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Dragon scale? Check.

Map? Check.

Bottled wind? Check.

Moonstone? Check.

Compass? Check.

North rubbed his hands together, ready to go. This wasn’t the first seeking spell he’d done—far from it—but each time he attempted it, he found himself holding his breath; praying, hoping, wishing this time it would work.

North had faith the spell would take him one step closer this time. Ever since he’d arrived in Europe, the deep red dragon scale had started rattling, as if wanting to move. His attempt in London had sent the scale zinging off the map’s surface and straight into the hotel’s boring white wall. The scale may or may not have left a dent. Confirmation pending.

He was in Belgium now, in a hotel near the Brussels airport. Quite a nice place, really, but he had a feeling it wasn’t his final destination. Not by a long shot.

“Okay, Gramps, you ready?”

North glanced over at his laptop and smiled at his grandpa on the open Skype call, who was dressed in his favorite red flannel shirt—for luck, naturally. His snowy white hair looked a little disheveled from running his fingers through it. The man was as excited and nervous about this expedition as North. His grandpa gave him a thumbs up from the laptop screen. “Ready. Let ’er rip!”

North found himself praying again, his fingers trembling slightly as he set the scale on the edge of the map. This map covered more territory than his last one because North could learn from his mistakes, thank you very much. His first map had been of the United Kingdom only, because that was the direction the scale had headed in the first time. His new map showed the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, France, Switzerland, Austria, Czechia, and part of Poland. He put the compass down on the map, double-checking his own orientation. North sat facing due north on the hotel bed.

It was probably insane, what he attempted. Scratch that. It was definitely insane. Trying to find dragons when everyone insisted they’d been extinct since the Dragon War more than five hundred years ago fit the definition of crazy to a T.

But something in North compelled him to at least try. To prove it to himself, one way or another. There had to be more to this world than what he saw when he looked out his window at home, more than what his parents believed in.

After all, everyone also claimed magic was dead as well, that mages were no more. And here he sat, a mage.

Well, alright, calling himself a mage might be a little bit of a stretch. He didn’t actually know all that much magic. Just what had been handed down through his family. And his own immediate family didn’t put much stock in it, despite what they’d seen him and Grandpa do.

That was all beside the point! He had magic. Dragons possibly, maybe, still existed.

And the dragon scale seeking spell on the map, that was reacting to something. Hopefully the dragon it came from. And not something gruesome, either, like a grave. Or possibly an ancestor of this dragon? Family member? Living dragon, that’s all North asked for.

Uncapping the bottle of captured wind, he set the charged moonstone to his left, the bottle to his right, and drew on the power of both as he focused on the scale. “Ziik dracon.”

The scale didn’t zoom off and try to drill through a perfectly good wall this time. It did move, though, decisively. Straight to a spot on the southern German border, almost in Austria, and started to glow with deep red-orange light. “Whoa! Gramps, I think I got a hit!”

“Lemme see,” Earl demanded.

Snagging the laptop, North tilted the screen so his grandpa could also see the map. “Looks like it’s right there on the border. Oh man, is that a mountain range?”

“Makes perfect sense for dragons to be high up in the mountains. No better place for dragons to hide.” He spoke while chortling with outright glee. “You know what that glow means, boy? The dragons are alive.”

That fact hadn’t quite connected, but when it did, North let out a whoop. True, the Dragon War hadn’t happened anywhere near Germany. It had gone down in Africa, in fact, in the now Sahara Desert. Wait, could they just assume that? Doubts creeped in. “You really don’t think the dragon attached to this scale is dead and just buried there?”

“Still a fifty-fifty chance, I suppose,” Earl answered, but he sounded doubtful. “I’ve been reading through your great-great-grandma’s diary, bless that woman. She wrote the best notes on the spells. She said the spell you’ve been using only works on the living, not the dead. I hope for your sake she’s right.”

“Oh! That’s great news. Yeah, I hope she’s right too.” North flipped the laptop around to be in his lap and plugged the mountain range into a Google search. “Okay, so the Allgäuer Hochalpen—gah, seriously, how do you say that? Anyway, it’s part of the Alps. It’s a nature reserve, looks like. I’m probably going to have to get over there and do the seeking spell again once I’m closer to figure out where they are in the mountains.”

“What?” Earl teased. “You don’t fancy tromping about in foreign mountains looking for ’em?”

“That idea strangely holds no appeal. Hard pass on that.” North turned his head to look out of the window where it was, once again, snowing. “Especially with this weather. Maybe coming out here in December was a bad idea, after all.”

“Don’t know if you’d have gotten another shot at this after it took so long to convince them in the first place.”

“Yeah. There’s that.” North’s family was not okay with the idea of him being…him. Being gay was bad enough, but the brightly colored clothes, and the eyeliner, and the silk boxers, all of that just pushed his family right over the edge. They wanted him to be like them.

In a word, boring.

North’s desire to escape that stranglehold was strong and had been building since he was fifteen. Still, finances were a problem, and it had taken him until the ripe old age of twenty-one to convince his parents to go on this trip and help pay for parts. Even then, Grandpa Earl had pitched in to help cover the bases. It was ridiculously expensive to hop from one country to the next. This trip was vital in more than one way, not only as an escape, but also to prove to himself what he’d always known.

Fate had given him magic for a good reason. He just had to find the reason.

Dragons were, crossing all fingers and toes, hopefully the reason.

“Be more enthusiastic,” Earl encouraged him. “You’re closer!”

“Yeah. No, I’m really excited about that. I just keep thinking—German Alps. Winter. Snow. That sounds like a very cold and dangerous combination.” And as he’d already proven, his jacket from home was not really up to the task of European weather. North had goosebumps on his goosebumps.

“Suck it up, buttercup,” was his grandpa’s loving advice.

North sighed. No sympathy from that quarter, eh? Shoulda figured.
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Warin felt a tug. Again. He stopped mid-stride and whipped around, glaring at the long empty hallway behind him. What was that? It felt like an insistent tug from behind, as if someone was trying to pull at him. It had been faint at first, but that last one had felt physical, as if someone were directly behind him.

“What?” Ravi asked, also stopping to gaze behind Warin.

“Something pulled at me,” he answered, still looking suspiciously about. This wasn’t a prank of some sort, was it? He could easily see Cameron and Ravi putting their heads together and cooking up a prank like this. Their new consort was incredibly mischievous, and Ravi was incorrigible.

Ravi snickered and looked up at Warin. “Something tugging at your tail?”

“That’s actually exactly what it feels like.” And it was disconcerting to boot. Warin hadn’t felt like this in hundreds of years, since the last seeking spell used to locate him on a battlefield.

Ravi abruptly stopped snickering, his rich brown eyes narrowing under dark brows. “Seriously? We’re in an empty hallway, and that’s not funny.”

Judging from that reaction, it wasn’t him. Warin would prefer it to be a prank. “Afraid of ghosts, young dragon?”

“Hell to the nah, I have badass mage friends to exorcise them.” His confidence faded a little as he continued. “But do I need to call one? Like seriously, is there a ghost messing with you?” The shorter dragon came around Warin’s side to peer behind him, squinting suspiciously as if willpower would allow him to see a spirit.

“I don’t think it’s a ghost. It feels like a seeking spell.”

Ravi’s curls-topped head snapped around. “What? Uhhh…that’s not good news. What with everything that’s gone down this year.”

Warin’s stomach twisted. A rogue group of mages called the Jaeggi had been attempting to kidnap mages and drain them of their magic. There had also been an attempt to kill their king before they disappeared without a trace. It would be just his luck if they found a way to target him.

“I know,” Warin answered grimly. “I think I better report this.”

“Straight to Alric,” Ravi agreed, already shooing him in the king’s direction. “He’s in his office, last I checked.”

Warin headed that direction, as Ravi would know. As irresponsible as the dragon looked on the surface, he was one of the king’s retainers and bodyguards for a reason. Ravi took his duties seriously, and he always knew where the king was.

They changed hallways several times, taking a flight of stairs up before reaching the right area of the castle. Warin navigated it on instinct. This beautiful castle had been his home for centuries. He could likely walk it blindfolded. Upon reaching the door, he gave it a respectful knock and waited.

“Enter!” Alric called.

He stepped through, while the shorter dragon shut the door behind them and approached the desk where his king sat.

Alric looked lighter these days, far happier than anyone could recall seeing him. His mate and consort, Cameron, likely had much to do with that. Alric must have done something official today, as he wore an impeccable black three-piece suit with a white shirt and tie, setting off his dark hair. He’d always been a handsome man, their king, but as he looked up at Warin with a smile, it was easy to see how Cameron had fallen for him.

“What is it, Warin?” Alric asked. “And sit, I haven’t talked to you properly in weeks.”

“You have been a little busy,” Warin pointed out, taking the chair he’d been gestured to.

“Moving an entire family from one country to another proved to be more of a challenge than anticipated,” Alric admitted with a grimace. “The paperwork alone was outside my expectations. But happily, we’re all settled now.”

That ‘we’ was meant literally, as Alric had redone his own rooms to accommodate his new spouse moving into them. But that was only the tip of the iceberg. Alric and Dieter had worked hard to get Cameron, his twin sister Cassie, and Cameron’s grandmother Ha Na officially moved from the United States to Germany. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Did you come to chat or with a problem?”

Warin gestured irritably toward his back. “Problem, unfortunately. I feel this sensation from time to time; a tugging. Do you remember how it felt if a mage caught hold of some part of you and used it as the focus for a seeking spell? That’s how it feels.”

Alric’s easy attitude abruptly fell away, replaced by sharp interest and concern. “How many times have you felt it? No, wait—Ravi, go and fetch Lisette immediately. Gunter as well, if you can drag him out of his dungeon.”

Ravi arched a dark eyebrow at him and pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapping in a message.

“Right,” Alric sighed, watching him do so. “I will get in the habit of using my mobile. Eventually. I just don’t think of texting someone first.”

Warin gave him a commiserating smile. It was the same for him. He and Alric were close in age—Warin had only thirty or so years on his king—and while they handled new technology well enough, they weren’t in the habit of it. For hundreds of years, if they wanted to speak to someone, they got up and went to them. The idea of calling for them was still something settling in.

“Both are coming,” Ravi reported a moment later. “Hoheit, I was in the hallway with him when it happened this last time. I saw absolutely no one nearby. I don’t think this is a prank.”

“I do not doubt Warin’s senses. He’s had seeking spells used on him many times. I’m sure he’s correct in what it is. But with the Jaeggi about and causing trouble, it behooves us to be wary about this. If they’ve somehow found a scale of his, or hair, or some such item, then it could cause a great deal of trouble. While the Jaeggi know where Burkhard Castle is located, this person could be using the spell to track when you leave the protection of the castle.”

Precisely Warin’s concern. He’d already accompanied Baldewin on an expedition to track down a mage. He wouldn’t allow the Jaeggi to track him on another trip like that, potentially leading the bastards to another vulnerable mage. They still had no idea what their ultimate purpose was, but there was no doubt in his mind it was bad. Very, very bad.

The clan had been responsible for the Dragon War five hundred years ago and seemed perfectly willing to start more trouble in modern times.

Lisette appeared in a rush, her colorful skirts flapping about her ankles as she walked right into the king’s office. “What’s this I hear about Warin under magical attack?”

Just what had Ravi typed? Warin shook his head and corrected her, “I believe someone is using a seeking spell on me. Hopefully one of your students?”

The head mage of the Burkhard Clan gave him a look like he’d lost his mind. “We’d have asked permission before practicing on you, you know that.”

“I do,” Warin sighed. “I just would have preferred it.”

Lisette gestured for him to stand and walked around him, examining him carefully from all angles. The mage had more magical information locked in her brain than any other mage he’d ever met. If anyone could figure out what in the world was happening to him, it was Lisette. “I do see a wisp of magic, trailing from your tailbone and out. It’s faint, but that’s likely because the seeker is working from a great distance. Incredibly powerful, whoever this mage is, to still be able to find you. When did this happen? Was it the first time?”

“No. The…third? I think? The first tug was so faint it was barely more than a tingle. I didn’t even realize at first that’s what it was. The second time was clearer. The third happened today, not fifteen minutes past. It was unmistakable.”

Ravi nodded in support of this. “He jumped like a scalded cat.”

Lisette pushed short, white hair out of her eyes and regarded Warin. “When precisely did it start?”

“I can’t tell you what time, I barely noticed it. But five days ago was the first instance.”

“And you’ve felt it three times.” She breathed in, tapping a finger to her mouth as her eyes narrowed in thought. “Hoheit, I would say that whoever it is, they’re narrowing their search. With each casting, they’ve come in closer, which is why he’s feeling the tug of it so strongly. It’s likely whoever this is knows our approximate location at least.”

“The Jaeggi?” Warin asked in concern. “Can you tell if it’s them?”

Lisette shook her head. “The Jaeggi already know where we are and wouldn’t dare get closer to us like this. No, this person seems to be trying to get to you specifically.”

Oh. Excellent point. Warin had been so worried by the possibility of an enemy using magic against him, he’d not thought of that. But the battle at Sonthofen to reclaim Cameron from their grasp had shown the Jaeggi knew exactly where they were.

Unless it wasn’t about locating Warin, but luring him out? Burkhard Castle had significant defenses, not just physically, but magically.

Gunter entered at that moment, looking out of breath. He likely had run the distance from the basement of the castle to here. Stumbling to a stop in the doorway, he braced a hand against the doorjamb and asked, “What’s this about Warin being under magical attack?”

“Not a magical attack, rather a seeking spell,” Lisette corrected. “And from a great distance, to boot. I wish I could do a counter spell and trace it back, but it’s too faint for me to properly work with. Warin, when you felt the tug, in what direction did you feel it?”

Spells were literal things, or so it had been explained once to him. Seeking spells would go in a direct line, ignoring things like manmade roads and such. He turned and pointed west and a little north. “From there.”

Everyone shared a speaking look.

“Soooo…” Ravi looked from face to face as he drew the sound out. “If we’re all in agreement this is likely not the Jaeggi? Then does that mean we have a young mage out there somewhere working this spell, trying to find a dragon?”

“It’s a distinct possibility,” Lisette admitted. “I certainly can’t think of another. I can’t speak to what purpose they would use the spell, but I assume it’s to find a dragon.”

To do what? was the unspoken question in the room.

Warin didn’t have the patience to sit and wait for this person to find him. And frankly, if there was to be trouble, he didn’t want it here. For the first time in five hundred years, they had young mages to think of and protect. Like hell would he allow possible danger near them.

But what if this mage didn’t bring danger? What if this was a lone mage like Tori or Cameron searching for a dragon mate? Just the idea seemed too big to even dare wish for. Dragons had been seeking their lost mage mates for centuries, and now one was quite literally tugging on Warin’s tail. He had to go.

“Hoheit, I wish to go and seek out this mage.”

“A scouting mission?” Alric’s forehead wrinkled slightly as he thought. “I agree that seems wise, as we have no information at this time. But I don’t want you to go alone. Gunter, will you accompany him?”

Gunter nodded immediately, eager. “I’ll gather some equipment. If we do find the mage, then can we engage, Hoheit?”

“Use your best judgement on that. But stay in contact, regardless. I don’t wish for either of you to be hurt. This might be a trap, a way for the Jaeggi to draw you out of our defenses.”

So Alric had realized it as well. No surprise there. Their king had a tactically sound mind. “We’ll be cautious going forward. Gunter, I feel that we should fly. We can quickly get out of area that way.”

“I’m all for it. I’ll meet you in the courtyard in five minutes.”

Warin gave his king a quick bow and left as well. He’d need to throw a few clothes together into a bag. Lisette had said the mage was some distance away, but who knew how far that actually was.

He rather hoped it was the Jaeggi. Warin wouldn’t mind squashing a few of the murderous bastards.
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Coffee.

Coffee. Coffee. Coffee. Coffee.

Coffee made the world go round and North’s brain work. He needed more coffee since he wasn’t stopping long enough to catch up on his sleep.

From the hills of Georgia to bustling London to beautiful Brussels, North was moving as quickly as he possibly could. Time was not on his side. He half expected one or both of his parents to jerk his leash at any second and demand he return from this foolish venture.

But if he could just find a dragon, prove to them it was all real. They ignored the magic, but they couldn’t ignore a dragon. Come on, it’s a dragon!

And if they finally faced the fact that magic and dragons were real, then they would have to face that he was destined for so much more than…concrete and their bland, black-and-white world.

Maybe it wasn’t just about proving it to them. Maybe he needed to believe it was all real, that he was destined for something more, something greater with this gift. If dragons did still exist, then he’d finally have the proof he needed to take that final step to break out on his own.

North shuddered, and it had nothing to do with the bite of cold in the air. He didn’t want to think about going back to Georgia or his parents’ determination to make him work at the family concrete company. Right now, his future stretched out in front of him in a sea of endless, unrelenting grey. Grey concrete, grey dust, grey rocks, and grey life.

Things were definitely not looking grey at that moment. He’d splurged on a metro ticket from the hotel into the city central and holy crap! It was worth every euro. This old city was decked out in her finest for the Christmas season. Twinkling fairy lights dripped from nearly every building, store fronts were filled with ornaments and elaborately decorated gingerbread, and the people—everyone was so nice and smiling.

Of course, those four years of Spanish he’d been forced to take in high school weren’t doing him a bit of good since the wonderful people of Belgium spoke French, German, and/or Dutch, but with it being Europe, he hadn’t needed to search too hard to find a kind soul who spoke English.

And no one seemed to bat an eye at a little lost, blond twink wearing a touch of make-up. Just to bring out his eyes. And maybe a hint across his cheekbones because they really were his best features.

