turned out that the promised immortality was just another lie.

The battle cry reignited the ferocity of the Imperials and more swarmed onto the deck. Tarjiaan’s crew rallied to him in answer, surrounding him and standing with him in the heart of the battle. It was, Tarjiaan knew, the reason the Imps never seemed to see him, even though he towered over his men and his rank was clear on his armor. Imperial captains would never be in the heart of the battle. They’d be hiding somewhere behind wards and shields and whatever else their mages could conjure, sending other men to do their dirty work. Tarjiaan would never be like them. He was as much a soldier of Meradon as any of his men. They were his as much as he was theirs and they fought together as one, building a wedge together and attempting to drive the land-fighters back. There was only attack and defense, charge and parry, shots fired, sweat on his brow, blood on his armor. A scream split the cacophony just behind him, and Tarjiaan felt one of his men fall against his back and slump to the deck. They had to end this. Now. They had to board that bloody mage-ship and—

Tarjiaan suddenly heard Ishantar’s high voice through the comms: “Got it!”

“Fire!” Tarjiaan shouted into the comms. In response, he heard the high-pitched whine of the rail-cannon’s generator, slowly increasing in volume until it rattled his teeth. He prayed to the Great Mothers that this worked...

The rumble and roar as the rail-cannon fired was near-deafening, followed almost immediately by an explosion from the closest of the Imperial ships. Then a second explosion that Tarjiaan didn’t understand. What else had gone up? Aboard the Wave Runner, the fighting stopped abruptly as both Imperial and Meradonese troops turned to stare at the burning wreckage. The warship fell in on itself, burning embers of its ruined hull sizzling as they fell into the ocean. As the ship sank, the full extent of the damage from the rail-cannon became obvious. Just beyond the first vessel, a second ship listed drunkenly to one side, clearly the source of the second explosion. Something else on board that ship exploded, and through the smoke, Tarjiaan saw men scrambling across the burning decks and jumping into the water to escape the quickly-spreading flames.

“Great Mothers,” he cursed, activating his communicator, “Marikaar!”

“Sir!” His first mate’s voice crackled in his ear. “What was that?”

“The battle is over. Get a rescue party in the water immediately,” Tarjiaan ordered. He turned, seeing his own men surrounding the shocked and silent Imperial troops, taking weapons from limp hands as they gathered the stunned prisoners. He holstered his pistol and raised his faceplate, and as he turned, he almost knocked down a thin, hollow-eyed man who stepped into his path. Tarjiaan took a step back, noticing the gold braid and collar pins on the man’s uniform tunic. An Imperial officer, actually in the fight? A junior officer, but still. This was a first.

“Captain?” The man began, not meeting Tarjiaan’s gaze. His voice cracked a little on the word and he bowed his head, clearing his throat before starting again, “Captain, as I... as I am now the ranking officer of this attack force...” He stopped again, his breath catching, and Tarjiaan realized just how young this boy was. If he was the highest-ranking officer remaining of the Imperial force, that meant...

“Which was your ship?” Tarjiaan asked softly. He turned to see the first of the Meradon rescue launches heading towards the burning, sinking hulks. 

“The closest one, Captain. The Sea Witch was the command ship.”

Tarjiaan glanced towards the wreckage again. “My men will save all of yours that they can.”

“I thank you for that,” the officer said hesitantly. “I had not expected mercy.”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear,” Tarjiaan told him as he turned his full attention to the officer. “What’s your name?”

“Girantivar, Captain.” He looked flustered, but he held steady. “Commander Girantivar,” he answered. He paused for another moment, then unclipped his saber from his belt to offer it solemnly. “Captain, will you accept my surrender?”

There were rules to defeat. There were laws that governed every battle on the waves. Tarjiaan’s father had written most of them. Tarjiaan nodded gravely, taking the sheathed blade. “Don’t worry, Commander. Despite what you may have heard, we’re not monsters here in Meradon. Your people will be seen to properly.” He hailed one of his lieutenants – a sharp-featured refugee from Lastalt who bore Tyracan slave tattoos down the side of his neck. “Ferrica, take the Commander below-decks and see him settled. Bring his men to the hold. Are the physicians ready for the wounded?”

“The physicians were ready before the first boom,” Marikaar answered as he jogged up to them, “What in the name of the Great Mothers happened?”

“I intend to find out,” Tarjiaan answered, turning towards the quarterdeck. “Mancer Ishantar!” Barely contained fury colored his rough voice as it rang through earpieces. “Day cabin, now!”

***
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Two hours later, Tarjiaan had bathed and changed into a fresh green and gold uniform, and was at his desk in the day cabin, trying to focus on reports. The need for sleep prodded him while he read, making it hard to focus on the details – damage to the Wave Runner, the number of survivors from the Imperial vessels, recovery efforts for the dead, and the casualties on both sides. Better than he’d expected on damage to his ship, but they’d lost three of the crew. The survivors from the Imperial forces were confined to one of the Wave Runner’s holds, where they were being fed and tended to by Tarjiaan’s physicians. After his next duty, Tarjiaan would meet with them, see that they were comfortable, and give them the choice. But for now...

The knock on the cabin door sent it swinging wide; Marikaar waited just outside, a roughly barrel-shaped silhouette against the late afternoon sun. He stepped into the cabin, and Tarjiaan could see one dark eyebrow raised in a silent question.

“The lock was shot off,” Tarjiaan answered. “A stray shot, I assume, since nothing in here was disturbed. It’s on the list to be mended; I’m surprised you didn’t know.”

“I haven’t yet seen the list, and no one reported it to me.” Marikaar’s green eyes narrowed and Tarjiaan wondered who was going to get their head handed to them for not keeping the First Mate informed. “I’ll get it taken care of before sunset. I’ve brought the Commander as you requested, Prince-Captain.”

“Bring him in.” Marikaar came the rest of the way into the room, followed by a confused-looking Girantivar. Tarjiaan stood to face the young Imperial officer. “Commander Girantivar, thank you for joining me. Do you prefer that I use your full name or your given name?”

