
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  TEMPEST, TAKE ME HOME 
Copyright @2025 by Charlie Knight
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.
This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
No content in this work of fiction is knowingly created, aided by, or inspired by Artificial Intelligence (AI), and is derived from the author’s very human imagination. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner by Artificial Intelligence technologies or systems.
www.cknightwrites.carrd.co
Santa Fe, New Mexico
ISBN:979-8-9924393-0-4 (Print)
ISBN:979-8-9924393-1-1 (e-book)
Cover Image and Formatting by Makeshift Miscreants (www.makeshift-miscreants.com)
Printed in the United States of America. 
First printing editing 2025.






  
  This book is dedicated to everyone who needs to explore to find their home and their family. You’ll get there, and it’ll be worth the journey.

And to my monkey. I didn’t know what family was before you. I love you, and I like you.








  
  Preface


While this story is not particularly dark, there may be some things on the following pages that could be upsetting, surprising, or triggering to some readers. Please read the following list of content warnings before continuing, and please take care of yourselves.  
	Attempted kidnapping

	Kidnapping

	Attempted and actual assault of a disabled person

	Child abuse and neglect (mentioned/remembered)

	Extreme poverty (mentioned/remembered)

	Transphobia/enbyphobia (mentioned/remembered)
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  Chapter 1
Eli