Maybe if he didn’t find a dragon, he could just disappear into Brussels. He’d learn this town inside and out, welcome all the flustered tourists, and answer their questions like he’d been born in this place and not his strange little Georgia town. Or he’d learn to make chocolate or waffles. No, fries! Americans thought they had an obsession with fries. It was nothing compared to what he saw in Brussels.

Yes, he could be right at home in this colorful town of friendly people, good food, and exquisite old architecture.

Really, the dragons needed to come first.

Brussels was an excellent back-up plan, though.

North strolled along the tidy streets with the other tourists, pausing to snap pictures here and there on his phone. He wanted to remember everything about this place. His stop in London had been painfully brief and not included any sightseeing. Just hitting the ground, a cheap motel, a spell, and then he was on the next plane he could get to Belgium. He was not making that mistake here.

As he reached the Grand Place, his breath caught in his throat. This was unlike any town square he’d ever seen. Massive Christmas trees were set up in the center and glowed faintly with white lights against the bright sun in a pure blue sky. On either side of the square, tall buildings rose up shoulder to shoulder with stair-step gables, their gold filigree winking in the sun and highlighting the ornate touches. It was like stepping into a fairytale story. He half expected to see a prince and princess waltz through the center of the square, circled by singing bluebirds.

Okay, he needed to focus. Coffee and then he was going to find a travel agency. He’d talked to a worker at the central metro station, and they’d advised him to pop in any of the travel agencies for advice on which train to take into Munich and how best to get into the Alps. Apparently, they were best equipped to handle lost tourists working their way across the continent.

Tucking his wind-chilled hands into the pockets of his coat, North ambled through the square, pausing here and there to look at the handmade goods that filled the various stalls and sample all the delicious food. This almost felt like a vacation rather than a mission to save his future.

At a stall filled with delicate glass-blown ornaments, North caught sight of someone watching him. No, not just someone. He’d noticed this person when he’d gotten off the metro at the Central Station. The man in the black wool pea coat and charcoal grey knit hat had caught his attention, because he’d been the greyest and blandest-dressed person he’d seen since entering the city. Why was he watching North? Because he was a tourist? An easy target? This city was filled with tourists. He couldn’t be the easiest prey they could pick out.

Except for the fact that he was quite clearly alone.

Watching the man out of the corner of his eye, North walked down to the next stall, which was filled with hats, scarves, shawls, and gloves made from the softest wool he’d ever touched. But what really caught his attention was the mirror hanging on the side of the stall. From just the right angle, he could watch the man who was following him.

A second man walked up to his would-be stalker, wearing a plain navy-blue hoodie and jeans. They spoke for a minute, and the first man handed the second a cigarette. At first, North was sure he was simply bumming a smoke, but then they both looked over in North’s direction to watch him.

Wonderful. He didn’t have just one stalker. He had at least two. And if there were two, that meant there could possibly be more he hadn’t spotted yet.

But why? Only his family knew he was traveling, and he was pretty sure that just his grandpa knew he was in Brussels. There was no way his parents had sent someone to drag him home. They didn’t have that kind of money.

Pickpockets? This seemed a little extreme for pickpockets.

Maybe they were going to kidnap him and sell him as a sex slave like in that crazy Liam Neeson movie. Or there was that movie about the hostel where the stupid Americans were—Nope. Not even going to think of those gory movies he had no business watching. If he got out of this mess, he was going to watch only rom-coms from this day forward.

For now, he needed to lose his two tails. Turning away from the stall, he picked up his pace, moving through the square and sticking close to the larger crowds of people. If he was around other people, he was still safe. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack him while there were witnesses.

Glancing over his shoulder, North gasped to find they were not only following but had picked up their pace, closing the distance between them. Screw this! North ran. He might not be tall or strong, but he’d always been fast. Weaving through the crowd, calling out apologies where he could, North raced ahead while searching his mind for another option. They were too close to stop and ask someone for help. There was no telling if they’d understand him, and he didn’t want to risk putting a total stranger in danger. But he couldn’t keep running. There had to be a way for him to lose these two bastards.

His heart thudded desperately in his chest, and his throat went dry. After a few blocks, a stitch cut across his side. Okay, he might be fast, but he had the endurance of a cheetah—good for only short distances and then he returned to his more sloth-like form thanks to many hours behind his computer.

He turned down one street after another, randomly taking lefts and rights in hopes of shaking his pursuers. But no matter where he turned, he couldn’t lose them.

Two sets of footsteps pounded after him, the sound echoing off the tall buildings and the relative quiet. Crap. North glanced around to find that there were very few people on this block. Fewer than there had been on the last one. He needed to find crowds again. Not that he had a clue as to how he was going to do that. He was completely lost at this point.

Cursing himself, he made a left, hoping it would take him back toward the Grand Place or at least the thick thoroughfare of restaurants he’d spotted a while back. He sucked in a ragged breath and tried to harness his growing panic into a fresh burst of energy.

The hammering footsteps were getting louder when he turned a corner and saw the wonderful orange-and-grey winter coats of the police. Oh, thank God! North pushed himself, gasping for air as he frantically waved both his arms at the two officers talking at the corner.

Both women turned, eyes wide and mouths falling open in confusion.

“Help! Help!” North cried breathlessly, not caring if he looked insane. The police would protect him.

As he reached the two cops, one grabbed his arms to help him slow safely.

“What—”

“Men…chase…chase me…” North panted, waving one arm behind in the direction he’d come from. The three of them looked back to see the two men stop at the top of the block, expressions angry, before they took off in the opposite direction. Without hesitation, the other cop took off after them while North continued to suck in great lungfuls of air.

“Do you know who they are?” the officer asked.

North could only shake his head. He released the officer’s arms and straightened, one hand going to his side against the stitch that burned there. Dear God, he was out of shape. When this was all over he was taking up jogging or at least walking. This…this was stupid.

“Do you know why they were chasing you?”

North shook his head again. “No, I…I noticed the one in the black coat when I got off the metro at Central Station. I noticed again that he’d followed me to…ummm…that giant square…ummm.” His brain went blank as it tried to focus on talking to her while it was still confused by the idea of someone chasing after him.

“Grand Place,” the cop offered with a supportive smile. She was adorable with her blondish-brown hair and friendly brown eyes. The smile lines around her mouth and wrinkles at the corners of her eyes indicated she was quite a bit older than North, but it was clear her age wasn’t slowing her down one bit.

“Yes. There. The other guy approached them and they both watched me. Figured it was best if I got out of there. I tried to walk away, but they followed. So…I ran.”

“Well, you’re safe now. We’ll get to the bottom of this,” the cop said.

North just wanted to wilt right there at her feet. He’d always avoided the police in his hometown. Hell, he avoided most people in his town. His kind wasn’t exactly welcome, and he was pretty sure if he’d gotten himself into this situation there, they would have said he was asking for trouble.

They had to wait only a couple of minutes before the other cop jogged back with a frown and a shake of her head. A quick conversation went back and forth between them in French for a moment before the first officer turned her attention back to North.

“I’m sorry. We were not able to catch them,” the cop said, looking genuinely upset the men had gotten away.

North waved off the apology. His heart had slowed down to something of a normal pace, but he was now aware of the sweat coating his body and his shirt sticking to his frame. He needed another shower. “It’s okay. I’m just glad you were able to scare them away. I can’t imagine what they want with me. I haven’t even been here a full day.”

“Is this your first trip to Brussels?” the second cop asked. She had darker, almost black hair and surprisingly bright blue eyes.

“Yes. It’s a lovely place, but right now I just want to go back to my hotel.” He looked around, chewing a little on his bottom lip. “But I have no idea where I am. Could you give me directions to the nearest metro station? I should be able to figure it out from there.”

The cops wouldn’t hear of it. After some sweet cajoling, they convinced North to let them give him a ride back to his hotel outside the city. On the ride, they chatted about Brussels, gave him the phone number to a travel agency he could call for information about getting to Munich, and even convinced him to return to the Grand Place in the evening for the great tree lighting and choral performances.

At his hotel, they all got out of the cute little cop car and shook hands.

“You must come back to the Grand Place tonight, North,” Christiane, the brown-haired cop, urged, squeezing North’s shoulder.

Didiane, the blue-eyed cop, reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. “Go to the celebration. If you are worried while in the square, call me.”

“But if you are in trouble, call 112. It’s like your 911 in the United States,” Christiane added.

North could only stare at the card in his hands, his lips parted in surprise. “Really? But won’t you be off duty tonight?”

“Yes, but still call me if you are scared,” Didiane pressed.

“The safety of the visitors to our city is important to us. We want you to enjoy your time in our country.”

“Thank you,” he whispered. He couldn’t wrap his mind around their kindness.

Christiane released his shoulder and gave him a final pat on the back. “Go inside. Warm up.”

“Get something to eat,” Didiane ordered.

“Get some rest and then return tonight for the party. You will have a great time.”

Chuckling, North nodded and tucked the white card into his pocket. “I will. Thank you for everything. Really. Thank you.”

Returning to his hotel room feeling a little lighter, North stripped down and took a quick shower before dropping on the bed. He passed out for several hours, finally catching up on some much-needed sleep. When he rose later that evening, it was easier to reassure himself the two men had been some aggressive pickpockets who had marked him as an easy target. It was nothing.

He sat on the bed and called the travel agency Christiane had told him about. The lady he spoke to was just as friendly as the two cops. Not only was she able to give him precise directions on which train to take and what he’d need to do when he got to Munich if he planned to continue on to the mountains, but she actually sent him an email with the directions as well as a list of moderately-priced hotels located within safe, tourist-friendly areas.

After hanging up the phone, North sat on the bed with his back against the headboard as he stared at the paper he’d made his notes on. There was an overnight train that would put him in Munich first thing in the morning. He didn’t need to go back into town. He could pack and chill at the hotel until it was time to head to the train station.

But this was Brussels…

At Christmas time.

When in the world was he going to be out this way again?

Possibly never.

If he didn’t find the dragons, there was no doubt in his mind his parents were going to force him home. That entire idea of running away to hide in Brussels and become a professional chocolatier was a little insane and a lot impossible.

Even if he did find dragons, he didn’t know what would happen next, but he doubted it would include fun trips to Brussels for the Christmas market and tree lighting celebration.

It was silly to pass up this opportunity. Those two assholes couldn’t have been after him specifically. Didiane had likely scared them off, and he’d be able to disappear into the massive crowd at Grand Place. He’d go, have some fun, eat some waffles with strawberries and chocolate, and then jump on the train to Munich.

Easy as pie.
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Gunter flew to his right, just below Warin’s wing, following him in. The Royal Researcher yelled out, “Are we close?”

Perhaps it was only in Warin’s mind, but those words sounded eerily reminiscent of a child asking plaintively, Are we there yet?

Granted, Gunter had cause to be curious and impatient. They’d been in the air now for hours. Unless Warin missed his guess, they were likely over Belgium and possibly near Brussels at this point. And still, he had no idea if this was too far. Or not close enough. It was cold in the air, even for a fire dragon, and only the exertion of flying kept his body warm enough to avoid shivering. Gunter likely wanted to land and find dinner. Warin certainly felt that urge.

“I don’t know!” he called back to his friend. “I haven’t felt the tug since the last time!”

Gunter didn’t look all that thrilled with the answer. “Land, let’s regroup?”

Warin had his mouth open, ready to agree, when he saw something glint strongly off in the distance. Narrowing his eyes, he stared harder. It was a little difficult to see between the snow and the clouds, but…was that a distress beacon? The pure white shaft of light shot through the air, but it wasn’t steady. It jittered and moved, as if the person holding it was also moving.

“Is—distress beacon?” Gunter’s words were half-lost in the wind because he didn’t project it strongly enough.

He hadn’t seen one in hundreds of years. In fact, Warin had forgotten he knew what that looked like until just now, upon seeing it again. “Mage in trouble.”

Gunter gave him a worried look, and Warin nodded before sharply diving. If a mage was in trouble, of course they’d go. And if it was a trap by the Jaeggi, then they’d deal with it. Not that he actually expected that. No one knew where they were going, as Warin had been following a feeling most of the time. It was impossible to move ahead and set up an ambush. No, this was likely a mage.

Unless Warin missed his guess, it was Brussels spread out below him. That made this rescue much harder. They had few clear spaces to land in their dragon form and shift without drawing attention to themselves. He swore mentally as they came in closer to the city, using the snow as cover of sorts. This had been so much easier when the world still knew they were alive. He could just land and be done with it.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a flat roof to a large building, what looked like a shopping mall. If he landed gently, it should hold him. Warin dove for it, slowing his descent as much as possible, all while keeping a weather eye on the beacon. It still bounced around, running in—curse it, the exact opposite direction from him.

Warin landed in a crunch of snow and lost no time in shifting, doing it quickly out of fear for the roof, certainly—always rough when the roof collapsed under you, nasty business—but also because he feared losing the mage. If there was a distress beacon, and she ran with it, then odds were something chased her.

With another crunch, Gunter landed beside him, also shifting quickly. Warin didn’t wait for him. He adjusted the strap of his bag as he ran, changing it to something easier for his human form to carry. Once he reached the edge of the roof, he tossed himself over it, tucking and rolling as he landed on the snowy patch of ground below, coming up smoothly to continue running.

Gunter was right at his heels. Impressive, really, for a man who spent most of his time reading.

They passed no words between them as they sprinted, both keeping a weather eye on the light. It was still going strong, but now heading more their way. She was going any possible direction, so the pursuit must be hot and heavy indeed. And that meant they needed something of a plan.

“Gunter,” Warin panted, feeling the exertion after a long flight in the weight of his limbs, “when we reach her, cover her. I’ll take the enemies.”

“Okay,” he agreed, also sounding a touch winded.

They kept running. And running. Warin felt time tick away, a fickle thing not on their side. Time never was. As long as it was taking to reach her, the odds stacked against the mage’s safety. She must be resourceful to hold off this long. But if she was still running, then that meant—

The light abruptly winked out. Warin cursed soundly, but over the heartbeat in his ears and the rough breathing, he thought he’d heard breaking glass. A distress beacon was cast with a mirror, wasn’t it?

Gunter sped ahead of him, stretching out long legs, and rounded the corner of a brick building without slowing. Trusting he must have heard something, Warin drew on what last bit of speed he could, trying to keep up with him.

As soon as he rounded the same corner, he heard it. The sounds of a fight in progress, with spells being cast back and forth.

“Lokkte gev adi!” a male voice said strongly, but there was a hint of fear in his words.

“Eeoe,” another voice grunted.

The scene in front of his eyes threw Warin back into another time entirely, when dragons and mages still ruled the world. Three men were in open conflict with each other, spells being thrown back and forth like a bad fireworks display, sometimes splashing harmlessly against the snow-covered pavement as they failed to hit their mark. Two of the men wore dark, somber clothes, and there was something odd about the spells they cast. They didn’t come from elements and spoken words, but from a wand-like device.

The third man wore brightly-colored clothes, short blond hair plastered to his temples with sweat, and he was casting strongly from behind a glowing-gold ward he held in front of him. And at his feet, shards of glass, from what used to be a handheld mirror.

Not a she, then. The thought went through Warin’s mind without penetrating, because frankly, gender wasn’t important. A mage was in trouble, that was all that mattered. He dove into the fray with a snarl, feeling his dragon instincts clamor to the fore. His dragon demanded he shift again, throw his enemies into the ground, and turn them into a bloody paste. Warin passed Gunter, who was already coming into a defensive stance in front of the mage.

“Scheiß—” one of the somber-dressed mages said in alarm, already back-peddling.

Warin gave him no quarter, crashing hard into him, throwing a punch into the man’s solar plexus. Fighting in human form might feel odd to him, but it didn’t mean he had no knowledge of how to properly go about it. The man crumpled around Warin’s fist with a gasp of pain.

Twirling, Warin immediately attacked the other before he could try for Warin’s undefended back. He lashed out with a roundhouse kick, throwing the man well back and smashing him into the side of a building.

He spun again, ready to attack the other and put him more permanently down. Warin had no chance to do so before the mage in a black coat fumbled something from a pocket and yelled in German, “Los geht’s!”

In a snap, both of them disappeared.

Warin stood panting, frustrated beyond belief that his enemies had planned an emergency portal, just in case. He growled out a few choice words but didn’t let it bog him down further than that. The one thing war had hammered into his head was that those who stood still, lost. He wouldn’t make that mistake with a precious mage in tow.

But the frustration drained from him when he turned and truly looked at the unexpected mage without worrying about his safety. He was young. Younger than Warin would have initially guessed. He had to be in his early twenties. His pale face was flushed from the exertion and glistened with sweat, but there was more to it. The man’s large blue eyes were captivating with a lovely hint of color highlighting his eyelids. Full lips were parted and damp as if he’d just licked them. What would he taste like if Warin licked them as well?

Blinking at his own stunning train of thought, Warin was even more surprised when his dragon perked up his head to take a closer look at the mage. He couldn’t remember the last time a person had captured his attention in such a way. And his dragon had never cared one way or another. Yet, now his dragon very much agreed that they should lick the mage. He looked very yummy indeed.

No licking!

Clearing his throat, he stalked the few feet separating them. “Mage, you are well?”

“I’m, uh…” The mage’s eyes bounced back and forth between the two of them, his expression wary. “I don’t…” he stammered, and Warin immediately picked up on the American accent. The mage likely didn’t speak German, so he repeated his question in English.

“Shit, I don’t even know. I’m not hurt. You, uh, recognize me as a mage? I guess the glowing ward is a dead giveaway, yeah,” he said with a shaky laugh.