“Thank you, Captain. Prince-Captain,” Girantivar amended swiftly. He bowed from the waist, the only sign of his nervousness a slight tremble in his voice when he spoke. “My given name is fine. It’s Antivar, but I’m guessing you know our naming conventions, to ask that question. You’ve been very kind. My men appreciate your concern for their well-being.”

Tarjiaan gestured to the long ward-table and walked around to his own place. He noticed Antivar studying the armor that Tarjiaan still wore below the waist. He didn’t ask, though. They never did. Tarjiaan sat down in his heavy chair at the head of the table and gestured to the chair at his right. “It was never my intention to sink your ships. Do you drink wine?” He lifted the decanter, pouring a glass when the young man nodded, then filled his own glass with water.

“So you said, Prince-Captain. Your crew seemed as surprised as we were,” Antivar admitted as he sat down and took the offered wine glass. “May I ask what happened?”

Tarjiaan grimaced. “Our Mancer seems to have discovered a new setting on our primary weapon. If she had discovered it during testing, it would have been a valuable addition to our arsenal. To discover it during battle... it was an inexcusable loss of life that I deeply regret.”

“You regret...” Antivar blurted. “You actually mean that?”

“I do.” Tarjiaan sipped his water. “I don’t want to fight your people. The only reason I fight is to protect my people and defend my ship.” He paused. Every battle. Every capture. There was always some variation of this talk. “I know some of what you’ve been told about the Butcher of Meradon. None of it is true. It’s what your Emperor wants you to think of me.” Tarjiaan shook his head, then looked up as his aide came into the room, pushing a rolling cart before him. “Ah, right on time, Logiri. Thank you. Antivar, would you dine with me?” 

“I... thank you, Captain.” Antivar turned and looked over his shoulder at olive-skinned Logiri, and his eyes widened. “You... you’re Tyracan!”

Logiri placed a covered platter on the table and spoke without so much as a glance in his direction, “I was born in Tyraca.” 

“You’ve been with me... what is it now, Logiri?” Tarjiaan asked, fighting the urge to grin. Every time he hosted an Imperial officer, there was also a variation of this conversation, something he found much more amusing. “Ten years?”

Logiri placed the smaller platters and serving bowls on the table. “Eleven at the turn of the year, Highness.”

“Of course.” Tarjiaan gestured as Logiri reached for a plate. “You can go, Logiri. I am capable of serving a meal.”

Logiri sniffed, making clear his opinion of Tarjiaan’s ability to do anything of the kind, then bowed slightly and left. He hadn’t so much as graced Antivar with a kind glance. 

“Is he your slave?” Antivar bit his lip as his face turned dusky. The young officer was more than a little rough around the edges, and Tarjiaan wondered if that lack of polish was the reason he’d led the boarding party. Clearly, his discretion was in need of polish. Either he’d offended a superior officer, and had been sent to die, or he’d been sent as a test — if he survived the encounter, then he would be considered worth further time and attention.

“We don’t keep slaves in Meradon,” Tarjiaan said. “Is that something they tell you?” 

“Among other things,” Antivar mumbled.

“Logiri is my aide, and my friend.” Tarjiaan lifted one of the covers off a platter. “May I offer you some Sualimani spiced rice?” When the younger man nodded, Tarjiaan served the food, sliding a plate laden with rice, vegetables and stewed fish across the table. They ate in silence, and Tarjiaan was equal parts amused and disturbed by the enthusiasm with which Antivar attacked his food. He studied the younger man for a moment, the hollow face and too-prominent high cheekbones. The Imperial ship’s log he’d read had said these men had been at sea for only a few weeks, but from the state of their provisions, it could have been twice that. Were the rumors of famine they’d heard actually true? Tarjiaan made certain that the plate stayed filled until Antivar finally slowed, sighed and set his fork aside. 

The Imperial looked at Tarjiaan and his cheeks darkened as he said, “Captain, thank you. This was the best meal I’ve had in quite some time.”

“You’re welcome,” Tarjiaan answered. “You’re... what? Twenty?”

Antivar turned darker still. “Nineteen, Captain.”

When Tarjiaan had been nineteen.... “I remember being your age. I never could eat enough to fill the chasm.” Tarjiaan stood, waiting for Antivar to rise before asking, “Would you do me the honor of introducing me to your men?”

Antivar went ashen. “My... my men? Captain?” He drew himself up to his full height, but still had to tip his head back to look Tarjiaan in the eyes. “Captain, leave my men be. Let them live. If you must take a victim, then I insist it be me.”

“Victim?” Startled, Tarjiaan fought to keep his expression calm. He could hear a hint of panic in Antivar’s voice, but saw a hint of officer’s steel in the way he fought past his fear for the sake of his crew. By the Mothers, this boy had so much promise. “What are you talking about?”

“You... you’re the Butcher of Meradon,” Antivar stammered. “You take the heads of your victims and use their skulls for drinking bowls. Your men braid the entrails of your captives into the rigging and drink blood in their rum and... are you laughing at me?”

As tired as he was, Tarjiaan couldn't help it. He’d known they told stories about him, but this? The sheer absurdity was too much! Tarjiaan wiped tears of mirth from his eyes. “I apologize. Truly, I do. It’s just... I’ve been called the Butcher of Meradon for over ten years now, but no one has ever been willing to explain just what it is that I’m supposed to have done to earn that name.” He picked up his glass. “Does this look like a skull to you?” He shook his head. “Have I treated you or your men in any way to indicate that I am the monster you were led to believe that I was?”

“No, but...” Antivar frowned deeply, as if he were searching for some evidence to disprove reality. “We’re told that ships captured by your people are plundered and put to the torch. That our sailors are tortured and killed for your pleasure. I’ve never actually met anyone who survived an encounter with you, and I thought... seeing what happened to the Witch... but now you’ve been so kind and...” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what to believe!”