I fucking hate the smell of magic.  
I’ve been told dozens of times that it doesn’t have a smell or a taste or anything else identifying. I’ve heard it from magic users and regular folk like me. As a kid, I thought those people were screwing with me. Turns out it’s probably just further proof of my screwed-up brain. 
But whatever anyone else says, magic has a smell so strong that I can taste it. It’s like licking rocks that got covered in something slightly sour. And it always tastes cold. Makes no sense even to me, but there it is. Even fire magic—cold. And with the magic around us tonight, it’s not just the smell that my overworked senses have to deal with. 
Stone makes everything echo; the waves following us into this cave are creating an absolute cacophony. The high tension while we wait for a signal and an opportunity has the hairs all over my body standing, and each breeze off the ocean feels frigid. I don’t move, don’t react. Our map said this is where we need to be, and I’ll be damned if I fuck this up for my crew just because my own body seems to be working against me at the moment. 
Further inside this cave is the treasure we came for and the creature guarding it. Griffin are nothing to be fucked with, and approaching one like this is widely considered a death wish. Treasure hunters are widely known for our death wishes. 
I’ve wedged myself into a too-small space between a rock and hard place, using the natural growth of mosses and slippery plants I can’t name to further hide my shape and scent from the winged beast. Yenvyl has managed to squeeze herself into an even smaller spot, and she’s under order not to move or give up even if I get caught; one of us needs to get what we came for. We planned our arrival before high tide will threaten us in here, but we’re already seated in puddles of water cold enough to make my balls scream for their lives and send them retreating in my stomach. With her tiny form, barely any meat on her, I have no idea how Yenvyl isn’t giving us away with chattering teeth. 
We’re not far enough in to see the griffin; I’m generally of the belief that if I can see something, it’ll be able to see me, and I don’t care to be a plaything for those lion claws or the eagle’s beak on the monster we’re here to steal from. Well, steal back from. Seriously doubt the griffin will take a second to care for the ethics, and it’s not like I can blame an animal for acting like one. Especially since we’re invading its territory. But even though we can’t see it, we’re close enough to hear when it starts moving. Fuck, I hope it’s moving because the rest of my crew is on their task, not because it caught a whiff of me. 
A rustle of feathers makes my heart jump into my throat. I don’t dare breathe. The distinct click of claws on stone has my stomach in my boots, and a screech nearly shatters my eardrums. But I can’t even wince, can’t cover my ears. Can’t risk it. It’s not until the griffin is tearing out of the cave, wings strong enough to blow the water around and splatter my face with icy droplets, that I catch the scent of smoke. Fire. Wood burning. The griffin is leaving to protect the island that it calls home from fire—exactly as planned. If only the smoke could get rid of that magical stench. 
I make eye contact with Yenvyl just long enough to nod, and we both climb to our feet. Well, she just pops up all nimble and lithe and elfy. I have to grab onto a handful of rock-attached slimy moss to lever myself up and nearly fall backward when my legs protest after crouching for so long. “Doesn’t pay to be oversized,” she stage whispers at me. Probably don’t need to whisper, but considering where we are and that we’ll have no real warning before the griffin comes back, it seems wise. I’ve never claimed to be wise, though. 
“Doesn’t pay to be a smartass,” I retort, then catch Yenvyl by her upper arms and jerk her sideways like I’m going to toss her off the rocky cave floor and back into the water. She yelps and contorts herself impressively to cling to me. It’d at least make sure that I have to go in with her. “I give! My balls have had more than enough cold water, thanks.” 
“It pays to have those if you’re in the right line of work.” She then snorts at her own joke, and I can’t help laughing with her. We’re supposed to be professionals at this. 
We do manage to get moving further into the cave. It’s colder outside the water, with the wind constantly moving through here. Griffins are the size of large houses, and they’re covered in thick, water-proof feathers, so it’s probably a cozy home for that beast. And hopefully a cozy one for the little beasts—there are four eggs in the nest. 
“Oh. I didn’t realize they make actual bird nests,” Yenvyl admits. When she stands just outside the nest, the border made obvious by a ring of carefully chosen branches, leaves, and animal bones, it’s almost as tall as she is. “Okay, maybe bird isn’t the right comparison.” 
I laugh, joining her in climbing over the side of the thing. “Just a good thing they don’t hoard like dragons.” 
While dragons will collect anything and everything, including people if a person makes the mistake of being interesting enough, griffins are only interested in shiny stuff. They’re more discerning, so I know the pile of gems, jewels, and jewelry we need to search through isn’t as bad as it could be. Or at least that’s what I’m going to tell myself while dealing with the reality that the griffin could come back and kill us at any moment. 
“Remember, it’s blue.” 
“I know what color sapphires are, Captain.” 
“Oh, pardon me. I forgot I was speaking to a lady of class.” 
That gets me nailed in the face by what I hope is a handful of moss. I refuse to look at it and find out. I don’t care about it at all when I spot what we’re looking for. It’s a deep, rich blue, it’s nearly the size of my palm, and it’s been expertly crafted into an oval shape. I don’t know if this thing is in the shape that the people who lost it remember, a few scratches on the surface that don’t look like rich people would like them, but they only paid me to find the thing—not polish it. 
I grab it, take one more second to be certain that this is what I need, and then shove it into my pocket. If the griffin does catch us, we’ll have a better shot at survival if it doesn’t know for certain that we stole from it because it sees the damn gem. 
“You don’t want me to do anything to the nest, right?” I frown at Yen, and she glances at the nest, the eggs, then wiggles her fingers at me, sparks flying from the tips, just above her pink-painted nails. 
“Nah, I don’t want to kill the thing—just needed it distracted. Let’s get the fuck out of here while it is,” I tell Yenvyl, and she does not need to be told twice. There are a lot of other gems in the nest that we could sell for a pretty penny, but our current job has a damn nice payment attached, and wasting time in this place is just foolish. We’re treasure-obsessed, sure, but we aren’t fools. 
“Did you see how big that thing is?” she asks as we make our way out, sticking to the walls where the water is shallower and we can stand instead of swim. “I’m gonna brush my hair in the reflection on it. And I wanna sleep with it tonight. Gods, I wanna bathe with it.”
Treasure-obsessed. I don’t fault her for any of that. At the moment, I envy her. 
I wanted to come here, wanted to get the treasure. There’s a high with chasing after something, especially when we have it to steal it out from under—literally—a beast so powerful and so magical that the smell is now clogging my throat. Now that we’re on our way out, though, now that I have the thing in my pocket, now that it’s almost done…I have to wonder if this was worth it. Not the risk—the delay. 
We took this job because of the payment attached. A little bit for the reputation boost of getting to say we took treasure from a griffin’s nest. As captain, the jobs that we take on is my call, and I agreed to this one because it’s good for my ship and my crew. But this job took me in the wrong direction. It took me further from Max. 
We’ve known each other since we were kids, I’m fairly confident we’ve both been in love for almost all of that time, and technically, we’ve been living together for six years. But since getting Tempest and setting sail as captain and professional treasure hunter three years ago, I feel like I’ve barely been home at all. We were supposed to be home now, taking a break to visit and to give me the time with Max my soul needs to feel less fractured. Instead, I’m ducking through hanging vines that smell like fish and salt on the way out of the griffin’s cave to bring treasure back to my ship. And after this, I’ll have to bring it to the client. 
When I’m missing him so much that my stomach hurts and I can barely sleep, the high of the hunt and the rewards don’t feel worth it. When I know I won’t get to share even the stories of what we’ve done for the last three months with Max for another two weeks, it doesn’t feel special or important that we completed this hunt. Hard to care about anything else when I haven’t been home for more than a week straight in over a year, even if that’s because I’ve built Tempest’s reputation so well. 
The griffin is flying overhead, screeching its anger and panic, using its wings to try and snuff out the fire that my crew started when Yenvyl and I reach the little dingy that we left among the rocks. I untie it while she climbs in, and on the moonlit water, I can see the other dingy heading back toward my ship. My Tempest. The place I’ve always wanted to live, the ship I fought to make mine for most of my life. But now, rowing back to her, I know I’ll feel empty. 
I want to go home. 






