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“IFOUND ONE!”

Baldewin jumped, sloshing the cup of coffee in his hand as Cassie barreled past him, her straight, electric blue hair bouncing. Normally, the size difference between the two of them alone would have guaranteed Baldewin kept his feet while the mage went sprawling. Normally.

But Cassie had the sort of energy and impact that negated paltry things like physics. She might be a foot shorter than his six feet, but if she hit him, it would be Baldewin picking himself back up.

A dragon’s reflexes were not to be discounted, though. He flattened himself to the wall and spilled only a little bit of coffee on his shirt, all while avoiding her. She sped past him down the broad castle hallway lined with a thick burgundy carpet, her rapid footsteps muffled.

“Found what, Cassie?” he called to her back.

“A mage!” she threw over her shoulder as she continued to run in a blur of black tights and oversized blue hoodie.

Excitement surged in him, and Baldewin took a second to chug his coffee so he could safely chase after her without splashing it everywhere. It meant he didn’t catch up with her until they were almost at Alric’s office.

Cassie’s eagerness drove her straight inside without knocking, which was rather brave. Cameron and King Alric had been mated for only about a month and were still firmly in the honeymoon stage. It was even odds of them either making out—or more—or actually doing official business.

It was on the tip of his tongue to warn her, but she was halfway into the room already. Baldewin prudently gave it a second, ears open for any signs of fumbling, panicked yelps, or the like. None came, so it must be safe for once.

“I found one!” Cassie repeated with utmost satisfaction and enthusiasm.

“You’ve got to narrow that down,” Cameron informed his twin in a teasing tone Baldewin had come to know so well over the past couple of months. “Found what?”

“A mage.”

Baldewin strolled into the king of the Fire Dragon Clan’s office, gaze skipping over the rich, dark wood furniture and bookcases filled with leather-bound tomes, as familiar to him as his own chambers.

Alric and Cameron were seated at one end of the long table that occupied a good chunk of Alric’s office. The king and consort were seated with Warin, one of Alric’s retainers and a damn good fighter. Spreadsheets covered in endless rows of numbers and colorful charts were scattered before them and clutched in their hands.

Oh, right, of course. It was coming up on that time of the year, wasn’t it? Warin always reviewed the castle expenses budget with Alric before fall came.

All three people were watching Cassie, anticipation nearly thrumming in the room. Baldewin shared it whole-heartedly. Five hundred years without a single sign of any magic was four hundred and ninety-nine years too many, in his opinion. Mages meant potential mates, magic, wonder. They’d gone far too long without all three.

He had no idea what it was about this year that’d become the turning point. But more and more mages were appearing, starting with Cameron and apparently snowballing from there. Baldewin didn’t want to question the miracle, just enjoy it. He also wanted more details.

“Found where?” he asked.

“Finland. Took a combination of seeking spells, scrying, and a little Googling, but I found him in Helsinki.” The slender, Korean-American woman was bouncing on the balls of her feet, which were covered in disturbing white bunny slippers with almost dragon-like teeth. “Nestori Taavi is his name.”

Baldewin nearly chuckled when Alric’s eyes crossed a little. “Googling?” Their king was the epitome of grace and composure, but the Noh twins had definitely shaken their handsome king up on more than one occasion with the things that popped out of their mouths.

“He’s got several applications up on various websites, job hunting,” Cassie explained, as smug as a cat with canary feathers dangling out of its mouth.

That made even less sense. “Why would a mage be job hunting? Their job is to be a mage.”

Cassie rolled her big, brown eyes at him. “Dude. He probably doesn’t know dragons still live. And mages outside of a dragon clan, they’re not really all that accepted. The world doesn’t believe in magic anymore. You should have heard the reaction when I told my parents I’d be exclusively a mage from now on. You’d have thought I announced I was doing the hippie thing and smoking weed all day.”

“She does not exaggerate,” Cameron assured him, making a face. “I only got a different reaction because my job is also consort to this clan. I think they could wrap their head around it better.”

“I don’t remember a clan called the Taavi,” Warin said slowly, setting his spreadsheets aside. “We had several magical clans from Finland, but they were all small. Still, I’d think the name would sound familiar.”

“I don’t remember them either,” Alric admitted. “Has Lisette or one of the other mages confirmed that he’s a mage?”

“Yep,” Cassie said with an enthusiastic bob of her head. “Lisette actually cast the seeking spell the last time to verify I didn’t make a mistake while I finished my Googling. Nestori Taavi is definitely a mage, whether he knows it or not.”

Cameron was already typing away on his phone. “I’m shooting this over to Gunter to look up. Cassie, did you get an address for this guy?”

“Yeah, I did, and here’s the thing. I don’t think he’s part of a clan. His address is a motel room, and not the nice kind. I took a quick look at the place. It’s one of those cheap places you rent for like a week at a time.” Her eyes darted from one face to another. “I will bet you dollars to doughnuts he’s alone.”

Not for long, he wasn’t. “Hoheit, I want to go,” Baldewin volunteered.

Alric took in the request with a slow blink. He met his old friend’s gaze, trying not to mentally flinch as Alric attempted to read his thoughts. Not that the dragon could. No dragon could. But they’d been friends for centuries. If anyone knew the thoughts zipping through Baldewin’s head, it was Alric. The dragon king could undoubtedly read he was still smarting over his failure to protect Cameron from being kidnapped. Another mage was not going to suffer that fate on his watch.

“Yeah, send Baldewin,” Cassie seconded. “He’s great at mage retrieval. I speak from experience.”

Baldewin shot her an amused smile. In retrospect, watching her and Sasha climb all over each other while a very excited Ha Na wore his ear off was funny. He could laugh about it now, but at the time, he might have hidden from the tiny woman in the plane bathroom a few times.

“You do have experience with this,” Alric allowed. “And your Swedish is certainly better than most.”

“Why Swedish?” Cameron questioned, head cocked.

“Second major language in Finland,” Baldewin explained, shrugging a shoulder. “My Finnish is rusty, but either way, I should be able to communicate with him.”

“You’re probably the best to go.” Alric gave a firm nod, pleased with his own decision. “Alright, request granted. But not alone. I don’t want to send anyone out alone right now. Who do you wish to go with you? Sasha?”

Cassie squawked in protest and dismay. “Nooooo! Alric, favorite brother-in-law, I thought we were friends! Why would you try to take my snuggle bunny away from me like that?”

Alric rolled his eyes at her.

Lifting a hand, Warin volunteered, “Why don’t I go? I know enough Swedish to get by, and I wouldn’t mind the chance to stretch my wings some.”

Baldewin nodded in support. Back in the war, Warin had been one of their more intelligent, accomplished fighters, and the man’s usually polite manner often charmed people. On a short list of people to take with him on a meet-and-greet in possibly dangerous territory, Warin definitely featured.

Alric looked between the two of them, gauging this. “Fine. Can the two of you leave today? The expense reports can wait. I don’t want the mage to disappear on us now that we know his location. It seems he’s in a transitory state.”

Baldewin spoke while looking at Warin’s face to see what the man thought of the idea. “I think we can get all of the information from Cassie, pack, and be out by this afternoon. It’ll mean a night landing, but that’ll make it easier for us to shift and walk into the city.”

Warin nodded in support. “I can finish my meeting here quickly and be ready to go soon.”

Cassie patted Baldewin on the arm. “Then follow me, big guy. I can show you his picture, send stuff over to your phone so you’ve got an address for him.”

He followed her out of the room with Cameron calling after him, “Keep us updated!”

“Of course!” Baldewin assured him.

Cassie, never meeting a silence she couldn’t cheerfully destroy, chattered as the ears on her bunny slippers flopped with each step. “Just an FYI, he’s a hottie. Not that I would know what to do with a guy, but still, he’s really cute. He also looks as if life fucked him over several times and forgot to use lube.”

He didn’t doubt her, but this description did worry him. “Why do you say that?”

“It was more his work history. And his smile looked a little strained in the picture, like he was trying to put a good face on things and couldn’t quite manage it. But mainly the work history.” She took a right at the next hallway, going up to the set of rooms she shared with her wife Sasha or, as Cassie liked to refer to it, her evil lair. “He’s worked a lot of odd jobs, temporary things that never seemed to last more than six months. And all in this small town that’s waaaaay north in Finland. Like, right smack on the border.”

“Just how much did you look into his history before coming to see us?”

“Probably dug around for a good hour,” she admitted frankly. “I expected more questions than I got, really. And I wanted to see where he was from, if he had a clan. I saw no sign of a clan. There’s likely a lot I’m missing, but the gist I get is that he’s thirty-five, single, has no formal education past high school, and his work history is all dead-end jobs. He moved to Helsinki, like, three days ago, hence why my seeking spell picked up on him.”

Because he was within range of it. But probably just barely, as the seeking spells didn’t have much distance to them. Having lived in northern Finland, he would have been undetectable to them for most of his life.

“God, why couldn’t I have been casting a seeking spell three days ago? We would have found him that much sooner!” she continued, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

“I’m amazed you could put a name to him.”

“Yeah, that took some ingenuity. Turns out my computer skills come in handy, even as a mage.” A cheeky grin lifted the corners of her mouth. With a spring in her step, she opened the door and led him inside.

All castle suites had a sitting room attached to a bedroom at the very least. The more established suites had four rooms, including bathroom, bedroom, sitting room and an extra room for the hoards.

Cassie had taken the sitting room and turned it partially into a computer room. She had a three-monitor array over a glass desk and a massive chair in front of it that she promptly curled up in, her legs crossed. Despite the obvious dedication to technology, there were still hints of Sasha in the room, like the giant pile of oversized cushions covered in satiny cloth, as well as a couple of books. It looked as if the dragon had created a place to relax while also keeping an eye on her precious mage as she worked.

Baldewin leaned over her shoulder as she brought up different screens, flipping through tabs. “So, here’s our guy.”

The screens displayed a basic profile of picture, name, address, and a brief work history. It was a job application site, one unfamiliar to him and he assumed popular in Finland.

Nestori Taavi did indeed look handsome. His skin was pale, barely a hint of color, and he had dark hair that was long on top with buzzed sides. Chiseled features, strong jaw, and eyes so lightly grey they looked haunting. He was sure he’d never forget those eyes; it was as if they could see right through him.

Cassie’s assessment of him was right. He did look hot. His dragon clanmates would take one look at him and gravitate like magnets to steel.

“You likey,” Cassie crooned and then laughed.

“He is handsome,” Baldewin admitted. “Can you send his picture to my phone, too?”

“So you can stare at it some more?”

Incorrigible, this woman. Baldewin shook his head and rolled his eyes. “No, so I can find him. You mentioned he wasn’t staying in a good motel?”

“I mean, Google Earth didn’t give me a good impression of it.” Cassie switched tabs again and showed it to him with a gesture toward the screen.

Baldewin took it in with a growing frown. The building looked barely acceptable—white on white with a grey roof in a style from many decades ago, with trim that seemed warped by sun and time. There was a vacancy light in the window, as well as rates listed off on a white sign below it, a clear indication that this was a cheaper motel. Frankly, it looked more like a converted barracks building than a motel to him.

“Not a great place to stay for long. He’s got a room there. You see why I think he’s not doing so well.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t look it,” Baldewin agreed slowly. He straightened, already forming a game plan in his mind. “I’ll need to go pack a few things. This might take some days to do.”

“Go for it. I’ll start sending you and Warin all the information I’ve got.”

“Danke, Cassie.” He left, putting together a mental list of what to pack. Thinking of it, he texted Warin to ask if they got travel expenses. The reply quickly came back yes, and Warin was on it. Not that Baldewin was surprised. Alric would spare no expense to bring a new mage into the clan, to make sure every single precious mage was safe.

News spread quickly around the castle that another mage had been found. Baldewin was stopped several times on the way to his room by various people asking for confirmation and whether he knew anything. He patiently repeated the news that they’d found a mage, a man in Helsinki. He was going with Warin to meet him. Yes, today.

Excitement and fresh hope rose with every person he spoke to. For those not mated—and there were many—it meant an opportunity where none was before since dragons could only mate with mages.

Five hundred years.

Even for a long-lived dragon, it was a long time to wait for a sign. A breath of hope. A little proof that mages weren’t gone from the world completely. That dragons would once again start finding their mates, that they would find the love and completeness they’d all been raised to believe in but that had been stolen away with the Great Dragon War.

Baldewin shared in their enthusiasm, which was why it was so easy for him to be patient with every interruption.

Five hundred years of waiting had brought them Cameron, Cassie, and their grandmother, Ha Na. Now they’d uncovered Nestori Taavi. Maybe they were only seeing the tip of the iceberg when it came to mages. Maybe Baldewin’s mate was just around the corner, waiting to be discovered. It probably wouldn’t be this Nestori. The odds were against him finding his mate so quickly. But soon. He had to cling to the hope that he’d find his mate soon.

Baldewin finally made it to his room and packed three changes of clothes and a few odds and ends, as he didn’t want to have to stop and shop for necessities if he could help it. Then he went back down to the dining hall for a quick lunch, where he got even more questions. Warin joined him halfway through, with his own plate in hand.

“I see we had the same thought,” he greeted as he sat across the table from Baldewin.

“Might as well eat before we leave,” Baldewin agreed as if Warin had voiced it aloud. “Everything settled on your end?”

“Yes. I think we can leave right after we eat. I haven’t had a chance to look at what Cassie sent, though.”

Baldewin had been showing the man’s picture for a good hour now, off and on, so it was easy to pull it back up for Warin’s sake.

Warin tucked a lock of his dark hair back over his shoulder, narrow face lighting up a little at what he saw. “He’s handsome.” Then his face fell a little into a frown. “He looks a bit…strained? I don’t know how to say it, but like there’s something wrong behind his smile.”

“If you look at his work history, it doesn’t show a good picture.”

Baldewin did not understand it, really. Mages throughout history were revered for their talent; they didn’t have to go begging for jobs or struggle to make ends meet. Had the world so changed? Or was this mage like Cameron, possessing magical talent but unaware of his own ability?

Taking his phone out, Warin scrolled through the information, his frown growing. “I see what you mean. Did he move to Helsinki hoping for better employment?”

“It’s possible. His home town is tiny. The population is only two hundred people.”

“Ouch. Then yes, a bigger city might be better for him.”

“Better than thinking of him being on the run.”

Warin stilled at Baldewin’s dark comment. “Jaeggi?”

The name alone could send a chill down Baldewin’s spine and tighten a knot in his stomach. The rogue mage clan had successfully kidnapped Cameron and threatened the life of their king. They didn’t know the Jaeggis’ motives yet, but it was clear they were after mages and had malicious intent. It didn’t matter. Baldewin would not allow another mage to come to harm by their hands.

“I don’t know, but it would be wise of us to at least consider it. If Cassie and Lisette were able to find him, we have to assume the Jaeggi can find him as well.”

Warin grunted and looked down at his phone again. “Very true. Even without the Jaeggi, I see why he’s so strained. Life hasn’t been good to him so far.” He perked up. “Maybe we’ll be the wind of change for him.”

Warin’s optimism couldn’t completely chase away Baldewin’s growing sense of unease. Why did he have this nagging suspicion they were going to have a fight on their hands with this one?
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Nestori Taavi sat on the edge of the extremely firm twin mattress and rubbed his burning eyes. He was exhausted down to his very core. Everything hurt. Even his damn hair hurt. But all the exhaustion, stress, and headaches were worth it.

He was free.

After nearly three decades of being treated like a second-class citizen by the fucking Taavi Clan, he was free of them. Free of their gay-hating rhetoric. Free of their rigid style of magic training. Free of all the snubs, shit assignments, and all-around belittling he’d been forced to stomach for almost as long as he could remember.

He wasn’t going to be their whipping boy any longer.

It just sucked that he’d waited so long. For the first couple of decades, he’d stupidly clung to the belief that if he just worked hard enough, he could prove he was a great mage to the rest of his clan. But no amount of hard work and dedication was going to change their minds.

When he’d finally given up on that ridiculous hope, he turned his focus to more realistic problems. Namely, money. He needed to save enough money to escape that miserable life. Not an easy feat when he could land only dead-end jobs that barely paid anything. His lack of education and useful job experience limited his choices. And then, of course, as he got close to his goal, his father’s fishing business started struggling, and he’d been forced to hand over a large chunk of his savings to help keep them afloat.

Life kept trying to beat him down, but he crawled back time and again.

And now he was free.

Not that the road ahead was going to be easy by any means, but he liked to think that if he’d gotten this far without being discovered and dragged home, then he had a real shot of starting fresh.

It had taken him nearly three days to get from Nuorgam, at the northernmost tip of Finland, to Helsinki at the southernmost border. He’d driven from the clan’s home to Sodankylä and abandoned the car there, unwilling to risk anyone from the clan reporting it stolen. That was one sure way for them to get revenge on him for daring to leave.

In Sodankylä, he’d grabbed a bus and ridden it as far as Kuusamo. From there, it had been a mishmashed collage of hitchhiking and buses until he finally reached Helsinki. More than thirteen hundred kilometers from the only home he’d ever known, and if he were being honest, he still wasn’t far enough away from those people.

Were they even looking for him? Maybe his parents. Anyone else was just worried about the supplies he was supposed to bring back.

His mobile phone had been bombarded with calls when he boarded the bus to Kuusamo. By then, he should have already reported back.

At first, he’d simply silenced the ringer, unable to get himself to actually turn off his phone. He’d never done anything against the wishes of his family, of his clan.

Fear had him briefly contemplating getting off the bus, turning around, grabbing the car, and making up some excuse for his delay when he showed up at home again. He’d never lived outside of his clan. Definitely never lived in a place as big as Helsinki. What the hell was he even thinking? He was going to get himself killed or end up starving on the streets because he’d failed at this just like he failed at everything else in life.

But what would he be going back to?

Disappointment in his mother’s eyes.

Disgust from his father.

It was bad enough that he was gay, but he’d been labeled as a mage who couldn’t be trusted to perform more than the most rudimentary of spells. Not only could he not learn and perform magic like the other mages because of his dyscalculia, but he’d never marry a woman and create more little mages to fill his clan. In the eyes of his clanmates, he was utterly useless. A waste of space. He never should have been born, and his fellow clanmates didn’t hesitate to remind him of that fact daily.

For too long, he’d agreed with them. What good was a mage who wasn’t allowed to perform magic? What good was a male mage if he couldn’t father more mages to support the clan?

A lifetime spent with no friends, surrounded by people who would cross the street rather than pass him on the sidewalk. Every look contained a sneer, every comment filled with derision.

If he was a waste, then he was better off on his own. Even if he never managed to cast another spell, at least he could do something with his life that would make him happy.

Lifting his head, he glanced around the spartan motel room. It was barely bigger than a closet, with a narrow twin bed, a small desk and plastic chair, TV, a tiny fridge, and a coffee maker. The white walls were broken only by a pair of windows that looked out on the gravel parking lot and a single print of a green car that looked as if it was straight out of the fifties. Or maybe sixties. Tori wasn’t sure. Cars had never been his thing.

The floor wasn’t even carpeted, just bland, blue linoleum that was cool to the touch first thing in the morning.

The bathroom was shared, but at least it was only a few doors down the hall.

But as bland and boring as his surroundings were, they held two great perks. One: the motel was cheap. Like, extremely cheap. Which he desperately needed right now, thanks to his rapidly depleting funds.

Two: it was thirteen hundred kilometers away from the rest of his clan.

He was safe, and he was free.

His hand strayed to the acoustic guitar laying on the bed next to him. It was the one thing he couldn’t leave behind in Nuorgam. He’d picked it up in a second-hand shop after finally saving enough money as a teenager and had taught himself over the years by watching videos online. The guitar was both his one luxury item and the key to his sanity.

And now, there was a chance it would keep him from going hungry while he was in Helsinki. Three days of searching hadn’t turned up a job yet. He wasn’t desperate, but it wasn’t far off at this rate. If he didn’t find a job soon, he could always do a little busking in the parks. All the tourists pouring off the cruise ships would be happy to toss him a few euros.

Snatching up his battered backpack from the floor, he turned and emptied its contents onto the bed. He’d not been able to pack much before leaving his village, afraid of arousing suspicion.

Monthly trips were made to some of the larger neighboring towns for a variety of supplies. He wasn’t picked too often for the job, but Jarvi had come up sick at the last minute, and he’d been tapped to run for supplies. Maybe it was fate smiling on him. Who knew? Tori didn’t fucking care.

Each day when he left his room, he took all his possessions with him. Cheap also meant he wasn’t in the best neighborhood. He didn’t want to risk losing what little he had to a thief.

In his backpack, he’d managed to stuff a change of clothes and a couple extra pairs of underwear and socks. He’d also grabbed toiletries as well as his favorite book. A loose pick tossed inside the guitar had been enough to fake something wrong with the instrument, allowing him to claim that he planned to have it repaired while he ran the necessary errands.

The one thing he wished he’d grabbed more of were spell ingredients. Not that he was looking to cast a lot of magic in Helsinki, but he knew a few cloaking spells that would help mask his movements. Unfortunately, he’d already burned through most of his ingredients, and it would be a while before he could replenish them.

As it was, August in Helsinki didn’t offer much in the way of newly fallen snow, and he hadn’t dared stop to capture light from the full moon while traveling. He’d have to wait until the next one. Some of the herbs could probably be found in the countryside, but without a car and money for gas, harvesting those was unlikely.

No, his best chance of getting new spell ingredients was going to be from another clan.

Except he didn’t know of any other clans in Finland. Hell, he didn’t know where any other mage clans were period. The rest of the world seemed to think that both mages and dragons had died out following the Great Dragon War, but Tori knew better. If his clan had survived, then he was willing to bet there were other mage clans out there. But he wasn’t sure who was alive or even where they were.

The only problem with that logic was it meant dragons existed as well.

And dragons were the only thing in this world worse than his own clan.

Dragons had attacked the Jaeggi Clan, an old and trusted ally of the Taavi. Dragons had started the war that decimated the mage clans. Dragons had always claimed to be the great protectors of mages, but they’d shown their true colors five hundred years ago when they slaughtered the Jaeggi.

The details were hazy on exactly how the major mage clans were destroyed, but there was no question that it never would have happened if not for the actions of dragons.

Didn’t matter. Fuck dragons. And fuck the Taavi Clan.

Shifting on the bed, Tori pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and retrieved a wad of bills and handful of coins. Two hundred and seventy-three euros. Not great. Enough to get him a few more nights at the motel and some food if he kept it cheap. He needed at least another change of clothes, but thrift stores offered some inexpensive options. He had another thousand euros sitting in his bank account, but he was afraid of tapping that and leading anyone from his clan straight to him.

Would they even look for him?

They’d made it clear they didn’t want him. He was a waste of skin and magical talent. They thought he was a drain on clan resources. Why would they look for him?

Well, other than the fact that the Taavi had remained hidden from the world for five centuries, he was the first to attempt to permanently leave. He was the first to carry the secret of the Taavi to the outside world. They might want to get him back to keep him from betraying that secret.

Not that he would.

What did he care about the hidden clan?

Let them stay tucked away from the rest of the world, practicing their magic and retelling the same old stories.

No, it was best if he kept his head down. Helsinki might be a large city of more than a million people within her metro area, but he wasn’t going to risk anyone coming to look for him.

The best idea was to find a job as quickly as possible. He had enough basic skills that he should be able to find something within a busy city.

With a little money in his pocket, he would be able to rent an apartment or even travel out of Finland. Maybe head farther south. See the Mediterranean. He could think fast on his feet. He’d be able to survive, probably even thrive, on his own.

Yes, he would find a job and go from there.

And well, of course, avoid dragons at all costs.
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This was turning out to be more difficult than Baldewin had first anticipated. He shuffled along the path with Warin, one ear trained on his companion’s phone conversation with Cassie and Lisette, the head mage of the Burkhard Clan, while he scanned the immediate area for their missing mage.

His initial excitement over Cassie finding a mage had quickly given way to the painful realization that Helsinki was no small town.

It was by sheer luck that Cameron had stumbled into their hometown of Sonthofen a couple months earlier. By god, it was stunning they’d found him in the massive throng of people at the Dragon Festival.

But now they had a missing mage in Helsinki.

The capital city itself was over seven hundred square kilometers, and Nestori’s motel was on the outskirts of the city, widening the possible area to nearly thirty-seven hundred square kilometers. There were more than a million people and thousands of buildings. How were they going to narrow down his location?

The obvious choice was to catch him at his motel room, but right now, it was Baldewin’s last choice. If the man was alone and had suffered a rough life already, he didn’t want him to feel trapped or in danger by approaching him in the one place supposed to be his safe haven. He also didn’t want to risk Tori spotting them near his motel unless they had no other choice.

Baldewin rolled his shoulders as they walked through Esplanadi Park. The large, open space cut through the center of the city and was filled with rich greenery, an explosion of colorful flowers, sculptures, and fountains. Even in the middle of the work week, people filled the main thoroughfare and lounged on the soft grass, enjoying the late-morning sun.

It was a peaceful place, a respite from the busy city that buzzed around them. The sidewalks outside the park were wide and peppered heavily with shops and restaurants for all the tourists. Helsinki was a popular stop for cruise ships, sending a steady stream of tourists into the city during the warm summer months.

The park was a pleasant spot to relax and take a break from wandering among the stone buildings, neoclassical columns, and white trim. Much of the architecture had a Russian feel, reminding him of long-ago trips to St. Petersburg. While he enjoyed the hustle and bustle, the green space was a wonderful escape.

And best of all, it was free.

If Nestori was struggling as much as Baldewin suspected, there was a chance he might be drawn to this area. It was a place that brought him close to potential jobs while not making demands on his wallet.

Frowning, Baldewin rolled his shoulders again. A knot from where he’d slept funny tightened next to his right shoulder blade.

The flight from Germany to Finland hadn’t taken too long, and his dragon had been happy to stretch its wings for such a length of time. They’d been lucky that most of the flight had been filled with cloudy skies to use as camouflage.

There had been too many whispers recently that dragons weren’t extinct, and Alric was in no hurry to prove those rumors correct. Their secrecy afforded them protection. Their numbers were too small, and it made Baldewin worry about the few mages that existed. If the world suddenly believed in dragons again, wouldn’t they believe in mages? Would the mages be at risk in a power-hungry world with no dragons to protect them?

Baldewin shuddered at the thought, turning his focus back to his hunt for Nestori Taavi. He would protect all mages, starting with this Nestori, whenever he managed to find him.

Warin ended the call and shoved his mobile phone into his pocket. “Well, Lisette and Cassie say we’re actually in the right area.”

“He’s in Esplanadi Park?”

The dragon nodded, his eyes dancing away from Baldewin to take in the hundred or so people who surrounded them, walking, sitting, and lounging on blankets in the grass. They could do this. The Dragon Festival had been far more crowded when they located Cameron. Of course, at the time, nearly every dragon had rushed out of Burkhard Castle to locate him. Right now, only he and Warin were searching for Nestori on the ground.

“They said they would call again if he leaves the park and give us a new direction to search in. It sounded like they were planning to take a small break and call in some fresh mages to initiate a new seeking spell.”

Baldewin grunted, not surprised in the least. Cassie and Lisette had been working on getting an exact location for Nestori since the sun had peeked above the horizon. They had to be exhausted, even with the help of dragon power to fuel their spells.

“Lisette also offered to come to Finland if we don’t find him within a day or two,” Warin continued.

That thought alone halted Baldewin’s feet, and he jerked around to glare at Warin as if the man beside him had suggested she make the trip, which he could not imagine him doing. “Alric could not have possibly agreed to that.”

A low snort left Warin’s throat, and he smirked. “I don’t believe Lisette has run that suggestion by Alric just yet. And no, I don’t believe for a second he’d allow it without an entire fleet of dragons to protect her.”

“And Dieter.”

Warin laughed. “That grumpy old dragon would never let her travel so far from the castle without him.”

With good reason. Lisette was both the mate to Dieter, a royal advisor to the king, as well as their head mage. She was most experienced in all things magical, and their clan couldn’t risk losing her under any circumstances. She was one of their brilliant, shining lights that brought greatness to the Burkhard Clan. One of its most precious treasures.

If dragons were good at anything, it was protecting those things and people they treasured.

“Then it is critical we find this Nestori Taavi before Lisette decides to lock horns with our king and demand a trip to Finland,” Baldewin murmured, continuing through the park.

“Do you think we will have trouble convincing him he’s a mage like we did Cameron?” Warin asked after a few minutes.

Cameron had known little of mages when he first met Alric and refused to believe that he might be one. Convincing him that dragons existed had been much easier, due to a certain blue dragon flying overhead when Cameron arrived at their castle for a tour. Not the best introduction, but it had been effective all the same.

When it came to Nestori, Baldewin was hoping for a lighter touch. Something about the wariness in the man’s grey eyes, the lines of strain in his handsome face, left Baldewin wanting to shield him from any new shocks and discomfort. He needed to be protected.

“How can we not smell him?” Warin complained.

It was something that worried Baldewin, as well. Mages smelled heavily of magic, the scent of charged air right before a lightning strike. It was the smell of heaven.

Mages had also become the scent of home. Burkhard Castle had always housed them within its walls, and now every carpet, tapestry, banner, wooden beam, and stone in the place was permeated with the scent of magic.

“Maybe the breeze is too strong today. It is blowing his scent out of the park and into the city,” Baldewin offered, not that he particularly believed it.

“I don’t—” Whatever Warin had been about to say was cut off sharply, and Baldewin realized why a heartbeat later.

Magic.

That sharp, beautiful scent of magic on the air.

Their mage. He was close.

“Which way? Which way?” Baldewin demanded, not caring that his usually deep voice might have just jumped a couple octaves higher in his excitement. He spun around where he’d stopped, trying to get a better gauge on which direction the scent had drifted from.

Warin was spinning, too. They were both catching the attention of other people in the park who were obviously wondering what the devil was wrong with them, since they looked around the immediate area as well. Baldewin did his best to ignore them, not caring if they were attracting attention.

“There!” Warin announced, pointing toward a path leading away from the main thoroughfare that cut down the center of the park. “It’s stronger in that direction.”

Warin started to take off at a jog, but Baldewin grabbed his arm, slowing his pace to a brisk walk. “We don’t want to startle him.”

His companion nodded and released a deep breath. “No, you’re right. We’re close. We will find him.”

They hurried down the park path while trying not to look like they were hurrying, scanning the immediate area for any sign of the man in the picture Cassie had provided. Trees crowded the path, stretching their limbs overhead and blocking out more of the sunlight, creating a slightly more private atmosphere.

About halfway down the path, they spotted a single man sitting at a small table with a pair of folding wooden chairs. He was hunched over, all his attention focused on several sheets of paper in front of him. Leaning on one elbow, he rested his head on his hand, fingers thrust through his hair. His lips were pulled into a deep frown, and lines crisscrossed his brow. An acoustic guitar leaned against the table beside him.

Baldewin found his own steps slowing even more as he soaked in every bit of Nestori’s appearance. His clothes were worn, and the hem of his jeans were a little frayed. They hung on his hips a bit, as if he’d either lost weight or maybe got stuck with a pair one size too big. Either way, it looked as if he could do with a few good meals. There was a gauntness to his face that bothered Baldewin. He needed a sandwich. A big one. Maybe a slice of cake to go with it.

“How do you want to handle this?” Warin inquired.

Before Baldewin could answer, Nestori’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing on them for a moment before going wide. Baldewin wasn’t quite sure how to read that expression. Was he afraid of them? His pale cheeks flushed a second later, and something new sparkled in his eyes that Baldewin couldn’t quite name either.

“No!” Nestori said loudly, pointing at them with the pen clutched tightly in his right fist.

They both stopped sharply, hands raised as if the mage were holding a gun on them.

Clearing his throat, Baldewin forced his confusion back and tried to offer his most friendly, non-threatening smile. “Hello, Mr. Taavi. We don’t mean you any harm. We—”

“No!”

Baldewin paused and frowned, reflecting on what he’d said, making sure he’d spoken in Finnish rather than his native German. Then he reexamined his Finnish. He hadn’t misspoken. His Finnish might be a little rusty, but he’d not said anything to threaten or insult the man.

“We were just hoping to speak to you for a moment,” Warin added.

The pen jerked over to point at Warin, and Nestori barked the same word. With his free hand, he gathered together the papers he was working on. Standing closer to him now, Baldewin was pretty sure he was filling out job applications. Once the papers and his guitar were tightly clutched in one hand, he pushed to his feet, the pen still pointed at them like a weapon.

“I’m sorry, but I think you have us confused with someone else. We don’t mean you any harm. We just wish to speak with you,” Baldewin tried again.

A harsh, bitter laugh jumped from Nestori’s throat, and he stopped backing away. He shoved the pen into his front pocket. “Oh, I know who you both are. Or rather what you are.” His upper lip curled into a sneer as he spat, “dragons.”

The tone, the look of obvious hatred and disgust on his face, stopped Baldewin cold. He’d recognized them, knew about dragons and that they existed. How was that possible? Could he also know he was a mage, then?

Nestori answered that question before it could even form on Baldewin’s lips. He spoke too softly for Baldewin to hear the words, but there was a brilliant flash of light and a surge of power. The scent of petrichor and ozone filled the air. A spell.

And Baldewin couldn’t move.

Holy shit! The mage had cast a spell, and he was trapped. He barely managed to shift his gaze to his right to find that Warin was frozen as well.

Looking straight ahead, he could see the fleeing form of Nestori as he ran out of the park, disappearing into the concrete maze of Helsinki.

Around them, people raised their voices in shock and confusion. No one seemed to know what had happened. He thought he heard someone blaming it on a firework or a flashbang. At least no one seemed to notice they were frozen in place.

The spell dissipated after less than a minute, but it was enough for them to lose sight of Nestori. Warin started to run after the mage, but Baldewin caught his arm, stopping him.

“No,” Baldewin said.

Warin’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline, and his mouth fell open. “No? But we can catch him.”

“Yes, and he clearly fears us. Chasing after him and potentially cornering him is not going to get him to listen to us.”

Frowning, Warin glanced over his shoulder in the direction Nestori had escaped. “It seemed more like loathing than fear.”

Baldewin grunted. He could not argue with that. “But why?”

“Is he Jaeggi and we not know it?”

That was a consideration. The Jaeggi Clan was behind the destruction of many mages and dragons during the Dragon War. When they’d kidnapped Cameron, they’d made it clear they still had a deep and unrelenting hatred of dragons.

But if he was Jaeggi, why was he alone and so far from the rest of his clan?

Shaking his head, Baldewin pulled his phone out of his pocket and walked over to the table Nestori had been sitting at. “We have found him once. We will find him again. It’s more important that we report this to Alric. Circumstances are not as we anticipated.”

He dropped into the seat Nestori had vacated while Warin remained standing, his thick arms folded across his chest. The dragon could not draw his eyes away from the direction in which the mage had run, as if hoping Nestori would realize his error and turn around. Not likely. He’d sounded very confident when he shouted “no” at them.

With a knot twisting in his stomach, Baldewin called Alric’s personal mobile number. It wasn’t so much that he was worried about Alric being angry with them but the heavy feeling that he’d failed his king, failed his clan, in some way.

It wasn’t surprising that Alric answered the call after the first ring. Everyone in the castle would be eagerly awaiting news of the new mage.

“Do you have him? Is he safe?” Alric asked by way of greeting.

“No worries if Warin and I are safe?” Baldewin lightly teased.

Alric chuckled softly, a sound he heard far more of now that his oldest friend had found his mate. “I’m not worried about whether my two strongest warriors are safe in Helsinki. I also happen to know that you and Warin have been in communication with Lisette already today. If you were in danger, I’d know it.”

“Always a step ahead of us, Hoheit.”

Alric snorted. “I have to be in order to keep this crazy rabble in line. Now, what news? Have you found him?”

“Yes, but not all my news is good, Hoheit. I am sorry.”

“No apologies, my old friend. Tell me what has happened.”

“We found him, and he looks…weary. Worn,” Baldewin started.

“He’s in need of a damn good meal,” Warin grumbled under his breath, though Baldewin doubted Alric could hear him.

“He refused to speak with us when we tried to approach him. He…he knew who we were.” Baldewin paused, glanced around quickly, and lowered his voice. “He recognized us as dragons.”

“Oh.” The small sound was soft and surprised from Alric. The silence stretched for a second, and he could easily imagine his king trying to take in that information. “That will save you from that awkward conversation. Do you think this means he’s aware he’s a mage?”

“Yes, I’m confident he knows he’s a mage,” Baldewin replied.

Warin cursed softly before stomping back over to the table. He leaned close and snarled, “He threw a spell at us!”

Baldewin shoved Warin away from him. He didn’t need the dragon growling in his ear as he spoke to their king.

“What?” Alric gasped. “A spell? He cast a spell?”

There were some sounds like a scuffle in the background of the call, and he clearly heard Cameron’s voice demanding Alric put them on speaker.

“Are you shitting me? The new mage cast a spell?” Cameron demanded a second later. “Whoa, that’s kind of hysterical.”

“It does make me grateful you didn’t know magic yet when we spoke to you in the castle the first time,” Alric murmured. “I’m assuming both you and Warin are okay. You weren’t harmed?”

“No, we’re both fine, Hoheit. Simply surprised.” Warin paced away from the table, swearing again. Okay, so maybe they were a little more than surprised. A little shocked and insulted, too. What mage didn’t want to know a dragon?

“And the mage? Did he look hurt? Or scared?” Cameron prodded.

“More…angry. I’m inclined to think that he hates dragons. If you could have seen his expression, heard his voice when he said ‘dragons,’ you would have thought we were to blame for every slight and ill-fortune he’s suffered in his life.”

“So, I take it he rejected your offer to talk,” Alric said.

Baldewin snorted. “He said ‘no’ much like Cameron did that first day in the castle but with magic.”

“What is your plan for moving forward?”

Baldewin sighed and glanced over at Warin. The dragon seemed to have calmed, his expression more of worry and frustration now. He’d wager that Warin was feeling more embarrassment at being caught by the spell than any real anger.

“I am reluctant to confront him at his motel. It is clear he doesn’t want anything to do with us. I don’t think it will help our cause to make him feel even more threatened. We will back off for the rest of the day. Maybe try to keep an eye on him from a distance so we know he is safe. I will attempt to speak to him again soon when he’s had time to calm down.”

“That sounds like a wise course of action. Take your time and keep us posted.”

“I will, Hoheit. Could you also ask Lisette to notify us if it looks like he’s leaving Helsinki?”

“I will pass along your request. Good luck to you and Warin. Be safe, and protect that mage.”

“We will. I swear it.”

Baldewin ended the call and lowered the phone to the table, staring at the dark screen for a moment. The only question was how were they going to get close enough to the man to speak to him without being hit with another freezing spell…or something even more dangerous?
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Tori wanted precisely three things out of this day. One, to get a job. Money was past tight at this point. Two, to drink coffee as black as his soul. Three, for no one to pet his peeves.

So, it was only natural for the dragon to show up again to further annoy the crap out of him. There could be no other explanation than bad karma from a previous life coming back to haunt him with a vengeance.

As proof to this theory, the dragon came to him before he had coffee.

Of course the dragon was freaking back. The lizard pretending to be a sexy man—and Tori needed to have a word with his libido—had been haunting his every step for the past four days.

He and his companion hadn’t done anything so bold as to attempt to speak with him again, but there was this feeling that he was being watched even when he couldn’t actually spot either of the dragons.

And then there were the gifts.

Money had finally gotten tight enough that he was now playing his guitar in locations frequently traveled by cruise ship tourists. More than once, he’d found that people had dropped twenty euro bills into his guitar case. Tourists didn’t toss in bills. Only coins. And no one mistook a twenty euro note. Not repeatedly.

One of the dragons had obviously done that, but he couldn’t figure out how he’d missed his approach. Had he gotten a human to drop it in his case?

Part of him hated that the dragons thought they could buy him so easily, but the starving, scared part of him was grateful for the cash. It guaranteed he had a roof over his head and food in his belly for a little while longer.

And then there were the socks.

A day earlier, he’d been in the park filling out another round of applications, trying to keep an eye out for those damn dragons, when a little girl ran up and dropped a brown paper bag on the table before running away again with a giggle.

Jumping to his feet, he’d turned around, sure this had to be the doing of those dragons, but there was no sign of them. He’d sat and carefully opened the bag to find thick wool socks with black and grey stripes. A short note accompanied them.

The evenings are cold.

~Baldewin

Tori had nearly laughed aloud. Cold? This was nothing. The temperature at night was downright balmy compared to winter nights in Nuorgam. Ridiculous dragon.

But still…the socks. Money was easy. It didn’t require any deep thought or planning. The socks, on the other hand, were different.

This Baldewin had to think about whether Tori was comfortable. Maybe he knew there was no carpet in his room, and he was worried about Tori walking barefoot across the tile floor. The dragon had picked out these particular thick, soft socks for him. He’d written the note and enlisted the help of the little girl so Tori couldn’t possibly turn him away again.

It was a small, stupid gift, but Tori had found himself swallowing hard against the lump that formed in his throat. When was the last time someone had given him such a gift? Never from a friend. He’d gotten a few when he was a kid from his parents. At least before they discovered he was gay and a mage without useful magic.

But this couldn’t continue.

The dragons were just trying to get past his defenses. They thought he could be bought easily, and they were wrong. He’d use them for what he could get, and as soon as he could, he was going to disappear.

He just needed to get better at spotting them. For the past four days, he’d constantly looked over his shoulder and jumped at every damn shadow, expecting a dragon to suddenly materialize. He was exhausted with worry.

That only put him in a bad mood when the dragon boldly walked toward him. Was this the dragon who’d given him the socks? Baldewin?

Tori eyed his approach and debated what to do. He had no real elements on him to work with, so magic was very much out. He could try coshing the guy over the head, which, heh, would be comedic if nothing else. Tori was maybe half the guy’s size. Were all dragons built solid like that, like a brick wall with legs?

That probably wasn’t fair.

He was handsome, Tori could give him that. The dragon had at least six inches on him in height and was nearly as wide as a car. His black hair was buzzed short, and black square glasses stood out against his rich, amber skin. There was dark stubble lining his strong jaw.

Everything about the man—er, dragon—should have been intimidating. And he was. This creature was definitely intimidating. There was no question he was powerful. Tori would have undoubtedly avoided him even if he didn’t know he was a dragon.

But there was something in his grey-green eyes, something in the way he looked at Tori, that made him sure the dragon wouldn’t hurt him.

Which was stupid and insane. Dragons had betrayed the Jaeggi. Betrayed all mages. This dragon was just craftier than Tori was giving him credit. He was getting under Tori’s skin and screwing with his mind because of socks.

Stupid socks.

Yes, angry was better. Angry was exactly what he needed to deal with this dragon.

He stopped with his arms crossed defensively over his chest and stared the dragon down. The one thing that he had going in his favor was that they were once again in a public park. He’d been cutting through it, looking for cans to pick up and recycle, when the dragon found him. So, he couldn’t shapeshift here, not with so many witnesses.

The man stopped a good meter away, close enough to talk, but far enough out that Tori didn’t feel threatened. His body language was loose, almost deliberately, as if he were trying to put Tori at ease. Fat chance, that.

“Baldewin?” Tori demanded.

The dragon nodded. At least Tori now had a name to match with the dragon. “I want to talk to you,” Baldewin stated without any fanfare or greetings. “You set the terms.”

Tori wanted him to go away. He blurted out without thinking, “Five hundred euros, and I’ll talk to you for an hour, but no more.”

“Done,” Baldewin said without hesitation.

Shit, he should have said a thousand.

Still, the five hundred would buy him several more days. Trying to squeeze at least coffee out of the deal, he cast about, saw a café nearby with outdoor seating, and pointed there. “Treat me to coffee at least before you give me a headache.”

Was that a flash of a smile on Baldewin’s face? Well, Tori was so pleased that he amused the man. He glowered but bit back words, not wanting to sound like an idiot. He marched to the café in question, practically feeling Baldewin’s eyes burning into him. He didn’t look around, though.

Where was the other dragon? Was he somewhere nearby and watching?

Their interest in him didn’t make any sense. Why were they being so persistent? It wasn’t like Tori had much value. His magic was for shit, according to every teacher he’d had. Dragons needed female mages for their offspring. Their mates were all female mages.

That was one of the other sins he bore—he was a male mage. Back before the Great Dragon War, he would have offered nothing of value to a dragon clan.

The hour chat might be ostensibly for Baldewin to get information from him, but Tori would turn those tables as much as possible, as he had his own questions that needed answers.

They went to the counter, and Tori splurged by ordering the largest coffee he could with all of the extras without a trace of guilt. Baldewin gave him an amused glance, as if he knew exactly what Tori was doing, but didn’t call him on it. He just ordered his own coffee, then two rye breads with the usual toppings of cold cuts, cheese, butter, and a cucumber topping. Almost as an afterthought, he ordered Karelian pies as well.

Tori’s mouth watered. Karelian pie was one of his favorite pastries ever, with its thick rye crust and rice porridge inside. He hadn’t eaten it in months, trying to save up the money to leave his pathetic hometown. His stomach gave a petulant rumble, and Tori gave it a discreet pat. Baldewin had ordered two because he intended to share, right?

Their order was promptly passed over to them on two trays, the food divided between them, and Tori was quick to claim his before going outside. He barely had his ass in the seat before he bit into the sandwich and then the pie, making sure Baldewin couldn’t reclaim either. Hardly fair of him, but he was too hungry to think about fairness just then.

Baldewin said nothing, just drank his coffee and let Tori eat. If the man wanted to waste the time he was paying for to watch Tori eat, fine.

Well, no, not fine. Tori had questions he wanted answered.

He slowed down reluctantly. “What the hell do you want with me?”

“There’s very few mages left, Mr. Taavi,” Baldewin answered, ignoring the food and coffee in front of him.

“It’s just Tori,” he snapped. “No one has ever called me Mr. Taavi, and I definitely won’t answer to Nestori. I’ve never liked that name.”

Baldewin’s lips twitched slightly as he took in those acerbic comments and then continued in low, even tones, “I’m Baldewin Burkhard of Clan Burkhard in Sonthofen, Germany.”

Tori paused for a moment, his eyebrows beetling together as he searched his brain. “Burkhard sounds vaguely familiar.”

Baldewin’s eyes widened, and his nostrils flared a little as if Tori had said something unbelievable or even insulting. He kind of wanted to laugh at Baldewin’s expression of shock. He didn’t know Tori’s clan didn’t teach each new generation much about the dragons. Certainly not names. Just that dragons were evil and couldn’t be trusted. It was so damn fitting that he was sitting there with a dragon, sharing a meal. His clan leaders would be losing their minds if they could see him.

“Burkhard is a highly respected clan. We’re fire dragons and have called the Alps our home for centuries. King Alric Burkhard has been our leader for roughly five hundred years.”

“Uh-huh,” Tori muttered, hating to admit to himself that the dragon’s Finnish was rather good. He didn’t care about dragon clans or their leaders. He wanted to know why Baldewin and his friend were so interested in him.

“Yes, um…” Baldewin paused and cleared his throat before he started again. “As you may or may not know, after the Dragon War, most of the mage clans were wiped out. Those that remained were scattered throughout the world. The Burkhard dragon clan has been searching for the hidden mages ever since to both replenish the magic in our own clans and to reestablish our links to mages. Since the dawn of time, it has been the duty of every dragon to protect and serve mages.”

Tori snorted but didn’t bother to look up from his sandwich. Bitter words rose up in his throat, but he swallowed them down with the bite he’d just finished chewing. Protect and serve mages? What a load of bullshit! What happened to protecting the Jaeggi? Or the mages destroyed in the war?

Where the fuck was the dragon who was supposed to protect him from his own damn clan?

Yeah, he’d grown up hearing stories about how evil and untrustworthy dragons were, but as soon as he’d realized that he would always be an outsider among his people, he’d dreamed of a dragon with gleaming scales swooping down to save him. The dragon would roar and breathe fire, scaring everyone who had ever hurt him. They would run away or fall to their knees and apologize for ever doubting him.

And then the dragon would scoop him up in his powerful arms before carrying him away to his castle.

Luckily, he’d woken up from that ridiculous dream. There was no dragon waiting to fly to his rescue. No dragon to protect him and keep him safe.

Tori saved himself. Fuck dragons.

“Despite our years of separation, mages are still the true and only mates of dragons. You are our only hope of finding joy and love in this world,” Baldewin continued.

Except that Tori was a male mage and could never be the mate of a dragon. A key thing Baldewin was conveniently leaving out. He must think Tori could lead him to more mages, particularly female mages.

Some of his skepticism must have shown on his face because Baldewin cleared his throat again and his voice softened a little. “But it’s not just what my dragon clan needs. It’s also about protecting mages. The world is a dangerous place.”

“Whatever,” Tori mumbled. “This world doesn’t believe in magic anymore, outside of clans. Mages died with dragons centuries ago.”

Baldewin sat back in his chair and held out both hands to his sides, a small smile playing on his lips. “And yet we’re both sitting here, eating a nice meal, and enjoying the sun on a beautiful, summer day in Helsinki. A dragon and a mage.” He dropped both his hands to the table, and his smile dimmed a little. “Dragons and mages are fated to be together. We need each other for survival. You’ve been fighting and struggling for so long, Tori. You’re exhausted. Let us help you.”

“You do this with all the mages?”

“Yes. If we find a mage now, we immediately go to them and invite them into our clan.”

Tori leaned closer, his eyes narrowed. “What the hell do you think I am? Some stray dog that needs to be rescued? You gonna put me down if I don’t prove to be useful enough to your clan?”

Baldewin’s eyes widened so much Tori was afraid they’d fall straight out of his head. His mouth bobbed for a second, and Tori couldn’t deny he got a little pleasure out of flustering the dragon so thoroughly.

“No! That’s not what I meant at all.” Baldewin leaned forward, his hand jerking forward and then suddenly stopping as if he’d started to reach for Tori and then realized his mistake. Tori sat back, his arms folded across his chest. “No, Tori, you don’t need to be rescued. In the four days that Warin and I have watched you, we can clearly see that you are an intelligent, resourceful man who can survive just fine all on your own. But you also can’t look me in the eye and tell me you are happy with your life.”

Baldewin had him there.

Over the years, he’d learned to be a pretty good liar. It was about survival, about trying to smooth out the uncomfortable moments in life as much as possible. But even on his best day, he couldn’t lie about being happy.

“It’s important to us that all mages are safe,” Baldewin said as Tori remained silent. “Especially mages like you, who apparently have no clan.”

Tori let out a harsh huff of laughter. Baldewin was right but wrong. Unfortunately, Tori had one. He’d just had to escape it. And what did that sob story mean, anyway? “Sounds to me like a dragon clan desperate to save themselves. If you have no mages, you only have yourselves to blame. You shouldn’t have started the damn war.”

Baldewin’s brows compressed. “What does that mean?”

“My clan was friends with the Jaeggi; they told us the story. About how dragons betrayed them and started the war.”

Holding up both hands, Baldewin blinked a couple of times and shook his head, as if all the information Tori was throwing at him didn’t make any sense. “Wait, you do have a clan?”

“No. Not anymore.”

Baldewin’s confusion didn’t appear to go away, but he didn’t question it further. “Is that why you won’t trust me? Because you think we’re such disloyal creatures? You were taught that dragons betrayed the Jaeggi? We betrayed mages?”

Tori spread his hands in an obviously! sort of fashion. “The man finally buys a clue.”

“That is not what happened.” Baldewin’s voice dipped even lower until it was little more than an earthy rumble. “Oh, I have no doubt the Jaeggi saw it as a betrayal. But did you hear what the true betrayal was?”

“Does it matter?” Tori lifted his coffee to take a sip and almost sighed with pleasure. The magical beans that gave him life. He could feel it coursing through his system.

“It was a love affair gone wrong.”

Tori choked. Spluttering, he put the cup hastily down and then beat a palm to his chest, trying to clear his lungs. Baldewin reached forward, as if to help with this process, but Tori waved him off irritably. He didn’t want the dragon touching him.

When he had his breath back, he choked out, “W-what? A love affair?”

“Kaiser Jaeggi was involved with a wind dragon, Gagan Varma, for several years. But the dragon eventually found his true mate and broke things off. Kaiser went mad with jealousy. What he could not have, no one could. He set out to destroy the dragons, and his rage grew to the point that he wanted to destroy everything.”

Tori shook his head in denial. That couldn’t be true. Everything—his entire clan and their isolation—couldn’t possibly be built on a lie fed to them by allies. That…no, it couldn’t be true.

“Why would I lie to you about this, Tori? Why would I risk it when you can so easily check it?” Baldewin shifted in his seat and pulled his mobile phone from his pocket. He tapped in a security code and held it out to Tori. It was more tantalizing than all the coffee in that café. More tempting than piles of money.

Baldewin was offering the truth.

Growing up, isolated from the rest of the world, he knew the leaders of his clan were censoring the information they received. History books in schools were written by members of their clan.

And when the internet finally arrived in their tiny slice of the world, he was aware that the vast majority of websites were blocked.

They said they were only protecting their clan. And as time went by, Tori had stopped thinking about it. He had bigger concerns—like surviving each day and escaping to finally live his own life.

Even when he started seeing a little more of the world when running to other towns, he never gave thought to the past. His present and future were much bigger concerns than what had happened between mages and dragons five centuries ago.

But if the Jaeggi had lied to the Taavi Clan…

And his clan leaders had lied to the rest of them…

Maybe they were lying about other things. Maybe he wasn’t a waste of a mage. Maybe he really could do magic. And maybe there was a mate out there waiting for him.

With trembling fingers, Tori took Baldewin’s phone from him, the glass still warm from where it had been pressed against the dragon’s body. Pulling up a browser, he typed in the search bar ‘reason for Dragon War.’ His heart skipped over itself when he hit enter and hundreds of hits filled the small window. So many articles. The dragons couldn’t have done all this, right?

Promising himself to do more thorough research later, he selected the Wikipedia page that would give him a quick synopsis. He read through it quickly, eyes widening as he took it all in. A love affair, yes, one that had gone badly. Kaiser Jaeggi, at the end of the war, lost his mind entirely and used a blood spell to wipe out all the major clans, ending the reign of magic in the world and sending the survivors scattering to all quarters.

Holy. Shit.

Tori sat there staring at the screen blankly for a long moment, reeling in disbelief and shock. This entire time, his clan had been hiding because of…what? A lie? Propaganda taught during a war long past? They’d been stuck in that miserable fishing village for five hundred years to avoid…what, exactly?

“You really didn’t know?”

At those quiet words, Tori’s head came back up. Baldewin didn’t sound accusing, more curious with a dash of surprise. Was this such common knowledge, then? “I was only taught about the war, never the reason for it.”

His hand tightened around the phone until the edge bit into his fingers. He dropped it and pushed it back toward Baldewin, not trusting himself to stop searching now. He was torn between wanting to know the truth, the entire truth about mages and dragons, about his clan, and wanting to know if the clan leaders knew what the truth was. Had they been taken in by the Jaeggi as well? Or had they discovered the truth and just perpetuated the lie to keep the clan under their control?

It was hard to sit there perfectly still when he wanted to drop his head into his hands and curl into a little ball. So much of his life, the isolation of his clan, had been built on the idea that dragons were evil betrayers. If that wasn’t true, what was?

Rage washed through his veins, leaving him gritting his teeth. He didn’t know what to believe, who to trust. Well, that answer was easy and obvious. He could trust only himself. He needed to research more. The dragon could be telling the truth, or this could all be an elaborate lie. He just didn’t know anymore.

Baldewin slid his phone back over to rest in front of him. “Hmm. Odd, come to think of it, we had to teach the others the same history. Do they just gloss over the reason in school when they teach it?” Baldewin scratched at his chin and drank some coffee. “I feel the sudden need to go investigate this.”

“No skin off my nose if you want to leave now, but pay me first.” The sooner he was rid of this dragon, the sooner he could conduct his own research. There had to be a library around here somewhere. Libraries were always free. Websites were easy to create. Books took longer. Books were safer.

“Nein, I still have thirty minutes with you. I plan to use them.” Baldewin tucked his phone away and leaned forward, both arms resting on the table. “Now, you’ve read for yourself we weren’t the bad guys. Does that make you trust me a little more?”

“Not one iota.”

Well, sort of.

Fuck! He didn’t know what to think any longer. His clan lied to him and treated him like shit. Dragons were supposed to be evil. He’d grown up believing that. He couldn’t suddenly stop and trust a dragon without real proof. Right?

Of course, Tori wasn’t about to give Baldewin the impression he suddenly had a leg up. “I still don’t understand what you want from me. I’m not a girl, I can’t give you kids, so why pursue me?”

Baldewin blinked at him as if he’d spouted something nonsensical. “Of course having children is important, but it’s only one reason why we cherish our mage spouses. Our mages bring joy and magic to us. Without them, we’d be lost.”

That sounded more poignant and sincere than Tori had expected. It was almost as if Baldewin spoke on a personal level. It disarmed him enough that he didn’t immediately counter with some sort of sarcasm. “Even a male mage, huh.”

Oops, sarcasm slipped out anyway.

“Is that what you have been taught? That male mages have no value?”

“Yes,” Tori hissed, anger and frustration bubbling up beyond his control. “Everyone knows that most dragons are males and you need a female mage. I’m a male mage. I can’t give you a baby. You can’t impregnate me, and I can’t give you a baby dragon. Besides, dragons aren’t gay.”

“Pansexual, actually,” Baldewin snapped, his grey-green eyes narrowed to an almost warning look. “We’re generally born pansexual, but if a dragon was born gay, we wouldn’t have a problem with it.”

Tori’s mouth dropped open, and he swore his chin nearly hit the table. Was Baldewin getting snippy with him? Did he think Tori was actually homophobic?

The dragon continued grumbling under his breath. “I wish I knew who drummed it into your head that male mages have no value.” He grabbed his phone, unlocked it again, and swiped through it. “They’re a damn fool, whoever they are. Here, look at this. This will show you better than any words I can offer. The man on the right is Alric, my king and my best friend in the world. The one on the left is his mage-mate, Cameron.”

Tori stared at the picture on the screen, and for a moment it felt like he was almost having an out of body experience. The king of the Fire Dragons was handsome, in a darkly-colored way with hints of grey at his temples and laugh lines around his eyes. His husband was very attractive, dark hair falling around his face in a gentle wave and a bright smile that bordered on an outright laugh. They looked both confident and happy, the king standing in the circle of his mate’s arms.

“A…a male mage is your king’s mate? Are you fucking serious?” Could he even believe it? A male mage would never have achieved this kind of power in his own clan. Males were only good for producing more female mages and assisting with spells.

Was this real? Could Alric and Cameron be just close friends? It would be an easy way for Baldewin to pull a quick one over on him.

But as soon as he thought it, he discounted it. The two men were so comfortable in each other’s space. There was an intimacy captured and preserved in that image. It was a closeness he’d seen only a couple of times in his life and always between a heterosexual couple.

“We really don’t care what gender our mates are. I don’t know who told you otherwise, Tori, but they lied. Or they didn’t know better. All mates are welcome and celebrated.”

Tori’s fingers itched to snatch Baldewin’s phone away from him. He wanted to stare at the photo, to study every tiny detail. His brain argued that he wanted to uncover how it was a fake, but his heart was screaming for it to be true.

The silence stretched at the table, and Tori fought to keep his eyes lowered. Did Baldewin know the truth about him? Did he suspect that he was gay? According to his own words, he wouldn’t care, but maybe this was all a trick.

To his relief, Baldewin moved on. “I know this is a lot to take in, and you probably have so many questions. I’m happy to answer, but the important one is why Warin and I are here. We came to Helsinki to find you. We want you to come with us and join our clan because you’re out here alone, which is dangerous. And I truly believe you’re possibly a mate to one of my clanmates.”

A mate.

A dragon of his own.

Tori hadn’t even let himself daydream of such things in years.

But he couldn’t let himself get lost in that fantasy now. He wasn’t sure if he could trust every word out of Baldewin’s mouth, either.

At least part of what he said was truth, and Tori had been able to verify that. But the very best liars mixed in a little truth to make the lie more palatable.

And he had been taught so many things growing up that contradicted what Baldewin shared, he couldn’t just accept this new story.

He needed to sit on it, think about it, process all of it. Definitely do some more reading and figure out how much of what he’d been told growing up was wrong. A library was his next stop after this. If he was going to start a new life, the life he wanted, then he wanted to start it based on the truth. Even if he never went with Baldewin to find a dragon mate of his own, he wanted to know the truth as the rest of the world understood it.

Baldewin put the phone away. “Can I ask what clan you came from?”

“I’d…really rather not answer that question. I left them. I don’t want to be associated with them.”

Baldewin’s eyebrows did that twitching-frown thing, as if Tori said something deeply disturbing, but he was trying not to let it show. “You’re truly out here alone?”

Shit. He probably shouldn’t have said that. But it wasn’t like Baldewin hadn’t likely put it together yet, if he’d been following Tori around. “I can still work magic out here, so don’t think that makes me a soft target.”

“I’ve seen that firsthand, but I’m also glad to hear it.” Baldewin’s tone was transparently sincere again but also worried.

Tori eyed him back as he took another bite of the perfectly delicious pie. At least this conversation hadn’t ruined his appetite.

Why was Baldewin acting so worried? Did he really think Helsinki was that dangerous? It wasn’t like Tori was going around the bad parts of town, anyway.

Well, okay, his motel was questionable, but it wasn’t bad. Just rundown.

“You really think I’m in danger? I’m just job hunting.”

“I’d explain, but…” Baldewin broke off in a groan. “It’ll ruin what progress we’ve had this morning. I will say this. There have been several instances of mages being kidnapped, but we’re not sure to what purpose. Just that mages are being targeted. Please, be on your guard.”

Oh. There went his appetite. It was nice to know they could cover some ground that reduced the yummy pie in his mouth to ash. He swallowed the bite and gulped down some coffee to wash away the taste.

Someone was stealing mages. How was that even possible? Why would someone dare to do that? The one thing his clan and Baldewin seemed to agree upon was that mages were scarce. He might not care too much if the mages in his own clan disappeared, but he wouldn’t wish that upon anyone else. Or upon himself.

“Who’s kidnapping them? Why? Where are they being taken?”

Baldewin shook his head. “I have very few answers and mostly speculation. I can’t answer most of what you just asked as we’re still investigating it ourselves. But they took Cameron about a month back, setting up an ambush on the road and snatching him. We had quite the fight to get him back.”

Tori was glad he didn’t have either food or drink in his mouth. “Seriously? They took the dragon king’s mate?”

“They weren’t mated at the time; still dating. But yes. That’s how ballsy they are. You see why I’m worried about you?”

Maybe it would be better if he found another mage clan to stay with rather than be on his own. Of course, the kidnappers probably wouldn’t have much interest in a mage who couldn’t use magic effectively. Heh. For once, having crappy magic worked to his benefit.

For that matter, if they knew how crappy his magic was, the dragons would likely pass on him, too. As interesting as this little chat had been, it changed nothing for Tori. Going with Baldewin would only invite another rejection down the road. Better to save himself another dent to the heart.

“Thanks for the warning. I’ll be on the lookout,” Tori muttered.

His fork made a clink as it hit china. It was such a sad, lonely sound that Tori stared down at his empty plate with a forlorn sigh. He’d eaten that so quickly, so automatically, that he hadn’t even realized it. His stomach did feel a little fuller, but not enough to compensate for the past three days of inadequate meals.

Baldewin put the Karelian pie from his own tray in front of Tori, still untouched, without fanfare.

He stared at him suspiciously in return. Was Baldewin treating him like a wild animal, trying to coax and tame Tori to accept his hand? “Feeding me won’t make me like you.”

“Eat anyway,” Baldewin encouraged with a crooked smile. “Keep your strength up, ja?”

If it was anything but the Karelian pie, Tori might have refused. He chose to eat it anyway, keeping a weather eye on the dragon the entire time. Maybe the kidnapping talk hadn’t ruined his appetite after all.

Baldewin’s niceness was very hard to fight against. It’d be much easier to blow him off if he was just a little bit meaner.

Damn, why did Baldewin have to be likeable?
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Baldewin struggled to unclench his fists as he marched away from the café and into the park. While he never saw a sign of Warin, the dragon had planned to be close and watch over them from a distance. Not that Baldewin felt he couldn’t protect the mage. But after Cameron’s kidnapping and the attack on their king, Baldewin was unwilling to take any chances with Tori’s life.

Of course, the mage was taking plenty of chances without worrying about the Jaeggi. What the devil was he thinking? How could a mage dare to run around without the protection of his clan?

Well, from his expression and the little bits of sarcasm that fell from his mouth, it was clear the situation with his clan was so poor that he felt better on his own despite clearly running low on funds.

And he was so thin. Too thin. The way he’d inhaled the two pies and sandwich had left Baldewin wanting to return to the counter and order him more food. But he’d been afraid that if he rose from the table, the mage would run.

The five hundred euros would help. It wouldn’t last him long, but maybe Tori would eat a little more until Baldewin and Warin could finally convince him to leave Helsinki with them and return to Burkhard Castle.

Was he warm enough? August was Helsinki’s second warmest month. Everything that followed grew increasingly colder. Did he have warmer clothes than what he’d seen? He was sure today’s jeans were the same pair he’d seen on him earlier. The shirt was different but too thin for cold weather. What if it took them months to convince him to leave? Maybe he could purchase him a heavier coat and leave it somewhere for Tori to ‘find.’ He was still trying to judge how well the socks had gone over. Tori’s trousers hung so long that they scrapped the ground, making it impossible to determine if he was wearing them.

Baldewin didn’t want to hurt his pride, but Tori clearly didn’t understand his incredible worth. No mage should be struggling and hurting like this.

He suspected this was all thanks to his blasted mage clan.

No, this wouldn’t do at all.

If those mages wanted to cling to old lies and hurt Tori, then Baldewin was all too happy to give them a reason to hate and fear dragons.

Horns blared loudly and tires screeched. He jerked his head up to find that he was standing in the middle of a crosswalk, drivers waving at him and cursing loudly in Finnish.

Warin jogged into the street and grabbed his arm, pulling him toward the sidewalk that led into the park. “Considering you just marched out into traffic without paying an ounce of attention to your surroundings, I’m going to assume your talk with the mage didn’t go well.”

“Not as well as one might hope,” Baldewin grumbled.

“He’s not returning to Germany with us?”

Baldewin made a scoffing noise in the back of his throat.

Warin released his arm as they reached the sidewalk, and they wandered into the park side by side. The deep blue summer sky was partially overcast with the threat of an afternoon shower. He should have gotten an umbrella for Tori.

“Did he talk to you at all? My view of the café wasn’t great, but it looked like he was talking to you some.”

“We spoke, but the things he said…I…I’m struggling to even wrap my mind around it.” Baldewin stopped and shook his head before meeting Warin’s gaze. “He thinks dragons started the war. That we are the reason mages were slaughtered. That we are betrayers.”

“What?” Warin shouted. His face turned bright red, and he stepped closer to Baldewin, his body practically vibrating with rage. “Who? Who has told him these lies? I will string their entrails on the trees like twinkling Christmas lights!”

Baldewin rolled his eyes and grabbed Warin’s shoulder, leading them through the park and away from other people before he could draw more attention to them. “Lower your voice. It seems his entire clan believes this. Lies that have been handed down as fact for generations. But he indicated that his clan had at one time been close to the Jaeggi Clan, which would explain where they got their faulty information.”

“Scheiße,” Warin muttered, and Baldewin couldn’t argue. The dragon stopped and looked at Baldewin, his eyes wide. “You don’t think his clan is aligned with the Jaeggi now, do you? Do you think he could be working with them?”

Baldewin chewed on his bottom lip for a moment before finally shaking his head. “I don’t think so. He seemed surprised that mages were being kidnapped, and I believe his reaction was genuine. If his clan is working with the Jaeggi, then he is not part of it. However, I did not mention that the Jaeggi were the ones behind the kidnappings.”

Warin shoved his hands into his pockets. “Wise. Considering how little he thinks of us now, it wouldn’t do us any favors to disparage the name of the clan he believed he could trust.”

“He conducted a search on my phone and confirmed what I told him was the reason for the start of the war, but it wasn’t enough to sway him that we can be trusted.”

Warin kicked a stone off the path and into the grass. “Thousands of deaths and five hundred years, and the Jaeggi are still making our lives hell.”

“For now, we must focus on Tori and pray the Jaeggi don’t know about him yet.”

“True.” Warin shoved a hand through his long hair and blew out a heavy breath. “I had hoped for better news, but it is a positive step if he was at least willing to talk to you.”

Baldewin grunted. “I would not call it willing. I had to bribe him to spend an hour with me.”

“What?”

“I had to give him five hundred euros. I also bought him a meal at the café.”

“Five hundred euros! What were you thinking?” Warin exploded.

“What—”

“He could be anywhere now. He could have gone straight to a bus station or a train station. That’s more than enough to buy a ticket to the ferry running to Tallinn, or Stockholm, or even St. Petersburg.”

“Oh Scheiße,” Baldewin whispered. It hadn’t even crossed his mind that the man might use it to run.

From the moment he’d spotted Tori seated in the park several days ago, Baldewin’s thoughts had felt scattered to the wind. His only drive had become about making sure the man was fed, warm, and safe. He needed to talk to him, convince him that he could be trusted. When Tori had agreed to converse, Baldewin’s only thought was relief that he was getting to talk and ensuring he had money to eat. He definitely wasn’t thinking clearly where Tori was concerned, and it was becoming more than a little disturbing.

Warin swung back in the direction they’d come from as if he could see through the trees to the café. There was no doubt Tori was long gone now. Maybe not from Helsinki, but he wouldn’t have lingered at the café with a pocket full of money and a belly full of food.

“We can call Cassie,” Warin said suddenly. He whipped toward Baldewin, his eyes wide and voice excited. “She can do the seeking spell just as easily as Lisette now. She can keep an eye on him for us. Make sure he doesn’t leave the city.”

Baldewin frowned. “But the seeking spell just barely reached Helsinki. If he moves north or east, we’re going to lose him.”

“Do you think he’d return to his clan in the north?”

Baldewin immediately shook his head. “There is little to no chance of that. It is clear he hates his clan almost as much as he hates dragons.”

“Then we only have to worry about him going east.”

With a small nod, Baldewin grabbed his phone and dialed Cassie’s number. He didn’t think she’d have a problem doing this favor for them, but she wasn’t going to make it easy, either.

The call rang only twice before Cassie’s joyful voice rose through the phone. “Hey Big B! How goes the mage hunt? Do you have him? Convinced him to come hang with the coolest dragons in all the world?”

He winced. “Not quite. The conversation went about as well as it did when we first told Cameron.”

“Ouch.” He could easily imagine her wincing.

Baldewin went on to tell her what he’d learned of Tori at the café meeting, including how the mage insisted on being called Tori. Maybe she could provide some insight to Tori, seeing as she was a mage and relatively new to all of this. She gasped and sputtered and made noises of indignation, but then, sweet Cassie was a staunch defender of dragons.

“If someone has screwed with his head that badly, I’m kind of shocked you managed to speak to him in the first place. Was it your sexy smile that finally won him over?”

Baldewin scrubbed a hand over his head. “Not quite.” Actually, not even close. “I had to give him five hundred euros to speak to me. Now we are worried he will use that money to run again.”

“Which is why you’re calling me,” Cassie finished with an evil chuckle.

Oh lord, this was going to be painful.

“Need me to cast that seeking spell, huh? Not wanting my sweet, amazing, trusting brother-in-law, the king, to find out.”

“I would rather not worry our king if it can be avoided. I am sure he has enough to occupy his mind.”

Cassie snorted. “He’s married to my brother. That’s enough to keep any man busy.”

“Will you help us?”

“Of course I’ll help you. What a silly question!” Baldewin had barely gotten out his sigh of relief when she continued, “But my silence is going to come with a price.”

Baldewin choked on air. “What?”

“Keeping secrets from Alric? I can’t do that without compensation!” Her tone of horror was completely ruined by her evil cackle.

“What do you want, Cassie?” Baldewin asked in a dead voice. He looked up to find Warin watching him with a questioning look. He mouthed the word “bribe.”

Warin snorted. “You started that.”

He could only roll his eyes at his friend. Maybe he shouldn’t have paid Tori for his time, but he couldn’t find it in himself to completely regret it. While he didn’t want the man to escape, he did feel better that the mage had some money on hand to buy food and shelter for a little longer. That thought alone proved that Tori had reduced his common sense to mush.

“I wanna come on a mage retrieval mission with you,” Cassie replied.

“What?” he squawked. Of all the things to come out of her mouth, he’d not expected that. “You can’t be serious. This is dangerous work, Cassie. What if the Jaeggi discovered you were away from the castle?”

“I know defensive wards now, and I would have my Sasha with me to watch my back.”

“Cass…” he pleaded.

“And if I was, say, closer to Helsinki, I might be able to get a better read on Tori’s clan’s location.”

Baldewin’s dragon growled, and he had a feeling it actually came out of his throat rather than staying in his mind. This was a horrible idea, but it would be good for their clan to know where those mages were hiding; if for no other reason, Baldewin wanted to give the leaders a piece of his mind. How could they tolerate one of their own looking so worn and ragged? And this idea that male mages were worthless? Yes, Baldewin would very much like to speak to those idiots.

“Alric makes all decisions on who to send on retrieval missions.” Baldewin paused and rolled his eyes at himself because he couldn’t believe he was going to utter these words. “However, I promise to put in a positive word for you and suggest that we would benefit from your onsite assistance.”

Cassie squealed loudly, and Baldewin jerked the phone away rather than risk damaging his ear drum. Dear heaven, that little woman could produce very loud noises. When he returned the phone to his ear, she was still celebrating but with less volume.

“But you have to agree to follow the orders of any dragons on the mission with you. Your safety would be our first priority. If I think for a second you’re going to endanger yourself, then I’m hanging up and calling Alric myself right now—”

“No! No! I’ll be good. Follow all your orders or whoever I’m with. I’ll be the best little soldier mage you’ve ever seen,” Cassie quickly promised.

Baldewin needed to sit down. He couldn’t believe he was agreeing to this. Looking around, he spotted an empty bench and walked over. He collapsed on it before his knees could give out. If the Jaeggi hadn’t been running around, it probably wouldn’t be strange to take a mage on a retrieval mission, but not now. Alric was still only allowing mages to leave the castle on errands if they had at least two dragons accompanying them. The last trip down to the town of Sonthofen had been two mages and seven dragons. He’d heard the cluster had drawn more than a few stares.

And now Cassie wanted to tag along to find a new mage.

If Alric didn’t kill him, Cameron would.