Tarjiaan sipped his water and set down his glass. “Allow me to address at least a portion of your concern. The reason that I want to meet your men is because I intend to ask them one question.”

“And that question is?”

“Do they want to leave the Empire and live as free men in Meradon? I ask this question to every Imperial officer and sailor who crosses my path, and have done so for nearly eleven years.” Antivar’s face went gray, and he swayed on his feet. Tarjiaan crossed the distance between them in two heavy strides and steadied the young man. “Deep breath, Antivar. Sit down.”

“Is that why ships don’t come back?” Antivar murmured. “Whole ships defect to Meradon?”

“Exactly why,” Tarjiaan agreed. “Logiri was the first of nearly...” He paused for a moment, thinking. “About two thousand. I forget the exact number. There are twenty-seven on this ship alone. You can speak with them, if you like.”

“And you welcome us?” Antivar asked weakly. 

Tarjiaan didn’t answer at first, pouring another glass of wine and pressing it into the young man’s hand. Then he rested his hand on Antivar’s shoulder. “Completely. Oh, there are limitations, at first. You would start your life with us in the fleet below, then you would earn your way back above the waves, if that was your desire. The men who serve above the waves have been in Meradon for five years or more. Many of them have married or otherwise made a life for themselves under the waves.” 

“And what happens to those who refuse your offer, who want to go home?” Antivar asked. 

Tarjiaan took a moment to refill his own glass of water. “We send them on their way. I don’t know what happens to them when they leave us. I don’t like that you say you’ve never met someone who survived an encounter with me, because that’s not the case.” He paused, then added, “Antivar, I can see that you have the potential to be a fine officer. You’d be a credit to Meradon if you stayed.”

Antivar gazed down at his hands, looking distant and lost. Tarjiaan waited quietly, until the young man shook his head and answered, “I can’t. If I run... the Emperor keeps hostages for his officers. And... I understand now why he insists on it.” Antivar took a deep breath and met Tarjiaan’s eyes. “There are people watching my mother....” He shook his head again. “I’ve said too much. I can’t. I do appreciate the offer, Captain.”

“The offer stands, Commander. My word on it – you’ll be safe if you can find a way to bring yourself and your mother back to Meradonese waters.” Tarjiaan set his glass down. “Now, it’s time to meet your men.”

Antivar seemed unsurprised to see the guards waiting for them, accepting without question their escort down into the hold that had been hastily converted into barracks. Tarjiaan trailed behind Antivar, meeting the sailors, listening to them and asking questions, pretending not to notice that there was one young man in particular who they never allowed to come to the front and be introduced, who he never got a clear glimpse of among the others. The sailors all seemed surprised by the attentions of physicians and by the lavish meal that had been provided, and one brave man asked Tarjiaan if he intended to fatten up the survivors to feed to his men.

“No one is being fattened up. No one is being fed to anyone,” Tarjiaan told the man, pitching his voice so that it carried. “The stories that you have heard of me and of my crew are false. Trust your eyes. Any of you who wishes to leave will be returned to your remaining ship and allowed to leave our waters. Any among you who wishes to stay in Meradon is welcome.”

“Beggin’ yer pardon, Captain,” the same brave fellow called, “but do you know what we are?”

Antivar cleared his throat. “A good majority of these men are conscripts, Captain. This is a penal battalion. I should have said, but... given everything, I’m surprised I remember my own name!”

“Criminals?” Tarjiaan looked back at the brave one. “What crimes? What did you do?”

The man lifted his face, tightening his jaw as he said, “I spoke out against the Mage-Tyrant.”

Tarjiaan asked, “How many other political prisoners are there?” He watched as hands were raised. “And what other crimes?”

“Theft, sir,” another man answered. “I stole food to feed my family. Like as not, they’re dead now because of it.”

Tarjiaan considered their gaunt faces and baggy uniforms. “Then what we’ve heard of the famine is true?”

“Yes, sir,” the man answered, ignoring Antivar’s hiss. “The poor go hungry while the Emperor’s favorites feast.”

Tarjiaan turned and looked at Antivar. “Are there any violent crimes in your battalion?”

“No, Captain,” Antivar answered immediately. “Violent criminals are sent to the salt mines or executed outright.”

It was possible he was lying, though Antivar seemed like he’d be bad at it if he tried. Tarjiaan stood straighter and looked out over the men, seeing the hope on their faces. “Those of you who would stay, give your names to my men, and tell them exactly what crime you committed that put you out to sea.”

“And then what?” someone called out. “What happens if we stay?”

Patiently, Tarjiaan repeated what he’d told Antivar, before calling in Marikaar and his assistants, who would interview the men and separate those who were staying from the rest. Then he excused himself, and somehow managed to keep from yawning until the hold door closed behind him.

“How many this time, Highness?” Logiri asked as Tarjiaan entered the great cabin.

“Total or staying?” Tarjiaan settled into his chair and accepted a steaming cup from Logiri. “Six hundred and fifteen survivors total. Staying? I won’t know until Marikaar is finished.” He drank the tea and sighed, tipping his head back against the chair. “By the Mothers, I’m tired.”

“You can take a nap. I’ll rig a lock on the door,” Logiri offered.

Tarjiaan smiled and shook his head. “If I lay down, I’ll sleep for days. Just keep plying me with tea so I stay awake to see them off.”

***
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It was nearing sunset when Tarjiaan stood on the deck of the Wave Runner with Antivar at his side. The sun gleamed wide and orange, dipping gently past the horizon as the launch ship returned for the last group of Imperial sailors who would be returning home. The sea was smooth as glass, dimming with the sky above her. 

“I want to thank you again for your courtesy,” Antivar said. “My men appreciate the supplies and the attention of your healers.” He straightened and looked out towards the Imperial ship waiting for him. “I should go.”

Tarjiaan stopped him with a gesture, then held his hand out to Logiri, who passed Tarjiaan a sheathed saber; Tarjiaan offered it to Antivar. “You’ll need this... Captain.”