“And we saw your distress beacon from the air,” Gunter added, looking him over carefully. “You look alright to me. But this isn’t the place to discuss it, I think.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. Thanks for your help.”

That sounded as if he intended to leave, which was absolutely unacceptable. Where did this mage even come from? It was likely this was the same mage who’d created the seeking spell. What were the odds there was another mage in the area casting spells? Not that good, actually. No, no. This mage wasn’t going anywhere until they had many more answers.

“Mage. Are you of the Valerii?”

The young man blinked up at him as if he couldn’t understand those words. “Sorry? Who?”

“The Valerii. The Ice clan. Do you belong to the Ice clan?” Warin repeated carefully. His English was fine. Was his German accent hard to understand?

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

Warin looked over at Gunter, whose eyes had gone wide with surprise. Did he not know about dragons at all? Had he been trying to signal other mages with his distress signal? This was going to be a very interesting conversation if they could keep him from darting off.
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North could not take his eyes off the sexy hunk of a man who practically breathed fire on his attackers. His companion with the floppy blond hair and glasses was cute too, but really, it was all about the guy with the romantically long dark hair and broad shoulders. There was something about him, how he managed to look both protective and indignant with only a curl of his full upper lip and a shake of his fist. North half expected to see him pull out a sword and reveal he was wearing a knight’s armor.

But that was all fanciful nonsense.

The two men had come out of nowhere to rescue him, and they hadn’t looked at him like he was a lunatic because he was holding the remnants of a broken mirror in one fist. It was nice not to be treated like a crazy tourist.

He didn’t know what they were talking about with ice and fire clans. Gramps had mentioned something about mages being a part of clans a long time ago, but he didn’t have any interest in mages. North was in Europe hunting dragons, and he had a good lead on a dragon in Germany. Only finding a dragon would get him freedom from his family. They had no interest in mage, wouldn’t believe one. But a dragon was irrefutable.

There was no lingering with the sexy man and his friend. North’s train was leaving in a few hours. His would-be attackers were dispersed for now. It was the perfect time to get back to the hotel, grab his stuff, and head to the train station. He could find a place there to hunker down until his train was boarding. Then he was off to Munich!

“Hey! Um…thanks for all your help. I really appreciate it, but I’ve got a train to catch—EEP!”

The surprised noise escaped North as his knight grabbed a fistful of North’s coat and pulled him close enough that their noses bumped. It took an extra second for the man’s growled words to break through to his brain. North was lost in a deliciously warm scent of spice and…mmm…warm, snuggly man. So close to him, North could now see that his nose was slightly crooked from likely being broken once. He had a hard, angular jaw sprinkled with dark hair. And the fullest, most plush, kissable lips in all the world.

Truly, they were the most perfect lips North had ever seen. They were the kind made for kissing and doing some incredibly wicked, sinful things. How could such a grumpy-looking man have been born with such an amazing mouth?

It was a shame such lips weren’t doing important things like kissing him at that moment, but they were demanding in a low, rumbling voice, “I want my scale back.”

North blinked at him. Scale? He couldn’t possibly be talking about the scale. The gorgeous red dragon scale that had been handed down through his family for generations. Not that scale.

Staring past the ridiculously long eyelashes framing rich, sapphire blue eyes, North finally saw the gold ring outlining his irises. A ring that could only be found on the eyes of a dragon.

Oh. My. God.

A dragon.

A dragon was holding him. They were still alive. He’d been right. A dragon had found him. His spell had worked. A dragon. A dragon was here and holding him. Was he going to eat him? Probably not. He was too scrawny for this dragon, but he’d happily serve as this dragon’s sex slave. Yes, that was a much better option. The important thing was…eep…dragon.

“Dragon,” he breathed because his brain had completely locked up.

“Yes, and I want back my scale that’s in your pocket right now,” the dragon continued.

“Dragon,” North repeated, because what else was there to say? Well, a lot really, but his brain was a skipping record unable to move forward.

“Excellent, Warin. You’ve broken him,” the dragon’s companion complained.

“He’s not broken,” Warin snapped defensively, and something in North warmed unexpectedly at his words. Not that the dragon had meant them like North would have preferred. His family had always thought he was more than a little broken because he liked make-up, bright colors, and men. “I want my scale back. You’ve been driving me nuts.”

“What? How?” North finally managed to squeak out. He definitely didn’t want to upset the dragon. Not that the dragon was likely to eat him. Well, probably not.

“Your seeking spell,” the other one said. Was he a dragon too? North couldn’t be sure because he couldn’t drag his gaze away from the one holding him so close. “It’s been tugging on Warin’s tail. I’m guessing that’s where the scale came from, and it very much wants to return to his body.”

“Oh,” North whispered. He licked his lips, preparing to apologize, but the dragon’s crisp blue eyes darted down to his lips at that little motion, and his pupils dilated, nearly wiping out the blue to create this strange rainbow of black, blue, and sparkling gold. His eyes were mesmerizing.

And his lips still looked so kissable. He was just close enough that if North tipped his head up a couple of inches and maybe leaned up on his toes, he could brush his mouth across Warin’s. Would it be wrong to just steal a little taste of him? If he was going to be eaten for tugging on a dragon’s tail, didn’t he deserve a last meal? He could definitely make a meal out of this man’s mouth and still come back for seconds. Maybe even thirds.

Without thinking, North moved just a tiny bit closer, and the dragon’s breath hitched in his throat. His nostrils flared. But he didn’t move away.

“I think you can release him, Warin. Keep in mind, please, that he is a mage,” the other person muttered, breaking into their moment. Warin did not have to release him for any reason, but the dragon was already loosening his fingers from the front of North’s coat and taking a step backward.

“North?” a new, feminine voice broke in. “North? Are you okay?”

Rapidly blinking away all his errant thoughts about becoming permanently attached to the sexy dragon in front of him, North turned to find the dark-haired police officer he’d met earlier in the day marching toward him. She wasn’t in her uniform and orange coat any longer, but dressed in comfortable street clothes with an adorable pink-and-white knit hat on her head, complete with pink poof ball. But for all of her adorableness, the stern expression on her face showed she meant business.

“Oh! Hey, Didiane! Yep, everything is good here. I swear.”

Didiane slowed her pace a little, her expression becoming skeptical as her gaze darted from North to Warin to Warin’s companion. A few feet behind Didiane was a man in a dark coat carrying a little girl who couldn’t have been more than two or three years old. She wore a pink-and-white hat just like her mother.

“Are you sure?” she asked in a lower voice as she reached North’s side. Her hand came to rest on his arm as if she was preparing to pull him away from the dragon and shield him with her own slender frame.

“Oh, yeah. I swear. Everything is good. They were just helping me.”

“Warin Burkhard,” the dragon said with a stiff bow.

“Bon soir, madam. Gunter Burkhard, at your service,” the blond said. He also pressed his hand to his chest and gave the woman a courtly, shallow bow.

Didiane’s eyes widened at their behavior, and North had to admit even he was impressed. How old were these dragons?

“We’ve been looking for young North here for quite a bit,” Gunter continued. “We’ll be escorting him safely home.”

North had a whole lot of questions about that statement, but he’d save them for later. He smiled at Didiane and nodded. “Yep. Everything is just fine.” On impulse, he gave the police officer a quick hug. It really was sweet she’d come over to check on him while she was off duty and out with her own family. “Thank you so much for today. I really have had a wonderful time in Brussels. I can’t wait to return.”

Her expression softened a little, but there were still questions in her eyes. “Okay. It was wonderful meeting you, North. Bon voyage and remember to call me if you need anything.”

As Didiane walked back over to her family, Warin stepped into North’s personal space again. “She is a police officer?”

“Yes, she and her partner helped me earlier in the day when I was chased by those men you scared off.”

Warin and Gunter exchanged a look that was more than a little troubling. Something was going on besides dragons and aggressive pickpockets.

“What?” North demanded when the silence had stretched for too long.

Though, silence wasn’t exactly accurate. More and more people passed by on the street to fill the enormous square, lights brightened the night sky all around them, and a full choir could be heard a short distance off, singing what sounded like Christmas carols. The world continued on, completely oblivious that two dragons stood in their midst. How had everything changed and yet stayed the same?

“We need to get to a secure location and talk,” Warin said in a low voice.

“My hotel. I left my stuff there. I was planning to catch a train to Munich tonight.” North winced a little at the heat he could feel stealing into his cheeks. “I could only track you as far as a particular part of the Alps. I was heading to Munich and hoping my next spell would give me a more exact location.”

“No need to be embarrassed, little mage,” Warin murmured, lightly touching North’s chin so that he looked up at the dragon. “You’ve done well on your own. We’re glad you’ve sought us out.”

“Surprisingly well,” Gunter added in a low, speculative voice. “Are you alone? Are there other mages in Brussels with you?”

“No. I came here alone.” North took a step closer to Warin, not feeling all that comfortable with Gunter’s questioning look. “I learned what little magic I have from my grandpa.”

Warin placed a hand on North’s shoulder, and he instantly relaxed while his new guardian glared at his companion. “Now isn’t the time.”

Gunter gave a wave of his hand. “You’re right. We need a safe place to call Alric. Things are more complicated than we imagined with the presence of the Jaeggi here.”

“The who?” North demanded.

“Hotel first. Talking later,” Warin grunted. Using the hand on North’s shoulder, he started to nudge him in the opposite direction of the square. North was tempted to dig his heels in and demand answers now, but Gunter was already leading the way and talking about phone calls and upgrading their tickets to a private car on the overnight train. The situation was already in hand, and since North didn’t know what the hell was going on, it was just easier to follow along. Besides, he really did need to get his stuff before escaping Brussels.

As soon as one could be located, they piled into a taxi. North found himself seated between the two dragons, sure he’d never been safer or warmer in his life.

“How in the world did you come by a dragon’s scale?” Gunter inquired the moment the driver pulled into traffic, heading toward North’s hotel.

“I don’t know.”

“What?” Warin barked, and North flinched a little.

“Well, what I mean is that I don’t have some extravagant story of the dragon scale being given to one of my ancestors as a gift for some chivalrous deed so he could summon a dragon to his side should he ever be in trouble.” North looked up to find both dragons kind of staring at him in confusion. “It’s just a family heirloom that’s been handed down through the generations. The old stories say my family immigrated to the United States about two hundred years ago from England, but I’ve also got a lot of family who supposedly lived in, like, Greece and Italy, on the Mediterranean, about five centuries ago.”

“Hmm…probably during the war,” Warin murmured.

Gunter nodded. “A lot of the surviving mage families were fleeing. Mages fought alongside the dragons in Africa. One of his ancestors could have found the scale then, unless you were giving them away as tokens.”

Warin glared at his dragon companion. “I was not giving away my scales. But I did suffer an injury in the same battle as Alric. I would have lost many scales then.”

Reluctantly, North reached into his pocket and pulled out the treasured scale. It wasn’t just that it was a family heirloom. The scale had come to represent his own hopes and dreams for a better life. Of living as a mage, as his true self. But he couldn’t keep it, not when he was faced with the scale’s true owner.

Holding up the brilliant red scale in his palm, he offered it to Warin. “Here. You should have it back.”

To his surprise, the dragon’s expression turned even darker as he stared at the scale in question for several silent seconds. His gaze darted to his companion for a moment, and then he cleared his throat, dropping his eyes to North’s face. “You can keep it. In case we should get separated and you need to find a dragon again.”

“Seriously? You don’t mind?” North gasped.

“Really, Warin?” Gunter echoed, though there was a hint of teasing in his voice.

Warin cleared his throat a second time and directed his dark look on his friend. “Yes, North may keep the scale. It’s safe within his hands.”

North nearly started bouncing in his seat. He didn’t know what was going to happen next, but at least he got to hold onto the one thing that had brought him this far in his amazing journey. And Warin was right. He’d protect this scale with his life. With a goofy grin, he shifted and tucked the scale back into his pocket.

“What about the rest of your family? Or your clan? Are there other mages in your family?” Gunter quickly asked, seeming content to redirect his attention away from the scale.

North felt his own mood droop a little. He hoped his lack of a prestigious mage heritage didn’t turn the dragons away. “Actually, it’s just Gramps and me. He’s the one who taught me magic, and I only know a few things. He’s the same way. What we learned came from my great-great-grandma’s diary. I don’t think anyone else in my family is a mage.”

The dragons didn’t seem disappointed, though. Gunter nodded on North’s left and starting furiously texting someone as they continued to the hotel.

“Do most mages come from big mage families?” he asked, looking up at Warin. From the corner of his eye, he thought he saw Gunter snap a quick picture of him and send it off to whoever he was texting, but North’s attention was on the sad look that crossed through Warin’s eyes.

“They did, before the war. Now, mages are very few. We’ve been searching a long time for you.”

Him?

No, mages in general.

Which would explain why Warin looked at him with a kind of wonder.

And that was the real reason for all of North’s blushes. No one ever looked at him like that. Disgust? Sure. Annoyance? All the time. Disappointment? Definitely. But not wonder.

So, it was only natural for North to snuggle just a tiny bit closer to Warin. It wasn’t that Gunter was threatening or unfriendly in anyway. He was a bit stiff and very confusing since most of the things out of his mouth didn’t make any sense. Oh, and it didn’t hurt that Warin was sexy hot and looking at him like he wanted to gather North close while growling at the other dragon.

But all the taxi closeness came to a quick end when they reached the hotel and North was briskly ushered up to his room with the two dragons acting as his own personal security team.

When they reached his room, North shed his coat and tossed it over the desk chair before flopping down on the bed. “Okay.” He pointed at Warin. “You’re a dragon.” His finger shot over to point at Gunter’s chest. “And you’re a dragon, right?”

“Indeed,” Gunter replied with a stiff smile.

“We’re both fire dragons from the Burkhard clan. We live in Burkhard Castle near Sonthofen, Germany, which is where we are taking you. It will be safest for you there.”

“I’ve got lots of questions about that, but first, can you do something, I don’t know, dragon-y, to prove that you’re dragons?” North practically bounced on the bed in his excitement while Warin and Gunter exchanged looks.

“A smoke ring?” Warin offered.

Gunter shook his head. “You risk setting off the smoke alarms.”

“Plus, it’s a nonsmoking room,” North added, earning a roll of the eyes from Warin.

Warin crossed to North’s side and crouched down a little while shoving his sweater sleeve to his elbow. “How about this?” From his fingertips to his elbow, his pale skin shifted to a leathery, deep red pebbled with shiny scales. His fingers elongated just slightly, showing the tiniest hint of what would be long, black talons, but Warin seemed to stop the shift from going any further.

Reaching out with a trembling hand, North lightly touched his arm, taking in the surprising warmth, the buttery smoothness of the skin, and the silkiness of the scales. Dragon. He was touching a dragon. A real live, fire-breathing dragon. They were real. And alive!

North’s mouth fell open, and a squeal flew out. The dragon arm disappeared in a flash, and Warin slapped his hand over North’s mouth.

“What are you doing?” Gunter demanded.

“He was going to scream. We can’t have him drawing attention to us,” Warin countered.

“He’s merely excited. Alric said Cameron made similar noises when he saw Ravi in his dragon form for the first time. He’s fine.”

When Warin narrowed his gaze, North had to admit he had the worst urge to lick the man’s hand. What did dragons taste like? Grinning against Warin’s hand, North parted his lips and licked across the man’s palm. He tasted of salty sweat and something all Warin.

The dragon yelped softly and ripped his hand away. His eyes flared again, and North swore he didn’t see disgust or anger there. Maybe interest. Desire. Oh, could Warin be gay? No way! He couldn’t possibly be lucky enough to have found a gay dragon.

“He licked me,” Warin gasped.

“Huh. I don’t think Cameron licked Alric.” Gunter paused, and a little smirk twisted his lips. “Well, I don’t think Cameron licked Alric right away. But we’re getting off the subject we should be discussing.”

Warin straightened and rubbed his palm where North had licked him as he paced to the opposite side of the room. North struggled not to grin like an idiot at the strange look Warin continued to give him.

“Yes. Who’s after me? And why?” North asked. He really needed to think about why someone was after him and why the dragons were so intent on keeping him safe. Thinking about the sexiness of Warin would have to come later.

“This sounds like the Jaeggi,” Warin replied. His voice dipped, doing this growly thing that sent a shiver down North’s spine.

“Did they say anything to you?” Gunter asked.

North shook his head. “No. I spotted the first one at the metro station, but didn’t realize he was following me until I reached the town square. When I saw the second one, I took off. They chased me until I reached the cops, who scared them off. They showed up again tonight, and well, you scared them off.”

Warin folded his arms over his chest and leaned against the dresser. “How did they find him so quickly?”

“Likely the seeking spell tipped them off. They might have a spell in place to detect the use of magic.” Gunter pulled his phone from his pocket. “I texted both Alric and Lisette, but I’ve only heard from Lisette so far. We need to let Alric know.”

“Who’s Alric and the Yaw-key? Can someone start explaining things to me?” North demanded loudly. He didn’t mean to get pushy, but they were just talking circles around him and it was becoming annoying. From what he could tell, it was his life on the line.

“Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons,” Warin replied.

North felt himself pale, his mouth suddenly dry. “King? Like with a throne and crown and ‘off with their heads’ and all that king?”

“Yes.”

“Though he’s not much on beheadings,” Gunter added without lifting his gaze from his phone. “Hoheit, we made it safely to Brussels and have located the mage.”

“What does ‘Hoheit’ mean?” North whispered to Warin.

“German for ‘sire.’”

“Excellent. That was fast work,” a deep, authoritative voice replied. North couldn’t say he knew what a king was supposed to sound like, but this guy sounded impressive enough to be a king.