  
  Chapter 2
Eli


“I fucking hate the smell of magic.” Feels good to say it out loud.  
“It doesn’t smell like anything!” 
Dava and everyone else whose said that to me seem to have functional noses otherwise. But I know for a fact that they’re wrong. Magic has a smell—a smell of cold and vinegar and something totally unnatural—and the big blue orb Tevin is tossing while we walk is soaked in that stench. 
“Have you ever told Max you think he smells terrible while working?” Tevin teases, grinning at me the second I look up at him. At least part of the grin is because the angle we’re at does force me to look up at him; even though he and Dava are orcs, I’m one of the few humans tall enough to meet their gaze. Mostly. In heels. Except for now when Tevin is walking up on the curb and I’m in the street. I shove up next to him, making us almost even again, and he laughs. “Don’t get mad at me. I just don’t think Max would appreciate your opinions about the smell of magic—that’s all I’m saying.” 
“Max never smells terrible, thank you,” I argue. “His magic must be special.” 
“Sure, that’s it.” Tevin laughs again when I roll my eyes at him, the deep sound rolling through the crowded market street ahead of us and turning a few heads. 
We don’t generally get to pick where we meet our clients, not if we want them really happy, but considering the line of work they hire us for, we tend to get lucky with the places we end up. This port town is a little oversized and overcrowded for my taste, but at least we can walk down the street with a magical orb, a human and two orcs, and no one so much as considers a second glance. Except the people who take a second glance at me, but when you’re over six feet tall, fully bearded, and never feel complete unless you’re wearing heels and leather skirts, you expect that people are gonna take a look. They’d quit if they knew how much I like getting looked at. 
Our client asked us to meet him in an antique shop that should be nearby. Never been there before since I’ve never had the urge to go antiquing. It’s about an hour after sundown, but it’s also the middle of summer in a seaside town, so these people have the good sense to stay inside during the day. The marketplace has recently come to life, lit by glass-cased oil lanterns lining the streets and casting odd shadows, crowded by sound and scent as much as by the people. A stand manned by a dwarf hawking cinnamon buns that smell incredible turn Dava’s head; another stand with an elven woman keeping a close eye on the jewels spread out ahead of her turns Tevin’s. All I can do is think about a different town entirely. 
A town that is almost a week away from here if we have good winds. 
A town that I should have been back to a week ago. 
A town that has nothing special except the most important thing in the world. 
Max and I rented a cute little apartment in a port town, Baybridge, where he can work and where I can go back to him. The town and the apartment don’t necessarily feel like home to me, but my Max… That’s home, and I am missing home more and more all the time these days. 
It helps that Max always smells amazing, like vanilla and ink and the minty salve that he uses for pain relief. Unlike the stench of magic and the odor of too many people too close together surrounding me now. 
“Eli.” I turn my head, expecting Dava to be right beside me, but she’s gone. Behind me now. Standing with Tevin outside an unmarked shop of some kind, holding the door open, staring at me. She points inside while Tevin gives me a shit-eating grin and says, “You coming or…” 
“Fuck you. The hell is this place?” I don’t care, and they know I don’t care, but it’s a good excuse to try and avoid their teasing when I lead them inside. Tevin, of course, takes the opportunity to grab a handful of my ass, so at least I can walk in with a smile on and some pep in my step. I don’t want the client to see me scowling like I’d rather be anywhere else. I’d only rather be somewhere very specific. 
“Captain Rose!” Oh, I love the sound of that. Now I can smile at the client and not just because I like my boyfriend’s hand on my ass. Dawson Welsh, a merchant and collector of all the random crap scattered around this too brightly lit shop, comes through a door behind the counter. He’s a human, short and slight, smiling every time we’ve met whether we were working together or not. He pays well, and he always has interesting jobs, so I don’t mind that he talks a lot and asks questions that he then answers. “Welcome! I don’t think you’ve been here before, have you? Well, I’m not here all the time. My cousin runs the shop, you see. You’re welcome to take a look around! Anyway, how did the treasure hunt go? I assume it was a success that brings you back to me.” 
I’ve learned to wait a couple seconds before responding to him, just in case he’s not done yet and will continue. Once I count to two, I feel safe to answer. 