Antivar caught his breath, taking the saber from Tarjiaan and holding it in both hands. “Thank you, Captain.” He bowed deeply. Then he hesitated, and for a moment, Tarjiaan wondered if he was going to change his mind. But he followed the guards to the launch, and he didn’t look back.

Once it was gone, Tarjiaan yawned against his fist. “I am going to sleep,” he announced. “Where’s Marikaar?”

“Here, Prince-Captain.” Marikaar appeared out of the crowd. “I’m afraid that your rest will have to wait.”

Tarjiaan growled under his breath, then noticed the worried look on Marikaar’s face. “What is it?”

“The royal pod is signaling. They’re below us. You’ve been summoned.”
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Chapter Two

Summons
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TRAPPED... HE WAS TRAPPED... pinned... couldn’t move... couldn’t breathe...

Tarjiaan woke with a jerk, shaking his head to clear away the seafoam left from the nightmare. At his best, he could maybe stay a few days before enclosed spaces started to smother him, before the nightmares began in earnest. As tired as he was...? He should have insisted on at least a few hours’ sleep before coming below the waves. Grimacing, Tarjiaan rubbed his eyes and turned to look out the porthole of the submersible. He could do this. He had to do this. But Mothers grant that he’d only need to stay a day or two onboard the Chimaera. He’d be fine once he was back on the Wave Runner, out under the open sky.

Someday, King Ikaanaji told his people, the people of Meradon would retake their ancestral home overlooking the sea, but for now, the people of Meradon would stay safe under the waves in the shadow of the Great Mothers. It made perfect sense – the royal family and the civilian population were safer there. 

Tarjiaan couldn’t live like that anymore. 

Whatever the reason for the summons, it had to be important, he reminded himself as he peered through dark water to try and catch a glimpse of the Chimaera. His uncle had thus far been understanding where Tarjiaan was concerned; he knew what happened when Tarjiaan was too long under the waves. For Ikaanaji to call Tarjiaan below with no warning and with no time to prepare... there must be something seriously wrong. 

Unless Ikaanaji hadn’t been the one who called. Tarjiaan drummed his fingers against the dull metal armor on his right thigh and frowned. He’d heard that his sister was back on the royal below-ship. It would be very much like her to abuse her authority like this. She claimed it was the duty of an older sister to take care of her younger brother. But Tarjiaan had long since stopped believing that she had his best interests at heart, and her idea of care had led to her being exiled to one of the other below-ships, a punishment that had only recently been lifted. It had been years since he’d last seen her, which meant that she had no idea of the extent of the damage he lived with, or her role in making it worse. He also had no intention of letting her know, and thereby handing her a weapon she could use against him.

“Highness, we’re coming up on the Chimaera,” the pilot called.

“Thank you, Commander,” Tarjiaan said absently. He dragged one finger over the porthole, watching the gleam of dull metal growing brighter in the outer lights of the submersible. If he hadn’t been called below, the Wave Runner would be headed to the floating dockyards for some much-needed repairs. And perhaps a reunion.

No one had ever been willing to tell him what had happened to his battle-companion after that last battle. Daanir’s latent power had awakened in his attempts to save Tarjiaan’s life, and he’d gone to formally train as a Mancer. That much Tarjiaan knew. But in the fifteen years since, Tarjiaan hadn’t had a single word from the man who’d once guarded his back. Who’d once held his heart. Who he’d gotten his father’s blessing to marry. And who had since vanished without a trace. After that disastrous last battle, it was as if any mention of his existence had been scrubbed from the official rolls. Until a snippet of trivia from the floating dockyards had caught Tarjiaan’s attention and set his course. Hopefully, this duty would be done soon so that he might finally be able to ask the question he’d been holding close to his heart for fifteen years. 

He heard the solid thump as the submersible came to rest in the docking bay, and the machine whirr and hiss as connections were made. 

“All clear, Highness,” the pilot announced. “You’re free to go aboard.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Tarjiaan said. He took a deep breath, got to his feet, and walked out into the last place he wanted to be.

The first person Tarjiaan saw as he came out into the Chimaera’s entry bay was Ilaris, his uncle’s Lord Chamberlain — a tall, skeletal-thin man with thinning gray hair. He bowed deeply. “Welcome home, your Highness.”

This isn’t my home. Tarjiaan bit down on the retort and nodded in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Ilaris. Is everything well? I’m not usually sent for with no warning.”

“Your uncle requires your presence. However—” Ilaris paused as the entry bay’s metal door opened to reveal the very last person Tarjiaan expected to see on the royal below-ship.

Daanir.

For a moment, all Tarjiaan could do was stare. There was no mistaking him, for all that fifteen years had changed him. He’d finally grown into his hands and feet, standing only an inch or two shorter than Tarjiaan’s shoulder in his armor, and the top of his head brushed the low lintel of the door as he came into the bay. He’d grown in the shoulders and chest, too. His white-blond hair was cropped short and spiked with streaks of oil, evidence of a hurried attempt at being presentable without the aid of a mirror. He must have been shaving without a mirror, too – there was a scar long his jawline on the left. That had never been there before. His eyes were still the same bright, gleaming blue above the same mischievously crooked grin. Amazing, how such an uncomplicated expression could leave Tarjiaan feeling so very confused.

“I’ll take him from here, Lord Ilaris,” Daanir announced. “If you’d rather get on with your various and sundry other important duties.”

“I am aware of my duties, Mancer,” Ilaris retorted. “Highness, as I was about to say, His Majesty requires your presence, but as he did not know when you would be arriving, your audience has been moved to tomorrow morning. Your cabin has been prepared. Is there anything you require at the moment?”