“It’ll be fine, Big B. You’ll see. We need a mage in the field searching for other mages and keeping an eye on those damn Jaeggi.” Baldewin could only grunt at her reassurances. “Oh, and your cute little runaway mage is still in Helsinki.”

“What?” Baldewin demanded, his head popping up.

“Yeah, I’ve been working the seeking spell while we talk. Tori Taavi is still in Helsinki. Looks to be about five-ish blocks away from where you are now. Nowhere near the train station or the ferry.”

“You’ve been tracking him this whole time?”

Cassie made a dismissive noise, and he could picture her waving dismissively at him. “Of course. What kind of a Burkhard would I be if I didn’t jump to give you a hand? A pretty shitty one, and I am not a shitty clanmate.”

“No, you are not,” Baldewin easily agreed. “You are just—”

“Exhausting. I know,” she finished with a giggle. “Cameron calls me that all the time.”

“Your twin is very correct.”

“Look, B. Five hundred euros is a nice chunk of change, but it’s not going to get him far. Helsinki is a big town; he’s got job applications in everywhere, and he’s established at least a temporary base of operations. Leaving now means starting from scratch, and unless he feels like he’s in danger, he won’t rabbit on you.”

“Rabbit?”

“Run. He won’t run.”

Baldewin found himself nodding, even though she couldn’t see it. “I don’t think he feels threatened by us. Just annoyed.”

Cassie made a humming noise.

“What are you thinking?” he prodded.

“It’s a big city, and we can’t give you too many definites on his location, but you have run into each other a few times now,” she started slowly.

“Yes, usually in or around Esplanadi Park.”

“That means if he wanted to avoid you, he would just have to avoid that park. You might not run into him again if he did that. I think you keep seeing him because he’s curious about you. And I think it’s going to be easier to see him again. You’ve given him information that his own clan lied about, plus you’ve proven to be a source of funds if he runs low again. He might actually have less reason to run now.”

His tension eased, reassured by her words. It did make more sense for him to stay if Baldewin was tossing money at him. He didn’t think Tori felt threatened by him, but then he’d never suspected an entire clan of mages could actually believe that dragons would hurt them or betray them. It was so very illogical and counter to everything he believed. Why would dragons ever hurt the very source of their joy?

“Thank you, Cassie. Your words have eased my mind. I think you’re right.”

“No problem, Big B. I’ll keep an eye on him, call if he starts getting too close to the train, bus, or ferry stations. I got your back.”

Baldewin ended the call and nodded to Warin, who released a relieved sigh. Now that his panic had subsided, there was little doubt in his mind that Cassie would have helped him even if he hadn’t agreed to her extortion attempt. She was of the same mindset as the rest of the clan—they helped each other no matter what. They all believed in and supported each other. Every new mage made them all stronger, not just the dragon who was lucky enough to find a mate.

It was also clear to Baldewin that Tori had not been lucky enough to grow up in a supportive clan like that. The mage needed a true home where he would be loved, supported, and cherished by his clanmates. He needed to be brought to Burkhard.

But how the hell was Baldewin supposed to get him there when he believed the very worst about dragons?
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This was the strangest cat and mouse game he’d ever played in his life. Every time Tori looked around, he’d catch sight of either Baldewin or the other dragon apparently called Warin. He’d go into a building, submit an application, and they would be lurking outside every time. They never engaged, never tried to speak with him, but they always seemed to be right on the fringe of his peripheral vision.

It was sort of like stalking. Or maybe just an unwanted protective detail. Baldewin was adamant about the whole mages-being-kidnapped thing. He didn’t mistake this as anything other than protection.

It might have been sweet under different circumstances. As it stood, it was just annoying. They had no cause to protect Tori. He wasn’t one of them and never would be.

First off, he still didn’t entirely trust the dragons thanks to thirty-five years of having it pounded in his head that dragons were evil.

Yes, thirty minutes in the library had proven everything Baldewin had said was the truth. Stacks and stacks of books had said the same thing—the Jaeggi started the Dragon War over jealousy and a need for revenge. He still didn’t know if his own clan leaders had known the truth or had been fooled as well, but that was the least of his concerns.

Secondly, a mage might be the mate for a dragon, but his real purpose in life was to cast spells, to work magic. Tori was a failure as a mage. While the Burkhard dragons might not have a problem with him being a man or gay, they would undoubtedly have issues with his lack of ability. After a lifetime of rejection from his clan, why the hell would he ever set himself up to be rejected by another clan? That was insane.

No, he was safer and better off on his own. No one to judge him. No one to call him a failure.

All he could do was ignore his hopeful stalkers and go about his own business. Really, finances alone forced him to be practical and not try to flip the tables on them somehow.

He entered the Uudenmaan TE-toimisto, an employment center, and went through the jobs listed there. It was a plain, red-brick building that looked rather governmental and efficient, and the interior matched.

Well, someone had thrown in octagonal stools of bright greens and blues to liven up the color scheme a bit, but the white walls and acoustic ceiling tiles and grey floor overpowered all color attempts.

He sat down on one of them anyway to review his options. Even a seasonal job would do at this point. He was quickly eating—no pun intended—through the money he’d gotten from Baldewin.

His motel was paid up for a week, so at least he had shelter. But constantly eating takeout was getting expensive quickly. He had no means of cooking at his motel room, so buying groceries wasn’t really an option, unless they were frozen meals he could reheat with the tiny microwave in his room. Which he did, as much as possible. But food was expensive.

Hell, life was expensive.

For one wild moment, he considered taking Baldewin up on his offer to go and see the clan, if for no other reason than they’d take care of his expenses for a few days while he waited to hear back from an employer. The hiring process was slow, sometimes taking months, and it was time Tori didn’t have.

But no. No, that was a poor life decision. He didn’t trust Baldewin and Warin enough to go with them, for one. For another, if things went poorly—and he fully expected them to—it would leave him stranded in a foreign country where he didn’t speak the language. And traveling back to Finland would be expensive as hell.

Besides, knowing his luck, as soon as he was out of the country, he’d get a job offer and wouldn’t be in the right position to take it.

Yeah, okay, no. Let’s not do crazy things, Tori.

He found three jobs he felt he had a good chance at, so he filled in the applications for those. By the time he was done, his phone was fully charged.

It was well past lunch time, and his stomach moaned plaintively. He couldn’t afford to feed it. One meal a day was all he could do, but water sounded like a good idea. Maybe with enough water, his stomach wouldn’t feel so lonely and rejected.

Tori turned in the applications and headed out. Water first, then back to the motel so he could do some laundry. His two other outfits needed a wash if he was to have clean clothes for tomorrow, and maybe he’d throw in the sheets this time, have clean bedding tonight. The one upside to the crappy motel was that it had its own laundry room.

He stepped out of the building, turned left, and almost ran smack into a delivery person hovering on the sidewalk. “Oh, excuse me.”

“Are you Nestori Taavi?”

Tori blinked. “Uh, yes?”

“Got a delivery for you.” He promptly handed over a white sack. “Have a good day.”

“Wait, I didn’t order this,” Tori spluttered.

“Someone called it in for you,” the delivery guy explained, already half-turned, impatient to get back. “Order’s paid. Just enjoy a free lunch.”

Tori had his mouth open to protest further, but he couldn’t manage a single word before the delivery man hopped on a scooter and sped off.

Someone ordered him lunch? Who in the world would—oh, don’t tell him.

He looked around suspiciously, eyes peeled for dragons. None were in immediate view, but that didn’t mean anything.

“I’m not a wild animal,” he said loudly. “Stop trying to tame me! I’m only going to eat this because I don’t believe in wasting food.”

No one answered.

Snorting, he took his precious lunch with him to a bench on the opposite side of the street. It was likely meant for people waiting on buses, but no one was there now, and he could at least sit and eat. Besides, the smell of warm bread, melted cheese, and beef was driving him crazy.

The food was still impressively warm, which meant the dragons had timed it well. How they’d done so, Tori didn’t know. How they managed to shadow him as he hopped all over Helsinki was another question. Were dragons ninjas? It would explain a lot.

Shaking off the thought, he devoured every last crumb before throwing the box and paper bag away.

Energized, he thought maybe he’d try for another employment center before heading to the motel. It was further out, and would mean taking the metro, but that was fine. He had most of the afternoon. And really, the idea of going back to the dinky motel that smelled of must and stale air didn’t appeal.

He didn’t mind the brisk walk to the metro. Tori was borderline in a food coma after eating so much, and the walk helped digest his meal and clear his head. He’d bought an HSL card days ago, but it was running low, so he threw a few more euros onto it before passing through the gates.

The metro in Helsinki was nice, if confusing. He’d never been on one before coming to the city, so the maps and routes sometimes gave him trouble. He’d gone the wrong direction more than once because he’d misread the map. This time Tori was extra careful, making sure he had the right route before heading to the platform.

As he walked, he kept scanning to see if he could spot either Baldewin or Warin. Despite both of them being fairly tall and carrying a sort of magical aura he could only chalk up to them being dragons, he didn’t see either in the crowd. Which didn’t mean much. Damn dragon-ninjas had skills. Then again, anyone five hundred-something years old probably had time to collect mad skills.

How slowly did dragons age, anyway? Neither of them looked a day over thirty-five, but Baldewin had spoken of the Great Dragon War as if he’d experienced it personally. Was it any wonder that mages in the old days were so eager to bond with dragons and share that incredible lifespan? Not to mention the perks of magic that came with the bonding.

Tori’s mind spun off into a brief fantasy. According to the stories, before the war destroyed the magical world, being loved by a dragon had been every mage’s dream. They were supposedly amazing spouses.

Baldewin’s statement about every mage potentially having the chance to bring joy and wonder to a member of his clan had hit deeper than Tori let on. He’d never been properly loved in his life. He’d never had any real friends, and it was always clear that his parents were disappointed he hadn’t been born a girl.

He could only fantasize about what it would be like to have the full love and devotion of another. When he’d been younger, he’d dreamed of being swept off his feet by a rich, handsome man barreling into town in a luxury car. The guy would take one look at Tori, fall hopelessly in love, and drop to his knees, vowing to take Tori away from this dreary life and give him everything his heart could desire. And yeah, maybe there had been a few dragon fantasies of a beautiful scaley beast swooping in to save him.

At a weary thirty-five, Tori’s ideas of love and romance had changed greatly. Now he could see himself sitting on a quiet porch or maybe a balcony, watching the sun rise above the trees, gradually lightening the early morning sky. A man would step outside, place a mug of coffee on the table at Tori’s elbow, and press a sweet kiss to his temple.

“I missed you,” he’d whisper, and Tori’s heart would sing at the sentimentality of it. To be missed even when they’d been apart for only minutes.

Strangely, when Tori heard those three words whispered in his mind, they were in Baldewin’s deep tenor.

Yeah, fat chance of that happening, Tori. Get your head out of the clouds, alright? Dreaming won’t feed you.

The train glided up to a slightly jerky stop before settling. The doors opened with a woosh of air, and everyone waited for the passengers to disembark before boarding themselves, Tori among them. He grabbed an overhead handrail and got himself situated for the fifteen-minute ride.

Really, what was he going to do about the dragons? How long would they keep following him (and apparently trying to feed him) before they gave up?

Would Tori have to explain about his crappy magic before they finally left him alone? He didn’t want to sound weak and incapable, but it might come to that.

Shit, he had no good options. Tori tilted his head back and looked toward the ceiling. Was it really so much to ask to have at least one thing going for him? Just one?

Sighing, he let his head fall back down, and that’s when he noticed them. Two men, both sitting on a bench in the far corner, faintly glowing of magic. Tori blinked, not expecting to see mages here. Their magic looked a little different than what he was used to, but he only had his clan to compare them to. Maybe other mages looked different. How would he know?

Well. Here was a good chance to ask some questions of a native, assuming they were native. Tori was pathetically low on magical supplies, so much so that even doing a basic ward around his room was beyond him right now. He could only create or harvest so much on his own. As tight as money was, he needed just a few things.

No one else was near the men. He should be able to talk with them without raising eyebrows. Tori moved over to them steadily, swaying side to side with the train’s movement. Both of them looked at him with strange expressions, as if they couldn’t believe that he was walking up to them.

Those expressions made him more cautious in turn. Tori didn’t know if he was committing some faux pas just by walking up. Or maybe there was some truth to the kidnappings Baldewin had mentioned and they were worried he was a threat. There was too much about other mages he didn’t know. But he had to start somewhere, and surely a friendly ‘hi’ wouldn’t get him in too much trouble. So, he’d start there.

“Hei,” he tried with a smile. “I’m Nestori Taavi. Sorry if I’m intruding, I just wanted to ask, do you know where I can buy magical elements? I’m a little low on supplies.”

They looked at each other, still rather confused and brows raised in surprise, but then one of them turned and replied, his Finnish heavily accented, “I know good place. We go there now ourselves. I’m Leon Jaeggi.”

Oh, a Jaeggi mage? Tori wasn’t sure how to feel about the man, what with the history he now knew. Of course, the war had ended more than five centuries ago. Surely it wouldn’t be an issue for him to talk to them. “Nice to meet you. You’re going there? Is your clan here?”

“Nein,” he denied with a shake of the head. “Just a few of us. But we know good shop here. You come with us, ja?”

Hey, if it meant a guide to show him, that was fine. “Okay.”

“You have clan here, too? What clan you from?” his companion asked eagerly.

Probably wasn’t often they saw other mages either, come to think of it. Tori answered, “Taavetti. We changed our name to Taavi after the war, see. But I’m not down here with anyone. They’re all still at home. I’m just here looking for work. Say, do you know of anything?”

“Mage work?” Leon asked with a frown, as if considering it. “Ja, our clan always need more mages. You should come with us.”

Under different circumstances, that would be ideal, but… “No, not mage work. I’m not really that great with magic. I meant work in general.”

“Don’t be so hastig,” Leon said with a wag of the finger. “What we need is very basic. Very, very basic. Even one bad with magic will do, ja?”

“You think? Well, I guess I can see.”

It’d be nice, truthfully, to be able to work at least a little magic. Tori had been allowed to do only the basic spells, the ones that took common elements, because he’d been so bad with math that no one trusted him to do the major workings. The rule had always been that if he couldn’t explain exactly what the spell would do, he couldn’t do it. It had hemmed him in for years, and he’d chaffed under the restrictions.

But the basic spells, he could do those blindfolded. “What precisely are you needing?”

“Oh, we let boss tell you.” Leon gave him a big smile. “Boss can explain all about job.”

“Okay, that’s fair. You’ll introduce me?”

“Ja, ja, we’ll introduce. No problem.”

“Great, thanks.” Finally, a solid job lead. Connections were often the best way to get a job. “You two up here for work or vacation?”

“Work,” the other Jaeggi said with an enigmatic smile. “We look for very...special element. Very, very special.”

“Oh, that’s why you’re going to this particular shop?”

“Hmm, shop may or may not have it,” he agreed, smile widening.

Leon elbowed him and said with a bright smile, “What you looking for?”

“Elements for warding spells, mostly. I’ve got captured sunlight”—he’d been able to harvest that on the bus ride down here—“but I’m missing rainbow mist, stillness of a moonless night, and moonlit water. The stillness of a moonless night is impossible to collect yourself inside of a busy city like this.”

Leon gave a sympathetic nod. “Most elements hard to find, ja? But why you need wards?”

“Oh, I’m not in danger. I don’t think, at least. I met two dragons a few days ago—”

They both straightened in alarm. “Dragons here?”

“Yeah, they’re really keen on me going back to their clan with them. But I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Tori paused and frowned at the scuffed floor of the car for a moment before shrugging. “Anyway, part of their argument for going with them was that apparently there’s a group going around kidnapping mages. Have you heard about that?”

Tori would dearly love to have that verified one way or another. Right now, he had only Baldewin’s word for it. Getting a second verification on that would be great. Tori would like to know for sure if he needed to really watch his back or not.

Leon gave his companion a bland look. “You hear about it?”

“Nein,” the companion said with a shake of the head. He seemed to find his companion’s question a little funny. “Maybe dragons try to scare him?”

Tori looked between them, finding their reactions a little strange. Like there was some inside joke he was missing. “Well, maybe they were.”

“Good thing you didn’t go with them, ja?” Leon said with a toothy smile. “You came to us instead.”
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Tori sat in an empty seat near the two Jaeggi mages, trying to ignore the growing sense of unease in the pit of his stomach. They were acting off, but he wasn’t sure if there was something he genuinely needed to worry about or if Baldewin’s words had just gotten into his head and were making him paranoid.

Both men were watching him closely enough that he could practically feel their eyes crawling over his skin; they acted as if they expected him to bolt from his seat and run.

Why would he run? He needed their help. They were all mages. Why wouldn’t they help each other?

But something rang hollow in his chest when he thought of their furtive looks and weird comments. They didn’t feel particularly helpful, and there was something strange about their magical auras. They looked…off, though he wasn’t quite sure how to describe it. He certainly wasn’t going to ask and risk insulting them.

If he could just get the supplies he needed, then he would get the hell out of there and find some other mages to use as a resource. He hated to think it, but he didn’t trust these two, which was a shame. While his own clan was a bust, he wanted to believe he could find some mages he could actually trust.

Frowning, he gazed down the train car, his eyes lightly skimming over the scattering of people who filled the neat, plastic benches. He jolted slightly at the sight of Baldewin in the little window that looked into the next car. The dragon appeared as if he was trying to open the door so he could cross into Tori’s.

Tori froze, his eyes locked with Baldewin’s worried ones. Had he noticed Tori had found a pair of mages? Would he try to bring them back to the castle as well?

Strange emotions roiled through him, and his hands clenched on his knees. Was he jealous? Afraid that Baldewin would want them more than him because they were likely much more skilled at magic?

Nonsense. It was all nonsense and bullshit. He didn’t want Baldewin to want him, to choose him over other mages. Didn’t want to go with Baldewin. Didn’t want to be near any dragons. Right?

He was better off on his own. After getting the ingredients he needed, he’d leave. He didn’t need anyone.

“Hey,” Leon Jaeggi called. Tori’s head jerked around to see the man lift his chin toward the car doors. “Our stop.”

Tori nodded and glanced toward the door where he’d spotted Baldewin, but the dragon wasn’t there anymore. He leaned a little to the side, trying to see around the people who were already moving toward the exit, but he couldn’t see Baldewin’s massive form. More ninja dragon shit.

Tori rose and crossed toward the doors with the other mages behind him. It was on the tip of his tongue to mention the dragon, but the words wouldn’t leave his mouth. Why? Dragons might not be the evil liars he’d been raised to believe, but that didn’t mean he could trust Baldewin and what he said. Why not tell Leon and his friend?

Because as much as he didn’t trust Baldewin, the dragon never made him feel like he was in danger. Baldewin hadn’t threatened him. Hadn’t given him a single reason to fear for his life.

The two mages standing behind him…he couldn’t say the same.

That didn’t make any sense. Why was he getting this feeling? Why couldn’t he trust them?

And why the hell was he now relying on a dragon to watch his back?

Tori shoved a hand through his hair and scratched his scalp in irritation. Escaping his clan was supposed to be the hard part. Hiding in Helsinki, finding a job, starting a new life—that was all supposed to be an exciting adventure and a step toward getting what he wanted. Freedom. Respect. Happiness.

What he had instead was one giant dragon-shaped headache.

“You okay?” the nameless mage demanded.

“Yeah, headache,” Tori muttered. He silenced his own worries and the nagging voice in the back of his mind. He’d just focus on the task at hand. He didn’t need anyone—dragon or mage—watching his back.

The train rattled into the station, and people filed in and out of the cars in an orderly fashion. As soon as they were clear of the crowd, Leon stepped around Tori to lead the way out while his companion fell into step behind Tori. He was boxed in, and it wasn’t a great feeling. He barely fought the urge to look around for Baldewin or Warin.

Once they hit the street again and were surrounded by the bustle of people, Tori breathed a little easier. They had left downtown and were in one of the quieter areas, but there were still plenty of pedestrians and businesses open around him. Enough places to run and call for help if he needed it.

“Are there a lot of other mages from your clan in Helsinki at the moment?”

“No, just a few,” Leon muttered, and even that seemed a bit grudging, as if he didn’t want to share any details with Tori. That didn’t make any sense. Why wouldn’t he want to talk about his clan? His own might be a little secretive, but he didn’t think for a second his leaders would shut out other mages.

“Where are you based?”

“Don’t worry about it,” the other mage snapped.

Fine, so they weren’t conversationalists. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t looking for friends.

They continued a couple of short blocks until they reached a relatively empty parking lot. Tori glanced around, uneasiness crawling along his skin as he noticed that this part of town didn’t have as many pedestrians. There wasn’t even an employee watching over the pay-to-park lot.

“So, umm…store is actually outside town, but not far,” Leon tossed over his shoulder at Tori. “We’ll just hop in van and take ride over.” He jerked his thumb toward the plain white, windowless van they were drawing near.

Oh, hell no. He was pretty sure he’d seen this horror flick more than once. And he was not some dumb, trusting college kid on his way to get hacked into little pieces and fed to someone’s pet.

His steps slowed, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans, trying to keep his posture relaxed while wrapping his fingers around the tiny glass vial of captured sunlight. It was one of the last damn ingredients he had on him. He’d carried it as a sort of security blanket, hating the idea of being completely defenseless and yet never really expecting to need it.

Leon quickly unlocked the van and rolled the side door open with a loud, metallic rumble. He turned and looked at Tori. The man’s expression was all wrong. It was like he was going for sympathetic or maybe apologetic, but there was this strange twist to his lips, like he was inwardly laughing at Tori.

“We don’t know you. We have to blindfold you and tie your hands,” Leon said.

“For safety, you verstehst,” his companion tossed in.

“We don’t know you or your clan,” Leon continued. “We have to protect our own people.”

“Yeah, umm…I don’t think I’m comfortable with this.” Tori took a step backward, and the other mage’s strong hands immediately clamped down on his shoulders. A sickening surge of fear and panic rushed through him, threatening to knock the air from his lungs. This was wrong. All wrong.

Tori dug his heels into the concrete as best he could, refusing to move forward another step. Gravel on the pavement kept his sneakers slipping. “How about we just meet somewhere else? Like maybe that big park in the middle of the city. I can give you a list of what I need. Anything you can lay your hands on would be appreciated.”

The words poured out of him faster and faster as his eyes darted from Leon to the edges of the parking lot and back again. He was alone. Anger mixed with the swirling vortex of fear in his chest, causing beads of sweat to form on his skin.

How could this be happening? He was no one. His magic skills were pathetic, and they were kidnapping him? There was no sign of any other city dwellers and no damn dragon.

Why did Baldewin have to pull his ninja stunts now and completely disappear? The one time a dragon would actually come in handy, and the guy was nowhere to be found.

Of course, this was probably what Tori deserved. He hadn’t believed the dragon. He’d thought he could do this on his own, and he was wrong.

Leon stopped trying to hide his smile and turned his attention over to his companion. He barked something that could have been German, but Tori wasn’t sure. It certainly didn’t sound like “Let the idiot go,” because the guy’s fingers bit down into his shoulders as he started to force Tori toward the van. The bastard had several inches and at least fifty pounds on him. No matter how hard he tried to resist and jerk out of his grasp, he found himself one step after another closer until Leon was grabbing his arm.

There was no way in hell he was getting into that van. He didn’t have a clue what they had planned for him, but it was obvious it wasn’t good.

He jerked one arm free of Leon’s grasp and swung wildly at the man. Leon dodged, and his friend roughly cuffed Tori on the back of the head. The world went white for a second, and he blinked rapidly to bring everything back into focus. Both men were now grabbing at him, trying to stuff him into the van.

Tori struggled harder, kicking, punching and clawing at anything he could reach to break free. The vial of sunlight remained clenched in his left fist. He’d have only one shot at using it. He couldn’t miss, couldn’t fuck up, or they would have him for whatever they planned. It would be his luck that he’d blow himself up in the process.

Twisting one last time in their arms, Tori used his thumb to pop the cork from the vial before throwing it toward the front of the van. He pushed what little power he had behind it, focusing on the spell. The glass shattered, and for a heartbeat nothing happened. Had he missed?

A fireball exploded out of the engine block, and Tori nearly cackled. It was a damn impressive sight. Way more of an explosion than he’d been expecting. At least, that was the first thought in his mind after he stopped flying through the air. He was thrown free of the two mages and landed hard on the pavement. Pain shot through his left hip, knee, and shoulder as he rolled a few more meters.

Slower than he wanted to, Tori pushed himself up on his skinned palms and knees to find half the van belching up black smoke and fire. Unfortunately, Leon and his companion were getting to their feet faster than Tori. Their smirks of secret amusement were long gone, and they looked more inclined to take Tori apart than use him for whatever their grand plan was. That was not necessarily better, but at least now they had no shot of taking him anywhere.

Tori scrambled to his feet, wincing at each movement. He couldn’t stay here and face them both. He was outnumbered and had no useful fighting experience.

But he didn’t need to.

Baldewin was there.

And the dragon was fucking pissed.

Tori had barely gotten upright when Baldewin swooped in like some dark, avenging angel. His handsome face was twisted with rage as he delivered a series of lightning quick blows that had both mages crumpled on the ground, bleeding and moaning in pain. Tori was sure he’d never seen anyone move so fast or with such lethal dexterity. Baldewin was a ninja dragon. He had to be.

The second the mages were at least temporarily incapacitated, Baldewin was at Tori’s side, quick hands checking to make sure that he was all in one piece. The dragon opened his mouth to speak, but his head jerked around at the sound of approaching sirens. Someone had called in the explosion. They were about to be surrounded by police and firefighters.

“You need to trust me,” Baldewin said sharply.

It was on the tip of Tori’s tongue to say that maybe Baldewin had been right about mages being kidnapped. And maybe he’d been right about the Jaeggi being evil and causing a war that decimated so many. And maybe Tori really was starting to think that he could trust the dragon determined to feed him, protect him, and keep him warm. But that wasn’t apparently what Baldewin was interested in.

“Put your arms out at your sides,” Baldewin commanded, and Tori found himself doing it quickly. The dragon’s voice made it clear that he wasn’t open to arguments or discussions.

“What—”

Baldewin’s strong hands gripped his waist, and Tori sucked in a sharp breath.

“I’m sorry,” Baldewin said softly.

Tori didn’t get a chance to ask what he was talking about. Fingers bit into his flesh briefly, and he found himself being tossed several meters into the air. The breath he’d sucked in left in a rush as he rose well above Baldewin’s head. And just as he reached the peak of his ascent, a new set of hands grabbed his arms and continued to carry him higher.

No, not hands.

Long, scaled fingers tipped with frightening black talons. There was a whoosh of air and a loud, leathery flap. With a whimper, Tori tilted his head back and looked into the clear blue, afternoon sky to find that he was being flown through the air by a massive, red dragon.

Holy shit, a dragon!

A real dragon.

He…he was magnificent. Better than any illustration he’d seen in all his life. His large body and long neck were covered in a leathery, brick red skin that reflected sunlight here and there. The inside of his wings was a darker red, almost black in places, while his massive head was ringed in spikes. Long fangs protruded from under his upper lips.

Red meant fire dragon. Baldewin had mentioned that the Burkhard Clan was a Fire Dragon Clan, but the information hadn’t really sunk into his brain until this second.

He was being carried off by a member of the Fire Dragon Clan.

Holy shit, he was flying!

Tori tore his eyes away from the dragon to find they’d climbed even higher, as the dragon flew them farther away from the heart of the city. He was taking him out of Helsinki, rather than just away from those mages. Where the hell was this dragon taking him? He wasn’t some yummy dragon snack or a shiny trinket to be tucked away in a hoard!

Not that it mattered where the dragon might be taking him. The only problem for Tori was that they were flying. He didn’t fly. Not by plane. Not by hot-air balloon. And definitely not by freaking dragon.

He didn’t like heights. Didn’t like anything that took his feet off the ground.

Tori made a sound akin to a dying whale being anally violated with a coconut tree lit on fire.

“Down! Down! Down! Need to go down!” Tori shouted at the top of his lungs. He kicked his legs and lifted his knees. He was dangling from the dragon’s hands. What if the damn thing dropped him? Don’t move. Don’t kick. Don’t even wiggle. If he shook loose and the dragon dropped him…

Tori chanced a glance down at the ground that was rushing by them. Building tops. They were high enough for him to look down on the tops of office buildings. Nonononono. This would not do.

“Put me down!” he shouted again, trying to raise his voice above the cold wind rushing past his face. Maybe the dragon couldn’t hear him. This had to be the same dragon that Baldewin was traveling with. Warin. Yes, his name was Warin. He wouldn’t dare fly Tori all the way back to his clan in Germany. Not like this.

The dragon bent his neck and cocked his head so he could look at Tori as he continued to fly. One large, blue eye blinked at him, and for a moment, Tori had to wonder if he looked like a particularly tasty morsel dangling from his claws. Fantastic. He was now a road trip snack. Fine. It was better than flying.

“We’re going where it is safe. Baldewin will meet us,” the dragon said in a deep voice that reverberated in his massive chest like rolling thunder.

“Don’t care. Put me down.”

“Not yet.”

“No! You don’t understand. I don’t like heights. Put me down. Put me down. Put me down.”

The dragon cocked his head again, this time the opposite direction, before turning his attention back to the sky. Clearly, he’d decided Tori was talking nonsense and would simply be ignored.

“Put me down! Put me down! Put me down!” The words had become a chant that Tori repeated until he grew hoarse. He kept his eyes trained up at the sky and the dragon’s stubborn head. It was easier that way to imagine he was only inches off the ground rather than many hundreds of meters.

They didn’t travel long, though Tori was pretty sure it was just a hair shy of forever, before the dragon shifted the flap of his wings and started to descend. Tori clenched his eyes shut, not wanting to watch the process. And then the dragon released his arms. He sucked in a breath to scream, but before a sound could leave his lips, his feet landed on the ground. He’d dropped less than half a meter.

His knees buckled, and Tori didn’t even try to catch himself as he crumpled onto soft, cool, green grass. He ran his trembling fingers through the blades, letting his fingernails dig into the dark soil. Ground. He was on the ground. He touched his forehead to the lovely earth and swore to never ever leave it again. Never, never, never, never was he flying again. The only thing that could convince him to leave solid land again was a lobotomy.

Stupid dragons.

Yes, maybe they saved him from the mages who were trying to kidnap him for whatever scary reason.

And yes, maybe they helped him escape a whole lot of questions from authorities.

But all of that was never an excuse to scoop a poor person up and fly them across the city in the air. People were not meant to fly. If they were, they would have been born dragons.

Soon he would have questions for the dragons, but right now he just wanted to hold the earth and whisper sweet promises of never leaving it again.
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“You could have fucking told me that the Jaeggi are the ones kidnapping mages!” Tori snapped as he put a key into the lock on his motel door.

Baldewin did feel a little contrite about that, but in his defense, how was he to know that Tori would stumble across them soon? “I couldn’t tell you in that setting. You were so sure the Jaeggi were allies. How would it have sounded if I pointed a finger at them, claiming them as the enemy?”

Tori stopped with his door only partially opened, and glared over his shoulder at Baldewin. He seemed unwilling to admit Baldewin had a valid point. “Fine. Fine, alright, I probably wouldn’t have believed you. Next time, give me the heads-up anyway. Before I go chatting with would-be-kidnappers like a fucking idiot.”

“Cross my heart,” Baldewin promised solemnly.

Tori looked only slightly mollified as he pushed the door open with more violence than necessary and stalked through. Baldewin immediately followed him, Warin at his heels, but he barely had a foot inside before his nose revolted.

It smelled musty in here, as if the ventilation hadn’t worked properly since the building was built (likely the case), and nothing got particularly well cleaned in between visitors (also likely the case.) Tori flopped down on the edge of a twin bed and gestured them to the other.

Baldewin sat, more than a little gingerly, although Warin didn’t seem to find an issue. He flopped down, leaning forward.

“You see now why we’re so anxious for your sake?” Warin waved a hand to indicate the world outside the room. “We’re not set up for long-term protection. Baldewin and I came out here just to meet you, invite you into the clan, and provide a safe escort. Not to serve as a protection detail.”

Tori groaned, looking visibly torn. “But what do they want? I mean, I’m from an allied clan. I should be the last person they try to kidnap! What is their goal?”

“I told you the truth when I said we don’t know.” The words were sour in Baldewin’s mouth. “We’ve tried investigating but have little to work from. They’ve been entirely too good at keeping their tracks covered.”

“But you’re sure they’re kidnapping mages, so that means you’ve run into them before, right? You mentioned them grabbing the king’s mate, but anyone else?”

“Ja, Cassie. She’s Cameron’s twin.”

Tori blinked at him. “A twin, huh. Just those two?”

Baldewin exchanged a weighted glance with Warin, not sure how to answer that question. But Warin seemed to think complete honesty was best with Tori, as he responded forthrightly, “We don’t know for sure. Cameron was the first mage we’d seen in almost five hundred years. In fact, you’re one of the handful of mages we’ve found since the war ended.”

Tori’s clear grey eyes widened, and his jaw slowly dropped. “That can’t be right. There are hundreds of mage clans! I know magic isn’t as common as it used to be—”

This would bring up a whole other argument, but Baldewin didn’t see any way around it. “Magic almost died because of the Jaeggi. They enacted a spell that traced all the main mage clans and destroyed them in one fell swoop. Only the smaller clans, like yours, have survived. They mostly went into hiding, and some did such a thorough job of it that they lost their legacy altogether. We had to tell Cameron and Cassie they were mages, that’s how much of their heritage had been lost.”

Tori looked between the two of them, brows drawn. “Wait. That’s it. That’s why you’re campaigning so hard to take me back. Because you have no mages.”

“Basically the case,” Warin admitted. “Any mage we find these days, we protect automatically. You’re far more precious than you realize, Nestori.”

“Oh hell. It makes so much more sense now.” A bitter laugh escaped him. “Even a male mage has some value to you, eh. Even one with no magical talent.”

Baldewin didn’t want to use this as an in-road to convince the mage to come with them, but his unease was strong. He didn’t like sitting here in this dank room. He didn’t like being away from his clan’s defenses when the Jaeggi were swarming like sharks scenting blood. And he truly didn’t want to stay here another minute longer. “No, that’s not the only reason. I told you, we don’t care about gender. You are a mage. That’s all that matters to us. All mages are precious to this world, whether you are mated to a dragon or not. Whether you are a magical prodigy or not. Mages represent a beauty and wonder that has been lost from this world for far too long. Your existence, your gifts, make this world a better place. And it is the duty and honor of every living dragon to protect every mage he finds. Even if you refuse to ever come to our clan, it is my honor to protect your life.”

Tori stared at him, his lips slightly parted in surprise. He wasn’t sure if Tori believed him, but at least he was listening.

“Shit,” Tori sighed, running a hand through his short hair, only to wince and jerk it away.

Baldewin got a good look at his palms and realized he was scraped up and lightly bleeding. Swearing, he immediately left the bed and knelt in front of Tori, capturing his hand to examine it. The mage flinched, and Baldewin immediately lightened his grip, making sure Tori felt free to pull completely away.

The injuries weren’t bad. Road rash. No doubt from where he’d been thrown against the pavement following the explosion. It wasn’t just his palms, but one of his knees, too. He could make out a blood stain on the left leg of his jeans.

Tori squirmed. “Stop. I’m fine. It’ll heal.”

“It needs tending, and there’s nothing here to aid with that.” The idea of having open wounds, no matter how minor, in this room made Baldewin shudder. That was just asking for an infection.

Baldewin’s heart couldn’t take much more. It had stopped when he saw the explosion, and he might have lost his temper a bit when it came to taking out those Jaeggi. He was just coming back to his senses, but the mage was injured. A mage under his protection was hurt. Frustration and a deeper ache echoed in his chest. He’d failed to keep Tori safe. The mage had already suffered so much. He needed to fix this.

“We need to take you out of here,” Warin said firmly.

Tori shook his head. “I’m glad you guys stepped in and helped earlier. Truly, I am. That doesn’t mean I’ve agreed to go with you.”

Stubborn, stubborn man. Baldewin wanted to scream. He bit it back and spoke rationally, calmly. “You do not owe us for that. I’m simply asking you. For tonight, please, come out of this room and stay in our hotel. I’ll get you another room, separate from us. You needn’t stay in the same room.”

Warin pitched in, “You gave them your name earlier, correct? On the train? They can use that to track you down here. You need to shift to another place where you’re more anonymous.”

“But won’t they be able to track both of you down by name?”

“We’ll change hotels as well. Warin can gather our bags and meet us somewhere else. If I have Cassie make the reservation, it will be under her name, harder to track. We can continue the conversation about whether you’ll go with us or not there, but we need to move out of here. This place isn’t good for your health.”

Still, Tori visibly hesitated.

Baldewin’s frustration pulsed like a live wire within him. It didn’t help that his dragon had also chosen this moment to lift its head and grumble with displeasure. The beast was demanding that he simply pick up Tori and take him somewhere safe.

For a moment, the words scrambled in his head, and he couldn’t remember the right word for ‘please’ in this language. He defaulted to German and hoped that his posture, still kneeling at Tori’s feet, and his tone, would be enough to get the point across. “Bitte. Tori, bitte, let me bring you out of here. Care for you.”

Tori’s head dropped for a moment, and he seemed to be thinking hard. Slowly, he nodded. “Fine. Fine, let’s go for now. You’re right about this place not being safe.”

“Dankeschön,” Baldewin murmured in relief. “I’ll help you pack quickly. Warin?”

“I’ll head over to the hotel, call Cassie on the way.” Warin stood, already palming his phone. “Should I stop by a pharmacy as well?”

“No, we’ll do that.”

Tori had his mouth open on a retort, only to swallow it back and sigh as if he realized the futility of the argument. It was just as well. Baldewin disliked arguing as a rule, but he’d do it in this case.

It took barely five minutes to pull together what little Tori had. Two sets of clothes—which explained why Baldewin kept seeing him in the same outfits over and over—some toiletries, and the guitar Tori carried nearly every time Baldewin had seen him. The instrument intrigued Baldewin, a music lover himself, and he hoped to use it as an opening to ease them into a better conversation later.

By the time they left the room and returned to the rental car outside, Baldewin’s phone pinged with an incoming message. It was from Cassie and simply read, Check your email. He started up the car first, getting a little heat going as the air was colder now that they were approaching evening, and he was worried for Tori’s sake. The man didn’t even own a jacket.

Tori immediately shut the heat back off.

Baldewin glanced at him with a frown. “You’re not cold? It’s a touch chilly tonight.”

It was his turn to get an odd look. “This isn’t cold. It’s actually quite pleasant.”

“You really don’t find it cold at all?”

“No, the weather’s perfect tonight. Ha! You Germans, you have no blood in you. It has to be -5 Celsius before we stop barbecuing for the winter.”

“I know Finland never gets warm—” Baldewin started dryly.

“It gets plenty warm for us,” Tori negated, smile saccharine sweet.

“—but you can’t accuse me of being cold blooded. Fire dragon, remember?”

“Heh, I suppose that’s true. So, where are we going?”

“Pharmacy first. Cassie’s booked us a hotel on the other end of town.”

Tori sighed as Baldewin put the car into drive, the GPS already orienting itself to navigate them. “I really don’t know why you’re making a fuss over these scrapes. Soap, water, a little moonlight to cool the heat of the injury, I’ll be fine.”

“You’re in pain. I do not like seeing you in pain.”

Silence.

Baldewin snuck a peek at him as he slowed for a stop sign. Tori didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. The man’s reluctance to be cared for in any way was quite telling. Abused? Possibly. Neglected? Very likely. There was no doubt in Baldewin’s mind that Tori had never been properly loved. He didn’t even know how to respond to someone’s concern for his well-being. Baldewin rarely felt homicidal rage. It usually only came in the need to protect his clanmates when threatened, but he could feel it start to burn in the back of his throat. Tori was so very precious, and no one had ever loved him. This needed to be fixed.

But he had to proceed carefully. Tori had already suffered much at the hands of his clanmates. He didn’t need a dragon making things worse for him. And yet, Baldewin was itching for more information. “Should we contact your clan and tell them what happened today?”

“No!” Tori growled instantly, then winced and moderated his voice before continuing, “No, I have no interest in telling them.”

“Alright.”

Even in the wake of an attack, he wanted no contact with them? Very telling indeed.

Baldewin was torn about what to think of the man’s clan. On the one hand, knowing there was a mage clan in Finland was very exciting, and he wanted to explore the option of bringing them into his own clan.

On the other hand, if Tori was an example of what that clan did to its members, then Baldewin was just as likely to raze it to the ground upon meeting them.

For now, his focus was on protecting and helping Tori. The Taavi could wait.

The pharmacy was in a two-story building of orange and blue that sat on the corner of two intersecting streets. Baldewin parked next to the curb and opened the door for Tori, not wanting him to use his hands. The mage eyed him sideways but didn’t say anything. They ducked inside the pharmacy, with its white walls and white floors and white shelves, the colorful boxes of products lined up neatly.

Baldewin wasn’t very familiar with Finnish products, but Tori, of course, knew what he needed and picked up bandages, ointment, and rubbing alcohol. Baldewin paid for it all before escorting them both out to the car. He sat Tori in the passenger seat and knelt down in front of him to carefully clean out his palms. He meticulously removed the road grit from his skin without causing more pain than necessary.

“I’m not going to break, Baldewin,” Tori sighed in exasperation. “And you’ll have to scrub harder than that to get all the dirt out. Forget it, let me do it.”

Baldewin made a disagreeing noise. “I’ve got it. You said moonlight will let you heal?”

“Uh…not exactly. It’ll take the heat out of the wounds, help them heal faster.”

“Is that all you can use on wounds like this?”

“At the moment. I don’t have any other magical elements to work with.”

That made more sense. Baldewin knew road rash like this was child’s play for most mages. He’d expected Tori to work some magic and heal himself rather than suffer Baldewin’s attentions. That he hadn’t done so told Baldewin there was a problem. Of course, the lack of magical elements made sense. Tori had practically nothing to his name.

“This will hold you for a time, then.” He put bandages on his palms and elbow carefully, struggling a bit with the stubborn adhesive strips as they stuck to his fingers. “Just until we get to the hotel. You can soak in moonlight there.”

Tori stared silently at his bandaged hands for several moments. Baldewin wondered if maybe he’d applied it all too tightly and he was causing the mage more pain. He wasn’t accustomed to patching people up. He was the guard. His job was usually about causing damage.

“Thank you,” Tori whispered. His voice was low and rough…and maybe a little awed.

Had Baldewin heard him correctly? It was one of the first times he’d not gotten the usual dose of sarcasm or cynicism from the man.

“You are very welcome.” Baldewin’s fingers twitched with the need to gather this man in close and give him a hug. If there was anyone who needed a hug, it was Tori.

Which was strange.

Baldewin wasn’t a hugger.

Well, it wasn’t that he minded hugs all that much. Cassie was a very proficient hugger, and Baldewin had been on the receiving end of many hugs from her, but he’d never been one to initiate.

But right at that moment, he very much wanted to hold Tori. He needed to hug Tori.

It was more than that, though. Even without touching him, Baldewin knew simply embracing Tori wouldn’t be enough. He needed to pull the smaller man into his lap and hold him. He wanted to nuzzle his face into Tori’s slender neck and breathe in his scent so he could carry a small piece of Tori around with him wherever he went.

At first, he’d thought he was merely reacting to the hard life the mage had suffered. But the more he interacted with Tori, the more he realized it wasn’t Tori’s situation he was reacting to but Tori himself. Even after everything he’d been through—the lies, the clear verbal abuse, the poor treatment—there was a bone-deep strength to the man that simply awed Baldewin. Despite all his attempts to protect Tori, it was clear he was strong enough to take care of himself. He didn’t need a grumbly dragon to slay his enemies. Tori was doing okay on his own.

But that didn’t mean Baldewin was going to stop trying.

And yes, maybe it didn’t hurt that Tori was pretty damn sexy. Those hypnotic grey eyes had snared him from the start, but there was also something about his mouth when he was shooting sarcastic comments at him that left Baldewin wanting to kiss away those words. His dragon was also pressing for kisses, which was a little worrying since his dragon didn’t normally care about such things.

There would be no hugging—and definitely no kissing—anytime soon. Tori was still prickly around him.

He gathered everything back into the bag instead, stowing it in the back seat, and then resumed his place in the driver’s seat. Following the GPS, they traveled to the hotel in silence. A heavy, weighted silence.

It gave Baldewin a chance to think. What could he say to dispel Tori’s unease? To convince him to go with them? It was becoming disturbingly clear that Baldewin needed Tori to go to Burkhard Castle not just because it was the safest place for the mage. He wasn’t sure he could stand to be parted from him.

But he didn’t know if he had the words. Or even the right perspective. To him, it was natural that a dragon would protect a mage. But to a mage abandoned by his clan—or one who escaped his clan, Baldewin wasn’t sure which was the case here—perhaps that stance was not so easily assumed.

Maybe it shouldn’t be him to argue the point. Maybe Baldewin should hand this off to someone who had the right perspective.

But learning a little more about the man couldn’t hurt, surely. He cleared his throat and threw out a conversational lure. “I noticed the guitar. What style do you prefer, classical? Rock?”

Tori threw him a glance. “I just like music. I guess I favor classical, though.”

“Yeah? I’m rather the same. I picked up a guitar once in Spain, which is where I learned to play it. But I favor more a Chet Atkins style.”

Tori looked at him in surprise. “You play?”

“I do. I love music. It’s the main thing I spend time doing, playing. If we ever get the chance, we should jam together.”

“But what do you play?” Tori challenged, a hint of intrigue in the words. “You say Chet Atkins, so it’s more picking?”

“And that.” Baldewin felt a hint of mischief sneak out to play at the corners of his mouth. Oh, if Tori only knew how invested he was in music. “Really, there’s not a style of music I don’t like. I might not love every song from a genre, but I generally like at least some of it.”

“Hmmm.”

No further comment. Ah, well. Baldewin had gotten him to open up at least a little, there.

In the hotel lobby, Warin met them with key cards in hand. Tori followed them up, insisting on carrying his own backpack, although Baldewin won the argument over the guitar case.

The hotel was nice. Cassie had done good shopping, despite it being spur of the moment. The rooms were clean and large, the beds covered in white fluffy comforters. Tori didn’t sit on one of the beds, but he dropped his backpack in the corner chair, looking around with the corners of his mouth quirking up, clearly pleased.

“Tori.” Baldewin carefully phrased the words in his head as he held up his phone. “I don’t have the right words to assuage your unease. What if I let you speak to someone who can understand you?”

“Like who?” Tori asked uncertainly.

“Another mage. One adopted into our clan. They’d best understand your concerns.”

“I…” Tori trailed off, turning to stare blankly at the wall. He stayed like that for several seconds, mulling this offer over. “Yes. Alright, I’ll listen.”

Progress. Baldewin clenched his teeth to hold in an exuberant sound. Just that was progress, as Tori wouldn’t even listen two days ago. He didn’t waste any time in calling up Cameron.

“Hallo, Baldewin. Wie geht’s dir?”

Baldewin smiled in approval. Cameron’s German was improving. “Ganz gut. I want you to speak with Tori.”

“Ehhh…why? I’m okay doing so, you understand, just what are you throwing me into?”

“I feel he won’t believe a dragon. But he’ll listen to another mage, one who knows what it’s like, coming into a dragon’s clan.”

“Ah. Is he still struggling with coming to us?”

“Ja.”

“Wow, and I thought I was stubborn. Alright, can’t hurt. Put him on. No, wait. Does he speak English?”

Baldewin had no idea. “Tori, do you speak English?”

Tori shook his head. “Finnish and Norwegian.”

“He said no, only Finnish and Norwegian.”

“In that case, give me a second. I’ve got…ha, that’ll work.” There were some rummaging sounds, something tinkling, then Cameron spoke a spell. “Alright, translation spell on the phone complete. Hand me to him.”

Tori accepted the phone gingerly and put it to his ear. “Hello?”

Because a dragon’s hearing was so keen and Tori stood close, it was easy to hear both sides of the conversation. Baldewin settled on the queen-sized bed, sitting on the edge next to Warin, and patiently waited. He prayed that Cameron was his usual charming self.

“Hello, I’m Cameron Pa—Burkhard. Burkhard, sorry, still getting used to my married name.”

Tori startled. “Uh—you’re the dragon king’s consort, right?”

“Yeah, that’s me. You’re Nestori Taavi? Am I saying that right?”

Tori threw Baldewin a shocked look, like he couldn’t believe Baldewin would just call up the clan consort. Baldewin shrugged. Royalty in a dragon clan didn’t operate like human royalty did. They were much more approachable. Cameron especially.

“You are.” Tori took in a breath and visibly settled, as if he’d squashed his nerves. “But please, call me Tori.”

“Tori it is. Baldewin says you’re hesitating strongly about coming to see us. And I get it, man, I do. You got told a lot of things growing up, and you’re only now finding out that they’re wrong, right? I was in the same boat. Told I wasn’t a mage, told that magic and dragons didn’t exist anymore, all of that. When Alric told me I was a mage, I was in denial.” Cameron paused for a second and gave a little snort. “I wanted to laugh in his face, and this was after I found out he was a dragon king.”

“Oh man…” Tori whispered with feeling. By his expression, he was completely lost in the story Cameron was weaving, seeming to forget that Baldewin and Warin were in the room.

“Of course, Alric kept pushing. If you haven’t figured it out, dragons can be really stubborn.”

Tori’s eyes darted over to Baldewin for a moment, the tiniest hint of a smile playing on his lips. “I might have noticed that.”

“Anyway, Alric kept pushing the point. I lost my temper and stormed out of the castle. He was afraid he’d overwhelmed me. And that was part of it because learning that everything I’d been taught was wrong, that was pretty overwhelming. I’m sure you’re feeling the same right now.”

Tori passed a hand over his face, and for a moment, he dropped his guard enough that his exhaustion showed through. “That’s certainly part of it.”

“I figured. But you know, the other part of why I was so mad was that it tapped into a dream I’d given up on. As a kid, I’d dreamed of being a mage. Of being able to fly and play with dragons. Growing up and hearing that wasn’t possible had broken my heart as a kid. When Alric told me I could do those things, the adult in me was mad that he was yanking my chain. Because on some level, I wanted him to be right. Are you struggling with the same issue, Tori? Is that what’s holding you back?”

This time, Tori was slower to answer, and he turned his face away from the bed so the dragons couldn’t see his expression. “Your Majesty—”

“Whoa, call me Cameron. Or Cam, if you prefer.”

“C-Cameron,” he corrected hesitantly. “Answer me truthfully. Would you still accept me if I’m not good at magic?”

“Of course! That’s what you’re worried about? Tori, my sister and I didn’t know a lick of magic when we arrived at Burkhard. Alric offered me a place in the clan while I was still trying to figure out my first spell. I heard you cast a freezing spell on Warin and Baldewin. That already puts you way ahead of me.”

Tori sat heavily on a cushioned footstool like his legs had suddenly given out. “Really?” The question came out as a barely-there whisper.

“Yes, really. The Burkhard Clan doesn’t want you because of what you can do but who you are,” Cameron said with feeling. “You are hope, whether you believe it or not. And my clan really needs that hope.”

“Thank you, Cameron.”

“And if you want to learn magic, we have the most amazing teachers. Seriously, I cannot wait for you to meet Lisette. If she can teach my stubborn, crazy grandmother how to cast spells, I have no doubt that she can help you.”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s fine. Just think about it. Okay?”

“Sure.” Tori paused and licked his lips. “Baldewin told me that dragons don’t care what gender a mage is. You really will take a male mage in as readily as you would a female?”

“Male. Female. Nonbinary. Gender fluid. Dude, we do not care. We seriously do not care. My question to you is, do you feel that, because you’re a man, you can’t be properly accepted as a mage?”

“That’s…not quite right. It’s more that I can’t carry on the magical line, which is the main duty of the mages.”

“Uh, sure you can? We’ve got magical incubators. It’s how Alric and I plan to have a child.”

Tori’s eyes crossed. “Seriously?!”

“Sure. What, you think Alric and I are the first same-sex couple in a dragon clan? Ha! No, not even close. Hell, the dragons don’t even keep count how many they’ve had, that’s how natural it is for them. I don’t know who told you that, Tori, but as long as you want to have a kid, you can. And if you don’t, that’s fine. But don’t let that stop you or direct your choices. You can be a full-fledged mage in our clan, and we’ll be thrilled to have you.”

Tori was back to staring at the floor, his expression a complex mix of hope and pain. “And what if I’m not a good fit for you?”

“Then we’ll introduce you to the Valerii Clan—ice dragons. Or, if that doesn’t appeal, you can walk right back out. We won’t stop you.” Cameron paused again, and Baldewin heard him release a deep breath. “Look, Tori, we’re not trying to kidnap you or force you into something you don’t want. I know it probably doesn’t feel that way because dragons can get so wrapped up in their enthusiasm that they just kind of steamroll you—”

Baldewin straightened up indignantly, a retort ready on his lips. He had not done that!

Had he done that?

Maybe he had.

Tori rolled his eyes to the dragons on the bed, a rueful smile on his lips. “Oh yeah, definitely.”

“—but that’s just how excited they are. They don’t mean anything bad by it. You’ve got my royal guarantee that you can leave whenever you wish, and I’ll buy you the plane ticket.”

“Can we change that to a train ticket?”

“You can leave however you wish, but does that mean you’ll come?”

Baldewin’s heart skipped a beat and then raced off as he stared at Tori. The mage met his gaze, frowning. The man was clearly torn, and he hated putting such pressure on him.

“I know things are kind of dangerous right now, but can I think about it?”

“I understand. You’ve been thrown a lot of information recently. It’s overwhelming, and we’re asking you to make some potentially life-altering decisions. Take some time to think about what I’ve said and what Baldewin has said. He might be a little overly enthusiastic, but he’s a good, honest man who only wants you to be safe.”

“Thank you.”

“Not a problem. And if you have any more questions, feel free to have Baldewin or Warin call me at any time.”

“I would greatly appreciate that. Thank you again for taking the time to talk to me.”

“I’m always happy to help out another mage,” Cameron said, and Baldewin could clearly hear the honesty ringing in those words.

Tori handed the phone back over to Baldewin, who was feeling more than a little relieved. Cameron had indeed been the right one to call. “Hallo,” he said as he placed it against his ear.

“I think mage negotiations were mostly successful. Give him some time, and I think he’ll come around.”

“I think you’re right.”

“Good, because you need to get your sexy asses back to the ranch, okay? Alric’s slowly losing hair over here, he’s that worried. And I really like his hair.”

“I understand,” Baldewin said with a smirk. “Thank you, Cameron.”

“Nichts zu danken. Gute Nacht.”

“Gute Nacht.” He hung up the phone and smiled at Tori. “Thank you for talking to him.”

Tori just shrugged, seeming unsure how to respond. “Help me take the bandages off?”

“Of course.”
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Holy crap, he was really doing this!

Tori sat on the deck chair with his feet up on the railing as the ferry—which was really more like a cruise ship—steadily moved away from the port. They sailed through the archipelago, weaving effortlessly between the hundreds of little islands that dotted the bay as they crossed the Baltic Sea to Estonia.

He’d thought finally making the leap to escape his clan had been a huge decision. Yes, he’d planned it for a few years, but actually taking those final steps hadn’t been easy, and he’d second-guessed himself for the first two days.

This felt bigger, but strangely enough, easier. Maybe it was because he’d already made such a big change in his life. But a lot of it had to do with what Cameron had said to him, what his words quietly promised. A home. A place to belong.

Despite all his dreams of independence away from his clan and the freedom to be himself without constant derision and censor, Tori didn’t want to be alone. He’d spent his entire life surrounded by people he knew. They might not want him, but there was no question he was a part of the clan. He had a place, a job.

It was a shitty place and a horrible job, but he’d still belonged.

The moment he’d left Nuorgam and arrived in Helsinki, that was all gone. He didn’t belong anywhere, and he had no purpose. It was terrifying and empty.

But the Burkhard Clan was the promise of something completely different and startlingly beautiful, if it was real. It all sounded too good to be true, and Tori was used to a lifetime of disappointment.

Except there was Cameron.

Just the existence of Cameron proved at least some of it had to be true.

The Burkhard Clan, right now at least, promised to be a place that wouldn’t care he was gay. Their own king had taken a husband. And Warin had mentioned Cameron’s twin sister Cassie was mated with a female dragon. Double proof that a same-sex relationship wasn’t frowned upon by the clan.

And then there was the fact Cameron was a male mage. Positions of leadership within the Taavi Clan had been held by female mages for as long as Tori could remember. If a male attained any kind of power in their clan, it was solely because he was married to a powerful female mage.

Growing up, there had only been eight other male mages around his age. Male mages were never allowed dreams of being civic leaders. No, they were all quickly sorted into those who were good with magic and those who were not. Those who were magically inclined were groomed to be good husbands, because, of course, a strong male spellcaster would breed more strong mages.

Those who weren’t good at magic were quickly informed it was unlikely they would marry. And if they did, they’d have to choose from the humans. There was no way they’d be allowed near a female mage with their clearly inferior genes. If they managed to give birth to a mage with a female human, then maybe they wouldn’t be a total outcast in their clan.

And then there was Tori.

A gay male mage. Weak in magic. And he would never give the clan another mage, male or female. He couldn’t be more useless. Even a human descendant of the clan had a slim chance of producing a mage. He never would.

But Cameron had mentioned something about magical incubators that would allow a same-sex couple to have a baby. Cameron had said he’d be welcome even if he never wanted to have children.

He did.

He’d never allowed himself to dream of it. His life in the Taavi Clan promised he’d be alone until the day he died. There would be no children. No baby of his own flesh and blood to cuddle in his arms.

Sitting on the ferry, he knew he hadn’t accepted the offer just because a clan without homophobia and sexism was being waved in his face. It wasn’t even the promise of potentially finding a mate who would love and cherish him, who would want children with him.

The tipping point had been the promise of actually being a mage. After all these years, there was a chance of finding someone who could teach him magic so he could truly understand it. He knew deep in his soul that he was a mage and he could do magic. He could feel it. He just needed the chance. And after listening to Cameron describe his own progress, as well as his grandmother’s, Tori hoped this Lisette could work some miracles for him.

Clinging to hope after so many disappointments in life was a terrifying thing, but what was he left with? He had no clan. The Jaeggi were hunting him in Helsinki. He had no job, no money, and no prospects. Why not take a chance? What did he have to lose at this point?

After talking to Cameron, he didn’t think the mage would leave him stranded in Germany if he chose to walk away from the clan. He’d just find himself back in Helsinki with no clan, no money, and no job. Same as he was right now.

If anything, he was a little disturbed by the fact he didn’t feel more when it came to leaving the country of his birth—possibly forever. He had too few happy memories of Finland, and it wasn’t like he’d made very many during the brief time he lived in Helsinki.

Maybe this was all for the best.

Even if things didn’t work out with the dragons in Germany, this could be the kick in the ass he needed to get even farther away from his clan and really start fresh. He could make a new life for himself. Maybe he’d even change his name. No one from his old clan would be able to find him then. Not that they were really looking that hard. He was still getting texts or calls from his parents, but it was down to just one or two a day instead of the near-constant harassment he’d experienced when he first left.

While he didn’t know what was going to happen next, he did feel confident that the dragons were an improvement on his previous life and even the other mages he’d encountered.

Baldewin hadn’t been content to simply buy a trio of tickets for the ferry from Helsinki to Tallinn, Estonia. No, the dragon had to get them a private room with a private deck on the outer part of the ship so they could sit in cushioned chairs and watch the scenery slowly pass by them. It was insanity.

The ride from Helsinki to Tallinn was less than three hours, but Baldewin stated that he was worried about Tori’s health and safety after his encounter with the Jaeggi. A private room was absolutely necessary to make sure the mage was properly recovered prior to their long road trip from Estonia to Germany.

Tori shrugged. Who was he to argue with how the dragon spent his money?

It wasn’t like the room itself was lavish. Decorated in warm tones with a double bed and a sitting area, the room was comfortable and cozy, but the real draw was the deck.

From there, they had a private view of the bay as they crossed to Estonia. No crowds, excessive chatter, or fighting to grab one of the public deck chairs. It was like being royalty, or at least someone important. Tori wasn’t going to get used to it, but he was going to enjoy the feeling while it lasted.

If his clan was wrong about the Jaeggi and dragons, it stood that they could have been wrong about a lot of damn things in his life. Like that he wasn’t some abomination for being gay. And maybe he wasn’t so bad at magic, either. He’d be happy if one of those things proved to be true.

Warin shoved away from the railing where he’d been standing and settled his hands on his narrow hips. The dragon had tied back his shoulder-length hair into a messy ponytail to keep the wind from whipping it around his face. “I want to check out the restaurant. I haven’t been to Finland in centuries, and I didn’t remember the food being so tasty and hearty. Do you want me to bring anything back?”

“I’m good,” Tori automatically said, even as his empty stomach twisted in complaint. He’d grabbed something small at breakfast, and Baldewin had not been happy about it.

In fact, the dragon was giving him much the same glare as he’d received this morning. Tori ignored him and directed his eyes back toward the ocean.

“Find something like a sandwich and sides for Tori. Something warm. The wind is brisk, and he will need something filling to warm him up. Also, a Karelian pie. He is very partial to Karelian pie.”

Tori’s mouth dropped open and hung there as he stared at Baldewin, who was returning an “I dare you to argue with me” look. Indignation that Baldewin thought he knew better than Tori warred with a much warmer, squishier feeling Tori did not want to admit was there. He barely even noticed Warin hurrying away, making a strange coughing noise that could have been laughter he was attempting to cover up.

“Are you always this bossy with people?” Tori snapped. It was easier to be outraged than face the fact that he was flattered by Baldewin’s obvious awareness of his preferences and needs.

“I’ve spent most of my life caring for a very stubborn man. If I can manage our king, I think I have a decent shot at keeping you properly fed, warm, and safe.”

The dragon was dressed in a deep red, button-down shirt that left Tori briefly wondering if his dragon scales were the same shade. It was a good color on the man and the cut accentuated his broad shoulders. But Tori wasn’t looking at his shoulders. Or his wide chest. Or the smirk lifting one corner of his full lips.

Okay, so maybe it took him a moment to actually tear his eyes away from Baldewin at that pronouncement. There was just too much to unpack from it. “You…you watch over the king? I thought that was his mate’s job.”

“A mage mate is more than a caretaker, the same way a dragon mate is more than a battery of power for his mage. Mates are lovers, friends, companions. They are the people you can trust and depend on above all else. The person you can share everything with and know that you will be loved completely, flaws and all. A mate completes you as no one else will ever be able to.”

“I know that,” Tori said defensively. He totally didn’t know that, and Baldewin’s answering smile made it clear he was completely aware of Tori’s ignorance. People were married in his clan, but he would never use the term ‘mates.’ Definitely not how Baldewin used it.

“As for Alric and Cameron,” Baldewin continued, his smug smile disappearing, “they have only been bonded for a month. Our king and I have known each other since we were little children. I was lucky to grow up with him as my best friend. I’m proud to protect him in times of trouble and to watch over him in ways Cameron cannot. His focus is always on what is best for our clan. It often means he is very bad at taking care of himself.” Baldewin paused and gave a little smirk. “The entire clan is quite protective of our king and enjoys helping him.”

“And his mate?”

“Cameron? He’s very good at taking care of Alric, making sure that he is happy, but Cameron is also responsible for our clan. He’s dedicated to everyone, which means that we also get to watch over him a bit as well.”

Tori fell silent, watching the waves form and break around the ferry. Two men—a dragon and a mage—together, and their clan accepted it. No, they embraced it, if what Baldewin was telling him was correct. It sounded like a dream. A fairytale.

“Can I see the picture again? The one you showed me the other day.”

Baldewin shifted in his seat and pulled his mobile phone from his back pocket. From the corner of his eye, Tori could see him getting through the security and opening his photo gallery. He thumbed through a lot of pictures before he finally settled on the one of Alric and Cameron standing together. Baldewin silently handed the phone over, and Tori stared at the picture. Their arms were around each other. Alric was a bit formal and maybe a little stiff, but there was such a look of love and devotion in his eyes as he stared up at his mate. Cameron, on the other hand, had a wide grin on his lips and was looking at Alric with unabashed love and happiness.

This wasn’t a fake. He’d seen a few pictures from other places around the world of same-sex couples on their wedding day, looking at each other with the same expression.

“Your clan really has no problem with your king finding a mate in a male mage?”

“Not at all. We were all overjoyed when it became clear that Alric was falling for Cameron. You need only to see them together in the same room for a minute to realize they are perfect for each other. Alric was trained from birth to be a king. He’s good at being diplomatic, but Cameron…” Baldewin paused and lightly chuckled. “Cameron doesn’t always have a filter. I feel like Alric appreciates it, because Cameron likely says the very thing he’s thinking but doesn’t feel free to express. Would you like to see the pictures from their bonding ceremony?”

“Yes, please,” Tori said, handing the phone to Baldewin.

The dragon accepted it and stood a little so he could drag his chair closer to Tori’s. He resettled and leaned closer. Their shoulders bumped, and Tori froze. There was something so big about his presence, but it was more than just the size of his body. It was his personality. As crazy as it sounded, Baldewin was like a walking hug. When Tori was around Baldewin, he was sure he could crawl straight into the man’s massive arms and be cradled there. His hind brain kept screaming that Baldewin was safe. It was the logical part of his brain that kept throwing its hands up in the air in confusion.

Wind blew in across the deck, and for a moment, Tori was hit with the most intoxicating scent of sun-baked sand and bread fresh from the oven. Would it be wrong to turn his face into Baldewin’s neck and nuzzle him a little bit?

Yes.

That was wrong.

He wasn’t even sure he liked the guy. No nuzzling the dragons. Any dragons. Especially Baldewin.

“Let’s see,” Baldewin said softly, as if he was mostly talking to himself. He was scrolling through the pictures on his phone, and there were hundreds of them. The vast majority were of people. Lots and lots of different people, but there were several faces that appeared over and over again.

“Who’s that? He always seems to be smiling,” Tori said, pointing toward a slimmer man with a swarthy complexion and laughing brown eyes, who looked significantly shorter than Baldewin.

“Ravi. Another retainer and one of Alric’s personal guards.”

“He’s a guard? He looks…” Tori hesitated, not wanting to insult one of Baldewin’s friends.

“Short?” Baldewin finished with a smirk. “Don’t let his smaller stature fool you. Ravi is a fierce and accomplished fighter. He’s also the fastest dragon in the entire clan. He’s technically from the Wind clan—”

“Really? I didn’t think dragon clans allowed other members inside. Is that normal?”

Baldewin shook his head. “Before the war, no. It wasn’t unheard of, but from my understanding, it was incredibly rare. But everything changed after the war. So many dragons and mages were wiped out.” Baldewin cleared his throat and seemed to try to wipe away some of the lines that had dug into his face. “I don’t know all the details. I was still considered young when the war happened, and I wasn’t privy to everything happening with the royal family, but it’s my understanding that Ravi’s parents were close to Alric’s. Or, at the very least, they had an alliance of sorts. Ravi was a baby when his parents were killed in the war. He was immediately adopted into the Fire Dragon Clan. He’s always been a Burkhard, and we love him as one of our own. Even if he does tend to drive Alric crazy at times.”

“He does?”

Baldewin snorted. “Ravi has a reckless, adventurous side that calls to Cameron’s. He’s gotten our consort into trouble on more than one occasion.” He continued to flip through the pictures, stopping briefly on a blond man with glasses and a glare who looked up from what appeared to be mountains of old books. “This is Gunter, the royal researcher and librarian. He is the keeper of all old spell knowledge and history of the clan. He tends to be grumpy when we make him leave his library. He gets even grumpier when we send Ravi into the library to fetch him.”

“If Ravi is a creature of chaos like you make him sound, I don’t blame Gunter.”

Baldewin grunted his agreement and flipped through the pictures until he stopped on a handsome older couple. “This is Dieter, the king’s advisor, and his mate, Lisette. She is the head mage. If something magical is happening in our castle, she knows about it.”

Tori straightened, moving toward Baldewin a little bit. She looked warm and friendly enough, but he couldn’t imagine she was all fluff and sunshine if she’d managed to attain the position of head mage in what appeared to be a large clan. “She would be the one deciding whether I’m allowed to do magic.”

The dragon’s brow furrowed again with more confusion. “I don’t think it’s about allowing you. She’d be in charge of figuring out how best to expand your natural talent and uncovering where you could use some more training. Remember, Cameron, Cassie, and Ha Na came to our clan unable to do any magic. Cameron refused to even believe he was a mage, and he’s learned quite a bit in the past month or so. You froze two full-grown dragons. Lisette is ecstatic to meet you.”

He was content to let that comment pass. There was no doubt Baldewin was exaggerating Lisette’s enthusiasm. It was nice that he at least had a small advantage over the consort when he’d entered the clan, but still…his own clan thought he was useless and hopeless when it came to magic. He’d been rejected and kept away from one of the things he wanted most in the world, a thing he’d regarded as his fucking birthright. He was in no hurry to be hit with more rejection that would undoubtedly cut deep into his soul just like all the others.

“You were looking for the bonding ceremony,” Tori prodded.

“Yes, of course.” Baldewin resumed his scrolling until he hit pictures of a mountaintop against a bright blue sky. There were a mix of dragons and humans spread about the lush, green grass. “I didn’t take these. I was in my dragon form for a good part of the ceremony. A few of the mages took the pictures, and they were kind enough to send them over to me,” Baldewin explained as he handed the phone back to Tori.

Slowly, he swiped through each one, soaking in as many details as he could. Cameron and Alric stood facing each other with that same look of love. He could guess they were saying vows to each other and their clan. Then a regal crown was placed on Alric’s head before a slender, elegant circlet was placed on Cameron’s brow.

But more than what he saw in Alric and Cameron, it was the reaction of the people in the background of the pictures that drew his eyes. They were all watching the ceremony with open expressions of happiness and wonder. Baldewin was right. The Burkhard Clan truly did accept the fact that their king was with another man.

Unshed tears burned in Tori’s eyes, and he clenched his teeth against the swell of hope, joy, and old pain that he didn’t want Baldewin to see, but there was no hiding it from the dragon. He seemed to know when Tori was hungry and when he might feel even the slightest chill. It seemed only natural at this point that he would see other things.

“Tori?”

“I…I’ve heard my entire life that male mages are only good for marrying female mages, and that homosexuality is evil. It’s been beaten into my head until I couldn’t even stand to look at myself in the mirror some days. I had…I had to get out of my clan, or I was going to die. And I’m sitting here with you now, holding photographic proof that so much of what I was told was fucking wrong. It’s like my brain can’t even process it all.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Baldewin very slowly reach out and place his hand on Tori’s shoulder, as if he was expecting Tori to jerk away. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d flinched at Baldewin’s touch, and even now, his entire body was tensing up as if preparing for a blow, but his heart didn’t care. It welcomed the touch, even wanted more. What would it feel like to have Baldewin hug him? To pull him in tight and close? To hold him in the safety of those massive arms? A small part of him was convinced it would feel heavenly, and he was stunned by how badly he wanted a hug from Baldewin.

“I’m so sorry. So very sorry. You never should have had to suffer through that. No one should. But to think a mage was so poorly treated, it makes me sick.”

Tori shook his head; Baldewin’s words and the emotions thickening his deep voice were a soothing balm over old hurts. “It’s okay. Well, no, it’s really not okay, but it’s my past now. This,” he said, holding up Baldewin’s phone and giving it a little shake, “this is so much better. This is hope. This has to be a better life. Or at least proof that I could find a better life somewhere.”

“You can, and you will. I think you’ll find a mate at Burkhard, but if you’re not happy there, we won’t make you stay. Alric speaks frequently with the Valerii ice dragons in Brazil. If you don’t wish to stay, I am sure they would welcome a visit from you.”

Tori had to bite the inside of his mouth at the funny little curl that formed in Baldewin’s upper lip when he mentioned the other dragon clan. He didn’t think Baldewin would suggest them if they weren’t good dragons, but Tori got the impression that he thought his clan was better and that Tori should obviously stay with the fire dragons.

“And the Ice Clan, they’re like the Fire Clan?”

Baldewin’s left eyebrow jumped in question. “What do you mean?”

Tori nearly snickered. “Pansexual. You said dragons are pansexual.”

“Oh! Yes!” Baldewin sank back into his chair. “Dragons are naturally drawn to their mate.”

“Regardless of their mage’s gender?”

Baldewin nodded. “I guess that’s why we dragons say we’re pansexual. We simply know we are going to be drawn to our perfect match, and we don’t see their gender. Only how their soul weaves with our own.”

“And it’s always been this way?”

“For as long as I can remember, which is over six centuries. We can check with Gunter on the history, but I know I’ve heard stories of it being so long before I was born.”

“Then where would my clan get such an idea?”

A heavy sigh left the dragon’s parted lips, and he scrubbed a hand over his buzzed hair. “My guess—and it’s just a guess—is because mages were usually female. Male mages were extremely rare. I’d have to ask Gunter for exact numbers. Maybe one born for every hundred females. Someone in your clan might have wrongly assumed that the rarity of males was linked to them being unwanted or useless, but it’s utter nonsense. If I were gifted with a mate, I would cherish them regardless of what form they came in. They would be my most precious treasure, and I would devote my existence to my mate’s happiness.”

Tori found himself tumbling into the dragon’s grey-green eyes. His mouth had grown as dry as the desert. To be cherished and treasured by this man would be quite a wonderful thing.

Only in his most secret fantasies when he was too tired to put up his defenses had he allowed himself to dream about what it might be like to be held by Baldewin. To be cared for. To be seduced.

Before Tori could formulate a coherent thought, there was a knocking at the door. Well, not so much a knock as a couple of dull thuds. Baldewin jumped to his feet and quickly crossed the room, with Tori following a few steps behind him. He didn’t think the Jaeggi would make another grab for him already, not when it was clear dragons were guarding him.

Standing off to the side, Baldewin glanced at Tori and motioned for him to move to the side so he wouldn’t be in direct view of the opening when Baldewin looked to see who it was. The man was clearly good at protecting people and took his job seriously. Maybe if Tori had listened to him sooner, he wouldn’t have gotten into trouble and been forced to fly across the city dangling from a dragon. No. Nice thought, but there was no way he would have listened to Baldewin without a little more proof.

When Tori was in a safe location, Baldewin carefully pulled open the door, his shoulders instantly relaxing. Warin walked inside, his arms full of bags and containers of food. It was easily enough to feed a dozen people. Rich smells filled the air, and Tori’s stomach took the opportunity to growl loudly.

“Ha! I thought I’d bought too much,” Warin laughed.