“We were very successful, Dawson,” I answer, turning back and motioning for Tevin to present our prize. I’m not much into fancy nonsense outside of how much I can charge to find them, so to me, the oval orb doesn’t appear to be much. For the client, though, these pieces could mean anything. A priceless antique passed down through generations, something monetarily worthless but emotionally symbolic, a piece from their wife’s collection that they never should have gambled. It’s not my job to care.
Dawson gasps and takes the piece, holding it up above his head in both hands and staring into the depths of it through the light overhead. There’s a glint of something deep inside the orb, catching the light and throwing it weakly. I think he’d have even more to say than usual if he knew that Tevin was just tossing that thing around on the way here. Or that it fell off my desk a half dozen times on the trip here. 
“How did you find it? And so quickly! But then, you always do find your treasure, don’t you? That must be some secret weapon you have.” Dawson gives me a big smile I have to force myself to return. Every single client asks how we do it, and I know there are rumors floating around out there about our ‘secret weapon,’ our magical talent. None of them knows about Max—not as my hidden partner, at least. It keeps him safe from my competition, other treasure hunters and the much worse types out there. And it lets Max manage his own thriving business. I won’t be telling Dawson or anyone else about my secret weapon. 
“I’m good at what I do,” I answer simply, shrugging. When Dava and Tevin make identical throat-clearing sounds behind me, I laugh and correct, “We are good at what I do.” 
“That’s a little better,” Dava grumbles, rolling her eyes when I turn to give her one of my best smiles. 
“Well,” Dawson chuckles, heading behind the counter again—aiming for the big brass register this time, “however you do it, you always get the job done. Say, are you looking for more work? Of course you are. The nature of any business, isn’t it? I have a friend, sort of a friend, who is looking for some specialized work to get done. Would you mind if I passed along your name?”
One. Two. 
“I wouldn’t mind at all. I’d appreciate it, in fact,” I assure him, leaning on the counter. I set one elbow down and turn toward him, casual and relaxed but able to watch him put the orb in the lock box under the register, the key back into his pocket. Now if he tries to stiff us, I can get that key and get the prize back; someone else will pay for it, too. Dawson has never tried anything like that, but I’ve never been foolish enough to assume he won’t. 
“Happy to do it—you folks never let me down. This little piece is much more special than it looks. And you know, some of my friends have some pretty interesting jobs they need seeing to.” He pauses while counting out the silver and gold from the register, putting it into his palm and closing his fingers around it when he looks up at me briefly. “Are you heading out on another job now?”
I shake my head, meeting his gaze briefly until he goes back to counting. I don’t want him to know that I don’t completely trust him, and I don’t want to give off dangerous vibes. That’s also why Dava is nearby, hanging out near the register and examining a couple rings on display, but Tevin knows to stay near the door. People take one look at him and make assumptions that tend to scare them; if only they knew that he’s the biggest teddy bear on the seas. 
“No job right now,” I tell him, surprised that wasn’t a question Dawson answered for himself, too. “We’re heading off for a little break.” 
“Well deserved! I’ll make sure my friends know the usual info so they know where to find you.” He dumps his counted-out coins into a little leather pouch but doesn’t pull the strings, turning and sliding it over the counter toward me. “You want to count that? But you never count it, do you? At least not here. I’m sure you count it elsewhere. So, that’s everything! Unless you want to take a look around. I did get some new stock in.” 
I start to turn him down; I’m better at saving my money than spending it. But that’s not always a good thing. A remnant of a shitty childhood when I had no money, no home, no nothing. Now, I could spend if I want to, and sometimes, even when I want to, I don’t. Maybe today…
“What are the chances you have…turtle stuff? Like figurines or something?” I almost feel silly for the question, especially when Dawson’s eyebrows pop up in surprise. I’m sure there aren’t a lot of treasure hunters, merchants, or pirates who come in looking for cute animal figurines. “It’s for my partner. He loves turtles.” 
“A partner!” Dawson’s whole face lights up. “You know, I’ve always wondered if folks who live at sea have relationships. I imagine it’s not easy, always leaving and always being apart. But I guess most of you must figure it out or else you’d all be lonely folk. Unless you’re in relationships at sea, that is. Do you know if that’s common?” He laughs to himself while finally coming around the counter. “Not that you take surveys of your fellow seafarers, so I suppose you wouldn’t know any better than I would.” 