Tarjiaan looked past him at the blond man, still trying to shake off the shock. Years of searching ships’ rolls and rosters, crew lists and reports, wondering if perhaps Daanir had died and they’d hidden it from him. And Daanir had been here? Since when? And why had no one told him? Ilaris had known about Tarjiaan’s search, and so had the Physician Royal. “No,” he said, dragging his attention back to Ilaris. “There’s nothing I require except sleep.” 

And answers.

“Very good, Your Highness.” Ilaris stepped back as a serving girl hurried inside, pushing a rolling chair. She looked up, saw Tarjiaan looking at her, and averted her eyes, her cheeks flaring red. “Your chair, Your Highness.”

Tarjiaan sighed. There was no way to delay the inevitable anymore — he could go no further into the ship wearing his armor. He walked over to brackets and vertical rails set into the wall, his steps echoing in the small space. With meticulous care, he locked the armor into place, then pointed to a spot next to him. “Put it there. Make sure that the lock is set.”

The girl’s hands trembled on the handles of the chair as she pushed it to him and fumbled with the latch.

“I got it.” Daanir slipped to her side and brushed his hand over the arm of the chair; the locking mechanism flickered red. “You’re good to go.” He glanced at the serving girl with a wink, “And so are you.”

Tarjiaan waited until the girl was gone and the others had turned their backs, then triggered the hidden release mechanism on his armor; the armor hissed slightly as it cracked open, padding deflating as the shell around each leg parted slowly, revealing what remained of Tarjiaan’s legs — his right cut off mid-thigh, and his left, gone at the knee. Slowly, he maneuvered himself into the chair, touching the control that closed the carapace and activated the mechanism, feeling the itchy tingle as the receptors built into the chair started analyzing his nervous system and syncing with his body. At last, a light on the control panel under his left hand glowed green. With a thought, he set the chair rolling, heading out of the entry bay and into the corridors of the ship. Behind him, he heard the sound of footsteps following him down the corridor.

“You didn’t hurt my ship, did you?”

“She’s my ship,” Tarjiaan said without turning.

“I might have designed her for you, but she’s still mine.” Daanir squinted. “You didn’t hurt her, did you? Does she need repairs? How bad is it?”

Tarjiaan swallowed around the iceberg lodged in his throat. Once, his welfare would have been first on Daanir’s mind. And ships? Daanir was designing whole ships? Since when? “I’m fine. Thanks for asking,” he said in a low voice. It didn’t shake. Much. 

Daanir didn’t seem to notice. “Well, you don’t look like you’re bleeding out. I assumed—”

“What are you doing here?” Tarjiaan interrupted, hearing the ragged edge to his voice and hating himself for it. Slipping. He was slipping. He couldn’t... not now. He steadied himself. “I had no idea. None. No one would tell me where you were, what happened to you. I couldn’t find you, no matter how hard I searched. I finally heard you were stationed at the floating dockyards. I... I thought I’d finally found you.” He swallowed and forced himself to look up. “We were heading there.”

“I haven’t been at the dockyards in a year. You didn’t get my letters? I sent....” A long pause. “Wait. You didn’t know where I was?” He paused. “You didn’t know that I designed the Wave Runner as a gift to you?”

Tarjiaan stopped, startled by the tone in the other man’s voice. Stunned? Shocked? Horrified? Tarjiaan wasn’t sure. He turned, and for the first time, he saw past the memories and the too-familiar and really looked at Daanir — his black trousers pooled at the knees above a pair of thick leather boots. His dark green tunic was equally over-large, hanging halfway to Daanir’s knees. Heavily embroidered cuffs had been rolled up to his oil-marked elbows. “I... no. I didn’t know any of that,” Tarjiaan stammered. “I think we need to talk.”

Daanir bit his lower lip, ducking his head, and flicked a quick, unsure glance up through pale lashes. “Right. I think we do.” 

A swell of nerves made the chair start to roll out of control. Tarjiaan stopped it, then looked up and down the corridor; seeing no one, he raked his fingers through his hair and finally let himself relax enough that his shoulders slumped. “While I’m still coherent. I’m tired to my bones. I haven’t slept since...” He stopped and frowned. “The day before yesterday, I think.”

Daanir whistled under his breath. “Yeah, of course. Follow me.”

“I know the way to my room, Daan.”

“Not anymore. Your uncle had you moved to the heir’s suite.” Daanir nodded to the left down a branching corridor. “Don’t worry. When I found out it was happening, I oversaw it myself. Everything is right where you’d want it.”

Tarjiaan looked up at him. “You put my things away?” he asked. Without thinking, he sighed, making it as overly dramatic as possible. “I’m never going to find anything again, am I?” he drawled, then snorted, surprised at himself. Old habits – they’d always bantered like this. But there was no answering gibe; Daanir rested his hand against the wall, apparently preoccupied by the grain of the metal. “Daan?”

The Mancer turned back. “Hm? Oh, I’ll show you,” he offered. “And I think Kaapi took notes.”

“Kaapi?”

“My assistant. Ilaris insisted I have one. The lab gets into what he calls ‘a state of disrepair.’ Which isn’t fair. Just because he doesn’t know where to find anything doesn’t mean it’s out of order.” 

“So you’re designing ships, making decisions for me, and you rate an assistant now. What rank are you these days?” Tarjiaan turned, and caught sight of the emblem peeking out of a fold of Daanir’s over-sized coat – the royal Kraken’s eight tentacles clasping a crest of crossed lightning bolts in a silver grip – the badge of the Mancer Royal. “Daan!”

Daanir looked down at his baggy uniform, touching the crest with one hand. “When Riguaarin took ill last year, he picked me from the Mancer rolls, and His Majesty called me in. I apprenticed here until — well. Riguaarin passed three and a half weeks ago.”

Tarjiaan felt a momentary pang at the news — Riguaarin had been a good man. “I hadn’t heard. I’ll have to pass my condolences on to his family.”

“You just did.” Daanir scratched the back of his neck, wearing a grim expression that Tarjiaan had never seen outside of battle. “Right. You wouldn’t know that either. He adopted me; it only took thirty-three years, but I’m a Meranas now.”