“You did. Are there more dragons or mages hiding on the ferry I don’t know about?” Tori teased. Both dragons stared at him in surprise for a moment as Tori replayed the words in his head, wondering what he’d said that was so surprising.

But it wasn’t so much what he’d said, rather how he’d said it. He’d teased them. For the first time ever. No sarcasm or biting comments. Just playful teasing. Did that mean he was starting to trust them? Maybe the hope he was clinging to from Cameron was starting to bleed into how he viewed his traveling companions.

They weren’t all that bad for dragons. They’d tossed plenty of playful, teasing comments at each other since Tori had come to stay with them. And they’d always treated him with respect, even if Baldewin was determined to keep feeding him.

Yeah, maybe the dragons were okay.

Tori leapt forward and started pulling some of the containers from Warin’s arms, spreading them about the small, circular table. There were warm sandwiches, a couple bowls of soup, a salad, and even a container filled with six Karelian pies. Dear heaven, he wasn’t going to be able to walk off the ferry. Baldewin would have to carry him to dry land.

“Definitely no dragons. I might have sniffed around the ferry before going to the restaurants. No other mages that I could smell, either.”

Tori stopped in the middle of pulling yet another box free from a paper bag and frowned at the dragon. “Are you saying I smell?”

Warin flashed him a crooked grin. “Well, certainly not how you’re taking it.” He leaned closer to Tori and drew in a deep breath before releasing a happy sigh. “Magic. All mages smell like magic, even if they’ve never cast a spell in their life.”

Tori’s heart fluttered a little, and his gaze darted over to Baldewin, who was nodding. How could he possibly not know this about himself? Mages smelled like magic to dragons. Was that like catnip to a feline?

“What’s magic smell like?”

“Lightning,” Warin answered.

“Not quite. The charged air before lightning strikes. Fresh and clean. You smell like energy and hope.”

“I can’t say I have any idea what hope smells like, but the rest sounds nice,” Tori replied. “Right now, all I can smell are Karelian pies. Let’s eat.”

Food was quickly divided up, though with these two large men, it wasn’t too much of a surprise that everyone ended up eating a little bit of everything.

Tori explained the food as they went. The dragons clearly hadn’t spent much time in Finland, at least not in a very long time. Warin moaned over the rye and rice porridge pie more than once and asked if Tori would help their head chefs figure out how to make them at the castle.

It was a nice thought, possibly starting fresh in a new place, while at the same time, managing to bring back one of the few things from his home that he enjoyed.

As they ate and talked, he didn’t miss how both Baldewin and Warin rolled their shoulders on more than one occasion as if they were uncomfortable. Not that he was overly worried. It was just good to know if there was a problem with his protection detail, right?

He asked them both about it, but they were quick to brush it off as nothing. They didn’t look like they were in pain, just uncomfortable. Was it their wings? Did dragons need to fly often? Warin had flown just the other day, but it had been a short trip. How long had it been since Baldewin had last been in his dragon form?

“It’s a shame to be leaving this nice, cool weather,” Warin murmured as he pushed away the last empty container and patted the food baby in his relatively flat stomach. “At least it will still be comfortable in the mountains.”

“Cool weather? This has been like living on the surface of the sun it’s so warm in Helsinki,” he playfully exaggerated. Is this cold for fire dragons? Or do you prefer the heat?”

Baldewin shook his head. “Fire dragons love the cold and snow.”

“It’s the ice dragons who prefer the heat. That’s why the clan lives down in Brazil. Those beach bums spend all their time lying on the sand and surfing.”

Tori snickered at the image of a dragon trying to balance its enormous body on a tiny surfboard or stretched out on the hot sand like a beached whale.

“Burkhard is in the Alps. During the winter months, we pass a lot of time skiing and playing in the snow,” Baldewin explained.

Tori suddenly wanted to see Baldewin’s dragon covered in snow, his massive head resting on a snowbank while he contentedly blew smoke rings into the air. Yeah, that would be pretty incredible.

If the fire dragons appreciated the cold and the snow, maybe they weren’t all bad. Now, if the Germans understood the importance of a good sauna, they might actually prove to be tolerable.
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Baldewin glanced over to the passenger seat to see Tori stretched out, a small smile playing on his lips as he stared out the window toward the growing sight of Riga, Latvia, in the distance.

They’d arrived in Estonia with no problems and promptly rented a car for the drive back to Sonthofen, since Tori refused to even consider flying. It would take them a few days to safely make the trip, but Baldewin wasn’t complaining. The hours in the car had given him and Warin a chance to get to know the mage.

And Tori had not been shy about his questions. Now that he seemed to be relaxing a bit around them, he peppered them on every topic under the sun, from how many dragons lived in Burkhard to the number of mages, the hierarchy of the clan, who decided what tasks a mage did, and even more about bonded mates. He still seemed skeptical of the idea that male mages were welcome. Not that Baldewin could really blame him after everything he’d apparently been through as a child.

Cameron as their consort was a great start, but he was only one male mage and the mate of the king. It wasn’t like all the male mages could have the king’s stamp of approval the same way Cameron did.

The only way to truly convince Tori would be for him to meet the king and the Burkhard Clan. No amount of cajoling and promoting from him and Warin was going to change the mage’s mind.

So far, Baldewin’s only complaint about the drive was the car itself.

The Opel Corsa was one of the most commonly rented cars and would offer them some anonymity on the road as they tried to safely make their way back to Germany.

Unfortunately, the economical machine was not built for men of Warin’s and his stature. Tori, on the other hand, was six inches shorter and had a more slender build, making the Opel a comfortable fit for him.

He missed Alric’s fleet of SUVs back at the castle. With plush leather seats and lots of leg and head room, the SUVs were made for fire dragons. The Opel was better off for little wind dragons like Ravi.

Halfway into their four-hour drive to the hotel, they made a quick stop to stretch their legs, grab some snacks, and top off the charge on the electric car. Muscles that had nothing to do with his human body ached and throbbed, and no amount of walking around was going to stop it. He hadn’t shifted since he and Warin arrived in Helsinki, and it was looking like it would be several days before he had a chance to safely shift at Burkhard Castle.

It didn’t help that his dragon was also grumbling about wanting to fly. For the most part, he seemed happy to simply be near Tori, but even with his dragon’s fascination with the mage, he needed to fly.

But daydreams of soaring above the clouds were easily forgotten when Tori offered to switch seats with Warin as they continued their trek to Riga. Warin had started the drive and said something about catching a little sleep while Baldewin took the wheel for the last half of the drive. Tori had mentioned that Warin would be able to stretch out more in the backseat.

Considering how Warin’s wide shoulders and long legs still seemed to be bunched up in the backseat, Baldewin wasn’t too sure that his friend was more comfortable. But the low snores coming from the rear of the vehicle indicated that he found a way.

And Baldewin now had the mage sitting beside him with the faintest smile, as if he was thinking about something that amused him. Or maybe he was just happy to be getting farther away from his old clan.

Tori had been asking the majority of the questions, focusing on Burkhard mages and dragons. Warin and Baldewin had attempted to ask a few questions of their own, but Tori’s open and relaxed manner frosted over in the blink of an eye. The man was not ready to talk about such things just yet, and Baldewin didn’t want to push and destroy all the progress they had made.

It had been interesting to speak to Tori since sharing a meal on the ferry. The man had started to unbend with each kilometer he put between himself and his old clan. He teased them; his mind quick. And his smile. Most of the time, his smile was more of a smirk, with just one corner lifting, but there were a few times where his true, full smile came out, and it was like watching the sun break over the mountains in the morning. It stole Baldewin’s breath away. The smile ducked away again far too quickly, as if dark clouds had rolled in. Baldewin couldn’t draw his eyes away from Tori. He wanted—no, needed—to see his smile again.

“How often does a dragon need to fly?” Tori asked suddenly, breaking the silence of the car. With an electric engine, the vehicle made nearly no noise as they traveled down the road. There was just the low shush of the tires gliding along the pavement. They’d been talking so much until they swapped positions that they hadn’t even bothered to turn on the radio. Even now, with the quiet of the car and Warin’s snoring, the silence was surprisingly comfortable.

“I beg your pardon,” Baldewin murmured.

Tori cast a sly grin at Baldewin, and his heart might have skipped a beat. “I’ve seen both you and Warin doing this kind of itchy back wiggling in your seats. Not quite rolling your shoulders. You’re uncomfortable. Need to stretch your wings?”

“Noticed that, huh?”

Tori lifted one hand and gave a little roll of his eyes. “I mean, it’s not like most people would give it much thought, but then most people have no idea you’re a dragon. You could have dry skin…or you feel the need to fly.”

Baldewin huffed a soft laugh and glanced in the rearview mirror to double check that Warin hadn’t woken. Not that he begrudged his friend time with the mage, but Baldewin was enjoying the idea of having a private and friendly chat with Tori.

“My dragon would very much like to spread his wings. I’ve not flown since we arrived in Helsinki from Sonthofen. Usually, I can go weeks without flying, but I’ve noticed that nearly every dragon in Burkhard is suddenly a little more restless than usual. Everyone is taking to the air in the evenings with increased frequency.”

Tori turned in his seat so he was looking directly at Baldewin. “Really? Is it a summer thing? Humans tend to get out more when the weather turns warm and sunny.” Before Baldewin could answer, Tori’s expression was already clouding over. “No. Wait. Fire dragons prefer the cold. It would make more sense for you to be restless in the winter.”

“And we usually are. Once the mountains have built up a few solid meters of snow, you can hardly keep us inside and in our human form. I think the mages have grown to enjoy the quiet time they get during those months. The castle is empty, and we’re not constantly under foot to cause them problems.”

Tori barked out a surprised laugh and then clapped his hand over his mouth before looking into the backseat at Warin. His pale grey eyes still twinkled with laughter when he looked over at Baldewin. “Dragons are troublemakers in the castle?”

“There might be a few,” Baldewin said dryly, his mind automatically filling with the endless trouble Ravi managed to find at every turn.

“But if it’s not the nice summer weather…” Tori started, leading them back on topic.

“I think it started shortly after the arrival of Cameron’s twin Cassie and their grandmother Noh Ha Na. Cameron was the first mage we’d found in five hundred years. We’d nearly given up hope of ever finding a mage again, of finding mates and love. Then in the span of weeks, we suddenly had three new mages living in our castle. While the human side of us might be willing to listen to logic, I think our dragons are pushing for us to all take flight and search in earnest for our missing mages.”

Tori’s brow furrowed, and he pressed his full lips together for a moment, then finally asked, “Would your king allow that?”

“For dragons to take off on their own search?”

“Yeah. He wouldn’t force you to stay, would he?”

Baldewin’s hands tightened on the steering wheel as he sorted through the rush of emotions. His knee-jerk reaction was to immediately defend both Alric and his clan. The idea of Alric needing to force any dragon to stay and obey his wishes was ridiculous.

But then, the idea of anyone going against what was best for the entire clan was also a little crazy. The key thing to remember was that Tori was coming from a world completely different from his own, and what little he knew of it was not good.

“No, Alric wouldn’t force a dragon to stay at Burkhard if they truly wished to leave. But you must remember that mages are spread around the entire world, and the only way a dragon alone can find a mage is through smell. We might have discovered Cameron purely by luck, but Cassie was able to locate you through a seeking spell and what she calls her Google-fu. Apparently, she is quite good with computers.”

Tori grunted and shifted back around in his seat. “I guess that makes sense. Can’t fly off to find a mage if you don’t even know where to look.”

Baldewin had the worst impulse to reach across the console and place his hand on Tori’s arm, but he didn’t. He kept his fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. Tori had accepted his touch earlier, but Baldewin was reluctant to press his luck.

His dragon wasn’t particularly happy about it. He wanted to figure out a way to pull Tori into his lap while still driving the car. The ridiculous lizard didn’t seem to understand that Baldewin was barely crammed into the driver’s seat. There wasn’t room for Tori in his lap, no matter how badly they both wanted him there.

“We’ve lived a very long time without much hope. Cameron, his family, and you are all proof that there are mages out there. We just need to be patient, and we will find what we’re looking for. And if we need to spread our wings a little more to attain that patience, then our king is more than willing to indulge us.”

Tori fell silent, and Baldewin glanced over at the GPS to check for the next turn he would take that would move them closer to the hotel he’d booked for the night. It was a significant step above the place Tori had been staying in. The mage deserved some pampering.

He’d briefly wondered if he should tone down his efforts out of fear that Tori would suspect him of trying to buy his trust, but Baldewin shoved the thought aside. The important thing was that Tori was properly taken care of. They’d made steps forward with his eating habits, but now the mage needed to be warm and comfortable. All three went far to create a feeling of safety. Tori needed to feel safe.

“You know…glamour spells aren’t overly complicated. The ingredients are relatively common,” Tori volunteered suddenly.

“Really?” Baldewin said, not quite sure where he was going with this conversation.

“If you wanted to stretch your wings tonight, I think I could create a glamour spell that would hide you from people.”

Baldewin’s mouth fell open at the unexpected offer, but Warin’s voice piped up before Baldewin could gather his thoughts.

“I want to fly,” Warin said.

“I thought you were asleep back there,” Baldewin snapped.

“I woke up when he started talking about stretching our wings. I want to fly.”

Baldewin rolled his eyes at his companion in the rearview mirror. “You flew just the other day.”

“Yes, but it was only for a few minutes, and I had a frightened mage in my hands. Not really an enjoyable experience.”

“If you can promise to not do that again, I’ll glamour you too,” Tori offered. “I mean, I can at least try. You have to remember I’m not good at magic. It might not work.”

“Done!” Warin declared, tapping Tori excitedly on the shoulder. The dragon lifted his head and flashed a cheeky grin at Baldewin in the mirror. “I get to fly, too.”

“I have no doubt that you can cast a glamour spell if we can get you the ingredients,” Baldewin said confidently, secretly loving the little flush that unexpectedly rose in Tori’s cheeks. “Let’s just get to the hotel, and then we can figure our plans out. We need to make sure the area is secure, and Tori has what he needs to be comfortable.” His words did nothing to dim Warin’s smile. Tori chuckled next to him, and Baldewin relaxed a little more.

Warin remained awake for the rest of the drive, his grin broad and his manner engaging. They talked about random things, mostly comparing winters in Sonthofen with Tori’s hometown. The Finn was definitely winning in terms of cold temperature and the amount of snow, but Baldewin thought Germany’s traditional winter comfort foods sounded better.

It was after 17:00 when they finally arrived in Riga. Baldewin had never spent time in Latvia’s capital, but he was immediately charmed. It was like he’d stepped back in time. While there were the typical steel and glass structures he was accustomed to seeing in places like London, Paris, and Berlin, it was the perfectly preserved architecture of Vecrīga—Riga’s Old Town—that captured his interest. It was like he’d stepped backward in time as he took in its cobblestone streets and charming buildings.

As they drove slowly through the town, Tori suddenly twisted in his seat and then laughed.

“What did you see?” Baldewin inquired as the mage shook his head.

“A shop called Black Magic.”

Baldewin’s brow furrowed. That was a strange name. “Do you think it would have the ingredients you need for the glamour spell?”

Tori laughed again and shook his head. “Definitely not, but I wouldn’t mind stopping there. It’s a chocolate shop. It looks like an old-fashioned apothecary shop turned into a chocolatier.”

Baldewin nodded, making a mental note. Tori needed chocolate. He would get Tori chocolate.

“Are you kidding me?” Tori scoffed as they parked in front of the hotel. A valet jumped forward, quickly opening their doors. Tori hesitated, looking over at Baldewin with one eyebrow raised in a mocking question. “A little extravagant, don’t you think?”

“After the place you were staying, I thought you could use some extravagance. Plus, when added to where you were staying, it all evens out to a relatively moderately priced trip.”

Tori snorted. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“It should,” Baldewin muttered at Tori’s back as he climbed out of the car. The dragon bit back a groan as he unfolded his long body and got to his feet as well. It was so nice to stand and stretch after the last two hours. Over the roof of the car, he caught a knowing smirk from Warin, but his friend wisely kept his comments to himself.

Okay, yes, maybe the hotel was a little extravagant, but Tori deserved thousand-thread-count sheets and room service for at least one night. He needed to understand that he was worthy of being treated as a treasure because that was exactly what he was. To hell with his old clan. He was going to be a Burkhard mage. Baldewin could feel it.

Check-in was a quick affair, and they were escorted off to the suite. Tori gave him some more questioning looks, but at least Warin stopped smirking at him. The dragon understood the moment they walked in why Baldewin had chosen this hotel. The suite had two bedrooms off the main sitting space. It allowed them to be close to Tori while giving him the privacy he needed. Safety first.

After getting settled and washing up, they headed into the city to gather the last few ingredients. They lucked into a little shop that had a couple items and then a pharmacy for a small mirror.

Back in the suite, Warin stepped forward first, and Tori cast the glamour spell on the dragon without hesitation or a single mistake, which was more than a little confusing. The mage had said more than once that he was horrible at magic and that Alric wouldn’t want him in the clan because of his lack of skills. The glamour spell wasn’t overly complicated from what Baldewin could tell, but he wasn’t sure Cameron and Cassie could cast it just yet.

Baldewin couldn’t take his eyes off Tori. There was a swan-like elegance to his movements. He had the natural grace of a ballet dancer with his poise and the smooth arc of his hand through the air. The rich scent of magic poured off Tori, and Baldewin sucked in a deep breath, holding it in his lungs as long as possible. Tori was born to do magic. It was clearly written in every fiber of his being.

“There,” Tori pronounced with a nod. “You’ve got three hours, Cinderella. Get your dragon butt in the air.”

“Boah!” Warin exclaimed, looking down at himself for a second. With a wide grin, he wrapped an arm around Tori’s shoulders in a quick hug before releasing him to stride toward the suite door.

Baldewin chuckled and shook his head as Warin hurried away. The man was probably going for the roof to shift and launch himself into the sky straight over Vecrīga.

Turning toward Tori, Baldewin smiled. “I thought we would grab something to eat and get a little shopping done before Warin returns.”

“Baldewin,” Tori started in a firm voice, “are you sure your king is going to be okay with you spending this kind of money on me? I’m just worried that you’re treating me to all…this,” he said, waving his hand at the beautifully appointed room, “and he’s going to be angry with you because I’m not some prize. Not some great mage.”

Closing the distance between them, Baldewin carefully gripped Tori’s chin between his thumb and forefinger, tipping his face up so he had to meet Baldewin’s gaze. “I know your clan told you some horrible things, but I am telling you now: You are a treasure. You are a great mage. I’ve seen you work two spells, and your grace is breathtaking. I can smell the magic on you. You are a great mage, Nestori Taavi. You were born to work magic the way the rest of us were born to simply breathe. And if I must, I will tell you this every day of your life until you finally believe it.”

“Oh,” Tori breathed. His entire body seemed to relax as he stared into Baldewin’s eyes. It would be so easy to lean forward and capture his plush lips in a sweet kiss. As it was, his thumb was already straying against his wishes to brush against the edge of Tori’s bottom lip.

Cursing his dwindling self-control, Baldewin released Tori and took a step backward and cleared his throat. He was supposed to be protecting the mage, not seducing him. “Shall we go?” he asked.

“Um…yeah…sure,” Tori said slowly, as if he were waking from a dream. “But dinner needs to be something simple and cheap. No more of your crazy spending.” Tori shook a finger at him, and Baldewin nodded. Dinner could be cheap, but it was clear when Baldewin mentioned shopping, Tori didn’t realize he meant shopping for the mage.

They ended up at a cute little restaurant called Šefapāvars Vilhelms, which served simple but hearty fare at low prices. Baldewin admired the wood beams and brick accents of the building. Tori seemed to relax a little more, and they easily chatted about the various places Baldewin had been in his long existence.

As the sun started to set, they wandered around Vecrīga, pausing to admire the grand House of the Blackheads and the adorable cats perched atop the peaks of the Cat House. It took more than a little goading, but he finally managed to get Tori to wander into some clothing shops.

“Just a couple things, Tori,” Baldewin coaxed.

Tori narrowed his eyes at him, looking as if his temper was about to flare, forcing Baldewin to think quick.

“I’m only thinking about your comfort. You’re going to be meeting the king, the consort, his retainers, the head mage. The entire clan, really. Wouldn’t you feel more comfortable greeting them for the first time in some new clothes?” Tori deflated, and Baldewin inwardly winced. He hadn’t meant to crush the man’s confidence. “I think you look just fine.”

The narrowed eyes returned, and his lips pressed into a hard line. Baldewin remained undaunted as he stepped closer to the man. He carefully threaded his fingers through Tori’s hair, pushing it back from those mesmerizing eyes so he could see them widen slightly. “It’s the truth. I like your casual look. The light scruff on your jaw. The way your grey eyes sparkle behind your dark hair. But I know that many people feel more confident when they have new clothes. Not that you need confidence.” Baldewin leaned closer so he could whisper in Tori’s ear. “I’ve seen you cast spells. I know firsthand how amazing you are.”

When Baldewin straightened, the look of irritation was gone, and there was a faint blush staining his cheeks. His lips were full and soft-looking again. There was no man he’d ever met in his life who looked as kissable as Tori Taavi. It was all Baldewin could do to pull away.

“You’re an evil man,” Tori murmured.

“I’m just trying to think of what would make you happy,” Baldewin replied.

“You say that, but I get this feeling you’re good at getting your way.”

Baldewin threw his head back and laughed. He had a good feeling that Alric would make the same damn argument. Baldewin could be very determined and crafty when he put his mind to something, and right now, Tori had his entire attention.

The first couple of shops took a lot of prodding and cajoling, but Tori finally relaxed and started to enjoy the process. Anything Tori showed even the slightest interest in, Baldewin ripped off the tags and sent the mage to the dressing room. He refused to let the man think about the price. He was worth every damn euro. If Alric made a stink over what he was spending—which he didn’t expect he would—then Baldewin would happily reimburse the clan out of his own savings.

By the time they wandered back to the hotel, they were loaded down with several bags. Tori had acquired four new pairs of trousers, half a dozen new shirts, undergarments, and two of the softest sweaters Baldewin had ever felt. His dragon longed to cuddle Tori close and slowly stroke him while he was wearing one of the sweaters.

But out of all of it, the one thing that had put a look of pure joy on Tori’s face was when Baldewin had forced him into a tiny music shop. There was no missing the way Tori carefully guarded his guitar, the way his hand strayed to its dulled finish when they were in his crappy motel room. He valued it above all things. Baldewin was horribly tempted to buy the man a new guitar, but he didn’t know how Tori had come by the one he had or if it had sentimental value. So, he settled on getting Tori a new set of strings for his instrument.

The look of pure joy on Tori’s face would stay with Baldewin for all his days. It was as if the dragon had pulled the moon down out of the sky for him. He was definitely going to find new and interesting ways to put that look on his face.

As they crossed the lobby, Tori’s fingers tightened on the bag holding the strings. The clothes were nice, but the guitar was truly a part of him.

Of course, Baldewin’s dragon was pleased. Dragons couldn’t purr, but they could make a low, rumbling noise deep in their chests that rattled up their throats. Right then, Baldewin’s dragon was so happy his brain was practically rattling in his skull with the noise.

In the suite, they found Warin stretched out on the couch, the remains of a meal from room service on the table, while he flipped through the channels on TV. His neck stretched a little as they came in so he could see them over the furniture. A smile lifted his mouth.

“A little shopping?” Warin inquired.

“Tori needed a few things before we reached the castle,” Baldewin said quickly, throwing Warin a warning look from behind Tori. He was not going to let the dragon make the mage feel guilty while he was still basking in his good mood.

“Ahh…makes sense.”

“Good flight?”

“Very nice. I miss our mountains, but it felt good to stretch the old wings and glide above the clouds.”

Tori scrunched his eyes shut and shuddered. “No, thank you.” He turned and looked at Baldewin. “Let me drop these things in my room, and I can do your glamour.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to trouble you.”

“No trouble. I want to do it. Please.”

Baldewin could only nod. He did want to fly, but his dragon was torn over the treat of flying and the disappointment of leaving Tori’s side. This morning, he had been whining about wanting to fly. Now he just wanted to curl up next to Tori and nuzzle his soft hair. Crazy damn lizard.

Maybe Baldewin would make a quick pass around the city before returning to the hotel. He didn’t want Tori to think that he didn’t appreciate his work, and he also wouldn’t hear the end of it from Warin if he didn’t go.

At Tori’s request, he followed the mage into Tori’s room where he could use the mirror. With the same grace and skill he’d exhibited with Warin, Tori quickly cast the spell, and Baldewin felt a light tingle wash over his skin from head to toe. The smug smile on Tori’s lips made his heart skip a beat.

Unable to fight it any longer, Baldewin leaned close and placed a kiss on the tip of Tori’s nose. The mage gasped lightly, and Baldewin smiled.

“Thank you for such a wonderful and generous gift, mage. I am honored.”

“You’re…you’re welcome,” Tori stammered, sounding so very surprised.

Yeah, Baldewin was gonna fix that. He would understand his worth. The whole world was going to know that Tori was an amazing mage and a treasure to be cherished.
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Tori wasn’t really awake as they headed to the hotel’s parking lot the next morning. He’d only had one cup of coffee, and that wasn’t sufficient to get the brain cells going. Just as well that Baldewin was driving this morning.

Both dragons walked ahead of him, carrying bags and looking all fit and sexy. The view from back here was admittedly excellent. Baldewin especially had a very nice ass. Tori would have smacked himself for thinking that even two days ago. It was funny how quickly things could change.

After Baldewin had treated his hands and bought him clothes and guitar strings, he’d sort of lost the last of his wariness with the man. Baldewin was just too kind. Too patient. How do you possibly keep mistrusting someone like him? Tori certainly couldn’t.

And that kiss on the nose. What had that been about, anyway?

A man had never done that to him, and Tori had alternated between shivering under the memory of that touch, brief as it had been, and convincing himself it wasn’t that big of a deal and Baldewin didn’t mean anything by it.

Even though a part of Tori really, really wanted Baldewin to mean something by it.

Shit, he was such a lost cause.

He was so wrapped up in his head, reviewing the events of last night—again—that it took him far longer than it should have to realize something was off about the car. It had a faint glow in the morning light, a sigil scrawled over two of the doors. Baldewin was only two strides away from the car when Tori understood what he was looking at.

“Wait! Both of you stop.”

When the dragons didn’t do more than turn and glance at him, confused, he put his guitar case down and quickly snatched their arms, hauling them back. “Wait. The car’s been booby-trapped with a spell.”

Both of them immediately backed another foot away, staring at the car anxiously. Warin spun to put his back to the car, looking out in other directions.

“What does the spell do?” Baldewin demanded urgently.

“I think it’s supposed to—”

A whisper, a pfft sort of sound, and then Warin groaned, dropping heavily to his knees.

Tori had no chance to figure out what was going on before Baldewin hauled him in, using his own body to shield Tori.

The soft puff of air whispered again, and Baldewin grunted. This close, he had a better chance of cataloguing the sound. Shit, was that a dart gun? Had someone just tranqed both dragons?

Baldewin slowly crumpled sideways, taking Tori with him, although the fall was controlled enough that neither of them hit the pavement too hard. Tori tried to wriggle free, but Baldewin’s hold was still firm, although it loosened with every second as the tranquilizer chased through his system. He lifted his head up enough to see over Baldewin’s shoulder and got his first visual.

“Four of them,” he reported grimly, mind racing.

Shit, what to do? With his protectors down and no elements to work magic with, Tori was a sitting duck. Running would not help him, not if they were armed with tranquilizer darts.

“Kiss me,” Baldewin groaned.

Tori spared him a wide-eyed glance. “What?”

“Kiss me.”

“Seriously, not the time!”

“Dragon’s breath is powerful,” Baldewin explained, fighting to keep his eyes open. “Use it to work a spell. Kiss me.”

Oh. Oh, that made much more sense. Tori leaned in immediately, the kiss awkward at this angle and quick out of necessity. Still, the impression of warm, soft lips filtered through Tori’s panic, and he couldn’t help but wish he could do that again later. Properly. You know, when bad guys weren’t on the verge of capturing them.

He didn’t have time to think, and that’s what he needed to buy them first. Time. He popped up onto his knees and used the dragon’s breath coursing through his own lungs, sparking his magic, to call on the strongest ward he could create. “Tuella gev adi!”

A shining dome of gold power slammed into place, hard enough that it cracked the pavement under it, leaving a sizeable dent in the shape of a perfect ring. The barrier encircled the three of them, as well as the car. Tori stared at the ward in amazement, lost in wonder at his own creation. He had never in his entire life created a ward as powerful as this one.

Scratch that, none of his spells had been this strong before. Dragon’s breath. Just dragon’s breath could do that?

What if he were bound to a dragon with access to his life force?

He shook the thought off and looked at the Jaeggi. All four men had halted in their tracks, staring at the ward in frustration. They were smart enough to not touch it. Shame. It would have thrown them back if they had. Tori spared them a sneer before he concentrated on Baldewin and Warin.

“Hang on, guys,” he urged, checking their pulse and breathing. He quickly jerked out the tiny darts and tossed them aside. He wouldn’t put it past the Jaeggi to get the dosage wrong on purpose, and he didn’t want anyone dying on his watch. Both dragons appeared woozy but still breathing, their eyes tracking his movements. So, he had dragon noodles, but they were otherwise fine.

“Can you drive?” Warin slurred.

“Yeah. Yeah, but I need to remove the spell they’ve got on the car first. It’s meant to trap us in. Hang on.”

Tori stayed kneeling and half-turned to see the car better. He didn’t know what spell they’d used—it frankly looked strange and sort of slanted? The power of it didn’t glow right, reminding him vaguely of the way the magical auras on his two would-be kidnappers had looked off. Distorted might be the best way to describe it.

But he could see the intent of the spell, as that was written across the door, and that was enough for him to know how to counter it. He drew on the remaining dragon’s breath in his lungs, and what reflected sunlight around him he could, forcefully commanding, “Klak aese!”

The spell binding the car splintered and dissipated like smoke in a high wind. Good.

Tori turned, got a shoulder underneath Baldewin, and heaved him up. It was awkward as hell, with Baldewin being taller and larger, but Tori wasn’t weak in a physical sense. He’d done hard labor most of his adult life, and it was handy now, as he was able to haul Baldewin into the passenger seat and get him situated.

Baldewin settled with a groan, obviously fighting the drug in his system. And apparently winning, if he was still awake. Maybe their dosage had been off in their favor.

Tori didn’t question it just then; he wanted out of there before the Jaeggi figured out a way around his ward. They were still milling outside, glaring at him and talking among themselves as if not sure what to do, but determined to stop him from leaving. Fat chance, that. Tori had no compunction in running them over.

He started with Warin, who was easier to haul up, as the man was slimmer in build, and half-carried him over to the car and settled him into the back seat. He almost left the luggage scattered but decided to take the five seconds to throw everything into the trunk. Five seconds now would save them aggravation and money later. And Tori didn’t have any money to spare.

Everything in the trunk, he almost dove right into the driver’s seat, then realized Baldewin still had the keys in his pocket. Plus, he would rather have a little magical power on him just in case the Jaeggi tried something as he passed them. A ward on the car itself would also be a good idea.

He hesitated a split second, then shook it off. Baldewin was the one who’d urged Tori to kiss him in the first place; he wouldn’t mind supplying him with more dragon’s breath. Probably. He opened the passenger door again and asked Baldewin carefully, “Keys?”

Baldewin’s eyes were on him, words slurred. “Front pocket.”

Tori carefully patted both pockets, felt the bulge of the keys, and dug them out with both care and speed. “Sorry to ask. Can I have another kiss?”

Something that might have been a smirk teased at the corners of Baldewin’s mouth. “Aww, you do like me.”

“You’re joking right now? Seriously?” Tori rolled his eyes, then kissed Baldewin again. This was smoother, less frantic and with a better angle. He didn’t linger, though, not more than the three seconds he needed to collect dragon’s breath. Even though his traitorous libido really wanted to kiss Baldewin longer than that.

He pulled back, trying not to feel awkward or blush. He largely failed at both. Shaking fingers fumbled with the key for a moment as a heady mix of adrenaline, fear, and excitement rushed through him. Then he carefully shut the door and walked around the car to slide into the driver’s seat, starting up the car.

The engine was running before he put his hand on the dash and cast another ward over the body of the car. This time, he parsed out the magical power he’d been given instead of using most of it in one go. “Tuella gev adi.”

The ward slid into place, a light golden glow that conformed to the outlines of the car’s body. It was as strong as the other ward, just as able to deflect attack. Tori marveled at it for a split second, unable to comprehend how much easier it was to work a spell when using an element from a dragon. Was it any wonder why his mage ancestors were so eager to partner up with dragons?

He shook the thought off, backing up and out of the space. He had no idea where to go, but he needed to get them out of there. The Jaeggi had a gun aimed at the windshield, and they were shouting something threatening at him, but it didn’t faze Tori.

With a whispered word, the protective dome came down in a wash of magic. A feral grin stretched from ear to ear as he hit the gas, and the car leapt forward, forcing them to jump or become road pancake. Unfortunately, all of them had good enough reflexes to get out of the way. Tori wouldn’t have minded breaking a few limbs after that kidnapping attempt.

He exited the parking lot with a touch more speed than was advisable, merging into the light morning traffic and heading away without any real destination. Driving was all fine and well, but he couldn’t just drive. And with two heavily drugged dragons down for the count, it was up to him to protect everyone. At least for a while. They were both groaning and shifting, so obviously the tranquilizer was wearing off quickly, but still. They weren’t fighting fit and likely wouldn’t be for a while.

Shit. Tori really hated this morning already.

For the next few minutes, at least, he’d focus on getting some distance between them and the Jaeggi.
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Baldewin groaned softly as he tried to get into a more comfortable position in the car. Things hurt. Many, many things hurt. Of course, his dragon was making it all worse, starting with his headache, as the creature raged inside of him, demanding to be set free so it could destroy any and all Jaeggi who dared to come near Tori.

Not that Tori had needed his help or his dragon’s. The mage had done just fine taking care of the trap and the Jaeggi. He should have been thrilled about their kisses, but they didn’t count. Baldewin had felt only the faintest brush of Tori’s lips, just enough to leave behind the sweetest tingle.

And then the mage had saved their lives when it should have been him and Warin keeping him safe.

“Baldewin? Baldewin, are you alright?” Tori demanded, pulling him out of his dark, angry thoughts.

“Yes, I’m fine. Muscles are a little sore, and my head is pounding, but I’m fine,” Baldewin murmured. “Warin?”

The other dragon swore loudly in German from the backseat for a moment before finally giving a grumbled, “Okay.”

They did not like being caught unaware. How could they have missed the damn booby trap on the car? It wasn’t as if they were inexperienced children. They’d protected Cameron and Alric on numerous occasions. They’d protected all the mages of the castle with little trouble. This…this was sloppy. He knew better. He was letting himself get distracted by Tori, and it was going to be the mage who paid for his lack of dedication to his job.

“Stop it!” Tori snapped.

Baldewin blinked and looked up to find Tori glancing sternly over at him before directing his gaze back at the road. “I can hear your brooding over there. This wasn’t your fault.”

“We should have sensed the spell or at least smelled it,” Warin countered, proving that the dragon’s thoughts were running parallel to Baldewin’s.

Tori’s fingers clenched the wheel a little tighter. His whole body appeared to be one tense muscle. “Maybe not. It was a trap, and pretty well camouflaged from what I saw of it.”

“It’s our job to keep you safe,” Baldewin added.

“Yeah, and shit happens. That’s an American saying, right? Shit happens? I always liked that one because in my life, a lot of shit happens. You’ve got to keep moving forward. You know why?”

“Why?” Baldewin asked, suddenly entranced by the mage’s energetic speech.

“If you don’t, you’re just left sitting there in a pile of shit. Who wants that?”

Warin snorted from the backseat, and Baldewin had to huff a laugh as well. Especially when Tori flashed him a wide grin that appeared way too infrequently.

“You may have a point,” Baldewin conceded.

“Finally. You admit I’m right,” Tori teased.

“Enjoy it. He doesn’t even like to admit to our king when he was right and Baldewin was wrong,” Warin called out.

“Only because I am rarely wrong.”

“Whatever,” Tori said playfully. His fingers relaxed a little on the steering wheel, and he slumped in his seat. The smile was gone, replaced with a thoughtful frown. “We need to figure out our next step. I have no idea where I’m going, and those bastards found us too quickly after we left them in Helsinki. I am running really low on ingredients, and I don’t think they are going to give me a chance to ward like that again. We need more fire power or maybe a way to better hide ourselves.”

“We need to report in. Tell Alric what happened.” With another groan as muscles resisted the sudden movement, Baldewin pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“Will he be pissed at us?”

“What?” Baldewin’s head jerked up, and the throbbing was forgotten in the face of worry scrawled across Tori’s features. “No, of course not. He’s only worried about our safety. That is and always will be the king’s first concern.”

“Okay,” Tori whispered, but the tension was back in his shoulders, pulling the lean muscles taut under his T-shirt.

Baldewin quickly pushed the entry for Alric’s private phone, knowing at this time of day the king would most likely be in his office, possibly even in meetings with Dieter. The more brains they could get on this problem, the better.

“Baldewin, we were just talking about you,” Alric said cheerfully. “How goes your progress? Your last text stated you were staying in Riga.”

“We’ve run into some more trouble with the Jaeggi, Hoheit. We are all well and safe. I want to put you on speaker so Tori can hear you. You will need to switch to Finnish.”

“Do it.”

Baldewin lowered the phone from his ear and pressed the button on the screen. “Warin, Tori, and I can all hear you, Hoheit.”

“Hello, Tori,” Alric smoothly greeted. “I’m sorry we have to speak for the first time under these circumstances. And I also apologize for my rough Finnish. I am rusty and have been practicing recently for your arrival. I had hoped to be better when we spoke for the first time.”

Tori flashed wide, panicked eyes at Baldewin, who chuckled. The poor guy already looked overwhelmed, but then, it wasn’t every day a person spoke to the king of the Fire Dragons for the first time.

“Tori greatly appreciates your efforts, Hoheit,” Baldewin offered smoothly. “Is anyone with you at the moment?”

“Dieter is with me,” Alric replied.

“A pleasure to speak with you, Mr. Taavi,” Dieter greeted in clean, clear Finnish. Of course the old dragon was fluent. There were probably very few languages Dieter didn’t speak at this point.

“Is there anyone else I should summon for this meeting?” Alric interjected.

“Maybe Lisette. Let me lay out the situation for you as it stands right now.” Baldewin quickly recapped the booby trap they’d found on the car, the attack, and even the impressive defensive spell Tori used to defeat the Jaeggi before they ran out of Riga like all the hounds of Hell were on their heels.

“I’m glad you’re all safe,” Alric murmured. The king sounded distracted, as if he were already turning over options to get them all safely and quickly back to Sonthofen and Burkhard Castle. “I know this option was rejected earlier, but it remains our best choice. If you could fly—”

“Nope,” Tori said loudly.

“It’s the safest option and would get you here in a matter of hours so we can properly protect you. You need more than two dragons with you right now. Flying really is the safest choice.”

“Nope. We’re just gonna nope right out of that option and move on to option number two that does not require my feet to leave the ground,” Tori said firmly. Baldewin was failing miserably to control his goofy grin. Clearly Tori had recovered from his inability to speak to a king with great aplomb.

“I’m not asking that you fly via dragon. I am more than happy to charter a private jet that will bring you to a small airfield not far from Sonthofen. From there, we can properly escort you to the castle,” Alric calmly argued. The man clearly did not understand how much Tori did not like flying.

“Whether on a dragon or in a plane, it all still counts as flying, and I am not flying. Try again,” Tori countered.

The line went silent for a moment except for a muffled sound that Baldewin was willing to guess was a barely covered laugh from Dieter. He could easily imagine Alric’s stubborn glare at the phone as he sat at his desk. His Hoheit did not like to be deterred from the course of action he preferred, but he was a resourceful man.

“If I cannot get you on a plane or a dragon, then I must send more dragons in your direction. I will have an entire army flanking you at all times, if I must. You will arrive at Burkhard Castle unharmed.”

Tori’s eyes widened so much they were in danger of rolling out of his head. “Is he serious?” he demanded in a breathy whisper.

“I am very serious, mage,” Alric answered before Baldewin could, proving his hearing was as sharp as ever.
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The entire morning had been filled with surreal events stretching from the booby trap on the car, the attack, the kisses with Baldewin—which weren’t real kisses no matter how much part of him really wanted them to be—to this entire conversation with a freaking king.

Yep, Tori had to be dreaming. He hadn’t crawled out of the ridiculously comfortable bed yet. He was curled up in a mound of pillows and soft blankets.

Then why the hell couldn’t he be having a fun dream about a naked Baldewin?

A horn honked, and Tori looked back to the road in time to jerk the wheel, pulling the car from the center line and away from the massive truck that had been barreling down on them.

Okay. Not a dream. Or nightmare. He was really awake, driving a car and talking to the king of the Fire Dragons. He needed to focus if he was going to help get them somewhere safe before another gaggle of Jaeggi mages located them.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’m ready for an entire squadron of dragons to descend on me,” he managed.

He might have adjusted to having Warin and Baldewin around, and he might be heading to an entire castle filled with them, but he didn’t want to be surrounded by strange dragons sooner than absolutely necessary.

Most of the time, he could forget that Baldewin and Warin were dragons. They were just a nice pair of guys he was hanging out with during an international road trip. There would be no forgetting it if he suddenly picked up a dozen new bodyguards.

“Remember, Hoheit, it wasn’t that long ago that Tori was under the belief dragons were evil betrayers. It takes a while to adjust that mindset after hearing it your entire life,” Baldewin murmured.

Tori opened his mouth to apologize, but Alric was already speaking.

“Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry I didn’t consider that, Tori. I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable or more threatened than you already do. My only concern is your safety.”

And Tori believed him. He’d never met the dragon, but there was an earnest quality to his voice that left Tori convinced he actually cared about his well-being. It didn’t hurt that Baldewin trusted him so completely, and Tori found himself trusting Baldewin’s judgment.

“Another option is a spell,” Tori found himself offering. His voice wobbled a little, and he had to clear his throat before continuing. None of his teachers ever trusted him to cast such a spell, but he knew its workings by heart. He knew he could successfully do it. There was just a small problem. “I can do a masking spell that will hide our magical signature, which I’m assuming the Jaeggi are using to keep finding us. I just don’t have the elements to complete the spell. If my memory serves correctly, they aren’t the type of things I can easily pick up while on the road.”

“Dieter, will you contact Lissette and ask her to come to my office? I’d like her input on the spell and the elements needed,” Alric said in a low voice. “Tori, the quickest way for me to get you those ingredients is via dragon. Are you comfortable with me sending another guard in your direction as a courier and protection?”

“Actually, Hoheit, I’m thinking it might be best to send both a guard and a mage to us,” Baldewin said.

From the backseat, Warin chuckled. “I can’t believe you’re actually going to suggest it.”

Baldewin waved a dismissive hand at his friend. Tori watched them both as best he could from the rearview mirror, but he still got the impression he was missing something. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the best time to try and figure out what they were up to. It was hard enough keeping his mind on the road and talking to the king at the same time.

“Sasha helped me on the retrieval of Cassie from the United States, and she is a fast flier. She would provide excellent protection for Tori, and I think Tori would be comfortable with her presence.” Baldewin paused and licked his lips. “And Cassie has become quite an accomplished mage in the past month. She is the one who originally located Tori. I believe she could be of great assistance in the casting of the masking spell. She would also be far more believable than me in explaining to Tori how our mages are valued at Burkhard.”

There was a long, tense silence before Alric spoke again. And even then, his voice was flat and disbelieving.

“You want me to send you Cassie?” Alric inquired.

“Yes.”

“Cassie Burkhard? Cameron’s twin sister? That Cassie?”

Baldewin dropped his head back against the headrest and sighed heavily. “Yes, that Cassie. I don’t believe we have any other Cassies in the castle. I haven’t been gone that long.”

“What does she have on you?”

“Alric!” Baldewin snapped.

Tori winced, but it disappeared under the sound of the king’s raucous laughter. He clearly wasn’t disturbed by Baldewin’s tone or the man’s use of his name.

“I know you, my friend, and I know my new little sister. Cassie is quite wonderful, but she has a knack for driving you crazy, which is quite the feat. I can only imagine she must have some interesting little bit of information on you if you are putting her name at the top of the list to help you.” Alric’s voice was full of warm teasing and laughter. Not at all what Tori would expect from such a leader, and he found that he liked it. He was actually starting to look forward to meeting this Alric.

“Cassie has been a great help in terms of locating Tori, and I know she would very much like to see more of Europe with her mate,” Baldewin said. There was no missing that the dragon was carefully choosing his words. “And in all honesty, I do believe Cassie will help put Tori more at ease about Burkhard. As…excitable as she is, everyone does instantly like the woman.”

“Assuming she isn’t threatening you with her baseball bat, Cheryl,” Warin interjected.

Baldewin twisted in his seat to look back at Warin. He didn’t look pleased, but his friend only laughed. Yes, now Tori wanted to ask about this Cheryl, but now wasn’t the time.

“I’m not thrilled with the idea of two mages being protected by only three dragons, but they are also three of my fiercest fighters. Plus, it sounds as if Tori is quite accomplished in spell casting. I’ll send Cassie with Sasha if she wishes to join you,” Alric agreed.

Warin snorted and lifted his voice. “I doubt Cassie is going to turn down this offer.”

“No, it’s not likely. Where should they meet you?”

Warin grabbed the back of Baldewin and Tori’s seats, pulling himself forward so he could lean closer to where Baldewin held the phone. Releasing Baldewin’s seat, he looked at his own phone. “We’re not far from Riga. The next major town on our current route is Kaunas, Lithuania. We’re a little more than three hours away.”

“Is it big enough to catch a direct train from there to Munich?” Alric asked.

“It looks like it. I would need to double check.”

“Do you wish us to switch from the car?” Baldewin said.

“It might be for the best to further cover your trail. The masking spell will help, but they may still be looking for you on the road. It’s at least an option I would like you to explore.”

“We will, Hoheit.”

“Tori’s safety is our main priority. If this does not work and Tori is unwilling to fly, then my only option left is to send more dragons in your direction. I will not allow the Jaeggi to harm him or any mage,” Alric warned in a dark voice that left no room for argument. Tori appreciated that the man was willing to accommodate him this much.

“I appreciate your patience…er…Your Majesty,” Tori awkwardly tacked on. The dragons had been calling him Hoheit, but he wasn’t sure what that meant and if it was a term he was supposed to be using when speaking to the king. Baldewin grinned at him, looking supportive.

“I know you’ve not had a lot of reasons to trust us, Tori, but we really do want you safe, regardless of whether you choose to stay in Burkhard or leave the next day.”

Surprisingly, Tori believed the dragon king. Sincerity filled his voice like a warm blanket wrapping around Tori in the car. He couldn’t remember ever feeling that kind of concern from anyone he’d grown up with, not even his parents. It was an odd thing to feel valued, yet sad over what he’d been missing his entire life.

Fortunately, he wasn’t given much of a chance to ponder it.

“Oh good! Lisette is here now,” Alric announced, a new lightness or maybe relief entering his voice. “Now you can speak mage to mage about this spell.”

Oh hell.
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To say that Tori was nervous about speaking with an experienced mage, one a king deferred to, was a vast understatement. Right up there with saying Finland got a little chilly. He was all panic and no disco but kept his eyes on the road. Nervous was one thing; dead via car accident another.

Lisette’s voice was warm, with a slight roughness to it. It reminded him strangely of how a predator cat would sound if it could speak. “Hello, Tori. I am Lisette Burkhard, head mage of the clan.”

“Uh, hello. Nice to meet you?” He winced, as he didn’t mean to make that sound like a question. He just wasn’t sure if this conversation would go well. Read that as he was absolutely certain it wouldn’t.

“It is always a pleasure to meet a new mage. I look forward to doing so in person. I’m told the Jaeggi tried a spell of some sort to ambush you this morning.”

This, at least, he was comfortable answering. “Oh, yeah. The spell was designed to trap us in the car. It was rather cleverly disguised, really. What caught my eye was the morning sun. It hit at just the right angle to reflect part of the spell. And it was odd looking. Sort of distorted? I can’t really explain it.”

“Every spell we’ve seen the Jaeggi use so far has looked very odd. I know what you mean. It’s hard to explain in words. We’re not sure why their spellwork looks so. You were able to break the spell?”

“Yeah, it was easy to dismiss. I, um, borrowed some dragon’s breath from Baldewin to break the spell and put up a ward around us. Right now, I have a ward attached to the car itself. They won’t be able to use any spells to attack us so long as we’re inside the car.”

“A wise precaution on your part. What did you build the ward out of?”

“Reflected sunlight and dragon’s breath. It’s basically all I have to work with. Which means the ward is limited—it won’t protect against physical attacks, it’s not strong enough for that.” Tori mentally slapped himself. She probably knew that. Mouth, stop nervously babbling.

“Oh dear, just those elements on you? No wonder Alric wants me to send something with Cassie. Which masking spell do you want to use?”

This whole conversation was surreal. Tori had never in his life just sat with a mage and talked magic. And she did it so naturally with him that it felt almost normal. After a lifetime of being shunted to the side, ignored when he voiced an opinion on magic, it kept throwing him off-stride. “Um, I’m not sure what you call it. My clan called it Double Cover.”

“That name doesn’t ring any bells, no.”

“It’s a two-for-one spell. It encourages the viewer to skip over us, to look right past us, but it’s a subtle thing, and unless you’re really focusing, you don’t even realize the compulsion is there. It also masks all magical presence. Even seeking spells can’t detect us while under it. At least, most seeking spells.”

“That does sound like the right spell for the job. What do you need to create it?”

Tori’s confusion grew. She trusted him. She just trusted him to know his business, to be able to work a high-level spell. Was it because she didn’t know him? That had to be it.

But nothing about her tone suggested she was doubtful of his ability. Maybe he hadn’t said enough for her to realize? Tori’s eyes were good; he could see magic just fine. And he knew magical theory like no one else. It was his one true strength, his knowledge, as he’d studied it more than the average mage, trying to make up for his dyscalculia.

But no one else had ever believed that to be the case.

Swallowing hard, he kept speaking, mentally bracing himself for the other shoe to drop. “I’ll need rainbow mist—as large of a jar as you have, please—several pieces of a fallen star, song of a nightingale, and will o’ the wisp.”

“Can you use my dragon’s breath or fire to help build this spell?” Baldewin offered.

“Uh, no.” Tori faltered and mentally cursed himself. This was where he struggled every time. The math for building the spells. Explaining why something was unbalanced. Explaining what exactly made it an anti-spell. And it was because he couldn’t explain, he couldn’t break it down exactly, that he’d never been allowed to do the higher magics.

“Tori, correct me if I’m wrong, but it seems like this spell needs to have a foundation in at least four elements? Since each of what you listed off is wind, water, flame, and earth based.”

He huffed out a breath of relief. “Yes, exactly.”

“Baldewin, your offer is kind, but in this case, unwise. Dragon’s breath is very powerful. If Tori tried to use it, it would upset the power balance of the other elements and turn very quickly into an anti-spell.” Lisette gave a slight hum, as if thinking hard. “I think I have everything in stock on my own shelves. If not, I know Melissande does. She hoards everything. Worse than a dragon, that one. I’ll get you those ingredients as quickly as I can, I promise you. How much fallen star do you need?”

Tori was a touch slow to respond. She’d had to explain for him why it was unwise to use Baldewin’s offer, and still she trusted him? Trusted Tori to know what he was doing? Tori’s old teachers would have scoffed immediately and yanked the project out of his hands. He didn’t understand why Lisette still trusted him. Bemused, he shook the thought off and answered her. “A piece for every person. It will be attuned to each one, and I’ll have to craft a necklace for them to wear.”

“In that case, I’ll send you some supplies to fashion the necklaces. You hardly have time to hit up a hobby shop. I’ll send the usual ingredients as well, so you’re not stuck with just using those and stealing kisses from Baldewin.” That last bit was said teasingly.

Baldewin chortled, a low, rumbling sound like a mountain laughing. “I’m quite happy to sacrifice myself.”

“I bet,” Lisette drawled.

Tori felt a flush steal over his cheeks. Um. Were those two seriously joking about Baldewin kissing Tori? Seriously? Shit, in his old clan, even just joking about that would have ended in a beating.

Tori glanced at Baldewin, disbelieving, only to find Baldewin grinning at him. Baldewin’s reassurances hadn’t really sunk in, apparently. Hearing him joke about kissing Tori still came as something of a surprise.

A pleasant one.

Apparently, Baldewin meant every word he’d said to Tori. And hell, if the dragon clan was that open and accepting of all sexualities, then he might stay for that alone. That kind of acceptance was rare.

Lisette pulled them back on topic. “Tori, I want you to think about what you need and text me a list. I’ll have Cassie out the door in the next two hours, so think quick. I trust you’ll keep everyone magically protected until Cassie can get there and aid you.”

She…what? Trusted him to do the heavy lifting? Tori was so floored, so rattled, that he almost couldn’t phrase a response. The first tendrils of panic were starting to slither through him. He had never heard those words in his life, not directed at him. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. And thank you for so readily defending my clanmates. We’ll get you help soon. Until then, all of you keep a sharp eye out and be cautious.”

“We will,” Baldewin promised. He hung up the phone and replaced it in a pocket.

Tori couldn’t spare him a glance. He didn’t know how to react, emotionally speaking, to the conversation he’d just had. It was too surreal. Even suggesting to his old clan that he could help with something had gotten him laughed at and scorned. And here a mage he didn’t know heard what he’d done and trusted that he could handle the rest.

Had the Jaeggi actually reached him after all? Hit him in the head? Maybe he was lying unconscious somewhere and dreaming all this. It would explain a lot.

“Warin, you up to driving?” Baldewin suddenly asked.

“Yes,” Warin answered. His tone changed to something else, as if he realized what Baldewin meant by that question. “Yes, I see. Tori, pull over. I’ll take the wheel for a time.”

“Yeah, sure,” Tori agreed faintly. He didn’t feel up to driving just then. His head was too crammed and spinning, he could barely focus on the road. At a large, open parking lot to what looked like a supermarket, he pulled in and parked toward the back.

It took him two tries to get out of the driver’s seat, since he forgot his seatbelt and had to stop and undo it first. Then he got out, letting Warin take the wheel, and climbed into the back seat. To his surprise, Baldewin clambered out of the front seat at the same time and joined him in the back. Warin adjusted the seat a touch, his legs longer, then he started up the car and got them in motion again.

“The ward you put on the car is still fine?” Baldewin questioned.

Tori blinked, turning to look at him. “What? Oh, sure. As long as the doors are closed, the ward’s up.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure if us getting in and out disturbed it.”

“No. No, we’re fine.” Seriously, this trust with his magic was throwing him. It was turning his world upside down more than the truth bombs Baldewin had dropped on his head about dragons, male mages, and the Jaeggi. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or rage at the old teachers who’d denied his abilities for so damn long.

Baldewin’s voice gentled to a soothing rumble. “Tori, something about speaking with Lisette disturbed you. Will you tell me what that is?”

He looked at this man, this incredibly patient man he was attracted to, and felt like the worst imposter ever. It almost made him ill to think that Baldewin trusted his magic. That he didn’t doubt Tori for an instant. When really, all Tori had was theoretical knowledge and a little practical experience in low-level magic. That he’d managed to safeguard them so far was more luck than design. He felt nauseous at the thought, his chest cramping, stomach churning bile.

He couldn’t look at Baldewin as he confessed brokenly, “I’m not the magical expert you think I am.”

Baldewin’s tone remained soothing, low. “Why do you say that?”

“Look, part of the reason I left my clan is because I’m a piss-poor mage.” Tori ran a hand over his face, feeling sicker with every word. And still, he couldn’t seem to keep his mouth shut. Couldn’t seem to keep himself from blowing the opportunity to be seen as a true mage. “No one in my old clan would let me work more than basic spells.”

“I don’t understand. I’ve watched you do magic. High magicks.”

“And I was running on instinct most of the time.” Tori wanted to cry or curl up in the corner and ignore Baldewin.

But the man deserved to know what he was risking his life to protect. Tori wasn’t sure if he was worth it. He kept his eyes trained on the back of the driver’s seat as he spoke. “In order to do magic, properly do magic, you need to know exactly what power levels are involved. To calculate things out to the second decimal point. I have dyscalculia and can’t begin to do the math on the spells. I work on theory and instinct, and no one trusts me to do magic because of it.”

There was a ruminative pause.

Warin growled from the front seat, “This makes no sense to me.”

“Nor me,” Baldewin agreed, also growly. His dragon side was clearly in his vocal cords, and he was not happy. “You know your magic. I saw you defend us from four mages while working with a spell element you had no experience with. You adapted the spell on the fly and did so brilliantly.”

That was…true. “But I was working on instinct. It’s not proper—”

Baldewin overrode him, voice growing harder and more clipped. “When I offered either breath or flame for you to work the masking spell with, you knew instantly that it was wrong. That it would unbalance the spell. You knew the power levels wouldn’t be right, didn’t you?”

“Well, yes,” Tori admitted slowly, eyes daring to come up to see Baldewin’s expression. It wasn’t a happy one. “But that was theory. I know in theory what it takes for the spell to be balanced and work.”

There was a hard light in those grey-green eyes. The ring of gold around the iris seemed to thicken, as if the dragon inside Baldewin was demanding the right to go pound someone. “I have never, in all my years, seen a mage demand another to calculate a spell to death like you just described. I have never seen a master mage demand of a student to do so. I do not understand the methods of your clan, Tori, nor do I think they suit you.”

“It is the sign of a poor master when they cannot adapt their teaching methods to their student,” Warin pitched in from the front seat. “A true master can find different methods to teach. If they only know of one way, then they are not a master. They are a student reciting by rote what they were taught, and that is all they are.”

Baldewin gave Warin an approving nod. “Well said. If your masters insisted on this insanity, Tori, it’s because they are not true mages. They don’t trust their magic, or themselves, which is why they double and triple check everything before they invoke a spell. If they cannot trust themselves, then of course they can’t trust you. They can’t trust anything.”

Tori’s magic-starved soul pounced on Baldewin and Warin’s words, gobbling them down. He reflected on all the times he saw the mages around him double and triple check their ingredients, weighing them to the ounce before enacting a spell.

It had never made sense to him, that caution. There was no reason for it. If an element weighed 0.03 instead of 0.02, it had no visible effect on the spell. The one time he’d questioned it, he’d been smacked, told that he didn’t understand magic at all, and forbidden from doing even a basic spell for a full week.

But Baldewin and Warin were both right. He’d done more magic in the past week than he had in months, and never once had he calculated things to death before doing a spell. Hell, often he didn’t even have the right ingredients with him, and he’d had to adjust things on the fly. The spell he used to blow up the car engine was meant to ignite a candle, for heaven’s sake. It was never meant to spark an explosion. He’d done nothing but instinctual magic for days now.

And it had turned out as he intended. Every. Single. Time.

A choked laugh escaped him, slightly hysterical as he realized what it meant. His clan had turned obsessive about their magic because it was all they had left. They’d gone into a no-man’s land, hidden away from the world, closing ranks to the point that they’d had nothing better to do than turn on each other. They’d created an insane system to work magic in to make themselves superior. There wasn’t any other reason for it.

Tori bent forward, trying to gain control over himself. He was so incredibly mad. At his clan, his family, himself. All for believing in that falsehood. Another lie.

Why had he ever let himself believe them when he’d known better? He’d snuck away when he was a teenager and cast spells, just to prove he could, time and again, all without their calculations. He’d had ample proof that their methods weren’t the only way to work magic. So why had he internalized that lie?

Dragons were evil betrayers. LIE.

Male mages were worthless, only good for breeding more mages. LIE.

There was only one way to do magic. LIE.

Tori’s entire life, his entire existence and sense of self-worth, was built upon a pile of falsehoods believed and spread by his clan. And he was done with it. He was done valuing himself and his skills based on a bunch of lies.

He was free of the Taavi. Free of the past. He didn’t know where that left him now, or even what that made him, which was more than a little scary, but he was at least free.

A large, warm hand stroked his back in a soothing line, the touch comforting. It made Tori want things. To turn into Baldewin and take comfort from the man. He didn’t. Mostly because he was too embarrassed to admit he wanted that comfort. And partially because he was afraid of putting Baldewin into an awkward position.

“I trust your magic, Tori.” Baldewin kept stroking, a soothing motion that brought his sick laughter to a shuddering stop. “I’ve trusted it since the day we met. Please don’t believe the lies you were told.”

“I trust your magic, too,” Warin said firmly from the front seat. “We’ll tell Lisette about this teaching method of your clan’s when we get home. She’ll tell you that it’s insane.”

“Telling Lisette is a good idea,” Baldewin agreed. “She’ll want to know about this.”

Tori dared to straighten up, although he hated to do so, as he didn’t want to disturb that hand. He liked Baldewin touching him. A little too much, to tell the truth. It was partially that which made him straighten, as he couldn’t get into the habit of depending on that kindness. Baldewin’s job was to find him and bring him to the castle. Tori didn’t know what that meant for them once they reached their destination. Would Baldewin consider his job done and not see him again? No reason to get attached to the dragon if he was only going to walk away.

Baldewin didn’t remove his hand immediately like Tori suspected he would. Instead, the hand traveled up to his shoulder to give a warm squeeze before retreating. The comfort in the gesture filled him with tingles. Pleasant, sweet tingles.

Tori said something he never thought he’d utter in his life. But it felt both right to say it and incredibly liberating. “I’ll do everything in my power to magically safeguard both of you.”

A smile lit Baldewin’s eyes, revealing just a touch of crow’s feet. The relief in his expression was clear, that he’d worked Tori through that rough patch. “Please do.”

The trust and security he had with Tori was obvious. And sincere. Tori stared back at him. He wanted to kiss Baldewin so badly, his hands almost shook with the desire. Just what was it about this man that drew all these emotions out of Tori?

And was it any wonder that the mages of past centuries had fallen time and again for the dragons?

If Baldewin was any example of his race, then the mages likely stood no chance before being swept away. Tori himself felt the strong appeal, and Baldewin wasn’t even trying to seduce him.

Dragons were indeed dangerous creatures.
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Baldewin orchestrated for everyone to meet at a particular hotel. The dragon and mage coming to meet them could fly in and make it by evening. Even with multiple countries in between them. Apparently, a dragon could fly nearly as fast as a jet.

The realization made Tori feel a little guilty for insisting on not flying, as they could have already been at Burkhard Castle by now if not for him.

But every time he even thought about strapping himself to a dragon and flying, his palms got sweaty and he nearly threw up, so—no. No flying.

The hotel was nice, not one of those commercial things that was all industrial grade carpet and weird-but-boring art. This was more of a bed and breakfast style, with cozy rooms and wooden floors. He liked it, including the street art hanging on the walls.

Baldewin had reserved a suite with two separate bedrooms connected by a central sitting room. Tori’s had a queen-sized bed with a fluffy blue quilt, with a bathroom tucked into the far end that he promptly made use of.

He moved quickly to the bags on his bed. He hadn’t had a chance to check anything since this morning, when the bags were dropped and scattered during the attack. He could only hope that his guitar was alright and the few glass vials he had on him weren’t broken. They were empty at the moment, but he didn’t want to replace them, either.

A knock sounded on the door, and he answered it to find Baldewin on the other side. There was a slight smile on his face as he held up a black box. “I thought you might need this.”

Another gift? Not that Baldewin ever called it that, but these simple things he kept picking up certainly felt like one present after another to Tori. He accepted it, as it was rude to do anything else, and it was surprisingly heavy for such a slim package. “Thank you?”

Tori had no idea what the practice was in Germany, but in Finland, you always opened the gift in front of the giver to show your appreciation for it. He promptly did so, and what came out of the box was a rather nice multi-tool. No wonder it had heft to it, then. It was an entirely practical gift. Baldewin was correct; he’d need half the tools on this to make their necklaces later this evening. But it was also thoughtful, as all Baldewin’s gifts to him were.

“Thank you,” he husked. “It’s precisely what I needed.”

“I’m glad.” If words could convey affection so strongly that it felt like an embrace, then that’s how Baldewin’s simple words felt to him. It was there in Baldewin’s eyes, his tone, the open way he stood.

Tori looked up into this man’s face, this amazing dragon who took such excellent care of him, and felt every reserve disappear. He’d had doubts regarding Baldewin and Warin, but they were already so much better to him than his own clan had been. There was no reason to distrust either of them. And Tori was tired of hiding behind lies. Not when it kept him from what he really wanted.

He turned, put his gift and the box carefully down on the nightstand behind him, then closed the distance between him and Baldewin. He levered up onto the balls of his feet to carefully brush a kiss against those plush lips.

Before he could drop back down, two large hands cradled his face, and Baldewin pressed in, deepening the kiss. A happy sigh slipped from his throat as Baldewin took control of the kiss. Their first two kisses had been a matter of desperation, hard to enjoy. But this, this was pure, sinful pleasure.

Baldewin’s hands trailed down over his shoulders and back, snugging Tori tighter into him. He went happily, pressed up against that broad chest, his own hands traveling up to hang onto Baldewin’s shoulders and neck, enjoying the prickly texture of his short hair.

Then Baldewin slipped his tongue into Tori’s mouth, and he startled. Oh! That was…rather nice, actually. Having that hot, firm slickness tangling with his own tongue. Tori tried to mimic him and felt the vibration of a groan as Baldewin growled his pleasure. It immediately went to his head that Baldewin liked their kiss as much as Tori.

A little too much, perhaps, as he could feel himself steadily hardening, and he had to restrain the urge to keep from grinding into Baldewin. Tori was torn. He didn’t want to end the kiss, but letting things ramp up would mean sex, wouldn’t it? Should they—

Baldewin’s hands caught him at the backs of his thighs, lifting Tori further up and into him in a casual display of strength, and Tori’s thought process immediately suffered a cataclysmic failure. All he could think about was how good this felt, to have a man this sexy in his arms.

“Baldewin? Are you in—oops!”

They broke apart, both panting a little, with Baldewin snapping around to see who had interrupted them. He kept Tori close, one arm protectively around his back, as if ready to haul him behind him. But as quickly as he moved, he almost instantly relaxed. “Cassie. Sasha. You made good time.”

“Yeah, we did,” the petite, Korean-American woman responded lightly. Behind her stood a tall, blonde woman who made Tori think Valkyrie goddess warrior. She had the build of a power lifter. If not for the smile on her face, Tori would have been a little intimidated. The two women couldn’t have been more different in appearance, but the slightly possessive arm the blonde had around the smaller woman convinced Tori they were probably perfectly matched.

The smaller woman pushed light blue hair out of her face, looking a little windblown, with a hint of color still high in her cheeks. She was pretty, but what caught Tori’s attention was the hint of mischief that lurked in her dark eyes.

“Annnnd I’m seriously interrupting. Totally my bad.” Except she didn’t look remorseful in the least for her poor timing.

Tori wasn’t at all happy about the interruption, that was true. But he was curious about this mage who looked slightly aglow to him. Her power was steady and true, her aura clear, and he liked the look of it.

He also very much liked that even when they were caught kissing, Baldewin hadn’t moved away and even now kept an arm around Tori’s waist. He wasn’t ashamed of Tori. And Tori reveled in it.

“I should probably thank you for the interruption”—Baldewin’s expression made it clear he had no intention of actually being happy about it—“as apparently I have no situational awareness when kissing him. I didn’t even hear your approach.”

“Not often I manage to sneak up on a fellow dragon,” Sasha admitted with a laugh. “He must be a good kisser. Hi there, by the way. We skipped introductions.”

“Yes, we did,” Tori agreed, trying to get his blush to fade through sheer willpower. He had a feeling it wasn’t going away any time soon. “I’m Tori Taavi.”

“Cassie Burkhard,” the Asian-American woman responded readily, extending a hand. “Mage of the Burkhard Clan. This is my amazing and sexy wife, Sasha.”

Tori’s hand was in hers—she had a surprisingly strong grip—before he fully registered what she was saying. He blinked and jerked his gaze over to the smiling blonde. He had to admit he was a bit dazed when he shook the dragon’s hand, but she didn’t seem bothered by it. He was meeting a same-sex couple. A mated couple.

“It’s good—great—to meet you both,” he corrected awkwardly. His face was burning with embarrassment, but neither of the women seemed to notice.

“Come join us for dinner. We can catch up on everything,” Cassie invited.

Tori was reluctant to break the moment with Baldewin, but it was apparently broken anyway. There was no helping it now.

Not content to just follow her out of the room, Baldewin paused them long enough to lean in and give Tori a chaste kiss. Above his mouth, he murmured, “I would like very much to pick this back up later.”

He couldn’t contain the bright smile or resist the urge to kiss Baldewin back, a soft exchange of lips. “Yes, please.”

Chuckling, Baldewin gave him one more kiss before taking his hand and pulling him out of the room.

With the promise of later, Tori was content to follow, although still a little nervous. All he knew was that he wanted to kiss Baldewin again. And he was glad that Baldewin made it clear he felt the same.

Their hotel had a small restaurant next door, and they met up with everyone in front of it. They’d picked up quick food for lunch on the way here but limited their stops as much as possible. Tori, at least, was famished.

The restaurant was a nice one, a local business run by a family. The food was exquisite and full of flavor. Tori ate enough to put himself into a food coma and didn’t care.

But what caught his eye in the course of the meal was the earring Cassie wore. She only had on one, and it was a flat disc much like a slim mirror. The spellwork on it was ingenious, simple in design and flawlessly executed. He could read it once Cassie stilled long enough for him to get a good look. A translation spell.

She’d come that prepared?

Knowing she couldn’t readily speak his language, she’d created and worn that on the flight in so she could speak with him?

It was high-level magic, what she had done. The crafting said something not only of her skills but of her as a person. Apparently, everyone in the Burkhard Clan was thoughtful and kind.

Tori sat in the middle of the table, conversation flowing easily around him, looking at the bright smiles. He was wrapped in kindness on all sides, and the lesson hit all over again that these people were not his enemies. Far from it.

On the contrary, he was fast beginning to believe they could be friends. Happiness and an amazing feeling of peace started to seep into him. He’d never had this before, and he was starting to let himself truly believe this could be his new life.

Baldewin paid for all their dinners, and they sent a thank you to the chef for the food before leaving. As Tori stepped out of the restaurant, Cassie surprised him by linking their arms.

“Tell me more about this masking spell of yours,” she requested, all bright-eyed curiosity. “We checked the records before I flew out here, and no one’s able to figure out what spell you were using. Is this what your clan specialized in? Glamours?”

“It’s one of our strengths,” Tori answered, not sure what to do with this overly friendly woman. Were all Americans like this? He thought they had more of a personal bubble. Cassie seemed to be the type to obliterate every personal bubble she encountered.

“Yeah? That makes more sense, then. We lost a lot of knowledge because of the war, and everything the minor clans knew how to do seems to have gotten destroyed in the backlash. Which is seriously sad, but not much we can do about it. You can teach me the spell?”

“Sure.” Tori opened the hotel door for them, stealing a glance at her. Was she seriously intimating…? “You’ll help me make them?”

“Absolutely.” Punching a fist into the air, she sing-songed, “Craft night, baby! But let’s do something about your hands, first. Baldewin texted, said you’ve got some nasty road rash on your palms. I brought the awesomesauce to deal with it.”

Tori darted a look over his shoulder. He’d used Baldewin’s phone to text what elements he’d like to have on hand, but a salve for his palms hadn’t been on the list. Just when had Baldewin snuck that message in?

Baldewin caught his look and winked at him.

Oh dear, and there went his heart again. Tori was quickly falling into danger, here. Baldewin wasn’t even trying to seduce him, and he was melting by degrees. Just what would happen if Baldewin decided to pull out all the stops?

Tori’s willpower would vanish in a puff of smoke, that’s what would happen.

His companion caught the look, and whispered as she dragged him up the stairs, “And do tell me how you two ended up locking lips. Because wow, was that hot.” With her free hand, she made a show of fanning herself.

His face was back to burning. “That sort of just happened.”

“Yeah? And you want it to happen again.”

Tori made a snap decision to roll with it. Might as well. Cassie was obviously the type to tease. “Have you looked at him? I’m not dead; of course I want to climb him.”

Cassie threw her head back on a laugh. “I have a feeling we’ll get along just fine. Let’s settle on my bed. We can talk magic and sexy dragons.”

“You know, that’s probably the second-best offer I’ve gotten all year?”

“I don’t need to know what the best offer was.” She waggled her eyebrows in a truly ridiculous manner.

As they reached the suite, she released Tori only long enough to turn and face the trio of dragons. She skipped over to mate and lifted up on her tiptoes to present her with the sweetest kiss. Sasha made a grab for her, as if she intended to deepen the kiss, but Cassie quickly darted away again, as if she were half pixie.

“Nope,” she laughed with a wag of one slender finger. “Tori and I are going to have some important mage bonding time while we make the masking necklaces. No dragons allowed. You three play nice out here.”

“What will I do without my mate for sooooo long?” Sasha teased.

Cassie jutted out her bottom lip, giving a little pout. “My poor dragon. You will have to amuse yourself with tormenting Baldewin.” She laughed and spun back to Tori, ushering him into her bedroom before anyone could argue.

Closing the door behind him, they settled on her bed with the two bags of supplies she’d brought with her.

Tori went through the vials and cachets of things and felt suitably impressed. Everything was neatly labeled—in German, granted—and packaged, and even the flight here hadn’t damaged anything. Everything he’d requested and more was stashed in two black cases that looked much like leather tackle boxes.

“That second case is yours,” Cassie mentioned as she sat cross-legged on the bed in front of him. “When Lisette heard you had nothing on you, she about broke out into hives. Nothing worse for a mage than to be without any elements to work magic.”

“Believe me, I know.” The generous donation touched him. He trailed a hand over the case with light fingers, a little giddy. It was an incredibly nice gift to him, and expensive, to boot. The Burkhards must be very wealthy to spend money carelessly like they had with him.

Cassie unscrewed a short, glass jar and gestured for his hands, and Tori winced as Cassie removed the bandages. “Oh wow, yeah, that’s ugly. Was this because you blew up the van?”

“Yeah, that’s when it happened. Umm...about two days ago.” The thought stopped him. Had it only been two days?

Two days ago, he’d wondered if Baldewin could really be trusted and if he was ever going to find a job. Now, he was sitting with another mage in Lithuania, talking magic.

Holy shit. He’d kissed a dragon!

Several times.

And he planned to do it again.

The first touch of the potion salve was blissfully cool and soothing. He sighed in relief and watched as the rash quickly closed up, leaving new, pink skin behind.