“Yes, well, he was easy to locate with the distress call spell he used. I’m sorry to report that we’re not the only ones to take notice of the mage. The Jaeggi are here as well.”

Alric’s voice became a harsh whisper of words North didn’t understand, but it was a pretty safe guess he was swearing. “Is he okay? Was he hurt?”

North quickly shook his head.

“No, he’s fine. Here, I’ll let you speak to him.”

North’s head shaking grew more violent, his eyes wide at Gunter. Had the dragon lost his freaking mind? Talk to a king? He couldn’t talk to a king, let alone the KING of the Fire Dragons. That was just crazy. He was just North. A nobody from Georgia who might have gone on this quest more to escape his family than to actually find dragons.

He jumped from the bed and started to edge across the room as Gunter headed toward him, but Warin was sweeping in from the other side, a supportive arm wrapping around his shoulders. Okay, that was nice. At least, it was enough to catch him off guard and stop his retreat.

Warin got him settled on the edge of the bed again, and Gunter handed over the phone so that North found himself looking into the face of a very handsome man with dark hair and dark eyes. Were all the dragons sexy? This was getting to be a little disconcerting.

“Hello, I’m Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons. It is an honor to make your acquaintance.”

North couldn’t stop his eyes from immediately shooting to Warin. Honor? Was Alric confused about who he was?

“Hi, umm…I’m North…er…actually, my name is Fredrick James North Aldridge, III. My family calls me Freddie,” he said with a wince.

“What would you prefer I call you? Mr. Aldridge?”

“No! North. North is just fine with me, umm…Your Majesty. Or Highness. Hoheit.”

Alric grinned at him. “Alric is fine with me, North.”

North’s head might have gotten a little foggy with that smile. That man should smile all the time. But it might not have just been from Alric’s smile. Warin still sat close enough that their thighs touched, and his arm remained wrapped around North’s shoulders as if he was preparing to pull him into his lap should the need arise.

A slender hand came to rest on Alric’s shoulder, revealing that the dragon wasn’t alone. “Here. Let me see. I want to see him.” Before North could ask who that was, a new face appeared in front of Alric’s with a wide grin. The young man was clearly of Asian descent with large glasses and dark hair with lighter brown highlights. “Oh! He’s cute.”

“Seems to be a trend among the new mages,” Alric murmured in what seemed to be a teasing tone.

“And most importantly, he appears to be of the male variety. Ha! You silly dragons thinking all the mages were female,” the man said over his shoulder before looking back at the screen. “Hi, I’m Cameron. I’m also a mage and the mate to Alric. I can’t wait to meet you in person when you come to the castle. We’ve got to get you away from the Jaeggi.”

“Alright, Cameron,” Alric started. The voices were muffled for a moment as the screen moved around so that they couldn’t exactly see anyone.

“Cameron Burkhard joined our clan over the summer and officially bonded with our king, becoming his consort,” Warin explained softly.

“He’s quite nice. You’ll like him,” Gunter chimed in.

“But who are the Jaeggi? And what do they have to do with me?”

“The Jaeggi are a rogue clan of mages,” Alric started in a dark voice, his face back in the center of the screen again. “The clan is responsible for the great Dragon War and the destruction of thousands of mages and dragons. They are now back and hunting mages, interested in them for their powers.”

“Oh God,” North whispered, horror twisting his stomach into a heavy knot. Those people were trying to grab him. Did they want him dead for doing magic? Or was it something even more sinister? “But I’m barely a mage. I know only a handful of spells, and I’m not all that great at those.”

“Let me talk to him. You’re just scaring him,” Cameron said. Alric was suddenly shoved to the side like Cameron had pushed his chair away from the desk until he filled the screen alone. “Hey, North. The Jaeggi are bad news. They tried to kidnap me before I even realized I was a mage. Even without magic knowledge, they wanted me.”

“Whoa. That’s insane,” North breathed.

“You’re not helping, Cam,” Warin growled in a low, warning voice.

“I’m getting there,” Cameron added testily. He flashed North what the younger mage was sure was supposed to be a reassuring smile. “They’re after all mages, which is why we need to get you back to Burkhard Castle as quickly as possible. It’s teeming with dragons to keep you safe, and there are other mages at the castle to help with your training as well as protect you.”

“But if the Jaeggi are here hunting mages, shouldn’t we take care of them here first? To protect any other mages?” North suggested.

“No,” Alric called. He zipped back into the screen, pulling Cameron into his lap so they could be seen. It was actually kind of adorable—the mix of Alric’s intense expression matched with the melty one Cameron was giving his mate while cuddling against him. “We are working on a plan to take care of the Jaeggi, but we don’t know how many are in Brussels with you. Warin and Gunter are two of my strongest dragons. They will protect you.”

“Our priority is keeping you safe above all else,” Warin murmured in North’s ear. “But I can’t do that against an unknown horde of mages trying to take you from me—I mean us.”

That was hard to argue with when Warin was getting close and sounding so sweet. But he didn’t like leaving behind those guys who had chased him. Wouldn’t they harass another mage? Of course, going after them meant putting Warin and Gunter in more danger, and he didn’t want to do that to them.

“Are you sure it’s okay if I come to the castle? I get the impression that dragons are kind of in hiding from humans, and I wouldn’t want to give away your secret. This trip was just to see if the scale led to a living dragon.” North’s smile turned into more of a wry smirk. “Mission accomplished.”

“Definitely!” Cameron called out.

“It’s true,” Alric said with a nod. “We would be honored if you came to our home. It would give you a chance to meet the rest of our clan, other mages like you. There’s much you still don’t know about what happened to both our peoples.”

North chewed on his bottom lip. It all sounded way too good to be true. Dragons. They were alive, and there was an entire castle full of them. There were even mages. Mages who knew magic. And if Cameron and Alric were a sign, there were even gay mages and gay dragons who had close, loving relationships. He’d taken little glances at Gunter and Warin during the call, and neither dragon seemed upset that their king was with a man. That alone had North more than a little curious to meet them all.

“And you can tell your family where you’re going,” Cameron quickly added. “I know it seems a little crazy to run off to a castle with a bunch of people you don’t know, but we want you to feel safe.”

“Oh! Gramps! I need to tell my grandpa. He’s the only one who believes in any of this. He’s got to be dying to know!” How in the world could he have forgotten?

Cameron laughed. “Sounds like my grandmother.”

“Hoheit, we should be heading to the train station to arrange for our passage to Sonthofen tonight,” Gunter broke in.

“Why not just fly? We could be home in a matter of a few hours,” Warin suggested.

Cameron cackled. “Because North would be a magecicle by the time you got him here.”

North winced. “As much as I’d love to fly with you, I’ve learned that I definitely don’t have the right clothes for your winters here.”

Warin stared at him with a kind of appraising expression before giving a little nod. “Then we will need to stop in Munich. Acquire some warmer clothes for you.”

“But—”

The dragon was already shaking his head. “We protect our mages.”

North wanted to argue, but the words got stuck in his throat behind a sudden lump. Warin—er…no, the dragons wanted to take care of him.

Warin looked over at Gunter. “How long would it take for us to drive from Brussels to Munich?”

Gunter held out his hand, and Warin quickly handed over his own phone since they were using Gunter’s to talk to Alric and Cameron. The blond dragon typed on the phone, leaving them to wait only a moment.

“It’s an eight-hour drive from Brussels to Munich without including necessary stops along the way. Same for Brussels to Sonthofen.”

North looked down at Alric and Cameron to find them both darkly frowning. Eight hours wasn’t bad. Probably including stops for gas and such, they could do it in less than ten. “That’s not too bad. We can all take turns driving to help it go faster.”

Alric shook his head, but it was Cameron who spoke up. “Road trips are bad. We don’t like road trips around here. Not since Tori’s awful road trip.”

“Cameron’s sister Cassie was horribly wounded on that road trip,” Warin murmured in a low voice.

Okay, a road trip was a very bad idea.

“However, there is a train leaving tonight from Brussels to Munich, and it’s only an eight-hour trip,” Gunter informed them.

“How many times do we have to change trains?” Warin inquired.

Gunter’s expression was smug when he looked up at his companion. “None. It’s direct, and it’s a sleeper. I’ll be able to work on the train and North can get some sleep so he can arrive at Burkhard awake and refreshed.”

“Burkhard Castle is in Munich, Germany?” North asked, excitement bubbling up in him.

Warin shook his head. “No, it’s near a small town called Sonthofen, but we will stop in Munich briefly to make sure you have proper attire for winter in the mountains.”

North started to argue, but Alric beat him to it.

“Consider it a gift of the Burkhard Clan. It is only fair that we make sure you have proper clothes for visiting us at this time of the year,” Alric smoothly offered, and well, it wasn’t like North could argue with a king about such a gift.

“Thank you. I’m sure I just need a heavier coat,” North quickly replied.

Alric smiled at North for a moment, and then his expression turned serious as he looked at Warin. “Keep me apprised of your progress. Baldewin will be standing by with more of his guards ready to escort you safely home,” Alric said grimly.

It was all really impressive. He had two members of Alric’s royal guards with him already, and the king was prepared to send more dragons to keep him safe. It was hard to comprehend that rogue mages were actually after him when he didn’t really know much magic, but he was hoping to uncover more information when he had a quiet moment on the train with Warin.

“Gunter! Give North my phone number,” Cameron said suddenly. He grinned at North. “Feel free to text me any questions you have that you might not want to ask the dragons. You know, mage questions.”

North grinned at Cameron and nodded. It was hard not to like the sweet, sassy man. If he ended up at Burkhard Castle for a little while, he hoped they got to be friends. He didn’t have any friends quite like Cameron.

“I will, Consort Cameron,” Gunter replied, earning a nose wrinkle from the young man.

Alric looked as if he was fighting a laugh when he turned his attention to North. “We look forward to meeting you in person, North.”

The call ended, and North found himself staring at the blank screen for a second, his breath sort of trapped in his chest. Everything seemed very strange and surreal. Dragons. They weren’t extinct. And he was going to a castle in Germany full of them. His greatest wish was coming true, and it all seemed a little too big and overwhelming for a moment. He was afraid he was suddenly going to wake up and be in his bed back in Georgia.

But he turned his head and looked up at Warin, who was smiling at him. Not even his best dream could conjure up someone as amazing as Warin. No, this had to be real. He was getting his wish, and he was going to make the most of it.
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Warin felt more than a little conflicted about North. He was confused at his reactions to the young mage, confused at North’s reactions to him, and it left him with nothing but questions. He didn’t know how to respond half the time, and it was usually instinct that moved him before he could think it through.

He lay in the lower bunk of the sleeper car on the train, swaying a little back and forth with the train’s momentum. Above his head lay North, although judging from the way he breathed and turned, he wasn’t asleep yet. They were on an overnight train heading toward Munich. It meant a little backtracking toward Sonthofen, but there was no direct route, and getting out of Brussels had been the priority.

Gunter was in the next car up from them, probably researching things instead of sleeping. North had chosen to sleep in the same car as Warin, and had done so without asking either for their opinion. But then, he seemed to cling a bit to Warin. And that was part of what confused him.

Why had North gravitated toward him instead of Gunter? Gunter came off as a bit strange sometimes, sure, but it wasn’t like North knew him any better. Warin hadn’t made a good first impression on North. Or at least, he hadn’t thought so? But North kept leaning into Warin’s personal space. Didn’t Americans have large personal bubbles? North certainly didn’t.

And why, why did Warin react like this to North? After that initial demand for his scale back—which hadn’t been what Warin meant to say, not at all, but it had tumbled free of his mouth anyway—he’d found himself arrested by sky-blue eyes. Warin’s instincts had tripped over into ‘protective’ so quickly it had left his head spinning.

His dragon was in perfect agreement on this: protect the mage at all costs. Which, fine, of course a mage must be protected. It was the second corollary his dragon demanded that confused Warin. Because his dragon side wanted to curl right around North and nuzzle into him. And, well, lick him. In fact, the crazy lizard was quite jealous North had gotten to lick Warin, but he’d not gotten the chance to lick North.

Warin tried to reason with himself. North was clearly capable of fighting even the Jaeggi off to some degree, as he’d kept himself out of harm twice today with his wits alone. He wasn’t entirely defenseless. But his dragon wasn’t having it. North needed protection, and Warin needed to be that protection. Final word.

It was probably how North looked at him, with wide-eyed wonder and delight. Sometimes there was a hint of heat there, of curiosity, as if he wanted something from Warin that wasn’t so innocent. And it made Warin’s blood run hot, that look.

“Warin?”

He’d just known the mage wasn’t asleep. “Yes, North?”

“I’m, um, a little cold. Can I sleep with you?”

That wasn’t at all appropriate. “Of course.”

Warin sighed to himself. His dragon had just hijacked his mouth, apparently. That was clearly the answer. He never would have agreed otherwise.

North lost no time in dropping out of the top bunk, bringing his pillow with him. Warin shifted, drawing the blanket back, but then realized it meant North would be near the door. His protective instincts flared in protest. He shifted out and gestured North in.

The mage hesitated, giving him a questioning look.

“I need to be between you and the door,” Warin explained simply.

“Oh.” There it was, that pleased blush and shy smile as if he’d said something sweet, something North wasn’t used to hearing. Dammit. That expression was killing Warin slowly. Hadn’t anyone ever shown this man how precious he was? Why was such a simple, thoughtful gesture enough to evoke this reaction?

North climbed in before he could question him, and Warin bit back the query, sliding in next to him. The bed was narrow—there wasn’t enough room for two grown men—but they lay on their sides and made do well enough. Then North turned, situating himself so he lay chest to chest with Warin, and that was better. And worse. Warin realized he might have miscalculated.

In an attempt to get comfortable, Warin slid his left arm under North’s pillow and the other man immediately snuggled closer, one of his hands coming to rest on Warin’s chest. As they lay so close, every inhale brought hints of North’s soft floral shampoo, and he could so easily hear the happy little sigh that escaped the mage.

He’d only thought to keep North warm and close, because that was all his dragon wanted. But now that he had North here, snuggled into his arms, he felt other instincts rise. More base instincts that whispered tantalizing suggestions of other things he could be doing with a cute man pressed enticingly up against him. It was a fight to keep his right hand resting on his hip rather than closing the circle and wrapping his right arm around North. It would be so easy to pull him in tight and slide one knee between both of North’s legs. What sounds of pleasure would escape him?

A need rushed through Warin that he hadn’t felt in too long. But it was more than sexual desire. He couldn’t get over how perfect North felt cuddled against him. It was as if his smaller form was made to fit just right against Warin’s body.

And then there was how excited his dragon was becoming over the feel of North in his arms. If the beast could dance, he would be doing a jig on each of his brain cells.

“I’m sorry my seeking spell was so annoying.” North’s words were a whisper against the bare skin of Warin’s throat. “Did it hurt?”

“No,” Warin answered softly. The dim lighting in the room encouraged them to speak in hushed tones. “I knew what it was. I’ve felt it before. It was just alarming, as I didn’t know if it was friend or foe trying to find me.”

“Sorry.” North sighed again, and his hand at Warin’s waist tightened for a moment, as if in a hug. “I was just trying to prove a point.”

“That dragons are still alive?”

“I hoped you were alive. I gave it fifty-fifty odds. I just kept thinking, I’m a mage, and they say mages don’t really exist anymore either. If everyone was wrong about me, then why were they right about dragons? But if dragons are alive, then it would mean I really I am a mage and magic is real. It means I can find a way to live my life as a mage and help bring magic back to this world.”

“You were right to doubt. Your grandfather, you said, he believes too? You mentioned that he’s a mage.”

“Yeah. He’s the only other one who believes dragons are alive, and that our magic is needed for this world.” North paused for a moment, and Warin had a feeling he was frowning. “If the Jaeggi are after mages, does that mean he’s in danger too? Will you need to protect him as well?”

“He should be safe for now, but we’ll need to bring him under protection soon, yes.” A grandfather, eh? Well, they already had a grandmother, so why not a grandfather, too?

“Can I ask you some questions?”

“Of course.” Warin made his tone encouraging, as he didn’t want North to walk into the castle completely blind.

“You said your king’s consort joined this summer? And they were married then?”

“Yes. We were incredibly happy to find Cameron. Before him, we feared the mages had died out completely. Although we’ve been slowly discovering more since his arrival. And on a personal note, I’m glad to know him. Cameron’s a brilliant man, and fun, and an incredibly good mate to my king. He’s a blessing to us in more ways than one.” Warin wasn’t surprised this was North’s first question, as of course he’d be curious about the mages.

“That’s really cool. So, um, same-sex marriages are okay with you dragons?”

Oh, that’s what that question led to. “Indeed it is. All dragons are pansexual, you see.”

North startled in his arms. “Get out, you are not.”

“We truly are,” Warin said in amusement. “We don’t care what gender our mates are. Male, female, non-binary, gender fluid, all of it is fine. The soul of the person is what matters.”

“That’s beautiful.” North sounded a little husky. “I wish everyone could see it that way.”

Uh-oh. That boded ill. “Have you not experienced such acceptance yourself?”

“Hell no. It’s part of the reason why I went on this quest. I needed out and I wanted to prove them wrong, on something, at least. No, I’m…gay, and my family’s not okay with it. They tolerate me, I think is the best way to put it. And people in my hometown, they kind of put up with me for my family’s sake. I’m from one of those places where everyone knows everybody else, and there’s no secrets, y’know? And it gets really stifling there. And they’re so boring, God. All they can talk about is sports and hunting and it’s enough to make me scream.”