Tarjiaan took a moment to absorb the news, then nodded. “Congratulations. If anyone deserves the honor of being a royal fosterling, you do. So you were sworn in as the Mancer Royal? If I’d known, I would have been here.”

“Would you have?” Daanir’s smile flickered on again like an afterthought. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up back at the dockyards, or at my first station.” 

Tarjiaan looked Daanir up and down. “Daan...”

“I know the uniform doesn’t fit.” He shrugged. “I only wear it when I have to.”

Tarjiaan sighed, shaking his head. Some things about Daanir, at least, would never change. The fact was somehow comforting. “Where are we going?”

“This way.” Daanir gestured. He looked distant. “You aren’t injured, are you?” 

Tarjiaan licked his lips. “No, I’m not injured.”

“And my ship?” Daanir asked quietly. “I designed her just for you, from the kelson up. She’s a special lady.”

“She is that. She’s still sailing. Scratched up, but she’ll survive.”

Daanir exhaled a quick relieved sigh. “So... what happened? Can you tell me? It’s just...” He hesitated, falling in on Tarjiaan’s left as someone came down the corridor, bowing as she approached them. As she passed them, Daanir cleared his throat. “Kaapi’s a good kid. Crèche -born, like me. She’s smart. Smarter than I was.” He flexed his hand again, then dropped it on Tarjiaan’s shoulder. Just for a moment. Then a door they were approaching slid open; Daanir moved ahead of them and stepped inside. “And here you are.”

Tarjiaan entered the room and looked around. It was far more opulent than his former quarters, with heavy, polished wood furniture appointed in the royal greens, browns, and golds, and doors that led to other, inner rooms. “All this? This is... impressive. I’d no idea the heir’s suite was this lavish.”

“There was a carpet thick enough to lose your feet, too,” Daanir said as the door closed behind them. “I had them take that out. Bare floor is better for your wheels.”

“Thank you,” Tarjiaan answered absently. “Which is the bedroom?” he asked, pointing at the two inner doors.

“The left. The right is the consort’s suite.” Daanir abruptly gestured at the bookcases. “I alphabetized your books and grouped them by subject.”

“I’ll never find the one I want, will I?” Tarjiaan rubbed his temple tiredly. “Not that it matters. I don’t come down here often enough to need these.” He looked up at Daanir and risked a smile. “But... maybe I’ll come more often now that I have a reason to come below.”

There was no answering smile. Daanir looked down, then said, “So... Imperial ships?”

“Yes,” Tarjiaan answered. Something wasn’t right. No. No, it had to be how tired he was.

“At least you can always count on the Imps to cause trouble, right?” Daanir cocked his head to the side, waiting. “Is this when I’m supposed to stop asking questions?”

Tarjiaan closed his eyes and tried to focus through the fatigue. “There’s nothing you can’t know. The Empire is getting desperate. The rumors we’ve heard of famine are true. This lot were all half-starved, and most were conscripts sent to sea for stealing to keep their families fed. So... three Imperial ships. New designs on the ships, and they’re smaller and faster than the ones we’ve seen before. I’m sure the cameras got footage for the reports, so you’ll be able to see what I mean. I can’t be certain, but from the way the battle went, I’d say they sent more than a hundred guns after us.”

Daanir shuddered. “So many?”

Tarjiaan nodded, unfastening his collar and unbuttoning his coat. “Looked like it from where I was. Not that I stopped and counted, mind. I didn’t have time. But they still haven’t made a gun powerful enough to pierce a Meradonese hull.” He yawned and ran his finger under his loosened collar. “I’m not even sure how many men they packed onto those ships. Only one mage, and he held us dead in the water.”

“Don’t you have a rail-cannon? I thought I ordered that for you when it was available.”

“Is that why we got it? I thought my uncle... Never mind. The temperamental thing fried itself.” 

“It isn’t temperamental. It’s sensitive.” 

“Is that what we’re calling it? It took hours for Ishantar to get it working. Once she did, the battle was over in ten minutes. We blew two of the ships out of the water.”

Daanir looked shocked, “Jiaan!”

“I was only planning on sinking one, and only if we had to. But Ishantar’s failures are even more spectacular than yours. And more explosive,” Tarjiaan said. “We saved as many as we could, then I met with the surviving senior officer. They’re getting younger, Daan. This one was nineteen. A commander at nineteen. The Empire is sending boys....” He stopped, remembering when he’d been nineteen.

“We were at war when we were nineteen,” Daanir said quietly, mirroring Tarjiaan’s own thoughts. “We’ve been at war since we before we were born.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Regardless, we have a hundred and thirty-six refugees that will need to be rehomed. Marikaar is seeing to them.”

Daanir squinted thoughtfully. “Marikaar? The last time I got a look at a report, your first mate was Quentas.”

“So I’m not the only one missing information?” Tarjiaan said. “Marikaar has been on the Wave Runner just over a year now. He’s a good man. Solid. Built like a barrel. Quentas returned to the crèche -ship where his family lives. He’s tired.” He grimaced. “I’m exhausted. How big is the bed?”

“Massive.” Daanir squeezed Tarjiaan’s shoulder. “Come and see?”

Tarjiaan whistled when Daanir led him into the bedroom. Even with the enormous bed and the other furnishings, there was still enough space in the room for his chair to move freely. “You weren’t exaggerating. That bed alone is bigger than our cabin was on the Marauder.”

“To be fair, we had a really small cabin.” Daanir grinned. “There are some perks to being the Sea Prince, eh? I still have a pallet on the floor.”

“Why does the Mancer Royal have a pallet on the floor?” Tarjiaan asked. Then realized the answer and found himself grinning. “Daan, you went and sent your bed away again, didn’t you?” He laughed when Daanir looked innocently at the ceiling. “You are such a crèche -boy!”

“Be that as it may, it wasn’t ever as big as this one. Or as comfortable.” Daanir bit his lip and looked away. “You should rest. Ikaanaji’s going to be in a mood tomorrow.”