“That seriously impressed both Baldewin and Warin, you know. That you adapted a fire spell on the fly and blew up a car engine. He told us about it later. Lisette wants to debrief you, figure out how you were taught, ’cause it’s not often that a mage can just adapt what they know like that. People are usually a lot more rigid about their spellwork.”

Oh, if she only knew. Tori was the black sheep because he used magic like that.

She lifted his palms in both hands, eyeing them critically. “Yeah, better. Give that another minute, and you should be good as new.” She carefully put away the salve and turned her full attention to Tori. She was sitting perfectly still, but she managed to give off this feeling of vibrating with excited energy. “Alright, tell me about this spell. You said it takes will o’ the wisp, song of a nightingale, rainbow mist, and piece of a fallen star?”

Nerves and self-doubt started to creep in again. What if he couldn’t explain this correctly so she could understand it? He couldn’t always articulate why things worked the way they did. He didn’t want her thinking he was an idiot.

But Baldewin had faith in him. He could do this. Taking a deep breath, Tori nodded. “Right. Piece of fallen star is our base. We’ll need to leave it in as raw a form as possible, so I hope you brought lots of thin wire to wrap it in.”

“Lisette had a feeling you’d need a lot, so she sent a full spool.” Cassie turned and dug it out, plopping it onto the bed. “Then what?”

“We take the rainbow mist and will o’ the wisp light, blend it together, and sing it into one layer with the song of the nightingale. We’re trying to create a covering that we’ll coat the piece of fallen star with.” Tori fell into explaining all the nuances, even as he sorted through the pieces of fallen star. Most of them were a nice size, at least as big as a man’s thumb, which was perfect for their purposes.

Cassie listened attentively, asking questions, but she didn’t need anything explained twice. She readily dove in, her magic certain as she weaved the spell elements together, one layer at a time. It was a pleasure to watch her in action.

And illuminating, too, because she treated magic like Tori did. She didn’t weigh every single element, didn’t second guess or try to force everything into a box of perfection. She took the raw elements and used instinct and intent to weave the spell she needed.

And it turned out right. Every time.

Seeing her like this brought a smile to Tori’s face that lingered without his conscious will. Watching another mage work magic like he did validated what he’d always suspected. What Baldewin had said earlier was ringing true all over again. His way of magic wasn’t wrong. Magic was meant to be enjoyed, not beaten to death.

For the first time ever in his life, he sat with another mage and worked magic and enjoyed absolutely every second of it.
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Baldewin braced himself. Judging by the smile spreading across Sasha’s face, the dragon was practically busting at the seams to say something about the molten hot kiss she and Cassie had managed to walk in on.

The door to the bedroom holding Tori and Cassie had barely closed before Sasha opened her mouth. “You and Tori, huh? I thought this dedication to his protection was just about getting a new mage to our clan, but there’s more going on. Are you claiming this one for yourself?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Baldewin muttered.

He crossed to the sofa and flopped down on the dark blue cushions. It certainly wasn’t the most comfortable piece of furniture. He was going to be better off sleeping stretched out on the floor. Warin could have the sofa. Cassie and Sasha were going to be cuddled up in one of the bedrooms, while Tori would have the other one to himself.

Though, if Tori decided he needed a dragon to curl up with to stay warm or safe or whatever reason he wanted to cook up, Baldewin was more than happy to offer his services.

“But that kiss…”

“Wait! What kiss?” Warin demanded.

“You missed it!” Sasha softly exclaimed. She quickly glanced over her shoulder toward the closed door, as if checking to make sure she hadn’t been overhead, and then looked at Warin with a wicked grin. “Tori kissed Baldewin!”

“Seriously?” Warin dropped down on the opposite end of the couch, leaning forward a bit as if he was ready to get all the juicy details. “Was it a little peck on the cheek? Or…”

Sasha was already shaking her head. “Nope. This was a kiss. Full on the lips. I’m not sure if there was any tongue involved. Baldewin, was there any tongue?”

There had been a beautiful caress of Tori’s tongue across his bottom lip and the most decadent slide against his own, but there was no way in hell he was going to admit that to these two.

“We are not teenagers. It’s inappropriate to discuss this,” Baldewin said stiffly.

“We are totally discussing this. Some of us have waited centuries to finally discuss things just like this,” Warin argued. He shimmied to the edge of the sofa cushion, his body positioned toward Sasha. “Did you see the whole thing? Who started it? How long did it last?”

Baldewin groaned. He may have spent a ridiculous amount of time fantasizing about finding his own mage, about kissing a mage, but what dragon didn’t wonder about finding their mate? Not that Tori was his mate. Even though Tori would be the absolute best mate there ever was.

He wasn’t thinking about that.

He was just attracted to Tori. The man was so incredibly sexy, regardless of whether he was smiling or frowning.

“I guess it’s no surprise Tori finally cracked. Baldewin has been quietly courting him since the first time they spoke,” Warin said matter-of-factly.

“What?” Baldewin gasped. “I have not—”

Sasha waved a hand at him to silence his protests, only interested in the dirt Warin was willing to share. “What’s he been doing?”

“He is constantly giving Tori little gifts.”

“I have not. Food doesn’t count. We all have to eat, and the mage hasn’t been eating properly. He’s only just now started to put a little meat on his bones,” Baldewin argued.

Warin flashed him a wounded look. “You haven’t brought me any food on this trip.”

Baldewin could only roll his eyes, because Sasha was already prodding him for more.

“And then on the night Tori sweetly made the glamour spell for us, I went out first. Baldewin took him to dinner and shopping—”

“He left nearly all his possessions back with his old clan. Do you think he would feel comfortable walking into Burkhard with only a couple changes of clothes? It’s the least we could do if we’re dragging him from Helsinki to meet with our clan.”

Warin’s smile was positively smug when he uttered the last two words: “Guitar strings.”

Yeah, okay, so maybe they weren’t particularly necessary. Neither was the stop at Black Magic to try the selection of chocolates and Riga’s famous Black Balsam herbal liqueur. And maybe his hotel selection had been a little over the top, now that Tori was allowing Baldewin to care for him.

“They made him smile,” Baldewin admitted in a low voice.

He didn’t regret any of it. He cherished every one of Tori’s smiles and laughs, tucking them away the same way a magpie snatches up shiny objects to add to his ever-growing secret hoard. Or the way a dragon hoards…

Baldewin stopped that thought sharply and nearly groaned at himself. Really? Was his dragon now trying to hoard Tori’s smiles? If it meant that all of Tori’s smiles were his and not for anyone else, then yes, his dragon was definitely trying to hoard all of Tori.

“So, then the question is whether you are looking at him as a gefreogen or a pego?” Sasha prodded.

Baldewin’s head snapped up, his temper flaring. “Tori is not a pego,” he snarled, which only sent Sasha and Warin into uncontrolled peals of laughter.

Oh, he had most definitely given himself away now.

There was nothing wrong with a pego. They’d all had one occasionally over the long centuries. It was simply a dragon term for a “friends with benefits” arrangement. It wasn’t like they were all sitting around celibate while they waited for their mate to magically appear. The strings-free coupling allowed them to find release and a bit of enjoyment.

But his mind rebelled at the idea of Tori sleeping with anyone now. He hated the idea of anyone laying hands on the mage. Tori was his, and his dragon agreed with him completely. As it was, the lizard was trying to give both Sasha and Warin the stink-eye for even suggesting it.

A gefreogen, on the other hand, was courting with the intention of making this person his mate. When a mage was declared a dragon’s gefreogen, it was a way of indicating to other dragons that this mage was being actively wooed, that there was a connection being pursued—back off! Not that the mage couldn’t walk away, but such a thing had never happened before.

Did he want Tori as his gefreogen?

Yes, Baldewin was pretty damn sure he did.

“Do you think it’s too fast?” Baldewin inquired.

That only resulted in more laughter from Sasha. Warin rolled his eyes, pushed to his feet, and walked across the hotel suite to grab the room service menu.

“You are asking the wrong dragon that question,” Warin replied a bit tartly.

It was true. Sasha and Cassie had clicked almost instantaneously. He had never seen a mage and dragon perfectly match so quickly. They had barely set eyes on each other and Cassie had been practically wrapped around the dragon, ready to use her baseball bat on anyone who tried to separate them. Baldewin had been wise enough not to even try. Of course, he’d also had his hands full with Cassie’s grandmother, Ha Na.

“There is no ‘too fast.’ When you know a mage belongs to you, that their soul fits with your own, why would you wait? Why waste a single second questioning and hesitating when we’ve all waited so long already?” Sasha argued.

“What if your mage believes that dragons are evil, backstabbing monsters?” Baldewin asked, making Sasha’s nose wrinkle. Even Warin sighed as he returned with the menu in hand.

“I don’t think he believes that about us any longer.”

Baldewin rubbed a hand over his scalp. “Maybe not, but it was a belief he was raised on. He was also taught he was useless and unworthy simply because he was born male and doesn’t do magic like the rest of the clan. I don’t want to rush him into anything when he’s still trying to accept us and himself. The only thing I want is for him to be happy.”

Sasha reached across and placed her hand on Baldewin’s knee, smiling gently at him. “Then you move at his pace. Let him know you are interested, but tell him you’re happy to move at any pace he is comfortable with. You’re a dragon. You’ve got centuries ahead of you.”

“And keep kissing him,” Warin added. “I bet he really likes the kissing part.”

That was probably a safe bet, but then Baldewin also really liked the kissing part. He was happy to try other physical parts as well. The man was like candy, and Baldewin wanted to lick every inch of him. Hmm…would Tori make any fun and interesting noises when he was licked?

And now Baldewin was interested in discovering that fun little tidbit about the man.

He looked over at Warin, who was engrossed in finding something to eat, or really, many things to eat.

“How are you hungry?” Sasha demanded.

“What?” Warin asked, eyes wide and innocent. “We didn’t have dessert. I thought I could order us something sweet from room service.”

After years of traveling with the man, Baldewin had learned that Warin was largely a walking stomach.

“You don’t mind, do you?” Baldewin prodded, trying to pull them back to their original conversation.

Warin’s head snapped over to Baldewin, and his brow furrowed for a moment. “About you and Tori?” His face cracked into a wide grin. “Of course I don’t mind that my good friend has discovered his gefreogen. I, naturally, want one of my own, but I’m not going to begrudge your happiness.” He paused and shrugged. “We are finding mages at a much faster rate now. Mine will likely turn up any day now.”

There was a burst of muffled laughter from the next room, and all three dragons stared at the closed door before Warin spoke again.

“Besides, you should worry that your potential mate appears to be getting along quite famously with Cassie. I bet he’ll even turn out to be great friends with Ravi.”

Baldewin couldn’t stop the little shudder that ran through his frame. Trouble and danger followed Cassie and Ravi around like shadows. Cameron had been much the same way when he’d first arrived, but he appeared to be slowing down a little, now that he’d assumed the official title of consort.

It would be his luck if Tori fell in with those troublemakers. Not that he could be too upset over it. He very much wanted Tori to make friends and be comfortable at the castle. The mage needed to see it as his home.

The bedroom door opened, and the two mages stepped out. They both carried something in their hands. Cassie naturally dropped into Sasha’s lap, wrapping her long, slender arms around her mate’s neck as if they had been separated for days rather than a few minutes.

“Did you miss me?” Cassie purred, nuzzling Sasha’s neck.

“I missed you like the flowers miss the sun at the end of each day,” Sasha murmured.

Tori lifted one eyebrow at Cassie. “So, is that a mate thing or a Sasha thing?”

Cassie hummed for a second. “I want to say it’s a Sasha thing, but Cam claims that Alric can be just as romantic and sweet. I guess it could be a mate thing.” She turned her attention to her mate. “Tori showed me how to make the coolest amulet for you to contain the masking spell.” The mage looped a length of chain over Sasha’s head and laid it against her chest. The ruby-colored stone winked in the lamplight, and Cassie gave a happy sigh.

“We tested the ones we made for ourselves with a seeking spell, and the amulets are effective,” Tori explained as he handed Warin an amulet on a chain that looked similar to the one Sasha was now wearing. He also stepped over to Baldewin and held out one for him. Baldewin was watching his face, and a new tension seemed to creep into his expression. There was a mild smile on his lips, but there was fresh worry in his eyes that hadn’t been there when he’d handed the amulet to Warin.

Baldewin lowered his gaze to the amulet resting on his fingers, and his heart skipped a beat. It was similar to Sasha’s and Warin’s except that the stone was green with hints of greenish grey. The wire that was wrapped around it to hold it in place had been stretched across the top of the stone and formed a swirling B. Tori had made this for him. This was more than just protection for all of them. Tori had made him a gift.

“Thank you,” Baldewin said in a rough voice as his throat threatened to close off. He looked up to see the worry evaporate from Tori’s gaze, and the mage’s smile turned a little wry.

“With any luck, the magic will last until we can get to Sonthofen at least.”

“I’m sure it will.” Baldewin’s hands itched to reach out and pull Tori to him, to kiss the mage thoroughly for such a gift, but he wasn’t sure how he’d react to such a display of affection in front of the others. The man was coming from an extremely homophobic clan, and he might not yet feel comfortable with displays of affection. “I think I’m going to see how it looks in a mirror.”

There were two in the main sitting area of the suite, but Baldewin bypassed both of them and went straight for the bathroom attached to Tori’s bedroom. As he’d hoped, Tori followed closely on his heels.

Standing in front of the mirror, Baldewin looped the long chain over his head and allowed the amulet to settle against the middle of his chest on his soft cotton shirt.

“The stones themselves aren’t really that important,” Tori volunteered in a soft voice. “They’re just a porous material to hold the magic in, but when Cassie showed me the materials she’d brought for us to make the amulets, I thought…”

Baldewin turned to face Tori, smiling at him in a reassuring manner. “You thought?”

Tori swallowed hard enough for Baldewin to hear it. “The green stone reminded me of your eyes.”

Taking a step forward, Baldewin cupped Tori’s cheek, letting his thumb slowly caress the man’s cheekbone. The scruff on his jaw scraped against his palm, and he savored the feeling, savored everything that was distinctly Tori. “It’s perfect. I love knowing that it was made just for me.”

“You’ve already done so much to protect me.” Tori paused and winced. “Even after I froze you. I like…like that I can use my magic to protect you a little.”

“And I’m honored.”

Tori shook his head and started to step out of his touch. “You don’t have to keep saying that.”

Baldewin captured his chin and forced his head up to meet his gaze. “But I am. You were born with this amazing gift. You could do anything with your magic, and yet you’ve chosen again and again to use it to keep me safe. I am honored.”

He leaned in with the intention of taking a small kiss, but either Tori had guessed his plan or didn’t wish to wait, because the mage pushed up on the tips of his toes, meeting him halfway in such a rush that the gentle kiss quickly became something entirely different.

Baldewin groaned as those soft, plush lips smashed against his own. Tori’s hands gripped his broad shoulders, fingers biting into them as he tried to steady himself. He wrapped his own arms around Tori’s slender body, pulling him in tight so he could feel the tremble that ran through the mage.

Teeth scraped, and his tongue glided along Tori’s in a silken dance. What should have been a simple thank you kiss was turning needy and demanding. He couldn’t tell which of them was more starved for this moment. It didn’t matter because Baldewin never wanted it to end.

Tori wobbled in his arms, little noises escaping him as they kissed and nipped at each other’s mouths, trying to get closer.

Growling in the back of his throat, Baldewin broke the kiss so he could reach down and grab Tori by the back of the legs. Confusion gave way to shock on the man’s face when Baldewin lifted him up and set him down on the sink counter. Now Baldewin was no longer six inches taller than Tori. The mage was now at least two inches taller than him, giving them both perfect access to each other’s mouths.

A low hum vibrated in Tori’s throat, and he locked his heels behind Baldewin’s thighs, pulling him in close between his legs. “This is much better.”

Baldewin smiled, tilting his head up to offer himself to the mage. “You’re enjoying this?”

“Very much.”

Wrapping his arms around Tori, Baldewin allowed himself to sink into the feeling of touching him, feeling the play of muscles under his fingers. Naked would have been better, but he was cherishing every little step they took together.

“Good, because I’ve been wondering if you might be willing to do this more when we reach the castle. Of course, that would be when you have any free time you can spare me between your meetings and hanging out with the other mages and dragons.”

“Or when you’re not busy with the king,” Tori replied with a smirk.

“I’m happy to rearrange my schedule for you. Besides, Alric has his own mage to keep him busy.”

“Keep him busy, huh? Like this?” Tori leaned in and kissed Baldewin deeply until the dragon was dizzy from a lack of air. It was hard to remember to breathe when Tori kissed him like this. The mage put all of himself into every touch, sweeping Baldewin away in a haze of pleasure and need.

“Baldewin!” Warin shouted from the next room, causing Tori to jerk away. His dragon snarled, and Baldewin’s human side might have done the same. Before he could snap at his friend for ending a perfectly wonderful kiss, Warin continued, “Stop kissing your mage and bring him in here. We need to know if he needs chocolate. Oooh…or pie!”

“Hmmm…that’s a tough choice. You or something sweet?” Tori said, his smile returning.

“Do you think there’s any chance we might try this again very soon?”

Tori made a face like he was considering it. “I think we should. I had no idea that kissing would get better each time we did it.”

Baldewin grinned. “You know, I never encountered that phenomenon until I kissed you. We should probably try it some more.”

“I like—”

“Baldewin,” Cassie called out in a sing-song voice. “We need chocolate. Release Tori, please.”

Tori leaned around Baldewin and toward the open doorway. “We’ll be right out!”

Tori moved back to his previous position, and Baldewin could only grin like a fool at him. “You are just perfect. Absolutely perfect,” he said with a laugh.

The mage’s cheeks turned red, and he looked down at the amulet hanging against Baldewin’s chest. He turned it over with his fingers for a moment before looking up at the dragon. “This actually should go inside your shirt. The magic works better if the amulet is against your skin.” As he spoke, he tucked the amulet inside Baldewin’s shirt so that it brushed against the center of his chest, the metal wire and stone warm from Tori’s touch.

He looked up into the mirror to find only a little bit of the chain was visible beneath the collar of his shirt. “I will admit that I liked the idea of everyone being able to see the amulet so they would know you’d made it just for me.” He paused and smiled at Tori. “But I also like that it rests right over my heart.”

“Who knew dragons could be so sweet?”

Baldewin leaned in for another kiss when Cassie and Warin called out in unison.

They both sighed heavily.

“We should go in there before they send a search party,” Tori muttered.

“Yes, but we will return to this at a later time. We have not explored this kissing enough,” Baldewin pressed.

Tori nodded. “Definitely.”

Reluctantly, Baldewin stepped back, allowing Tori to hop down from the counter and start for the main living area. He lingered in the bathroom a moment, his hands drifting up to the amulet resting against his breastbone. Tori had made that for him, personalized it just for him. Tori had kissed him again and wanted to do it many more times. It may be too early to call the mage his gefreogen, but they were at least taking steps in the right direction. This was a very excellent start.
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Tori was in heaven. Cassie and Warin had ordered a selection of sweets and fruit to nibble on while they made plans. He was surrounded by people who were fast becoming the first true friends he’d ever had in his life, and Baldewin was currently rubbing his scalp in the most relaxing caress that was threatening to lull him right to sleep.

While they waited for dessert to be delivered, they sat around talking about this or that. Cassie regaled them with strange stories of things happening in the castle or what new thing she, Cameron, and Ha Na were learning in their magic lessons.

Sasha passed on a little news from the castle about security procedures and ongoing worries about how long it was going to take to rid them of the Jaeggi threat.

For now, it seemed that everyone was understanding of the restrictions in regards to leaving the castle, but there was no question it would wear thin if they didn’t figure out why the rogue mage clan was going after mages in the first place.

The stories they told painted an interesting picture of nice people living and working together with ease. Tori had hundreds of questions about what normal life looked like for the Burkhard Clan, but for now he was content to simply sit back and listen. It also didn’t hurt that Baldewin had claimed the seat directly next to him on the love seat and stretched his arm out across Tori’s shoulder. Within a few minutes, he found himself relaxed with his head resting on Baldewin’s chest as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

And no one said a thing.

Well, Cassie might have given him a smirk and a covert thumbs up, but then she had been pretty adamant that he and Baldewin were made for each other while they talked earlier.

Tori was far from sold on the idea. This was more of an experiment of sorts. When he’d been living with his clan, there had been none of this. No snuggling with a man. No kisses—stolen or otherwise. No pleasant touching or tender words.

But with Baldewin, he had all of that and more. Not that he was using Baldewin. He genuinely liked the guy. And it certainly didn’t hurt that the man was sexy as hell.

Tori just knew that it wasn’t going to go anywhere in the end. He didn’t deserve someone like Baldewin. The dragon was a royal retainer. He was head of the Burkhard Clan’s security. He was the best friend of the king. In the hierarchy of things, that made Baldewin like a duke. A baron at the very least, but really, more like a duke.

That meant Baldewin needed to be with someone of similar stature. A leader among a mage’s clan. Someone who was incredibly smart and talented with magic and crafting new spells. And if dragon clans were in such desperate need of mages, then they definitely needed someone like that. Someone who could help the dragons recover and thrive into the future.

Tori was not an obvious choice for Baldewin. He might be learning that his magic wasn’t as worthless as he’d been led to believe, but he certainly didn’t have the kind of knowledge or skill that would make him a good match for Baldewin.

“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Cassie announced during a lull in the conversation.

“Oh god,” Warin moaned as he stretched his legs in front of him from his spot on the sofa.

“I thought we warned you against that, my precious heart,” Sasha murmured.

“Har, har,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Now that we’ve got these amulets made, I was thinking we need to run a field test with them. Really give them a good workout.”

“I thought Alric had suggested you return directly to the castle with Sasha while we continued via train,” Baldewin said evenly. “There’s no reason to risk the lives of two mages unnecessarily.”

Cassie made a dismissive sound in the back of her throat and waved her hand at him. “What we need is more information on the Jaeggi if we’re ever going to beat them. They’re freaking slippery. Plus, three dragons can protect two mages, especially when one of the mages is as talented as Tori.”

“I appreciate your confidence, but my talents are very limited,” Tori countered.

“What are you thinking, my snowdrop blossom?” Sasha inquired.

Cassie clapped her hands together. “We continue this road trip. We’re obviously gonna have to rent something bigger than that cute little car you’ve got if we’re gonna fit all the dragons inside. I’d be happy to sit on Sasha’s lap the entire time, but my sweetie would be uncomfortable after eight hours like that.”

Tori pressed his fingers into his brow and rubbed. Maybe the translation spell was messing up, but he was having a devil of a time following her words. “Eight hours in a car? I thought the plan was to board a train here in Kaunas and take it to Munich.”

“It is,” Baldewin confirmed.

“No fun.” Cassie leaned forward, her wide, dark eyes pinning Tori. “This is your first trip across Europe, right? Mine, too. Let’s do this road trip up right. You didn’t really get to see Tallin and had only one night in Riga? Next stop has got to be Wroclaw, Poland, and it’s on the way.” By the time she finished speaking, her voice was several octaves higher, and she was bouncing where she sat.

“Wroclaw?” Tori repeated. He didn’t know much about Poland, and the only city he even knew a little about was Warsaw. Wroclaw escaped him completely.

“Yep. It’s eight hours away from Kaunas by car. That’s eight hours to see if the Jaeggi can track us down. From Wroclaw, we can snag a train that leaves in the evening. After one quick transfer, we’ll arrive in Sonthofen by early morning the next day. Easy as pie.”

“Why Wroclaw?” Warin asked. He was typing on his phone and frowning at it. “Eight hours seems too long to put ourselves out there for bait. The route you’re suggesting would take us right through Warsaw, and that’s only five hours away. We could board a train in Warsaw, and it would actually only take us an extra hour by train.”

Cassie made a little growling noise at Warin and narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re missing the point. This is a road trip. We gotta have some fun on a road trip. We need to see some sights. Tori has never been out of Finland before. I’ve never been to Europe. We’ve gotta go to Wroclaw.”

Tori chuckled. Her enthusiasm was infectious. “Okay. I give up. What’s so awesome in Wroclaw that we’ve got to see it?”

“Dwarves!” she squealed.

Now he knew the translation spell was breaking down. There was no way he heard that correctly. He looked over at Warin and Sasha, who were wearing the same confused expression. Tori even sat up and twisted around to look at Baldewin behind him. “Did she say dwarves?”

Baldewin nodded. “She did.”

He looked back at Cassie, and she was bouncing again. “Wroclaw is this old town with beautifully preserved architecture, but back in the eighties when communism was still a problem in the region, they had an anti-communism movement called the Orange Alternative. Their symbol”—squeak—“was a dwarf. Fast forward a bunch of years, and the city is now full of these little dwarf statues. Over three hundred of them!” Cassie held up her phone, and there was a picture of an adorable dwarf cast in what looked like bronze.

“Okay, that’s really cute,” Tori admitted.

Cassie placed her phone on the table and waved both her hands excitedly at Tori. “See! We drive from Kaunas to Wroclaw and arrive in the evening. Get a hotel. The next day we can do a walking tour and have a contest to see who can find the most dwarves. Then we catch an early morning train from Wroclaw to Sonthofen. Just three days away from home and we get to have a little fun along the way and see if we found a way to thwart the Jaeggi. I call that a win.”

She did actually make a pretty compelling case. While Tori did want to get to Burkhard Castle and meet other mages and dragons, his anxiety was rising the closer they got. Why rush it? A little side trip to Wroclaw sounded nice, and a walking tour with Baldewin could be a lot of fun, particularly if it was a place he hadn’t seen before. They’d both be experiencing it for the first time together. Just like Riga.

Of course, they did still have the Jaeggi to contend with.

Baldewin placed his hand on the back of Tori’s head, and Tori twisted around to look at him. “What do you think?” Baldewin inquired lightly. “Would you like to make a stopover in Wroclaw? It means taking an extra day to reach the castle.”

Tori shrugged, not sure what to tell Baldewin. He didn’t know what the right answer was. Would Baldewin be happier to drop him off at the castle faster?

“I don’t know. The longer we’re on the road, the more danger there is for you, Warin, and Sasha. I don’t want you to be hurt trying to keep me safe.”

Fingertips brushed gently across his jaw as Baldewin shook his head. “Don’t worry about the Jaeggi. That’s my job. Do you think you could tolerate being in a car with Cassie for eight hours just to see some dwarves?”

“Hey!” Cassie shouted in outrage. “They’re really cute dwarves!”

Tori couldn’t stop the smile that formed on his lips. “Are you sure?”

“If I had any doubts about our ability to protect you and Cassie, this wouldn’t even be a discussion,” Baldewin said firmly. The gold ring around his irises seemed to widen for a moment, as if the dragon inside of Baldewin was agreeing. “It would be good to test this masking spell. We need to know what will and won’t work against the Jaeggi.”

Turning his head a little to the side, Tori brushed his lips across Baldewin’s fingertips. “Then yes, I would very much like to take a walking tour of Wroclaw to see these dwarves.”

Cassie thrust both her fists into the air. “Whoo-hoo! We’re going to Wroclaw!”
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Cassie Burkhard might be utterly insane, but Tori had to admit that she was right about one thing—Wroclaw was a very cool town.

The drive from Kaunas was completely uneventful, which was taken as a sign that the amulets might actually be deterring the Jaeggi. Baldewin and Warin rotated driving duties in the new vehicle they’d picked up to accommodate them, while Tori sat in the backseat with Sasha and Cassie, who told stories pretty much nonstop about growing up with a twin brother, college, their very interesting grandmother, and finally her time at Burkhard Castle. It was clear that nothing slowed the woman down when she set her mind to something.

He and Cassie also took the time to research Wroclaw and determine what sights they were going to try to sneak in during their dwarf hunt.

When they finally reached Wroclaw in the early evening, they checked into the hotel. Baldewin had arranged for another suite that allowed the dragons to remain close to the two mages at all times.

After breakfast, they set out for Swidnicka Street. The sky was bright blue and clear overhead, promising to be a positively gorgeous day for a walking tour of the old Polish town. They had little trouble locating the first dwarf that had been put in place to commemorate the anti-communist movement so many decades ago.

They picked up a couple of dwarf maps and broke up into two groups, Warin heading off in one direction with Cassie and Sasha, while Baldewin and Tori went in the opposite direction. The excuse was that Tori was the more experienced mage and could handle any confrontation with the Jaeggi with only Baldewin. Cassie would need more help, hence the second dragon.

Tori wasn’t so sure he bought that excuse, but if it got him some time alone with Baldewin, he wasn’t complaining.

It didn’t hurt that he was pretty sure he got the better partner when it came to the competition. The moment they separated, Baldewin directed them to a café for coffee and a chance to study the map so they could come up with a strong plan of attack to see as much of the city as possible while locating the most dwarf statues. Baldewin was a born strategist, making it clear why he was the head of the king’s guard.

Unfortunately, Tori wasn’t the biggest help because he wanted to see it all. Vacations growing up had been short trips to lakes and hunting cabins. His escape to Helsinki had been the farthest he’d ever been away from home. But now he was sightseeing in a foreign country with a sexy, intelligent man who was excited to explore this town as well.

And how could he not want to walk every inch of Wroclaw. Located on the Odra River, the city was comprised of twelve islands and over a hundred parks. It wasn’t surprising that Wroclaw was often referred to as the Venice of the north. Art and murals filled the rich town, and Tori was dying to soak it all in.

Over the course of the day, they wandered over to the University of Wroclaw to see the famous mathematical tower and the museum with its rich, baroque details. They found the hidden garden and a gaggle of cute dwarves. Tori found himself laughing frequently as he and Baldewin took turns posing with the dwarves as they took photographic evidence that they’d found them.

They wandered through Nadodrze, which was Wroclaw’s Old Town, to see more murals, parks, and beautiful cobblestone streets. They paused there for lunch and to check in with the other team. The day was half over, and there had been no sign of the Jaeggi. Tori wasn’t ready to breathe a sigh of relief, but he was starting to feel hopeful that they might actually be able to board the train without the Jaeggi on their heels.

Not that it was easy to remember that they were supposed to be watching their backs for the rogue mages when Tori was out with Baldewin. The dragon had such an easy, friendly way about him that Tori found himself relaxing more and more around him. He couldn’t remember laughing so much in his life.

It didn’t hurt that they didn’t talk about mages and dragons and the rush to get back to Burkhard Castle. They were just two friends walking through a beautiful city, enjoying a perfect summer day.

At least, the topic of dragons and mages didn’t come up until they were on Cathedral Island and wandered onto the lock bridge. Tori found his steps slowing as they strolled across, and he paused at the railing where hundreds of metal locks were attached to the fencing. Names and hearts were drawn on each of the locks, symbolizing couples who had vowed that their love was locked and would endure forever. It was a romantic sight as long as Tori kept his mind away from the fact that all that added weight was damaging the bridge.

“What are you thinking?” Baldewin inquired as he came to stand beside Tori.

His face scrunched up a little as he looked along the bridge at all the locks representing promises of forever and happiness. He gave a little shrug. “I guess I was wondering how many of these couples are actually still together.”

Baldewin frowned at the locks for a moment. “It’s hard to say. Humans are…fickle. It’s one of the things I struggle to understand about them.”

Tori grunted and started to lead the way across the bridge. “I don’t think mages are too different from humans.”

“Why do you say that?”

Tori shrugged as they crossed into a heavily tree-shaded area. There was a nice breeze blowing off the river, keeping the worst of the day’s heat at bay. “In my clan, I sort of get the impression that my people convinced themselves that when they married, it was fated. That they could be just as happy, if not happier, without the dragons. There was no divorce. But there were a lot of very unhappy people, and the number of people in our clan has been steadily shrinking for years.”

“What do you mean? Are they ill?”

Tori shook his head, his stomach sinking more as he thought about it. “Female mages were the most highly valued in our clan followed distantly by male mages. Those born without the ability to use magic were barely acknowledged as humans. They were actually allowed to leave the clan permanently, but it was with the understanding that they could never return. Few took up the offer. The clan was all we knew.” Tori sighed and shoved a hand through his sweaty hair. “Anyway, if a couple gave birth to a child who wasn’t a mage, they were looked down on by the rest of the clan for failing in their duty. The male mages with some magical skills were pressured into mating with the strongest female mages. People even tended to look the other way if he cheated, so long as he cheated with another magically strong female.”

“And your leaders actually believed that if a couple didn’t have a mage child first, they had no possible chance of their second or third child being a mage? That they had some kind of control over whether their child was born a mage?” Baldewin asked, horror trembling in his tone.

“Yeah.”

“That’s terrible. How could they treat families like that? They had no way of knowing which of their children would be mages or humans. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with a child being born human.” Baldewin snorted, and Tori swore he saw a little wisp of smoke curl out of his nose.

Baldewin continued forward with a little bit of stomp to his step. “When a mage and dragon have a baby, most are born dragons, but there is always a chance that a baby could be born a mage. If a couple has a mage, it is not loved any less than if they’d had a dragon. It is a baby, LIFE, and it deserves all the love and support we can possibly give it.”

Biting his bottom lip to hold in his smile, Tori reached across and placed his hand on Baldewin’s arm. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

The dragon quickly shook his head. “You haven’t. It’s your clan. More and more reasons are being uncovered for me to not like them. A part of me wishes to not tell Alric about your clan and let them stay forgotten at the top of Finland, but my silence might steal possible mates and happiness from my own clanmates. I couldn’t do that to them.”

“Some people were…” Tori hesitated, searching for a word, his nose scrunching up as he thought, “not…completely terrible.” He couldn’t ever describe them as ‘okay.’ “Maybe my bad experiences are just coloring my impressions. Maybe there are some nicer people among the younger generation that I’m not remembering. Maybe they’ll be better when they learn the truth about the war and mates.”

“Maybe,” Baldewin grumbled, not sounding convinced.

Tori frowned, searching his memory. He didn’t want his companion in a sour mood. Not after the amazing day they’d had. “But we were talking about the locks,” he started again, infusing his voice with new enthusiasm. “What if dragons put the locks on the bridge? How many of the couples do you think would still be together?”

Baldewin’s smile returned slowly, and it was like watching the sun peek over the horizon. “All of them,” he replied easily.

Tori couldn’t stop his laugh. “Really? All of them? You’re that sure?”

“Absolutely.” Baldewin’s smile never wavered as he looked down at Tori. “A dragon would only declare his love and devotion to his mate. Your mate…that’s forever. Some people say that a mate is cut from the same cloth or part of our soul.” He shook his head. “Your mate is your heart, is your soul. When a dragon finds their mate, it’s like they’ve finally become whole. Your entire existence is dedicated to that person’s happiness and well-being. Their happiness is your happiness. In no time in our entire history have two mates willingly separated. Once you’re bonded, there’s no living without that other person, and you wouldn’t want to. How could you go back to living a half-life after feeling such completion?”

“That’s…intense,” Tori said softly, getting lost in the warm look Baldewin was directing at him. His knees felt a little wobbly at Baldewin’s description. Intense didn’t seem to cover it. A mates for a dragon was huge. It was more than just having babies and giving mages access to nearly unlimited power. It was a chance at a kind of happiness Tori had never even dreamed of.

Baldewin’s strong hand landed on his shoulder and lightly squeezed. “I didn’t mean to overwhelm you.”

“No…I mean, I am, but then that’s a lot. More than I thought possible. And then to think that you’ve been unable to find mates for five centuries.”

“When it comes to such an all-consuming love and happiness, you are willing to wait.”

Tori continued walking, nudging Baldewin with his elbow. “Well, I’m glad your clan is starting to find mages again. Five hundred years is a hell of a long time to wait.”

“That is so very true.”

As it got closer to dinner time, they wandered toward the town square. Tori’s feet were aching, and he was exhausted, but it was a good kind of tired. His face ached from all the smiling he’d done. They didn’t find even half of the dwarves they’d marked on the map, and he didn’t care. The day had been filled with so many impulsive detours and unexpected stops, but Tori wouldn’t trade a minute of it.

In the massive town square, they found some more dwarves, shops, and a profusion of florists boasting a riot of colors and scents. People leisurely wandered around, taking in the sights and laughing. It had been the perfect day, and Tori wanted something to mark its perfection.

When his eyes snagged on a little tourist kiosk, he knew he’d found the perfect thing.

“Wait here,” Tori instructed, which only earned him a frown from Baldewin.

“I can’t let you out of my sight,” Baldewin said, his tone apologetic.

Tori chewed on his lip for a second before he finally waved Baldewin over to the kiosk with him. The dragon silently accompanied him, one eyebrow raising in question above his glasses. Why the hell did he find that so sexy? But then, there were too many things Baldewin did that he found sexy.

As they reached the kiosk, Tori turned him around so that his back was to the display of little touristy items. “You are not allowed to turn around.”

“But—”

“If I spot Jaeggi or anything remotely evil, I promise I’ll shout and you can attack,” Tori quickly countered.

Baldewin offered a little sigh but still nodded.

With an excited grin, he hurried over to the display of keychains, magnets, snow globes, and other kitschy things that were sold to thousands of tourists every day. Tori still had some of the five hundred euros Baldewin had bribed him with days ago. The dragon had been handling all the expenses on this trip, but Tori wanted to get him a little something to remind him of their day together.

He finally settled on a keychain that held a brass figure of Papa Dwarf. The cute little figure was the perfect thing to mark their day. He paid the old woman running the kiosk and then hurried over to Baldewin before his own nerves and doubts could get the better of him.

“Close your eyes and hold out your hand,” Tori instructed.

Smiling, Baldewin immediately followed his orders. With a tremble in his fingers, Tori placed the figure in Baldewin’s large open palm and stepped back, biting his lower lip.

Baldewin open his eyes, and they dropped to the figure. His mouth fell open and he remained silent for a moment. It was too much for Tori so he started talking just to fill the silence.

“I just wanted to give you something to say thank you for the perfect day. Also, to remind you of our dwarf hunting trip. Nothing big.”

Baldewin’s free hand drifted up to the center of his chest, where he yet again touched the amulet under his shirt. He’d watched Baldewin do that dozens of times during the day. Almost every time that Tori smiled at him.

“It’s perfect,” Baldewin whispered in a rough voice. “I’ll cherish it always.”

“It’s just a keychain. I—” Tori didn’t get the chance to finish his excuse. Baldewin grabbed him and pulled him in close before capturing his mouth in a sweet, hungry kiss. Tori didn’t hesitate. The dragon had been careful all day to give Tori space. After a lifetime of homophobia, he wasn’t entirely comfortable with public displays of affection, but this, he needed. He couldn’t believe how much he’d missed Baldewin’s touch, but now that he was wrapped in his strong arms, tongues tangling together, he never wanted to let the man go.

“Wooooooo!”

They parted on a chuckle. There was no missing Cassie’s voice as it echoed across the square. Tori pulled away from Baldewin enough to look over his shoulder to find Cassie, Sasha, and Warin walking toward them. Cassie was carrying a few bags, proving that they might have also gotten distracted on their hunt and completed a little shopping.

Their alone time might be over, but Tori was pretty sure he’d just had the best day of his life. If only he could keep Baldewin forever.
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It was hard to tell who was more of a zombie—Tori or Cassie. They were both shuffling, neither of their eyes were properly opened, and they seemed only capable of talking in grunts. Tori stumbled into her outside of his room’s door, both of them nearly colliding with each other and somehow missing.

In an eloquent grunt, she managed, “Coffee.”

“Coffee,” he agreed wholeheartedly. God, why were they up so early?

Something about a schedule whispered in the back of his brain. A train? Were they riding a train today?

Cassie was already shuffling for the elevator, and he blindly followed her without questioning. She was on a grand quest for coffee. He would follow wherever she led, though he did briefly pause to wonder if they should drag one of the dragons after them. The only problem was that Baldewin and Warin were in the two showers while Sasha was still face down in a pillow snoring. It would only take a minute. They’d be fine for a minute on their own.

They made it down to the main floor of the hotel, to the wide, open space of the main lobby, before his nose caught the scent of freshly brewed coffee. He followed it, scenting the air, and somehow magically ended up in the line of people also needing their magic beans.

The barista, well accustomed to undercaffeinated people grunting orders at her, whipped up his and Cassie’s in a minute before handing it over. Tori drank it straight, inhaling half the cup before the taste even penetrated. Only then did he feel his brain cells spark to life, the wheels and cogs finally starting to spin.

He looked down and was mildly surprised to find that he was actually dressed—with shoes, even. There was no memory of picking up clothes and throwing them on. Baldewin had been awake in the main sitting room, looking chipper and amused as evil morning people often were. Warin was still snoring on the couch. He vaguely remembered giving Baldewin some warning side-eye before shuffling away with Cassie.

They walked slowly back to the elevators, sipping as they went. He looked to the dainty woman at his side and felt like he might be able to formulate actual words. “Good morning.”

“It is now,” she sighed, still sipping at her cup. “Mm, great coffee.”

“Must be, if you got two cups. Or is one of those for Sasha?”

“Sasha,” Cassie agreed, eyebrows waggling outrageously. “Because she was such a good girl last night.”

He almost swallowed his coffee wrong and had to beat his hand against his chest to keep from choking.

Her eyes turned shrewd as she studied his face. “What, too weird to hear about my sex life?”

“No,” he answered honestly, if a little hoarsely. “Well, yes. But not in the way you mean. I grew up in a very homophobic environment. I’m not used to people joking about it in a nice way.”

“Ahhh. That explains it. I mean, you have no problem kissing Baldewin, so I figured you weren’t straight.”

“No, very much gay.”

“Is that why you left? Because your clan is homophobic?”

“Half the reason, yeah. There was no chance in hell of me ever finding someone if I stayed with them.” This broached a subject Tori himself had many, many questions about. And they were questions only a mage could answer. “Say, Cassie.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m trying to wrap my head around this before I get to your clan. Baldewin and Warin both have told me several times that I’m precious as a mage, and that’s why they’re protecting me. How much of their behavior is them protecting a mage and…ugh, I don’t know how to put this into words. It’s just that Baldewin keeps buying me all these gifts, and I know he likes kissing me, but how much of that is him trying to…date? Do dragons date?”

“Dragons date,” she confirmed, pushing the button for the elevator. At this hour, no one else was nearby. “Granted, dragons don’t date as long as most human cultures do. They figure out pretty quick if they’ve got the right person. You’re not sure if Baldewin is trying to date you, is that the issue?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is. And it’s a weird thing to wrap my head around, to be honest with you. Because for most of my life, dragons were the enemy. And I’ve figured out that basically everything I was told growing up was a lie. But undoing all of that and shifting my mentality is giving me something of a headache.”

Cassie grimaced. “Yeah, I bet. Kudos to you for doing it, though.”

“What can I say? I’ve got excellent motivation.” When her smile went lecherous, he rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, in that way, too. But really, I’ve experienced more magical freedom with you than I have anywhere else. In fact—”

The elevator dinged, and he cut himself off.

“Oh crap,” Cassie suddenly said. “I forgot sugar for Sasha’s cup. Tori, hold that thought and the elevator, I’ll be right back.”

“Let me hold one of the cups,” he volunteered.

She gave him Sasha’s cup and promptly speed walked back to the little coffee shop attached to the lobby. From this vantage point, a step above most of the lobby floor, he could easily see her. He kept his foot at the elevator door to hold it open.

It belatedly occurred to him that he hadn’t put his amulet back on. He’d taken it off this morning when he leaned over to splash some water on his face. Tori had never been a morning person and was adamant that mornings were evil and should be abolished. Still, he kicked himself for not thinking of the amulet. It shouldn’t get him into trouble, though. They were minutes away from returning to their rooms, and he could throw it on then.

Something shot out and hit Cassie square in the back, a stream of light that wrapped around her in golden chains. Tori’s breath caught as he recognized the spell, saw the effect of it. She fell backward, as if paralyzed, her body making a thud as it hit the carpet while her coffee went flying through the air. Only a couple other people were in the lobby, waiting for their coffee to be made. They gasped and jumped back, fear and confusion scrawled across their face.

Shit! Adrenaline surged through Tori as he dropped the cups, already running before he could even make out who her attackers were. There—four men, all closing in around her. One of them had hit her with a second spell and was drawing…fuck, was he seeing that right? They were drawing magical power out of her?

They were draining her?!

Tori went for his phone—which was not in his pocket. Because of course he fucking hadn’t remembered it either in his zombie state.

Snarling, he went for the next best thing. He raced for the front windows, with all the reflected sunlight pouring in from the morning sun, and slammed his hand against it, channeling the power raw. While not strong on its own, reflected sunlight in this much abundance could be harvested and honed into something semi-decent to attack with, and Tori wasn’t above using all of it.

He threw his free hand out, aiming the spell. “Infero gev adi!”

Three of the men had their backs to him, not aware of him, and the fire spell hit them dead center. They jumped as the flames hit them, their shirts instantly ablaze. With yelps of panic and muted screams, they frantically dropped, rolling to put the fire out.

It gave Tori the opening to try again, aiming for the mage still drawing upon Cassie’s magic. “Infero gev adi!”

The mage was wrapped in the same distorted magic he’d seen with the other Jaeggi. He instantly rebutted the spell with a personal shield he threw up. “Clyp gev adi!”

Shit. No way would Tori’s attack get past that. He had better power to work with, for one. He wasn’t just drawing upon Cassie’s power, after all, but the dragon life power through her. Sasha’s power. Their mate bond would allow him to do that.

Tori could only pray that Sasha would feel the draw, recognize something was wrong, and come after Cassie. He didn’t know enough about how mate bonds worked to know if that would actually happen.

It would be up to him to drive the Jaeggi off.

He moved slightly, choosing a new spot on the window, and slammed his hand against the hot glass once more. “Infero gev adi!”

The spell hit the three mages still on the ground, and they yelled in panic and pain as the fire hit their front sides this time. They rolled again, putting out the flames.

They had an audience now, everyone in the lobby hiding behind desks and tables, watching them with wide eyes. Tori’s ears caught someone on the phone, probably demanding the police, not that the police could do much in this situation.

But Tori didn’t blame them for calling the cops. He focused once more on the mage intent on drawing power from Cassie and snarled, “Let her go, you bastard. You’ll not drain her dry!”

“You’re next,” the man snapped at him in accented Finnish.

“The hell I am! GET OFF HER!”

The Jaeggi mage had his mouth open on some retort, but he saw something over his shoulder and quickly scrambled, his movements panicked. He said something sharply (it sounded German) to his companions, and they all got up and started running.

Tori didn’t choose to question it, just darted for Cassie, abandoned on the floor and still locked in the paralysis spell. He caught sight from his peripheral vision of Baldewin and Warin sprinting past him, running full out after the Jaeggi. Oh thank god, they’d somehow realized something bad had gone down.

Sasha outstripped him completely, coming to a skidding halt on her knees next to Cassie’s still form. “Cassie! Cassie!”

Tori landed on his knees opposite her, taking in Cassie. Oh god, she was really in bad shape. She was already going into shock, her magical core basically stripped and burned out from what the Jaeggi mage had done. Tori had maybe five minutes before she went into a catatonic state, and he didn’t know enough or have the right elements to pull her safely out of that. He grabbed Sasha’s shoulder urgently. “Sasha. Sasha, we can save her, but we need to act fast. First, kiss me. I need dragon’s breath to break the paralysis. Then go to my room, grab my black bag. I need what’s in it.”

She nodded, tears burning in her eyes. She darted forward enough over her mate’s body to kiss him, hard and quick, then took his keycard before sprinting back for the stairs. No elevator could beat her time just then.

Kissing a woman was beyond weird, but Tori didn’t let it faze him. He used the dragon’s breath she gave him, funneling and refining it as he focused on the paralytic spell wrapped like gold chains around Cassie. “Klak aese!”

The spell splintered and spun away, the shards of it disappearing before it could even hit the carpet. With that gone, he could see the effect it had on her. Cassie’s skin was cold and clammy, sweat dotting her skin. She was panting for breath, and a fine tremor ran through her body, like an aftershock of being electrocuted. Which was no doubt what it felt like to have power ripped out of her body like that.

He put two fingers to the pulse on her throat, monitoring it, and it was far too rapid.

“S-sir?” a woman’s voice tentatively asked behind him.

Tori looked up to see a woman in the hotel’s grey and red uniform peering over a table at him. He mentally winced. He didn’t speak Polish and didn’t have a translation spell on him. There was no way he would be able to understand her. Unless…

He carefully plucked off Cassie’s earring with the translation spell embedded in it.

“Can we help?” the woman asked, possibly for the second time. Too much was happening, and she was the least of his concerns.

“I need a pillow, blankets, and water,” he answered quickly. “She’s going into shock.”

“I—okay.” To her credit, she didn’t ask the obvious questions, just hurried through the lobby and into the back rooms, her heels clacking as she ran.

Someone else brought him a water bottle—the barista from the coffee shop—and he gave her a quick thanks even as he tipped some of the water carefully into Cassie’s mouth.

The barista stayed hunkered nearby, eyeing him warily. “Um. That looked like…magic?”

“It was,” he answered briefly. Right now, there was no way in hell Tori could come up with a plausible story to explain the magic being thrown back and forth in the lobby, and frankly, he wasn’t in the mood to try. This world knew that magic and dragons had existed. They were just under the impression it had all died out. If they learned they were wrong, well, that was no skin off Tori’s nose.

Baldewin and Warin came running back, both of them frustrated and practically steaming with anger. Baldewin dropped down to his knees next to Tori. “How is she?”

“In shock. She was basically magically electrocuted. Sasha’s fetching my bag.”

“You can help her?”

“Yeah. Fortunately, I know how to treat this. The Jaeggi?”

“Had a quick getaway planned. They were in a van and out of the parking garage before we could catch them.” Baldewin cursed lowly in German. “Warin?”

Warin nodded and drew out his phone, no doubt updating someone on the situation. Alric or Cameron, possibly both. He stood so he had his back to them but his eyes on the lobby, acting as a perimeter defense.

Sasha was back, running for him. He took the bag from her, quickly opening it and pulling out four vials. As he did so, he cautioned Sasha, “Don’t kiss her, don’t breathe near her mouth. Her magical core can’t handle something as powerful as dragon’s breath right now. Open her shirt for me. I need access to her chest.”

She was good at following orders, even with the worry pouring off her in visible waves.

Tori undid the lids on the glass bottles, opening nectar of honeysuckle, stillness of moonless night, untouched snowflake, and moonlit water. He needed every soothing, cold element he had on him, and fortunately he had a good mixture of water, wind, and earth elements to work with. He poured a good half of each bottle on her chest, right between her small breasts, mixing them on her skin with his hand. “Fekats resti sana co gev adi.”

Cassie sucked in a deep, shuddering breath, then released it in clear relief.

Tori took the mixture of elements and rubbed them from her sternum to her throat, and she eased even further as the cooling effect spread through her system. He eyed her carefully, monitoring her as best he could, but she seemed to be past the worst of it now. His spellwork was reversing the worst of the damage, although she’d likely sleep for the next few hours recovering from this. God, just the idea of how painful that had been sent a sympathetic shudder through his body.

The hotel employee came back, her hands full of a thick comforter and two pillows. Sasha quickly helped her with both, taking the pillows and sliding them gently under Cassie’s head. Baldewin helped settle the blanket over her, and Tori drew it up to her chin. “Thank you, ma’am. Sasha, I think I have her over the worst of it. Here, take the water bottle, get more down her if you can. She’s severely dehydrated right now.”

Sasha nodded, taking the bottle and tipping it carefully into Cassie’s mouth.

The front lobby doors opened, and four cops spilled inside, their hands already on their weapons. When they didn’t see a firefight in progress, they stopped and milled around in confusion.

“Of course someone called the police,” Baldewin sighed. “Alright. I’ll deal with them.”

Better him than Tori. Tori would tell them to go away.

But then, his nerves were still strung out after diving into a magical fight while being practically unarmed and then dealing with a patient when he only theoretically knew what to do. Yeah. Baldewin was the better choice. “Baldewin? Pretty obvious it was a magical fight going on here. Just FYI.”

Baldewin groaned, shoulders slumping. “Yeah. Thanks for warning me.” He pushed to his feet and caught Warin’s eye, motioning to Tori.

Warin nodded and came to kneel on one knee, offering the phone to Tori. As Baldewin left to go handle the police, Tori accepted the phone a little gingerly. Did he really want to talk to whoever was on the other side?

“Tori.” Cameron’s voice came through clearly, and he sounded more than a little panicked. “How is my sister?”

Shit! Of course it was the consort-brother. “Look, I won’t lie. They drained her pretty bad, and if it wasn’t for her magical connection with Sasha, she’d probably be half-dead right now. But I’ve applied a reviving potion directly to her skin, and I think she’s stabilizing. She’s no longer sweating, her skin is warming up”—he put two fingers to her throat and frowned—“but her pulse is still elevated. We should be able to get her moving soon, but it will take a few days to completely heal from this. But I think she’ll pull through it.”

“You know how to treat this?”

“I mean, I’ve read books on how to do it. We’re all taught it, just in case we accidentally have a spell backlash, as it’s basically the same thing. It hits you right in the magical core and overloads you. It feels much like an electrical burn. First time I’ve had to use the knowledge on someone, though. So, if you want to send someone out here to back me up, I won’t be offended.”

“We might yet. I will be calling on the hour to get updates.”

“Absolutely. We’ll hop on a train, get there as quickly as we can, okay? Right now, though, I need to make sure she’s stabilized enough to travel.”

Relief was clear in Cameron’s voice. “Thank you. Warin says they couldn’t catch who did this to her.”

“I’m so, so sorry about this. We just came down to the lobby for coffee. Neither of us were thinking straight. We weren’t awake enough for it. Coffee was the only thing on our brains.”

“Don’t apologize. The Jaeggi specialize in sneak attacks. Damn their hides. And I’m told you were putting up a hell of a fight to get them off her before Sasha could reach you.”

“I was trying. Didn’t have much to work with.” Tori was never stepping out of his room without his black bag ever again. Ever. Again.

“Keep an eye on Sasha, too, okay? My sister-in-law is tough as nails, but when a dragon’s mate goes down, they don’t handle it well.”

“You got it.” Tori eyed the dragon in question. Sasha was hovering, clutching one of Cassie’s hands to her own chest, worried blue eyes fixated on her mate’s face. Yeah, she was not handling it well at all.

“Let me know if you need help.”

“I will. Thanks.” He hung up the phone and handed it over to Warin.

The hotel employee was still there, watching all of this with concerned eyes. She gestured toward Cassie and splayed her hands, silently asking what more could be done.

Unfortunately, not much. For now, his plan was to wait for her to stabilize a little more before moving her to their room. There, he would apply another round of spellwork to Cassie, giving her magical core a healing boost. She mostly needed sleep and hydration. Give her body a chance to heal. He shook his head with a smile and assured her, “Thank you. Right now, we have to let her rest.”

Tori stared at Cassie’s pale, slack face. All the noises of the hotel guests, the police, Baldewin, and the reassuring whispers from Sasha faded into little more than white noise as his mind started to replay the events with the Jaeggi. He’d cast spells. Fought back. And then he’d cast healing spells on Cassie. Instinctively, he’d known exactly what to do in each instance. Maybe they weren’t necessarily the best steps, but Cassie was still alive because he’d acted.

A small tremor of excitement and fear ran through his fingers, and he fisted them so no one could see them. He was crashing from the rush of adrenaline. That was all. It had nothing to do with fighting experienced mages and holding Cassie’s life in his hands.

But as frightening as it all was, he was also secretly thrilled. He’d done this. He’d used his gift, used magic no one had ever thought he could do, and saved Cassie’s life. This was why he was born a mage. This was why he’d left his damn clan. He wanted to be this—the person others could depend on, the person who knew magic to help others.

“Tori?” Baldewin called to him, jerking him from his whirlwind of thoughts. “The police need to speak with you.”

Tori eyed the uniformed cop nearby, who looked a little shell-shocked (likely to learn mages were still alive and well,) and groaned. Okay, he didn’t want to be the person who dealt with the cops. But he mentally girded his loins and stood, heading to the policeman. The sooner this was done, the sooner he could turn his full attention to Cassie. They needed to get her on her feet again and out of Poland. With the Jaeggi in the area, it was clear they needed to hustle to Burkhard Castle as quickly as possible.

He might even have to consider…flying.

Well. This was turning into a hell of a morning.
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Tori was exhausted, and it wasn’t even ten in the morning yet. It had taken some time to get things settled with the police. They’d insisted on getting statements and pulling CCTV footage. Tori really didn’t expect them to do anything else. They were just doing their jobs, after all.

But they also wanted to take Cassie to a hospital, and Tori had to explain repeatedly that they couldn’t help her.

The senior cop finally demanded to know just what kind of light show it was they saw on the security cameras. It felt rather like coming out when he told them he was a mage. That Cassie was a mage.

Despite the evidence, it had taken a while for them to wrap their heads around it. Tori had been forced to cast a small spell right in front of them just to move past that point so they would wrap things up.

He had no desire to stay in a place where he’d already been attacked. The police reluctantly let them go. Very reluctantly. In fact, Tori wasn’t sure if they were actually allowed to leave or if Baldewin had ignored the cops as he got them shuffled up to the hotel room. Tori didn’t know if it was paranoia, but it felt like Jaeggi eyes were watching him and Cassie. He wanted them both away from prying eyes.

For now, Cassie was tucked into bed with Sasha pressed as close as she could get without actually holding the mage in her lap. Tori sat in a heavily cushioned chair positioned at the foot of the bed, keeping a close watch on the young woman, while Baldewin’s deep voice rumbled with muted anger from the next room, occasionally punctuated by Warin’s baritone as he added to the conversation with curt tones. Neither of them was happy as they spoke likely to Alric or maybe other dragons back at the castle.

Lifting out of his chair, Tori crossed the short distance and placed a hand to Cassie’s forehead. She was finally warm, thank god. That unnatural clammy skin had faded. He could also sense her magical core, which had stabilized in the past couple of hours. It was muted and faint, compared to what it should be, but much better than the tattered, burned thing it had been before.

Seeing Sasha’s anxious expression, he assured her, “She’s doing fine. Her body’s warmed up, and her magical core is already recovering.”

Her blue eyes swept closed in relief. “Thank all wind and skies. Can I do anything to help her?”

“Keep holding her.” He turned to his seat with a slight grunt. “I know that doesn’t seem like much, but your bond with her is what’s giving her magical core the strength to recover. Direct contact helps. The longer you can hold her, the easier it is for her magical core to recuperate.”

Sasha blinked down at the woman curled into her. “Is it really? I’m glad, then. Is that what helped her when they were draining her of magic? Our bond?”

“In a way, yes.” And in a way, it had only prolonged the insanity. Given enough time, they might well have drained Sasha through Cassie. Seeing how worried she was, he wasn’t about to tell the dragon that. “It certainly gave her the strength to hold on.”

Her arms tightened around her mate’s sleeping form. “Thank you, Tori. You put yourself at considerable risk to help her. Our clan owes you a debt.”

With a snort, he stretched out his long legs in front of him. He felt tired both physically and emotionally, truth tell. Too tired to do much more than sit there. Fighting and emergency medical aid, then arguing with cops, had taken a lot out of him. “I consider it a debt repaid. Baldewin and Warin have already had to rescue me, remember.”

“Oh. That’s true.” She stroked blue hair lovingly away from Cassie’s face. “I wouldn’t have known how to help her. I’m one of the few born after the war, you see.”

He blinked at her. “Really? I honestly can’t tell ages with all of you.”

“Dragons age so slowly, after all. But yes, I was something of a miracle to my parents. They had been together only a couple of years when I was born. Dragons only go into heat every hundred years or so. Unless there’s some magical intervention going on, dragon children don’t occur more often than that. I was born a hundred and twenty years after the war, and it was a cause of celebration in the clan. But because I’m so much younger, there were many things I didn’t learn how to do. Like treating a mage that’s been attacked.”

“Because no one thought you’d need to know.” Tori shook his head in sad understanding.

“We’d already lost so many mages. Who would dare attack one? I think that was everyone’s train of thought. At least until the Jaeggi raised their heads.”

It did make sense, from that perspective. Tori had already seen for himself how a dragon treated a mage. How carefully they were protected. How he was protected. To them, it must be anathema to even consider harming a mage. “Cassie mentioned to me that’s how you two met. That you’d gone to her rescue because a Jaeggi mage broke into her apartment.”

That brought a smile to Sasha’s face, if briefly. “She didn’t need the help, although I didn’t know it then. Cameron was near frantic, he was so worried about her. I went with Baldewin to help. When we arrived, I found this little slip of a woman standing there with a smile on her face and a baseball bat in hand. I couldn’t help but think she was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.”

“She had no magical training then, right?”

“None at all. Wasn’t even sure if she was a mage, although we were pretty sure on it. Odds were good, if her twin was. But she took on a Jaeggi mage with a baseball bat and won. By the time we got there, she had him in a sushi roll of duct tape and him bleeding on her carpet.”

Tori looked Cassie over with new respect. That was some kind of guts, to take on a mage like that. And win, no less.

“Was it love at first sight?” he couldn’t help but ask.

“No. Lust, certainly, on both ends.” Sasha’s smile was rueful and nostalgic. “I’ve a weakness for strong people who are bright and optimistic, and heaven knows she’s got all of that in spades. And the mouth on her, god. She’s constantly making me laugh. There we were, dealing with the aftermath of a mage attack, and she’s packing her bags and bantering with her grandmother, and I honestly forgot a few times that we had a dead mage in the next room.”

Having spent an evening with Cassie working magic, Tori could easily see this scene. She might be serious in her work, but she kept you laughing too.

“And I could tell she liked the look of me. She kept finding ways to put her hands on me, to snuggle into my side. By the time we boarded the plane that night, it was all I could do not to pounce on her. That’s how riled up she’d gotten me.” A laugh in her eyes, she confided, “We made out most of the way to Germany. Poor Baldewin’s not yet forgiven me for it.”

“Ouch. Well, but it sounds like you two immediately knew you’d found the right person.”

“Hmm, not that first night. It was more that we liked the look of each other and we were still on an adrenaline high. But I admit it didn’t take much time for lust to transition to love. She was my gefreogen for maybe six days? Before we properly mated.”

“I’m sorry, a what?” That single word didn’t mean anything to Tori.

“Gefreogen,” she repeated. “It is what we call the stage of serious courtship with the possibility of mating.”

“Oh. I didn’t know there was a word for that. So, one step shy of engagement?”

“Yes, exactly.”

That begged another question that Tori had always wondered. This seemed the opportune moment to ask. “How did you know? That she was right?”

“Hmm. Both you and Cameron have wondered that.” Sasha regarded him in a way that suggested she suspected why he was curious, although she didn’t voice her suspicions out loud. “I suppose from your side, it’s not as easy to tell. Part of it, of course, is that we like the person. We enjoy their company and want to spend a lifetime with them. But our certainty comes from our dragon side, I think. Our dragon instincts are quick to decide if they like a person or not. And it doesn’t take long for those instincts to tell us if we’ve found the right mage to mate with.”

“So, you just…know.”

“Basically. It’s hard to explain. And it does seem a bit rushed to our human counterparts, which is why we sometimes court for several weeks, even months, to give them time to catch up with our own feelings. I would have waited for Cassie if she’d needed that time. I’ll spend centuries with her, after all. What’s a few months? Or even a few years? But it turned out that she, too, has good instincts. She knew quickly that I was the right one for her.”

“Which is why you two didn’t hesitate. You’ve been mated for how long now?”

“Two months,” Sasha answered with a honeymoon smile. “It’s been blissful. Are you considering being a mate to one of us, Tori?”

“I…honestly don’t know how to answer that.” He ran a hand through his hair and blew out a low breath, eyes drawn back to Cassie’s slack form. “A week ago, if you’d asked me, I would have emphatically said no. Too many lies had skewed my opinion. But now, after untangling some of the major lies? Seeing how you and Cassie are together? Hell, I’d sacrifice a leg to have a relationship like yours.”

She pointed out, “But you don’t have to lose a leg.”

“You really think a dragon of your clan will look at me and fall head over heels?”

There was that suspicious gleam in her eyes again. She pursed her lips, evaluating him for a moment before speaking. “I believe my first introduction to you followed an interrupted kiss between you and Baldewin.”

Oh. Yeah. He might have forgotten because of the chaos…or maybe the kissing. “Um. In my defense, the man’s smoking hot and very kissable.”

Sasha snorted a laugh, trying not to jostle her sleeping mate. “Did you initiate, then?”

“That time, yeah.”

“You’ve kissed him multiple times?” Sasha asked with keen interest.

“The first two, we were in a tight spot, and I needed dragon’s breath.”

“And the times after that?”

“Usually because he’d done something incredibly thoughtful, and I couldn’t seem to help myself.” A touch plaintively, he demanded of her, “He wouldn’t just humor me, would he? To get me to come to the clan?”

Sasha shook her head firmly before he could even finish the question. “No. After what Kaiser Jaeggi did, we are very careful to not lead anyone on or give false expectations. And Baldewin especially is a cautious, responsible man. If he’s giving you gifts and kissing you, then it’s because he genuinely likes you.”

Tori chewed on his bottom lip and absorbed that information.

“Is this cause for alarm?” Sasha asked cautiously.

“What?” His head jerked back around to look at her. “No! I mean, no, it’s great that he likes me. It’s just, uh…oh god this sounds lame. It’s just that I have no experience with dating. At all. I had no chance to be with anyone in my old clan, mostly because we were in the middle of nowhere. I’m thirty-five, and fuck if I know how to flirt, much less what to do with a boyfriend.”

Her eyes went a little wide. “Oh my. I see why you hesitate, then. But what worries me most, Tori, is what will happen tomorrow.”

“Uh, why?”

“Because you’re handsome,” she answered sincerely. “And a good man. Once my clan sees you, you’ll be on the receiving end of a great deal of attention unless Baldewin stakes a claim. And Baldewin might hesitate if he doesn’t believe his interest is returned.”

Tori flushed a little. She thought him handsome? He wasn’t a troll by any means, but he never really thought of himself in terms of handsome or plain. It was so far down on his priority list that as long as he was clean and not dressed in rags, it was a good day. But Sasha clearly meant every word.

“But I’m…I’m not really a true mage?”

She snorted. “Cassie was entirely green when I first met her. I didn’t care. I assure you, my clan won’t care either. They care that you are a good person and a mage. And that’s all they will care about. If you need more training, Lisette will be happy to take you on as a student. We do not just see you as you are, Tori, but as you are now and what you will become.”

That was the sweetest sentiment ever handed to him. That she looked at him and saw nothing but potential to be someone amazing. That she liked what she saw even now. He felt his eyes burn a little bright with tears.

“And I will kick Baldewin for you,” she promised, shaking her head. “You shouldn’t be second-guessing his intentions. He’s not courting you right if you’re in doubt of where you stand with him.”

For some reason, Tori felt the need to defend him. “Hey, we’ve been a little busy dodging bad guys. It’s understandable.”

“I,” she rebutted archly, “was dodging bad guys and still managed to snag my mate.”

She did have a good point. “Men suck at communicating?”

“That’s more likely the problem, yes.” Sasha dropped a kiss on the top of Cassie’s head. “It’s a shame this one is still sound asleep. If she were awake and heard all of this, she’d have much to say about it.”

He’d only known Cassie three days and was absolutely certain that Sasha was right.

Speaking of the devil. Baldewin stepped into the room, his hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks and his handsome face a mask of dark worries. His grey-green eyes slid to Tori, seeming to soften for a heartbeat, before continuing on to Cassie’s unconscious form.

“How is she?”

“Steadily improving,” Tori replied. “She’s warmed and her magical core has improved. She needs many more hours of rest and an application of the salve at least once more, but I think she’s past the worst of it.”

A heavy sigh of relief left him in a rush, and his broad shoulders slumped some. “That is good to hear. I will relay the news to Cameron and Ha Na. Alric is managing to keep them at the castle rather than racing to us, but I know they will breathe easier knowing she is fully on the mend.”

“Have you heard anything from the police?” Tori inquired. He was hoping the cops were willing to walk away from this whole mess since no one was pressing charges. Of course, the woman who’d been attacked was still unconscious and couldn’t.

“Nothing else. I think they’ll just be happy when we finally leave town.” Baldewin paused, his lips pressing into a hard, thin line for a moment while his brows dropped below the upper edge of his glasses. “We should discuss that, leaving town.”

Tori nodded, drawing in a deep, shaky breath. He’d been expecting this. “You’re right. Let’s go into the next room so we don’t disturb Cassie while she rests.” Tori pushed to his feet and managed a small smile for Sasha. “Just shout if either of you need me.”

Baldewin followed Tori back into the main sitting room where Warin was plugging his phone into a charging cable. Both he and Baldewin had been on the phone since they’d run off the Jaeggi. They left the door open to Cassie’s room so they’d be able to easily hear if there was a problem.

Dropping onto the sofa, Tori immediately scooted to the edge, his elbows resting on his knees while Baldewin sank down beside him.

“I know the original plan was to take a train to Sonthofen, but I think it’s too dangerous,” Baldewin started carefully. “If we catch the afternoon train, it’ll take close to seventeen hours, and we’d have to change trains several times. If we stay here another night, we can catch an early one that will take about thirteen hours, and it would give Cassie more time to heal. But another option is to rent a large van and drive. It would only take eight, maybe ten hours. It would be rougher on Cassie, but it would get us there faster.”

And it would mean getting Cassie into the hands of mages with proper training. He wasn’t doing all that bad with the limited knowledge and supplies that he had, but Cassie was much better off with Lisette.

“The other option,” Tori offered, trying to ignore the growing tightness in his chest, “is that we fly.”

“Tori—” Baldewin started, but Tori was already shaking his head.

“If we can drive it in eight, then we could probably fly it in two or three hours tops.”

“But you’re terrified of flying,” Warin needlessly pointed out. “You’ve been dead set against flying since we started this trip. We can’t ask that of you now.”

“You’re not. Cassie needs to get home now.”

“I thought you said Cassie had stabilized.” Fear and worry thickened Baldewin’s voice, and Tori’s head snapped up to look at the dragon.

“She has. I swear, she is better. It’s just that I can only do so much, and she’s in much better, more experienced hands at the castle.” Tori straightened and shoved a shaking hand through his hair. He hated this relentless tremor of fear, the coating of cold sweat already covering his skin. “But it’s clear we’re all in danger. Cassie is out for the count right now. That leaves only three dragons and one inexperienced mage against the Jaeggi. We need to get to the castle where everyone will be safe.”

Baldewin reached across and gently captured one of Tori’s hands. His touch was deliciously warm, helping to chase away some of the chill. “Yes, we need to get you and Cassie back to the castle as quickly as possible, but I won’t sacrifice your peace of mind to do it. I will protect you both.”

“So will I,” Warin added. “And I dare a Jaeggi to show his face around Sasha right now.”

Tori managed a weak smile for Warin before looking back at Baldewin. “Yes, and what if you get hurt? Or Warin?” Fingers tightened on Baldewin’s hand as he shook his head. “Nope. I won’t risk it if we don’t have to. Flying is smarter. Safer.”

“Are you sure?”

A high-pitched, slightly hysterical laugh tripped from Tori’s mouth before he could clamp it shut again. He drew in another deep breath and slowly released it. “No, I hate it, but I know it’s the best choice.” He paused and looked at Baldewin. “But…I-I can’t be conscious for it. I know I won’t be able to handle it. Flying terrifies me. Heights have always terrified me. I have enough supplies to knock me out.”

“What if something goes wrong with Cassie? Dragons aren’t generally healers. At least not Baldewin, Sasha, and me,” Warin countered.

“I thought of that. I can make up some more salve if she’s in pain. And…and if you need me, I can make another potion to wake me up in an emergency.”

“I’m sure if we prep her properly before the flight, we won’t need any of your precautions. You’ll both sleep safely through the short flight, and when you wake up, you’ll be in Sonthofen.” There was a peaceful calm to Baldewin’s voice that helped settle some of Tori’s nerves. He knew they’d be back, but for now, he wanted to believe that everything would be just fine.

“Could you and Alric arrange the plane? I’m sure Cameron would be happy to have his sister back sooner.”

Baldewin nodded. “I’ll ask Alric to send his private jet. It’s big and safe. Plenty of room for you to be comfortable, and it will give us at least a few hours to help Cassie recover.”

Tori could only nod. No matter how safe Baldewin told him this flight was going to be, his nerves would not go away. The only thing he could do was focus on getting Cassie healed while he left the logistics of travel to the dragons. With any luck, he’d be unconscious with Cassie soon enough and wouldn’t have to worry about being thousands of meters in the air.
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Baldewin’s stomach was in knots as he watched Tori’s sleeping form. Even before they could get him near Alric’s jet, panic had been setting in. He’d barely been able to get the mage to drink the sleeping potion he’d made. Thank god it had kicked in almost immediately, leaving him to carry Tori’s limp body onto the plane.

He hated this. Every damn bit of it.

Yes, the flight was only two hours, and then they’d be safely in Sonthofen, surrounded by a dragon guard to escort them up to the castle.

But in the meantime, two mages were stretched out in the back of the plane on a plush double bed. Sasha was lying beside Cassie, as much of her body wrapped around her mate as possible. Baldewin was seated in a chair beside the bed, unable to tear his eyes from the trio.

Sasha was not doing well. Even though Cassie was steadily improving, he had no doubt the dragon was beating herself up over Cassie’s state. He knew it because ugly thoughts were still streaking through his head over Tori.

He never should have let Tori and Cassie out of his sight. Even though they’d had a perfect afternoon hunting dwarves in the city the day before, that did not mean they were safe from the Jaeggi. While he was sure Tori had cast the masking spell perfectly, there was no proof it had stopped the Jaeggi from finding them.

And he seriously doubted that Tori forgetting his amulet for ten minutes was responsible for them being found. Before they boarded the plane, Tori had told him he’d accidently left his amulet on the sink that morning. But ten minutes couldn’t have been enough time for the Jaeggi to locate them, formulate a plan of attack, and reach them. He refused to believe it.

Even if there was a small chance, it didn’t negate that the dragons were there to protect the mages. They never should have left the hotel room alone.

Baldewin leaned forward and shoved his fingers under his glasses to rub his eyes. As he did, the same vision that had flashed through his head all day returned. What if the Jaeggi had attacked Tori instead of Cassie? He wasn’t bound to a dragon. Would he be dead right now? Would he have died before Baldewin could even reach him?

Just the idea of Tori lying lifeless on the lobby floor made Baldewin sick to his stomach and his hands shake. He couldn’t even summon up rage for the attacking Jaeggi. There was just suffocating fear and pain.

“You both need to stop,” Warin said sharply.