“No, I wouldn’t.” I follow him down an aisle crowded with scarves that brush past my shoulders, a cool rush of satin and silk, but I’m stuck on what he said. Dawson doesn’t know much about life at sea outside of what he needs to know to hire treasure hunters, but he nailed one thing. It’s not easy, always leaving and always being apart. I should have been back with Max a week ago, but this job took longer than we thought, and now…   
“Turtles!” Dawson chirps, motioning to a small shelf where there is an array of beautifully crafted animals from land, sea, and air. Several are turtles—I guess lots of people like them, enough to make this a worthwhile item to stock. “This one”—he picks up one the size of my pinky finger—“is sea glass from the volcanic islands down south, and the shell is turquoise. I think this one is my favorite.” 
“It’s beautiful,” I agree, taking it from his hand and imagining in Max’s spaces—in his hand, on his desk, in the apartment we share but where I almost never am. The first time I brought Max a gift from a trip, I was barely sixteen and just working on the deck of a merchant ship. Max told me he would think of me every single time he looked at it. Now, the only thing I ever really spend money on is gifts for Max because I want him to think of me every single time he looks at each one. Max likes turquoise, and a volcanic turtle is unique. “I’ll take it.” 
“Wonderful choice. Would you like a gift box? Tell you what! I’ll throw that in on the house.” 
Dawson keeps chatting on the way back to the register and while wrapping and then boxing my gift. I pay him from my own pocket, not the coins that need to be divided among my crew, and I watch his nimble fingers at work, but I barely hear him. My thoughts are a week away from here with a beautiful man who is always happy to see me come home. 
I pull my compass out of my pocket. It’s a relic, an old piece from when folks used the stars instead of maps, but it means more to me than just about anything in my life. It was a gift from Max, thoughtful in more ways than one . I run my thumb over the wooden case, wondering if he knows where I am right now. 
With my turtle gift-wrapped and safely tucked into my pocket, Dawson finally stops answering his own questions and lets us go with promises to be in touch with more work. We step back out onto the street, things even livelier now. Within thirty feet of the shop, a very cute elf propositions both Tevin and Dava, much to the twins’ displeasure, a drunk dwarf challenges me to a fight that I turn down politely, and a halfling almost throws up on my shoes. Definitely time to get back to the ship. 
“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite pretty boy.” 
I don’t know the voice, but there’s only one person who calls me that as an insult. As if misgendering me is enough to make me miss the ‘pretty’ part. 
“Scrounging for jobs we’ve already finished again, Fields?” I ask, turning toward the voice to find the person in question. The captain, I guess, though that’s a generous title for this particular dickhead. 
He forces a laugh and drags a hand back through his dark hair, probably coating his hand in grease in the process—and letting me know that I hit home. “You’d do well to remember we don’t need the jobs to stay afloat, Eli.” 
“Mommy’s money doesn’t insult me, Cross. I have places to be.” 
Nothing bothers rich men more than reminding them that they’re unimportant, so I turn on my heel and head off, letting him watch my pretty ass go. 
Tevin and Dava enjoy the exchange, laughing and praising me, but I can’t manage to find the pleasure in it this time. I love humiliating Cross Fields; it’s become a favorite pastime since he decided that our ships have a rivalry. Tonight, it falls flat for me. 
“You okay?” Tevin asks, wrapping his big arm around my shoulders and pulling me against him. He gets no resistance from me. “You’re sad.” 
“I’m not sad. Just…homesick,” I admit. Of course I do. I’m not ashamed to miss my Max, and Tevin doesn’t want me to be. 
He nods and kisses my head. “Maybe we should think about spending a few extra days in town this time. We usually stock up and head for another job, but we don’t have one at the moment, and you deserve the extra time with Max. Frankly, I deserve the extra time with Max, too.” 
“You’re not allowed to have alone time with him ‘til I do,” I tease. We both know that’s a rule that doesn’t need to be laid down; Tevin has been my boyfriend for two years now, but Max has been my partner for forever. Recently, Max and Tevin have started exploring the potential between them, and I love that. But Tevin will give me the time I need. I squeeze his hand over my shoulder in thanks for that. “I just wanna get home.” 
“Nothing in your way now, Eli.” 
Finally. 