“Why?” Tarjiaan asked. “I didn’t go looking for trouble. It found me. As usual. This time, they came looking for me specifically. Apparently, the Mage-Emperor wants my head on a platter.”

“Your head looks better on your shoulders. How did they manage to find the Wave Runner specifically, out of all the other ships of Meradon? If — they’d have to have some way of listening to our tracking channels.” Daanir fidgeted as he thought. “They shouldn’t be able to do that. Not without Meradonese tech, and that’s all accounted for. And I rechecked our frequencies only a few days ago and they were in the clear.”

“I’ve no idea. The raiding party didn’t find anything unusual on the surviving ship. It might be something to do with their mages. I don’t know.” Tarjiaan shrugged and yawned, then looked at Daanir, suddenly curious. “How do you know the bed is comfortable?”

“Look at it.” Daanir waved his arm at the bed. “Can you see me resisting jumping on something that squishy looking?”

Tarjiaan looked at the bed, then back at Daanir. Fifteen years. He didn’t want to know, but he had to ask. “So... who’d you try it out with? That assistant of yours?”

Daanir snorted. “Your exhaustion has clearly gone to your brain.”

“That’s not a no.”

“It’s also not a yes. She’s fourteen, Jiaan. And officially? She’s not just my assistant. She’s my daughter. It’s been... five months now? Yeah, five.”

Tarjiaan blinked. “Now those are words I never thought to hear from you. I apologize, Daan.”

“You didn’t know. And honestly, me? Family and kids? Why would you expect that? I mean, I had you. Why would I want anyone else?” He coughed, his face flaring red. “I... I should go.” He turned toward the door. “I...”

The words registered, and carefully crafted walls shattered like glass; Tarjiaan reached out and grabbed his hand. “Daan. Stay. Please.” He swallowed. “I...I’ve missed you.” He tugged Daanir closer, closed his eyes and forced the words out. “I... I don’t remember much of those days, right after... everything. All I remember is waking up the first time and you were there. Then you were gone and all that they would tell me was that you’d been sent for training. Then...” He stopped, his throat closing. No, he wasn’t going to talk about that. Not now. “I never could find you.” He looked up again. “I never stopped trying. Every dispatch, every crew list, anything I could think of. I was starting to think you were dead. That I’d dreamed you were there when I woke. That they’d lied to me about you’d going off for training. That no one was brave enough to tell me you’d died with Father and Ranji!” Tarjiaan’s voice cracked, and he stopped to catch his breath, looking down at his clenched fists struggling to get himself back under control. 

“I’m here. And I’ll stay.” Daanir exhaled a shaky breath, Then he cupped Tarjiaan’s face in his hands and kissed him. Tarjiaan remembered every one of his kisses. He could have cataloged them – the quick, the soft, the oh-so-fervent, and the ones filled with laughter. This time, those distantly familiar lips were charged with sparks, and Tarjiaan’s chair rumbled like it was purring. Daanir drew back and brushed one hand gently over the arm of the chair. The light on the console blinked yellow, then the carapace whirred, releasing Tarjiaan. Daanir kissed him again, this time more gently. “Shall I take you to your royal bed, your Highness?”

“Only if you’re going to be there with me.” Tarjiaan closed his eyes and, for a moment, let himself hope that things hadn’t changed over the years. That the answer would be yes. He laughed softly, taking Daanir’s face in his hands. “I never stopped missing you,” he said. Then he kissed him, running his hands down Daanir’s chest. He had started unfastening the buttons of the over-sized coat when he heard the chime that signaled the outer door opening, followed by a woman’s voice, “Tarjiaan?”

Tarjiaan flinched. Then he groaned and tipped his head back. “Not her. Not now.”

Daanir straightened. “I could go get rid of her—”

“No! Just... stay here. Stay quiet.” Daanir mimed clamping his mouth shut, but his eyes were hard above the playful gesture. Tarjiaan wondered how much Daan knew. If he knew any of it. But that didn’t matter right now. He dragged his fingers through his hair, took a deep breath, and forced himself back behind barriers of pure will. “I won’t be long.” He closed the carapace of his chair and directed it towards the door. ​
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Chapter Three

Audience
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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE sitting room was a tall woman with gray-shot dark hair. She was dressed in the green-and-gold royal uniform, and her features were a mirror of Tarjiaan’s own. She scowled at him and coldly said, “No greetings for your sister, Tarjiaan?”

“I would have seen you in the morning, Aanaji.” Tarjiaan yawned, mostly for effect. “Is this important? My bed is calling.”

“And is someone waiting for you in there?” she asked, nodding towards the closed door. She lowered her voice, narrowing her eyes mockingly, “Of course there is. Tarjiaan, really. A doxy? How disrespectful!”

Tarjiaan bit down on the inside of his cheek. “You honestly think I’d take a doxy to my bed? Under Uncle’s very nose? You know how he feels about that.”

“Well, who else would want to be in your bed?” Aanaji asked, her voice sickly sweet. She gestured toward Tarjiaan. “Look at you. You can’t honestly think anyone—”

“Tell me what you want or go away,” Tarjiaan snapped, his voice cracking. She smirked at him, and he almost heard her mentally tally the point she knew she’d won.

“It’s about time you had the heir’s suite.” Aanaji looked around the room approvingly, then moved over to the couch and sat down. “This is as it should be. You belong here. Being above, shouting orders, that can’t be doing your voice any favors—”

“You didn’t do my voice any favors, and yet here you are. I belong with my ship. Now what do you want?” Tarjiaan repeated, trying to keep a rein on his temper. Meetings with Aanaji never ended well, and this one looked like it was going to degenerate faster than usual.

She smiled slightly. “Poor dear. You spend all your days with commoners, and you forget all your manners.”

“Father was a commoner,” Tarjiaan said. “I shouldn’t need to remind you of that.”