This sounded good, on one hand, because it meant North had no inclination to return home. On the other, it saddened Warin. Was it any wonder North had reacted as he had to them, having finally found dragons? Proof that ordinary life was extraordinary after all? “I can take you to a place that talks about magic and dragons and wonder.”

“Sold. Done. Take me, I’m yours.”

Warin chuckled a little, trying not to interpret those words in a way not intended. It was a little hard at the moment with North pressed so tightly against him.

“So, um, are you married? Or mated, I guess is the proper way to say it.”

“No, I’m not. Very few of us in the clan are. We lost most of our mages in the war, and then we’ve been searching for more over the past five centuries without much luck until now. It’s why we’re so excited to see mages again. It gives us all a chance at that happiness.” Warin thought about stopping there, but really, when he considered who was in his clan…better a warning. “When they see you, you might be swept away.”

“I, uh, why? Oh, because I’m a mage, you mean.”

“No. Well, yes, because you’re a mage. But mostly because you’re incredibly attractive.” And even that was understating it. Warin himself felt the pull very strongly, which was why he was doing stupid things like cuddling a cute mage in a single bed that wasn’t even big enough for him alone. Which made the dragon side of him superbly happy, but also frustrated because the dragon was demanding more than cuddles. Warin had to firmly keep himself in check before his hands went wandering places they were not invited to play.

“Thank you,” North murmured, his hand stroking over Warin’s chest in a slow, sensual glide that sent the most delicious chill over his skin. Goose bumps broke out down Warin’s arms, his heart picked up, and he wanted more. “I think you’re very handsome.”

Warin was elated at those words. The attraction was mutual, then? Certainly, North responded to him like a man who wanted him. Had he been uncertain if Warin felt the same? Is that what held him back from outright flirting? Warin didn’t care to examine it just then, not when he could be doing something else instead. “If we had met under more normal circumstances and I asked you out to dinner, what would you have said?”

“On a date? Like an actual date?”

The excited little vibration in North’s words sent a thrill through Warin, and it was addicting. He wanted to bottle it and hide it away in his hoard. “Yes. Of course.”

North hummed softly as if thinking about it, but Warin could feel the little wiggle he performed thanks to them being so tightly pressed together in the tiny bed. “I think I would have said ‘yes.’ What kind of date would it have been? What would we have done?”

Warin was enjoying this game. He very much would prefer to actually do all the things flitting through his mind, but snuggled close in the dark room, with the gentle rock of the train, it was like they’d slipped into their own little world away from deadly rogue mages and clans. He set his mind to creating the perfect date that would sweep North off his feet.

“I would arrive at wherever you were living and present you with a single, perfect rose with all the thorns snipped away so you don’t prick your fingers. I would take you to my favorite restaurant. Do you like Italian?”

“Love it,” North exhaled in a soft moan.

“It’s a little place with white tablecloths and candles in frosted hurricane glasses. The food is delicious, and the restaurant has the most beautiful view of the Mediterranean Sea. We would talk, and you’d tell me everything that interests you, everything you’ve ever dreamed about. Afterward, we would stroll to this little jazz club I know for a nightcap and live music. Then I would take you home.”

North sighed, his breath dancing across Warin’s neck in the most tantalizing caress. He snuggled a little bit closer and rested his head on Warin’s shoulder. “That sounds like a heavenly evening. The most perfect date ever.”

“Do you think it would be a good enough evening to be rewarded with a kiss?” Warin asked playfully.

“Hmmm…” North hummed again, seeming to think over his question. “I think…yes, I think it would be a date worthy of a kiss at the end.”

Warin sighed. “I wish we could have had that date.” He was a little surprised at the sharp slice of pain in his heart that the date might never happen. He wanted that exact night he’d painted for North, to watch all his wonder-filled expressions, hear all the stories he would tell in his excited voice.

“We still could, right?”

“Yes,” Warin replied quickly, a surge of joy shoving aside the last slivers of pain. “Of course. It just might be a while. We need to keep you safe and protected at all times. Right now, mages are not permitted away from the castle without at least two dragons accompanying them.”

“Ahh. Not exactly a private date if we’ve got company.”

“Yes.” And then there was the fact North might meet another dragon who suited him so much better. He might never get his date with North if he was swept off his feet by another.

“I’m happy to wait for a date like that, though. But…” North paused and his fingers flexed on Warin’s side, digging in just a bit, as if he was unconsciously trying to pull him closer. “But even if we can’t have the date now, I could at least show you what the kiss would be like. Do…do you want to know?”

“Yes, please,” Warin breathed. He hadn’t thought anything in this world would make him beg, but in the dark embrace of the train car with North stretched out against him, he was sure he would beg for even the faintest touch of the mage’s lips.

Drawing back, he turned his face and found North meeting him halfway. He kept the kiss gentle at first, light and questing. North’s mouth was both decadently sweet and enthusiastic as he kissed Warin with unparalleled delight. Then his hand stole into Warin’s long hair, tangling and gently tugging at the locks, and Warin’s common sense fled for some other pole.

He deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue into a hot mouth, and swallowed North’s groan of pleasure. This man tasted too good, felt too sublime; it made Warin want more. More contact, more skin to skin, something to ease this craving. His hand stole down, over a pert ass, finding North’s thigh and grasping it, hauling it over his own hip. Mmm, better. That changed the angle, let him rock a little into an equal hardness.

North kissed him like he couldn’t get enough, as if Warin were his only source of air. He loved it, the feel of him, the sweet passion. Warin wanted to turn them, put North onto his back, and take him. It would feel so sublime to slip between his legs and drive them both over that crest of pleasure.

Two things stopped him: one, there was literally no room on this bed for sex. They’d likely pull more than one muscle even trying. Two, he had no supplies for sex. No condoms, no lube, and he wouldn’t risk hurting North because his own desires drove him to some selfish impulse.

As much as it killed him, he gentled the kiss, pulling back a little. North panted, soft puffs of breath against Warin’s skin. Even in the darkness, he could see the question in those blue eyes. Warin didn’t want him to think anything negative. It was just foolhardy to dive into sex at this moment. Not to mention, if he ever took someone to bed, he wanted to court them a little first. At least.

“You are too sweet,” Warin whispered, dropping a chaste kiss onto that mouth just because he couldn’t resist the impulse. “I’m nigh losing my mind because of it.”

“You don’t have to stop,” North encouraged, thrusting his hips a little into Warin to prove his point.

Warin groaned. They were both half-hard, true. “If I do not stop now, I will want to mount you, and we’ve no room in here for that. Or supplies.”

“Oh. Uh, yeah, I didn’t think that far, I guess.” A little shyly, North admitted, “I just like kissing you.”

“I will be pleased to kiss you even more. But let’s try not to rile each other up beyond reason, ja? You are too precious. I do not want to injure you because I lost my head.”

“I’ll be happy to kiss you all night.” North tilted his head up and caught Warin’s mouth. This time the kiss was sensual but easy, affectionate in the way his lips caught Warin’s.

Warin settled into the kiss with a sigh. Indeed, he could kiss this beautiful man all night with pleasure. And he might, at that. Sleep seemed such a paltry alternative to this moment.
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Turned out all those romance books and movies were on to something. It was really nice snuggling with a handsome man while you slept. North gave it two thumbs up, ten out of ten, would totally recommend.

His lips were a little tender this morning after the many, many kisses he’d exchanged with Warin the night before, and that was lovely in its own right, that little physical reminder. It was all he could do to keep from touching his lips with his fingertips, wanting that tingle to never disappear.

Kissing Warin had been like a dream. Not at all like the one fumbled make-out session he’d done back as a freshman in high school. It had been so much better, as Warin was a man who knew what he was about and completely confident in his approach.

Just remembering it gave North a shiver. He had no idea how he’d get a repeat of that, but judging from the heated looks Warin was giving him this morning, Warin was game for it. North was pretty sure from those looks that Warin was interested in kissing more than his lips, and North was so game to try that too.

They got off the train before the sun rose, found a coffee shop, and got coffee and breakfast there. European countries, for the most part, didn’t seem to really believe in lots of sugary stuff for breakfast. North was learning this with each country, as they offered breakfast sandwiches or porridge but rarely things like pastries. Germany seemed to believe in thin pancakes, at least, so North ordered Speckpfannkuchen, which Warin reliably told him meant pancakes with bacon. And who didn’t like pancakes and bacon? Not this boy.

The café was cute, a trendy little place with small round tables and friendly wait staff. They seemed to take the morning rush in stride, and North sat in a corner table with his two dragon companions, enjoying the atmosphere. It was so different in Germany compared to the U.S. in some ways, and yet in many others, it wasn’t. People still needed their cup of Joe before hurrying off to work, just like everywhere else in the world. It was nice.

Really fucking cold, but still, nice people.

“I think we need to split up a bit, ja?” Warin suggested to Gunter. “Why don’t you figure out how to get us from here to Sonthofen? I think renting a car might be best.”

Gunter nodded around a mouthful of food. “I figured as much since you mentioned wanting to taking North shopping for more winter-appropriate clothes.”

Warin gave North an affectionate smile tinged with worry. “He’s shivering almost constantly. The coat he has on isn’t sufficient for our climate.”

North smiled a little sheepishly back at him. “And here I thought I was hiding my chill so well from you.”

“You’ve got a death grip on that coffee mug, Schatz,” Warin pointed out with amusement.

“Warmth is friend,” North explained gravely. “Warmth is good.”

Perfectly serious, Gunter threw in, “Get him gloves, scarf, and a hat, too.”

Warin nodded back, equally serious. “Ja, gut. Come, Schatz, we’re going shopping. Munich is one of my favorite towns to shop in.”

Breakfast done, they all more or less stood at the same time, leaving the café. Outside on the sidewalk, Warin caught North’s hands in both of his and breathed onto them. It was a sweet gesture from a human, but from a dragon, it actually did warm him right down to his toes for a moment. North basked in the flood of warmth, eyes falling to half-mast. “You’re more effective than a pocket warmer.”

Chuckling, Warin placed one of North’s hands into his pocket and drew him along. North happily held hands with him, burrowing his free hand into the lonely pocket on his other side.

North matched his stride, sneaking peeks up at Warin’s profile. It was a very nice profile with that aquiline nose and high cheeks. He wanted to say so much to this man, but the words all tangled in his throat and he didn’t know how to voice them. How do you say, Thank you for thinking so much of me? Or You’re incredibly sexy and I want to kiss you more, but I don’t want to come off as too eager and scare you away.

He’d never had a boyfriend. He’d never had that experience of being in a relationship. North didn’t really know how to approach this. He just knew he wanted things, that his heart demanded things, and Warin was the source of it all. And really, who could resist Warin? Aside from his general sexiness, he was thoughtful, patient, kind, and kissed like sin.

Were all dragons as caring as this one, or had North lucked out in having Warin’s scale as a family heirloom?

“Here, this should be good.” Warin led them into what seemed to be a clothing boutique, specializing in winter gear. The door gave a soft chime as they walked through, the employees smiling in greeting, but Warin ignored them. He ignored all of the many brown, grey, and black coats hanging on the racks as well. He went straight for a rack of red coats and only then released North’s hand to rifle through it. “What size are you? Oh, right, American sizes work different. Hmm, this one might be the right fit. Let’s try it.”

North stared at the coat in bewildered amazement. Never in his life had someone done that, offered him a coat of this bright shade. He was a touch slow in taking off his own jacket, hanging it on the edge of a rack to free up his arms. Warin helped put the coat on him, shrugging it up and into place. It was an incredibly nice coat, a thick wool dyed fire engine red with black buttons and a hint of fur around the hood. He looked it over and felt tears burn his eyes. It was beautiful and no one else in his family, not even Gramps, would have thought to choose this for him.

“Oh.” Warin shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “You don’t like it? Would you like another color? Maybe green or blue. I thought with your coloring…”

“You handed me a red coat,” North replied, trying to find the words to explain his own reaction and not come off like a crazy person. “You’re…the first ever to hand me something colorful. Every other person in my life, they want to buy me black or denim or camouflage.”

Warin stared at him in confusion, thick brows beetling together. “But you like color.”

This man had known him not even twenty-four hours, and already he saw North so much more clearly than people who had known him for decades. Who had watched him grow up. How insane was that?

“I love color. It’s just that I’ve always had to fight for that, the color in my wardrobe. And it became this huge sore point with my family. They think color as being too gay, and that anything bright on a man isn’t right. They’re constantly trying to tone me down. I’m just really happy that you…God, I’m not making sense.”

“Is that why you didn’t put on your colors today?” Warin asked carefully. As he spoke, he tenderly brushed the tip of his finger just above North’s left eye and then across his cheekbone, places he’d applied make-up the previous day.

“Oh. Yeah. I didn’t want to take up a lot of time this morning when we arrived in town, and then I thought, maybe, you might not want to be seen with a man wearing make-up. Most people aren’t comforta—”

Warin ducked in and kissed North sweetly, lips lingering. North sighed into it, loving this too. That Warin would kiss him in public without thinking twice about it. God, was this man real? North couldn’t possibly have dreamed him up, could he?

Warin pulled back, touching their foreheads together, and murmured, “I think you are beautiful with and without it, but you will wear it because it puts a sparkle of happiness in your eyes. I will also buy you every colorful thing that catches your fancy, ja?”

North had to kiss him again for that. It was official. Warin was the best ever, and North would latch onto him like a barnacle. The dragon saw him—really saw him!—for who he was, and accepted it. The feeling simply floored him and left unshed tears burning in his eyes. “I’m really holding you to that.”

“Ja, do. Just maybe not this exact coat, it’s a bit too big. Let’s go one size smaller.”

He had to admit, Warin had a point there. “It does sort of feel like the coat is eating me.”

Warin laughed outright at that. “It looks it, too. Alright, not this one. Here, swap, try this.”

He swapped, found this coat fit much better, and smiled. “I love it.”

“Good. Hat and gloves next.”

They went through several gloves, mostly because the majority were black, but eventually he found a white pair with a plaid interior he liked. The hats were also mostly boring shades, but the black hat he landed on looked very good with the coat, and North was happy with the overall ensemble. Warin bought it all for him, they took off tags, and North wore it all out of the store. Which was a very redneck thing to do, but practical.

Warin stopped again on the sidewalk and looked at him in that shrewd, weighing way. “So far, I’ve only seen you with a backpack. Is that all the clothes you brought with you?”

“Uh…yes? I wanted to travel light and not be constantly stuck in customs.”

“So, you don’t really have adequate winter clothes, either.”

North saw where this was going. He was a-okay with it too. He wrapped an arm around Warin’s waist and snuggled in, grinning up at him with puckish glee. “Awww, sugar bear, are you really taking me shopping right now?”

“You’ll freeze at the castle otherwise.” Warin dropped a kiss on his mouth before drawing him further up the street. “I think there’s a men’s clothing store up here.”

“But the expense?”

Warin made a dismissive, grumbly noise in the back of his throat. “Do not worry about that. The only thing that matters is your comfort.”

North followed him, happy as a clam. Was this something like acquiring a sugar daddy? He totally understood the appeal now. It wasn’t so much the money as the thoughtfulness. It melted North more effectively than a roaring fire ever would.

The men’s clothing store didn’t have a wide variety of color, but Warin seemed to delight in finding every single bright thing in the store and giving it to North to try. Not knowing his German sizes made it challenging, sort of like a treasure hunt, and the employees were onboard with the game. North went with the flow, coming out of the dressing room while striking dramatic poses, getting a laugh in return.

They ended up with several corduroy pants, all of them colorful in either hunter green or pumpkin orange, a yummy cable knit sweater in a royal blue that paired very well with his new orange pants, several turtleneck sweaters of various bold shades, new fleece-lined boots, wool socks, and long johns for outdoor fun. Warin insisted on those, as apparently the dragons played some sort of outdoor winter sport.

It ended up costing a pretty penny, but it was also the most colorful collection of clothing he’d ever owned at one time. North didn’t know whether to hug him, hug the clothes, kiss Warin, or have his babies. He practically vibrated with the need to do all four at once.

Could he possibly steal Warin away for just a bit longer?
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Warin should probably think of finding Gunter, loading the bags of clothes and North into the car, and getting back to the clan. He found himself lingering, instead. North was entirely to blame for that. The young man was so obviously delighted, his joy infectious. He kept petting the new coat with a grin, practically oozing glee.

Whenever they stopped at a corner light, he’d pop up to steal a kiss from Warin, then grin as if he’d done something naughty and enjoyed every second of it. He kept all the bags in one hand so he could hold hands with Warin as they walked.

Perhaps another man could have resisted this ball of adorable energy, but Warin was not that man. He wanted to bask in that smile a little longer, and his feet dragged as he frantically thought of another excuse to linger.

“Oh! Is that a Christmas tree display? Ooh, it is. Warin, can we go in there?”

He almost said yes before he could even put eyes on what North pointed at. It was a charity display, it looked like. They’d set it inside a mall, offering some protection from the snow and wind, with the twinkle of Christmas tree lights shining through the windows. The sign said free admission, although they could contribute if they wished.

“Of course, let’s go in.” Warin had to lengthen his stride to keep up with the shorter man. North was practically bouncing ahead of him.

The front clerk manning the desk offered a cubby to put their bags into, which they thankfully took her up on. Then North took his hand again as they walked through the large hallways. It wasn’t just a Christmas tree display, but also a Christmas market, with vendors arrayed in their own alley near the trees, offering wreathes and figurines and ornaments. It was a gorgeous display, each tree having a theme, in either color or with ornaments.

“I love the Star Trek tree, that’s awesome.” North laughed, looking it over from top to bottom, sometimes leaning to the side to see the ones not so clearly in view.

“The one with the castle and the knights has been my favorite so far,” Warin admitted. “But the one ahead, with the Nutcracker theme, that’s exquisite.”