  
  Chapter 3
Max


The tip of a fountain pen scratching parchment—there is no better sound. 
I lose myself in the rhythmic shhh-shhh-shhh, that slight resistance under my hand while drawing long lines or words. I freefall happily into the off-rhythm, chaotic tch-tch-tch of sketching forms, adding detail, or scribbling notes. I’m paid for what’s produced by the magic that flows through me, into my pen, onto the parchment, but I know the truth. The real magic is in that sound.
This stool is doing me no favors, though. I chose a stool as my work seat over a chair so I could move around more often, but it requires a challenging sort of balance from my hips and lower back, and my legs dangle too much for me to stay here for long. Yet again, I have to pause and shift, trying to take some of the pressure off my hip and get it to stop throbbing…without making my feet go numb.
Blaming the chair is probably unfair since it’s been proven an impossible task no matter where or how I sit. I’m doomed to move around constantly, searching out a slightly less painful position until it becomes slightly more painful and then seeking another. If only my magic worked to let me just write out how I feel and make it real.
Instead of that, my current project is to help a new client find a lost item. He’s an elf who is probably middle-aged, which, for an elf, means he’s a few hundred years old, and he works as an accountant in a city that sounds as boring as that job. He traveled for days at least to reach me, and based on the urgency with which he told me about the necklace he lost, I have a feeling he was never supposed to have the necklace in the first place. That, and his willingness to pay me a premium to get this done quickly. But that’s none of my business. It’s not important, not relevant, for me to do my work.
I know where he last saw it, I know what it looks like, and when this work is done, I’ll have a map leading him to where he can find it. I work with a clear mind, losing myself in the sound, letting my magic guide the ink, and the client’s necklace will soon no longer be lost. Well, someone’s necklace that the client is paying me quite a bit to find.
My new position on the stool only creates the usual dull ache, nothing stabbing or throbbing at the moment, so I’m able to sink back into the sound of the pen and the flow of magic.
I need my body to cooperate. I need to manage my pain really well today, which is something I’ve always been kind of hit or miss at. If I didn’t feel so bad for the desperate elf—I thought he might cry about a hair ribbon he lost on the journey here just to find me—I would have turned down this job or at least delayed the start. I should be resting, preparing, saving up my stamina, and avoiding any new aches, pains, swelling, and stiffness. Easier said than done but much more likely at home than at the desk I rent as my workspace in the local library. Instead of taking it easy, I shift again when the pain escalates once more, mentally scolding my body for misbehaving.
I don’t get enough chances to see them that I can squander even one because of pain.
Eli is coming home. Just that thought makes something flutter in my chest, the sensation light and lifting and yet so intense, I have to gasp in a breath. It’s like a balloon filling rapidly and then popping, flooding my chest and stomach with…them. With Eli.
It’s been months at least since we last saw one another. I choose not to track the exact amount of time they’re gone, only making spot checks weekly; I don’t start tracking regularly until I know for sure that they’re coming home.
When they first bought their ship, hired their crew, and set out to sea for most of the year, Eli would try to surprise me with their visits back home. A sweet effort but a wasted one on someone like me—someone with my magic. I can always find out where they are, how far they are, and when they’re headed back in this direction. I have stacks and stacks of maps I’ve made for the sole purpose of tracking them, just so I can find out when I might see them again.
Never to make sure they’re alive, though. I can’t allow myself the chance to indulge those fears, not even briefly, not even for a moment. That’s the kind of pain I can do nothing to resolve once it sets in.
But Eli is not lost. They were supposed to be back two weeks ago, and now, they’re almost here. So close that I can expect to see them tonight. And if I’m in too much pain for a proper reunion, I’m going to be incredibly annoyed. I’m generally very good at being patient with myself, but gods damn it, it has been way too long.
Pushing myself on this project is not going to help. The magic isn’t entirely an active one, always present and always ready in my blood and in my pen, but using any sort of magic for any extended period of time is an energy drain. I don’t have a lot of physical energy to bargain with in the first place, and more than once, I’ve lost more than I could afford to by getting myself completely engrossed in work. 
That happens if I don’t watch myself; I get sucked in and lose hours or days, then realize my legs don’t work at all anymore, and I’m totally exhausted for weeks. I have another day before the elf is going to return to collect his answers, the path to his necklace, so for today, I decide I’ve done enough.
I pop the custom-made shaft from the pen, then carefully cover the tip with the wax that exists for this purpose. It doesn’t take much ink or magic to fill and use it properly, but I prefer to conserve as much as possible. It all gets slipped into a leather-bound case that also holds the rest of my pens and a spare shaft that I have to hope I never need since carving the appropriate runes into the narrow, thin wood is exhausting and time-consuming.
My hand drifts reverently over the soft cover of the case. I spotted it at a market almost a decade ago, mentioned one time that I adored it and would love to have it, and went home thinking nothing of it. I knew our budget at the time. But Eli…Eli has never allowed me to want for anything. Even when they had nothing, they found a way—which may or may not have led to a fight or two about the morality of stealing. Eli set their ship-buying plans back by at least a month when they gave me this beautiful gift; I never let it down beyond arm’s reach now.
I fold up the almost-finished map with less care than I show my pen. That probably seems backward to anyone who might be watching since the map is the final product, the result of all the work, the way I make my living. I do roll the parchment with care, of course, and I’ll make sure that nothing happens to it. But until there is a finished product on the parchment, I don’t give it much of a glance. The outcome will be whatever the magic makes of it; the parchment and I are equals, merely conduits.
My father hates when I talk about what our family does that way, as if we’re no more special than people who happen to be holding the pen. But once the training to use and focus our magic is complete, that’s really all there is to it. I love what I create, I live for what I can do for other people, but it’s not the most exciting process.