She scowled at him, and he tallied his own mental point as she answered his question, “Very well. I came to discuss Naajir.”

Tarjiaan rolled his eyes. “I’d prefer to actually see him, but then you’d have to tell me where he is, because he’s not where he’s supposed to be. He was assigned to the Wave Runner.”

“I am aware.” The look that she leveled at him wouldn’t be out of place if she’d smelled bad clams. “He’s too young.”

“He is fourteen, he needs training, and he is old enough to stand duty above the waves. He’ll be king someday–”

“The king doesn’t leave the royal ship,” Aanaji interrupted him briskly. “The heir shouldn’t leave, either. And my sweet Naajir is the only heir left. He needs to be protected.”

“You know what I think of what you call protecting,” Tarjiaan snapped. “And the king needs to lead the fleet. How can he do that if he doesn’t know how to command a ship? You know as well as I do that Ranji was serving as Father’s first mate before he was eighteen. Cousin Ilijiaan was Uncle’s heir, and he served as mate on the Vagabond for five years—”

“Yes, and look how that ended. With our brother and all of our cousins dead!” Aanaji snapped. She stopped, visibly composing herself. “He’s a sensitive boy,” she continued in a milder tone. “You of all people should understand that, Tarjiaan. You were a poet, a musician—”

“I was the sixth prince! I had the luxury of an older brother and four older cousins. And you see how fragile a line that was!” Tarjiaan fought to control his temper and took a long breath. In a calmer tone, he added, “I understand that you want your son safe. I want him safe as well. But the kingdom must come first. Naajir must stand duty above the waves. He will be the Sea Prince when the time comes, and he needs that training. I promise you – I will keep him safe.” Tarjiaan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “I don’t want to fight with you, but your son is my heir. And he must learn to be a king.”

“Jiaan...”

“Do not call me that,” Tarjiaan growled. “I am serious. I will take it up with Uncle if I have to. Is there anything else?”

Aanaji glared at him, then swept out of the room without another word. Once she was gone, Tarjiaan sat in the empty room for a moment, listening to the slight, off-tune whistle of the air returns before silently rolling the chair back into the bedroom. “Where were we?” he asked.

Daanir was sitting on the bed, his back against the headboard, his knees drawn up to his chest. He looked absolutely perfect — he’d taken off the bulky uniform and Tarjiaan could see him finally, lanky and lean, his arms covered with smudges of oil. His eyes were closed, fingers fiddling with something Tarjiaan couldn’t see; they stilled when Tarjiaan spoke. “I’d rather be where we are. Wouldn’t you?”

“From where I am, the view is wonderful,” Tarjiaan laughed softly, then added, “I just wish I wasn’t tired to the bone.”

Daanir glanced at him. “Do you want help?”

Tarjiaan almost refused the offer. He didn’t need the help, even as tired as he was. But... it was an excuse for Daan to touch him again. Pride fell before the need to have Daanir’s hands on him once more. He nodded. “Please?”

Daanir pushed Tarjiaan’s chair close to the bed, locking the brakes and opening the carapace. He smoothed his hands down the front of Tarjiaan’s chest, parting the unbuttoned cloth and brushing his fingertips down bare skin, then slid his hands back up to hook beneath Tarjiaan’s arms. “Ready?”

Tarjiaan gripped Daanir’s shoulders. “Ready.”

With a grunt, Daanir lifted Tarjiaan up to the bed and fell back, gasping as he landed with Tarjiaan on top of him. “I don’t remember you weighing this much,” he teased. “Either I’ve gone weak or you’ve been overeating your topside rations.”

“My aide keeps complaining about having to order new shirts for me. I keep putting on inches across the shoulders.” Tarjiaan grinned down at Daanir, spreading his fingers over the other man’s collarbones. “I remember you liked my shoulders.”

“I still like them,” Daanir assured him. “I’m just out of shape.” 

Tarjiaan shifted to lie next to Daanir and ran one hand down his side. “I didn’t used to be able to count your ribs, and you were thin as a rail the last I saw you. I might have to steal you from my uncle for your own good.”

“You can’t,” Daanir said quickly, then flushed. “I eat when I remember, or when Kaapi makes me,” he continued quickly. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

Tarjiaan raised himself up on his elbow to study him.

“What?”

“I haven’t forgotten your tells, Daan. You’re hiding something.” Tarjiaan studied him for a moment, then grimaced. “To quote you: is this where I’m supposed to stop asking questions?”

“I’d appreciate it,” Daanir murmured. “There are things I’m not allowed to say.”

“Not allowed?” Tarjiaan rolled away from Daanir, pushing himself up so that he could sit against the headboard of the bed. “Daanir...” He trailed off. No... he wouldn’t ask. He didn’t go seeking trouble above the waves; he wouldn’t do it below them. Especially not questions that might lead to Daanir leaving. It had been too long, and there was still an uncharted sea between them that wouldn’t be crossed in one night, or a single conversation. “Come here, then. Tell me, you said that you wrote me?” 

Daanir drew back and met his gaze: wide eyes the color of calm afternoon seas and filled with unabashed affection. “I sent at least one letter with every dispatch ship. I wasn’t supposed to. I was supposed to focus exclusively on my training. I had to bribe the couriers. Maybe my bribes weren’t good enough, if you never got them.” He stopped, then shook his head. “It’s not important now.” Daanir rolled over and plucked at Tarjiaan’s belt, meeting his gaze. “You’re here. I’m here. Want some help getting rid of these extra layers?”

Tarjiaan smiled. “Please?”

Daanir helped to peel the jacket and the shirt free, dropping them off the side of the bed. He knelt over Tarjiaan for a moment, studying him in almost reverent silence, then he leaned down and gently pressed a kiss to the small, round scar on Tarjiaan’s collarbone. “I’ve missed you. So much.”

Tarjiaan took a long breath, running his fingers over Daanir’s arms, up his shoulders and down his chest. “I’ve missed you, too. Before... before anything, we
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