Baldewin dropped his hands and tipped his head up to find Warin standing over him. His legs were spread wide, braced against some mild turbulence as they headed toward Germany. Warin scowled at Baldewin and then turned it on Sasha, who was also looking up, her arms tightening around Cassie’s limp form.

“You don’t understand what it’s like to have your mate attacked, to almost lose them,” Sasha snarled.

Baldewin flinched. Tori wasn’t even his mate. They were still getting to know each other. But this attack, looking at Tori’s unmoving body, was enough of a mental shove to force Baldewin into realizing that the mage meant far more to him that he’d let himself previously admit.

“No, I don’t, and I hope it’s something I never have to experience. I know you’re hurting right now,” Warin said firmly, his eyes moving from Sasha to Baldewin. “But is this self-incrimination and worry helping either of them? I thought our bonded mates could feel our emotions. Do you think even in Cassie’s current state she can’t feel your worry? How upset you are that this happened while you were a short distance away?”

“I should have been there,” Sasha said brokenly into Cassie’s slim shoulder.

“And you will be next time, but I know Cassie does not blame you for what happened. Your mate still loves you with all her being.”

Sasha nodded, and some of the tension seemed to slip from her shoulders. “I know.”

“Then you need to think happy, reassuring thoughts for her. Think only of her getting stronger, and she will.”

“Yes. I will.”

“Mages need to hear how important they are to you.” Baldewin looked over at Warin to find that his old friend was staring directly at him. Baldewin quirked one corner of his mouth up. Yes, message received loud and clear.

“Thank you for your supportive words, Warin,” Baldewin murmured.

“Figured it would be best if we had our heads pulled together before we step off this plane and face the massive welcoming party waiting for us.” Warin turned and strolled back to the seat he’d selected toward the front of the plane.

Baldewin pushed to his feet and stood over Tori for a second. His body was relaxed except for a little wrinkle between his brow, as if some part of his brain was still aware he was on a plane. Baldewin carefully smoothed the tip of his finger over that wrinkle, and he relaxed.

“I’ll watch over him. Keep him safe,” Sasha offered.

Baldewin nodded and moved to the front of the plane, dropping into a seat next to Warin. He felt utterly drained, but they were nearly home. It had only been twelve days ago that he’d met Tori for the first time, and it already felt like the mage was becoming his entire world. How was that even possible? And so fast.

Of course, Sasha would laugh at that. Her fall for Cassie could almost be measured in hours rather than days.

When a dragon’s mate was found, time ceased to matter. And Baldewin was beginning to strongly suspect that Tori was his mate.

“Have you received any news from Alric or Dieter since we got in the air?” Baldewin asked, trying to force his mind to something other than an unconscious Tori.

“Only that we will be met.” He paused and rubbed his jaw. “However, I have heard from Ravi.”

“Oh god,” Baldewin muttered, and Warin chuckled.

“Yeah, we might need to make sure Tori is awake the second the wheels touch the ground so he can be warned. Cameron and Ha Na will be there to greet us along with Lisette.”

“Which means Alric will also be present.”

Warin nodded. “Along with a dozen other dragon guard.”

“A dozen?”

Warin shrugged one shoulder and lifted a hand. “Well, five mages in one place. The current mandate is that there must be two dragons per mage. In addition, the king will be there, and he must be protected.”

Baldewin wanted to argue that there were already three dragons on the plane, but he had to admit they were all exhausted after days of travel and the excitement over the attack on Cassie. The three of them definitely needed some rest. They weren’t in top fighting form.

“Any other news from Ravi?” Baldewin asked with a sigh.

“Only that news of Cassie’s injury has spread. The entire castle is upset. The mages are largely working on double-checking all the protective spells on the castle. And each mage is being trailed by at least one dragon at all times. Poor Alric is going to have his hands full until Cassie is bouncing around the castle halls again.”

That was to be expected. Mages were incredibly rare, and the dragons of Burkhard Castle would closely guard the few they had. Everyone also adored Cassie. They would worry over her until her voice could be heard ringing through the rooms again.

Baldewin closed his eyes and tipped his head back, trying to relax. They still had another hour until they were on the ground, but Baldewin knew he wouldn’t feel better until he had Tori safely inside Burkhard walls.
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Baldewin barely fought the urge to pull Tori into his arms as the jet taxied along the runway to the hangar where they would be met by a horde of dragons and a handful of worried mages. Tori had woken easily from his sleep and immediately started checking on Cassie, even though he might have asked Baldewin to confirm at least twice that they were firmly on the ground.

Cassie had suffered no problems during the flight, and her color continued to improve. She was clearly on the mend, but everyone would feel better when she was safe at home.

With nothing left to do, Tori sat stiffly in a chair, his leg bouncing while he gripped the arms of the chair tight enough to make his knuckles white. This was not about flying or being in a plane. Baldewin suspected this was about meeting a bunch of dragons and mages. Tori was about to be thrown into the deep end of the pool.

Baldewin had hoped he’d be able to introduce him to the clan slowly, ease him into a crowd of dragons and excited mages.

“They are going to adore you,” Baldewin murmured.

A nervous laugh left Tori, and he shook his head. “I think I’m going to be the least of their concerns.” His smile was crooked when he looked over at Baldewin. “While I would never wish harm on Cassie, it is nice of her to take the focus off me.”

Baldewin smirked back at him. “Cassie does like to be the center of attention, but I don’t think she would approve of this. I get the impression she’s fond of you already, and I’m sure she’s going to be frustrated that she can’t be the one to introduce you to everyone.”

“I’m happy to put all that on hold until she’s on her feet again.” Tori’s eyes strayed from him to Sasha as she carefully lifted Cassie into her powerful arms and carried her to the front of the plane. They’d stopped rolling at last, and Warin was working on getting the door open.

Sucking in a deep breath, Tori leaned toward the window to look out. A strange, strangled noise left him, and he straightened again quickly. Baldewin shifted in his seat to look out the window and nearly chuckled at the sight. More than a dozen people were standing just beyond the plane waiting for them. The one face he was glad to see was Ravi. If Cassie couldn’t be awake to help smooth everything over for Tori, then Ravi was an excellent second choice. He would do a great job of taking Tori’s mind off everything.

“Don’t worry too much about introductions. The main focus will be getting you to the castle and settled. We’ll worry about the rest later.”

Tori flashed him a weak smile. “Thanks. It would be nice to just relax for a little while. Though, I’m sure King Alric and the others would like the full details of what we know.”

“We’ll get there. We’ve got some time now that we’re home.”

The smile on Tori’s lips became a little stronger at the mention of ‘home,’ and Baldewin could only hope that the mage would soon start thinking of the Burkhard Clan as his home. He wanted him to feel welcome and comfortable among these people.

Baldewin reached over and gave Tori’s shoulder a quick squeeze before climbing to his feet. The door had been opened and the steps lowered. He reached them in time to find that Warin had gone down first and was gently lifting Cassie out of Sasha’s arms so she could safely descend. Alric and Cameron were right there, lines of worry digging deep in their faces. It could have been a trick of the lighting, but it did look as if there was a little more grey in Alric’s hair at the temples. At least he was in good hands with Cameron.

As he reached the tarmac, he heard Tori climbing down the stairs behind him.

“I can’t believe I freaking flew here,” he muttered under his breath.

Baldewin threw a grin at him over his shoulder. He couldn’t possibly be prouder of the man. He’d put his own fears aside to do what was best for everyone. Tori was going to be the perfect addition to the clan.

For now, the mage was edging closer to Baldewin, almost using his larger frame to hide behind. Not that he could blame him. Any dragon or mage who wasn’t focused entirely on Cassie was staring at Tori with open curiosity.

“No, she’s good. Everything looks good here,” Lisette said as she pressed her fingers to Cassie’s throat and head. “Let’s get her in the van and back to the castle.” Her head popped up, and her serious expression melted into a warm smile as she looked at the mage behind Baldewin. “Tori, we’ll do proper introductions soon, but you’ve done a wonderful job. Thank you for saving her.”

Tori sucked in a sharp, ragged breath. His grey eyes were shiny, and his lips pressed tightly together, but he gave Lisette a quick nod.

“That’s Lisette,” Baldewin whispered to him.

“Tori?” Cameron’s head popped up, and he stopped following his sister to the nearest black SUV.

The mage turned on his heel and marched straight to Tori. Baldewin’s dragon perked up its head, eyes seeming to narrow as it wondered if the mage meant Tori harm, but before the dragon could even grow disgruntled, Cameron wrapped Tori up into a tight bear hug.

“Thank you so much for saving my sister’s life,” Cameron said in a choked voice. The consort released him and gave a teary smile. “We’ll talk more soon. Get settled first.” He hurried to his husband’s side, roughly wiping tears away with the heels of his palms.

Alric touched his mage’s cheek, as if silently checking to make sure he was alright, before looking at Tori. “I’m sorry, this is not the welcome I hoped to give you.”

Tori laughed and waved him on. “Go. Take care of Cassie. I’ve got Baldewin to keep an eye on me.”

Alric’s eyes shifted to Baldewin, his scrutiny sharpening. Oh yeah, Alric could clearly read that this was more than a protection detail. His old friend could always see right through him. “Good. Baldewin will take very good care of you.” He then climbed into the SUV with his mate.

“That leaves you with me, too.” They both jerked around to find Ravi standing behind them with a playful grin on his face.

“You’ve got to be Ravi,” Tori said, and the dragon’s eyes widened to almost comical proportions.

“I am. How?”

“Cassie. She told me a lot about you. Said you’d be the best person to show me around the castle.”

He hadn’t thought it possible, but Ravi actually looked lost for words. He shook his head and dropped his hands to his hips. “That girl,” he mumbled. He looked up at Tori and grinned again. “I am. I know everyone and where everything is. And I’m far more entertaining than grumpy dragon Baldewin.”

Baldewin mock-gasped. “Grumpy dragon? I thought Gunter was grumpy dragon.”

Ravi shrugged, looking completely unrepentant. “You seem to take turns. Though, Gunter takes more turns than you.” He looked back at Tori and waved him toward another SUV. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Bags were unloaded from the plane and carefully placed in the SUVs, though Baldewin made sure Tori’s guitar was put in the SUV he was riding in. With the royal family having already left the airfield, Tori was joined by Baldewin, Warin, and Ravi, while another SUV followed with more guards.

Luckily, Ravi had Tori fully engaged in conversation as the little wind dragon regaled the mage with more stories of castle life. Normally he’d try to tame Ravi’s eagerness, but if Ravi’s talking helped to settle any worries Tori might have about meeting the clan, then Baldewin was happy to let him talk.

“No. Way,” Tori said slowly as they finally neared the castle. His mouth fell open and didn’t quickly close again. He pressed close to Baldewin, staring out the car window with wide eyes. Baldewin followed his gaze and smiled when he was greeted by the white spires of Burkhard Castle. They were home at last.

“Welcome to Burkhard,” Baldewin greeted.

The mage’s head jerked around to stare at Baldewin. “You’re serious? That’s Burkhard Castle. The place you and Cassie and Warin and Ravi have been talking about. That can’t be real. It’s a glamour, right?”

“Nope, that’s the real thing,” Ravi said proudly from the front passenger seat. “Amazing, isn’t it? I’ve lived there my entire life. There’s nothing like flying circles around the towers on a clear day.”

“I can imagine,” Tori whispered. His wide eyes moved back to Baldewin’s window and then to the front windshield as the SUV moved along the curves of the road.

“Do you like it?” Baldewin inquired.

Tori’s attention snapped back to him. “Really? It’s gorgeous. Of course I like it.” The mage’s grey eyes narrowed, and his lips quirked into a wicked grin. “Did you actually think I wouldn’t? Baldewin…are you nervous?”

“Maybe a little,” Baldewin admitted with a shrug of one shoulder. “It’s important that you like it here. We would all very much like it if you would consider joining our clan.”

Tori snorted. “I think you’re jumping the gun a little about others wanting me to join the clan, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

“I know I can speak for Sasha, Cassie, Warin, and myself when I say that we would truly like you to join the Burkhard Clan.”

“What about the king? And Lisette? Don’t they decide if I’m invited into the clan?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Ravi chimed in.

“Because you’re that desperate for mages.”

Baldewin quickly touched his cheek, his expression growing stern. “No, because you are that amazing. If Alric and Lisette haven’t learned that yet, then they will realize it within minutes of speaking to you. I know it.”

Tori’s blush was back, and Baldewin wanted to kiss the man so badly, but he behaved himself while the mage’s attention was drawn back to the castle as they drove through the open gates and into the massive courtyard.

Warin parked the SUV next to the other they’d followed. As they stepped out, a massive red dragon flew over the courtyard, shooting a geyser of flames into the air before heading off to the mountains with a brisk flap of his wings.

Tori was smiling lightly when he turned to look at Baldewin. Cassie had already been taken inside, and the other SUV was starting to unload with guards. The courtyard was full of the usual activity, though many were slowly passing through to check out the new mage.

“I’m confused,” Tori admitted suddenly.

“About what?” Baldewin walked over, his hands shoved into the pockets of his trousers to keep from reaching for Tori.

“I get that the king lives here with his consort. It would make sense for Cassie to live here with her mate since she’s related to the consort. But where does the rest of the clan live? Are they in the town that we passed?” Tori jerked his thumb back in the direction of Sonthofen.

Okay, now he definitely couldn’t keep his hands to himself. Baldewin draped his arm across Tori’s shoulders and pulled him in close. “We all live here.”

“What? What do you mean ‘all?’”

“‘All’ as in the entire clan. All the dragons and all the mages of Burkhard. We all live and work together in the castle.”

Tori wobbled a little on his feet, and Baldewin held him tight, supporting him.

“You live here?” Tori whispered.

“Yes.”

“And the mages?”

“All the mages live in the castle. If you join our clan, you would live here, too.”

“Oh my,” Tori said in a slightly choked voice. “I think…I think I need to sit down.”

Baldewin chuckled. “How about I show you to the room where you’ll be staying? You’ve got to be exhausted from all the travel. You can rest for a little while before dinner.”

“Yeah, rest would be really good.” Tori tilted his head up to look at Baldewin. “Do I need to meet the clan today?”

Baldewin shook his head. “We can wait if you want to take some time to rest from your journey. I’m sure Alric and the others will understand that you’re tired.”

“And you’ll be around, right?”

Baldewin’s heart gave a happy skip as they started toward the castle. “Yes, I’ll be right by your side as long as you want me there.”
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Baldewin frowned at his email. There were two hundred and sixty-three unread emails waiting in his inbox. He’d kept up with things for the first few days he’d been out of town with Warin. In the evening, he’d caught up on emails and read reports.

But as soon as Tori joined them full time, it had become harder and harder to keep up with work. Ravi had largely stepped up to keep the worst of the chaos in line, and Baldewin hadn’t been too worried about the security in the castle. The Jaeggi had yet to become so bold and reckless as to direct an attack on the castle.

For now, the most pressing matters were sending out scouts to look for Jaeggi in the immediate area and to have a steady rotation of guards available for mages who needed to run errands in town.

With a heavy sigh, Baldewin dug into the emails, shooting off quick replies and making a pile of reports that he needed to review. He was also starting to complete his final expense report for the year. If the security team was going to be retrieving more mages, then they were going to need more money than usual.

Not that it was a bad thing. More mages meant happier dragons, a potentially growing clan, and more helpers to make products to sell to the rest of the world.

Usually, Baldewin didn’t mind this part of the job. He liked keeping his little part of castle life organized and well running. He liked the idea that his security team kept the castle safe.

It was just that his mind kept straying to Tori.

Was the mage comfortable? Happy? It’d only been a couple of hours since settling him in, but was he already regretting coming to Germany and trying to figure out how to tell Baldewin he wanted to go back to Finland?

What would Baldewin do if Tori left?

That was easy. He’d follow the mage back to Finland.

The thought stopped him because it had come from his dragon.

Would he really live without the rest of his clan? Would he spend the rest of his long life following behind the mage like a stray dog hoping for a scrap of attention?

An alarm on his computer had Baldewin jerking upright in his seat, tearing him from his dark thoughts. He blinked to find that more time had passed than he’d thought, and he was nearly late for a meeting scheduled with Alric.

Grabbing up his phone, he locked down his computer and hurried down the hall to the king’s office. It was a little hard to believe that two weeks ago he’d been following Cassie down this hall as she rushed to announce the discovery of Tori. How had his life been turned so completely upside down in so short a time?

He reached the office door as Dieter was leaving the room. The old advisor smiled when he saw Baldewin and held the door open for the dragon to step through.

“It’s good to have you home again,” Dieter greeted.

“It’s good to be home at last. Have you heard from Lisette about Cassie?”

Dieter nodded and stepped out of the doorway so Baldewin could pass. “She’s still working but reports that Cassie is recovering nicely. I believe she’s out of danger thanks to Tori.”

Baldewin couldn’t deny that he felt a swell of pride. Of course his Tori had saved her. He was more skilled than anyone understood, more than Tori even knew. Though, Baldewin had to question his own feelings. When had he started to think of Tori as his mage?

“Thank you. I’m glad to hear it.” Baldewin stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. He always thought it slightly amusing that this was the third most comfortable room for him in the entire castle after his own quarters and his office. But then, he knew the furniture and decorations very well. He’d spent a lot of time in this room talking to his old friend about the clan and life in general.

When he crossed the room, he found Alric reading something on his computer monitor, a slight frown pulling at the corners of his mouth. Alric’s eyes flicked up to take in Baldewin, and the frown disappeared.

“I was just reading the report you sent over,” Alric murmured.

“I’m sorry it’s not as detailed as it usually is. I’m still playing catch-up with my inbox and other reports. I can send you a revised one tomorrow morning,” Baldewin offered as he dropped into one of the comfortable leather chairs in front of Alric’s desk.

The king waved him off. “No need. I know that Tori, and then Cassie, had your full attention while you were out of the castle. What you’ve got here for me is no surprise. We’ll need to shift more funds into the security team for additional training.”

Alric pushed to his feet and paced over to one of the walls of windows. Baldewin kept his seat but narrowed his eyes on his friend’s back, carefully watching his movements. His friend had been gravely injured in the war and had never fully recovered. When they were alone like this, Alric typically let his guard down, and Baldewin could see if he was pushing himself too hard by how he held himself while in pain.

But to Baldewin’s surprise, Alric’s movements were smooth and relaxed. He still refrained from using his left arm, but it didn’t seem to be due to pain. Apparently, his mate was doing a good job of helping Alric with his old injury, which was a great relief.

Not that he was actually surprised. Cameron was dedicated to the care and happiness of his dragon.

“I was thinking we need to develop a mage recovery team,” Alric murmured.

“Really? You think we’re going to find more?” Baldewin asked, his tone lightly teasing.

Alric turned back to his friend, one corner of his mouth tilted up in a smirk. “I think the existence of an entire clan of mages in northern Finland is a good sign there are many more mages out in the world just waiting to be discovered.”

“That is true.”

“The fact is that while we’ve been looking for mages for five centuries, we’ve not been prepared for actually meeting them. We just assumed they would know they are mages, and we assumed they’d be happy to meet a dragon. That was both arrogant and reckless of us.”

“We couldn’t have known how things would change for the mages.”

Alric gave a small wave of his right hand. “Maybe, but we know now. We must change. The dragons who go to meet these mages need to be better equipped to talk to them, as well as prepared to encounter the Jaeggi.”

“Agreed.”

Alric walked back to his desk. “Since you’ve been present for the recovery of all our new mages already, can you pull together a group—you, Lisette, the Noh family, Warin, and Tori? Start brainstorming some ways we can improve this process of meeting and bringing mages back to our clan?”

Baldewin smiled at his phone as he typed in a note to himself to schedule this meeting. Alric was already including Tori in meetings and putting the mage to work as if he was a full-fledged member of the clan. He wasn’t sure if his friend simply assumed Tori would join them or if he was hoping that if Tori was included in meetings, he’d feel more welcome in the clan. Though, Baldewin had a feeling Alric was more likely thinking the latter.

“Of course, this doesn’t need to be right away. I’m sure Tori needs a little time to recuperate from his travels and get more acclimated to the clan,” Alric murmured as he dropped into his chair.

“Thank you, Hoheit. I’m sure he would appreciate it.”

“Since we’re talking about the new mage,” Alric said slowly. Baldewin lifted his head to find a sly grin had spread across Alric’s lips, and he froze. What, exactly, did his friend know? Oh, he had no doubt that little birds had been reporting back to the castle and those whispers had reached Alric’s ears.

“Was it Warin or Cassie?” Baldewin grumbled in a low, almost dead voice.

Alric tipped his head back and laughed deeply as he slumped a little in his chair. There was something about his relaxed posture and lazy grin that made Baldewin think he was talking to his childhood friend again and not the great leader of his clan.

“All of the above,” Alric admitted with a low chuckle. “I might have heard something about a compulsion to endlessly feed the mage and a strange sock-shopping incident. There was also some kissing, and then Cameron showed me some pictures of dwarf statues in Poland.”

Baldewin sighed and rubbed his hand on the top of his head. “I shouldn’t have allowed that stop. If we’d followed our original plan, we might have been able to elude the Jaeggi completely, and Cassie would never have been hurt.”

Alric’s smile faded away, and he stared at his desk for a second before lifting his eyes back to Baldewin. “Did you and Tori have fun?”

There was no stopping Baldewin’s own smile as a hundred different memories from that day flashed through his brain. It had been one of the best days of his life. He’d never heard Tori laugh so much or freely. A wide grin had been pegged to the mage’s face.

“Yes. It was a wonderful day.”

“And based on the pictures and texts from Cassie, her group had a fantastic day as well.” Alric spread his hands before him as if he was holding an answer out to Baldewin. “While I would prefer that my family never be hurt, we can’t live our lives in complete hiding from the Jaeggi. We make what preparations we can and hope for the best.”

“Thank you, Hoheit.”

“Enough of that. I want details. You got to listen to me moan and rant about Cameron from the first moment I met the man. I want to know about you and Tori, old friend. What are you thinking?”

You and Tori?

Was there a him and Tori?

They were planning to see more of each other while Tori was in the castle. There was definitely the promise of more kisses.

“Don’t even bother denying it. I’ve heard too much from my spies. And while it was quick, I did see you both together on the tarmac. My dragon reacted to the protectiveness of your dragon when Cameron approached Tori.”

Baldewin’s mouth dropped open and bobbed for a second. “How…”

Alric waved him off. “A perk of being the king. I know my people, and my dragon is overly protective of his mate.” His wicked grin returned. “It seems your dragon is already staking a claim.”

“I am not ruled by my dragon,” Baldewin declared, and Alric lifted one skeptical eyebrow.

“So, you’re not attracted to the mage? You’re just ignoring the fact that your dragon wants to scoop Tori up and carry him off to your hoard?”

He didn’t question how Alric knew that simply because it was likely the same feeling he got when he looked at Cam.

“You’re enjoying this too much,” Baldewin grumbled, sending Alric into peals of cackles. “I thought you were my friend.”

“I am! I’m just enjoying having the tables turned for once.” Alric cleared his throat, but his eyes were still twinkling with laughter. “Tell me about your mage.”

His mage was beautiful.

And Tori was his mage.

He had to admit he’d expected it to be more of a lightning bolt when it came to realizing he’d found his mate. That he’d be struck dumb on the spot and rendered useless with the knowledge.

But Tori had snuck up on him. The stubborn, independent mage had won him with his fiery determination, steely inner strength, and that too-rare smile. After all the horrible treatment he’d suffered, he still found a way to give Baldewin a chance, to trust him.

Sure, maybe it had come with a little coaxing, but he’d given Baldewin a fair shot. And then when he’d lost nearly everything, he still found ways to give Baldewin something to show that he cared. Two of his most treasured possessions came from Tori. When they weren’t with him, they had places of high honor within his secret hoard.

“Oh wow…he is mine. He’s…he’s my mate,” Baldewin whispered. Inside his head, his dragon shifted and preened a little, as if he was proud that his human brain had finally caught up to what he had known for a long time. “I thought it was just normal, protective feelings. He was a mage in trouble. It’s our duty to protect all mages, but with Tori…it’s different. Bigger.”

Baldewin paused and rubbed his hand over his mouth. His gaze was unfocused and turned inward as he replayed dozens of memories. “Of course, I’m attracted to him. He’s gorgeous with those eyes and perfect lips. He somehow manages to carry this gruff, untouchable air while at the same time looking vulnerable. I never stood a chance.”

Alric’s laugh jerked his gaze back to his friend. “It’s probably best it works that way, since dragons are so damn stubborn.”

“What am I going to do? What if he doesn’t want to stay? I don’t want to leave the clan—”

“But you would because he’s your mate,” Alric finished, his smile turning a little sad. “And if you both left, you would know that you and Tori would always be welcome here.” Alric gave his head a little shake. “The important thing is that Tori feels comfortable and welcome here so he doesn’t want to leave.”

“Should I tell him? Everything?”

Alric cringed, his nose wrinkling. “That might be a bit overwhelming for him.”

Baldewin grunted his agreement. “He’s got to be worried about fitting in and whether we are going to treat him like he was treated by the Taavi Clan. Plus, he has very little confidence in his own skills. He seems the type to be waiting for it all to fall apart around him.”

“Adding in a dragon mate might be too much pressure. I wouldn’t want him to run to protect himself.” Alric scratched his chin. “But I think it is important for him to know how you feel about him. He needs to know that this isn’t some…some fling. That you are truly interested in him. Attracted to him, though the kissing should have definitely made that clear.” Alric sighed and shrugged. “But you never know what goes on in a mage’s head.”

Baldewin snorted. “That sounds like the voice of experience.”

Alric rolled his eyes, but his smile had become tender. “Centuries from now, I will still be surprised by the strange thoughts that cross Cameron’s mind.”

“And you look forward to every one of them,” Baldewin teased.

“I do.”

“Thank you, Alric, for sending me. For giving me the chance to find him.” A lump grew in his throat as he spoke. He’d found his mate, achieved the thing he’d begun to secretly doubt he’d ever have. And his friend had made it possible. He’d be forever grateful.

“I wish I could say I knew Tori would be your mate. I’m just glad I could put you in the right place at the right time. Hopefully, we’ll be able to do that for more of our clan.” Alric straightened and cleared his throat as if it had become clogged as well. “I think we’ve got enough business settled. Why don’t you go check on our new mage? Make sure he’s properly settled.”

Baldewin stood and bowed his head to Alric, a smile playing on his lips. “As you wish, Hoheit.” He’d never been so glad to be dismissed. He had a mage he needed to feel in his arms again.
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Tori was in a freaking castle.

No. He had a room in a freaking castle. An amazing, beautiful room with the world’s most comfortable bed, softest sheets, and fluffiest pillows. The bathroom was filled with toiletries that smelled amazing. The stone floors even had a heating mechanism to guard against cold winter mornings. He had seriously never felt so pampered in his life, and Baldewin had done some serious pampering over the past few days.

His rooms—and it was definitely rooms, since he had a bedroom, sitting room, and bathroom—were obviously meant for visiting dignitaries and the like, but Tori was not complaining. The rooms for the regular clan members had to be less posh, but even they had to be better than the conditions he’d been living in.

A few hours after their arrival, Baldewin had texted to see if he was up for dinner in the main dining hall or if he preferred to eat alone in his room. The man was just too thoughtful. While the idea of eating with the rest of the clan was overwhelming, he knew if he was going to make a good impression on the dragons and mages, he couldn’t hide in his room.

Baldewin was all about convincing Tori to stay at Burkhard, but he knew deep in his soul that it was more about convincing the king and the rest of the clan that he was worthy of joining them. Yes, he’d made some good first steps by proving that he had some magical skill, but he didn’t feel he was in the clear yet.

He was living in a dream right now, and he was going to enjoy every freaking second of it.

The dragon appeared at his door a short time after the text and showed him to the massive dining hall. As they walked, Baldewin pointed out interesting historical things about the castle and told stories about weird things that had happened there. It was kind of amazing how Baldewin could wrap him in a sense of awe and family at the same time, but then everything Baldewin did was kind of amazing.

It didn’t take long for them to reach the massive dining hall. Happy conversation and laughter echoed off the stone walls and bounced up into the high ceiling. They filled up plates buffet-style, and Tori couldn’t help but be touched to find three Finnish dishes.

“Hi!” greeted an apple-cheeked man with slightly frizzy, red hair on the opposite side of the table. “I’m Gris. You’ve got to be Tori Taavi.” He introduced himself in heavily accented Finnish.

Tori returned his smile. “I am. Do I stand out that much?”

Gris’s eyes went wide. “Oh no! It’s not that. You just recognize a new face pretty quickly around here. I wanted to say that I oversee the kitchens here. Sort of the head chef. I tried my hand at making imellety perunalaatikko and lihapullat for the first time. I think they turned out pretty good, but I’d love to hear your thoughts. My assistant made the kalakeitto, and it has been going very fast.”

Tori blinked at the man for a moment, speechless. He’d cooked just to make Tori feel more at home and welcome. “I…I will try them all. Thank you so much.”

“It’s not a problem. We’re so happy to have you here,” Gris said with an easy grin. “And be sure to have Baldewin snag you a laskiaispulla. Dessert of any form does not last long in this castle, but this horde will at least think twice about crossing Baldewin for that yummy pastry.”

“I will. Thank you again.”

Tori was in a bit of a daze as Baldewin ushered him over to an empty table in the far corner of the dining hall. They were away from the larger group while giving Tori an excellent view of everything and everyone. He’d caught more than a few people watching him, but they were at least trying not to look obvious about it. No one looked angry or threatening. They all seemed curious and welcoming so far.

“He cooked just for me?” Tori asked softly when Baldewin sat down next to him. Unexpected warmth blossomed in his chest, and he couldn’t wipe the grin from his lips. He couldn’t believe a total stranger had done something so nice for him.

“Gris is great. Makes amazing food and is an all-around sweet person. I’m sure he wanted you to feel at ease here. It’s all new, but if you had something familiar, you might be happier,” Baldewin explained.

“Oh I am. It’s just…so nice. I hadn’t expected that. I wouldn’t want him to go to any trouble for me.”

Baldewin laughed. “Trust me, it’s no trouble. Since the Noh family came to live with us, we’ve all been experiencing traditional Korean food. Gris has dug all through Ha Na’s brain for recipes. Now he’s got an actual Finn to talk to. I’m sure he’s excited to learn a whole new cuisine.”

Tori snorted. “Well, I’ve never been much of a cook.”

“Doesn’t matter. He’s undoubtedly buttering you up so you’ll taste all the Finnish dishes he can find and tell him whether they are meeting the standards of a true Finn palate.”

“He needs a Finn guinea pig?”

Baldewin nodded, and Tori laughed.

“Well, I have no problem with that. Luckily this place is so big, I’ll have a chance to walk off all the food I’m going to eat.”

“Do you like your room?” Baldewin asked.

“Oh yes! It’s amazing. You didn’t need to put me in something so fancy. I would have been happy in a regular room.”

“That is a regular room. Obviously, Alric and Cameron’s rooms are fancier and bigger, but that one is pretty standard.”

“And if I lived here?”

“That would be your room. Unless…” Baldewin drawled, nudging a crispy Finnish meatball on his plate with his fork.

“Unless?” Tori prodded.

“Unless you had a mate. Then you’d decide whether you wanted to move into his rooms or if you wanted him to move into yours.”

Tori let his mind wander for a moment, trying to imagine what it would be like to have someone sharing that room with him. Of course, the only someone his mind was willing to conjure up was Baldewin.

And yeah, there was a part of him that really wanted to watch Baldewin getting ready in the morning for his job. Or watch him peel off his clothes at the end of a long day before crawling into bed with Tori. The mattress sinking under Baldewin’s weight before the dragon pulled him in close and—

Whoa. Yeah, the dining hall was not the best place to be entertaining those thoughts. Food. He needed to concentrate on the food and the people.

Luckily, Warin dropped into an open seat across from him and started peppering Tori with questions about how he liked the castle, his quarters, and the food. Ravi drifted over a few minutes later with a chunk of bread clutched in one hand and what looked to be a massive drumstick in the other. He delivered a flurry of German to Warin, who grunted, and then waved the drumstick at Tori in greeting before drifting off to another table.

Oddly enough, it didn’t look like Ravi’s behavior was all that strange. People leisurely ate their meal and then remained at the table, talking to their companions, or drifted off to other tables to talk to more friends. It was all relaxed and friendly.

“Is every meal like this?” Tori asked.

“Pretty much. Each meal is served for about two hours. People drift in and out according to their schedules,” Baldewin replied.

“And there are a lot of people—like Ravi—who are here for the full two hours just to socialize,” Warin added.

“Oh good,” Baldewin said with a small sigh of relief. “Alric and Cameron stopped in for dinner. That must mean Cassie is fully out of danger.”

Warin snorted. “Lisette probably kicked them out so she could focus on healing Cassie without them hovering.”

The couple walked arm in arm down the center of the room, toward the exit. As they passed by their table, Alric bowed his head toward Tori in greeting, and Cameron offered up a friendly wave. Tori waved back, feeling a little in awe about the entire thing. It was one thing for Alric and Cameron to talk to him while he was in danger. But now that he was in the castle, he’d figured he’d be shuffled off to people who worked for them.

“Alric said he would be happy to meet with you tomorrow at your convenience. He understands that you would like to rest up today,” Baldewin murmured.

“That’s very considerate of him.”

Baldewin placed his hand on Tori’s forearm and squeezed. “You don’t have anything to worry about. You’re going to like him and Cameron, I swear.”

Tori opened his mouth to tease Baldewin, but the words got stuck in his throat as he watched Alric spin Cameron around and then pull him tight into his arms. The king proceeded to tango his mate out of the dining hall and down the hall while Cameron’s laughter rang out. Several people clapped, and a few others called out, but Tori didn’t catch what they were saying. From their smiles and playful tone, he could guess it was friendly teasing.

“Was…was that normal?” Tori finally choked out.

Warin snorted and returned to his soup. “For them? Yes. Definitely.”

Okay, then the royal family was certainly…interesting and in love. Tori could see it in the way Alric kept his arm around Cameron and how they looked at each other, as if they were the only two people in the entire world. Just completely lost in each other.

And then, of course, there was the playful applause from the rest of the clan for the couple. They were clearly happy for their king.

After dinner, which included a rather fabulous lihapullat, Baldewin showed Tori around the castle a little more. A very good thing, since he felt at least ten pounds heavier and wasn’t sure if he was going to fit into the lovely clothes Baldewin had recently purchased for him.

He marveled at the beautiful murals, the exquisite library, and glimpsed the warm and inviting classroom where Lisette taught all the new mages of the clan. It was vastly different from the grim and bleak classrooms Tori had known over his lifetime. But his worry remained that the classroom wasn’t going to make a difference when it came to his dyscalculia. The problem was the man, not the room, ingredients, or teacher.

When they reached Tori’s room again, he invited the dragon inside with a smile. It had been too long since he’d last managed to steal a kiss, and here, they were at least away from prying eyes. Tori’s heart pounded, and his palms grew sweaty as he watched Baldewin enter, his hands shoved into his pockets as if it was the only way he could keep his hands to himself.

“Are you sure your rooms are to your liking?” Baldewin asked for the third time since picking him up for dinner. “If you don’t like them, I could see about you being moved. I think there are some rooms on the higher floors if you’d like a different view of the mountains. Or—”

Tori cut him off with a laugh. “The rooms are amazing. I’ve never stayed anywhere so lovely in my entire life.”

“I’m glad. You know, they could be your rooms permanently, if you’d like.”

Crossing the short distance between them, Tori placed his hand on Baldewin’s chest, loving the little catch in his breath. He liked to think he affected the dragon as much as the dragon affected him. “It’s a little early to be thinking about staying. I still have to meet with your king and the head mage. God only knows how many other people I need to meet with to get the proper approvals.”

Baldewin was already shaking his head, his hand sliding over Tori’s to cover it and hold it in place. “That’s it, but it’s not necessary. You’re a mage, and all mages are welcome in Burkhard so long as they don’t mean any harm to the dragons and other mages that live here. I know you see the upcoming meetings with Alric and Lisette as tests, but they’re not. They simply want to get to know you.”

Tori leveled a skeptical look at Baldewin, but the dragon only smiled back at him. “Life isn’t that easy, Baldewin. There are always tests and a need to prove yourself. I have to prove that I deserve to be here, that I can pull my own weight.”

“I’m not worried about that.”

“Then what are you worried about?”

“That you’ll decide you’d rather be on your own or out exploring the world. That you don’t want to stay here with a bunch of crazy dragons.”

A low chuckle broke from Tori’s throat. “I’m finding that the best adventures are with a bunch of crazy dragons.”

“That’s good, because I know that Warin and Ravi and Sasha and Cassie would very much like you to stay. And Gris, since he wants to cook for you.”

“Are they the only ones?” Tori asked in a light, teasing voice.

Baldewin’s grin grew a little wicked, and he dipped his head, taking a step closer to Tori. “I would very much like for you to stay, as well.”

Leaning into Baldewin, Tori tilted his head up and smiled. His lips were already tingling in anticipation of the kiss that was coming. He couldn’t imagine ever getting enough of this man. “Really now? How much is ‘very much,’ would you say?”

As Tori had hoped, Baldewin didn’t answer with words. Pulling the mage in close, Baldewin slowly kissed him, his tongue sliding along the curve of his lips before slipping inside. Tori sighed, leaning almost all of his weight against Baldewin as he wrapped his arms around his neck. There was no rush, just a casual exploration, as if they had all the time in the world.

And maybe they finally did. There were no Jaeggi to worry about in the castle, and they weren’t rushing to their next stop. Tori could finally sink into Baldewin’s arms and stay there for the rest of eternity, which still might not be long enough to kiss this dragon.

A knock at the door had Baldewin jerking his head up and swearing softly under his breath in German. Tori giggled. Yeah, he felt the same since he’d just thought there was no reason to rush. But apparently someone wanted something.

Releasing him, Baldewin crossed to the door and jerked it open. His expression turned more resigned as he stepped aside to reveal Cameron standing in the doorway. “I didn’t know you were stopping by,” Baldewin grumbled.

Cameron blinked in confusion and then looked around the hallway as if checking that he was in the right place. His eyes fell on Tori, and his expression melted into one of wry amusement. “Not interrupting anything, am I?” he teased.

“You were, in fact.”

“I can always come back later,” Cameron offered, looking as if he were fighting to not laugh straight in Baldewin’s face.

“No!” Tori said, shoving the dragon out of the doorway so Cameron could step inside. “Please, come in. Is Cassie okay?”

Cameron nodded quickly. “Lisette has declared her out of danger and on the mend, though she has many hours of sleep ahead of her.” He paused and threw one little smirk at Baldewin before looking at Tori again. “I thought we could have a little chat, but we can always talk tomorrow after you’ve had some rest.”

Tori bit his lower lip as he looked up at Baldewin. The dragon smiled in return before bending down to brush a light kiss across the tip of his nose. “Spend some time with Cameron. If you need anything, you have my phone number. My chambers are also right above yours. Just go left out of your door, down the hall to the stairs, right off the stairs, and then two doors down on your right. If you need anything at all—”

Cameron moved around Baldewin and pressed both hands into his shoulders, pushing him toward the door. “Yes, yes, you big mother hen. Tori is going to be just fine. Let the man get some rest. He’s been dealing with my sister, for heaven’s sake. The man could use some quiet.” Cameron maneuvered Baldewin out the door, and Tori caught sight of a grin on the dragon’s lips before Cameron shut it in his face. The man leaned against the wooden surface for a second and winked at Tori. “You’ve got to keep those dragons on their toes or they are going to baby you to death.”

Tori chuckled. He could see that Cameron was going to be very much like his sister, if a little more restrained. But only a tiny bit.

“You can understand me?” Cameron asked as he pushed away from the door. Tori nodded, and Cameron sighed with relief. “Oh thank god. Lisette showed me how to make a little amulet that held a translation spell, and I swear it took me at least a half a dozen tries to get it right. The last two tries, the damn stone kind of exploded.”

Tori hated to admit he was a little relieved to hear that Cameron struggled with a spell. So much seemed to come naturally to his sister, he’d begun to feel that he was the only one who had difficulties at times.

“I’m still trying to learn German, and it’s really slow going,” Cameron continued, a frown briefly forming on his mouth. “Alric won’t let me cheat with a spell, and I know there’s one that will shove that language into my brain. I just don’t have the excess capacity to learn Finnish, German, and magic all at the same time. But I will!” he concluded, holding up one finger as if making a vow.

Tori could only blink at him for a moment. Yes, he was definitely Cassie’s twin brother. Their manner of talking was similar, and so were their excited mannerisms.

“Would-would you like to sit down?” Tori offered, motioning toward the arrangement of sofa and chairs in the parlor-like area.

“Thanks,” Cameron said. He led the way over to the sofa and flopped down, his long limbs instantly relaxing. Tori chose the chair closest to him and sat with his hands neatly folded in his lap. “I promise I won’t stay long. You’ve got to be exhausted after everything that has happened. More importantly, I wanted to thank you again for saving my sister’s life.”

“Oh, yes. Well, it was nothing really. I’m sure she would have done the same for me.”

“Maybe so, but I want you to know that I truly appreciate the risk you took and your quick thinking. Alric will say things more official as the king, but I wanted to come to you as Cassie’s brother. Thank you.” Cameron placed his hand on the arm of Tori’s chair and leaned in a little closer. Unshed tears glistened in his large eyes behind black-rimmed glasses, and he swallowed hard. “I don’t know what I would do if I lost her. She’s been my best friend my entire life. Losing her would mean losing a big chunk of my heart. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Cassie is amazing, and the world would definitely be a dark place without her around,” Tori replied with a smile. Embarrassment burned his cheeks. He didn’t know what to say to Cameron’s kind words. No one had ever thanked him for his spells or actions, not like this.

Cameron took a deep breath and released it in a rush. “It would definitely be more boring without her around.” He paused and smiled to himself before shaking his head, as if pushing away whatever thought had crossed his mind. “The other reason I stopped by was to say that if you’ve got any questions, please feel free to ask me anything. You’ve been surrounded by dragons for a few days now, and Cassie—god love her—isn’t always the best source. If you’ve got any questions about living here or mage things or just anything in general, like when’s the best time to raid the kitchen for snacks, I’m happy to help.”

“Actually…” Tori paused and rubbed his sweaty palms on his knees. He couldn’t believe he was going to ask this, but then Cassie had been so easy to talk to. Her brother seemed the same. “What’s it like learning magic here? I mean, other than just being hard.”

Cameron shoved a hand through his hair, and his handsome face bunched up a little as he thought. “It’s not been as hard as I thought it would be. Sure, there are some spells like that stupid translation spell that are difficult, but in general it’s been really enjoyable. Lisette is an amazing and patient teacher. She really listens to you and has a great way of explaining things so it clicks in your brain. Keep in mind that she’s teaching my seventy-something grandmother how to do magic. You’re going to be just fine.”

Tori nodded. He wasn’t sure if that helped or not. It was nice to think that Lisette was a patient teacher, and she seemed to have confidence in his ability already. He’d managed to fight off the Jaeggi and mix the salve that helped save Cassie.

A hand landed on his shoulder, and he looked up to see Cameron’s kind smile. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve got this. Cassie and I talked on the phone last night. She says you’re amazing. The big question is whether you think you can tolerate living here with us.” The mage winked and pushed to his feet. “But it’s best to figure that out after a good night’s sleep.”

Tori nodded and walked with Cameron back to his door. “And the snack thing?”

Cameron flashed him the biggest grin. “Best time is one hour after any meal. All the dragons are still stuffed with food and moving slower. After lunch, many even like to take naps. It’s really kind of cute. But don’t go anywhere near the kitchen two hours before a meal, or you’ll be snapped at and roped into scrubbing pots or peeling potatoes.”

Tori’s head fell back as a loud bark of laughter jumped from him. He couldn’t believe how easy it was to laugh around Cameron. Mischief sparkled in the mage’s eyes. There was no doubt that the consort had taken advantage of certain sleeping dragons one way or another.

With a final wink, the mage wandered down the hall, humming a happy little tune to himself, probably off to find his mate.

Yeah, Burkhard Castle was proving to be an interesting place.
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Tori’s first full day in the castle started with a critical meeting, one he was more than a little nervous about. Baldewin kept assuring him it was just a conversation, to not be worried about formalities, but since he was meeting with both the king of the Fire Dragons and the head mage, Tori would be nervous, thank you very much.

They sat in King Alric’s office, situated in the chairs and couch. Baldewin kept close to him, and Tori was ridiculously reassured by that. He sat at the edge of his seat, not able to relax into it with King Alric directly across from him.

He truly was a handsome man, even more so in person than the picture Tori had seen of him. Tori could see why Cameron would take one look and fall for the dragon king. And Lisette looked ageless and graceful, like a movie star sliding into her golden years. Tori was ever so glad now that Baldewin had bought him new clothes. Meeting these two in the ratty jeans and pull-over shirt he normally wore would have been, just, no.

“Thank you for meeting with us like this,” Alric said to him sincerely. “I know there’s much about our clan that you want to experience and take in. I don’t mean to distract you from that. I just have many questions about the Jaeggi, as you’re the first trained mage to have interacted with them one-on-one. I feel that your experience is invaluable.”

“I’m happy to help however I can,” he answered with a faint smile. “It feels strange, is all. I grew up hearing that the Jaeggi were friends and allies. I’m not sure how the tables were turned so neatly that I now fear them as enemies.”

“Yes, it’s likely a very strange thing for you. Much as it was for us, before the Dragon War started.”

Oh. Oh, come to think of it, that would have been true. The dragon clans and the Jaeggi had been friends and allies then, too, before Kaiser Jaeggi betrayed them. That perspective flipped his mind even further, and he couldn’t help but ponder it for a moment. Perhaps these dragons could empathize with him far better than he first assumed.

“Let us start from the beginning,” Lisette suggested, her voice smooth except for a slight, rough burr. “The first time you encountered the Jaeggi in Helsinki.”

“Yeah, that was a shi—uh”—Do not swear in front of royalty. Bad mouth—“crazy situation from start to finish. I didn’t know to be wary of them.”

“Sorry,” Baldewin sighed.

Tori knocked a shoulder against his, flashing him a smile. He was glad they were on the couch together so he could do that. “I’ve forgiven you already. But yeah, I just walked right up to them on the metro, as I didn’t know any better. I could see from their auras that they had magic, and I needed magical supplies but wasn’t sure where in the city to go. It’s not like you can just Google those stores.”

“This is true.” Lisette had a sad expression on her face. “Not in these modern times do such stores so openly exist. So, you approached them.”

“Yeah.” Tori cast his mind’s eye back to that moment. “I did think something was off. Their magical auras looked odd to me. But I passed it off as nothing, thinking that I’d only ever seen mages from my own clan. Maybe it was normal for the other clans to look different from mine. Now, of course, I realize it was just them. All of you have the right look.”

Lisette leaned forward, expression intent. “We’ve never had an opportunity to truly study their auras, as we are forever fighting when we do meet. Can you describe this more precisely?”

Tori frowned, trying to pull what he’d seen and instinctively understood into words. “Fragmented? It’s not the right word. Maybe distorted? As if their magical aura wasn’t really their own, but something borrowed and forced to fit around them. It looked transparent, too. Cold. A mage’s aura should be more warm, almost golden at the edges. This looked the opposite, like a ghost of what it should be.”

“Interesting,” she murmured before taking a quick note on the notebook in her lap. “I’ve had that impression before myself, but I’ve never fully engaged with a Jaeggi mage one on one. Those who have either didn’t have magical sight or weren’t trained enough to recognize what they saw.”

He was apparently making sense. Thank fuck. Tori had no idea how else to put it into words. “Anyway, they were acting cagey and weird, and I was steadily regretting talking to them. But it wasn’t until I got out of the station with them that it went to hell. They were adamant that because they didn’t know me, they’d have to blindfold me and tie me up before transporting me to a magic shop they knew. And that’s when I dug in my heels. They stopped pretending to be nice at that point. They tried to physically wrestle me into the van. I thought I’d lost Baldewin and Warin, that they weren’t following me, so I tried to get myself out of there. I didn’t know I had backup.”

“I almost did lose you,” Baldewin admitted. “The metro station was packed with people. Fortunately, I kept track of your scent.”

Bless a dragon’s nose. Tori flashed him a quick smile. “Very fortunate, as the one spell I was able to pull off only bought me breathing room. It didn’t get me out of trouble entirely.”

“Yes, what did you do?” Lisette asked curiously. “Baldewin only said that you set the van on fire.”

“Oh. Well, I only had captured sunlight to work with. I had a vial in my pocket.” A little sheepishly—he knew he’d broken more than a few rules—he couldn’t quite meet her in the eye as he admitted, “I used a fire spell to ignite the engine compartment and blew the van to hell.”

Alric laughed in delight. “You’re a man after my own heart, Tori.”

Eh? Tori’s head came back up, and he stared in Alric in confusion.

“Of course you approve.” Lisette gave Alric a chiding look, much like a mother would a child. “As long as there’s fire and explosions, a fire dragon likes it.”

“I would like to point out”—the king said, his eyes dancing with mirth—“that historically speaking, blowing things to hell has worked out quite well for us.”

She just sighed and shook her head. But there was a trace of a smile on her lips, too. One that spoke of approval. “It was a very clever use of the sunlight. And that quick thinking likely saved you.”

Well, what do you know? It didn’t look like these two were nearly as strait-laced as his old clan leaders. Tori did have to ask, though, as the question plagued him. “It did mean revealing my magic and Warin’s dragon form, though. Um, all three times I encountered the Jaeggi, there’s been some pretty serious magic being thrown around. I guess I’m wondering how you’ll handle it?”

Alric’s laughter died, and he groaned. “It’s indeed a question.”

“Hoheit.” Baldewin shifted a little, drawing their attention to him. “I think it’s inevitable that the world discovers magic and dragons are not as extinct as they like to think.”

“Yes, it will likely come to that.” Alric made a face, nose wrinkled up. To Tori, he admitted, “After the Dragon War, we retreated into our homes to recover. We didn’t go out again for many years, as our loss and grief were too much. Because of that, the world assumed us all dead. We didn’t realize until we ventured out again.”

That was interesting. “So, it wasn’t a conscious choice?”

“No, not at first. After, yes. With so few mages left, we had little in the means of protection, and we weren’t sure what the stragglers of the Jaeggi Clan or its allies might do. We thought, why not let the assumption ride itself out for a few generations, wait for our enemies to die off of old age? And then we realized that there was less politics involved, and it was easier all around to stay as we were.”

“Um, but doesn’t that mean I’m messing that up?”

Alric waved his concern off. “I’m not overly worried about what you’ve exposed. In truth, this modern age is very hard to hide in. Social media alone makes it difficult. I’ve felt that our time in seclusion has been running out for some years now. We’ll ride it out for a while longer, simply because I have too much going on as it is, and I will not mix in the politics of the world until I absolutely have to.”

That was fair. In his position, Tori would likely feel the same.

Lisette cleared her throat lightly. “We got off track. The second time you encountered them, did they look the same to you?”

Tori blinked and refocused on her. “Yes. The third time, as well. And they didn’t really use much magic, which I found strange. They were obviously prepared to strike at us, but they were using things like tranq darts and didn’t seem to have any magical elements on them. And the fight at the hotel was weird, in retrospect. Four mages, all of them hovering around Cassie like vultures over roadkill. Even after I threw fireballs at them, they just focused on putting the fire out. They didn’t counter-attack. It was like they had nothing to fight me with. The only mage who used magic was the one pulling from Cassie, and even he did limited magic. Just a shield.”

Lisette scribbled this down and asked, “What spell did he use?”

“Personal deflective shield.”

“And the draining of the magic?”

“He used a paralytic spell on Cassie first, I assume to keep her from fighting back. Then he…” Tori frowned and thought about it. He didn’t want to say the wrong thing or give the wrong impression. “I honestly don’t know how he was doing it. I didn’t hear him say a spell. And the way his hands were, it was like he hid something under his palms, something I couldn’t see. I just saw magical energy pouring out of her, funneling into him. No. No, that’s not right. It wasn’t going into him. It was being directed into his hands.”

Lisette’s manner turned more intense. “Tori, think on this very hard. Did her magic go into that mage? Did his aura change?”

He closed his eyes, focusing on the memory. “No. No, his aura didn’t change. And he used her magic to erect the shield. I had no time to think about it during the fight, or after, as I was focused on healing Cassie. But that’s weird. Draining her of magic alone is wrong and very strange, but why use her magic to do anything?”

Alric’s eyes darted between them. “As I understand it, mages are more a conduit of magical energy.”

Lisette tilted her hand back and forth. “Yes and no. We do have our own power, our own magical force. Think of us more like a battery. We can do magic, but we require charging in order to work spells. The more you charge us, the more dynamic the casting. We can do limited spells on our magic alone.”

Hence why they were always pulling energy from everything and sundry. Tori wouldn’t have it any other way, as the puzzle and challenge of putting together different elements was half the fun of magic. But there were moments when he wished he could do something powerful all on his own. Usually when he was neck-deep in trouble.

He wanted to ask so many more questions of Lisette but wasn’t sure if it was his place to theorize with her.

The words came out of his mouth anyway, as per usual, because he never could seem to keep a lid on it. “Are they incapable of using their magical cores?”

“From your account, it seems they are siphoning magic to use. Their own cores are unstable or perhaps incapable of channeling magical power.” Lisette tapped her pen to the notebook, her eyes distant. “I’m not quite sure what caused this, although I have a theory up my sleeve. But in any case, I think the answer is clear. They hunt mages because they must.”

Tori shuddered, the thought vile. It felt like dirty oil sliding through him. “Ugh. Magical vampires.”

“Now there’s an image for you,” Baldewin muttered in disgust.

With a smile, Lisette inclined her head to him. “Your account has been extremely helpful, Tori. Thank you. You’ve given us more information to work from.”

“I’m glad to help.” He meant it. The dragons had already given him more help than his own family ever had.

“All information is useful at this point.” Alric rose from his seat, and they all stood at the same time. The king crossed to Tori and extended his right hand, smiling broadly. “I did want to take this moment to personally thank you on behalf of the Burkhard Clan for saving Cassie. Your quick actions and thinking clearly made the difference in whether or not she returned to us alive. And as her brother-in-law, I want to say that I am in your debt. I would be lost without my little sister.”

“Oh, I-I…it was no problem. Cassie is amazing. I’m just glad I could do something,” Tori stammered.

“And I’m sorry I don’t have a more appropriate welcome for your arrival—”

“No, please. No. Everyone has already been so nice, and I don’t need anything fancy. I know things are crazy with the Jaeggi and Cassie. I feel plenty welcome.”

Alric grinned and seemed to relax a little more as he released Tori’s hand. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. I want to be sure that Burkhard is putting its best foot forward so you feel comfortable here.”

Lisette drew herself back into the present conversation and gave Tori a smile. “Why don’t you come with me? I want to show you what the Burkhard mages do here. Since you were so skilled with the salve you used on Cassie, I think you might be interested in the magical product lines we create here.”

Tori’s eyes widened, and he stepped a little closer to the head mage. “I’m very curious about what you make.”

She smiled and stood, extending a hand. “Then come with me. You can see with your own eyes.”

“Alright.” It wouldn’t hurt to look, right? He glanced at Baldewin again and received a nod of encouragement. He seemed to think it was a good idea, at least. Turning, Tori gave a smile and a sort of awkward inclination of the head toward Alric.

“Thank you for speaking with me,” Alric returned with a graceful smile.

He’d just been politely dismissed and was a little grateful for it. Tori left on Lisette’s heels. As they walked through the hallway, she fell into step with him and said, “I examined Cassie as soon as she came in, as you know. For on-the-spot magic, that was excellent healing.”

Tori blinked at her, not expecting a compliment. “Oh. Uh, thank you? I admit, she’s the first I’d ever treated. I only knew how to do it in theory.”

Lisette arched a white eyebrow at him. “Is that right? Then I’m even more impressed. Especially since you had to mix four ingredients together on the spot.”

“On her skin, no less.” Tori grimaced in remembrance. “I had no bowl or anything to work with in the bag.”

“An oversight on my part. I should have thought to slip a bowl in there.”

“It was pretty packed as it was.” Tori wasn’t sure why he felt the need to say that, he just did. “I’m not sure how you’d fit a bowl in.”

“Hmm, yes.” She led them down a staircase and into another hallway. “Well, it’s a moot point now.”

Speaking of… “How is Cassie? I haven’t seen her since she was brought home.”

“Quite well, in fact. She’s awake and grumbling that she’s under restrictions. Not allowed to do magic, nor will she be able to until next week. I think her magical core needs to fully heal before she even attempts it. But she’s recovered some of her vibrancy.” Stopping at a door, she flashed him a smile. “Why don’t you see for yourself?”

That didn’t make any sense until she opened the door fully and he could see inside. Chattering female voices, strong scents of peppermint, fire, and too many other smells to categorize all hit him at once.

Tori stepped through a little cautiously, only to see a full assembly line of potion making in progress. Three tables were lined up, all of them covered in ingredients, fresh and ready to be chopped, or cast-iron cauldrons roaring over various stoves. Other herbs hung from the ceiling in tied bunches, slowly drying. Somewhere, a radio played a gentle rock ballad with a male singer passionately going on about love and helping each other.

One of the things Tori had always wanted to do was to work magic with others. Even if it was a minor working, like potion making, it always seemed so much fun to him. That team effort of pulling together to do something appealed to his nature strongly. Seeing this, all these women working together in the room, made him long to join in.

“There he is!”

His head snapped around to find Cassie, tucked into a cozy chair next to the open window, a tablet in her lap. She was smiling from ear to ear, her blue hair tousled and held back with a headband. She still looked a bit pale but much more herself, like the woman he’d first met. “Cassie. You’re doing better?”

“Much better.” She urged him closer with a wave of the hand.

He went for her, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. She was better, her magical core no longer a live beacon of pain. She didn’t have the right aura just yet, but it was there, lurking just above her skin. He breathed out in relief. Maybe a little satisfaction, too, as he was responsible for putting her back on her feet. That felt good.

“Oh! I have your earring!” He fished in his pocket to give it back to her. He’d been using since taking it off her to keep up with all the various languages floating around this castle.

Cassie waved it off before turning her head to show off a new earring with the translation spell etched into it. “Keep that one if you want, at least until you make your own. Lisette had pity on me when I woke and made a new one for me.”

“Her German is terrible,” Lisette tossed out.

Cassie rolled her eyes. “My brain was made for spells, not foreign languages.” Which made Tori laugh loudly because she was learning the foreign language for spells just fine.

“So, we haven’t run you off yet?” she teased him.

Laughing more, he shook his head. “Not yet. I just spoke with King Alric and Mage Lisette about what I saw with the Jaeggi. Your king is very…kind, I think is the best word.”

“Oh, he totally is,” Cassie agreed. “Big teddy bear in many ways. So, the meeting went well? Good. Come have some fun with everyone.”

He cast an uncertain, longing glance toward the tables. “I’m sure they’ve got a rhythm going. I don’t want to disturb that.”

“Nonsense,” a woman called as she stirred one of the cauldrons. “We’re running behind and could use an extra hand.”

“Tori,” Lisette introduced, “at this table is Carla, Melissande, and Ha Na.” She turned him in another direction and pointed to three more women. “And that’s Elissa, Jana, and Gisa. Everyone, Tori.”

Everyone called out general hellos to him.

“We truly are running a bit behind schedule, Tori,” Lisette said with a shrug. “It’s why I brought you in. If you can mix a potion on a woman’s skin and save her with only half the ingredients you need, some simple lotions and shampoo are well within your capabilities.”

He saw the serious expression on her face and reeled a little at the realization that she meant it. To her, he’d already proven his magical ability. Cassie sitting there, alive and whole, was testament to his knowledge as a mage.

And really, shouldn’t he think of it the same way? He blinked at the thought, mind spinning. He’d fought off four mages with just reflected sunlight and got a burned-out mage back on her feet with on-the-spot magic, all while winging it. If he could do that, shouldn’t shampoo be a breeze?

Tori almost laughed at himself, a sardonic and bitter thing. Just how much of his clan’s attitude was responsible for how he saw himself now? He might not have the same experience and training as the capable women in this room, but by god, they weren’t holding that against him. They had invited him to join him. So what was he dithering around for, waiting for that invitation to expire?

Excitement bubbled up at the idea of them truly taking him seriously. He sucked in a breath for courage and drew on a smile. “Sure. Where do you need me?”

The woman with the purple hair and white apron swallowing her whole immediately threw up a hand. “Here! I can’t keep up with those crazy people over there.”

Melissande and Carla laughed but kept mixing and stirring things.

He went to her table, looking at the array of leaves, flowers, and jars of liquids lined up in order. “I take it you’re ingredient prep?”

“That I am.” Ha Na gave him a smile and pointed to the papers taped along the wall. “Those are our measurements, and we dump the ingredients in this bowl here. They come and grab it, pour it into a cauldron, and then we repeat the process.”

“Alright. I’ll start chopping.” Tori was positive he couldn’t screw that up.

“Gloves,” Ha Na cautioned, handing latex gloves over. “The peppermint is strong this year, and it’ll soak right into your hands.”

Good idea. He slipped them on with a snap. The bright green leaves had clearly been harvested recently, as the stems were still fresh. He cut them into large strips and dumped them into a food processor where he put the speed on low, turning them into more of a paste. Ha Na took over the liquid measurements as he handled peppermint, lavender, and rosemary. “Are we making shampoo for hair growth?”

“We are,” Ha Na confirmed, still pouring things together.

Carla slipped over to grab one of the already prepped bowls and mentioned, “It’s one of our main products, always sells very well. That and the willow bark.”

Willow bark was an amazing topical aspirin and great for injuries. “You use just willow bark?”

She cocked her head at him. “What else would you put in it?”

Shit, had he just put his foot in his mouth? “Um, well, when I mix it for me, I usually add frankincense and cinnamon.”

“Oooh,” Melissande said excitedly behind him. “We should totally do that. I can see how that blend would work well.”

Lisette waved a hand at them as she headed for the door. “I’ll grab the ingredients. I want to try this, see how well it works. Tori, you’re mixing it for me!”

Tori watched her skip out the door and blinked. Um. What had he just gotten himself into?
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Baldewin strolled into the War Room later that afternoon, and some of the anxiety that had been plaguing him finally started to unravel. Tori’s meeting with Lisette and Alric had gone well, and he seemed to be gaining more self-confidence as time passed. As he’d hoped, the clan was a wonderful fit for the new mage, and he was starting to bloom right before their eyes.

Of course, the mage was in safe hands with Lisette. She had a firm but gentle touch. She’d be able to get to the root of Tori’s worries, properly assess his skills, and get him on the right path. Baldewin knew in his soul that Tori was a great mage, he just needed the right teacher to show him the way. Lisette would handle it all with no problems.

For now, all that would have to wait. The larger concern at present was the continued threat posed by the Jaeggi. It was clear after the attempts to grab Tori and the attack on Cassie that they were still incredibly dangerous and growing bolder.

The War Room hadn’t gotten much use in the last few centuries. When he was younger, Alric had told him how his father had used this room to plan strategies against the Jaeggi during the war. Baldewin hadn’t been present at the time, since he didn’t have an official place on the king’s council. During the war, he’d only been the best friend and unofficial bodyguard of the prince.

Now as a royal retainer and head of the royal guards, Baldewin was present for all meetings of the king’s council.

The War Room was one of the few dour and grim rooms in the entire castle, which seemed fitting considering the types of meetings that were held there. Ancient weapons hung on the walls, reminders of battles from long ago. In the center of the room was a long, wooden table that shone brightly in the overhead light.

But as serious as the room was, Cameron’s presence seemed to change the air slightly. The young man’s ever-present smile and look of love at his mate lightened the mood a little. He sat on Alric’s right, forcing Dieter to move down a seat. Not that the old advisor minded one bit.

Dieter had bragged to Baldewin more than once that Cameron had an incredibly quick mind and was incredibly astute when it came to reading people. Two very good traits, since Dieter was already training Cameron to act as a type of advisor to Alric. Both Alric and Dieter subscribed to the theory that a king was only as good as the people who advised him.

Baldewin walked around the table to take his usual seat next to Dieter. Across the table sat Gunter, the royal researcher, on Alric’s immediate left. Ravi was next to Gunter, excitedly telling Cameron about some game he’d been playing the night before with some of the other dragons who served as guards.

“I’m sorry I’m tardy, Hoheit,” Baldewin said as he pulled his seat out.

“You’re not. We’re still waiting on Lisette,” Alric said easily.

Baldewin paused above his chair and looked down the table at his old friend. “Lisette is attending this meeting?” The head mage occasionally made an appearance, but not regularly.

“It would be best if she shares her thoughts in regards to the Jaeggi with everyone personally,” Dieter replied.

Lisette sailed into the room in a swirl of long skirts, wearing a determined look. Baldewin’s stomach dropped. The mage’s eyes immediately landed on Baldewin, and a bright smile broke across her face.

“Breathe, Baldewin. I left your sweet mage in one piece,” she teased, and Baldewin’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Last I saw, he was working with Ha Na, a smile on his lips.”

Baldewin nodded, not bothering to argue about the ‘your mage’ part. He wanted Tori to be his mage, but it was more important that Tori felt comfortable at Burkhard and with the rest of the clan. He needed to be comfortable and proud of his skills. Finding a mate was not at the top of his priority list.

“Now that everyone is here, I think we should recap what has been happening recently so we’re all operating with the same information,” Alric began. The king quickly ran through the events in Helsinki and during their road trip, bringing Gunter and Ravi fully up to speed.

“Draining her?” Gunter gasped in horror. “Mages attacked another mage and were draining her of her powers? That doesn’t make a bit of sense.” The dragon shook his head, as if it was all too impossible to believe. “Why would they even do such a thing? If they’re hungry for power, why choose a mage over a dragon? Everyone knows our power is near limitless.”

Cameron shuddered, his hand sliding across the table to wrap around Alric’s wrist. “Isn’t that just a lovely idea? The Jaeggi getting ahold of their own dragon.”

Lisette lifted her hand to claim the floor, silencing any additional chatter. “Actually, I think I can shed a little light on the problem, at least based on what Tori was able to tell me from their encounter with the Jaeggi.” She paused and frowned at the table’s surface for a moment, as if gathering and organizing her thoughts. “While Cameron has had direct encounters with the Jaeggi, Tori is the first experienced mage we know who has interacted with them. He grew up in a mage clan—for better or worse—and knows what magic should look like when it comes to another mage. He noticed in his interactions with the Jaeggi that something is off—or rather, broken—about their magic.”

“I thought you’d mentioned something about that as well, my love,” Dieter murmured.

Lisette smiled sweetly at her mate. “I’ve only seen a residue of their magic or when they were heavily cloaked. Tori got to see them as they naturally are, without the cloaking. The Jaeggi Clan—and I believe it’s the entire clan—has broken magic. It’s infected all of them on a genetic level.”

“How?” Gunter breathed, his tone thick with a macabre interest.

“I think it dates back to the Great War and the blood spell that was cast, killing the major mage clans. I suspect Kaiser Jaeggi cast an anti-spell. While the curse ultimately worked and killed the mages, I think it also reverberated backward and damaged the Jaeggi down to their magical core.”

“Tori noticed Cassie’s power flowing into a device,” Alric added. “It looks as if they are stealing power from mages.”

A shudder ran through Baldewin as he thought back on that fight, running in to find Tori desperately fighting back four mages with nothing more than sunlight at his disposal. His heart had stopped for a moment, and then he’d heard only the raging roar of his dragon in his head, demanding that he protect, kill, destroy. He honestly wasn’t sure how he’d managed to not shift.

No. Never again. The Jaeggi were not getting close to Tori or any of the Burkhard mages again. Any mage, if he could help it.

“It’s just unbelievable,” Dieter muttered softly. “The same clan who destroyed so many lives centuries ago is back, and it’s draining mages. They need to be uncovered and eliminated once and for all.”

“While I’m not a fan of taking out an entire clan, it’s clear from my captivity that they won’t be reasoned with,” Cameron said with a sigh. “I don’t think they’re going to leave us any other choice.”

Alric turned his hand and threaded his fingers through Cameron’s, giving his mate a tender look before turning a harder one on the other members of the council. “Until we find a way to uncover where they are hiding, we will have to maintain our restrictions on travel for all mages. I also don’t want any dragon leaving the castle alone. If they are tapping mages for power, I don’t want to consider what they might do if they get their hands on a dragon.”

“Could they even drain a dragon’s power?” Ravi inquired. He shifted in his seat, resting both his forearms on the table. “A dragon has to be mated to a mage, or at least be willing to share their energy. They couldn’t just…take it, could they?”

Alric turned his gaze to Lisette, who drew in a deep breath and sadly shrugged one shoulder.

“In truth, I wouldn’t have thought it possible to drain a mage of their energy, but they are doing it. It may be safer right now to assume they could steal a dragon’s power. It’s not something I’d want to be surprised with.”

“Our home is protected,” Cameron declared, but his look of confidence quickly faded. “But what of Tori’s clan in Finland? Is it possible that the Jaeggi who discovered Tori know about the Taavi Clan to the north? They need to be warned.”

Baldewin cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “The situation with the Taavi Clan is not…ideal,” he hedged.

Ravi scratched his jaw and smirked. “I think you’re going to have to give more details than that. I haven’t talked to Tori a lot, but I find it kind of hard to believe that the guy was kicked out for being this wild rebel who liked to push back against authority. Are they going to give us a hard time because Tori belongs to the Burkhard Clan now?”

“Not exactly.” Baldewin sorted through a couple of delicate ways of phrasing what Tori had told him, but in the end, he decided that blunt was probably best. “They’re a bunch of judgmental, homophobic, elitist assholes,” he snarled. “They have been teaching each generation that male mages are useless because a dragon would never dare to mate with a male. All males are generally treated like shit. Their only worth is in their ability to produce more female mages. And if you’re a gay man…”

“Fuck,” Ravi swore softly. “No wonder Tori got the hell out of there.”

Baldewin nodded. “They believe dragons betrayed mages, and the Jaeggi in particular. That we were the ones who started the war. They even told Tori that he’s horrible at magic when they’re the ones who are incapable. It’s utter bullshit. Tori is amazing, and he’s clearly worth more than the entire clan put together.”

A hand landed on Baldewin’s shoulder, and he looked over to find Lisette smiling at him with warm concern in her eyes. He realized that his fisted hands were trembling before him on the table. He’d gotten so lost in his anger over the things Tori had told him about his clan.

“Whoa, man. Baldewin, you’re smoking,” Ravi said in a stunned voice.

“Quite impressive. In all these centuries, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Baldewin lose his temper,” Gunter observed.

“It’s rare, but it happens. Though, this has got to be the first time in at least a century,” Alric lightly teased.

“Forgive me, Hoheit. That was unprofessional of me,” Baldewin murmured, bowing his head to the king.

Alric waved his right hand at his old friend, brushing off the apology. “You’ve grown close to Tori over the past several days. It’s understandable that you’re protective. If Cameron had come to me with such stories, I’m not sure their town would still be standing.”

“Awww, you’d defend my honor with a dragon firestorm,” Cameron cooed playfully. He leaned his head against Alric’s shoulder and exaggeratedly batted his eyelashes behind his glasses.

“At the very least,” Alric promised before kissing the tip of Cameron’s nose.

“Well, if they’re assholes like that, I vote to let the Jaeggi have them,” Ravi said, raising his hand up in the air.

Dieter sighed loudly and rubbed his eyes with one hand. “No, we can’t do that.”

“Are you sure? Sounds like they deserve it,” Ravi countered. “And I bet Baldewin would vote with me.”

“I’m with Ravi,” Lisette grumbled.

“Dearest!” Dieter gasped, dropping his hand to stare across the table at his mate.

Lisette folded her arms tightly over her chest and narrowed her gaze on Dieter. “Don’t you give me any ‘dearest.’ They’ve made their bed. Let them lie in it.”

“While they certainly haven’t given us any reason to protect them,” Gunter started slowly, “it does seem like they could be making a lot of poor decisions based on bad information. If we were to give them correct information, they may be willing to change. Their current opinion certainly isn’t endearing, but we are still left with one major dilemma: we desperately need mages. Are we going to willingly walk away from an entire clan of mages and not even try speaking to them?”

“There is also the matter of handing the Jaeggi a ready supply of magical batteries if they do discover the Taavi Clan,” Baldewin added. “While I have no love of the Taavi, I don’t want to give the Jaeggi more magical power.”

“Gunter and Baldewin are correct,” Alric said firmly. “I have no desire to aid the Jaeggi, and the discrimination and homophobia that Tori suffered might not be indicative the entire clan. In addition, they may be willing to change with a little education. We need to at least try to speak to them. Make them aware of what truly happened in the war and the state of affairs now.”

“You’re going to need Tori for that,” Cameron interjected. “At least talk to him about how best to approach them.” The young mage frowned and shook his head. “I’d hate for him to need to return after he escaped what sounds like a hellish life.”

“Yes, we’ll schedule another meeting with Tori and get his input. I would prefer him to be there for the meeting, but in no way would he be forced to return to his clan if he didn’t want to go. The man has been through enough. I wouldn’t dare subject him to returning even for one hour if he didn’t want to.”

“Thank you, Hoheit,” Baldewin said, some of the tension that tightly clasped his heart starting to ease. If Baldewin had his way, Tori wouldn’t set foot anywhere near his old clan ever again. His preference was for Tori to stay in the castle for a long time. At least until the Jaeggi problem was taken care of.

“Very good. Baldewin and Ravi, please see that an official dispatch goes out to our entire clan explaining the increased restrictions on dragons leaving the castle alone. Mages must still be accompanied by at least two dragons outside the castle walls. I will reach out to Tori and set up a time to discuss how best to approach his clan,” Alric said, closing the meeting.

Baldewin nodded, anxious to find Tori and check on him. He wanted to know what Tori thought of Lisette and how he was adjusting to the castle. If he was spending time with Ha Na, there was no doubt in his mind that Tori had met quite a few other dragons and mages by now.

“Don’t forget about the other thing,” Cameron loudly whispered to his mate.

“The other thing?” Alric’s brows met over his nose for a moment before his eyes widened. “Oh yes! The other thing.” Their king smiled a bit stiffly as he turned his attention to the other council members gathered around the table. “I do have some other interesting news. King Rodrigo is on his way to Germany with at least five of his retainers.”

The room exploded in noise from Gunter, Ravi, Dieter, and even Lisette. Baldewin could only sit with his mouth open as he looked at his childhood friend. A devilish smirk tilted up one corner of Alric’s mouth as he met Baldewin’s surprised gaze. When they were young, Alric had loved to shock people and catch them off guard. As the king, it was something he didn’t get to do too often now. Oddly, Baldewin found it reassuring to see this little hint of the old Alric still causing mischief.