This job is just like the last dozen I had. Maybe this elf stole the necklace at some point, but the story doesn’t change what I do or the outcome. I get the information I need, make the map, return it to the client, and then I wait for my next client. It’s not like I get to travel to the end of the map with the client or like I get to go on a treasure hunt for any map I make. Not like Eli can with Tempest and their crew. No, I’m merely a conduit for the magic, a piece of parchment in human form. My dad likes to think we’re more special than that, but I’m okay with the truth. Mostly.
With the map tucked safely into my portfolio, which then goes into my satchel, and my pen set slipped into my pocket, I shift off the stool and lower myself into the wheelchair parked and waiting directly beside me. Relief sweeps through me right away when my butt and spine connect with the cushion. The relief won’t last forever—nowhere is comfortable for too long—but it’s enough of a change from the wooden stool that I can ride the ease for a short while.
I move behind the stool, shove it under the desk, and do one last visual sweep to make sure I haven’t left anything. I enjoy working in the library, but it means I don’t have an office of my own. This is a public space, and anything I leave here may become public property, and not out of any kind of malice. Fortunately, I’m used to not bringing much with me since having a lap-full on a wheelchair is a cumbersome adventure.
The library’s front desk is empty on my way out, but I know Elda will just assume I left for the day, and since she doesn’t keep tabs on me, we can both live with that. We only ever have an issue if she assumes I left for the day because it’s getting so late, and she allows the gas lanterns lighting the entire building to go out. We’ve played a couple awkward games of ‘Max can’t move safely in the dark so let’s just yell to each other,’ and I don’t think either of us wants to repeat the experience.
The ward at the entrance of the library pushes the wooden door outward when I approach, an extremely generous gift from a former client who is also a patron of the library. It closes again once I’ve cleared the threshold onto the street, responding to a matching rune carved into my chair.
It was pure luck that Eli and I were able to find a home so close to the library; I only need to get to the end of the block I’m already in the middle of. When I’ve lost track of time and worked for twelve hours or if it’s very cold or wet out, I might grumble a bit about even this short trip, but today, the setting sun is warm and the breeze is cool. I have enough energy to maneuver my wheels and get myself home.
There’s something to be said for adrenaline, too. There is no merit to ‘heroic’ tales I’ve heard bards sing of disabled people suddenly leaping from their chair to rescue a loved one from imminent demise; my body can only do so much, and I manage my limits out of necessity. But the path home, up the ramp into the hallway of our building, and then to maneuver the door open and myself inside safely is all a little bit easier thanks to the excitement running through me today.
Eli is coming home.
They never intended to be gone so long on this particular voyage; when they left, they told me to expect them back almost two full months ago. Last month, I got a letter promising that they’d be home two weeks ago. I know better than to take any of their plans as certainty, though. Delays and diversions are the nature of their life and of the sea. It’s a glaring example of how different our lives are, mine and Eli’s. There’s no routine, no schedule, no real ability to even predict what any given day will be like for them.
That’s the life Eli has dreamed of since they were a child, the life they told me they’d live someday the very first time we met, back when we were children and Eli didn’t have two coins to rub together. They’ve earned their life, the excitement, and I’m honored to be their safe harbor when they dock.
My excitement, by contrast, is limited to their trips home and the stories they share from a life at sea. Maybe sometimes I’m a little jealous.
It doesn’t matter at the moment, though. There’s too much to be done to prepare for Eli’s arrival tonight. I have to resist the urge to make another map and find out exactly how far they are, how much longer I have to wait. That won’t help, and if I get too excited before getting my tasks started, I’ll never be able to finish any of them. There’s no choice but to dive right in.
When we first purchased this little home, setting out to properly start our lives together, Eli didn’t have a ship. It was always a dream, something they were working for, but it hadn’t been made a reality yet. We chose a port city to help that along, an active dock necessary for Eli to find work and resources, and we found a space with enough comfort for both of us. It wasn’t until Eli purchased their ship and set out to sea for the first time that we realized how many adjustments were needed around our home to make it functional for me while I’m alone. Even if I wasn’t in a wheelchair, I’m not tall enough to reach the cabinets above the refrigerator where we used to keep mixing bowls.
It took some trial and error. Nothing can be too low or too high, and while I like my independence, I’m stubborn enough to make poor decisions if I want to get something done, even if it’s difficult on my crutches or from my chair. With some help from Eli’s crew and some investment in renovations, my home is now a space where I can be independent whether or not I’m alone. Even though I still prefer not to be alone, and maybe I’ve been noticing the loneliness a little more lately. But some sacrifices are worth making.
I aim for the kitchen first. I got a grocery delivery yesterday, the teenage boy upstairs happy to be paid for running errands like that for me, and I’m happy to pay him enough that he can take his adorable boyfriend on dates around town. Thanks to the delivery, I’m ready to make Eli’s favorite dinner and, tomorrow morning, the crew’s favorite breakfast. I have more planned surprises, too, including a special scented soap that they love in the shower and fresh, soft sheets on the bed because, in my opinion, nothing is more comfortable to come back home to. I aim all my gifts and plans for what I know they miss most while they’re away at sea. And maybe I love knowing that they miss nothing more than me.
Eli has to leave again. I’m constantly aware of that when they come home, and I’ve mostly made peace with it. I encouraged Eli to purchase their ship in the first place and promised that we would be okay. We’ve always been okay. But that doesn’t mean I don’t miss them. 
When they come home, I get to show them just how much, and I’m going to make the most of every minute.