“Isn’t it?” North agreed. The tree in question was white and displayed the full Nutcracker Suite, each figurine beautifully crafted. “When I was a child, I was obsessed with that movie. The animated one, you know. I watched it until my parents couldn’t stand it anymore, and the DVD somehow got lost. My ma felt bad about it, I think, and she got me a Nutcracker that Christmas. I immediately snuck if off to my room and kissed it, hoping he’d turn into a prince. I was so disappointed when he didn’t, I just about cried.”

“How old were you?”

“Six.” North shook his head at his past self, amused now. “Why I thought that would work, I don’t know. It’s not like Clara ever kissed the Nutcracker Prince. Maybe I was mixing up my fairy tales?”

“As children are wont to do.” The anecdote was cute, and Warin tried not to be alarmed that a young mage had tried his own brand of magic on a Nutcracker.

North caught the expression on his face and stopped. “Uh, what? That’s a strange look.”

“Magic in children usually develops quite early,” Warin answered, still stuck on that mental image. “It just crossed my mind that if you’d wished so hard for the Nutcracker to turn human, it might well have done so.”

North stared at him, jaw steadily dropping. “Oh shit. Oh shit, you’re right, my magic might have tried it. I mean, it wouldn’t have worked, no spell in the world can do that. I don’t think. But it certainly would have done something, if the conditions had been right. I didn’t have any spell elements in that house growing up, not until I was a teenager. That might have been my only saving grace.”

“Likely so.”

“The dangers of ignorance,” North muttered, still looking poleaxed. “I didn’t think of it in that light. Just watch, I’ll have nightmares about that now. You know, I was going to buy a Nutcracker here, just for the memory, but now—”

“No, let me buy one for you,” Warin encouraged. “You’re well in control of your magic, there’s no danger.”

“You sure? You’ve bought me so much already.”

Warin didn’t know how to explain that he wanted to spoil North. That his dragon insisted on spoiling North. The mage’s reaction to being handed a red coat had almost undone Warin utterly. No one should be that touched, that confused, over a simple coat. Over a color. His reaction alone told him volumes about North’s family. No one really seemed to see this young man or know how to love him properly. North’s love of color and vibrancy was obvious. Warin had barely been around him ten minutes and figured it out. Anyone who tried to shoehorn this beautiful man into a bland box did North a grave disservice.

It urged Warin to spoil him, to somehow undo the damage done. To show that North could have everything he wanted here, be anything he chose. There was nothing Warin would not give him, if North asked for it.

“I like to make you happy.” Warin didn’t know how else to say it and cursed the words for their inadequacy.

“Aww, Warin. You don’t have to buy me things to make me happy.” North popped up and leaned in for a chaste, sweet kiss. “You make me happy. Kissing you really makes me happy.”

Warin took the hint and kissed him, a slow, sensual glide of give and take. He might have been a bit too smug doing so. North wanted only him? Warin could definitely supply that. And kissing the man in his arms was absolutely his pleasure.

He ignored the ringing phone in his pocket for a long moment before it finally annoyed him enough he pulled back with a sigh. North stayed in the circle of his arm as he answered the phone with a gruff, “What?”

Gunter responded, “Surely you’ve found him winter gear by now.”

“We have.”

“Then tell me where you are. I’ll drive up and get you.”

North leaned into the phone and suggested, “It’s nearly lunch time. Can’t we eat first before we get on the road?”

“We might as well. Text me the address, Warin. You two find a place to eat while waiting on me.”

Warin had absolutely no intention of doing that. He’d text Gunter the address, fine, but if he wasn’t going to get to kiss North the rest of the day due to their chaperone, he was going to make every minute count now.
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North stared out the car window at the ever-increasing amount of snow covering the ground as they drove higher and higher into the mountains. The roads looked as if they’d been plowed recently, pushing the white stuff into tall piles on either side of the road. The late afternoon sun cast the pine trees in golden light while the snow sparkled like mounds of diamonds.

They were riding through a fairytale scene, which was only enhanced by the fact they were fast approaching a real German castle with dragons lurking inside.

While North was toasty warm in the car, he was grateful Warin had insisted he acquire some more appropriate winter attire before they went another step farther. Munich’s temperate hadn’t been too bad, but everything looked colder now that they were climbing to a higher altitude. Naturally, it had been hard to be cold with all the kisses he stole from Warin. His concern and tenderness, his touch and deep laugh warmed North in ways no other person ever had.

They were arriving later at the castle than Warin had planned, forcing him to report back to his king at least twice to explain the hold up. Not that it was North’s fault! At least not entirely.

Except that maybe the shopping excursion had taken a few hours. By that time, it was just sensible to stop for lunch. And then, there was the fact that they were in Munich at Christmastime. Come on. North had been shocked to find himself in Brussels, but now Munich? He couldn’t pass up the chance to see just a tiny glimpse of the city decorated for the holidays. And he was much safer now that he had two dragons crowding close to him like he was some secret European prince in desperate need of protection.

Warin was proving to be the worst kind of enabler, and North was trying soooo hard not to take advantage of it. He really was being good. The new coat and warm, colorful clothes were already too much, but when they’d slipped into the Christmas market, Warin had also picked up a box of fresh baked Lebkuchen for him as a sweet treat, and North had been pretty sure he was going to cry right there in the middle of the crowd.

Who did these kinds of things for a guy?

No one he knew. At least, not until now.

He hadn’t even wanted to open the box because then he’d give in and eat them, and he didn’t want to lose them. He wanted to save everything from this trip. He wanted to hold tight to every scrap of memory, every picture, and every experience because it all felt too good to be true. Any minute now he was going to wake up or be summoned home, and this perfect moment was going to pop.

It was only when Warin had started to return to the stall to buy him a second box that North caved. He was so glad he did. Lebkuchen was like a gingerbread cookie with either white or chocolate-glaze icing with bits of fruit in it. They tasted like Christmas. Between himself and the dragons, they had demolished half the box in the blink of an eye. Now North was hoarding the remains.

Drawing in a deep breath, North blinked slowly and released the breath in a slow sigh. His head rested on Warin’s chest, and the dragon had his arm wrapped around North’s shoulders, keeping him tucked against him. The man was his personal heater, and North was so tempted to drift off to sleep again. He’d already slept most of the two-hour drive, and he knew they had to be getting close to the castle.

“Are you warm enough?” Warin inquired.

North’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “If I get any warmer, I’ll be convinced you’re attempting to slow cook me. I’m fine.”

“You’re not prepared for the harshness of our winters. We don’t want you catching a chill or becoming sick. You need time to adjust.”

“Does the cold bother dragons?”

Warin chuckled, his arm tightening around North. “No, fire dragons love the cold and the snow. In the mountains, the snow gets deep enough for us to roll around and disappear in.”

North laughed as well. “I can’t imagine dragons playing in the snow. And I thought the ice dragons would prefer the snow.”

“Those beach bums?” Gunter said from the front seat. “Heavens no. If they can find a secluded enough spot, they will lay out, sunning on the rocks like a giant lizard. They move only enough to flip over.”

“The ice dragons all live in Brazil and have taken up surfing, from what I understand. They refer to the Burkhard Clan as snow bunnies because we prefer the cooler climate,” Warin added.

“I had—” Whatever North had been about to say was forever lost. His brain was wiped clean as Gunter turned the car around a final curve, bringing the massive castle into view past the tall pine trees. It was…it was a fairytale. He was in a freaking fairytale.

Shining white spires stretched up against a sunset sky topped with conical roofs. Windows winked in the fading light, and he caught hints of stained glass here and there. He pulled away from Warin to stare out the window as the castle rose into view, unveiling more of her elegant details. Evergreen wreaths and red ribbons dotted the castle, as if she’d donned her holiday wear just for him.

“It’s so beautiful,” North whispered.

“Thank you. We are quite proud of our home.”

“And it looks like we have some people preparing to welcome us,” Gunter tossed out as they passed through the gates and into the open courtyard. North could see several people standing around talking. One man in particular wore a puffy blue coat and was motioning toward the empty space with broad gestures. Another smaller man stood beside him and nodded vigorously while another darker figure looked…skeptical.

“It appears Cameron is once again attempting to persuade Hoheit to put up a Christmas tree in the courtyard,” Warin said.

North looked over his shoulder to see the man smiling broadly. “What’s wrong with that?”

“It’s a wonderful idea,” Warin replied quickly. “The only problem is that dragons fly in and out of the courtyard quite regularly.”

“Twenty-four hours wouldn’t even pass before Ravi was crashing into it. The Christmas decorations are safer from Ravi if they remain inside the castle,” Gunter added.

As they entered the courtyard, the people standing outside turned to watch the approach of the car. North found himself sliding back into his seat and maybe even snuggling close to Warin again. He’d gotten used to being around Warin, and even Gunter’s grumpiness was endearing, but now he was going to be facing a castle full of dragons. A king of dragons, even.

And then there were the mages. While there might not be many of them, Warin had made it clear they were all well-trained, experts in their craft. How would they react to his puny skills and slap-dash style of casting? Would they even want him in their castle?

Warin leaned his head down and whispered in North’s ear, “You are going to like them, I promise.”

North nearly laughed. It hadn’t even crossed his mind whether he would like them. He was more concerned with them liking him. His own family didn’t seem to care much for him. Why would a bunch of strangers?

Too soon, Gunter placed the car into park and turned off the engine. Warin climbed out of the car, and North forced himself to slide out behind him. Even if he’d not seen the man on FaceTime, North was sure he’d recognize the king without being told. Alric was not an incredibly tall man, but there was something dignified and regal about him. His dark hair was lightly threaded with grey, and his bright blue eyes seemed to take in everything happening without even trying. His lips were arranged in a benign smile, as if he was happy to see North and his missing dragons, but was too dignified to give a broad smile like any commoner might.

Of course, the wide grin did appear when his eyes moved to the slightly taller man standing beside him in the puffy blue coat and knit hat. This was Cameron, and Alric looked at him like the man cradled his heart in his hands. It was actually quite breathtaking to see such open devotion and love on the king’s face.

“Welcome home, Gunter, Warin. I see your mission was successful,” Alric said, turning his sharply-focused eyes on North.

“Hoheit,” Warin said with a small bow of his head. “May I have the honor of introducing you to Fredrick James North Aldridge, III, a mage from the Aldridge clan?”

North gulped, trying to decide if he should kneel or bow or curtsy. No, not curtsy.

Luckily, Cameron solved the problem by grabbing North and folding him into a tight hug. North froze in the man’s arms, his eyes wide as he stared over his shoulder at Alric, who was chuckling.

“Welcome home,” Cameron said, and the words were like an arrow flying straight to North’s heart. Home. Could this be home?

“Liebling, do you intend to hug all the new mages when they arrive at Burkhard?” Alric teased.

Cameron released North and gave him a playful wink before turning back to his mate with a sniff. “It’s my opinion that the mages need hugs. Particularly Tori. That man has suffered from a severe shortage of hugs.”

“Maybe so, but Baldewin is certainly making up for lost time,” Alric murmured.

“Plus, half the new mages come from my own family.”

“That certainly helps.” Alric grabbed Cameron’s hand and pulled him in close again, as if he couldn’t stand to not have his mate close.

“I don’t mind hugs,” North offered and then immediately blushed. Not the first words he’d expected to ever say to the king of the dragons and his consort.

Alric laughed. “I’m glad. You are welcome among our clan, and there are many who will be happy to welcome you with a hug.”

“It doesn’t hurt that the dragons are all snuggly warm,” Cameron said with a wicked grin.

“This is my advisor, Dieter.” Alric motioned to the man beside him with salt-and-pepper hair. “And Lisette. She is head mage and Dieter’s mate.” The woman beside Dieter looked like an elegantly aged starlet with her perfectly coiffed white hair and warm smile.

North bowed his head to them and Dieter said, “It is an honor to have you with us, North. I’m so glad Warin and Gunter were able to reach you before you suffered any harm.”

“Bloody Jaeggi,” Lisette muttered under her breath. “We’re not letting them lay a hand on another mage.”

“Never, my love,” Dieter agreed, pressing a kiss to his mate’s temple.

“It is wonderful to meet you. We’ll be speaking more very soon, I promise,” Lisette continued with a smile.

“I look forward to talking to you too,” North said, trying to take in all the people and names.

“And this is Ravi, a member of the royal guard and one of my retainers,” Alric continued, motioning toward a shorter man of Middle Eastern descent who wore a very wide grin.

“We’re so glad to have you here with us,” Ravi greeted, extending his hand.

North eagerly shook it. This he understood. He’d have to ask Warin later about the bowing and kneeling and other royal etiquette he couldn’t begin to guess at. When he’d set off to find dragons, it had never entered his mind he’d be meeting royalty, let alone standing in the courtyard surrounded by dragons and mages.

As soon as North released his hand, Ravi whooped loudly and thrust his hand into the air, all digits extended. “Five! Count ’em, five new mages! The beach bums can eat sand. We’ve got five new mages!”

“Ravi,” Alric chided in a low, warning voice, causing the smaller dragon to blush.

“Come on, Alric. Let him celebrate,” Cameron teased. He stepped close to Alric and wrapped his arms around the king, snuggling in close. Alric smiled at his mate, touching his cheek lightly with his right hand.

“Are we missing Ravi’s ‘new mage’ dance?” called out a new voice.

The group looked up to see two men briskly walking across the courtyard. There was a wry smirk on one man’s face while the other seemed to be adjusting his coat as if he were still trying to get properly dressed.

“Alric canceled it,” Cameron replied.

Alric sighed and gave a little roll of his eyes, which was not a kingly expression at all, but one that held a wealth of love and amusement. “I did not. He can celebrate the arrival of a new mage, but not at the expense of the Valerii. We all benefit when we find a new mage.”

“You must be North,” said a man with warm amber skin and dark eyes. He was built like a mountain, but a gentle mountain if North was judging by the man who pressed to his side.

“North, this is the head of my guard, Baldewin, and his mate, Nestori Taavi,” Alric introduced.

“An honor,” Baldewin said, bowing his head.

The mage looked older than Cameron and himself with dark hair and laugh lines around his mouth. He extended his hand to North with a grin. “You can just call me Tori.”

“North,” he replied, eagerly shaking the man’s hand. “A pleasure.”

Tori reached into the pockets of his coat and immediately frowned. “Crap. Forgot my gloves in our rooms.”

Grinning, Baldewin pulled a pair of black leather gloves out of his pocket and held them out to his mate. “Put these on.”

Tori’s brow furrowed as he took the gloves while looking at Baldewin. “You don’t wear gloves.”

Baldwin’s expression turned a little sheepish. “I’ve started carrying an extra pair with me in case you forget yours.”

Tilting his head up toward Baldewin, he smiled. “Always taking such good care of me.”

“Always,” Baldewin replied in a low, rumbling voice before gently kissing his mate.

The wind picked up and swept down into the courtyard. North shuddered as the biting cold sank straight down to the bone despite his heavy layers of clothing. Warin immediately stepped closer and drew him in. “We need to go inside where it is warm. North is not accustomed to this weather, and he must be protected.”

“Finally! Someone talking sense!” Lisette agreed, immediately turning on her heel to head into the castle.

Baldewin’s mouth dropped open, and he looked around the gathering. “Already?”

“We’ve been out here for several minutes now. If you’d been on time, you’d be cold now too,” Cameron teased.

“Forgive us, Hoheit. Tori distracted me,” Baldewin murmured, but Alric shook his head and smiled.

Tori gasped. He tried to give Baldewin a shove, but the larger man was already wrapping him up and nuzzling his neck.

“Ugh. Newlyweds,” Ravi groused as he headed toward the castle.

North stood in the courtyard, oblivious to the cold as he watched these people wandering toward the entrance. Gunter was already in deep conversation with Dieter and Lisette. His eyes strayed to Baldewin and Tori in a tight embrace, kissing as if they hadn’t seen each other in days. He looked over at Alric and Cameron in time to see the king wrap his arm around his mate’s waist and sort of twirl the man until Cameron tossed his head back, his giggles filling the courtyard before Alric swallowed them with a kiss.

He looked again at Dieter, Gunter, and Lisette. There were a few other people outside, going about what seemed like their normal duties. No one paid the two couples much attention beyond maybe a grin or an amused shake of the head.

It was like he’d fallen into the most wonderful dream. More magical than the castle with the dragons and mages, he was stunned to find no one cared that men were holding each other and kissing in plain view for everyone to see. No one was sneering or calling them names. In fact, it all seemed…normal.

“What’s wrong, North? Are you nervous?” Warin placed a hand on North’s shoulder and even turned his body so that he was blocking the wind.

“No.” He quickly shook his head, his eyes darting back to Alric and Cameron as they laughed and cuddled close while walking into the castle. “I…I’ve just never seen that…out in public.”

Warin glanced over his shoulder, his thick brows beetling over his nose for a moment before his expression cleared into a smile. “A dragon and his mage? No, probably not.”

North snorted. “No, not that. Two men, together. Two men laughing and cuddling and kissing…and no one cares.”

Warin’s smile never wavered, but sadness seemed to creep into his eyes as he stared at North. Stepping even closer, he slid his warm hand along North’s cheek, brushing his thumb across his cheekbone. “No, everyone cares very much. Everyone within the castle is extremely happy to see King Alric mated with Cameron. The mage gives our king endless joy. Baldewin has been a stout defender of our king and our people almost since he was born. He deserves the happiness he has found with his mage. That is all that matters. Their love is no different than the love between Dieter and Lisette.”