“How long have you known?” Dieter demanded, his voice trembling in indignation. The old advisor had clearly been sure there was nothing happening in Alric’s life that he didn’t know about.

“Rodrigo boldly announced he was coming to Burkhard about twenty minutes before we joined here,” Alric said, and the old dragon deflated a little.

“I’m confused. Why is this a big deal?” Cameron asked, looking across the table at Gunter.

“First off, no member of the Ice Clan has been in Fire Clan territory since the war, and that was more than five hundred years ago,” Gunter said. “Second, it is always a bit dangerous for any king to come into another king’s territory. Dragons have long been territorial, which is part of the reason the Ice Clan is on the other side of the world. With so much space separating us, there’s little chance of dragons from separate clans running across each other by accident while stretching their wings.”

“Before the Great War, the various clans suffered endless minor skirmishes because of territory disputes,” Dieter added.

“We’re not worried about Rodrigo and his clan trying to usurp my territory or crown,” Alric said calmly.

“I’d like to see him try,” Cameron growled.

Alric placed a hand on Cameron’s arm and smiled. “Not going to happen. Rodrigo and his clan are happy in Brazil. They have no interest in our mountains.”

“Why now?” Dieter demanded.

Alric snorted. “Why now? Because the Burkhard Clan just laid its hands on the fourth mage located in five centuries and potentially located an entire clan of mages hidden far to the north.” Alric shook his head. “Rodrigo is done waiting around. Their mages and seeking spells are turning up nothing. As king, he can no longer wait. In all honesty, I’m surprised he didn’t fly into our courtyard when we located Cameron.”

“That’s true,” Dieter admitted. “Do you know when he is due to arrive?”

“Not officially. He has agreed to take at least a couple of days to make the trek to Germany and give me warning before he crosses into the country. That will give us ample time to make sure that rooms are prepared for our guests. We will need to have a special welcome banquet and all the usual festivities that go with honoring the king of another clan.”

Lisette barked out a laugh. “Do you even remember what those ‘usual festivities’ are?”

Alric flashed her a wide grin. “No, I do not. I was barely more than an infant the last time they happened. That’s why I’m relying on you, Dieter, and Gunter to dig out all the old journals to uncover what we need to do to properly greet our guests. Rodrigo and his retainers are here on grim business, but we will show them proper Burkhard hospitality. The relationship between our two clans has been strained for too long. I want that to end with this trip.”

“As you wish, Hoheit,” Dieter said with a bow of his head.

“Is it safe to announce the exciting news to the rest of the castle?” Baldewin asked, but his eyes were trained on a very quiet Ravi, who was staring down at his lap.

“Assuming that Ravi hasn’t texted it to the entire castle yet,” Alric said.

Ravi looked up with a gasp. “I haven’t told anyone yet!” he cried. He held up the phone from where it had been in his lap, showing a long text filled with exclamation points and what might possibly be snowflakes. “See! I haven’t sent it yet. I was just preparing it.”

Cameron squinted at the screen and laughed. “It’s to my sister. You won’t need to announce it. Ravi tells my sister, and the entire castle will know in less than twenty minutes.”

Alric groaned. “Ravi, delete the text. Don’t send it. Dieter will send out an official announcement to everyone so they have the correct information and their questions answered. This isn’t gossip.”

“Of course, Hoheit,” Ravi mumbled. He held his phone out so Alric could clearly see him delete the unsent text.

“I think that’s enough excitement for one day. Everyone, please see to preparations for what we’ve discussed.”

They all rose as Alric officially closed out the meeting. Luckily, Baldewin didn’t have too much on his plate. An update to the policy in regards to leaving the castle, a check in with his security team, and then he could finally find Tori. He needed to see the mage, to hold him. Only then would he finally be rid of this anxious twisting in the pit of his stomach.
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Tori caught Ha Na’s arm with a laugh, doing the now requisite do-si-do to switch places with her. The distance between the tables was technically wide enough to walk by, even two abreast, but Ha Na insisted on this dance-style switch off when they had to change places. And since Tori had basically fallen in love with this seventy-year-old grandmother with outrageous hair, he played along with a smile.

Ha Na was amazingly fun. He could see where both Cameron and Cassie got their personalities from. Tori would give his eye teeth to have Ha Na as a grandmother.

She giggled, as she always did, her empty bowl clutched in the other arm. There was a sparkle in her dark eyes, happiness in her face, and he smiled helplessly back at her. This woman’s charm was lethal.

“Tori!” Cassie called from her comfortable perch in the window. “Stop flirting with my grandmother! You’re going to make Big B all insecure and jealous.”

“It’s too late for him,” Tori called back. “Ha Na’s already stolen my heart. There’s no turning back now.”

That earned him another giggle, and she closed in for a hug. “You’re the most precious thing. You play with me. Those useless grandchildren of mine don’t play with me.”

“Hey!” Cassie spluttered in protest. “I play with you all the time!”

Ha Na soundly ignored her, still hugging Tori with one arm around his waist. “You be my grandson from now on, alright?”

“Done,” he said and meant it more than words could express. He knew Ha Na was mostly joking, but he wished she actually meant the offer. She’d love him as a grandmother should. His own grandmother couldn’t even bring herself to look at him.

“It’s a wonder we got done, considering how much you two play.” Melissande reached over the packaged shampoo bottles and poked Tori in the shoulder with a pen. “Come back here, you. I’m not done with you yet.”

Tori flashed her a smile as he disengaged from Ha Na’s hug, resuming the task that sent him over there to begin with. Namely, fetching the labels from the printer.

Cassie had taken over setting up the labels and such to print, as she could do that from her laptop and not move from the chair. But the printer was not near her, instead perched close to the ingredients table, leaving someone else to fetch them from the tray. Tori picked up the stack and returned to Melissande to help her put on the many, many labels.

It was quite the array of things they’d made this morning. Shampoos, lotions, hair tonics, facial cleansers for acne.

One of the products, he’d helped tweak—the willow bark topical salve. It would be far more effective for sore muscles than before.

Lisette mentioned they made something along those lines for Alric, but more powerful and infused with magic in a way they didn’t dare sell openly on the market. It was the first hint Tori had that the king was suffering from some old injury. The way he acted, it wasn’t at all obvious.

They were done brewing for the day, the bottles lined up neatly. Everyone was a little tired from moving and standing for so many hours but satisfied, too, with a job well done. Tori wanted to sit for ten minutes, but they were so close to being finished, he chose to push through it instead.

Cassie had printed out a stack of invoices, and their job now was to get the labels on the right jars. Apparently, the dragons took it from there, as they were the ones in charge of shipping and handling. It was a fair division of labor, and another sign that this clan really knew how to support each other.

Tori looked around the room, still marveling at it all, despite being in here for seven hours. Eight mages, all working harmoniously together, and enjoying the work.

Nine, including him, and they had very much included him. Welcomed him with open arms and smiles and never once made him feel awkward for being there. If this was any indication of what the clan was like as a whole—and Tori bet it was—then it was an amazing place to be.

How had Tori ever feared these people? How had he ever thought of them with hate? Now that he knew them, he’d give anything to be one of them.

“I’m really excited about the new lip balm line,” Carla said, pulling him out of his thoughts. She joined the sticker assembly line on his other side, tackling the shampoo bottles. “I think it will sell really well.”

Tori shot the mage with pale blond hair a shy smile. The lip balm was something he’d made for himself, a protection against the bitter cold of Finland. It healed chapped lips quite well and required little in the way of magic to work. Perfect for the everyday human. “I’m glad you were willing to try it.”

She nudged him with an elbow, a playful expression on her face. “It’s obvious you know your craft. Why wouldn’t we? And really, sometimes we’re stumped for ideas of what to create next. You can’t offer the same products all the time. The market goes stale on you.”

“That’s very true,” Lisette agreed, picking up the temporary containers for the lip balm. New containers needed to be ordered for the new product before it could be packaged and shipped. “With Tori’s help, we’ll be able to take on more orders, perhaps start offering customized packages.”

“Ooh, that’s a great idea,” Cassie enthused. “Customized packages are the bomb! Everyone likes those.”

Elissa showed up with a wooden crate and loaded in the products already labeled, her movements quick and efficient. But then, everything the mage with the wide brown eyes did was done efficiently. Tori had figured that out over the course of the day. “You’re all assuming that Tori wants to stay with us.”

He swallowed hard, the motion painful. Working here would be a dream. Being able to do magic freely and have it as his everyday occupation was a fantasy he’d never entertained because it was too painful. Just today had felt surreal. But if they were seriously talking of him staying.... Doubts reared their ugly head, and he really didn’t want to know. But he had to. “Is that my choice?”

All the women looked at him blankly, then at each other.

“Has no one told him?” Gisa demanded, outrage blooming over her face.

“Apparently not.” Lisette sighed, already looking resigned. “Why did I trust Alric to say something to him?”

“You really should not have.” Shaking her head, Jana put a hand on Tori’s arm to draw his attention to her. There was kindness on her pretty, narrow face, but mostly determination. Her bow-shaped lips were flattened in seriousness. “It is entirely your choice if you want to stay here. Baldewin and Warin would not have brought you to the clan if they didn’t already like you and think you’d be a good fit here. After spending the day working with you, I think I can speak for all of us when I say we’d love to have you. Not just because you’ve got good spellcraft and knowledge of herbs—”

A flush heated Tori’s cheeks. Did she really think so? It didn’t sound like empty flattery to him. Oh god, had another mage ever said that to him? Those words felt like a benediction.

“—but because you’re fun. And if you want to stay, then please stay.”

“Even if you and Baldewin don’t work out,” Carla threw in. “You don’t have to marry into the clan to stay.”

That was reassuring, although Tori hoped for the best when it came to Baldewin because the man was sexy as sin and incredibly sweet. He’d be an idiot to pass up the chance of having him as a lover.

But still, knowing he was wanted on his own merits tugged hard at his heartstrings. He looked at all the women once again, and felt tears burn his eyes. “Cameron had said I could leave any anytime. But staying…I wasn’t sure…” Tori paused and flashed them a bright smile. “You’re all amazing. I’ve loved working with you today.”

“Then stay,” Lisette encouraged him. “And I’ll poke Alric, get him to issue a formal invitation to you.”

Tori wasn’t sure how to feel about that. “Is that alright? For you to do that?”

“Already poked,” Cassie cackled, her phone in both hands.

He whipped around to stare at her, jaw dropping. “You did not just text a king.”

“And tell him to get his ass in gear? I totally did. It’s my prerogative as a sister.”

Lisette threw her head back on a laugh. “I love how forthright you are with him. Don’t worry, Tori. Alric didn’t grow up with siblings, so he’s still learning how to handle his new sister, but he more or less takes her in stride. And spoils her.”

“I enjoy the spoiling very, very much,” Cassie assured the room brightly.

The door opened and speak of the devil, there were both Alric and Baldewin. The king lifted his mobile phone as he stepped inside, expression bemused. “I have been reliably informed that I need to get my ass in gear. Apparently, I have failed to express something correctly?”

“You’re quick,” Cassie approved.

“I actually came to speak with Tori about something else, although I’ll speak with him about this, too,” Alric admitted to her. He turned, spotting his quarry, and gave Tori a slight smile. “If you have a moment?”

“Sure.” His heart in his throat, he slipped around Carla. Alric indicated for him to take a seat on one of the couches on the far side of the room. It was meant to be a mini breakroom for when the mages needed to sit down for a moment. Tori’s nerves were stretched taut as he perched at the edge of the comfy, worn-in leather cushion.

Alric took the chair across from him, settling with a sigh, and for just a moment, another emotion slipped out. Fatigue, maybe. He no doubt had a great many things to juggle, so it said something that Alric took the time to come and speak with Tori directly.

Somewhat to his dismay, Baldewin didn’t sit with him on the couch but instead in the chair placed between him and Alric, as if he were trying to straddle neutral ground. Tori felt that gap of space like a yawning abyss, and his nerves startled rattling. This didn’t look good.

“Tori, I came to speak of your clan,” Alric began, “and your place there.”

Oh god. Oh god, the king wanted to send him back. His stomach knotted painfully, and he was suddenly afraid he was going to embarrass himself in front of everyone by breaking down in tears. He didn’t want to leave. Didn’t want to ever leave the Burkhard Clan.

“Alric!” Ha Na snapped, already marching around him. She grabbed Tori’s head with both hands, pulling him into her stomach in a defensive posture. It was a little startling; he’d never been held like this before. Nice, though. He leaned into her because it was a relief to have someone come so automatically to his defense. Something of a novelty, as well. And he loved Ha Na all the more for it. “You are not sending this sweet boy back to that clan!”

Alric blinked at her. “I wasn’t planning to!”

…What? Tori stared at the king in confusion with the one eye not pressed against Ha Na. “Then why do you bring up my old clan?”

“There are many questions about them I need to ask,” Alric explained quickly, his hands held up in a ‘don’t shoot’ manner. “And you’re technically still part of them. If we are to take you in as a Burkhard, I would need to issue a statement of our intent to your clan head. I’m not suggesting you return to them, Tori. Far from it. Be at ease, Halmeoni.”

Ha Na relaxed her grip but didn’t retreat. “Don’t scare us like that, Alric.”

Yes, please don’t scare him like that. Tori’s heart was still trying to beat its way out of his chest.

Alric’s eyes were shrewd on Tori, as if he could see every doubt and insecurity. After living five hundred plus years, he was probably quite good at reading people. “There seems to be some question about you staying, Tori. I apologize if I haven’t made this clear. We quite like you. If you wish to have a place in my clan, I will welcome you with open arms.”

Those words failed to compute for a moment. They whirled around in his brain without coalescing, until they suddenly did with a snap. He could stay. He could stay if he wanted. These kind people had spent a day with him and decided they wanted him here, and all he had to do was agree.

He opened his mouth, throat working, brain scrambling as it sorted through the many emotions wrecking through him like an iron ball. All that tumbled free from the jumbled mess was, “Yes.”

Ha Na let out a whoop and hugged him again, rocking him back and forth.

At the same moment, Baldewin left his chair and hugged him on the other side, placing a kiss on the top of his head. Tori laughed a little, the sound choked as it was strangled by tears, and he felt far more loved than he ever had. Some of his fears fell away as he realized that these people had demanded he have the right to stay. There was no doubt that he’d been evaluated—and deemed enough.

“Thank god,” Baldewin breathed against him, his arms tight around Tori’s waist. “I didn’t want to influence you, but I hoped you’d say that.”

Oh. Was that why he’d sat all the way over there? Tori tried to put an arm around both Baldewin and Ha Na, hugging them both to him. After a squeeze, Ha Na let him go so she could hug Alric.

“You made the right decision,” she informed her grandson-in-law.

“I’m glad you think so,” Alric returned, a touch sardonically. “But really, do you think I’d say anything else? Every single woman in this room was glaring daggers at me, daring me to say something different. I do have some survival instincts, you know. Never mind that Baldewin would pout for centuries if I didn’t bring Tori in.”

Baldewin pulled Tori tighter against his side. “I would not have. I would have followed him.”

Tori flushed, a smile lighting his face by degrees. Baldewin really did like him, didn’t he? The idea that this dragon would have run away with him if that were the only choice made him ridiculously happy. He was a little giddy under the emotion. He couldn’t help but react to it all. Tori lifted a hand to Baldewin’s cheek, pulling his head around so he could kiss him, sweet and lingering. Baldewin didn’t let him go with just one kiss, pressing back in for another, this one impossibly sweeter. It felt like an affirmation. He was very important to Baldewin, and the feeling of growing affection and desire was mutual. It wasn’t just on his end.

And wasn’t that incredible? Tori felt like he was flying under that emotion. The way Baldewin touched him made it clear he felt the same.

“Yes, Ha Na, I see the obvious when it’s right in front of my face.”

“You and Cam are just as bad,” Ha Na informed him, a trace of evil in her tone.

“I have no doubt,” Alric returned placidly.

Reminded of their audience, Tori pulled back. But he had every intention of following up with Baldewin later, when they had privacy. Baldewin’s declaration was sincere, and it hinted that the dragon was serious about him. And damn if Tori would ignore that.

There were indulgent smiles on everyone’s faces as Baldewin withdrew a few inches, allowing Tori to see the room again. Tori refused to feel embarrassed by it, though. He cleared his throat and tried to get them back to practical matters. “Thank you, King Alric, for inviting me in.”

“You are quite welcome. And truly, thank you for accepting. I know something of the road you have walked to arrive here, and I’m grateful you gave us a chance.” Alric leaned forward slightly in his chair, smile benign. “There’s a bit of formality yet to do, as we have paperwork to change your name over and citizenry forms. But as far as we dragons are concerned, you are now a Burkhard. I’ll find a moment to formally introduce you to the clan in the next few days.”

Pleasantly overwhelmed, Tori nodded. He got to live in this amazing castle with these incredibly sweet people, and he couldn’t be more thrilled. It was almost impossible to sit still, but he forced himself to stay planted. “I look forward to it.”

“I didn’t ask before about how to approach your clan head and inform him? Her?”

Oh yes! That’s right. “I don’t know the procedure, I’m sorry. No one in living memory has left the clan. I’m not even sure if we have a procedure. But I can tell you the clan head’s contact information, and you can call her. Um, I should warn you—” He winced, imagining the reaction Alric was likely to get. “They won’t take this well. I snuck out and abandoned them. I’ve been either fielding or ignoring messages and phone calls for weeks now about returning home. They won’t take it well that I’ve chosen a dragon clan over them.”

“I don’t anticipate anything else.” Still, Alric frowned, brows drawn together as he stared down at his hands. “I worry about how to straighten out this lie they’ve been told.”

He had to tell them. Tori hated to, but he had to tell them. “I don’t think you can draw any other mages from my old clan or make friends with them. It’s not just the lie they believe. It’s…everything else. They’re extremely homophobic. They won’t be able to accept the same-sex pairings in this clan, especially your marriage, King Alric. It’s bad enough in their eyes that you chose a male consort, but a male mage? Only women are supposed to be mages, in their eyes.”

Oh, Alric didn’t like that. His nostrils flared with anger, and was that a hint of steam coming out? Like he would actually blow fire in his human form? “Nonsense. That is utter nonsense. How did your clan become so skewed by hatred?”

“I have no idea. It’s just been that way for a long time. Certainly as long as I’ve been alive. It’s why I had to leave.” And Tori blessed that decision more with every passing day. “I really don’t think you can get through to them. Although I’ll understand if you try anyway.”

“We must,” Alric sighed, although he looked troubled. “We have so few mages, and I’ve already promised the ice dragons that I would introduce them. We also have the Jaeggi to worry about. Still, I take your words of caution to heart. I will approach them as carefully as I know how. I would appreciate you sitting with me later and crafting an initial message.”

“I’ll be happy to help.” He just wasn’t sure if words existed in any language that could break through his clan’s icy guard.

Lisette came to stand at Alric’s shoulder, and she poked him. “Let’s leave that aside for a moment. You’ve skipped over something important. Alric, it’s all well and good for you to accept Tori into the clan, but I want him appointed as a mage of the clan.”

Tori’s jaw dropped. What did she just say?!

Head canted to look up at her, Alric inquired, “He has all the skills required, then?”

“From what I’ve seen, he does. His herbology is top-notch. At least on that subject, I doubt there’s much left for me to teach him, not as a student.” Lisette threw Tori a wink. “After a full day of working alongside him, not to mention all that he did on the way here, I think he’ll pass every possible trial I can think to set him. I only need to formally sit down with him and review his knowledge so I know how to best employ his skills.”

“Ah. Very well, then he’s a mage of Burkhard.” Alric rubbed his hands together like a giddy child. “More mages for the clan. I never thought I’d see the day we gained so many in such a short amount of time.”

Tori sat there, reeling under the casual declaration. He was a mage. For the first time in his life, he was accepted as a mage in the clan. He felt lightheaded and dizzy with it.

A warm hand settled over his chest. “Tori? Tori, breathe.”

He sucked in a ragged breath, realizing belatedly that his mind had been so shocked, he’d forgotten that basic function. He was a mage. A mage, and one recognized and appointed in a clan. He’d never sleep again. He was far too excited and in shock to ever settle enough to sleep.

“Oh dear, I didn’t mean to shock him like that.” Lisette crossed over to him in three quick strides, leaning in. “Tori? Baldewin, why is he reacting like this?”

“We didn’t explain enough, apparently.” Baldewin sighed gustily. “He wasn’t allowed mage status in his old clan.”

Several voices demanded incredulously, “What!”

Lisette growled, a ferocious animal ready to tear something limb from limb. “Because he’s a man?”

“Yeah. That was part of it.”

Tori couldn’t sit still a second more. He exploded from the couch and, in one swift movement, grabbed Lisette around the waist, hauling her into a tight hug that lifted her toes from the floor. Tears slipped over his cheeks as he buried his face into her shoulder. “Thank you.”

Lisette hugged him fiercely back. “You shouldn’t thank me, Tori. This is what you’re owed. Your skills alone demand such recognition. Oh, just wait until I meet your clan. I’ll tear a new hole in each of them.”

“I’ll help,” Baldewin assured her flatly.

Pulling back, Tori carefully put Lisette back down. Old people were fragile. He probably shouldn’t break her. As soon as he set her down, he was inundated on all sides by his new co-workers and clanmates, all of them hugging him and welcoming him into the clan. Tori was overwhelmed by the love and acceptance in this room, and he indulged shamelessly in it.

He was a mage of the Burkard clan. It was all too perfect. If this was a dream, he refused to pinch himself. He’d live the rest of his life asleep.
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Tori was still riding the high later that evening. He’d eaten dinner in the main hall with everyone else, and this time it felt different, knowing he wasn’t an outsider sitting with everyone but a Burkhard, himself.

The official announcement might not have happened yet, but everyone seemed to be aware of it, as many came over to say hello and welcome. Baldewin sat with him throughout dinner, handling introductions to anyone that he didn’t know. He appreciated it beyond words, as it became quickly overwhelming.

Tori had grown up with the same two hundred people until he was thirty-five and had fled for Helsinki.

And Helsinki had been more than overwhelming, with all its people crammed in so close together.

The Burkhards weren’t a large clan, either, fortunately. But still, talking to people all in a rush like that had sent his head spinning. That was why, when he had a lull, he made a break for his room. Tori just needed a few minutes of quiet time.

He ended up in the cozy, winged chair in his sitting room—which was an odd thing to have—with a pad of paper in his hands. He practiced writing his new name, too giddy not to, even if it did feel somewhat silly. Tori Burkhard. It had a nice ring to it. Cameron stopped by at one point, warning him that there was a lot of paperwork in his future to change his name, apply for a change in citizenship, all of that. Tori honestly didn’t mind. In fact, he looked forward to it.

Tori Burkhard.

He had a feeling he’d smile every time he wrote that name.

A knock sounded at the door. Tori set aside paper and pen, getting up to answer it.

Baldewin gave him a smile, weight shifting a little in a nervous movement. “Hi. Have a moment?”

“Sure.” Tori waved him in. “I was just practicing my new signature.”

Baldewin stepped inside, turning to look at him with amusement. “Come to think of it, it’s something you’d need to practice. You look smug saying that, though.”

“I feel smug. And relieved. And excited. A few other hundred emotions, as well.”

Baldewin touched his hand gently, gathering it up in a loose grip, the warm brush of his fingers strangely electrifying. His grey-green eyes were intent behind his glasses. “I’m so glad you’re staying, that you feel you have a home here. I don’t want to lose you, Tori.”

Tori blinked up at him, heart racing off for a completely new reason.

“I’m very strongly drawn to you. I’ve never been so attracted to anyone before. But it’s become clear to me that I haven’t spoken so candidly to you.”

Tori found it impossible to swallow. His throat was too tight from nerves and anticipation. “Is that why you’re here? To speak candidly to me?”

“Ja. The thought of you not understanding me breaks my heart. There was a moment earlier today when you looked at me with doubt. I do not ever want you to look at me that way again.” He lifted a hand, cradling Tori’s face, the gesture incredibly tender.

Tori turned his face into that warm palm, lifting his own hand to keep it there. He loved how Baldewin touched him, as if he were the most precious thing ever to the dragon. “I didn’t doubt you. I just didn’t understand why you weren’t sitting next to me. You’ve always chosen to sit next to me.”

“And it is that which brings me here. That right to always be at your side. I would like very much for our hearts to walk in tandem. I want to court you properly, Tori Burkhard. I cannot win your heart, as it is not a prize or a trophy, but I wish to entice you into giving it to me freely. I promise, you’ll have my heart in return.”

Tori felt the earth spin and fall away from him for a moment. He’d known Baldewin was serious about him. That moment in front of the king, when he’d told Alric point blank he would follow Tori away from the clan, had spoken of how serious he was. And still, somehow, hearing these words from him was a shock. Knowing that this man was falling steadily in love with him was a thrill all its own.

But his lack of faith that Tori returned his feelings was a cold bucket of water in the face. Baldewin feared breaking his heart, and here he was leaving the man on tenterhooks.

No.

“I haven’t said enough to you, either.” Tori gathered up courage, because for some reason, this was beyond scary. Putting himself out there was harder than he’d ever suspected. If not for Baldewin’s confession, he might not have been able to get the words out. “That I like you. Really like you. That I trust you. I want to be your lover more than anything.”

A brilliant smile broke over Baldewin’s face, and he swooped in, hauling Tori into a firm embrace. Tori laughed, hugging him back just as fiercely, feeling lighter now with it all out there. They wanted each other and that assurance was all he needed.

Pulling back, he caught Baldewin’s face with both hands and kissed him. It was a new dimension, kissing Baldewin like this. With all of this emotion behind it, he fairly buzzed under the kiss.

Baldewin was the one who took it to another level and made it dirty, his tongue sweeping into Tori’s mouth and tangling with his in a hot glide. Tori groaned, trying to give as good as he got, up on tiptoes so he could grind into Baldewin’s groin. It felt good, that friction, and yet frustrating. Because clothes.

Trailing his mouth down, Baldewin kissed his way under an ear, nibbling a little on Tori’s neck, and hmm, that felt good. He’d never thought his neck was sensitive until Baldewin got his mouth on it, but yes. Good spot. Noted. Do it again.

“If we continue like this,” Baldewin whispered against his skin, “we’ll end up in bed very shortly.”

“I want that.” Tori’s nerves returned, but for an entirely different reason. Oh hell, this was going to sound lame, especially at his age. But Baldewin deserved a head’s up. “Just….”

Baldewin seemed to sense something had changed and met Tori’s eyes with concern. “What?”

His eyes skittered to the side, a flush heating his cheeks. “I need you to take the driver’s seat. I’m, um…you’re my first.”

Baldewin kissed him gently, once, twice. “Thank you for the trust. I’ll do my best to make it good for you, but if at any point you wish to stop, just say so.”

He nodded, agreeing, but nothing in Tori wanted to stop. He desperately wanted to get his hands on this man, but he only had theoretical knowledge to work with. Watching porn and reading fanfiction wasn’t the same as hands-on experience.

Lifting onto tiptoes, he kissed Baldewin again, trying to re-start the passion that had them climbing each other before. Baldewin caught him behind his thighs, lifting him further up, which Tori took as an invitation. He wrapped both legs around Baldewin’s waist, not surprised when the man easily held him up.

He continued peppering kisses over the man’s face and neck as Baldewin carried them into the bedroom; he couldn’t help but touch. Baldewin didn’t do the gentle thing, setting him down on the bed. Instead, he tossed him.

Tori landed on the bed with a laugh, carefree in the best sense. He bounced once and sprawled out, looking up at his soon to be lover with a grin. “You couldn’t help yourself, could you?”

“I like making you laugh.” Baldewin set his glasses on the nightstand before reaching for his shirt hem, tugging it off in a simple motion and tossing it aside.

Oh, yum. Tori hadn’t seen him without clothes before, and it was quite the view. It made sense that dragons were built—all that flying around obviously required muscle—and it carried over into their human form very, very well. Tori definitely had to get his hands on all of that.

Baldewin continued with his trousers while stepping out of his shoes. They were shoved away to reveal dark red boxers, already tented. The dragon’s smile turned into lascivious as he pushed them down as well.

Oh my. That was…that was a very fine package. Baldewin’s cock was half-hard already, and he was very proportionally built. It would not be easy taking that in, but Tori’s body tingled, already up for the challenge.

Baldewin’s hands fell to Tori’s feet, pulling off socks and shoes, and Tori allowed the help, as he liked having the chance to look.

But he also wanted clothes off, so he undid his own trouser button and zipper, aiding in their removal. He might have felt a little shy about stripping off trousers and boxers, but the shyness was buried under his fascination with getting to explore Baldewin’s body.

He couldn’t help but twist on the bed, getting close enough to put a hand on that lovely cock. Baldewin’s skin was incredibly hot, hotter than a human’s would run, surely. Tori wrapped a loose fist around his cock, working from base to tip. Mm, that was lovely and made all the better by the low rumble of pleasure that traveled up Baldewin’s chest. The contrast in their skin tone was like a sepia painting, his fair skin in high contrast to Baldewin’s dark amber. Tori watched as the cock grew from half-hard to full hardness. He wanted to mouth at it but was also afraid of getting teeth into sensitive skin.

Baldewin’s warm hand carded through his hair, and he looked up. His lover had his eyes at half-mast in pleasure, a wicked smile on his face. Oh, he liked what Tori was doing, that was clear.

“You’re far too enticing for your own good. Any more of that, and this will be over very quickly. And I have plans for you.” Baldewin shifted forward, putting a knee on the mattress and coaxing Tori to lie back.

Tori went, accepting Baldewin’s weight as the man settled on top of him. He sighed into the kiss as Baldewin re-captured his mouth, enjoying the solid heat of him stretched out on top of him. Skin to skin like this was perfectly delicious. He shifted a leg up and around, enjoying the friction of their skin rubbing together.

Without breaking the kiss, Baldewin shifted off him a little and to the side. Tori almost protested until he felt a hand smooth down his chest and between his legs, wrapping around his cock in a firm grip. Oh. Oh, that was good. Tori couldn’t help but gasp against Baldewin’s mouth as he was stroked, his dick coming alive with sparks of pleasure.

“Good?” Baldewin asked.

Tori blinked and found his lover watching his face intently. “Y-yes. Better than my own hand. I’m—oh god, yeeees.”

Baldewin’s thumb rubbed the sensitive head again in a slow, sure movement that drove Tori right up the wall. “Like this?”

“Yesyesyesyes,” Tori chanted as he arched and tried to drive his cock into the man’s fist.

“Fun spot, isn’t it?” Baldewin inquired in a tone that said he very well knew the answer. “I’m not sure what it is about another’s touch that brings more pleasure than your own, but I’ve found it to be true. It’s what makes having sex with someone else so much fun.” He dropped a kiss on Tori’s mouth before asking in a husky voice, “Want to take me?”

Tori’s brain froze. Did he just ask…? Seriously, why was that even a question? Just the mental image of being buried balls deep inside Baldewin nearly sent Tori over the edge. “Hell yes.”

“Oh good. I like being fucked.” Baldewin let go of him—Tori manfully choked back a whimper—and reached around near the pillows.

“Now when did you bring lube in here?” Tori could swear that small glass bottle had not been there before.

“I put it down right in front of you,” Baldewin observed, grey-green eyes twinkling in amusement. “I think you were too busy admiring me to notice.”

“That’s probably the case.” Tori stroked a hand over Baldewin’s thigh and hip, unable to resist the urge to touch. “But there’s a lot to admire.”

“Oh, you are smooth.” Baldewin turned back, the cap off the bottle already. He still had that twinkle in his eye, as if he were about to do something else to drive Tori crazy. “How about I get you nice and hard?”

“I do not think I can get any harder than I already am.” Not to mention desperate. Now that the idea was out there, Tori really, really wanted to top Baldewin.

“Oh, I beg to differ.” Baldewin sank down on his knees, capturing the tip of Tori’s dick with his mouth and stroking the tip of it firmly with his tongue.

Tori about came off the bed. His hands fisted in the comforter, a gasp tearing from his throat. The heat and suction alone felt divine, but throw in the rasp of Baldewin’s tongue against a very sensitive spot, and his nerves were overloaded with pleasure. Three seconds into this amazing blow job and Baldewin was proven correct. Tori could, in fact, get harder. Not to mention more desperate. His body was already sending up demands for release.

He blinked, clearing his vision, and realized that Baldewin’s hand was extended behind him. It took a second for his passion-addled brain to catch on that the man had fingers in his ass, stretching himself. Oh damn. That was even hotter. Baldewin needed to do that again but at an angle Tori could see properly.

His nerves sung, groin tingling, and he had to pull Baldewin’s mouth off, as much as he didn’t want to. “Stop, stop, you’re driving me over the edge.”

Baldewin pulled off with a pop, a smug grin on his face. “You’re very responsive. How fun.”

That sounded good? Tori shook the thought away. “Please tell me you’re ready.”

“Hmm, yes. I think I am.” Baldewin reached for the jar, pouring more lube in his palm. He slicked Tori up, the lube cool in a pleasant way, a little sticky feeling. Tori had never used lube in his life, just knew it was needed for anal sex, and was briefly memorized by what Baldewin was doing.

Then Baldewin shifted over him, straddling his waist. Tori’s full attention went to the man sinking down on him, one hand on his dick to guide Tori into him. Just the first inch was a revelation. The channel was incredibly hot and gripping. Tori’s eyes fluttered shut at the sensation. “Fuck, that feels good.”

“Yes, you do,” Baldewin groaned as he sank further down. His head was back, lips parted.

Tori’s instinct to thrust was demanding in the extreme, but he could tell Baldewin needed a moment to adjust. There was a flash of discomfort on his face, and the way he wasn’t fully seated yet said something as well. He gathered Baldewin’s cock in his hand, stroking it, trying to offset the discomfort with pleasure. “Good?”

“Exquisite.” Baldewin’s eyes opened, and he watched Tori as he moved up, then rushed back down.

Tori’s hands scrambled for purchase, his whole body shivering with delight at that lovely, hot friction. His hands wrapped around Baldewin’s thighs, encouraging the next thrust, even as his eyes locked on Baldewin’s.

This was amazing. No wonder people were fixated on sex. It was like a high. Tori certainly felt like he’d taken something the way pleasure streaked under his skin. It was a thrill he had to chase, his body seeking Baldewin’s out, needing to satisfy this craving.

Baldewin’s breath shuddered as he picked up the pace, and Tori was glad for it. He needed—just needed something— “Baldewin, harder. More. Faster.”

Baldewin slammed down. Yeeees, that was it. Tori strained to match his pace, his hips thrusting upward, hands almost brutal in their grip as he urged Baldewin on. Yes, yes, yes.

His climax ripped through him without warning. He felt bowled over by it, vision going white for a moment. In reflex, he jerked up, hands latching onto Baldewin’s shoulders as he came hard and deep inside of him.

Tori might have blacked out for a moment, as the next thing he knew, he was wrapped up in Baldewin’s arms, the sticky feeling of semen on his chest between their torsos. Oh, Baldewin had come, too. Damn, he missed it.

Baldewin swept his hands up and down Tori’s back, a pleased, cavernous hum reverberating between them. “That was lovely.”

“That was fucking fantastic, no pun intended.” Tori relaxed his grip with a sigh, passing a kiss over Baldewin’s mouth. “Next time, do me? I really want to try that.”

“It will be my pleasure.” Baldewin kissed him, and the affection on his face warmed Tori right down to his toes. “I’m so glad I confessed to you.”

“If you hadn’t done it today, I would have tracked you down tomorrow.” Tori was glad he said those words, as Baldewin lit up. “The things you said to King Alric earlier made it obvious that you really were attached to me, and I wanted to talk to you about it. I just didn’t think you had time, what with everything going on.”

“I will always make time for you.” Baldewin kissed him again, sweetly. “From now on, my priority is you. I don’t want you to hesitate, alright? Whenever you need me, even if it’s just for a moment, I want you to come to me.”

Jeez, really, what was he to do with this man? This incredibly sweet, beautiful man. Tori was in danger of sap overload. “I’ll remember. For now, though, clean up?”

“Clean up, cuddle, gather our strength.” Baldewin’s smile turned wicked. “Because I definitely must have you again tonight.”

Tori thought himself sated until that moment. Apparently, one look from his man could change his mind on that. “I like this plan.”

“I thought you might.”
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Baldewin was confident that this was the brightest, most beautiful morning he’d ever witnessed. Maybe the sky was the same blue it always was, and the birds hadn’t learned a new song, but this morning just felt better than any other in his very long life.

Of course, his improved outlook on life and mornings in general probably had to do with the man he’d woken next to in bed. Or the fact they’d woken next to each other for the past three mornings.

Today, Tori had looked exquisite stretched out against the sheets, his tousled dark hair pretty against the light sheets. Baldewin had been lucky enough to wake before Tori. While it was his normal routine to immediately jump out of bed, he’d lingered so he could watch Tori sleep. The little lines of tension that never seemed to disappear eased, and his lips were full and slack. So very beautiful.

He couldn’t believe he was so lucky to have found not only his mate but such an amazing, strong man. That he’d done something in this life to be worthy of such a creature.

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Tori they were mates. That this was just the beginning of a long, wonderful life together that would be filled with laughter and cuddling like this.

But he swallowed the words back. Tori had been through a lot over the past month. He’d escaped an abusive clan, discovered new truths, fallen in with dragons, been attacked, and now had a new clan who cherished him completely. It had to be overwhelming. He didn’t want to rush Tori into mates and bonding yet. Let him simply enjoy what he had now.

It was bad enough that he had to wake the sweet mage and get them started on their day. There were too many things that needed to be done before the arrival of the Ice Clan.

“Are you…are you purring?” Tori’s question came with a bubble of laughter later at breakfast, pulling Baldewin from his musings.

He blinked and looked down at where Tori sat next to him in the dining hall. It was still early, and they’d managed to claim a table for just the two of them as dragons and mages stumbled in for coffee, tea, and something hearty to start the day.

Tori leaned in close, placing his ear lightly against Baldewin’s chest. “I swear it sounds like purring.”

Baldewin cleared his throat. “Dragons don’t purr, but they do make happy rumbling noises, and you make my dragon very happy.”

Lifting his head, Tori stared at him, eyes wide with wonder and surprise. “Do I?”

He couldn’t help himself. Not when Tori was looking at him with such open joy. He dipped his head and captured his sweet lips in a tender kiss. “You make me and my dragon very happy simply by being you.”

A crooked grin spread across Tori’s lips. “You’re easy to make happy, but your dragon? I never imagined I’d make a dragon happy.”

“You make him very happy. In fact, he would like to show you his hoard.”

Tori’s eyes widened again, and his mouth fell open. “A hoard? That’s real? Dragons really have a hoard? I always thought that was some silly myth.”

“Yes, dragons have hoards, but they’ve changed over the years. Once we started gathering together in clans and thinking as a community, we stopped hoarding riches.”

A low chuckle lifted from Tori’s lips, and the mage shook his head. “So, I’m not going to find your dragon curled up on a pile of gold coins?”

Baldewin wrinkled his nose, his lip curling at the idea. Why would his dragon want to lie on an uncomfortable pile of cold, dirty coins when he could have a nice, soft bed? Even better, a nice, soft bed and a Tori waiting for him with open, welcoming arms.

Tori laughed even harder at Baldewin’s expression, to the point he had to wipe tears from the corner of his eyes. “Okay, gold is out.”

“Every dragon has a hoard that reflects what is most important to them. They collect something that reflects their soul. At least, I’d say that for most dragons.” He narrowed his eyes a bit as Ravi stepped into the dining hall and looked around. Something in the dragon’s posture screamed that he was already up to trouble, and the sun had barely climbed above the horizon. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Ravi was more magpie than dragon. He likely collects whatever shiny thing catches his eye.”

“You don’t know what’s in his hoard?”

Baldewin tore his gaze away from the young dragon and smiled at Tori. “Hoards are incredibly private. We are territorial about our hoards and our mates. We don’t like other dragons sniffing around either.”

“Oh yeah?” he said in teasing tones. “Afraid another dragon is going to fly off with your treasure?”

Leaning in close, Baldewin bumped his nose against Tori’s. “No one is going to steal from me what I treasure,” he growled, causing Tori to shiver and his eyes to light wickedly. If they both didn’t have important meetings that morning, Baldewin was pretty sure he’d be tossing Tori over his shoulder and marching back to either his or Tori’s chambers.

“So, Mr. Mysterious, are you going to give me a hint at what’s in your hoard?” Tori teased.

Baldewin hesitated for only a second, biting the inside of his lip. Sharing a hoard, even such a little fact, was a monumental moment, but he found himself wanting to gather Tori up and show him everything. “Musical instruments.”

Tori’s mouth fell open and his eyes became brilliantly wide. “Seriously?” he asked with an almost quiet reverence.

“Yes, if you want, I—"

Someone close to them cleared their throat, and Baldewin barely swallowed back a sigh as he straightened to find a smug looking Ravi standing on the other side of the table.

“Good morning, Ravi,” Baldewin murmured. He grabbed his lukewarm coffee and forced himself to drink the last of it. He was going to need the caffeine to sharpen his mind and get the gears moving in the right direction. At the moment, his mind was filled with Tori, and that was just about it.

Was this what it was like for every dragon when they found their mate?

It would explain why Alric was so distracted during the first month Cameron came to stay in the castle. He mentally snorted. It would also explain why Alric was still incredibly distracted at times. His old friend was hopelessly lost in thought about his sassy mage.

“Good morning, Tori, Baldewin,” Ravi said cheerfully. He turned semi-serious but sent a warm look toward Tori and extended his hands. They held a beautiful crystal container that had Baldewin choking on the remains of his coffee. “I just wanted to officially welcome you to Burkhard Castle and the clan.”

“Seriously, Ravi? Here? Now?” Baldewin asked in a strained voice.

Ravi’s grin never wavered as Tori looked at the container like it might hold a bomb.

“What is it?” Tori asked, shrinking back in his chair.

“Lube. Mage-made lube,” Ravi announced happily. “I understand you’re going to need it.”

Baldewin dropped his face into his hand. This was a clear reminder of why Alric frequently threatened to wring Ravi’s neck like a chicken’s.

“Thanks! I do need that,” Tori said with such enthusiasm that Baldewin nearly hurt himself, his head snapped up so fast. Tori carefully accepted the crystal container with such poise and dignity that anyone watching would have thought he was accepting a Nobel Peace Prize. At the very least, no one would have guessed from his demeanor that he was accepting a jar of lube.

“Ravi,” Baldewin growled.

“Yes?” Ravi smiled at him broadly, eyes twinkling with laughter.

Baldewin pointed toward the door to the dining hall. “Go! I’ve not had nearly enough coffee to deal with you yet.”

With a cackle, the curly haired imp gave Tori a wink and strolled casually out of the dining hall again. He’d be back later for his own breakfast, and then he’d find Baldewin for work, but that wouldn’t be for another hour. Enough time for Baldewin to get his head screwed on straight.

“He can’t help himself, can he?” Tori murmured.

“No, but it’s partly his nature. Wind dragons are notoriously mischievous. They love adventure and stirring the pot to get excitement started.”

“That would explain why he and Cassie get along so well.”

Baldewin groaned. “Cameron as well, though Alric is quite good at keeping his mate out of trouble.”

Tori’s grin turned a little sly as he purposefully set his hand on top of the jar of lube sitting between them on the table. “Alric is good at keeping Cameron distracted, huh?”

Oh, this was a lovely turn in the conversation. It was very nice that Tori wasn’t embarrassed by Ravi’s thoughtless joke. The mage might not think of him as his mate, but Baldewin certainly didn’t mind spending every free moment proving to Tori that they were meant to be together.

“Are you thinking of starting some trouble? I would be happy to keep you distracted. Would you like me to distract you later today?”

A beautiful flush rose in Tori’s pale cheeks, and he seemed to be fighting back a laugh. “If we’re talking about the way you distracted me last night, and the past several nights, then yes, I would very much like to be distracted by you. I want to be distracted by you every chance I can get.”

Baldewin’s gaze darted to an old clock that hung on the wall, and he frowned. He had a meeting with Alric in roughly forty-five minutes. It wasn’t a lot of time, but enough to leave Tori relaxed and smiling. “You have a meeting with Lisette soon, correct?”

A heavy sigh broke from Tori, pulling Baldewin’s gaze back to him. “Yeah,” Tori muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Baldewin cocked his head to the side, trying to meet Tori’s lowered gaze. “You’ve met with Lisette before. Why would this meeting upset you? Do you not like her?”

“What? No! She’s wonderful. Sweet and understanding,” Tori said, his head raising so he could meet Baldewin’s eyes. The lines of worry were back and carving deep furrows across Tori’s brow.

Baldewin wanted to grab the mage and pull him into his lap, shielding him from the world with his larger frame, but he knew that Tori wouldn’t appreciate it. Tori was strong and could stand on his own two feet, but that didn’t mean Baldewin and his dragon didn’t want to protect the man.

“What has you so worried?”

“We’re meeting today so she can properly assess my magic and skills.”

Baldewin frowned. The meeting had been put off due to the imminent arrival of the Valerii dragons, but it was a normal enough and painless procedure from what he understood. For Cameron, Cassie, and Ha Na, it had been incredibly quick, since the trio had come to Burkhard with no training whatsoever.

Tori’s meeting would be a little more involved, since he’d been somewhat trained by his clan. But Baldewin suspected that Tori feared more rejection and disappointment like he’d suffered at the hands of his teachers.

“It won’t be that bad,” Baldewin murmured.

“But what if…what if she changes her mind about me? She’s only seen me working on potions. What if she doesn’t care for how I cast spells? What if she decides that I’m not worthy of being a part of the Burkhard Clan?”

Baldewin gently cupped the side of Tori’s face, lifting it so their eyes met. “First off, we already know you have amazing skills. She has a strong idea of what you can do. She’s not going to change her mind. She only wants to do right by you. This meeting is as much for you as it is for her and the clan.”

“Maybe, but—” Tori started, but Baldewin lightly brushed his thumb across Tori’s lips.

“And second, you are a member of the Burkhard Clan and a mage of Burkhard. There’s no proving yourself to win your way in or hold your spot.”

Tori’s eyes narrowed skeptically. Grabbing Baldewin’s wrist, he pulled the dragon’s hand away from his mouth. “Lisette’s duty is to the clan, not me. She’s got to do what is best for the clan.”

“Yes, and if you’re a happy, well-trained, well-adjusted mage, that makes our clan stronger.”

Tori’s worried look dissolved slowly with each passing second until he gifted Baldewin with a crooked smile. It was enough to unknot some of the tension clenching tightly in Baldewin’s heart.

“You can’t help it, can you?” Tori inquired.

“Help what?”

“You can’t help being wonderful. Everything you do and say is just wonderful.”

Baldewin couldn’t hold it in any longer. Reaching over, he wrapped an arm around Tori’s waist and pulled the smaller man into his lap so he could properly nuzzle his neck. A surprised yelp escaped Tori, but he was soon snuggling closer, making happy little noises that were a balm on Baldewin’s weary soul.

“Do not rumple my mage.”

Without lifting his face from Tori’s neck, Baldewin looked up to find Lisette standing by their table. Her eyes were attempting to be stern, but her lips were fighting back a smile.

“You do not get to have him for at least another twenty minutes. I will rumple him all I want until then,” Baldewin growled. Tori laughed, and the sound bounced around in Baldewin’s chest. He was sure he could live on Tori’s laughter.

“I see Ravi stopped by this morning.” Lisette’s eyes darted down to the crystal jar on the table. “He was harassing my mages for a jar before any of us were properly awake.”

Baldewin groaned, but Tori surprised him by looking up and saying, “Wasn’t that incredibly nice of him? Such a sweet gift.”

Lisette laughed and shook her head. “I’ll see you soon, Tori. I’ll leave you to be rumpled by Baldewin. Otherwise, Alric will have to deal with his grumpiness.”

As the head mage walked away, Baldewin resumed the task of kissing Tori’s neck until the man in his arms made happy humming sounds.

“Should I worry that it seems the entire castle knows we’re…” Tori started breathlessly.

“That you’re my gefreogen? No.” Baldewin paused in his nuzzling to meet Tori’s eyes to make sure he wasn’t upset. “News tends to travel fast in the castle. Alric does what he can to stamp out gossip, but there is no malice meant behind it.”

Tori rubbed Baldewin’s chin with his finger. “Small towns talk, and this castle is like its own town. Don’t forget, I come from a very small town, and they did mean their gossip maliciously. This feels different. Like they’re all happy for us.”

“They are happy for us.”

Tori sighed again, but this time it sounded content. He laid his head against Baldewin’s shoulder as if he was in no rush to leave the dragon’s arms. That was perfectly fine with Baldewin. “What is on your agenda for today?”

“It is a normal day for me, now that I’m not running after wayward mages,” Baldewin teased.

“Har, har.” Tori shifted in Baldewin’s lap so he could look him in the eyes. “What does a normal day look like for you?”

“Mostly, it’s meetings. I spend a lot of time with Alric discussing security for the clan, particularly now that we are dealing with the Jaeggi problem. I meet with Lisette about how the castle’s security can help the mages in their search for more mages. Then I work on new training techniques and schedules for my guards so there’s a fair rotation protecting the castle and anyone who needs to leave. Of course, we have the added bonus of King Rodrigo coming to Burkhard, so we’re working on a number of last-minute arrangements, so we are prepared for his arrival.”

“Wow. Really busy. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Baldewin’s heart flipped at his offer. So very sweet. “Yes. You can have a good day. If I know you’re having a good day, then I will have a good day.”

“I don’t think it works like that, but I’m willing to give it a try. When will I see you again?”

Baldewin kissed him because he simply had to. He had to taste him, feel him. The feelings for Tori were building up so fast and strong that he had to touch him, hold him, kiss him, or he was going to explode.

Tori eagerly kissed back, snuggling even closer as if he meant to crawl inside of Baldewin. That was fine with him and his dragon. The mage had already made himself at home in Baldewin’s heart.

“We need to stop,” Tori panted against Baldewin’s damp lips, “or I’m going to be too rumpled to meet with Lisette.”

Baldewin chuckled. “I’m not sure that is a good enough reason, but I will go along with it. To answer your question, I usually take my lunch break at 13:00. Would you care to have lunch with me?”

“You know I would.”

“Good. Then I will see you at lunch. But if you need me for any reason, you have my mobile number. And you can ask anyone in the castle to bring you to me. I’ll likely be in my office or in Alric’s.”

Tori snorted. “I’m not going to disturb you if you’re meeting with the king.”

“You will seek me out anytime you need me. I am serious about this, Tori.”

The mage pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I think I will always need you, Baldewin, but I will be fine at least until lunch.”

“Yes, you will. You’re going to be just fine.” Baldewin knew it to be true. Tori was going to thrive in Burkhard Castle. He was going to be happy and have a wonderful life surrounded by people who supported him and cared about him. Now Baldewin just had to convince Tori that he’d be even happier as his mate.
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Tori was admittedly very nervous coming in to meet with Lisette, but at the same time, not. It was a strange mix, as if he was nervous on an intellectual level, but his heart was sure there was nothing to be nervous about. He didn’t know which to believe.

Lisette greeted him at her personal workroom door with a smile and ushered him in. “Not too rumpled, I see. Now, as I said, this is just a review of what you know. I’ve seen enough the past few days to be sure you’re well above apprentice level. And I’m glad of it, truthfully, as trying to teach Cassie, Ha Na, and Cameron all at once is a bit of a stretch.”

“They’d certainly keep you on your toes.” The reply was somewhat absent as he took in her room. Tori hadn’t been in here before, and it was leagues different than every mage’s workroom he’d been in. And yet similar. The shelves lined with jars, full of magical elements—that was standard. Everyone had that. And the herbs hanging upside down and drying, that was typical. But the stainless-steel tables on the left side, the modern cooking stove, and the built-in fridge, that wasn’t something he was used to. Most people still had hearths and cauldrons, things passed down to them for generations.

It smelled of herbs and earth and plants in here. Overlaid with it all was the slight acidic ozone of magic in use, indicating she’d done a spell shortly before he’d walked in. Tori saw no sign of it. There was, however, a tray laid out on the table with metals and stones, along with an open canvas pouch holding multiple tools.

“Cassie told me you know how to make a translator amulet? If you don’t mind, I’d like to watch you put one together. It will give me a better idea of how you were taught.”

That seemed reasonable enough, and she’d chosen something he was comfortable making to start out with, which was nice of her.

Tori gave her a slight smile. “Alright. Do you have a use for the one I’ll make?”

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll need plenty when we go to visit your clan. Not everyone speaks Finnish.” She took a seat opposite him at the table.

Tori sat on a cushy barstool and got to work, laying things out and seeing all that she had pulled. The same elements that he’d requested of her when Cassie played courier, in fact. “Is that why Baldewin and Warin were sent out to me? Because they speak Finnish?”

“Hmm, in part. Baldewin volunteered to go, as well. As did Warin. I’m surprised you know how to make the amulets, since your clan kept to themselves. It’s not something you’d necessarily need, correct?”

Tori could tell she was sounding him out some, but he had no reason to evade her or speak less than the truth. She was clan now, and someone he respected. Tori didn’t want her laboring under any misconception when the time came to face his old clan. “It wasn’t something taught to me, no. But a lot wasn’t taught to me. I learned the basics of magical craft up through about twelve years old. It was deemed dangerous for me to not know at least that much, and with a basic education, I could at least be used as grunt labor for harvesting magical elements.”

Lisette’s expression turned painfully neutral, as if she were locking down on very strong feelings before they could show. “Is that what the male mages did in your clan? Just grunt labor?”

“Basically.” Tori focused on the fine wire in his hands as he twisted it around the moon-bathed stone. That was far easier to face. The memories of how he’d been rejected, time and time again, built up like acid reflux. He had to swallow hard several times to keep them from bubbling out of him. “Sometime in my great-grandparents’ generation, male mages started being born, and more still with every successive generation. My clan was livid about it, sure it was a sign of some sort. We were basically bad omens for them. So they treated us like bad omens. I could gather elements and help prep for spells, but I wasn’t allowed to do magic itself. It was partially because of my math—at least that’s the excuse they loved to use—but because it wasn’t my place as a male mage to do the higher magics anyway.”

Lisette lifted a hand. “Back up. I don’t understand that comment. What about your math?”

He paused, hands stilling on the amulet. “Uh, well, I haven’t seen anyone do it here. I assumed you did before I joined you. But measuring the elements for their exact weight and power levels, I wasn’t allowed to do that. I’m, uh, dyscalculic. I tend to flip numbers and have a hard time doing the necessary formulas. That isn’t going to be an issue, I hope? I mean, you’ve seen that I can still work fine.”

The mage stared at him without blinking, much like a lizard in shock. “They. Did. What?”

Tori stared uncertainly back. “They measure the exact weight and power of an element before they use it? Don’t you do that, too?”

“We do a basic inspection, of course, especially if it’s an element we’re harvesting in the wild. But we don’t weigh every single ounce of it and measure it to death.” Lisette shook her head in confusion. “Part of a mage’s gift and talent is to draw power as necessary from the elements around them and pour it into a single focus. Not drain the elements of all power so the mage doesn’t work at all. Wait, you’re telling me they denied you the ability to work magic because you couldn’t measure things?”

“Well, that, and you have to do the formula with the measurements in place to make sure the spell has enough power to work…” He trailed off as Lisette groaned loudly, her head flopping back. “I haven’t seen any of you write down formulas yet, either.”

“Because we don’t.” Lisette blew out a breath, sounding like a dragon ready to spew fire. “This is insane. Why would anyone do that? It’s like they don’t trust magic at all. They’re treating it more like a chemical mixture.”

That’s exactly how Tori had always felt about it. “It sort of confused me, seeing all of you working. I didn’t see any math being used, but I thought it was because you’d done it all beforehand or because you’ve done this exact recipe so many times you didn’t need it. The only one who referenced anything was me.”

“We have done those recipes many, many times. We brought a copy out for your sake.” Lisette’s head came back down so she could look at him once more. “But still, what you’re describing is insanity. It’s a wonder they get anything done, constantly second-guessing everything as they are. But it begs the question, if you weren’t allowed to do anything but apprentice-level work, then how do you know how to do all this?”

“Reading,” Tori admitted a little shyly and went back to assembling the amulet. He just needed to make a paste of the elements and apply it to the stone. He unscrewed the jar lids and started measuring things out into a small, pewter bowl as he explained, “I kept sneaking books away from the different mages in the clan. I started with my mother’s library, and I’d read well into the night.”

“Despite their attitudes?”

“When I was young, still in high school, I thought maybe I could prove myself to them. If I just knew enough magical theory, I could somehow overcome their doubts and ingrained traditions. When I turned eighteen, though, it became clear that nothing I could do would ever make a difference. They were too set in their ways. I think it’s about hierarchy more than anything.”

“How the female mages keep the rest in check?” Lisette’s eyes turned hard and flinty.

“Why else would you deny male mages the right to work magic?” Tori’s own anger flared to life. “I didn’t know better, not until I came here. Not until I saw all of you in action and realized that this is what a clan of mages should look like. But still, I knew even at eighteen that there was something very wrong. That I shouldn’t be denied the talent I was born with. At that point, I kept studying out of spite. I was determined to learn enough that I could strike out on my own.”

“Were you able to do anything at all?”

“Some. I set up a place where I could work magic away from their eyes. It’s why my herbology is good; I had my own greenhouse and made up potions for my own use.” Tori was relieved they were having this conversation now, so he didn’t have to downplay things or try to sell her on the idea that he could be a full-fledged mage. He had the position already, thanks to her confidence in him. “And I made some things just for prep on the journey out, or for practice. I don’t—”

Deep breath. It was hard to admit, but she did need to know. Tori couldn’t meet her eyes as he said, “I don’t have any practice working with a group, aside from the past few days. High magics are something I only know about in theory.”

“That’s fine.” Lisette’s cool hand reached over and touched him lightly on the wrist, her smile reassuring. “When we do practice collaborative work, I’ll pull you in with my students, give you all some experience in it.”

Reassured, he nodded.

Silence fell for a moment as he finished the amulet. He chose not to thread it on a chain before handing it over to her for inspection.

Lisette accepted it and tilted it in her palm for a moment, looking it over as only a master mage could. “Perfectly done. I didn’t see you measure anything as you were taught to do?”

“There’s no point,” Tori said with a self-depreciating smile. “I just mess up the numbers. I’ve learned to rely on instinct for what feels right and what needs to be tweaked. I eyeball everything.”

“Most mages do, you know. I’m certainly not an exception.” Lisette tapped the amulet lightly with her finger. “Magic is about instinct and talent. It should be a joy to do any sort of working. I do not understand this process of your old clan’s. They’ve turned magic into a drudgery.”

“I’m really glad to hear you say that.” Tori felt like that was the understatement of the year.

“It’s part of why I recommended we make you a mage of the clan immediately.” Lisette handed him the amulet back, and there was a proud smile on her face. “Not only because I could see your knowledge at play but your instincts. You looked at what we had done and saw ways to improve it. You instinctively knew how to enhance the potions. We need that sort of creativity and intellect, especially as there are so few of us.”

Tori’s face felt like it was on fire. He really didn’t know what to do with all of these compliments he was getting.

“Your craft work is solid, I think. I already know about your potions. Let’s go and get situated there”— she indicated the sitting area to the far right of the room—“and talk about magic theory. I want to know what all you studied. Magic is so vast, after all.”

“It really is.” Tori followed her readily.

The chairs were plush and inviting. He sank into one, feeling far more comfortable now than he had when he walked into the room. Lisette truly wasn’t trying to find fault with him. She’d spoken truth when she said she only wished to review with him what he knew. Which was entirely reasonable.

Lisette settled into a chair next to his, and she oriented herself to face him directly, her hands loosely clasped together in her lap. “What area did you like best to study?”

“Tool-making.” Tori rubbed at his neck, not sure why he felt a little shy admitting that. “Wands, amulets, mirrors, boosters of any sort, really. I enjoy making things that are readily at hand as an aid. Potion-making, too, that seems to come naturally to me. I enjoy it.”

“Hence why you were so comfortable making amulets and such on the way here?”

“Yes. I did study other things. We’re all taught the basics of medical care in my clan, but I did study up on it more, just in case.”

“Like the healing you did for Cassie.”

“I’m very glad I know it, now. I dabbled a little in astrology, but most of it went over my head. Without someone to ask questions of, I couldn’t really wrap my head around it.”

“Some of it is based in mysticism, which further complicates matters. Jana is an expert in it, if you wish to study it more with her.”

“Oh? Yeah, that’d be great. Do you, um, encourage us to learn from each other like that?”

Lisette got that look in her eye again as if she were contemplating murder. “There is very little hierarchy you need to observe here in the clan, my young mage. I am the head mage of the clan, but no other mage will be in a position above you.”

Well, that was certainly good to know. Tori hadn’t been sure how to ask without stepping on toes.

“And I expect all of my mages to learn, help, and support each other. No exceptions. If someone refuses to cooperate, I want to hear about it. I will have a word with that person.”

Probably several words. Just the thought was chilling. Tori, for one, didn’t want someone of Lisette’s power to be mad at him. That seemed a very poor life decision.

“Speaking of, now that I know you are comfortable with tool-making, I wish for you to draw either Cameron or Ha Na in when you are making something. Ha Na enjoys it and wishes to know more about it. Cameron needs more practice at it.” Lisette’s nose scrunched up in amused aggravation. “You’ll discover that our consort is brilliant with magic. He does things I haven’t contemplated, despite my years of experience. But he does have a tendency to sometimes overthink simple things. Tool-making seems to be one of them. He keeps trying to cram more features into a simple tool.”

“What, like a smart phone upgrade?”

Lisette growled. “He melted three amulets in a row before I smacked him and told him to behave. If you can break down the process for tool-making and explain to him why adding on bells and whistles won’t work, you’ll do us all a favor. I’d like that reinforced before he and Gunter cook up something impossible and burn the castle down.”

“I can try.” Tori had little faith he’d manage it, but if nothing else, maybe it would be a good way to make friends with Cameron? The man was just so charming and approachable, it would be a shame to not be on more friendly terms with him.

“Good. Now, I have a list of tools that need refurbishing and things I’d like made. Let’s work together on a few of those this morning, if you don’t mind. Then I’ll sic you on the greenhouse. It needs some tending.” Lisette tapped a finger to her lips, pursed in thought. “I need to figure out your work schedule with us, but I’ll have to re-evaluate things first. We’re all stretched thin trying to cover multiple bases, but I’m not sure off-hand how to move duties around to include you without tilting the scales in the wrong direction.”

“Why don’t I just ask who needs help over the next few days?” Tori offered. It was elating to be able to say those words and be taken seriously. “The ice dragons are coming for a visit today, right? You’ll likely be occupied with them for a while. I can pitch in as needed until you have a chance to talk to everyone and come up with a new schedule.”

“Bless you, Tori. We’ll do that. It’s likely the better approach anyway. This way, you can see everything we do here and choose what you’re comfortable with. Or what you don’t mind doing. I try not to stick people with the chores they hate.”

“I appreciate that.” And was relieved to hear it. Of course, work was work and had to be done. But a nice boss at least tried to work with people so they weren’t stuck with something they weren’t comfortable with.

Lisette ticked things off on her fingers. “I need a gathering wand, focus crystal, and herb pouch renewed. Two more gathering wands need to be made. Which have you done or would like to try this morning?”

“I’ve done gathering wands and herb pouches. Never a focus crystal.”

“Then let’s start with the wands, do a focus crystal next.” Lisette was up, far more spry than her age suggested she should be. “I think I have the perfect wood to work with.”

“I’ve only ever used spruce wood for my wands.” Tori followed her to a cabinet that held a variety of wood stacked on shelves. The scent coming from the cabinet was divine.

“Oh? Of course, spruces likely were common in your area.”

“One of the few trees we had. That and pine.”

“I have spruce, pine, beech, and oak in here.”

“Can we do oak?” Tori touched a particular branch that had a good size to it. “I like the look of this one.”

“So do I. Take it, and I’ll grab this one. With some wands, we’ll be able to harvest much faster. Those high-hanging vines are such a chore at times.”

Tori followed her to the table. His heart had been right, after all. There was no reason to be nervous around Lisette. This was the easiest evaluation of his skills he’d ever experienced, and it ended with him working magic alongside a master.

The day couldn’t go any better than this.
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King Rodrigo Valerii of the Ice Dragon Clan was, as Cameron immediately dubbed him, a silver fox. He looked a little like ice personified, with thick blond hair so pale it was almost white and pale blue eyes that seemed to see right through you. The paleness was only accentuated by the dragon’s dark, bespoke suit. However, his tie and matching pocket square were an interesting explosion of color.

Baldewin probably would find him intimidating if he weren’t so friendly in nature. The man’s charm had a way of disarming him before Baldewin could get his guard up.

Now, his head mage, Evora? The woman scared the shit out of him.

Baldewin eyed her sideways as everyone settled in the formal receiving room. His composure nearly shattered when Alric attempted a formal greeting, but the ice dragon walked straight up to Alric and embraced him in a tight hug, thumping him on the back as if they were long-lost friends. Baldewin recognized Rodrigo’s head retainer, Thiago, from a couple of recent video chats, and the man simply rolled his eyes and sighed, as if he wasn’t surprised by his king’s impulsive and friendly behavior.

“We don’t need any of that formality between us after all our conversations,” Rodrigo exclaimed with a broad wave of his hand as he released Alric.

Alric’s smile turned a little wry, considering that, until the past couple of months, it had been centuries since the two kings had communicated on a regular basis. “I only wish to show the great king of the Valerii Clan the respect he deserves.”

Rodrigo let out a deep belly laugh. “If there is any respect to be given, it all goes to you, great mage hunter!”

Baldewin softly cleared his throat when he saw Alric flush under Rodrigo’s praise. It wasn’t often that Alric was flustered, but it was clear Rodrigo was going to give Cameron a run for his money in that department.

“And that is why we have come. We are here to study at the feet of the master, so we can bring new mages into our clan,” the Valerii leader continued.

Alric nodded, straightening a little. “And we are happy to share all we know with you. But you must be tired after your travels. We have rooms prepared if you would like to freshen up—”

Rodrigo waved off his offer. “We spent last night in Paris. Lovely city. Hasn’t changed as much as I would have expected in five centuries.” He paused and made a face. “Well, at least they’ve stopped fighting with Italy. But we are rested and ready to speak about mages.”

The formal receiving room had comfortable chairs for this sort of visit, all of them situated around a large oval, with a long coffee table in the center for snacks. Alric took his usual chair, Cameron at his right, as he should be, while Dieter sat on Alric’s left, Baldewin beside him.

Rodrigo had brought three bodyguards with him, but after showing them that the room was perfectly safe for the king, they were taken on a tour of the castle with Ravi and Warin. There was no way he was leaving Ravi alone with the Valerii. Warin would help to temper Ravi’s tongue. But then, if the bodyguards were anything like their king, they would be quite comfortable with Ravi.

For the Valerii side, Rodrigo was accompanied by Thiago and their head mage Evora. They all chose seats, with Rodrigo sitting directly across from Alric.

“Cameron,” Rodrigo greeted in that gravelly voice of his, “I want to thank you for all the information you’ve compiled and sent to us. It’s helped us get a better picture of what’s happening over here. And that spell you detailed for us, of how to break Jaeggi trapping spells. My mages were over the moon with that, weren’t you, Evora?”

Evora’s narrow face normally looked sharp enough to hack a man to death. She was pretty, certainly, but a femme fatale in search of a noir movie. In this moment, she unbent enough to give Cameron a slight smile. “We are always glad to have a spell in our repertoire that helps us protect our dragons. Especially one tried and true. I do wish to speak with you more on it.”

“Of course,” Cameron encouraged with a smile. “Just go easy on me. I’m still learning magic.”

Rodrigo leaned forward in his chair, concern writing itself into the lines of his face. “But it concerns me we even need this spell. Why are the Jaeggi so intent on being our enemies, even now? What are they trying to accomplish by kidnapping our mages? Do we still only have a half-guessed answer to these questions?”

“I’m afraid so,” Alric sighed. “Our recent run-in with them gave us some information, as you know. Tori—our new mage—believes their magic is somehow dysfunctional. Or warped. He said their auras are unlike a normal mage’s, and certainly, they don’t operate the same. Every time they encounter a mage, they either try to abscond with them or, in this latest attempt, try to drain them of magic on the spot. It speaks of a dark, underlying problem.”

Cameron picked up the tale smoothly, his hand coming to cover Alric’s and grip it on the chair’s arm. “All of us here have been throwing this theory back and forth, and I have little to substantiate it, but I think it’s plausible. I think when Kaiser Jaeggi enacted the spell that wiped out the mage clans, it backfired.”

“An anti-spell,” Evora murmured thoughtfully. “It’s true. A spell that powerful, it must have been an anti-spell. I think none of us really sat and considered it at the time. We were too busy trying to hold our clans together. But I can’t think of how else he was able to do it.”

“We’ve had time to think about it now and still can’t,” Cameron agreed with an unhappy frown. “The man abruptly died in the middle of the war, and I’ll bet you that was the reason. The anti-spell blew up in his face, killing him, and possibly damaging all of his clan members.”

“And now they are, what? Exacting revenge?” Rodrigo put his cup on the table before sitting back, staring hard at the floor in thought. “Or trying to reclaim what they’ve lost?”

“Possibly both.” Alric didn’t look any happier, and his eyes kept darting to Cameron in open worry. It didn’t take a genius to guess why. Every time Cameron left the security of the castle, he ran the risk of being kidnapped again.

Cameron lifted their joined hands to kiss Alric’s palm, eyes gentle. “Chill, love. I’m not leaving the castle today.”

“It’s all your future days that concern me,” Alric sighed.

Rodrigo cleared his throat and looked at them with a sort of wistful sadness. But then, Rodrigo himself was still unmated. Baldewin’s heart ached for the dragon. He remembered seeing Rodrigo during the war, meeting with Alric’s father. He’d been a young king at the time but still had at least a century on Alric. And all that time, he’d lived without his mate.

“I speak for all dragons, I think, when I say this. We cannot abide having any mage in danger, no matter what clan. Alric, I wish to help you safeguard them. The Jaeggi seem to be more active here in Europe. We certainly haven’t seen much of them in Brazil. If you wish to send some of your people to us for a time, for safekeeping, we will host them with open hearts.”

Baldewin sensed that Alric almost automatically refused that offer. His mouth was open before he thought better of it and closed his mouth again, sadness etched deep lines around his eyes. “We might. I’ll speak with my mages and see who might like to go.”

“If nothing else, something like an exchange program,” Cameron suggested, looking between both kings. “My grandmother, for instance, she’d love to go to Brazil for a while. She enjoys travel. And she’s hinted she wants to meet the sexy ice dragons a few times.”

Alric snorted in amusement. “Yes, I’ve heard her. In fact, Rodrigo, I think we should encourage her to go with you when you return home. Ha Na is widowed and eager for a dragon mate, but she’s not made a connection with any of my people. At the very least, it will give her a chance to flirt with your clan members.”

Rodrigo’s brows lifted, intrigued. “Is that right? I’ll meet with her and ask, then.”

It physically hurt to bite his tongue, but Baldewin managed to not blurt out a warning. Ha Na was a handful, he knew this painfully well, and foisting her off on the ice dragons without saying anything was not nice. But then, what he’d seen of Rodrigo so far left him wondering if the Valerii might prove to be a good match for Ha Na.

“An exchange of magic, too, would be helpful.” Cameron gave him that charming smile, which could reduce Alric to a puddle of goo in seconds. “In fact, there’s something I want to learn from you. Your clan, I understand, still knows how to do the incubator spells.”

Rodrigo didn’t look surprised by this change in topic. “I thought you might ask that, considering you now have several same-sex couples in this clan. We would also like to use the spells, but sadly we do not have enough mages to operate it.”

“It takes a dozen mages to operate one incubator,” Evora explained. There was pain in her expression, darkening her brown eyes. “We have only eight. It’s too taxing on us to try and keep it operational for nine months, although we tried several times.”

“And collapsed every time.” Thiago placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. His expression was full of pain and worry, leading Baldewin to believe that they were in fact mated. Unlike their king, Thiago and Evora had been very formal and proper in their bearing. But then, every dragon cracked when it came to concern for their mate.

“We will be glad to share the spell with you,” Rodrigo said, and then wagged a playful finger at Alric. “But help us, too. We desire children.”

Alric’s answer was quick and sincere. “Of course. We’ll take turns helping each other.”

“Alric and I have already talked about this,” Cameron tacked on with a smile. “We’re a bit too new to have children just yet. Maybe in a year or two, when we’re more settled. So why don’t you go first?”

There was a brightness in Rodrigo’s eyes that had nothing to do with the light pouring in through the windows. “Thank you.”

“And I’ll teach you the Noh seeking spells to help you find more mages,” Cameron promised them both. “I think we can all agree we need to find them before the Jaeggi do.”

Evora actually smiled. A full-blown smile. And her face didn’t crack. “Bless you, consort. We need those just as much. Our own seeking spells have no real range to them.”

“Ours can go hundreds of miles.” Cameron winked at her. “Works better in situations like this. After this meeting, why don’t you follow me to Lisette’s workshop? We can start teaching each other things, get all our mages in on this. Our new mage, Tori, might have some interesting input as well. He tends to know things the rest of us have forgotten.”

“Yes, talk to me of this new clan.” Rodrigo was back to being perky. “And your new mage; Tori, is it?”

Baldewin grimaced, unable to contain the expression fully. Just thinking about Tori’s clan gave him heartburn, and he still wanted to go up there and do a little dragon-smash, maybe burn a few buildings.

Catching his reaction, Rodrigo pointed to him. “Is there an issue?”

Alric turned mild eyes on him. “Baldewin, why don’t you answer this question?”

“I’m not sure if I can without a lot of inappropriate language. King Rodrigo, the clan in question is not a kind one. Tori had to escape it.”

“Escape…? I don’t understand.” But Rodrigo’s expression indicated he had a sense where this was going, and he wasn’t happy about it already.

“They were allies of the Jaeggi during the war,” Baldewin sought to explain without losing his temper and punching things. “After the loss of many mages during the war, they went into hiding in the northern tip of Finland. They have serious glamours over their town to keep it hidden. From what Tori tells me, the culture became…toxic. They created set standards for everyone to adhere by, and there’s no tolerance for going outside of those expectations. They’re extremely homophobic. They didn’t take it well that he’s a male mage—there’s a stigma about a mage not being female. A belief that females are the most valuable because only they can mate with dragons and are the ultimate source of new mages. And they truly didn’t take it well that he’s gay. He finally made a break for freedom this past month.”