  
  Chapter 4
Eli


“We’re late. I hate being late.” 
“You’ve literally never cared about being late before this moment.”
Okay, so he’s not wrong. Tevin and I have worked together for a decade; he’s not only my first mate on Tempest but only the second long-term partner I’ve ever had. He knows me well enough by now that I know lying in front of him will get me caught. But right now, tonight at least, I’m grumpy about being late, and damn it, I need to say it out loud.
“Shut up,” is the only retort I can come up with. I’m a treasure hunter, not a…speechmaker, or whatever the hell those windbags are called.
Tevin laughs at me while I turn away from the railing. The crew preparing Tempest for docking is more interesting than watching the dock creep closer slowly—far too slowly because I’m late. We need to bring the ship into dock, anchor and secure her, deal with the dock master and our fees, and prepare for market and restocking tomorrow. Very late tomorrow, if I have anything to say about it.
“You realize that we were supposed to be back awhile ago. You were always going to be late today.” I glare up at Tevin, and he chuckles, though he gives me a sympathetic smile. “Max doesn’t even know you’re coming back tonight, Eli.”
“You know that’s not true. He always knows when I’m coming back.” I huff out a breath, my skin feeling like it somehow doesn’t fit my body. I don’t fit inside myself whenever I’ve been away from Max for so long. “And now I’m late. Could you please go help them instead of making me feel worse?”
“Oh, you get off the rest of the night and you get to order me around?” Tevin gasps dramatically and presses a massive hand to his barrel chest.
“The benefits of being your captain. Now go.” I nudge him with my shoulder and appreciate that he actually moves forward; we both know I’m not big enough to move him if he doesn’t want to be moved. I’m not at all sorry about being appeased at times.
“So much for a democratic ship!” Tevin cries, drawing the attention of the rest of the crew while he throws his arms up and drags himself away from me to join them. Of course, that attention is exactly what Tevin wanted—it’s what he always wants. And it is hard not to get attention when you’re almost eight feet tall, built like a stone wall on legs, and have tusks. Plus, he’s rather handsome.
I can’t even be entertained by his antics at the moment, though. I turn back to watch our approach again and think very seriously about jumping into the water and just swimming the rest of the way. Might do it too if I
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