Very slowly, Warin claimed North’s lips in a kiss far too sweet for words. North’s eyes fluttered shut as he let himself get lost in the perfection of Warin’s touch. The rest of the world floated away and there was only Warin. At least, until…

“I saw that!” Cameron’s voice echoed across the courtyard followed by a celebratory whoop.

North pulled away with a laugh. Burkhard Castle was definitely going to be a unique experience.
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North wanted to twirl.

But twirling would be a really bad idea considering his stomach was still so stuffed with delicious food from the massive banquet that had been arranged in his honor. The dining hall had been a boisterous place full of conversation and laughter as they ate their way through so many dishes. He’d even been given a place of honor between Cameron and his twin sister Cassie. They were both so full of energy and mischief, he’d struggled to keep up with the conversation.

The only thing that would have made it better would have been sitting next to Warin, but it was probably better if he didn’t get too attached to the sexy dragon. It wasn’t like he was Warin’s mate. Even as he got lost in conversation over magic with Cameron and Cassie, he kept sneaking glances over at Warin during the entire meal.

Of course, it helped ease his own worries to hear the twins had come to the castle with no magical experience whatsoever, and they’d been accepted into the clan without the dragons blinking an eye. He already had a small advantage over them. Lisette would have to accept him. Sure, he could only do a handful of relatively easy spells, but that was more than the Noh twins.

But all that magic stuff was tomorrow.

Tonight was dinner and celebrating with many bottles of very nice wine. Warin had politely escorted him back to the room he’d been assigned and given him a light kiss at the door before hurrying away as if he didn’t trust himself around North.

Oh, North was dying to give him all kinds of reasons to not trust himself, but now was not a good time. His belly was full, and he was exhausted.

The twirl to celebrate dragons, magic, and his stunning room turned into more of a flop onto the buttery soft duvet covering his king-sized bed. Lying on his back, he stared up at the evergreen canopy while kicking off his sneakers with a pair of loud thuds on the thick carpet. The room was elegant in a refined, understated kind of way with warm, burnt orange walls. Heavy curtains covered in green leaves hung over the windows, blocking out the cold winter air. The furniture was heavy and dark wood, making him feel as if he was sleeping in a hidden forest glen.

What did Warin’s rooms look like? The dragon had been quick to point out that he was only one floor away. Just up a quick flight of stairs and down three doors. Should he go find Warin’s rooms and…sort of do a comparison?

Funny how the idea of getting up and climbing stairs didn’t seem so bad now that it was to locate Warin’s room. Before he’d reached his own bed, he had been half sure Warin would have to carry him to his room. But he didn’t mention it because the dragon would have undoubtedly tossed him over his shoulder. And really, that was too obvious, right?

Not that obvious seemed to be doing him a bit of good.

North was not the promiscuous type at all, but really…what did a guy have to do to get laid in this castle?

Maybe Warin was just shy and didn’t want to make a move in front of others. Maybe North really should go find his room and simply crawl into the dragon’s lap. Lay it all on the line and see if Warin really was attracted to him. The rejection would sting, but right now he was riding pretty high on the whole finding-dragons-and-mages thing.

With a groan, North pushed himself upright on the bed and debated whether to put his shoes on again versus walking through the castle in just his socks. Would anyone notice? Before he could come to a conclusive answer, his phone started ringing.

How was that even possible? Did he actually have bars up here in the Alps? Shifting on the bed so he could pull the phone from his pocket, North nearly groaned again to see that it was his mother attempting to FaceTime him. It wasn’t a question of bars so much as Wi-Fi.

The idea made North stop and smirk. The dragons had Wi-Fi. Well, of course the dragons had Wi-Fi, but the idea seemed a little absurd since they were supposed to be ancient, magical creatures. But from what he’d seen, his parents were more technologically challenged than the dragons he’d met.

His thumb hesitated over the button to answer the call. He didn’t want to talk to her. Didn’t want to face this world. But there was no point in putting it off. She’d only keep harassing him and hounding him until he finally answered. There would be no getting any sleep.

Sighing, North tapped the button and tried to summon up a smile for his mother’s scowl. The woman’s dour face was too close to the screen, allowing North to clearly see the large pores in her too-pale skin. Her brown and grey hair was scrapped back in a severe bun. She wore minimal make-up. He’d tried once to get her to shake up her routine with a cute bob and some softer colors to accent her eyes, but he could only guess that no Southern mama wanted to get make-up advice from her son. Even if he did do it a fair bit better.

“Hey, Ma,” North said. He scooched up on the bed until his back was against the headboard. This wasn’t likely to be a short call, and his adventure to find Warin’s room was put on hold indefinitely.

“Freddie! Where the hell are you?” she screeched, causing North to lose hold on his weak smile. “The last we heard from you was that you were in London, and then your grandpa told us you were in Brussels. Where the devil is that even?”

“Belgium. I—”

“Belgium! Why would you ever go to Belgium?”

“The same reason I was in London—trying to track down a dragon using the scale,” he replied wearily. He’d been having this same conversation with his mother for a few years now. The only difference was that an ocean separated them instead of a kitchen table.

“Nonsense. It’s all utter nonsense. We never should have let you go.”

Which was the same answer he’d heard from her every time he’d brought up this trip. It was sad they were having the same talk while he sat in Germany. He took this as a clear sign that nothing was going to change with his family. His mother was bellyaching at him now, but it could have just as easily been his father. The only one who’d ever believed in dragons, magic, and their mage heritage was his gramps.

“I’m in Germany now—”

“Germany! What’re you thinking? Do you think you’re some spoiled son of a millionaire who can just tromp across Europe without a care for his family? Do you think we’re made of money?”

“No, Ma, but I need—”

“What you need to do is come home this instant! It’s nearly Christmas, Freddie, and you should be home with your family.”

“Yes, I understand, but—”

“There are no buts, mister. Family is important. It’s the only thing you’ve got. I raised you better than this.” She sucked in a breath through her mouth and almost snorted it out of her flared nostrils. How many calls had he missed to have her work herself into this froth? “Just running wild across Europe like you don’t have a care in the world. God only knows the kind of trouble you’re getting yourself into without us there to watch over you. The people you’re meeting. I shudder to think if you catch some disease. The shame it would bring on this family—”

North closed his eyes for a moment and turned her ranting voice down to a dull roar. It was the only way to keep his sanity when dealing with his mother. His father was nearly as bad, but he wasn’t the type to rant. That was left to his mom. No, Dad just sort of frowned down at him, as if everything about his person was a disappointment to him, the family, the state of Georgia, and all men everywhere in that order.

“Mom! I found dragons!” North blurted out, cutting her rant to an abrupt halt.

“What?” she said, her voice softening for the first time.

“While I was in Brussels, I met a pair of dragons. They brought me to a castle in Germany where an entire clan of dragons are living with mages.”

“Oh Freddie, you need to get out of there. Those aren’t dragons. They are going to kill you or sell you for sex. I saw a documentary on that—”

“They are! They are dragons. And mages. Gramps and I aren’t the only mages left. I’ve met them. I’ve seen them doing magic. All the old stories Gramps heard are true.”

A groan nearly escaped North when he saw his mother’s dark, skeptical look. He wasn’t sure if she didn’t believe him or simply didn’t care. Dragons, magic, and the family’s mage heritage had never meant anything to her. It was all about what she called the real world and the family’s image to the community, which already had a black eye because of North.

Boys weren’t supposed to like other boys.

Boys weren’t supposed to wear make-up. (Especially better than their own damn mothers.)

Boys weren’t supposed to like bright colors.

Boys weren’t supposed to be soft spoken.

The list went on and on and on. North’s entire person seemed to break every rule she had for what a boy was supposed to be, and he was so damn tired of trying to cram himself into the box she painted for him with all her rules and expectations.

This trip had always been about more than finding dragons. It was about getting away from all of his family’s rules and finally being himself for just a little while. It was about being able to breathe.

“Freddie, it’s time for this nonsense to end. You’re coming home tomorrow,” she announced in her firmest voice.

Now it was his turn to screech. “What?”

“No more galivanting off around Europe. Your spoiled brat routine is over. You’re not some entitled little prince who gets to have his way at the cost of his family.”

“No, not yet! I’ve been gone only a few days. I just found the dragons and the mages. Tomorrow, I’m working with the head mage. She’s going to teach me some new magic. We’re going to talk about the clans and what happened to the dragons. This was the whole point of the trip. I can’t stop now.”

The world was crumbling beneath his feet. No matter what he said, he could see his mother’s stern expression grow more resolute. “What about your family? Have you forgotten about your family, Freddie?”

North gritted his teeth. Every time she called him Freddie, it was like someone scraping a cheese grater across his nerve endings. She refused to call him North. All of them did. Except for Gramps. He respected that his grandson preferred to be called North.

“What about them? I haven’t forgotten my family. I just need to do this.”

“And all you’re thinking about is you. With this entire trip, you’ve only thought about you. Have you even considered what this is doing to your family? The cost burden this has been for us?”

“I’m using my own money. I saved for three years for this trip. You’ve only paid for a couple plane tickets.”

“And what about the money it’s costing us not to have you at the office? What about the family business?”

It was all North could do to not make a face and cringe at the mention of the family business. Concrete.

At the office, his entire world was grey and dirt and rocks. It was hard, ugly, cold, and a horrible fit for who he was. But his family didn’t care about who he was, only what they wanted him to be.

“You know we can’t keep covering for you. People deserve time off to be with their families at the holidays. We need you here. I still don’t understand how you could be so selfish as to run off on this stupid trip and abandon your family.”

“I’ve planned this for years. We discussed it. The only reason I went now is because we lucked into those super discounted plane tickets. I can’t drop everything now,” North argued, but by the look on his mother’s face, it was clear she wasn’t hearing a word he said.

“This is done, Freddie.”

“Ma—”

“I’ve heard enough. This family has sacrificed enough to give you this time to run around in foreign countries. You need to do your duty and come home now.” She sighed heavily and rubbed her hand across her forehead as if she had a headache. “No more of these silly fairytales about dragons and magic.”

“They’re not fairytales. Dragons and magic are real. I’ve met them. I’ve done magic. I’ve met people who can teach me more.”

“And what good is that in the real world?” she snapped. “How is any of that going to pay your bills or buy you a house or find you a wife to take care of you? It’s nonsense and you know it. It’s time to stop with these silly ideas. We’ve put up with it long enough. You’re not a child anymore, Freddie.”

“But I’m twenty-one. I have the right—”

“Enough! It’s time for you to come home. I’m cutting off that credit card we gave you for emergencies. I want you to text me the name of the city with an airport closest to you. I’ll book you a flight home for tomorrow night. You be on that flight. You come home now. You’re not getting another dime out of this family. You belong here and that’s final.”

North didn’t say anything. Not that his mother needed him to respond to carry on a conversation. She finished up telling him what his father had been doing—cleaning out the garage—and that Mrs. Mason from church had a niece who would be just perfect for Freddie.

The horrible call ended at last and North could only sit there. A rock weighed down the pit of his stomach, and his heart was breaking. The truth was that he hadn’t had a plan for after he found a dragon. He’d just been sure that if he found the dragon who owned the scale then everything about his life would change. But how?

His mother was right. Being a mage wasn’t a job. It wasn’t a career. It wasn’t going to pay the bills or give him a place to live. Maybe Lisette might be willing to teach him, but would he actually be able to stay here? Of course Cameron lived here. He was bonded to the king. And his sister was with a member of the royal guard. But what about him? Could he actually get a job in the castle?

Hell, he’d scrub the king’s toilet every day if it meant getting to learn magic.

And the bonus, of course, would be getting to see Warin every day. Not that a dragon would likely want to be with a guy who scrubbed toilets.

But what about his family? It wasn’t just that they were his only source of income at the moment. He had a duty to his family. He did work a lot of hours every week at the family concrete company. Even if his mother didn’t much care for who he really was, he had to believe she really did want the best for him. She wanted him to have a safe future. And for her, that meant a house, wife, job, and kids.

What did North have right now?

A dwindling bank account and very limited future prospects.

Maybe she was right. Maybe he was simply dragging his feet. What was he going to do with magic and dragons? What kind of future was that?

As much as he hated the idea, maybe he should go home and forget about Burkhard Castle.

And Warin.
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North sat at the big dining hall the next morning, pushing porridge around in his bowl instead of eating it. He kept staring at his phone, black and silent at the moment. He’d texted his mother the name of the town and the nearest airport last night, then immediately wished he hadn’t. Because doing so broke his heart.

But still, what choice did he have?

Someone dropped into the seat next to him, and North looked around, only partially out of curiosity. Mostly out of instinct. He didn’t at all feel connected to the space he was in just then.

Ravi looked back at him, concern cutting lines across his face. “Did someone die? You look really depressed.”

“No,” North denied even though it felt like it. “No, my ma called last night. She’s fed up and demanding I come home immediately.”

“Fed up…? I’m not following.”

“She never wanted me to go on this trip. Was really, super against it.” North struggled to put this all into words, to explain.

“Warin,” Ravi called. “Come here, you need to listen to this.”

Warin was here? How lost in his head was he that North hadn’t realized it?

He was indeed, looking far more alert and energetic than North felt. Warin had coffee and a plate overflowing with an omelet in his hand. He put both on the table, sitting across from North with worry written all over his face. “What’s happened?”

It was somehow even harder to look at Warin and explain. “My ma called and demanded I come home immediately. Today, in fact. She never wanted me to go on this trip, and she’s at the end of her patience.”

Warin stared at him with a growing frown. “But you don’t wish to return home.”

God, how true those words were. “No. But I’m really low on options. See, my parents aren’t…aren’t magical? They’re not mages, but I don’t mean that exactly, it’s just that there’s no room for magic in their lives. They only know their simple lives, with their business and their church and their family. That’s all they’re comfortable with, and they refuse to think about anything else. So to them, this trip wasn’t a fantastic journey. It was a strange thing I kept insisting on. I almost had to sneak out of the house to actually leave on it, that’s how against it they were. And now I’m….”

Ravi bumped his shoulder, encouraging him. “What?”

“I’m really low on money.” The words tasted like acid in his mouth. “And I don’t want to leave, I really don’t, because all of you are amazing. But I don’t see how I can stay. It’s not like I can work here.”

Both dragons stared at him with perfectly blank expressions. Then in growing confusion before glancing at each other.

“Uh…” Ravi dragged out the sound, scratching at his head. “I feel like a miscommunication happened somewhere.”

“It obviously did,” Warin agreed. “North? Of course you can work here.”

North blinked at him. Blinked again. Those words didn’t compute for a moment. “What? How?”

“You’re a mage,” Ravi told him as if this was the most obvious thing in the world. “Magic is your career path.”

North turned to look at him, still utterly confused. “Wait. Wait, I thought mages couldn’t actually survive on their magic in this day and age.”

Ravi negated this with a wave. “They just package it differently, that’s all. The mages of the Burkhard clan have a whole line of cosmetics, soaps, hair tonics, cleansing crystals, you name it. And believe me, they stay busy making it all. The clan owns lands. Alric and Dieter oversee extensive investments to support the clan. But we dragons also depend on what they make to keep cash flowing. We support them as much as we can, of course. We manage the greenhouses and take them out when we need to harvest supplies. And we package things up, ship them out, manage the orders, all of that. But you see how much work a mage has here to do.”

“It’s part of why all the mages are excited to see you,” Warin pitched in, his voice gentle. “We dragons, we look at you and see a potential spouse. But the mages looked at you and saw a potential co-worker, someone to help them. There’s a great deal of magic worked in this castle on a daily basis. Trust me, if you want to work and earn your place here, there’s more than enough work to go around.”

North’s jaw was dangling somewhere near the center of the Earth. They still used magic in this day and age to earn a living? That hadn’t died with the Dragon Wars?! Holy shit. He managed to get his jaw slotted back into place long enough to croak, “But I don’t know enough magic to help them, do I?”

“Probably not.” Ravi shrugged, not bothered by this. “But then, most of what they do is a specialty of this clan, as they developed it. It’s why Lisette offered to teach you. Not only because she wants you to work with us, but to catch you up to speed. You won’t be the first. They had to teach Cassie, Cameron, and Ha Na as well.”

“Think of it as an apprenticeship,” Warin suggested. “In return for her teaching, you’d work with us here.”

And that was perfectly okay with him. North didn’t have any other options to learn, after all, and who wouldn’t want to work in this amazing castle? With sexy dragons? Really, the comparison between working as a mage for the rest of his life and working with cement and aging computers? It was laughable to even try and equate the two.

North’s head swam with internal visions of being able to work magic, day in day out. Of being able to fly with the dragons, of living here in this incredible place. It was a fairytale come true, or could be. If he chose to accept it. Wait. There was another gap, another assumption made.

“Um. But I wasn’t formally invited in? I mean, is this really an option?”

“We’ve learned”—For some reason Warin looked at Ravi when he said this, expression droll—“to not overwhelm the new mages. It never works out well.”

“I said I was sorry,” Ravi grumbled.

Oh, North so wanted the story behind that one.

“We were trying to let you take this at your own pace,” Warin continued with a small smile at North. “I assure you, if you want a place here, Hoheit will be happy to offer you one. We like you.”

North looked uncertainly back at him. “You guys don’t have a lot of mages, I noticed. It’s not just because I’m a mage?”

“No. Tori’s family is an entire clan of mages and they’re not allowed to step foot in here.” Ravi’s lip lifted in a sneer. “Bunch of homophobic assholes. We wouldn’t touch them with a ten-foot pole.”

Warin gave Ravi a bit of a repressive look. “We are still hoping that with time and education they can come around, but we’re not welcoming in mages who are going to be harmful to our other clanmates.”