“Which is how we found him,” Cameron tacked on. “Because he left the glamour and traveled closer, our seeking spells were able to pick up on him.”

“The glamour is that intensive?” Evora didn’t sound happy about that. “But what of his magic?”

“Tori’s exceptional,” Cameron reported with a hint of pride. As he should, since Tori was now a Burkhard mage. “His knowledge of herbology is incredibly extensive. Lisette’s made that comment more than once. He’s also very versatile. He can make substitutions on the fly and adapt spells with limited or even the wrong elements. And it works, every time. I sat with him yesterday and picked his brain. Felt stupid after the conversation, too. That’s how educated in magic he is.”

The door to the room abruptly banged open, Lisette stomping in like a herd of rampaging elephants. “Alric! We’re raining dragon fire on that shitty—oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you’d started the meeting.”

Baldewin was half out of his chair on instinct. Whenever Lisette lost her temper, it was never a good thing, and he wanted to curtail the problem as much as he could.

Alric turned so he could see her, as his back was to the door. Alarmed, he demanded, “What’s happened?”

Lisette took in the occupants of the room, and her expression firmed up again. “You know what, you need to know this, too. King Rodrigo, Evora, Thiago, forgive my intrusion. Have you spoken about the new clan of mages yet?”

“We were just touching on it,” Rodrigo answered. He sighed gustily. “And nothing good has been said about them yet.”

“I’m about to add to the bad,” she announced, marching to the nearest chair. She didn’t sit in it, clearly too agitated to do so. “This morning, I reviewed with Tori all he knows, as I still haven’t quite grasped what all he was taught. The Taavi, his old clan, have their own specialties, I’m sure. But what came out of the conversation is absolutely appalling. The teaching methods of the Taavi Clan are perfectly reprehensible. Tori explained that they are very exacting with their magic. You have to measure the precise weight and power level of each element and do a formula to double check the power level of the spell before you can enact it.”

Evora’s jaw dropped. “That’s insane. Each element will vary a little; that’s to be expected of natural elements. Doing that kind of math every time for a simple spell? Have they lost their minds?”

“It gets worse,” Lisette informed her, voice like a glacier. “If you can’t do the math correctly, or if there’s something off in your result, you cannot use the spell. So, anyone who is math-challenged, for whatever reason, isn’t allowed to do any magic whatsoever.”

Voice rising, Evora spluttered, “But magic isn’t all math! It’s power and instinct.”

“Doing that takes all of the intuition out of it,” Cameron joined in hotly. “I mean, I’m the first to say, ‘yay math,’ because that’s my engineering brain, but come on! If you do stuff rigidly by formula, you never make any innovations!”

“Tori’s dyscalculic.” The room fell silent. Baldewin lifted his head, his fury matching Lisette’s. “Was he allowed to do magic at all?”

“No,” she denied flatly. “No, they wouldn’t allow him more than basic spells. It’s why he keeps telling us that he knows what to do in theory but has no practice at it. It’s why he left this clan; that and he’s gay. Those two things pushed him out of his home.”

Shit. Tori really should have told him all of this. No, he couldn’t blame his sweet Tori for not saying it before. He was likely terrified of not keeping his place here, the place he’d just earned. He didn’t know enough of the Burkhards yet to realize that they would never hem him in or judge him the way the Taavi obviously had. He didn’t have a full understanding that magic in this clan was completely different from what he was accustomed to.

But Baldewin would make it very, very clear later that he had nothing to fear here.

“Fire and destruction,” Lisette repeated.

“Done,” Baldewin agreed flatly.

Rodrigo groaned and flopped back into his chair. “I was incredibly excited on the flight over here, thinking of an entire clan that we could absorb into our own. And now, I’m not sure I want anything to do with them. I’d like to speak with Tori directly before coming to any decisions.”

“We’ll introduce the two of you,” Alric promised him. There was a tic in the corner of his jaw as he demanded of Baldewin, “Did you know of this insanity?”

“I saw hints of it. I guessed that things weren’t great because of how he flinched. But he hadn’t told me all of that.” Not yet. He might have, given more time. They’d both been a bit giddy, the newness of a relationship turning everything rose-colored. Baldewin hated that reality came crashing down this quickly.

“What the hell is wrong with them?” Evora stood abruptly. “Lisette, I want to talk to him about this.”

Lisette nodded, looking as if she was still grinding her teeth in anger. “I don’t blame you. But let me have some time with him, first. I don’t think he fully understands how odd his clan’s teaching methods are. I want to show him that the rest of the world, at least, isn’t that cruel.”

Evora nodded reluctantly. “Alright.”

For mages, magic was an integral part of the self. Baldewin understood that, and he couldn’t help but ache for the man.

To be denied a part of himself was obscene. It must have been like functioning without a limb, even though it was still attached.

Baldewin had to fight to stay in the room, his instincts demanding he go immediately to Tori. To somehow soothe the damage done.

Lisette had the right idea. Some destruction was called for. Dragon-style.
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Baldewin was early for his lunch date. He was not supposed to be meeting Tori in the dining hall for another thirty minutes, but the meeting with Rodrigo had gone better than he’d expected—once they moved past discussions of whether to destroy the Taavi Clan in a fit of outrage.

Of course, he shouldn’t have been too surprised by Rodrigo’s eagerness since the ice dragon was excited by the prospect of finally finding mages for his own clan.

But now, Baldewin feared how Tori was going to take the news that he was officially invited to the fancy state dinner with the two kings.

It was going to be a relatively small affair, only about a dozen people present, but he knew the mage was already nervous around Alric and Cameron. Throw in Rodrigo and his royal cortege, and Tori was likely going to hide in his room and tell Baldewin that he was on his own.

But he had no doubt in his mind that Tori could handle the two kings with ease. From what he’d seen already, everyone who’d met Tori adored him.

Maybe a few dragons adored him a little too much, but that was likely Baldewin’s jealous dragon growling in his ear. Word had spread fast—likely thanks to dynamic duo Ravi and Cassie—that Tori was his gefreogen. No dragon would dare encroach on Baldewin’s mage.

It took a little asking around and too much searching for his dragon’s peace of mind, but he finally located Tori in one of the greenhouses. As he stepped inside, he was hit with the sweet scent of blossoming flowers in the damp, warm air. The first row was filled with hyssop bushes, their tall stalks covered in bright violet flowers. The blooms and leaves were used in a variety of cleansing spells. Next to them were the star-shaped blue flowers of the borage, which were used against fevers and aches.

He continued to the next row, where he found his target moving easily down a row of myrtle, with its feathery white flowers and glossy green leaves, to a collection of bright purple vervain.

Tori was humming a tune that Baldewin didn’t recognize. In front of him was a small cart that held a variety of tools and instruments for his trade. Here and there, he stopped and pruned a bit of dead growth away from a vervain plant with a set of shears or trimmed off some of another plant and placed those bits into a jar to be used in potions and spells.

Baldewin was completely enamored. There was a soft smile on Tori’s face, and his shoulders were finally loose and relaxed. He absolutely radiated happiness. Nestori Taavi was finally home. He was where he truly belonged in the world.

“Are you lurking, Baldewin?” Tori’s voice rose in the quiet greenhouse.

Baldewin started, blinking at the mage for a moment. “How did you know I was here? I haven’t made a noise.”

Tori place the pair of pruning shears back on the cart and turned in his direction. He gave a little shrug, the smile on his lips growing even wider. “I don’t know. Just sort of felt you.”

Oh, he definitely liked the sound of that. He loved the idea of Tori being able to sense him, to feel him in some way.

Dressed in a pair of jeans that hung wonderfully low on his narrow hips and an olive-green T-shirt made of the softest cotton, Tori had a casual sexiness to him. It left Baldewin wanting to slip his hands under that shirt and explore all the lean muscles he knew were hidden. He wanted to push those jeans down and lick his way over every inch of the sexy man before him.

And maybe he should. Tori hadn’t enjoyed enough stolen moments of physical pleasure in his life. Not that Baldewin was too upset over that fact. He rather liked being Tori’s first in everything. He liked to think that all those cries of pleasure, blissed-out sighs, gasps, and moans belonged to him. Yes, he and his dragon were becoming incredibly possessive when it came to Tori, and he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

“What are you working on?” Baldewin asked as he strolled closer. He’d shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from reaching for Tori.

“Just a little pruning. I am also collecting some vervain and marigold for a healing potion we’re planning to work later this afternoon,” Tori replied as he continued down the row. He snipped away another section of dead growth and tossed the branch into a waste receptacle on his cart. “What are you doing here? I know we said that we’d meet at 13:00 for lunch in the dining hall. It can’t be that late already.”

Baldewin shook his head. “My meetings finished early, and Alric is deep in conversation with Rodrigo, Cameron, and Dieter. I wasn’t needed at the moment. Ravi and Warin are giving some of the other delegates a tour of the castle.”

A low snort escaped Tori, and he smiled. “I can’t believe you allowed Ravi to give the tour.”

“Not alone. Never. Warin is leading the tour, but I’m sure Ravi is throwing in some interesting anecdotes as they go. Alric has also arranged for Gunter to pop in and speak with them as they meet with Lisette.”

“And that’s why Alric is the king. Smart man.”

“A very smart man,” Baldewin agreed absently. Carefully, he reached out and pulled the shears from Tori’s hand, wrapping his free arm around his waist. His hand slipped under Tori’s cotton shirt, fingers skimming lightly across his warm stomach as Tori sucked in a breath. Lowering his head, Baldewin nuzzled Tori’s hair, breathing in the sweet scent of berries from the shampoo he’d used.

“What are you doing?” Tori’s voice came out rough and low. He stood frozen. Baldewin moved slowly, giving Tori ample opportunity to step away from him, to pull away from his touch, but he didn’t move. Baldewin paused, leaving the decision in Tori’s hands. The mage shifted slightly, pushing into his hand, and Baldewin nearly growled with pleasure. His mate wanted him, wanted his touch.

Dipping his lips to the shell of Tori’s ear, Baldewin lightly kissed him and then whispered, “I thought it would be obvious that I’m seducing you.”

“No, that’s pretty damn clear,” Tori replied with a shaky laugh. “But we’re in the greenhouse.”

Baldewin hummed. “Yes, we’re alone in the greenhouse.” Sliding his hand down from Tori’s stomach, he cupped the erection starting to strain against the front of Tori’s jeans. A strangled noise escaped Tori’s throat as he punched his hips forward, seeking Baldewin’s firm touch.

“But…but…anyone could walk in.”

“That’s part of the fun. Were you expecting anyone to come help you?”

“No,” Tori whimpered as Baldewin’s thumb circled the head of his dick. Need pumped through Baldewin’s veins. His own cock was throbbing and demanding more attention with every breathless pant and shiver from Tori, but he wanted his lover’s pleasure more than his own.

“Then we should be fine. You’ll just have to be careful about how loud you are. Don’t want anyone to hear you and come investigate.”

“But…”

Baldewin stopped. He would never force Tori into doing something he wasn’t comfortable with. He just wanted the mage to laugh and have more adventures in life. He nuzzled his neck again before placing a gentle kiss to the rapidly beating pulse point behind his ear. “Do you want me to stop? I will never ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

“No,” Tori said, the word coming out as an almost pained whine.

“Would you rather I toss you over my shoulder and carry you back to my room?”

The noise that escaped this time was definitely a whimper, but it was neither a yes nor a no.

“Or would you rather I get on my knees and suck your cock until you come down my throat?”

A bark of badly twisted Finnish left Tori’s lips before he said, “Yes. That. I want that.” He thrust his hips forward, pressing his hard cock into Baldewin’s hand, seeming to seek even more friction and relief.

Grinning, Baldewin wrapped his arms around Tori and dragged him farther down the aisle. The mage leaned all his weight into Baldewin, as if his legs could no longer hold him up. Baldewin loved it, loved the absolute trust Tori put in him, whether the man realized it or not.

When he reached a sturdy-looking table, he shoved back a few of the potted plants and pressed Tori onto it so it at least partially supported his weight. Baldewin dropped to his knees, ignoring the hard bite of the stone floor. It was nothing compared to the ache in his dick.

But none of that pain mattered. There was only Tori’s desperate pants from his parted lips and the pupils blown wide and black with desire as he stared down at Baldewin.

Attacking Tori’s jeans, Baldewin quickly got them open and pulled both his jeans and briefs down to free Tori’s beautiful cock. The dark red head already glistened with pre-cum, and Tori whimpered again. Part of Baldewin wanted to go slow, to savor every little bit of Tori while he could. But they were in a public place within the castle, and it would be only too easy for someone to wander in. He didn’t want to risk embarrassing Tori and ruining this experience for him. Faster was definitely better. Savoring was for when they were alone in either of their rooms.

Though, he couldn’t deny himself one long lick. He ran the flat of his tongue along Tori’s cock from the root to the head. Above him, Tori swore loudly, and one hand landed on Baldewin’s shoulder, digging into his muscles.

Baldewin chuckled softly, allowing his hot breath to gust across the damp flesh. “Quiet, remember. Don’t want someone to rush in here to check on you.”

Tori laughed, but the sound came out strained. “You’re an evil bastard.” Still smiling, Baldewin licked one of Tori’s balls, earning a sharp hiss. “Baldewin! Stop playing around.”

“What do you want, my sexy mage?”

“Suck it. Suck my dick, now.”

No more playing around. Wrapping his hand around the base of Tori’s cock, Baldewin swallowed him down until the head touched the back of his throat. Tori let out a soft moan of pleasure, but he barely noticed it. There was only the luxurious feel of that soft, thick flesh sliding along his tongue. Baldewin moved slowly at first, wallowing in the pleasure of having this intimate connection with Tori. He loved everything about it—the taste, the feel, each little sound and sigh Tori made.

His own dick was making some insistent demands, but it was relatively easy to ignore with Tori’s first shallow thrust. As if he couldn’t stop himself from chasing his own release. Baldewin could feel his dragon rising up, adding a little more heat as he sucked hard on Tori’s dick. The creature was demanding to experience Tori’s orgasm as much as Baldewin was.

His left hand shuttled along the bottom of Tori’s cock where his lips didn’t quite reach, and Baldewin slid the fingers of his right under his sac to lightly tug and caress his balls. Tori’s noises grew a little louder and his thrusts more persistent. Baldewin relaxed his jaw, welcoming the mage to fuck his mouth.

Glancing up at Tori, Baldewin moaned around his dick at the sight before him. While Tori held him with one hand, the other tightly gripped the edge of the table to steady himself. His head was thrown back, and his mouth was open in pleasure. His body had become one long, lean line of quivering need. Baldewin had never seen anything so sexy in his entire life.

Soft curses tumbled from Tori’s lips, and Baldewin could feel his dick swelling on his tongue. He was so damn close, just needed a little extra to tip him over the edge. Extending his index finger behind Tori’s balls, he stroked along his perineum, adding just a little bit of pressure. Tori gasped hard, as if the air had been knocked out of him.

A second later, he came hard down Baldewin’s throat. The salty spend coated the back of his tongue for a second before he swallowed it down. Tori’s thighs trembled, and he swore softly while Baldewin drank down everything Tori gave him.

And he wanted everything Tori could offer him. He treasured every shiver, gasp, moan, and laugh.

When Tori was licked completely clean, Baldewin allowed him to slip from his lips. He looked up to find the mage breathing heavily, sweat glistening on his brow and sliding down the side of his face. He looked utterly blissed out and relaxed. It was a damn good look for the man, though one he didn’t want anyone else seeing. A definite drawback to these kinds of escapades in public places.

“Are…are you close?” Tori asked breathlessly.

Baldewin’s eyes widened as he met Tori’s gaze. His dick was rock hard and pressing uncomfortably against the front of his slacks. “Very,” he growled.

Tori flashed him the dirtiest smile he’d ever seen on the man’s lips. “Do it. Jerk yourself. I want to watch you come.”

For that look, Baldewin was pretty sure he’d do anything Tori asked. He quickly opened his trousers and dug a hand into his briefs, pulling his cock free. A moan of pleasure and relief ripped from his lips as he wrapped his fingers around his stiff dick. There was no need to even spit on his hand. He just used the pre-cum already leaking from the head. He was so fucking close.

Looking up, he found Tori watching him with hooded, hungry eyes, as if he meant to drop down and swallow Baldewin whole, if only he’d invite him. As tempting as it was, there wasn’t time. He stroked himself, his eyes eating up every inch of Tori in front of him.

His lover reached out a lazy hand and touched his chin. “You’re so sexy. Everything you do. So sexy. Come for me. Come because you want me.”

“I do. Fuck,” Baldewin panted. His orgasm was building, his balls drawing up tight, and a telltale tingling started at the base of his spine. It was hard to even speak, but he had to get the words out. “Want you. I want all of you. Everything you will give me. Want to be buried in you always. Want to feel you inside of me. Tori—” He couldn’t even finish the thought. The orgasm slammed through him, and he shouted, not caring if the entire castle came to investigate the noise. The world went white for a second, and he couldn’t breathe, but that was okay. He didn’t need to breathe any longer. The world was perfect just as it was.

When conscious thought started to seep into his brain again, he noticed Tori laughing.

“You were way louder than me,” Tori taunted.

Baldewin blinked and discovered that his forehead was resting against Tori’s thigh, and his hand was still wrapped around his dick. What the hell was he doing? He was on his knees in a greenhouse, his dick in his damn hand and cum streaked across the stone floor. Above him was a mage with his jeans down around his thighs, who looked like he’d just had his brain sucked out the end of his cock. Dear heaven, he lost all common sense when he was around Tori.

But then, he needed only to look at the smile on Tori’s lips to know that he’d do it all over again. No regrets.

“You make me crazy,” Baldewin said with a pleased sigh.

This time, Tori hummed as he leaned down and captured Baldewin’s lips in a surprisingly tender kiss. “Is it a good kind of crazy?”

“A very good crazy. With you, I never want to be sane again.”

“I like that.”

So did Baldewin. But as tempting as it was, they needed to at least be a little bit sane for a while. “We should clean up and grab some lunch.”

Tori further surprised him by giving him the most adorable pout, his bottom lip jutting out. “Must we? I’m thinking maybe we escape to my room during lunch and explore some more naked time. We don’t need food.”

Baldewin clenched his teeth against the desire to agree to just that. He didn’t want to be the responsible adult. He really wanted more naked time. Reluctantly, he tucked himself away. “We need food to keep up our strength.”

Tori’s eyes narrowed on him as he also started to straighten his clothes. “Why does this suddenly feel like I’m keeping up my strength for more than just naked time?”

Yes, reality was back, and she was a damn harsh mistress.

“Because Alric would like me to invite you to the private state dinner this evening. It’s nothing too big.”

“Uh-huh,” Tori replied, clearly not believing Baldewin one bit.

“Just Alric, Cameron, Alric’s retainers, Rodrigo—”

“The king of the Ice Dragon Clan,” Tori interjected.

“And his retinue. They were hoping to meet you and talk to you about your clan.”

“Uh-huh. It’s going to take way more than a blowjob to relax me before that dinner,” Tori grumbled.

Grabbing the mage’s hips, Baldewin leaned up on his protesting knees and placed a kiss against Tori’s T-shirt-covered stomach. “Anything you want. Anything to make you happy.”

Tori smiled at him and leaned down for another lingering kiss. “You’re too easy,” he murmured against his damp lips. “Take me to lunch, my fierce dragon. You can warn me about what to expect at dinner.”

If Tori was nervous about the state dinner, he wasn’t showing it yet. He still seemed to be happy about their enjoyable encounter in the greenhouse. They quickly cleaned themselves and the mess that Baldewin had made before heading to the dining hall for lunch. And quite possibly the best part? They held hands the entire way to the dining hall. Maybe Tori was right and he was too easy when it came to the mage, but he didn’t care. With every smile, laugh, and teasing comment, Baldewin’s soul soared. Tori was his. It was only a matter of time before the mage realized they were fated to be together.
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Tori really, really wanted to blame Baldewin for this entire state dinner thing he found himself at, but he knew it wasn’t Baldewin’s fault.

And he definitely couldn’t complain about the blowjob that had temporarily distracted him and scrambled his brains. Holy shit, that man’s mouth was amazing. He desperately wanted to discover all the things that Baldewin could do with his tongue, but they couldn’t. Because they were both sitting at a dinner with not one but two kings.

If someone had told him just a few weeks ago that he’d be sitting at this fancy dinner surrounded by dragon royalty and other mages who looked at him like he was someone worthwhile, he would have laughed his ass off. His life had taken an incredibly strange and unexpected turn, but as he squeezed Baldewin’s hand yet again while the next delicious course of food was brought in, Tori couldn’t bring himself to deny that he was enjoying himself just a little bit.

His entire world had become this slightly surreal, strange place. He was part of a clan. A dragon clan. He was valued for his skills with magic. He was paid to work magic. Two kings had invited him to dinner because they valued his opinion. Yeah, that part was definitely a little crazy, and he was still expecting someone to call him out as a total fraud.

But until that happened, he’d just cling to Baldewin and enjoy the food that was placed in front of him.

Baldewin had explained that they were eating in a rarely-used royal dining room reserved for visiting dignitaries and the royal family, when they preferred to eat away from the rest of the clan. Since coming to Burkhard, Tori had noticed that Alric almost always ate with the rest of the clan in the main dining hall, seeming to prefer being surrounded by his people rather than alone or just with his mate.

Of course, Cameron was clearly a social creature, easily conversing with just about anyone who entered his orbit. If they used the royal dining room, Tori could imagine that half the castle would be invited inside for “private” dinners.

It was a shame it wasn’t used more often. The tall windows lining one wall faced the southwest, offering up a stunning view of the sunset and the mountains against a rich sky of purple, deep blue, crimson, and orange. The walls were white, but two of them were covered in exquisitely painted murals of playful summer scenes in the woods.

They were all gathered around a beautiful, long table and eating off delicate china that was probably as old as the dragons in the room. The seating arrangement was a little unexpected. Tori had thought that the Burkhard dragons would be on one end and the Valerii dragons on the other end. But when Baldewin ushered him into a chair, he found Rodrigo sitting directly on Alric’s left across from Cameron. Tori was seated on Cameron’s right, and Baldewin was beside Tori, thank god. From there, it was a rotation of Burkhard and Valerii dragons and mages, as if they were all one big happy family.

And maybe the Valerii were content to at least pretend to be a family, judging by the way they kept watching Tori. He got it. He completely understood. He was the only thing standing between them and an entire clan of mages unclaimed by dragons.

Though, he wasn’t sure how happy they’d be about those mages once Tori started talking.

“I wish to thank you again for agreeing to have dinner with us this evening,” Rodrigo began with a warm smile as he met Tori’s gaze. “I can only guess that this entire ordeal has been very trying and exhausting for you. King Alric has informed us that the Taavi Clan is currently under the mistaken belief that dragons are the culprit for the war. To find yourself now surrounded by dragons must be…” He waved one hand at his side as if searching for the right word.

Tori continued to carry Cassie’s earring in his pocket as both a handy translation spell and a talisman of good luck. Even with it, Tori was sure it wasn’t a matter of trying to think of the Finnish word, but rather a properly diplomatic term.

“Well, overwhelming is probably the best word,” Rodrigo concluded with a smile.

The king of the Ice Dragons was very smooth, as well as incredibly friendly. Where Alric was always calm and collected, Rodrigo came across as a passionate man who wasn’t accustomed to reining in his emotions. He laughed loudly and gestured broadly. His personality seemed larger than life.

And yet, when he smiled at Tori, it was like they were the only ones in the room.

Except that spell was quickly broken by a squeeze of Baldewin’s hand or a low grumble from the dragon. Not that Tori minded. The only person he wanted to be alone with was Baldewin.

Tori took a quick drink of his wine and placed the delicate glass back on the table, glad he managed to do it without his hand shaking too visibly. “You’re right. It can be overwhelming, but the Burkhard Clan has been incredibly welcoming, even before I arrived at the castle. In an incredibly short amount of time, it has become the home I’ve always longed for.”

Alric puffed up a little bit, while Rodrigo threw him what looked to be a sly smirk.

“We are so pleased to hear that Burkhard is starting to feel like home for you,” Alric murmured.

“Yes, the fire dragons have always been such a warm and welcoming group,” Rodrigo agreed, earning a look from Alric that Tori couldn’t quite read. There were more political undercurrents than Tori understood, and he honestly didn’t want to know.

“You’ll have to forgive King Rodrigo,” Thiago said a little farther down the table. “He doesn’t mean anything by his comment. The dragon kings have a long history of being incredibly competitive.”

Rodrigo nodded. “My advisor is once again correct. My poor ego is rumpled because King Alric has uncovered the first four mages anyone has seen in five centuries. But his discovery and generosity will benefit us all.”

Tori couldn’t hold back his frown. There was no mistaking the hope in Rodrigo’s voice or in the eyes of all the Valerii dragons gathered at the table. Hell, he could even see it in the eyes of Ravi and Gunter, as they also hoped that Tori and his former clan might hold the key to them all finding mages.

He wasn’t sure what to even tell them. How did he explain that his own clan hated him and thought he was a waste of skin, not only because he was born a male, but a gay male at that? From what little he’d seen of Rodrigo and the Valerii dragons so far, they didn’t give a damn that Alric’s mate was a man. They didn’t care that Tori was a male mage rather than a female. All they seemed to see was mage, and in their eyes, mage equaled hope.

Would that feeling of hope still exist if they realized the kind of beliefs his former clan had?

“I know you are hopeful of integrating more mages into both the Valerii and Burkhard Clans from the Taavi mage clan,” Tori started slowly. He kept his eyes locked on the soup bowl in front of him. It had started out tasting quite lovely, but now it seemed to sour in his stomach, and he found himself placing his spoon back on the table. “I just worry that the Taavi Clan might not be what you’re expecting. Particularly after you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Cameron and his sister Cassie.”

Cameron laughed loudly on Tori’s left, pulling Baldewin’s gaze up to the tall young man. “Trust me, I think they are hoping your clan is nothing like my sister.” He winked at Tori, and his smile remained encouraging.

“Well, the Taavi Clan is nothing like Cassie,” Tori agreed.

“You needn’t worry, Tori, that anyone here is going to judge you because of what other members of the Taavi Clan believe. I’ve already spoken with Rodrigo and his people about some of the…difficulties we are potentially facing,” Alric added.

Rodrigo spat something out in a rough, almost guttural language that left his ears ringing and the translation spell scrambling to figure out what he meant. While Tori might not understand the word, Rodrigo’s look of disgust and hostility was clear. It eased some when he looked at Tori.

“It is abhorrent to me and my clan that any mage should have suffered the things you have,” Rodrigo growled, his voice becoming surprisingly deep, as if his dragon were trying to take control of his body. “We are not pleased to know that elder mages treat younger mages in such a fashion. And such nonsensical homophobia…” He drifted off into more guttural curses that Tori still couldn’t understand, but he looked down the table at Thiago, who cleared his throat, looking a little red faced.

“What my king is trying to say is that kind of negativity would not be welcome within the Valerii Clan,” Thiago said smoothly.

“Nor is it welcome within the Burkhard Clan,” Dieter added.

“We are hoping you can give us some more details on the composition of your clan and its history. Do you think there might be anyone who is more like yourself? More open-minded? Someone who is willing to look past such archaic teachings?” Thiago continued.

Tori sat perfectly still, trying to block out everyone closely watching him and hanging on his every word. Dinner at a quiet table at the back of the hall with just him and maybe Cassie or a quick visit from Ravi would have been preferable to this.

But then, Alric and the Burkhard Clan had already done so much for him. He could suffer through one difficult night. He wanted to give back to his new clan. It was just a shame that it involved his old clan and his ugly past.

Baldewin’s hand shifted in his, and he could feel the gentle sweep of his thumb across his sweaty palm. All through the dinner and light conversation, Baldewin had held his hand. It had made things awkward for both of them, but Baldewin had yet to release him. He was the anchor Tori so desperately needed in this storm.

“Information in the Taavi Clan tends to be tightly controlled. I’m guessing it’s how they’ve managed to keep anyone from discovering that the Jaeggi are the true reason for the Great Dragon War. I never gave much thought to it since we’re taught not to question our elders.” He paused and tried to organize his thoughts a little.

“I think you mentioned that the clan is about two hundred people now,” Baldewin assisted.

Tori nodded, grateful for the direction. “Yes. Two hundred. I believe it was bigger at one time. Several hundred, I think, when we first moved to Finland.”

“I’m assuming there are humans within your clan. Children who were born without magical ability,” Cameron said.

“Yes. Of the two hundred, about half are human and half are mage. The humans aren’t treated great, but they are largely ignored by the mages. If a human couple happens to have a mage baby, then they gain a little status within the clan.” Tori paused and rubbed his chin. “Lisette mentioned something interesting to me the other day. She said that mages without a dragon can live as long as two hundred years, but no one in the Taavi Clan is anywhere near that age. Most barely make it to one hundred.”

“That is interesting,” Gunter said, leaning forward to focus entirely on Tori. He’d met the royal researcher only once before. He seemed quite pleasant, if a little scattered at times, as if his thoughts were being pulled in a variety of directions. “Do you think it could be linked to the fact they’ve been apart from dragons for so long? Or maybe it’s something to do with the harsh winter conditions they must weather each year.”

“Or it could be linked to the intense glamour spells they have on the region to protect themselves,” Lisette offered. “The mages could be draining themselves too much for that work, and it’s shortening their lifespans.”

“That is very strange,” Evora murmured.

Tori offered a little shrug. “Growing up, there were only eight other male mages my age. It’s my understanding it was a larger number than previous generations. I know the leader of the clan is not happy about the number of male mages in the clan. I’d say we account for maybe thirty percent of the population right now.”

“That’s astounding!” Gunter exclaimed. “I would need to check my records, but I swear male mages used to account for only one percent of the mage population in the past.”

“Look at my family, even,” Cameron offered. “I’m one male mage out of three mages in the last three generations of my family. Neither of my parents were mages.”

“The fact that the number has shifted so drastically over the past five centuries has to be in response to the war and our separation.” Gunter smiled at Tori. “I’d love to discuss this further with you so I can make some appropriate research notes.”

Tori must have let his nervousness show, because Cameron laughed. “Don’t worry, Tori. Gunter won’t try to dissect you down in his dungeon.”

Gunter glared at the mage, who only laughed harder. “The royal library is not a dungeon!”

“While it is grimly fascinating to hear how the clan has changed,” Alric interjected, as if attempting to head off an argument, “do you think anyone in your clan might be of a more open-minded perspective like you?”

“Umm…well, I think there might be a few, but they’ll be hard to find. Most people wouldn’t dream of speaking up against the elders of our clan. I don’t think any of them would even consider leaving like I did. You might find a couple of mages, but I’m not sure. I don’t want to make any promises,” he hedged.

Rodrigo flashed him another of his devilish smiles that caused Baldewin to growl possessively. He fully suspected the king of the Ice Dragons knew exactly what he was doing and was enjoying pushing Baldewin’s buttons.

“We are not holding you to any promises. You do not speak for those people. Only yourself.” Rodrigo paused and spread both his hands before him. “I will not lie and say we don’t hope to find at least a couple of mages who might fit among our people, but the time I have spent talking with King Alric has already been incredibly fruitful for both of our clans. If I must leave Alric’s lands without a mage, I do not see this trip as a loss. We have gained knowledge, and that will lead us to finding more mages for my dragons.”

Rodrigo might be a bit of a playboy, but he was clearly a wise leader. Some of the weight on Tori’s chest lifted, and he didn’t miss that even Alric seemed to breathe a little easier. From the corner of his eye, Cameron’s expression appeared to twinkle with new amusement. He’d noticed Alric’s relief as well.

“While all that is true, we would be remiss if we didn’t at least try to speak with the Taavi Clan. If we could provide them with the truth, many mages may find the mate and happiness they’ve been longing for,” Gunter added. “Even if we fail on our first attempt, we could at least open the lines of dialogue with them.”

“And they also need to know about the problem with the Jaeggi,” Baldewin added. “They might not listen to us, but they must be warned. Their people can’t be left vulnerable to attack.”

Sighing, Tori found himself nodding in agreement. For as much as he’d like to see the entire village burned to the ground, he knew that wasn’t fair. The memory of Cassie being drained of her power right in front of him was a stark reminder of what could happen to his own parents or other people he’d grown up with.

“Yes, we must speak with my former clan,” Tori said heavily. He nodded and lifted his gaze to Baldewin and then Alric. “The best way to do that is with me there. We can’t warn them in any way that we’re coming. As insane as it sounds, the best way to approach them is to catch them off guard. And if you’re going to get them to listen about the Jaeggi starting the war, you’re going to need proof. Not just some posts on the internet.”

“How about journals?” Gunter quickly inquired. “I have old journals from the leaders of the other mage clans. Three from leaders of major clans that were exterminated. They detail the descent of Kaiser Jaeggi into jealous madness after he was put aside. Would that work?”

Ravi cackled. “Are you seriously offering to allow those precious books to leave your dungeon?”

“Obviously I would be accompanying the books to make sure they were properly cared for and protected,” Gunter snapped at the smaller dragon. Just the idea of the journals leaving his sight had a small wisp of smoke curling out of Gunter’s mouth. Ravi laughed harder.

“I think the journals would be very convincing once we got them to look them over,” Tori replied when he was sure he could do it without laughing.

Rodrigo clapped his hands together and rubbed them, his handsome face alight with amusement. “This is the start of an excellent plan. We shall gather up these books and fly to Finland—”

“No flying,” Tori interrupted sharply.

The ice dragon looked at him with utter confusion, as if the translation spell had suddenly stopped working. “No flying?”

“Uh-uh. Nope. Not gonna happen. Not again. This mage”—he pressed his thumb to his chest—“does not fly. Both feet stay on the ground.”

Rodrigo chuckled and waved a dismissive hand at him. “Oh, don’t worry. We can fix that.”

Tori did not trust that. Nor did he particularly care for the speculative look that had entered Alric’s eyes.

The soup course was taken away, and the main course was brought in. Conversation at the table moved in relaxed waves. There were many more questions about the Taavi Clan, but many of the people wanted to know more about what it was like to grow up so far north in Finland.

Talk moved over to the Valerii dragons, who had apparently migrated from the cold of northern Russia to the warm beaches of Brazil after the war. Rodrigo was quite good at waxing poetic about surfing and lying out on the hot sand under the sun.

Only when the dessert course was served did Tori realize he’d spent the past several minutes talking to Cameron, both his hands gesturing wildly as he described the little dwarves he and Baldewin had uncovered in Poland. At some point in the dinner, he’d relaxed enough to release the dragon from the death grip he’d had on his hand.

Glancing over his shoulder, he met Baldewin’s proud look and tried damn hard not to blush. The dragon was always there for him, always believed in him. He just prayed he didn’t do anything to let him down.

Rodrigo sighed loudly and patted his stomach. “King Alric, you have welcomed us wonderfully. That was an amazing meal. I don’t recall the German cooking being so delicious the last time I was here.”

Alric snorted and threw his peer a look. “That might be due to the fact that we were in the middle of a war last time and many meals were little more than rations.”

The other king gave a little shrug as if that might be a consideration. Tori was enjoying the quirky, playful banter between the two kings. It was as if all of Rodrigo’s joy came from teasing Alric and trying to fluster the fire dragon.

“If you are not too weary from your long day of meetings and dinner, we do have a special welcome planned with the rest of the Burkhard Clan,” Alric taunted right back at the ice dragon. “My people are not only anxious to meet the visiting Valerii Clan, but they would like to also officially welcome Tori into our clan.”

“What?” Tori gasped softly, though the room was quiet enough that he was pretty sure everyone heard him. His heart skipped as his head snapped around to look at Baldewin. “Meet the clan?”

“It’s time you were introduced to everyone. They are anxious to speak to you rather than watch you from afar.”

But if they stayed afar, Tori couldn’t say anything embarrassing that would make them regret ever allowing him to join their clan.

“It’s going to be fine. Everyone will love you,” Baldewin said calmly, proving the dragon could read him far too well.

Tori narrowed his eyes on Baldewin, trying for a stern look while pointing his finger at him. “You did not mention anything about meeting the rest of the clan.”

“No, I thought you had plenty to worry about with this dinner. There was no need to make your anxieties worse than they already were.”

“Hiding stuff is not nice.”

“No, it’s not. I’m sorry.” Baldewin wrapped his fingers around Tori’s and pulled them to his lips, where he pressed a soft kiss to the tips. “I’m hoping I can come up with some suitable ways to convince you to forgive me later.”

And he was melting again. Memories of that lovely blowjob in the greenhouse danced through his head. Yeah, Baldewin would definitely know lots of ways to make him forget all about tonight. There was an even better chance Tori wouldn’t even know his own name by morning, and he couldn’t wait.

A loud sigh drew Tori’s gaze across the table to find Rodrigo watching him with a surprisingly sappy smile on his face.

“My parents used to say things like that and gaze into each other’s eyes as if they were the only people in the entire world. Mates are a lovely thing,” Rodrigo murmured.

Tori’s heart skipped for a new reason. Mates?

Could he be Baldewin’s mate? Yes, they were dating, but he hadn’t given it much thought. He’d been worried about impressing Lisette with his magic skills and making sure he could earn a place within the Burkhard Clan. Time with Baldewin had been a break from it all. It had been about relaxing and laughing. He’d honestly not given the mate thing much thought, because Baldewin was amazing and so high ranking within the Burkhard clan. He was the king’s best friend and the head of the royal guards. Tori would expect Baldewin to find a mate in someone who was educated and powerful just like him. Baldewin wouldn’t be with someone like Tori, right?

But hearing Rodrigo call them mates without knowing them at all, it felt different. Did he really dare to hope that he could have it all? Could he really have someone as amazing as Baldewin as a mate? Could he call Burkhard his home, make a life here, and wake up every morning to Baldewin’s handsome, smiling face?

He didn’t know if it was possible, but he was going to try. He’d escaped his clan, found dragons, found a new clan, and even found faith in his own abilities. He could find a way to keep Baldewin, too.
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Baldewin was a mix of sad and grateful that Tori was unconscious for the flight to Finland. He would have loved to fly with his mate, sharing the experience of soaring above the clouds in his dragon form, but under no circumstances did he ever want to scare Tori again with flight. No, it was better if he slept for the journey.

While the first flight had been made in a private jet, this one was made in dragon form in the name of speed and power. Tori’s sleeping body was tightly tucked in a sling around Baldewin’s neck as he flew them both into the cold region of Finland.

Baldewin was not oblivious to the amount of trust Tori displayed to allow this. As much as he feared flying, he trusted Baldewin completely to not drop him. And it gave Baldewin and his dragon a deep, smug satisfaction to see that trust so openly displayed.

It was a long flight, done high above the earth, and it felt good to stretch his wings again. It felt even better to do so surrounded by a thunder of dragons, both fire and ice dragons alike—and one wind dragon, of course, as Ravi came with them. They had not flown like this in centuries, and Baldewin felt nostalgic for times gone by.

The only other thing that tugged at Baldewin’s heart was that he was not the one carrying Alric. Since his friend’s injury during the war, Alric had lost the ability to fly in his dragon form. When necessary, Alric had always ridden on Baldewin’s back. While Baldewin was powerful enough to handle both Alric and Tori, they’d both agreed it was better if Baldewin was focused only on Tori during the flight.

For this trip, Alric had elected to ride with Gunter, while Cameron was with Ravi. The wind dragon had promised to be on his best behavior, and while he might like to stir up trouble, he would never knowingly do anything to put Cameron’s life in danger.

Cassie, clever woman she was, had made all their travel arrangements ahead of time. They landed outside a town called Fjordgården, which was technically in Norway, but it was the closest town to Nuorgam that offered accommodations without being in the clan’s territory. She had somehow wrangled three SUVs, as well, to carry all twelve of them to the Taavi Clan. Her skills with a computer bordered on magic all by itself.

They checked into the hotel and stashed their luggage, since none of them anticipated staying with the Taavi Clan tonight. Or anytime soon, really.

Baldewin carried Tori into the second SUV, which held Thiago and Evora in the front seat. Both kings, Cameron, and two of Rodrigo’s bodyguards were in another. The third SUV, bringing up the rear, held Gunter, Ravi, and Rodrigo’s third bodyguard.

Baldewin kept Tori snugly against his side as they started off, the vibration of the engine clearly felt as Thiago started it up. The roads were a trifle rough—no doubt because the pavement couldn’t hold up to the extreme colds of the region—and the bumpy quality of the ride eventually woke Tori from the sleeping spell he’d been under.

He came awake with a sigh, stretching against Baldewin’s chest, his hand traveling upwards for a moment before naturally coming to rest against the top of his shoulder.

Turning his head, he kissed the bridge of Tori’s nose, loving how adorable he was. “Are you awake?”

“Hmm, apparently.” Tori blinked, head coming properly up to take a look about. The apprehension flashed across his face like an incoming tidal wave, immediate once he recognized his location. “We’re nearly there.”

Baldewin hated that look. Hated it with every fiber of his being. No one should hate and fear coming home like this. “We’re close, yes.” He cupped Tori’s face and drew it up, doing his best to convey the importance of his words. “Remember, you are no longer a Taavi. You are a Burkhard. This is not your home, and they have no power over you.”

For a moment, the apprehension faded a little. “I know.”

From the front seat, Evora pitched in, “Which means feel free to tell them to go to hell.”

Tori snorted, casting her an amused look. “I thought this was a diplomatic mission?”

“That’s if things go well,” Baldewin replied with a hint of a smile. “But trust me, Tori, if things go bad, Alric will be the first to say fuck it and walk out. Our king’s patient as the day is long, but he’s a fire dragon, too.”

“And I assure you, Rodrigo won’t take it well if they dare to insult you,” Evora promised. She turned in the seat to look at him. She didn’t seem to think it at all odd that Tori stayed cuddled in against Baldewin. “The Accords are quite clear. Why your clan decided to ignore them so soundly is beyond me.”

Tori’s bewilderment was palpable. “I’m sorry, the what?”

Evora blinked at him, a slow, lazy blink, like a predator spying prey. “You do not know what the Accords are?”

“Uh. No?”

Oh dear. Baldewin winced. The Accords were a basic thing that all mages should know. It wasn’t just history but a way of governing magic and mages.

Evora’s expression turned even stonier and colder. She readily explained, however, words clipped, “The Accords were set in times so ancient we have no record of who created them. They set the standard of what magic use is appropriate, of what is not. Of how a mage is deemed worthy of the title and what they must know to craft magic. It was a universal law established for all clans, all families. That you do not know of it is worrying in the extreme.”

“I can safely say that no one even breathed a hint of it in my schooling.” Tori sounded perturbed by this, and he was blindly staring out the passenger window. “Evora, I think I know the answer, but let me ask anyway. Under the Accords, are male mages discriminated against at all?”

“The Accords make no mention of gender. Nor is gender a consideration at any point. We only judge according to knowledge and skill.” Evora was definitely the hungry wolf waiting for a hunt, now. She looked ready to tear a few throats out. “Tori, I do not like your question.”

“Yeah.” Tori turned, hiding his face a little against Baldewin’s chest. “Yeah, I don’t like it either.”

Baldewin idly wondered if Evora would like a wingman while she took the Taavi Clan on. Pairing up with her to beat sense into them sounded like a lovely way to express his anger. How could anyone be so arrogant as to throw out the Accords, when all they had done was set a law down that kept discrimination from happening?

The ride to the clan’s territory was blessedly short. It kept Baldewin from planning things like going Godzilla on the small fishing town.

They drove up into Taavi territory before Baldewin fully realized they had arrived. Tori had thoroughly described the town and the leaders of the clan, and yet Baldewin was still surprised. There was no town square, no main road to truly speak of. The town was off to the right of the main highway, a two-lane affair. It was nothing more than a handful of businesses, some houses, and nothing else.

Baldewin turned his head, taking in the slight roll and dip of the land, the lack of any real trees, and the green grass spreading as far as the eye could see. They weren’t far from the river, and he could smell moving water, but it was out of sight at the moment. So, this was where Tori had grown up, eh. No wonder he escaped the place. There wasn’t anything here.

“Shit, this place really is ugly,” Tori said on a sigh. “I always kind of suspected, but with Burkhard Castle to compare it to, it’s pretty obvious. Thiago, you’re not going to find a good place to make a stand. See that red house next to the gas station? Pull in there. That’s where the clan leader lives.”

Thiago lifted a walky-talky and relayed this over, as they weren’t in the lead car. Alric radioed back an acknowledgement before the first SUV pulled smoothly into the gas station parking lot. Thiago parked next to him, giving enough space for everyone to open doors and get out, while the third SUV settled on the other side of them.

Tori’s nervousness was clear; he didn’t readily let go of Baldewin. He looked perfectly ready to turn right back around and leave that very second. Baldewin leaned in to kiss him, gentle and sweet. Against his lips, he promised, “I have you.”

There was an answering kiss, just as sweet. “You’re the only reason I have the courage to return here. Just don’t set fire to the place.”

“You’re taking all the fun out of this,” Baldewin accused, mostly to make him smile.

Tori snorted, but he let go and opened the door, cool wind blowing past them. Baldewin followed him out and felt instantly that he’d set foot on enemy territory. And wasn’t that an alarming sensation?

Alric turned and gestured, and Tori went to him, Baldewin following.

“Tori, I think it’s best you knock on the door and announce us.” Alric indicated the red house in question.

“Oh, trust me, she already knows you’re here.” Tori turned and faced the small, single-story house before raising his voice. “Pormestari! Come and meet your guests.”

The door opened with a bang, a short and stocky woman walking out. Stomping out, really, as she made for them.

Mathilda Taavi’s greying hair was in a simple bun at the back of her head, tough jeans and a worn-in work shirt making it clear she had been in the middle of something when interrupted. She shook a finger at Tori as she moved, her voice rough with anger. “You! You dare to leave us and then bring back dragons?!”

Alric stepped forward, smoothly cutting her off before she could reach Tori and forcing her to a halt. His Finnish was impeccable as he introduced himself. “I’m Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons. With me is Rodrigo Valerii, King of the Ice Dragons, and our retinue. Who might you be, madam?”

She stopped, eyeing him with poorly disguised hostility. “I don’t really care who you are. You’re dragons. I know what you did in the war.”

“You’re entirely wrong in what you know,” Tori said. His voice was firm, shoulders squared. “Everyone in this clan is. When I escaped from here—”

“Ran,” she corrected with a sneer.

“Escaped,” Tori repeated with an equal sneer. “I encountered the Jaeggi in Helsinki. You know what they did? They tried to kidnap me. They tried multiple times. I watched them drain another mage of magic. They attacked a female mage, Pormestari. They’re no allies of the Taavi.”

She frowned at him, her expression clear that she wasn’t truly buying it. “Why would they do that?”

“Because their magic is broken.” Evora stepped forward, as graceful as the ice queen she appeared to be. “When Kaiser Jaeggi enacted the spell to destroy the mage clans, it backfired on him. It killed him and destroyed the mages of his family, damaging their magic line. We’ve all encountered this in varying degrees.”

“I was kidnapped by them,” Cameron piped up, “about a month and a half ago, and I had to fight free. They’ve been kidnapping mages for generations now and trying to drain them of magical power. You’ve been safe from them only because they don’t know how to find you.”

“I have only your word on that.” Mathilda stared them down, and she did not look at ease with this many facing her.

“And the word of the lost mage clan leaders,” Gunter interjected. “I have brought the personal journals of Alistair Dandin, Rebecca Vonn, and Abigail Kovel—all the leaders of the Dandin, Vonn, and Kovel clans. Three of the original twelve major mage clans, as I’m sure you know. They all wrote about Kaiser Jaeggi’s betrayal of the dragons and all the mage clans.”

For a moment, it looked as if surprise flashed across her face, but she covered it up quickly. She pulled out a phone from her back pocket and typed something rapidly into it, then let it drop in her hand. “Why are you here? To warn us of the Jaeggi?”

“In part.” Rodrigo gave her a charming smile. “In part because we’re excited to know that a magical clan still exists. So few of you do. We wish to make friends, as dragons and mages have always done.”

“What makes you think we’d be interested in that?”

“I don’t know what you’re interested in. That’s the whole point of us sitting down and talking properly with each other. We know nothing about each other except what we are.”

Rodrigo was smooth, Baldewin had to give him points on that. He just wasn’t sure if it would be enough. This woman was very antagonistic. And she kept looking at Tori, as if dealing with him was her real priority and she only wanted to send the rest of them away.

More people came out of the gas station, a wide mix of men and women. Most of them appeared to be in their twenties or thirties. A few teenagers stood on the fringes, seeming to ignore orders to get out of there and leave this to the adults.

Baldewin automatically tracked the growing crowd. He was ready to shove people to the ground if necessary. They looked ready to start a fight then and there. His dragon inwardly snarled and paced in his brain, demanding to be set free. It would be good to remind them why dragons were known as such accomplished protectors, but he would not be the one to start this fight.

Evora edged in such a way that she kept herself between them and her own group, no doubt with a shield at the ready.

“Tori’s back,” one of the men said with a grunt. “Couldn’t make it out there on your own after all? But what’s with the dragons, eh?”

Tori was quick with a riposte. “I made it just fine, Verner. I’m working full time as a mage now, which is more than can be said of you. Turns out the rest of the world doesn’t have the same stupid rules that this clan does. Male mages aren’t discriminated against, not that Mathilda wants you to know that. Or any male of this clan to know that.”

There was a low murmur among the crowd at Tori’s words, but Baldewin couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. Their expressions seemed to be a mix of disbelief and confusion.

Verner’s eyes narrowed in anger, but he was suspicious, too. He didn’t look like much, a homely sort of face to him, and his physique suggested he spent more time physically working hard for a living rather than employing any magical skills. “Who’d hire you?”

“Me,” Alric stated in that mild-mannered way of his that suggested he was seething on the inside. “I’m Alric, King of the Fire Dragons. And I welcome all mages of skill. The Accords did not see fit to deny anyone based on gender—”

“Do not speak of that!” Mathilda cut through quickly, her voice rising in panic. “We do not adhere to the old laws!”

“You should,” Evora informed her flatly. “It was the breaking of them that led to the Dragon War. Using forbidden anti-spells is what destroyed the magical clans.”

“And we follow the Accords.” Rodrigo gave the man a smile that could melt butter. “Don’t you think it would be better if all mages could use the talent they’re born with?”

Baldewin expected that to hit a mark, but it didn’t. Instead, Verner seemed to grow angry. Had Tori’s barb about working as a mage been to a point? Did Verner not have the talent necessary to work as a mage? The way the man flushed and glared hinted that might be the case.

In any case, this wasn’t going well.

Alric tried to get them back on track. “We came out here to meet you. There is much that we need to discuss. Can’t we find a place to sit and at least relay information to each other for the safety of all mages?”

As he spoke with Mathilda—who frankly didn’t look as if she was really listening—Tori returned to Baldewin. He placed a hand on his chest, drawing him down. Baldewin slid an arm around his waist, holding him close as he obligingly gave Tori access to him.

“The only place for them to talk is the little hotel on this street,” Tori murmured in his ear. “But I don’t know if we can get them there. Mathilda’s just trying to get rid of us.”

“She doesn’t look like she’s listening.” Baldewin could read past the mask on her face well enough. She wanted them gone and was trying to give them a cold shoulder so they would leave on their own terms instead of it coming down to a show of force.

Verner’s voice cut through their conversation, closer than it had been before, as he’d stepped near the group. “What’s this? You fucking him?”

Baldewin lifted his head slowly, eyes locked on the man’s face. What had he said?

“Oh, right, dragons like mages as mates,” Verner sneered at Tori, lip curling. “Must be desperate if he’s willing to take you.”

He saw red. Tori was still close enough that he could feel the mage flinch at Verner’s words as if the man had physically struck him. Someone was attacking his mate, hurting him.

Baldewin’s control snapped like a dry twig. Pushing Tori behind him, Baldewin stepped toward Verner, and he welcomed the familiar burn in his muscles as the shift came over him. His human brain sank to the background while his dragon took control of this new, much larger body.

His point of view rose high into the air, and wings sprang from his body. Tilting his head toward the sky, he roared loud enough to shake the earth and shot forth a thick geyser of fire. People scrambled backward, shouting in terror and surprise.

Though he swore he heard Alric mutter a weary “Scheiße,” Baldewin ignored it.

The man…the Verner…who’d attacked and wounded his mate, had not moved. He stood trembling exactly where he’d been when he said those ugly words to Tori. When he hurt Tori.

Mage or not, he’d attacked a mage. Such actions were not to be tolerated. Kaiser Jaeggi had attacked dragons and mages. If Baldewin had had the chance to kill him, the war might never have been started.

So it only followed that Baldewin should devour on this ugly little creature now to save his mate.

And maybe while he was at it, he would crunch on a few of these other evil people. Crunch on Mathilda. Crunch on the ones who sneered and mocked Tori. His precious mage. His sweet, treasured mate.

Baldewin tucked his massive wings against his body and lowered his head to the humans’ level. He grinned, showing off enormous fangs. He had no desire to eat people, but he wanted to stop the pain they caused. Needed to make them feel the hurt they brought down on Tori.

To his shock, Tori darted in front of Verner, his face pale. He pointed one finger at Baldewin. “Stop! I’m serious, Baldewin. You need to stop right now.”

Baldewin and his dragon narrowed their eyes on the mage, confusion rattling through the dragon body. Why would Tori wish him to stop? He was protecting the mage. He couldn’t think Baldewin was in danger, not from this tiny morsel.

“You can’t hurt him, Baldewin!”

Lifting his head to the sky, Baldewin roared in fury. No! He would not be denied his vengeance. He couldn’t be there through all the years Tori had suffered, but he could act against this new attack. He could protect him now.

“I am so touched that you care for me so much. You mean everything to me. I know his words hurt you as much as they hurt me, but this isn’t right. You can’t fight my battles for me as a man or as a dragon. You have to trust me to fight them.”

Baldewin drew his head back as if Tori had smacked him on the nose. Was that what he was doing? Was he trying to fight Tori’s demons for him? He only wanted to protect his mate.

But Tori was the strongest man he’d ever known. He didn’t need Baldewin to protect him or fight his battles for him. He roared again, but it was a sad, plaintive cry.

Tori’s shoulders slumped a little, and a half smile formed on his lips. “My crazy dragon. I know. You only want me to be safe and happy.”

Behind Tori, Verner seemed to figure out he wasn’t in danger of getting eaten and snickered softly. Tori spun around and planted his fist square in the man’s nose. Verner stumbled backward and landed on his ass on the cracked asphalt.

“And that’s for every mean, sick comment you’ve ever uttered to me!” Tori snarled, standing over the man. “My name is Tori Burkhard, and I am a mage of the Burkhard Clan. You will give me the respect that title holds. They are my clan and my family.” He pointed over his shoulder at Baldewin, his hands trembling slightly. “This is my dragon. He’s not stuck with me. He chose me because of who I am. And I chose him because he’s fucking amazing. You got that?”

Baldewin didn’t think about shifting. His only thought was he needed to hold Tori now. The next thing he knew, he was in his human form again, pulling his angry, beautiful mage into his arms.

“What the hell is going on here? How dare you threaten my clan!” Mathilda shouted.

“Your clan member just insulted not only one of my clan—we took Tori in as a Burkhard several days ago—but he also insulted Baldewin’s gefreogen,” Alric snapped in arctic tones. The king was clearly done with their shit. “You think this is shocking, do you not? But this is precisely why we need to sit and speak. You’ve made too many assumptions, Clan Leader. And those assumptions are costing you.”

Mathilda gasped and sputtered for a moment, her eyes darting around at the gathering of her clan, who were looking more confused by the second. The entire meeting was deteriorating, but before Alric or Rodrigo could calm things, Mathilda shook her head, her expression stubborn and mutinous.

“Get out of here. You’re not welcome in our village.” She turned and pointed at Tori. “You’re not welcome here either. Get out.”

Tori snorted as he rubbed his cheek against Baldewin’s chest. “I haven’t been welcome here since the day I was born.”

“Enough!” Alric snapped. “Ravi, give your keys to Baldewin.”

The wind dragon’s eyes widened in surprise, but he tossed the SUV keys to Baldewin without a word.

“Take your mage and go cool off for a while. The rest of us are leaving now.”

Baldewin gave a brief nod before bundling Tori off toward the SUV Ravi had driven. This was probably for the best. They all needed time to cool off, and Baldewin needed to apologize to Tori for losing his temper.
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Baldewin revved the engine up before tearing out of the parking lot, going far faster than the speed limit dictated. Of all the things to say—no, he should have probably expected some homophobic remark. Tori had warned him often enough. But to even suggest that Baldewin would choose someone out of desperation was insulting. And to suggest that Tori was subpar was even more insulting.

Kilometers sped by. He wasn’t even sure where he was going, just following the single road as far as it would take him, or at least until he figured out what to say to Tori. He shot a look at Tori’s profile, but his mage was silent and still. Far too silent and still. It worried him. “That man is an asshole.”

“Verner? Oh yeah, always has been.” Tori’s tone turned mischievous. “I’m pretty sure he was conceived via anal sex. Only way to explain why he’s such an asshole.”

A surprised bark of laughter escaped Baldewin, and he relaxed a notch. Alright, Tori wasn’t as upset as he feared.

“I can’t believe you turned into a dragon. You looked like you were going to eat him.”

Baldewin blushed. “That was the plan.”

Tori cackled and shook his head. “I shouldn’t be laughing. You can’t go around eating mages and humans who insult me.”

“He deserves it.”

Tori sighed heavily before saying, “Why don’t you take the next left?”

He threw on the turn signal even as he questioned, “Why left?”

“Because it might be easier and safer for us to talk if we aren’t moving.”

Baldewin’s stomach sank like a stone. He’d thought with Tori’s laugh that he was forgiven, but that had been wishful thinking. Had he succeeded in pushing his mate away with his high-handed behavior?

The road wasn’t a road; it was a dirt turn off, worn from time and use. It curved a little around a softly rolling hill, and the bank of the river was right there. Putting the SUV into park, he turned off the engine and slumped in his seat, feeling as if his heart was breaking.

“Hey,” Tori said gently before touching his chin. “This isn’t an ‘I don’t want to see you again’ talk.”

Baldewin’s head jumped up, and he looked over at the mage, his heart surging into his throat. “Really?”

“Of course not. How could I ever live without you? But this is a boundaries talk.”

“Okay.” Baldewin nodded, grateful Tori wasn’t kicking him to the curb for his stupid loss of temper.

“I get that you want to protect me. You have no idea how much that means to me when there has been no one in my life to watch my back. The fact that you stand up for me, defend me—it’s amazing. It takes my breath away.”

Baldewin leaned in and pressed the lightest kiss to Tori’s lips. “You are my everything. I will protect and defend you until my final breath.”

Tori made a happy little sigh and then shook his head. “I know, but you have to remember I can also defend myself. Assholes like Verner, it’s time I stood up to them. You and our clan have given me the confidence to stand up for myself. I want the chance to do that before you rain fire down on their heads and eat them for dinner.”

Baldewin lowered his gaze and nodded. He was proud of Tori for wanting to take a stand but felt horrible for nearly stomping all over his new sense of self-confidence and pride. “I understand. I am sorry. You are the strongest person I’ve ever met. I know you don’t need me to defend you. I lost my temper.”

Tori leaned in and pressed a kiss to the tip of Baldewin’s nose. “I am honored that you wanted to defend me, and I will always need you in a hundred different ways. Plus, I really love the idea that if I ever get in over my head, you will always have my back.”

He dared to meet Tori’s gaze again, a smile starting to tug at his lips. “I will always have your back.”

“Good. Now come with me.” Tori jerked away and opened the passenger door.

“Where?”

“Now that we’ve had our talk, I want to show you a secret little place to reward my brave, angry dragon.”

Baldewin didn’t waste any time jumping out of the SUV and following Tori around the front. They were hidden from the road by high grass, allowing them to get lost in a tangle of arms and legs. They kissed desperately and tugged at clothes, trying to get a little closer while not wanting to release each other.

With his emotions running high and sex clearly on the table, Baldewin was tempted to yank clothes off and let instinct take over.

But after that disaster back there, he also felt the need to say the words that had been caught in his throat for days now. Even if Tori couldn’t reciprocate, he wanted this precious man to know he was loved.

He pulled back from the kiss, framing Tori’s face with one hand. Those crystal grey eyes were cloudy with passion, mouth looking sweetly used, and it was all very distracting. Baldewin firmly kept his mind on track, although it took more willpower than it should have. “Wait. Let me say this first. Tori, you’re amazing and intelligent. You’re one of the most capable people I’ve ever known. You don’t need me. You never have.”

Tori’s mouth opened on a protest.

“You don’t,” Baldewin said, his heart in his throat. “You’ve proven time and again, even before I came into your life, that you don’t need anyone to take care of you. But if you choose to have someone in your life who will, who will love you and support you, then I want it to be me. I want you to choose me.”

“I already have.” Tori huffed a little laugh, eyes warm. “You silly man, of course I have. You’ve seen the environment I grew up in, how stifling it was. I dreamed of having someone like you. Someone who would give me the freedom I craved. You’re a breath of fresh air in a life that had gone stagnant with desperation. I can breathe freely because of you. But can I be everything you want?”

“You already are. You are my mate. Whether you are ready to accept it or not, I’ve known for a while now. My dragon has known it. We are fated to be together. And I will happily wait for you to be comfortable with that idea, no matter how long it takes.”

Tori’s eyes grew wide, and his entire body stilled against Baldewin’s. “Mates? Really? You think we’re mates?”

“I know we are.”

Tori blinked back tears and released a heavy sigh of relief. “Oh, thank god. I was hoping we were, but I was afraid that we weren’t. I didn’t know how I was going to live with the idea of someone else being your mate.”

Baldewin’s heart soared, and even his dragon roared loudly in his head, celebrating that they at last had their mate. He was so relieved to know that he’d won this man, he nearly melted under the force of the emotion. But he didn’t like that Tori still doubted he was enough, and he couldn’t leave any trace of that behind. He made sure to use Finnish so Tori had no room for misunderstanding. “Rakastan sinua.”

Tori’s smile was breathtaking, almost supernova in its intensity. He said the words back with no hesitation. “I love you.” He kissed Baldewin sharp and quick before repeating, “I love you. And as soon as I learn the proper spell to bind us together, we’ll do it, but not here. Home.”

“Home,” Baldewin agreed, so happy he felt like flying. But also like making love. And maybe crowing. Lots of instincts were at play, and he went with the one that would give them the most pleasure.

He kissed Tori again, this time with the intent to rile him up, his hands traveling down to his waistband. Clothes definitely had to go away.

Tori was thankfully on board with this idea, as he was quick to follow Baldewin’s example, working on his trousers and shoving them out of the way enough for him to wrap a hand around Baldewin’s dick and give it a good stroke. Baldewin groaned into the kiss, the relief of having that hand stroking him too amazing.

He returned the favor, enjoying Tori’s reaction, how he arched into him and gave that sweet gasp. Tori was just so beautifully sensitive; it was fun to drive him over the edge. Baldewin’s only regret was that he had no lube on him. He really should start carrying some.

“Take me,” Tori demanded against his mouth.

“No lube,” Baldewin panted on a slight whine. He couldn’t use spit. Tori was still too new to anal sex. He didn’t want to risk an injury.

Something cool touched his hand, and he pulled back from the kiss completely to look down. A slim, glass bottle of lube. “You have some?”

“We seem to end up in compromising situations outdoors,” Tori informed him with that impish smile that did funny things to Baldewin’s chest. “I figured I’d best carry around at least a little. And look, here we are.”

“You truly are brilliant.” Baldewin kissed him hard, thinking of positions. He didn’t want them on the ground. It was too rocky near the riverbank.

Tori was a step ahead of him. He pulled free long enough to turn, bracing his hands against the car and offering Baldewin his perfect ass. The glance he gave Baldewin over his shoulder was pure, naughty pleasure.

Oh, hell yes. Baldewin uncapped the bottle, pouring a bit over his fingers before working one into Tori. His lover accepted it easily with a sigh of pleasure, his eyes closing. His channel was hot and welcoming as Baldewin worked in a second finger, stretching him. He truly wanted to ram home and give them both what they really wanted, but not yet. Not yet.

Shit, three fingers was tight. Baldewin would have worried about hurting Tori if the man wasn’t fucking himself onto Baldewin’s fingers, head thrown back in pleasure. He gave Tori that freedom, reveling in the open sensuality of the man.

“Baldewin,” Tori panted, eyes opening to slits. “Now. What are you waiting for?”

“You’re just so captivating like this.” Baldewin poured the rest of the lube over his aching dick, more than ready. He let the bottle fall off to the side, stroking the lube over his own flesh with relief. Yes, better. Not as good as it would feel to be buried to the hilt in Tori, but better.

“Be captivated later. I need you.”

Now, what could he possibly say to that? Baldewin pulled his fingers free, positioning himself and sliding carefully in. Still a bit tight, but the feel of him was exquisite. He pulled back a little then slid in some more, working himself in bit by bit and stretching Tori as he went.

Tori shuddered in his arms, head thrown back on a gasp. “Stop fucking teasing me.”

Maybe he had been, a little. Teasing them both. He’d mostly been easing his way in, as standing like this was harder on the one receiving. But Tori was clearly loving every second and losing patience fast. There wasn’t any need to hold back. Baldewin sank into him with a groan, one Tori echoed.

“You feel so amazing,” Tori gasped, his head tilted back to rest on Baldewin’s chest. “So hot and hard.”

“This is going to be over too fast,” Baldewin complained, even as he thrust in and out, his body demanding the motion. “You feel too good; I can’t control myself.”

“Don’t you fucking try. T-that’s—” He cut himself off, words gargling in his throat. “Yeees.”

They were moving together now, the motion hard and sharp. Baldewin absently wished they’d taken off their shirts to give him more skin to press against but couldn’t slow down long enough to get rid of them. He wrapped an arm around Tori’s waist, grabbing his erection and jerking him off in time to their thrusts.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Tori chanted, the hand against the car clenched into a fist, his free hand holding the back of Baldewin’s head. “Harder. God, Baldewin, harder. I’m—I’m so close—”

“I know,” Baldewin panted, slamming into him now, almost ramming him into the hood of the SUV. Only Baldewin’s grip on his torso kept Tori from doing that. He tilted Tori a little, changing the angle forward. His next thrust hit Tori’s prostate square on, and Tori let out a strangled scream as he came hard all over the grill of the car. One, two, three thrusts, and Baldewin came just as hard inside of him, groaning into the back of Tori’s neck as he did.

They both panted for a few moments, catching their breath. Tori’s legs didn’t seem quite capable of holding him up, as he leaned heavily against Baldewin and the car. Baldewin wasn’t much better. They silently and unanimously decided to clean up a little, tucking themselves back in and righting their clothes, before Baldewin slid into the passenger seat, settling Tori into his lap so they could cuddle and get their wind back.

Tori sank into him with a happy sigh. “So, engagement sex is amazing. Makes me wonder about married sex.”

“Even better,” Baldewin promised him. “Because we’ll have all the time in the world to learn everything we like and practice it. Over and over.”

“Sounds like heaven to me.” Tori lifted up to kiss Baldewin, lips lingering. He was a bit shy as he whispered, “Thank you. For not giving up on me in Helsinki. For being so patient and sweet to me. I didn’t know what I was missing. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have fought you so hard.”

“You’re worth it.” Baldewin looked at this man who meant the world to him. He’d do anything for him, and yet those very words seemed inadequate. “You’re worth every bit of effort, my heart.”

“I can’t promise you the same patience—you’re the patient one in this relationship—but I’ll try to be just as good to you.”

“And if I tell you that you already are?”

“I can do better than this,” Tori protested. “I’m brand new to relationships. I’m still figuring crap out. I can do better than this once I’ve figured out what you need from me.”

Baldewin personally had no complaints, but if that’s what he really thought, then… “I look forward to it.”
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Baldewin strolled down the hotel hall alone, heading straight to the rooms that had been given to Alric. He’d hated slipping out of bed when Tori had been curled around him so tightly, but he needed to check in with his king and find out what their next step was going to be. His preference was to keep holding his sweet mate, listening to his breathing and feeling the steady rhythm of his heart as it beat against his chest.

But he had a duty to his king and his clan.

Sliding out of bed, he’d silently pulled on his clothes and scratched out a quick note to Tori explaining where he’d gone, should Tori wake. With any luck, he’d be back before his mate realized he’d ever slipped away.

His mate.

Tori was his mate.

He’d agreed to be mated to Baldewin. He’d known it for a while now, but to hear Tori actually say the words, to know he wanted Baldewin above all others, put a smile on his lips when he should have been sad and frustrated after dealing with the hatred from Tori’s former clan. And he was. But maybe not as much as he should have been.

It was hard, though. He had a mate. The one thing all dragons fought, lived, and died for. He’d found the other half of his soul, the person who would always understand him and love him. The person who would make these next centuries a heaven on Earth.

From this day forward, his own power would be woven into every one of Tori’s spells. And when they were ready, Tori’s DNA and the new spells from the Valerii would allow them to have their own baby dragon one day. Or a mage. There was a slim chance their child would be born a mage rather than a dragon, but Baldewin didn’t care. They’d have a family. He’d build a family with the man who was his entire world now.

“Good grief,” Ravi muttered as Baldewin drew closer to Alric’s room, but there was a hint of a smile playing on his lips. The dragon was standing guard outside the king’s room, along with one of Rodrigo’s bodyguards. The ice dragon was smiling broadly at him, while Ravi teasingly rolled his eyes. “You might want to tone it down a little bit before you go in there.”

Baldewin’s face wrinkled as his expression drew closed, and his steps slowed. “What do you mean?”

“Oh my god! You’re smiling so big right now it’s like you’re glowing with happiness. A freaking star crashed to earth. You’re—” Ravi stopped midsentence, his mouth falling open and his eyes growing so wide they could have fallen from his head. “Hot damn! Tori agreed to be your mate. Like, officially mated!”

“Hush,” Baldewin snapped, making a shushing motion. “You don’t need to disturb the entire hotel with your shouting. Yes, Tori is my mate now. We’ll make it official after we are finished with this clan and return home.” Those words couldn’t possibly be said without an enormous grin. Ravi jumped, punching one fist into the air, but he at least managed to do it silently. The ice dragon shook his head and murmured a polite congratulations.

“How are things in there?” Baldewin jerked his chin toward the closed double doors when Ravi finally stopped celebrating.

“Not good. Rodrigo has been switching between Russian and Portuguese for his rants. The Russian sounds scarier. Alric has been silent.”

That wasn’t a good sign. From experience in their reckless younger years, a silent Alric was a dangerous Alric. He was potentially plotting something dark and very stupid. It was probably best he get in there now and help defuse the situation before the two kings charged off.

Baldewin softly knocked on the door while Ravi waved his security card in front of the reader to unlock it. Easing inside the small sitting area, Baldewin spotted Alric sitting stiff and perfectly erect in a chair while Rodrigo paced the room, looking as if he was determined to wear through the carpet. Cameron sat on the edge of the sofa, carefully holding Alric’s left hand in both of his. His friend’s face was hard and unyielding like carved marble. They’d expected this meeting to go badly, but it had definitely been worse than they could have anticipated. There had been no attempt at civility or diplomacy.

He opened his mouth to apologize to both kings for losing his temper and nearly attacking one of the Taavi Clan members, but the words froze in his throat when Alric’s eyes flicked to his face, and a slow smile spread across his lips, seeming to wipe away some of the anger boiling inside the king.

“Look at him, Rodrigo,” Alric said softly.

The ice dragon stopped sharply and demanded, “O que há de errado?” before he even looked up at Baldewin. The blond man’s eyes swept over him for an instant and then dismissed him completely. He turned as if he meant to resume pacing but didn’t even take a step before his eyes swung back to Baldewin, wider this time and moving slower. Rodrigo laughed loudly, clapped his hands together, and threw them up into the air. “It is done! Congratulations!”

Rodrigo closed the distance between them in an instant and grabbed him by the arm, pulling him across the room to where Cameron was sitting on the couch. Evora was sitting on the other end, her dark lips twisted into a smirk. He looked over at Alric to find his friend looking smug.

“You’ve got a new glow about you,” Cameron answered his unspoken question.

“A new mate glow,” Rodrigo added. Once Baldewin was seated, the ice dragon king clasped his shoulders and bussed a kiss against each cheek. “Congratulations! That is so wonderful.”

As soon as Rodrigo stepped back, the rest of the Valerii party crowded close and shook Baldewin’s hand or kissed his cheek.

It was nice that there were no hard feelings that he’d found his mate while the recent meeting with a mage clan had gone so poorly. He wanted all dragons looking for a mate to find the kind of happiness he enjoyed with Tori. It was enough of an uphill battle to just locate mages in this day and age. Did it really need to be made more difficult by having the mages they did find believe they were the enemy?

When the last ice dragon stepped away, he found himself looking up at Gunter. His friend and clanmate managed to look both happy and sad at the same time. They had all waited so long, and Baldewin knew the question passing through Gunter’s head, because he’d asked the same thing when Alric found Cameron. When will I find my mate? What if my mate never appears?

“I am so very happy for you, Baldewin. Tori is the perfect match for you,” Gunter said. His smile spread a little, pushing back the tendrils of sadness.

Baldewin pushed to his feet and tightly hugged the researcher. “You’ll find your mate soon. I know it,” he whispered in his ear.

When Baldewin released him, Gunter’s smile wobbled, but he nodded as he stepped back and moved over to a chair on the other side of the room.

Baldewin returned to the sofa and looked over to find Alric smiling at him, the smugness replaced with a look of joy. He lifted Cameron’s hand to his lips and kissed the top gently, and Baldewin got it. He understood the secret looks Alric and Cameron shared, the little laughs, the need to touch and simply see the other person, even if only a couple hours had passed. Baldewin might have felt a little jealous at first, because he felt as if Cameron was usurping his place, his friendship with Alric. No one had been closer to Alric than him.

But then Cameron quickly showed that he could fill an emptiness within Alric their friendship never could. He completed Alric, gave him a joy he’d never known. Baldewin could only be happy for his friend.

And now Baldewin understood that completion all the more because of Tori. It was amazing, freeing, and scary all at once.

“Congratulations. I knew it was only a matter of time,” Alric murmured.

Cameron snorted beside him, shifting to sit on the empty arm of Alric’s chair. “That’s king-speak for a dignified ‘I told you so.’”

“But you’re not too dignified for it,” Alric teased.

“Nope,” Cameron replied, popping the P with obvious pleasure. “I could see it in the way he talked about Baldewin and looked at him. That man was already in deep smit with our Baldewin by the time he arrived at Burkhard.”

“Thank you,” Baldewin said with a bow of his head. “I feel very lucky that he even listened to me in the first place.”

Cameron laughed. “He didn’t. He hit you with a freezing spell and ran in the opposite direction.”

“Is it any wonder?” Rodrigo growled and resumed his pacing as the ice dragon brought them back to the problem at hand. He spat out some angry-sounding Russian that Baldewin didn’t entirely catch, but the feelings were clear.

“Hoheit, King Rodrigo, I am truly sorry for my loss of temper today. I never should have acted so impulsively. I have acted shamefully and poorly represented our clan,” Baldewin said, bowing.

Rodrigo snorted. “I would say you acted quite admirably in defending your mate and your clan.”

Baldewin looked up as Alric sighed and threw a somewhat castigating look at Rodrigo before turning his gaze to him. “Yes, you should have held your temper, especially considering that we knew what kind of situation we were walking into. However, I can’t entirely fault you for your reaction. If our roles had been reversed and someone threatened my Cam in any way, I don’t think anyone could have stopped me.” Alric waved his right hand in the air a little. “Besides, I don’t think you truly did any damage. Mathilda had already dug her heels in and was refusing to listen. It was probably good to remind them, at least a little, that we are not to be pushed around or taken lightly.”

“Do we have a plan, Hoheit? A next step?” Baldewin asked.

“I would not be opposed to scooping up that Mathilda and dropping her on an iceberg in the middle of the ocean,” Rodrigo snarled.

“I think he meant something useful,” Evora countered, and Baldewin tried hard not to smile.

“I believe that solution would be very useful in terms of freeing the Taavi Clan from her negative influence,” Alric announced to Baldewin’s surprise. “We might not be able to get through to some of the older, thickheaded mages, but certainly the younger mages, Tori’s generation and younger, might be willing to listen to us. Be willing to save themselves from such acidic, hate-filled rhetoric.”

“Hoheit, you can’t be serious,” Baldewin replied in a firm voice. Alric was usually a reasonable person. The only time he’d seen Alric completely lose his mind was when Cameron had been kidnapped. The encounter with the Taavi Clan was coming in a close second.

“He’s not,” Cameron said sharply. Alric glared at his mate, and Cameron glared right back at him, daring the dragon king to cross him.

“Cam. Liebling—”

“Oh, don’t ‘Liebling’ me,” Cameron shot back. “I know you’re pissed. I’m pissed, too. That-that witch could be standing between our clanmates and happiness. She could be keeping Rodrigo’s clanmates from finding happiness. I’d be thrilled to knock some sense into her using a two-by-four, but how is that going to look to the rest of the Taavi Clan? Is roaring in there breathing ice and fire going to prove to them that we’re not exactly what the Jaeggi have said we are?”

Alric stared at his mate for another second, but Baldewin could already see some of the telltale lines around Alric’s eyes disappearing. “I don’t think I want you having anymore lessons with Dieter. It’s interfering with my ability to act impulsively.”

Cameron smiled and leaned down to press a kiss to Alric’s cheek. “There are plenty of other ways for you to be impulsive.”

“Where does that leave us?” Rodrigo said sharply. “Do we leave? Pretend this clan does not even exist when I have dragons in need of mates? Do we leave them vulnerable to the Jaeggi?” He stopped and shoved a hand through his hair. “I know I said I would be content even if I walked away empty handed, but I was still hoping to avoid that if possible.”

“Do you want a mage if they believe the things about us that Mathilda described? Or what Tori told us?” Thiago inquired.

Rodrigo lifted a helpless hand. “And if we bring such a mage into our clan, we risk that person sowing discord. I feel damned no matter which choice I make. My life is the well-being of my clan. My dragons need mates, and I can’t turn away potential mates, but I also cannot bring such unhappiness and hatred to my dragons.”

“That’s why we’re going to talk to them again,” Alric declared. All eyes snapped to the king, and Baldewin sat up a little straighter. “This is not a problem to be fixed quickly, but we can show them that we are open to dialogue. We may never be able to reach all of them, but I think we will be able to reach some. Like Tori, there may be others who are looking to leave but are afraid to speak up.”

Shoving his hands into the pockets of his slacks, Rodrigo stood in the center of the room, his shoulders slightly slumped and a look of utter heartbreak on his handsome face. Baldewin glanced around to find that the rest of Rodrigo’s retinue had a similar expression. They looked both worried for their king as well as sad for their own fate.

He understood their position all too well, because he’d been in their shoes not so long ago. An entire clan of mages was at their fingertips, but years of anger, hatred, and misinformation had been ingrained in generation after generation. Such things were not going to be wiped out in one visit.

“King Alric is correct, I think,” Rodrigo sighed. “There is nothing to be accomplished by attempting to force them to see our point of view. It will take time and patience.” He looked up at his fellow Valerii dragons and smiled a bit crookedly. “We ice dragons have the long patience of a slow-moving glacier. We will find our mates. The gods would not dare allow the world to become overpopulated with fire dragons. Ice dragons are needed as balance.”

Alric smirked. “Fire and ice.”

Cameron chuckled. “Don’t tell Ravi that.”

Rodrigo cocked his head to the side. “The little wind dragon? He’s fun. You should send him to me. He would enjoy Prainha Lefts.”

“Yes, but would it survive Ravi?” Baldewin murmured.

Cameron nodded as he cuddled closer to Alric. “That is so true.”

“Our next plan of action?” Rodrigo inquired.

“We meet after breakfast and return to the town. We will try speaking with Mathilda again. Maybe some other members of the clan if we can manage it. At least spread the word that there are dragons in Germany and Brazil eager to meet with mages. If that fails, we will return to Burkhard and draw up plans to send regular emissaries to the clan.”

“Good plan. I am going to bed, then. I have had enough of this day and wish to hurry tomorrow along.”

The Valerii Clan wished them a good evening and filed steadily out of the room. When they’d all left, Ravi dipped inside and secured the door behind him.

“You should be returning to your own mate, as well,” Alric prodded.

Baldewin’s head popped up, and he found himself hesitating. He was practically vibrating with need to get back to Tori’s side. His sense of the mage was strong, and he didn’t think he was in trouble. It was more of a need to see him sleeping peacefully, to wrap himself around his mate and hold him.

But he was the head of the king’s security. He was Alric’s personal bodyguard, which also made him Cameron’s bodyguard. His first duty was to protect king and consort, not his own wishes and needs.

“Go, my friend,” Alric said, almost laughing. “We have Ravi and Gunter to watch over us. Rodrigo is across the hall, along with his bodyguards. Cameron and I are plenty safe. You need to protect your mage mate.”

“I’m not sure protecting is among his brain’s top five things he wants to do to Tori,” Ravi taunted.

“I’m sure it’s at least in the top ten,” Cameron added with a giggle.

“I think you’re both wrong in assuming his brain is working at all right now,” Gunter added.

With a grunt, Baldewin shoved to his feet. “I’d rather be with my mate than listen to this mocking. I accept your generous offer, Hoheit. Sleep well.”

“Sleep well, Baldewin,” Alric said and then grinned wickedly. “And try to get some sleep. We need Tori to be well rested tomorrow when it comes to dealing with the Taavi.”

“True words spoken by a man too often tempted by his own mate,” Baldewin taunted right back.

Alric wrapped an arm around Cameron’s waist, pulling his mate into his lap who yelped in surprise. “This one has been a bad influence on me.”

Baldewin left the suite to the sounds of laughter and mock fighting. Spirits might have been dampened by the meeting with the Taavi Clan, but Alric was not willing to give up. It might be slow going, but they would make some progress in convincing them that dragons were not evil.

He quickened his pace down the hall to his own hotel room. With great care, he quietly slipped into the darkened room to find Tori still sprawled across the bed with the blankets twisted up around him. It looked as if he’d barely moved while Baldewin had been gone.

Stripping down to his briefs, he slipped into the bed behind Tori and pulled him in close. The mage shifted, turning to Baldewin until his face was pressed against his neck.

“Everything okay?” Tori asked in a low, sleep-husky voice that sent the blood racing to his dick. Baldewin tamped down the urge to wake Tori so they could make love again. His sweet mage needed his sleep.

“I just checked in with Alric and Rodrigo. We’re going to try talking to the clan again tomorrow after breakfast.”

Tori hummed softly before yawning. “Thought so.”

“Sleep, my mate. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

Tori only gave a little nod, and Baldewin felt the last of the tension slide out of him as he drifted back to sleep in his arms. Closing his eyes, Baldewin found himself falling asleep with a smile on his lips. The day might not have gone well, but this was the perfect night.
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Sitting on the edge of the bed, Tori fumbled the shoe in his hand a second time. He’d never thought watching someone brush their teeth could be sexy, but then he’d never had a half-naked Baldewin bent over the sink brushing his teeth in their shared hotel bathroom. Yeah, he could watch his mate brush whatever the hell he wanted. He was lucky his brain remembered to pump the blood through his body, because it was currently enjoying the Baldewin show.

“What are you thinking for breakfast?” Baldewin asked after rinsing his mouth out.

“Huh?”

Baldewin grabbed a hand towel and wiped his face off. He grabbed his glasses off the counter and looked up in the mirror as he slipped them on, meeting Tori’s gaze over his shoulder, and grinned, as if he knew Tori was utterly lost in the sight before him. “Breakfast? First meal of the day? For you, it’s typically served with a vat of coffee large enough for me to swim in.”

Tori frowned at the man for a second before picking up his shoe and shoving his foot into it. “I don’t recall ordering a mate with so much sass and snark.” He finished tying his sneaker in time to see Baldewin looming over him. He tried to jump to his feet, but it was already too late. The dragon wrapped an arm around his waist and tackled him back onto the bed, covering him with his larger body.

Baldewin had to be an Olympic-level cuddler. The man knew how to hold him with the perfect amount of pressure while snuggling his face against Tori’s neck like it was made to be placed there. His mate was warmth and safety and sexiness all rolled into one loving package.

“Are you dissatisfied with your mate? Would you like to trade me in for another model?” Baldewin teased.

Tori couldn’t even joke about it. Baldewin was perfect for him in every way. “Nope. You’re mine completely. I dare another mage to come near you. I’ll make every strand of hair fall from their body and flip their skin inside-out.”

Baldewin lifted his head and stared at Tori, blinking wide-eyed at him in surprise.

Placing his hand to Baldewin’s cheek, Tori leaned up a little. “I feel like I’ve been waiting a lifetime for you, never really believing that you could exist. I never want to lose you.”

His mate closed his lovely, grey-green eyes briefly, but not before pain flashed through them. He turned his head and kissed the palm of Tori’s hand. “Nothing and no one will ever take me from you. You’re my mate. And when we return to Burkhard, we will be officially bonded together in front of the entire clan.”

Tori closed his eyes, sinking into Baldewin’s reassurance. Calm fell over him by slow degrees. Logic clearly stated that Baldewin loved him and they were mates. There was no threat to their bond. But logic didn’t always rule his brain after living so much of his life buried under anger, fear, and loathing. But time and Baldewin’s love would help to mend that, he had no doubt.

“I can’t decide whether I want food or to remain just like this for another hour,” Tori murmured. He was hungry, but this was so nice, too.

“Food and then meeting. After that, I can hold you until you are sick of me,” Baldewin countered.

Tori opened his mouth to argue that they skip the meeting entirely when raised voices in the hall stopped the words in his throat. They nearly moved as one. Baldewin snatched up his shirt from where he’d draped it over a chair and pulled it on as he hurried to the door with Tori.

Jerking open the door, Tori turned toward the noise to find Mathilda and three other Taavi Clan leaders shouting at Alric and Rodrigo in the narrow hallway. Ravi, Gunter, and the Valerii bodyguards stood in front of the kings, and they looked ready to tear through the mages for even daring to shout at the kings.

“What’s going on?” Tori asked, trying to lift his voice above the noise while not disturbing the other hotel guests. Essentially an impossible task.

Mathilda whirled around sharply, her eyes narrowing on him as she pointed. “You! This is all your fault! You led them to us. You betrayed the clan, and now they’ve stolen three mages.”

Shock slammed into Tori, sending him stumbling back a step into Baldewin. His mate wrapped a supportive arm around him and tried to place his larger frame protectively in front of Tori.

A low growl rumbled through Baldewin so that his body was vibrating. Fearful that his mate was seconds away from shifting into his dragon form and eating the offending mages, Tori straightened and planted his feet so that Baldewin was forced to remain behind him.

“What are you talking about? We’ve been here all night. We would never have kidnapped anyone,” Tori shot back.

Okay, so he wasn’t entirely sure that was one-hundred percent true, but he believed with all of his being that not one dragon in their party would steal a mage against their will. His experience with Warin and Baldewin were proof enough of that.

“Three of our most precious young mages—Panu, Tanja, and Markku—have gone missing. You’ve obviously taken them. You knew dragons couldn’t be trusted! And yet—”

“In here! Now!” Alric snapped.

Tori looked up at the king of the Fire Dragons and gulped. Never in his life had he seen Alric looking so pissed. Even from some distance, Tori could see his normally dark blue eyes had gone shiny gold, and his voice was a deep rumble. The dragon was not going to put up with anymore shit from Mathilda and Tori’s old clan. She was talking about mages and dragons in the middle of a hotel hallway, risking the dragons’ secret and potentially exposing them all to the Jaeggi threat.

A glance at Rodrigo revealed that the ice dragon wasn’t in much better shape.

Tori and Baldewin were the last to enter the room, and Baldewin quickly ushered Tori over to where the dragons were gathered on one side. Cameron shuffled out of the bedroom wearing a pair of flannel pajamas covered in flying red dragons. His hair was standing up at strange angles, and he was holding his glasses in one hand while rubbing his eyes with the other.

“Is there a problem with breakfast?” he asked sleepily. When he plopped his glasses on his face, he stopped and blinked at all his unwelcome guests. “I’m guessing there will be no breakfast.”

“Mages were apparently kidnapped,” Tori said as a way of explaining the consort’s sudden guests.

“Oh shit.”

“Like you don’t know!” Mathilda started again. “You stole them. You stole our most precious young mages.”

It was on the tip of Tori’s tongue to point out that two of the three missing mages were males, making them expendable in Mathilda’s eyes, but now was not the time for such bitterness. He didn’t know the mages well, just faint acquaintances, but they were all in their late teens or early twenties at most. He wouldn’t be entirely surprised if they’d decided to run off on their own like he had, just to get away from her maniacal control and venom.

“We have not kidnapped any mages,” Rodrigo said sharply, his arms folded across his chest. The air around him seemed to drop twenty degrees, and Tori shifted a little closer to Baldewin and the fire dragon’s natural warmth.

“You have. Where else could they have gone?” Kirisi demanded. She was Mathilda’s right-hand mage and had always made it a priority to harass Tori at every opportunity.

“Of course. It’s not like anyone would ever want to escape such a warm and nurturing environment,” Cameron muttered, each word dripping with sarcasm. Tori bit his tongue to hold in a laugh. He hadn’t thought he could like the spunky young mage any more than he already did, but Cameron had just proven him wrong.

“Enough!” Alric snapped, holding both hands up.

Cameron was at his dragon’s side in an instant, his expression apologetic and worried. One hand rubbed across Alric’s left shoulder and down his arm in a loving massage.

“I want details,” Alric continued. His golden gaze remained pinned on Mathilda. “We need to move quickly. If we are lucky, the missing mages are like Tori and decided to leave on their own accord. If not, we can assume the Jaeggi have kidnapped them, and we need to find them now.”

Mathilda hesitated, her gaze searching each face from the Burkhard and Valerii Clan before looking at her own advisors. Tori could almost see the doubt growing like a dark cloud in her brain. What if Alric was right? What if the dragons hadn’t stolen the mages? What if the Jaeggi did start the war and were now attacking their own kind?

“Was this supposed to be a supply run?” Tori prodded, just to get any of them talking. They couldn’t afford to wait another second.

“Uh…y-yes. Not far. Only down to Inari.”

“Tori?” Alric asked.

“Inari is about two hours by car from here,” he quickly replied. “Southwest from here. It’s the closest town with something that resembles a bar and nightclub. Lots more stores.” Trips to Inari were viewed as a special treat and given only to those who had won favor with Mathilda or one of the other clan elders. Or in Tanja’s case, Mathilda was likely hoping the female mage would end up sleeping with one of the others and get pregnant, forcing them to marry and produce more mages for the clan.

“When did they leave? When did you discover something was likely wrong?” Cameron asked.

“They left in the afternoon yesterday. Their plan was to stay overnight and be back early this morning. All three properly checked in upon reaching Inari and later when they got to their hotel rooms,” Mathilda explained.

“But Tanja hasn’t contacted anyone this morning. None of them have. Tanja is responsible. She wouldn’t have forgotten to call, especially if there was some kind of problem.” Kirisi’s voice shook, and Tori could easily guess that Tanja was her daughter.

“We’ll find them,” Alric declared, and Tori believed the dragon. “I need you to return to your clan and work with your seekers to locate any sign of them.” He turned his gaze, which was now deep blue rather than gold, over to Rodrigo. “Will you and your clan accompany the mages back to Nuorgam? Be prepared to take to the air, should they get the slightest hint of their location.”

“Of course,” Rodrigo agreed.

“Cameron and Tori will work here, trying some different spells with guidance from Lisette and our clan’s mages. Ravi, Gunter, and Baldewin will be ready to fly on a moment’s notice. Tori, Cameron, and I will travel by ground as needed. I will call you if we discover anything.”

“My kings,” Evora spoke up. “May I remain with Cameron and Tori? There’s much I can learn from the Burkhard mages that could greatly benefit the Valerii.”

Thiago grasped her hand in both of his, worry filling his eyes. “Are you sure, my love?”

Smiling, she pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I trust the Burkhard Clan with my life. I will be perfectly safe.”

“Evora would be a welcome help,” Cameron said.

“We’ll protect her as one of our own,” Alric added.

Rodrigo nodded, but there was still worry etched on his face. Tori didn’t know how many mages the Valerii had, but if it was anything like the Burkhard Clan, this was not an easy decision for the ice dragon king. They couldn’t afford to lose a single mage.

Tori took a deep breath, eager to start working magic with Cameron and Evora. Old fears and doubts had evaporated since finding his place among the Burkhard Clan. While the Taavi mages would focus on trying to find the three missing mages, he had an advantage that would help his work with Cameron and Evora—he knew exactly what the Jaeggi magic signature looked like.

While the Jaeggi might be able to mask the magic signature of the Taavi mages, he didn’t think they’d be able to completely mask their own signature because of its distorted, broken quality.

His blood ran cold at the thought of the three missing mages. He’d already witnessed how the Jaeggi had drained Cassie of her power. That same fate waited for these young mages, and Tori was not going to allow it.
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Rodrigo and his dragons quickly gathered up Mathilda and the other Taavi mages, ushering them out the door so they could return to Nuorgam. The Taavi Clan might not be big, but there were at least a hundred strong, experienced mages on hand. They had the best shot at locating the missing kids, assuming they had simply run off.

Tori, Cameron, and Evora were focused on the darker side—locating the Jaeggi, as they worked under the assumption the mages had been kidnapped.

Baldewin’s hand squeezed his shoulder, his larger-than-life support helping to calm his worries while Tori turned his attention to Cameron, who was speaking briskly to someone on the phone.

“You have fought these Jaeggi?” Evora asked, causing Tori to face her.

Tori nodded. “I used captured sunlight to make the engine of their van explode. I punched, kicked, and ran the second I could get free. When Cassie was grabbed, I had only sunlight on hand to set them on fire.”

Evora flashed him a sly smile. “And you both survived. That counts for more than you give yourself credit.”

Tori allowed a small smile in return. “Well, I did end up having a dragon for back-up, even if he tossed me into the air and made me fly with Warin.”

“You are never going to forgive me for that,” Baldewin said with a sigh. “I didn’t know you had an issue with heights. My only concern was making sure you were safely away from the Jaeggi.”

“You are forgiven,” Tori murmured.

“Danke, Lisette.” Tori looked up to see Cameron end the call and turn his attention to Tori. “I have a plan, and I need your help.”

“Anything I can do,” Tori quickly agreed.

“Lisette thinks we can target the differentness of their magic to find them. When I fought them, I wasn’t experienced enough to see the difference between them and Burkhard mages, but you’d still recognize it, right?”

Tori nodded. “Definitely. But we need supplies—”

“Got it!” Alric called out as he rushed toward the bedroom. He returned less than a minute later carrying a large leather satchel. “Lisette made sure we had a variety of supplies, should we run into trouble.”

“Do we have a map?” Tori asked. “I could use a mirror for some scrying, but I might not immediately recognize what we’re seeing. Particularly if there isn’t a road sign nearby.”

“There are some at the front desk. I’ll grab one,” Ravi volunteered and was off like a shot through the door before anyone could even draw a breath to argue.

“I can run a tracking spell linked to your seeking spell that moves along the map in tandem,” Evora offered.

“Excellent!” Cameron led them over to a small, round table with four seats positioned around it. Tori jumped in and quickly helped the young mage sort through the ingredients on hand, pulling out the things that Lisette instructed.

Hesitating, Tori chewed on his lip for a moment and then finally grabbed the bottle that contained fragments of a fallen star, changing it out for a jar of powder from the acorn of a thousand-year-old oak tree. “I-I think this will work better for what we’re trying to do. The acorn powder will highlight the fractured quality of their magic more clearly.”

Lisette had described his skills as more instinctual, and right then, his instincts were screaming to include the acorn. He was just terrified of being wrong. They had enough supplies to cast the spell again, but Tori didn’t want to waste the time.

To his surprise, neither Cameron nor the more experienced Evora argued with him. They just continued to prepare what they needed. Ravi returned and helped the Valerii mage spread out the map across the table.

As everything became set, Baldewin walked up behind Tori and placed his hand around the back of his neck, his warm touch soothing tense muscles. He bent his head low so he could speak directly into Tori’s ear. “I’m here for you. Take everything you need, my mate.”

And for the first time, it truly hit him. This mate thing was way more than finding the love of his life, his center of happiness and peace. In Baldewin, he’d found a near limitless source of power to fuel his spells. He was now stronger than he’d ever been in his life because of his dragon mate.

They would find these missing kids.

With new confidence, Tori started his spell, focusing on the Jaeggi magic that he’d sensed before. Both Cameron and Evora quickly linked with him in a separate spell so they could see what he was seeing. He could only hope that they hadn’t already drained the kids, temporarily fixing their own magic.

The elements he cobbled together crafted the spell, but with it, he wove a tendril of power straight from Baldewin’s stockpile. It was beautiful, a sharpness of color and crispness in the world he’d never experienced before. He wanted to weep for all the mages who didn’t have mates. This was how magic was meant to be crafted. He felt a completeness in his work he didn’t think was possible.

Tears burned his eyes, and a lump of unexpected joy formed in his throat, but he swallowed it down. He needed to concentrate on his task.

To his surprise, the spell worked much faster than he’d anticipated. He could feel the magic latch on to that now-familiar wrongness and stretch out across the distance, pulling him along for a fast ride.

“Whoa…” Tori breathed.

“Good whoa? Or bad whoa?” Ravi inquired.

He sounded close, but Tori couldn’t drag his eyes away from the map. He didn’t see the colorful paper spread across the table, though. His mind was zipping across the earth before it finally stopped in a small town. The sense of traveling slowed greatly, and he could see a scattering of buildings.

“Good whoa,” he breathed. “Evora?”

“I’m with you. Utsjoki Village?” she replied quickly.

“Yes,” he hissed, trying to pull a little more power into the spell to get an exact location. “The Jaeggi have cast spells in that town. A few of them. Wards. And a very big masking spell.”

“Utsjoki Village is close. Maybe an hour from us,” Alric said, scanning the map.

“They’re there,” Tori declared in a hard voice. He ended the spell and rubbed his aching temples against the sudden rush of pain. He felt a little lighter as he released the magic from Cameron and Evora as well. “They’ve cast a few spells to hide what they’ve been up to and where they are settled. Maybe after we get into the town, I’ll be able to try the spell again and pinpoint their location better.”

Baldewin leaned down and peppered Tori’s temple and down his jaw with kisses. “I’m so proud of you. That was amazing.”

Tori couldn’t deny the rush of pleasure that came with those words. He could feel Baldewin’s pride and happiness pouring through him. He’d done that. He’d worked that spell, targeted something that none of the others had noticed. He’d brought them one step closer to finding the missing Taavi, and he’d done it with his magic.

“Baldewin, I want you and Ravi in the air and heading toward Utsjoki in five minutes. Try not to be seen, but finding those kids is the priority,” Alric directed. “Gunter will travel with us and act as additional protection for the mages.”

“Yes, Hoheit,” the three dragons agreed in unison. Tori got a final wink from his lover, and then the dragons were running out the door.

Part of him wanted to follow just to watch Baldewin shift into his amazing dragon form, but there was no time. He helped Cameron, Evora, and Gunter quickly pack up their supplies in the leather satchel while Alric called Rodrigo with the latest news. Tori wasn’t even sure if the Valerii had been able to get to Nuorgam, but there was no doubt that the ice dragons would be airborne in a matter of minutes.

As they hurried to one of the black SUVs they’d rented, Evora poked Tori with one of her long fingernails. “When we return to Burkhard Castle, you will show me exactly how you did that.”

Tori grinned broadly at her, his heart swelling. “I will. I promise. You’ll be able to see the difference in their magic when we get to Utsjoki. That’ll be your focus.”

“Do you think we can weave that distortion recognition into some of our wards on the castle? Maybe even Sonthofen?” Cameron asked. He stood next to the driver’s door, his eyes wide.

“Drive now. Talk magic after we’ve found the missing mages,” Alric commanded, but there was a lighter sparkle in his blue eyes. A hint of a hidden joy. And why not? If the Burkhard dragons had been running short on mages for five centuries, then it likely meant they were also short on new spells and magic chatter. This was a normal he hadn’t been able to experience for a very long time.

Tori jumped into the backseat with Evora and Gunter. They were still pulling on their seatbelts when Cameron tore out of the parking lot with a spray of gravel and a surprised yelp from the king in the passenger seat.

Fear and hope were warring in his chest. He was afraid of them being too late to save the mages. If they didn’t get there in time, not just a trio of young lives would be lost, but also any hope they might have had in convincing the leaders of the Taavi Clan to even listen to the dragons. He wasn’t sure they’d ever be able to change their minds completely about dragons, but he wanted to believe that at least some of them might finally come around.

The drive to Utsjoki Village was a little more than thirty minutes away. Tori knew it well, even if he didn’t often stop there. The village was a crossroads leading into Norway. It contained a beautiful bridge that spanned the Karasjohka River and a few basic stores, but most people crossing into Finland continued south to one of the larger towns.

Just outside of Utsjoki, Tori spotted something that made his stomach sink.

“Pull over!” he shouted suddenly, twisting in his seat as Cameron passed by a small, maroon car that looked familiar. He’d driven that car, he was sure of it, on a variety of runs to the south.

Cameron hit the brakes hard and pulled off to the side of the road just in front of the car. As they slowed to a stop, Tori hopped out of the vehicle and ran back to the car. As he approached, it became clear that the front and rear driver’s side tires were flat. They’d hit something in the road.

“It’s the same trick they pulled to kidnap me from Dieter,” Cameron said from behind Tori. There was a haunted quality to Cameron’s soft tone that sent a chill skidding down Tori’s spine.

He continued to walk around the car. The doors were all closed, but the backseat behind the driver was piled high with bags. The trunk was likely to be filled, as well, with valuable goods. Whoever had taken the kids wasn’t interested in the contents of the car. Just them.

“There were three of them. How could they take three of them with such ease?” Evora asked. Tori glanced over to find that her arms were wrapped tightly around her waist, as if she was feeling the same chill as Tori.

“There have to be more of them than the two that met us in Helsinki. I-I don’t know how many it would take to overpower three young mages. They’re probably in their late teens to early twenties. They would at least know how to do some basic protection spells, but if they didn’t realize they were in trouble…”

“It would have been much easier for the Jaeggi to take them by surprise,” Gunter finished.

“We need to find them,” Cameron said and led the way back to the car.

Tori followed a moment later. As much as he didn’t care for his old clan, they were still, in a sense, family. They were still his, and he was not about to let a bunch of Jaeggi assholes hurt them.

As he climbed back into the SUV, a loud whooshing or maybe a leathery flapping noise drew his attention to the sky. He looked up in time to see something large and glittery white cut through a large bank of clouds, causing them to shift and swirl. A smile teased his lips. One of the Valerii dragons. That. The world had been desperately missing that.

The return of mages to the dragon clans meant that for the first time in centuries, the skies could once again be filled with the sight of dragons soaring overhead. When he’d been in school, the image of dragons filling the skies had been used as a threat. Now, he could only see it as a beautiful promise.

He lingered for another couple of seconds, hoping to catch a flash of red for Baldewin’s dragon, but he’d had a much larger head start on them. Baldewin could be far on the other side of town by now. No matter. Baldewin was his mate. When they returned to Burkhard, he could beg Baldewin to shift so Tori could glory in the sight of his dragon without worrying about him eating a Taavi Clan member.

Back in the SUV, Cameron hurried them the rest of the way into the town and pulled over in the parking lot of a small coffee shop. There wasn’t a lot of room to work in the SUV, but Tori and Cameron didn’t need much to start the seeking spell over again. It helped that they were in the town. Tori could already feel hints of the various wards and alarms that the Jaeggi had set about the area, and he wasn’t sure if that would help or hinder his work.

“Hold up,” Alric said and quickly climbed out of the car. Tori looked out the front windshield to see Ravi jogging in their direction in his human form.

“Do you think they’ve found where the Jaeggi are hiding?”

“It’s possible. It’s not like there’s much to this town,” Tori murmured.

“And if you’ve got more than half a dozen dragons searching the area, they can make quick work of it,” Cameron added.

Ravi and Alric spoke for a moment and then approached the SUV. Gunter and Evora opened their doors to climb out.

“I think we found them,” Ravi announced a bit breathlessly.

“Where?”

“Old abandoned storefront. There’s a van parked in the back. Baldewin says it’s similar to the kind of van they used when they attempted to grab Tori.”

“Have you seen the Jaeggi? Or the kids? Do you know how many there are?” Alric asked.

Ravi was shaking his head before Alric even got all his questions out. “We can feel wards around the building, and we’re trying not to trigger any alarms before everyone can get there. We don’t know how many there are. But if they managed to easily grab three mages, we’re assuming that there are at least three of them. Probably more.”

“Are the Valerii there?”

The dragon nodded. “They had just arrived when I ran to find you.”

“Show us,” Alric ordered, and they climbed back into the SUV. Tori’s heart was pounding in his chest as they tore across town and parked on the side of the street. Fear and memories of his own kidnapping attempt left him wanting to remain in the safety of the van, but he knew that not even fear was going to keep him there. They were stealing mages, hurting his kind, draining them, and it could not be allowed to continue.

As they climbed out of the SUV, Baldewin walked over to him, a dark look cutting deep lines on his handsome face. His lover’s fierce expression made him glad his anger was not directed at him.

“I don’t like that you’re here,” he growled the moment he was at Tori’s side. “Is there any way I can get you to remain in the SUV while we deal with these Jaeggi?”

Tori placed his hand on Baldewin’s chest, covering his heart so he could feel it pounding against his fingertips. “You know I can’t do that. Alric isn’t about to make Cameron remain in the SUV.”

The consort snorted. “He knows that I’d never stay put, so he’s not wasting his breath.”

“That is sadly true,” Alric grumbled.

“My entire focus is keeping the mages safe,” Gunter promised, and it helped to erase some of the worry from Baldewin’s face.

“Besides, you will need us to pick apart these wards if you want to have the element of surprise before you strike,” Evora said in a practical tone, which silenced any further discussion of the mages remaining a safe distance away from the fight.

Leaning back into the SUV, Tori pulled open the satchel full of supplies and started pocketing the elements he thought might come in handy in a fight. Captured sunlight had served him well in the past, and he could do fun and explosive things with cackle of a drunken gnome. He glanced across the backseat and caught a wicked grin from Evora before she reached into the bag and grabbed a few items as well. The mages had come to play. They certainly couldn’t leave all the danger and fun to the dragons.

At the edge of the parking lot, Tori raised his hands so the energy from the protection ward brushed against his palms. Evora stood on his right, while Cameron moved to his left.

The consort flashed him a nervous smile. “I’ve never done this before. Any advice?”

Tori winced a little. He came at magic a little differently than what he’d been taught. It made it somewhat hard to explain to other people. “I sort of see it like a knot I’m trying to unravel by working the spell backward. This ward was created sloppily and hastily. It’s loose. I can get this alone if you want to watch my back.”

“Got it!” Cameron agreed.

Tori turned his mind toward the ward, carefully poking at the loose ends until the entire thing started to unravel around the building. The Jaeggi were either struggling badly with their own magic, or they’d put up the ward as a last-ditch effort before turning their full attention to the mages in their grasp.

The ward was down in a matter of seconds, and the dragons closed on the small building from all sides. He caught a glimpse of the Valerii moving in from the rear of the building, while Alric, Baldewin, Ravi, and Gunter approached from the front.

Now that the protective spell was gone, there was no attempt to be quiet. There simply wasn’t time for it. The Taavi mages had been in the hands of the Jaeggi for hours now. If they weren’t all dead, it would be a miracle.

Angry shouts from inside the building were the first hint that the dragons had reached the Jaeggi. Baldewin disappeared from sight as he charged inside. Unwilling to allow his mate to jump into the fight without someone watching his back, Tori followed through the front door his lover had kicked in.

The building smelled musty and moldy after a lengthy period of neglect. There were a handful of shelves along the walls, but they were all empty except for a thick layer of dust. A mannequin missing its head and left arm lay on the floor. Apparently, the place had sold clothing of some sort at one time. At the back of the front room was an empty counter. The glass was coated in a thick film of dirt and dust, mostly hiding the interior that was now a home for bugs and rats.

Sounds of a fight drew Tori to the back of the building, right behind Alric and Ravi. The little wind dragon was sticking close to his king as his personal bodyguard, but the king was not about to stay out of this fight. He had a feeling Alric had a score to settle with these people after they’d taken his mate, and he wasn’t likely to feel at ease until they were all wiped out.

Tori’s heart dropped to his shoes when he walked into a large rear storeroom. Six Jaeggi. There were six fucking Jaeggi fighting against the dragons. The evil mages were still outnumbered, but it was like falling into a nest of vipers. Tori certainly hadn’t expected that many Jaeggi lurking in Finland. He’d been lucky to encounter only two in Helsinki and four in Poland.

For a moment, he could only stand back and watch as the dragons fought the Jaeggi in hand-to-hand combat. There wasn’t enough room for any of them to shift into their dragon form and not risk bringing the entire building down on their heads.

He was attempting to tear his gaze away to look for the missing Taavi mages when a Jaeggi with a shaved head and jagged scar across his throat prepared what felt like a particularly nasty spell, and his eyes locked on Baldewin, who was already tangled up with another Jaeggi.

“Fuck no,” Tori snarled.

All logical thought stopped in his brain, and pure rage took over. This asshole thought he was going to attack his dragon, hurt his mate? He was delusional. Plunging his right hand into the pocket of his jeans, he fumbled around for a moment until he came up with the element the angry part of his brain was searching for.

He thrust his left hand out toward Baldewin, calling up a ball of energy from his mate. At the same time, he smashed the glass vial in his right hand against the concrete. The ancient wild rose seeds were only meant as part of a cleansing spell, but when Tori barked out, “Resti gev adi,” directing the power he’d borrowed from Baldewin, vines the size of full-grown Burmese pythons shot from the seeds and snaked around the screaming Jaeggi. Thorns the length of Tori’s arm sprang from the vines and stabbed deep into the Jaeggi. In a heartbeat, his screams were silenced, and he stopped struggling against the vines tightening around him.

“Holy shit,” Baldewin exhaled.

Tori blinked slowly, as if waking from a nightmare, and looked up at his mate. “He was going to kill you,” he simply said, and he knew that no matter Baldewin’s reaction, he couldn’t regret what he’d done. The Jaeggi had meant to hurt his dragon, and his dragon needed to be protected no matter what.

“Thank you,” Baldewin said with a shaky smile.

“Tori,” Evora called out. “Do you know the spell for Titan’s Shield?” She held up a vial of troll skin flakes. Tori grinned and dug into his pocket for the captured sunlight he’d grabbed from the satchel.

Crossing over to where Evora stood, he prepared to pull the stopper free. Titan’s Shield was a basic spell he knew the mechanics for but had never attempted to cast, thanks to the restrictions of his teachers. Now he had no doubt that he could do it. Not after what he’d already accomplished since coming to stay with the Burkhard Clan.

“I will cover the Valerii dragons if you can get the Burkhard dragons,” Evora said as she prepared the vial of troll skin.

Tori nodded, mentally pulling on Baldewin’s energy again. The power curled and brushed against his mind. There was a strange sense of joy and exhilaration that came with the dragon’s power, as if the dragon himself was happy to be helping Tori in this way. Did he feel the same sense of completion that Tori did when he shared his energy?

Evora opened the vial, and Tori released the captured sunlight. As one, they said the spell command.

Titan’s Shield wasn’t an overly complicated spell, but it was one few mages had managed to cast in the past several centuries, simply because it required so much power that a mage had to draw energy from a dragon. Without a dragon, a dozen mages at least needed to chain together their own power, and even then, it wasn’t as strong as what a bound mage could cast.

Tori grinned like a madman as he watched the beautiful golden shield fall over the dragons and Cameron. His new clanmates were now as invincible as he could make them. The spell wasn’t perfect. It could be stripped away by an accomplished mage, but these Jaeggi were now on the run and had little chance of beating the dragons.

With his dragons protected, Tori turned his attention to locating the missing Taavi mages. It didn’t take much. They were gathered together in the far corner, their faces bruised and dirty. The girl held one of the male mages in her lap, his face slack. From across the room, Tori couldn’t tell if he was dead or merely unconscious.

He carefully worked his way around the room, trying to stay out of the line of fire as the dragons took down the Jaeggi. When he finally reached them, he knelt down and pressed two fingers to the side of the unconscious mage’s neck.

“Nestori? What are you doing here?” Panu asked with a hint of surprise and maybe disgust in his voice.

“The dragons and I are saving your asses,” Tori snapped.

“Is he going to die?” Tanja asked.

Markku’s pulse was thready and faint but still there. His skin was cold and clammy. It was clear his magical core was damaged much like Cassie’s had been, though not to the same extent. They must have reached them in time. Tori shook his head. “No, but we need to get him back to Nuorgam and the healers as soon as possible.”

“It was like they sucked the power straight out of him. What the fuck!” Panu cried, but Tori largely ignored him as he glanced back at the dragons. They’d managed to destroy all but one of the Jaeggi, who was on his knees in the center of the largely destroyed room.

“Stay here,” he barked and pushed to his feet. He walked over to where Baldewin and the other dragons were standing around the Jaeggi. The man with shaggy black hair stared up at them, blue eyes blazing with hatred.

“You dragon cowards! You can kill me, but it’s not going to stop our clan,” the Jaeggi snarled.

“Why are you attacking mages? What can you possibly hope to accomplish?” Rodrigo demanded.

The Jaeggi laughed, the sound pitched high and a bit hysterical. “Accomplish? We’re going to destroy all the dragons. You’re the ones who broke our power. You’re the ones who ruined our lives. We want you dead. All of you dead!” He paused, and his grin cut like a gaping wound across his face. “But first, we’re going to drain all the power out of you and every fucking mage that exists in the world. We’re going to be the most powerful creatures on this planet. We’re going to remind the humans what it was like to have mages in the world. The Jaeggi will rise up and take control of all.”

“We will never let that happen,” Alric vowed. His deep voice fell low and rumbled like thunder through the room. “The Jaeggi should have been destroyed centuries ago for what you did. You killed dragons and slaughtered thousands of mages. You wiped out entire clans.”

“You’ll never stop us all.” He giggled slightly. “You’re not even going to get out of this room.”

Tori’s heart leapt into his throat as he felt the power rise within the mage. He had only a second to act. Meeting Evora’s panicked gaze across the room, he could only hope she would be able to follow his lead.

“Grab the shield!” he shouted. Calling on the power that still flowed freely from Baldewin, Tori raked his fingers down Baldewin’s chest. His fingertips barely brushed his shirt, but that was fine. He needed only to touch the Titan’s Shield coating his lover. It was enough to allow him to snag it not only from Baldewin but Ravi and Gunter as well. He wasn’t willing to steal it from Alric. There was no question what his first duty was—protect the king.

Tori turned and threw the shield around the Jaeggi so it formed half of a bubble. Evora mimicked his action, creating the other half of the bubble, closing him within a shimmering golden light. Ravi started to speak, but the words were cut off a moment later when the Jaeggi mage exploded. The blast pounded against the shield, and Tori shouted in pain as it reverberated up his arms and slammed against his chest.

Strong arms wrapped around him from behind, and Baldewin’s strong torso pressed against his back, supporting him when his entire body wanted to crumble. “I’ve got you. Lean on me,” Baldewin whispered gently in his ear.

Tori took him up on that offer and put all his weight on the dragon as he held back the blast. The energy seemed to burn along his muscles and rattle his bones. He and Evora slowly pushed the shield inward, suffocating the fire until there was nothing left but a black smear on the battered concrete floor.

With a relieved sigh, he dropped his arms to his sides and released the shielding spell. He glanced across the room to find Evora collapsing into the arms of her mate, Thiago. The dragon pressed dozens of little kisses across her head and face as he praised her. She looked exhausted but happy.

Closing his eyes, he sank into Baldewin’s warmth and support, letting his dragon love him and care for him.

“Tori, thank you,” Alric said. There was a catch in his throat that seemed to wrap tight around his heart. “You and Evora saved us.”

“That’s it. I want to be Tori when I grow up. Coolest mage ever!” Cameron shouted with a laugh.

“Baldewin, I have a request,” Tori said softly.

His lover nuzzled the side of his face and kissed his neck, sending the most delicious tingles through his body. “Baby, you just saved our lives. You can have anything you want.”

“I want to go home.”

Baldewin’s head jumped up, and he twisted around enough to look Tori in the face. “Home?” There was a line of worry that formed between his brows, and his full lips pulled down into a frown.

Tori nodded. “Home…to Burkhard. I wanna go home.”

His mate’s face broke into the most beautiful smile. “Then I will take you home.”

Common sense said that it would still be another day or so before that could even happen, but some part of him needed to hear it. He needed to hear that he was going home with his mate, and they were going to live a wonderful life together away from the chaos of the Taavi and the Jaeggi.
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As Tori recovered and felt comfortable standing on his own again, Gunter ran to the SUV to fetch the satchel of supplies. Stabilizing the wounded mage was much easier this time, thanks to all the elements they had on hand, as well as two more mages to balance the duties.

Markku’s color improved and warmth started to return to his skin. The moment it was safe, his unconscious form was handed over to one of the Valerii bodyguards in his dragon form. It would be faster to fly him back to his clan where his treatment could continue. Ravi volunteered to accompany him to help watch over the mage and carry back the news of what had happened.

The remaining dragons helped load the mages into the SUV, while Alric slid behind the wheel.

“You know I can drive,” Cameron offered.

“I think I’ve experienced enough of your driving for one day. You can rest, my mage,” Alric said, brushing a kiss across his jaw, but Cameron didn’t look fooled.

“I’m beginning to think you find my driving scarier than facing down the Jaeggi.”

“And you would be correct.”

Cameron dramatically threw his hands up into the air as he marched over to the passenger side of the SUV. But Tori didn’t miss the smile lurking on Cameron’s lips. The mage was clearly laughing on the inside.

Baldewin pulled Tori back into his arms while they watched Tanja and Panu climb into the third row of seats in the SUV. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather fly with me?”

“I wish I could.” Tori tilted his head back against Baldewin’s chest so he could look up at him. “Your dragon is magnificent.”

Baldewin groaned. “That’s it. Now he’s preening.”

“He deserves to preen. He is gorgeous. The loveliest dragon I’ve ever seen.”

There was a low rumble from Baldewin’s chest, almost like purring. Baldewin’s dragon was very happy indeed.

“I’m never going to hear the end of this.”

“I can’t fly with you—at least not while awake—but we can go up into the mountains when we get home. We can lounge in the sun together.”

Baldewin bent and captured his lips in a slow kiss, seeming reluctant to end it. “That is a date.”

Tori stepped away from Baldewin, and his stomach did a happy little flip as Baldewin shifted into a massive dragon with deep, rosewood red scales and enormous wings. The dragon winked at him and then launched himself into the air. While he might not be comfortable flying with his mate, he would never stop being in awe of the dragon.

He jumped into the SUV, and they took off at a more responsible pace with Alric behind the wheel. Tori sighed deeply as he sank low in his seat. Evora was also slumped, looking as exhausted as he felt. Tori might have used a great deal of power from Baldewin, but he was still drained from the extensive spell casting. He’d never slung so many spells back to back. The only thing he wanted was a nap—not that he was going to get that any time soon, as they headed straight for the Taavi village.

“Tori? Tori?” Tanja said in a low whisper.

Tori blinked his eyes open, not even realizing he’d closed them. He shifted in his seat to see Tanja and Panu looking utterly confused and maybe even a little scared.

“The dragons…where did the dragons come from?”

The angry, hurt part of Tori wanted to turn his back on them. While Tanja and Panu had never personally done anything to him, they were still part of a clan that had hated and tormented him his entire life.

But this entire trip had been about setting the record straight and finding a way to bridge the gap between the dragons and the Taavi. There were still too many mages and dragons in the world without mates.

Sighing deeply, Tori sat up and twisted around in his seat so he could face them. “The red dragons are fire dragons from the Burkhard Clan, who live in Germany. The white dragons are ice dragons from the Valerii Clan, who live in Brazil.”

“And that man…the one you’re with?”

“Baldewin Burkhard, my mate.”

“Your mate?” Panu said, then winced, quickly lowering his voice again, as if everyone in the SUV couldn’t already hear him. “I thought dragons only wanted female mages.”

“Dragons are generally pansexual. They don’t care about a mage’s gender. They only care that a soul matches with their own.” Tori tilted his head toward the front seat. “That’s King Alric Burkhard and his mage mate, Cameron.”

“But…” Tanja started, but Tori was already shaking his head.

“We were told wrong. We were told a lot of things wrong.”

Tori watched as Tanja’s face clouded over, and she seemed to sink in on herself, while Panu sat up straighter, held his head higher. Tori got it. Tanja had been told her entire life that she was special simply because she was a female mage, while Panu had been told he was good for nothing beyond fathering female mages.

And because they’d been attacked by the Jaeggi and saved by dragons, they were a little more open to the truth Tori had to deliver. In the end, he wasn’t sure if either of them would be willing to leave the clan, but they would carry the information he shared to the rest of their generation and possibly beyond. The first seeds were being planted, and with some luck, maybe some dragons and mages would find each other.

For the rest of the drive to Nuorgam, Tori told his story—meeting Baldewin and Warin, the Jaeggi attacks, and most importantly, living within the Burkhard Clan. Evora even roused herself to tell what it was like in Brazil with the Valerii Clan.

Tori struggled to bite back a smile. They didn’t even have to sell it hard. They were both talking about adventure and dragons in new, far-off places. Panu was actively asking questions, and Tanja even seemed to come around slowly. She might not be guaranteed to be queen bee if she left Nuorgam, but there was little likelihood of finding her true mate if she stayed.

By the time they pulled into the village, there was a good crowd gathered near Mathilda’s red house. The dragons were standing close together off to the side, while the mages were on the other side. No one appeared to be outwardly hostile. Just confused.

As Alric parked the SUV in the parking lot, someone ran to the house, probably fetching Mathilda, because she appeared a moment later, looking flushed and flustered. Tori barely managed to get out of the SUV before Tanja and Panu barreled out behind him to run over to their worried parents. At least it was nice to see that Panu’s parents were happy to see him, rather than the indifference he would have likely received from his own parents.

Tori bit his lip to hide his grin when Alric bypassed Mathilda to walk over to where Rodrigo was waiting for him with Thiago and his bodyguards. The dragons all formed a loose circle around the kings, as if to protect them as well as provide some privacy.

Okay, so maybe Tori did grin like a fool when the dragons parted and welcomed him inside the circle when he followed Alric over. Baldewin wrapped his arms around Tori from behind, holding him close.

“Problems?” Alric asked Rodrigo.

The ice dragon king gave a small shake of his head. “None. They seem lukewarm at best. Confused. Maybe waiting on direction from Mathilda as to which way the wind is blowing now.”

Alric nodded. “Tori made some very nice progress with the two teenagers during the drive.” Thus proving that the dragon could in fact hear everything said in the rear of the SUV.

“Then we should be plain with them. I wish mates for my dragons, but I’m not interested in trading one trouble for another,” Rodrigo murmured in a low voice.

Alric nodded again, before the two kings turned as one toward Mathilda. The dragons circling them parted, and the woman who had shouted at them paled. While the kings had been talking, Tori had glimpsed Tanja talking briskly to both Mathilda and her mother, Kirisi. At the very least, Mathilda now knew that the dragons had nothing to do with the kidnapping.

“As promised, we have located your missing mages and returned them to you. We hope that…” Alric paused and started to turn toward Tori.

“Markku,” Tori supplied.

“Markku is properly on the mend,” he finished.

“Yes, he is doing much better. You and your mages have saved his life,” Mathilda began with a soft quaver in her voice. “Markku woke up long enough to identify the Jaeggi as his attackers before falling asleep again.”

“Thank you for saving our children,” Kirisi added as she wrapped her arms tightly around her daughter. “We were so wrong. We didn’t know the Jaeggi had lied to us about dragons.”

“Yes,” Mathilda agreed softly, looking more and more uncomfortable. “I am so very sorry, and I—we are hoping that we can try speaking again. That you might be willing to still share the journals you had mentioned.”

“I think that can be arranged,” Rodrigo said, flashing his charming smile again.

“We-we should step inside where we can speak more comfortably.” Mathilda motioned toward her house. Before leading the way, she shouted to the gathered mages to return to their homes and business, though it didn’t look like anyone really moved. Everyone was too interested in seeing what the dragons were going to do next.

The house wasn’t overly large, so Ravi and Rodrigo’s bodyguards were left outside, where they would hopefully make nice with the mages. Well, Tori was sure Ravi would at least be entertaining, and the ice dragons seemed charming like their king.

Tori was a little surprised to find himself inside the red house of the clan leader. In all his years, he’d never stepped inside. The place was simple and cozy, with white walls and thick, green curtains to help keep the winter cold out.

Kirisi had accompanied Mathilda inside. She’d acted as the leader’s advisor for as long as Tori could remember. She was also joined by Eija, who was another powerful mage within the clan. Eija wrinkled her nose a little at Tori, causing more lines to cut through her old face. Her steel grey hair was pulled back into a tight bun. The woman had briefly been one of Tori’s teachers until she declared that he wasn’t worth her time.

For a while, conversation was quiet as tea was served and Gunter handed out the journals to Kirsi and Eija. The dragon hovered over them, keeping a watchful eye to make sure no damage was done to his precious books. Tori was content to sit silently, watching as both women paled with each page they read.

When Mathilda finally sat down in a chair across from the two kings on her floral-patterned couch, Eija looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“It is clear the Jaeggi lied to our clan centuries ago. The dragons did not start the war, did not betray the mages,” Eija stated as she handed one of the journals back to Gunter. The dragon quickly collected the last two from Kirisi, packing them safely away in his leather satchel.

Mathilda turned her attention to Alric and Rodrigo, holding her head up high. “All I can offer is our most humble apology. We acted on false information, and we are sorry for our rude behavior upon your arrival. I was only acting to protect my people.”

“We understand the need to keep your clan safe from all threats,” Rodrigo murmured.

“We just hope that we can move forward from this day with the Taavi no longer viewing dragons as the enemy,” Alric added.

“Oh yes, of course!” Mathilda quickly said. “It would be so very wonderful if our mages could prove to be mates to members of both your clans. We have several female mages who are quite gifted. And while we appreciate that you have generously taken in Tori, we have many other mages who are far more valuable and talented.”

Two astounding things happened at once. Candles around the room popped to life with high, dancing flames, while a fire in the empty fireplace suddenly ignited with a roar. Meanwhile, the temperature in the room dropped to bitter cold. Thick frost crept across the two front windows, and when Tori exhaled, his breath gusted out in front of him as a white fog.

With one sentence, Mathilda had pissed off every dragon in the room, and the power they were barely holding in check was damn impressive.

Mathilda and her companions jumped a little and looked around the room, confused and frightened.

Tori laughed. He couldn’t help it. He threw his head back and laughed. Yes, what they’d said was insulting, but he’d heard it all his life and wasn’t surprised. It just didn’t bother him anymore, because he knew they were wrong. He had his family. He knew his worth.

“Wow. You’ve just got a knack for angering dragons,” Tori mocked.

“But-but—”

“Somewhere along the way, the Taavi Clan chose to forget that dragons are pansexual. They value all mages equally. To them, all mages are precious and deserve to be treasured, regardless of their sexual orientation or skill level.”

Baldewin bent down and kissed the top of Tori’s head. “Well said, my treasure.”

“Yes, well said indeed,” Alric agreed.

The flames remained, but the temperature in the room started to warm by small increments, indicating that Rodrigo had gotten control of his temper again.

“While it is not our place to criticize your culture, we must be frank and say that your attitude toward homosexuality would not be welcome within either of our clans,” Rodrigo said sharply.

“Nor would we welcome your rigid approach to teaching magic or rampant sexism,” Alric added. He pushed to his feet, and everyone else seemed to follow. “It would appear that we all have much to think about before we move forward. King Rodrigo and I would like to send emissaries to the Taavi Clan to further discussion and establish an open dialogue. Would that be agreeable to you?”

“Y-y-yes,” Mathilda stammered. She looked completely shellshocked. Her entire world had been turned upside down in a matter of hours. While there was no question dragons needed mates, it was clear they had no intention of bringing the toxic culture of the Taavi into their clans.

Alric turned toward Cameron and extended his hand. “My mate,” he said in a low, sweet voice, and it looked like Cameron was going to melt right there on the spot. Rodrigo wasn’t the only smooth dragon. Of course, Tori was willing to argue Baldewin could out-smooth all of them.

Tori almost laughed again when Mathilda audibly gulped to see that King Alric was in a same-sex relationship. Oh yeah. She’d totally stepped in it. If she wanted any of her mages to be mated to dragons, she would need to make some serious changes.

They filed out of the house in an orderly fashion, making plans to meet up at the hotel again to gather their things and rest for the day before making the return trip to Germany tomorrow. Tori wasn’t excited about flying yet again, even if he was going to be unconscious for it, but he was looking forward to being home. He wanted to check in on Cassie and work with the other mages on the health and beauty products. He wanted to talk with Lisette and concoct new spells.

And he very much wanted to be officially bonded to his handsome mate.

“Hey, Tori!”

Tori’s head popped up to see Panu jogging over to him. The young man looked nervous, glancing over his shoulder, as if taking in the people watching him. He stuck out his hand and flashed a wobbly smile. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life. Saving Tanja and Markku, too. We would have been dead without you.”

“Well, I did have some help,” Tori said, shaking his hand. He immediately noticed the scrap of paper against his hand. There was a pleading look in Panu’s wide, blue eyes. He gave the smallest nod as he carefully palmed the paper and covertly shoved it into his pocket.

“I’m sorry about…everything.”

“We were taught a lot of wrong information.”

Panu took a small step closer and lowered his voice. “I need out. Please. Maybe not right now. My dad’s sick. But soon.”

“Germany or Brazil?” Tori whispered.

“Whoever is willing to take me,” he said a little desperately. He paused, and his lips tilted into a sad smile. “But it would be nice to not see snow for a long time.”

“I’ll talk to Rodrigo,” Tori promised, and Panu breathed a quick sigh of relief. He clapped Tori on the shoulder and wished him safe travels before jogging away again.

“Everything okay?” Baldewin inquired as he came to stand beside his mate.

“Yep. I think I might have found Rodrigo his first new mage.”

Baldewin grinned at him. “That will make the ice king happy.”

True. They’d known it would be an uphill battle with the Taavi Clan, but they were leaving with the feeling that some positive progress had been made. With time and patience, the dragons and the mages might slowly start to come together again.
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Were men cute?

Tori pondered the question seriously in his half-awake, under-caffeinated state. He’d never thought of men as ‘cute,’ instead thinking of them as sexy, or yummy, or something along those lines.

But lying here in bed with Baldewin, watching the man sleep in the morning rays of sun, he looked cute. Cuddly. Like an oversized teddy bear waiting for Tori to snuggle him.

He didn’t, not just yet. Mostly because if he moved, he’d wake Baldewin, and he didn’t want to disturb the man’s sleep.

Tori stayed on his side, head propped up on one hand, studying this man he’d given his heart to. It was such a sweet moment for him, a moment he never realistically thought he’d have. Loving someone, knowing he was loved just as fiercely in return, it was an unexpected miracle. And he mostly had Baldewin’s amazing well of patience to thank for it, as he’d never have thought to pursue a dragon as a romantic partner.

Another, less happy thought intruded.

With all that had happened, Tori hadn’t found the right time to speak to his parents. He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to. It was more a feeling of obligation to tell the people who’d raised him how his life had changed. That he was engaged, soon to be married and mated. That he’d changed clans and had no intention of ever coming back, though some of that information had likely filtered back to them already.

But this might be the only chance he had of doing it. After he and Baldewin exchanged vows and bonds, his lifespan would change. Time would slowly become different, so that years passed in the blink of an eye. His parents were already quite old. If he didn’t say something now, odds were he never would get the chance to again.

On the other hand, disturbing the happiness he’d found with Baldewin by dragging him along to talk with them sat ill. His mind kept shying away from the idea, like a dog nervous of a bath. Tori knew what he should do. But needing to do something and wanting to do it were two very, very different beasts.

Tori sighed, glancing at the clock. Nearly eight, now. If he was going to do this, he’d prefer to do it sooner rather than later. He leaned forward, pressing a kiss to Baldewin’s bare shoulder, then turned to roll out of the bed.

A strong arm wrapped around his waist, hauling him back in, and he went without much choice in the matter. Tori half-laughed as he landed, feeling naked skin pressed against his back and thighs without apology. “Hyvää huomenta, rakas.”

“Good morning,” Baldewin murmured into Tori’s shoulder. “Where are you sneaking off to?”

“Oh, nefarious places,” Tori responded dryly. “Like the shower.”

“Very nefarious,” Baldewin deadpanned back. “And then? Supposedly breakfast?”

“And there.” Tori hesitated, debating. Did he want Baldewin to witness the fallout of him talking to his family? It was sure to be ugly.

Baldewin sensed something was held back, as he encouraged, “And after breakfast? Something weighs on you, I think.”

“I—” Shit, fine. He might as well tell him. Baldewin could decide if he wanted to come or not. “I think I should talk to my parents before we leave. I might not get another chance, as I have no intention of coming back here.”

“Hmm. I wondered about this the past few days. Not once did you mention your parents to me, about meeting them.”

“I really don’t want you to meet them. They’re…not nice people. I just feel obligated to say something to them, as they did raise me.” Tori grudgingly admitted, “And I’d like the closure of shutting the book on that chapter of my life.”

“Then we’ll go and speak to your parents.”

Relief filled Tori. He hadn’t realized just how much he wanted Baldewin with him until that support was offered. Truly, speaking alone to his parents hadn’t appealed. But he could get through it if Baldewin were with him.

He lifted Baldewin’s hand to his mouth, placing a kiss to the palm before rolling free again. “Let’s get this over with.”
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The small, grey house near the river looked the same. Tori’s father had built it right before he married, including an extra half story with bedrooms for children, and the couple had always been disappointed that they had only one child. Tori’s further disappointment to them was never in question. He’d never been allowed to play in or even enter the other bedroom upstairs. The one left empty, as if still waiting for a child that would never come.

He’d texted them before coming, as he didn’t want to enter the house if he could help it. There was nothing in it left for him to claim, and walking into the house would feel stifling in the worst way. There was a porch facing the river, and it was there that he found both parents waiting for him.

Yoshua and Jona Taavi stared at their only child with stiff faces, their expressions masked to hide what they truly felt. It was how they normally looked at Tori. He didn’t see anything strange about it as he walked up the two steps onto the porch.

“I came to tell you myself,” he said without preamble. “I’ve permanently left the Taavi Clan.”

“We heard.” Yoshua didn’t stand from his rocking chair, looking him and Baldewin over. His face fell into disapproving lines, which was easy to do for him. The deep furrow between his brows and the lines around his mouth leant to that expression naturally. “Heard you took on a dragon’s name, too.”

“I’m a Burkhard, yes.” Tori turned and forced himself to do brief introductions. “Baldewin, this is Yoshua and Jona, my parents. This is Baldewin Burkhard, head of security for the Burkhard Clan. Also, my fiancé.”

Jona’s brows shot up into her thinning blonde hair. She sat up straighter, eyes darting between the two of them. “Dragons don’t take men as mates!”

“On the contrary, we do,” Baldewin corrected her. The smile on his face was an open challenge. “We don’t care about gender. That seems to be an issue only with the Taavi.”

She went back to frowning at her child. “Is this why you left? Without a word to us? Because you wanted a man more than you wanted your family?”

“Since when has my family ever wanted me?” Tori shot back, out of patience with this conversation already. “Yes, I wanted a husband. A man who loved me. I wasn’t going to find it here. And let’s be clear, I’m only here as a final goodbye. I’m not returning to the Taavi, and I have no intention of ever visiting. You were proven wrong in almost every single thing you’ve taught me. Can’t you at least unbend enough to wish me well? To apologize for poisoning my mind?”

Stony silence from both of them. His mother looked away entirely, facing the river.

Tori shook his head, already resigned. What had he expected from them, really? “Fine. I’ve told you. That’s all I wanted to do. Goodbye.”

He turned on his heel and left, heading back around the house and toward the SUV. Baldewin was quick to join him, asking in a low tone as they moved, “Are you sure about leaving?”

“When they stop talking, they don’t break their silence around me for days,” Tori explained wearily. “We went a week once without speaking a word to each other, or even in front of each other. Trust me, there’s no point in saying anything further.”

Baldewin caught him and hauled him into a tight embrace. Tori went without hesitation, burying his head into the man’s shoulder and hanging on. How had Baldewin known that he’d needed a hug just then? A reminder that warmth, joy, and happiness awaited him? That the coldness of this house wouldn’t follow him to Germany?

“I love you,” Baldewin whispered to him.

Ah, really. What was he to do with this man who made him so happy? Tori smiled as he repeated the words. “I love you. Take me home, rakas.”

“Gladly.” He untangled enough to draw Tori toward the SUV, and they both slid in, Baldewin taking the driver’s seat.

Tori felt little but relief as the SUV turned in the narrow driveway and headed away from that small, grey house that held no pleasant memories for him. The farther away they drove, the lighter his heart became. He’d never need to return there. That alone was cause for celebration. He glanced at Baldewin, smile growing. Going home with a sexy man soon to be his husband was another reason to celebrate.

“The next time you tell me something is a bad idea, I think I’ll listen.” Baldewin shook his head expansively. “This whole trip up here was a disaster.”

“I did warn you.”

“You did. I’ll take it more to heart next time. Do you still want me to put you to sleep for the flight home?”

Tori shuddered at the idea of being that high up and conscious for it. “I love you, but I’m not going into the air with you while awake. No.”

Baldewin snorted amusement. “Alright. Let’s organize everyone for the flight home when we get back, then. I think they’re half-ready as it is.”

Tori’s phone rang, and he dug it out of a pocket, not sure who could be calling him at this point. He frowned a little when he saw the name on the screen.

“Friend or foe?”

“Friend. Well, more an acquaintance. She and I were in the same grade growing up, and we’ve never been on bad terms with each other. Just never really friends. I’m not sure why she’s calling.” He answered with a quick swipe. “Hei, Sofi?”

“Tori. I heard you’re still here?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I have a few questions for you. The dragons, they made noises about wanting mages to go with them. But I’m not sure that’s still true after all that’s happened.”

“I’ve not heard of anyone leaving right now. Everyone seems to be hesitant. Or assholes.”

She groaned. “I know. Trust me, I know. But I’m tired of being stuck out here in the middle of nowhere with no options except marrying Oliver and having kids.”

Tori couldn’t help the way his face scrunched up at that thought. Oliver didn’t even regularly brush his teeth. “Is that really who they’re trying to pair you off with?”

“Trying, yeah. I keep getting noises about me being too old now, and fertility spells to help me along, and it’s all making me scream with frustration. I want out. And the dragons, from what I saw, are incredibly supportive of their partners. You chose to go with them.”

“I did. Best decision I ever made. And if you want me to put in a good word for you, I will. In fact, I can swing by and grab you right now. We’re leaving in the next few hours.”

“Do it. I’m tired of freezing up here.”

A sudden impulse took over him. “Sofi. You’ve got two dragon clans to choose between, did you know that?”

“Uh…no? I thought they were all one clan.”

“No, there’s both fire and ice dragons up here. Both kings, too. You said you’re tired of freezing. Well, the ice dragons live in Brazil. Do you want me to introduce you to the king of the ice dragons?”

“Brazil,” she repeated thoughtfully. “Oh man, beaches. I could lounge on beaches. And be warm. Shit, Brazil sounds amazing. Do I have to choose between them right now?”

“Absolutely not,” Tori assured her firmly. “The dragons are all about choice. They won’t force anyone into anything. But if you ask to go and stay with them for a while, kind of get a feel for the place, they’ll welcome you with open arms. You’re always free to visit my clan, too.”

“Your clan, eh. You really just jumped clans entirely, like they said.”

“More than that. I’m engaged to a dragon.”

“Oh really? You’re definitely going to have to fill me in once you get me. I’m packing now. I’ll be out in ten minutes.” She paused before adding, “And I think I’ll go with the ice dragons to start with.”

“I’ll call ahead, then. See you in ten minutes.” Tori hung up the phone and stared at it for a second thoughtfully. He hadn’t exactly anticipated that, as Sofi was one of the golden children of the clan. Very talented. “Baldewin, turn around. We need to go back.”

“So I gathered. This woman, you think she’ll be a good fit for a clan?” Baldewin slowed to take advantage of the gas station parking lot to turn around in.

“She’s an excellent mage.” Tori scrolled down and found Cameron’s number, calling him as he didn’t have Rodrigo’s. “And she’s a very sweet person. She never once bullied me or made me an outcast, no matter what our peers did. I understand why she’s trying to leave. They’re forcing her into an arranged marriage she doesn’t want. Hell, just the idea of kissing Oliver makes me nauseous. I can imagine how she feels. Hello, Cameron?”

“Hey. You guys almost back? We’re getting the last of the bags down from the rooms.”

“We were on our way, but we’re actually swinging back around to grab someone. A sort of friend I have in this clan has requested to leave with us.”

“Sort of friend?”

Of course he’d pick up on that. “We were never close, but she was always decent to me. She’s a good mage, too. She doesn’t want to stay up here and is tired of freezing. She’s requested I take her out of here. Um, is King Rodrigo handy?”

“He is. Wait, she wants to go with the ice dragons?”

“Did I not say she’s tired of being cold?”

Cameron laughed outright. “Granted, Germany can get pretty cold. Yeah, I can get him on the phone. Actually, this will be good, if he gets at least one mage out of this fiasco. And I also saw that one of his bodyguards has started texting with that Panu, the one who gave you his contact info. The poor guy’s due for one, in my opinion. Rodrigo? Tori’s on the phone, needs to speak with you.”

Rodrigo answered with a gravelly and very curious, “Hello, Tori?”

“Hello. I have a request from a member of the Taavi to leave. She’s not interested in staying with this clan. I can vouch for her, sir. She’s a sweet person and a knowledgeable mage. She’ll be a good addition. She wants to go with your clan for a while, visit, and get a feel for it. Is that alright?”

Rodrigo audibly perked up, like a dog with a possible new bone in sight. “Yes, we’d be pleased to have her. Where is she? I can come fetch her.”

Very eager. Tori swallowed a laugh. “I’m fetching her now, as I’m close. Baldewin, that little white house on the hill. Yes, that one. We’ll be back in about an hour. Can you tell everyone that?”

“Of course. This mage, what is her name?”

“Sofi.”

“I’ll welcome her. Assure her of this.”

“I will. See you soon.” Tori hung up, as they were in the driveway now. He wasn’t sure how wise it was for him to go and knock on the door.

It turned out to be a moot point. Sofi darted out the side door with a duffle bag slung over one shoulder, a very large purse in the other hand. She ran for the car like an escaped convict, opening the back and throwing herself in with the bags. “Hi. Go, go, go!”

Baldewin immediately put the car into reverse, a grin growing on his face. “I feel like I’m driving the getaway car.”

“You are, and bless you for it.” Sofi had thrown her light blonde hair up into a messy bun, a soft, over-sized blue shirt baring one shoulder. She looked as if she’d dressed for both style and comfort, with black tights tucked into boots. Her head came up as she took in the two of them, her smile incandescent and mischievous. “Wow, Tori, you look much more handsome! Is this what living with dragons does for you?”

“Basically,” he acknowledged, his cheeks heating a bit. “Dragons are notoriously bad about spoiling people.”

“I accept the blame for this habit,” Baldewin deadpanned. “You make it hard, my heart. It’s fun to spoil you.”

Tori shot him a dry look. “Uh-huh. Baldewin, this is Sofi. Sofi, my fiancé, Baldewin.”

“Pleasure, Sofi.”

“Oh, the pleasure is definitely mine. And thank you for coming to get me.”

“Not at all. Did you escape without telling anyone?” Baldewin’s head canted in question even as he kept his eyes on the road.

“I did. We argued about it last night, but my parents can’t fathom leaving here, or me leaving here, but I’m done with this place. Seriously sick of it. And the idea of marrying Oliver makes me gag, so no. I managed to talk to Tanja last night and got the full scoop on how you saved her. How the ‘dragons are evil’ thing is total bullshit. I’d much rather escape while the opportunity presents itself. Tori, did you ask?”

“I did. King Rodrigo said you’re very welcome to come with him to Brazil. He’s excited to meet you.”

“Awesome. Thank you so much for helping me. I wasn’t sure how to get out of here otherwise.”

“You’re welcome. And trust me, I get it.”

“I figured you would.” Sofi leaned in and asked Tori sotto voce, “Are all dragons handsome? I swear, every single one of them I’ve seen so far has been gorgeous in their own way.”

Tori’s smile matched hers in glee. “I haven’t seen a plain looking dragon yet.”

“Oh yeah?” She rubbed her hands together briskly, practically bouncing in her seat. “The future’s looking up already.”

That it was.
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Baldewin’s music collection was something else. Tori had now been in his hoard room multiple times, and still, it took him aback how much was in here. Instruments that were centuries old lined the walls, some of them hanging, some of them on stands. A low row of cabinets under the windows was stocked full of sheet music. It was literally a musician’s wet dream.

The first time in here, Tori had just about keeled over in excitement, as this was the room he’d always dreamed of having.

Then Baldewin had casually dropped the bomb that he played all the instruments, not just collected them. His sex appeal had gone up about eighty percent at that point.

But as much as Tori loved this amazing collection of music, what he loved most was moments like this one, right here. Where he sat with his guitar in his lap, Baldewin picking an instrument to accompany him, and them jamming together.

Tori loved music, no matter the nationality, and Baldewin was much the same. They had similar tastes, and there was many a song they both knew.

You can say a lot with music. Tori had learned this as a teen, the first time he’d picked up a guitar. He learned it all over again every time he sat and played with Baldewin. His mate played the same music, and yet it conveyed a different message to Tori’s ear.

The song ended, and he let his hand drop for a moment, flicking his fingertips. He wasn’t used to playing for long stretches, not yet. “What do you want to play next? Something more upbeat?”

“Hmm, in a moment. I want to share something with you.”

Baldewin set his violin aside, heading for the baby grand in the center of the room. He sat at the stool, got comfortable, and then touched the keys with light strokes. Baldewin had large hands, but you’d never guess it from the way he played. Each touch of the key was perfectly balanced in strength and tone. “This is how I see you.”

Tori listened, transfixed, as if under a spell. It was a light, beautiful melody, like wind blowing through a meadow. It had that ethereal quality to it. This was how Baldewin saw him?

It hit him suddenly that this wasn’t a song Baldewin had discovered. It was something he’d composed. He’d sat at this very piano, thinking of Tori, and this was what came out—this sweet melody that was joy personified.

Baldewin had told him many times he loved him. He’d shown in multiple ways that he looked at Tori and saw someone amazing. Tori had believed him. He’d married the man, after all. He’d never doubted Baldewin’s feelings for him.

But he’d never understood them, either, as he did in this moment. The music conveyed those emotions in an entirely different way, speaking to the musician in Tori.

He could feel the rise of emotions making his eyes burn. Tori was melting steadily as he listened. The day they’d exchanged vows, he didn’t think he could love Baldewin any more than he already did. This moment was proving him wrong.

Tori never wanted him to stop playing. He also wanted to jump him. It was a very conflicting set of instincts.

Baldewin ended the song with a trill of keys and turned with a shy smile. “What do you thin—”

Tori kissed him hard, overcome with joy and love but not sure how to express it all. Baldewin groaned into his mouth, opening under the kiss with a happy sound.

“I loved it,” Tori assured him, already reaching for Baldewin’s slacks. “I’m going to show you just how much I loved it. And then you’re going to play it for me, again and again, for the rest of our lives.”

The grin that stretched from ear to ear on Baldewin’s face was more than a little smug. “It will be my pleasure.”

“Oh, it’ll definitely be yours.” And his.

This was the best part of being Baldewin’s mate. Neither of them ever had to sacrifice anything to make the other happy. Instead, they took pleasure in making each other happy. It was a never-ending cycle of love, passion, and music.

And wasn’t that the most wonderful thing of all?

[image: ]


Don’t miss the next dragon adventure! Warin feels a magical tug on his dragon’s tail and it just might be his mate doing the tugging. Read WISH: A Scales ‘ N’ Spells Novella right now!

You can also visit AreYouAMage.com to learn more about the dragons and mages.
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GERMAN

Bitte – please

Boah – wow

Dankeschön / Danke – Thank you / Thanks

Ganz gut – quite well

Hallo – hello

Hastig – hasty

Hoheit – sire

Ja – yes

Liebling – dear, love

Nein – no

Nichts zu danken. – Nothing to say thank you for.

Scheiße – shit

Verstehst – understand

Wie geht’s dir? – How are you?

FINNISH

Hei – hello

Hyvää huomenta, rakas – Good morning, beloved.

Rakas – loved one

Rakastan sinua. – I love you.

PORTUGUESE

O que há de errado? – What is wrong?
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