Ravi leaned closer to North, his expression intent. “Trust me, you’re here because we like you.”

That did make him feel much better. Quite a bit better, really. It was nice to be wanted.

“Does this ease your concerns?” Warin asked him hopefully. “You only have to leave if you want to.”

With that statement, reality came crashing in again. His family. Even if North tried to explain that he could work as a mage here, his parents would never believe it. Mostly because they wouldn’t be able to wrap their heads around it. They’d think he was making things up to buy himself more time.

Seeing their worried frowns, North admitted, “It does help. I like that I have the option. I just don’t know how to explain any of this to my family. They won’t believe it. Or…I guess it’s more accurate to say, they don’t care if it’s true or not. Their entire focus is forcing me home and back to working for the family business.”

Warin leaned forward, eyes level with North, tone compassionate. “I’ll be the first to say that family is important. But North, I do not like how your family treats you. You’ve told me too many things that make it clear to me your family does not see you. They might wish for the best for you, but they do not understand you enough to know what that is. Am I correct?”

North nodded heavily. Yeah, that was a pretty accurate summary.

“If their choices are going to warp and twist your future into something you do not wish for, then I would not advise following their path. It will make you miserable. Which in turn will only anger them, because they will not understand why you do not find joy in what they have created for you.”

“Manipulation never goes down well,” Ravi muttered under his breath. “Not for the one manipulated. Certainly not for the manipulator, although they usually don’t care if you’re happy or not with their choices.”

Ouch. North felt those words right down to the quick. He thought of several instances where his mother had manipulated him into doing something he hadn’t wanted and then gotten mad when he didn’t appreciate “her hard work.” Like the time he’d gone to prom with her best friend’s daughter and then came home six hours later, relieved the evening was over. She hadn’t been happy he’d had a miserable time and didn’t want to date the girl again.

Or the time she’d forced him to go on a hunting trip with his father and brothers only to get mad when he hadn’t even lifted a gun the entire time, instead hiding in the truck and reading a book the whole weekend.

Truly, it never worked out well when North allowed his mother to make decisions for him. But in this case, she had been right that his absence left a hole in the company. North was the only one in the office who really understood computers. Everyone else knew how to operate the specific programs they used to fill orders, but if something went wrong, he was the one who fixed it. Who straightened things back out and got it all moving smoothly again. In that sense, what might be happening in that office while he was in Europe was extremely terrifying. It was sure to be a disorganized mess.

His family drove him insane sometimes. Most of the time. But they did try and love him, even though they didn’t agree with any part of him. The guilt sat heavily with him, the war between love and duty exploding in his head.

Ravi put an arm around his shoulders and hugged him for a moment. “North, we really want you here. So, don’t think you don’t have that option. Okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, thanks. I’m going to think about it.” And he was. His options weren’t as narrow as he’d thought they were. And that made all the difference.

He peeked at Warin and found the man smiling at him. Why hadn’t Warin said those words? An ugly, heavy weight sank into the pit of his stomach.

Part of the reason why he was so tempted to stay was because he rather hoped he and Warin might be able to have a relationship together. Although that probably wasn’t the right reason to agree to stay here. But still, it was a factor. But maybe Warin didn’t think the same?

After their make-out session that night on the train, Warin hadn’t done more than chaste kisses and hold his hand. He really didn’t know how to read the man. Was he interested or not? Had he thought North was just sort of visiting the castle? Now there was a chance of North staying and maybe he didn’t want North to think he’d been looking for more than just a little fun?

Or was this another part of Warin not wanting to overwhelm him? It was true, a lot had happened to North in the past three days. And his head was spinning a bit.

Or had he misread everything? Warin, Gunter, and just about everyone he’d met made it clear the dragons were desperate for mages. Had Warin done all those nice thing—even the kissing—as a bid to woo North into coming to the castle? And now that North was here, were they just going to be friends? Ick…or worse, polite acquaintances as Warin went off to gather more mages?

In the short time they’d known each other, Warin had never said he liked North and wanted to date him, wanted to get to know him better. Yes, there had been sweet words on the train, but that was just silly pillow talk.

Warin had never said he wanted North to be his mate and sweep him away on their own happily ever after—not that North was expecting that. Dreamed about it, sure, but didn’t expect it.

Still, he’d like to know where he stood with Warin. Just hearing an explanation of what was in Warin’s mind and heart would ease his worries.

He finished breakfast with them, asking more questions about what all being a mage of this clan entailed. He needed more information before he jumped either way. Then he walked to his room, thinking hard. If it wasn’t so cold out, he’d walk more of the grounds, get a better feel for the castle in general. Well, maybe not. The place was easy to get lost in.

As he reached his rooms, he decided to call his grandpa and get a second opinion. It might help if he talked to someone who knew most of the players involved in this melodrama.

His grandpa answered on the second ring. “Hey, North. Your ma is up in arms about you coming home immediately. What’s going on?”

“No, it’s just her out of patience. Not that she has much to begin with. I agreed to go home when I talked to her last night.”

There was a ruminative pause. “Did you…”

“Well, at the time, I didn’t think I had any other option. I love it here, I really do, but I was under the impression you couldn’t make a living as a mage. Turns out I was wrong. Ravi and Warin straightened me out over breakfast, said their mages work full jobs doing magic and making potions and things. They apparently have a whole line of products they make and sell.”

“Which means, what? You want to join them?”

“Wouldn’t it be amazing? To work magic the rest of my life and live in a castle?”

“It sure as hell sounds fine to me. But what do you intend to tell your family? Are you sure you’re staying?”

North plopped into a chair in front of the fire and stared glumly at the banked embers. “I don’t know. I haven’t made a decision either way. What do you think I should do?”

“Live your life.”

He pulled the phone away from his ear, stared at it in surprise, then replaced it. “Really? Just say to hell with it, and abandon the family, my job, all of that?”

“Listen, North. It’s not abandoning your family. Your ma and pa have drilled it into you boys’ heads that leaving the family and making your own way in life is abandoning them. But you realize, don’t you, that’s what children are supposed to do? They’re supposed to leave their parents. They’re supposed to find jobs they like and work them. They’re supposed to fall in love and form their own families.”

That was…true. Why hadn’t North ever realized that? Had he been guilted into this warped sense of duty for so long that he’d stopped questioning it?

“Your parents are dead set on keeping their kids close because really, you’re their whole identity. Being your parents. They don’t know what to do with themselves when they finally have an empty nest. And your ma, especially, is of the opinion that if she rides you hard enough, she can straighten you out, force you to marry a nice girl, and then you’ll stop being the way you are. I’ve talked with her I don’t even know how many times, and she’s turned a deaf ear to anything she didn’t want to hear.”

North winced and scrunched further into the chair. “Yeah, she’s already got a date lined up for me, I think. She made noises about a nice girl from church.”

“I do not want you to do something against your will just because your ma is forcing it down your throat. Can you imagine marrying some girl, having sex with her, and fathering children?”

“I can’t even get past the mental image of kissing a girl, honestly.” Especially after experiencing how Warin kissed. It didn’t even compare. “I’ve nothing against having kids, though. I’d like to have kids.”

“And if that’s what you want, I want them for you. What I’m trying to say is, your parents don’t know how to love you as you are. And you’re not abandoning them by choosing to live away from them. That’s what children are supposed to do. Grow up and leave the nest.”

Relief rushed through him. It felt like his grandpa had lifted a huge millstone hanging about his neck, and his next breath in felt freer. “So, every time Ma says that, treat it like a guilt trip?”

“That’s precisely what it is. North, I ask you. If you didn’t have to worry about family, or that job you hate doing, what would you choose?”
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Warin stewed over the remains of his breakfast, not really seeing it. Instead he saw North’s face, so depressed and conflicted. North had dropped hints here and there that his home life in the United States wasn’t a happy one. The man had teared up when Warin offered to buy him a red coat, for god’s sake. That told a whole story all by itself. He did not like the idea of North returning to that environment.

And if he were perfectly honest with himself, that wasn’t the only reason. Warin desperately wished North would stay, and it was an entirely selfish impulse to snatch him up and keep him close.

“Warin.”

His head came up, belatedly realizing Ravi was still seated at the table. “Yes?”

The wind dragon was staring at him with all of the patience of pregnant goldfish waiting for lunch. “You’re a fucking idiot, you realize this, right?”

“Um…why?”

Ravi rolled his eyes expressively, a god-give-me-patience expression on his face. “North was obviously hoping you’d tell him to stay.”

“I did,” Warin protested. He had said that, hadn’t he?

“No, you explained how he could stay, if he wanted to. Not once did you encourage him to stay because you want him here. Two different things.” Ravi rolled his eyes again, another clear bid for patience. “I swear, is Sasha the only romantic we have in this clan? First Alric, then Baldewin, now you.”

Warin opened his mouth on a protest that didn’t formalize, because he couldn’t refute any of that. Particularly when he realized exactly what Ravi had said. Alric had found his mate. And then Baldewin had found his mate.

And now Warin…

Was North his mate? Could he really know so fast?

That couldn’t be possible.

Except that Cassie and Sasha had taken one look at each other and known they were destined for each other.

When Warin had locked eyes with North for the first time, he’d known what? That North was the sexiest, most beautiful creature he’d ever laid eyes on. That North’s laugh was the most precious thing he’d ever heard. That North’s smile was a light in his darkness.

That North was his everything.

Maybe Warin hadn’t figured it out right away, but his damn dragon had known it almost immediately. The crazy lizard had taken one look at North and immediately wanted to protect him, to spirit him away to the hoard and keep him safe. From the moment they met, his entire being had been driven to protect and pleasure.

He wanted North. Rather desperately, truth be told. But he was scared of coming on too strong and scaring the young mage off. North did not have much in the way of experience, not with relationships or sex. He didn’t want to overwhelm him.

Uprooting his entire life, even if his home life was toxic, was not a decision that could be taken lightly or quickly. The young man deserved space to think clearly without Warin placing pressure on him.

Gunter drifted up to the table with a cup of coffee in hand. “What’s this about asking North to stay?”

Turning in his chair, Ravi waved him closer. “We just had a talk with North, explaining that he could work as a mage here.”

“Of course he can work as a mage here.” Gunter glanced between them, clearly confused why this was in question.

“North didn’t know that,” Ravi explained, still shooting Warin aggrieved looks. “So, we straightened him out. And this one”—Ravi jerked his thumb in Warin’s direction, making the dragon want to sink lower in his chair—“just sits there smiling instead of jumping at the chance to sweet-talk North into staying.”

Gunter shot him an annoyed look.

Warin, for some reason, felt the need to defend himself. “I’m trying not to overwhelm him!”

“Then you do realize that you want him. That he wants you?” Gunter said as an aside to Ravi, “You should have seen them on the way here. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other.”

“Oh yeah?” Ravi perked up, interested.

“The cuteness level was such that I almost gagged several times. And, Warin, at this point, it’s not a matter of overwhelming him or not. It’s a matter of him knowing he’s wanted. Specifically, that you want him. Are you sure he’s confident in your feelings for him?”

Warin had his mouth open, ready for words. None came. Did North know that? No. No, he couldn’t possibly know Warin’s feelings, as he hadn’t made those clear. How could he be so stupid? Why hadn’t he properly pursued this man? North had gone on a fantastic journey, even fighting Jaeggi, in order to find dragons. He’d been thrilled at the idea of being a dragon’s mate. Would North really contemplate going home if he knew he could have that future?

Would he leave if he didn’t realize they were mates? That they were fated to be together?

“I think he just realized he’s an idiot,” Gunter commented before sipping his coffee.

“That expression’s a pretty good clue,” Ravi agreed in the same tone, like a commentator watching a sporting event. “Warin? If you don’t make a move, you’re going to lose him.”

He was going to lose his mate.

Warin stood so quickly, the chair almost crashed to the floor behind him. It was partially panic fueling him but mostly determination. He’d not handled this right, but he wasn’t about to dwell on that mistake. He turned sharply on his heel, intent on tracking down the man who had turned him into emotional, hopeful knots. “The hell I will.”

Gunter and Ravi clapped and cheered as he exited the room, and he snorted in amusement. All well and fine for them, but their cheers didn’t settle the nervous butterflies currently duking it out in his stomach. Warin may not have made his feelings clear to North, but the opposite was also true. North hadn’t made anything clear, either. He’d been affectionate, and he obviously liked Warin, but…well, he hadn’t made a move either. He hadn’t tried to clarify their relationship. Had he been too nervous to do so? Too overwhelmed? Too uncertain of Warin to try and speak his mind?

Or just not interested enough?

Warin didn’t know. But he wasn’t about to let North slip through his fingers because he was too nervous to say something. To at least ask. He didn’t know if there were words to express everything he needed to. He tried rehearsing a few things in his head even as he walked to North’s room.

Then he stopped at the door, hand poised to knock, for a long moment. He sucked in a large breath, let it slowly out again, trying to steady his nerves. Breath in, breath out. He could do this.

Please, please, let him have the right words to get his heart across.

Warin knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

He did so, closing the door absently behind him as he got his bearings. North was on the parlor side of the suite, ensconced in a large, wing-backed chair, his legs tucked up to the side. He had a phone in hand, but it was resting in his lap, as if he’d just finished with it. He didn’t look as depressed or as torn now, instead contemplative.

He greeted Warin with a smile as he came closer. “Hey. What brings you here?”

“I failed to say something to you. I’ve only just realized the error.” Warin stopped, just shy of touching him, eyes devouring every nuance of North’s expression. There was perhaps a trace of something there, curiosity predominant. Perhaps hope? Don’t bungle this, dragon. Not when he’s open and listening to you. “I feared overwhelming you, and failed to speak properly of my own heart. And in doing so, left you in doubts. Forgive me. You’ve entered my heart, North. Even if you left now, my heart cannot forget you. But I wish, I most ardently hope, that you choose not to put distance between us. I have needed you since before we could even meet, but now, though our time has been short, I cannot imagine how I will live without seeing you every day. You may not realize this yet, North, but we are mates. I know down to my bones that we are meant to be together, and I would like to spend the next several years convincing you that we are meant to be together. Won’t you stay?”

Warin’s heart pounded madly in his chest, and his lungs constricted until he couldn’t pull in any air. He was balanced on the edge of a precipice—his entire future, all his hopes, dreams, and wishes rested on the mage’s next words.

North’s sky-blue eyes were bright with unshed tears and he couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He launched himself straight into Warin’s arms, and Warin caught him, staggering a half-step back. His heart shuddered in relief as this most precious man embraced him strongly.

Against Warin’s ear, North spoke firmly, “Yes. A thousand times, yes.”

Warin held him just as fervently, breathing him in. That tang of magic all mages carried, mixed in with warm male skin and mint. North. Warin felt almost giddy, knowing his heart’s confession had been so ardently received and reciprocated. He pulled back enough to capture North’s mouth in an impassioned kiss, as he simply couldn’t contain himself. North met him with matching passion, as he always did, their tongues tangling with each other’s in a hot glide. As they kissed, North ground into him, and Warin encouraged this by grasping the back of his thighs and trying to haul him in impossibly closer. It felt so sublimely good, having that growing erection pressed up against his own.

Still, he hadn’t gotten to this age without learning a thing or two. And getting a partner’s consent was important. He broke off the kiss enough to pant, “Do—do you want—”

“I want all the things,” North assured him with a groan, his skin flushed, breath quick. “Take me to bed.”

“Gladly.” Warin immediately strode quickly for the bedroom. He needed them both out of all clothes. Now. Before he expired on the spot. He tossed North into the middle of the bed, startling a laugh out of the man, as he bounced once on the mattress before stopping. Warin lost no time in shucking his own sweater, tossing it aside. North sat up, eagerly shedding clothes, sweater and undershirt landing with a thump on the carpet.

Shoes. Socks. Warin paused to help North get his shoes and socks off before he focused on his own pants and boxers. He kicked them to the side, enjoying the appreciative look his lover gave him. But he’d also gotten distracted, which wouldn’t do. Warin wanted a look as well. He reached forward, a knee planted on the bed for balance, and got a good hold of North’s waistband before pulling pants and boxers off in one smooth pull.

North lifted his hips to help aid this, then lay there, a little flushed and possibly shy under Warin’s regard. He had absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about in Warin’s eyes. Smooth, pale skin from head to toe, looking enticingly warm and lovely. Warin’s hands literally twitched with the need to touch. His dragon stirred in his mind, greedily looking over every inch of him. At last he had all of North in his grasp. At last he’d be able to lick all the yummy parts. He lifted a foot, placing a lingering kiss to the ankle and husked against warm skin, “You’re incredibly beautiful.”

“I absolutely love the way you look at me.” North held out both hands, encouraging him closer. “But you’re too far. I want your gorgeous self right here, skin to skin.”

“Hmm.” Warin couldn’t process those last words, as an internal vision filled his head. He placed another kiss further along, on the calf, then the knee, moving onto the bed as he traveled up the slim leg.

“W-Warin—” North pleaded, wriggling a little.

He knew what North wanted. His cock was hard and upright, begging for attention. With a smile, he turned his head, sucking a ball into his mouth and lightly stroking it with his tongue. This close, the scent of musk filled his head and he could feel the shudders of pleasure travel through North’s frame.

“Oh God, I love your mouth,” North panted, his hand traveling down to tangle in Warin’s long hair.

Warin tried not to smile, smug that he’d elicited this response. He also rather liked having his hair pulled and wanted to encourage it. He let the ball slide free before turning his attention to that erect cock, holding it still with one hand as he licked a hot line from base to tip. North shivered in pleasure—Warin felt it under his hand—and heard his lover’s breath stuttering.

“I’ll write sonnets to your mouth later,” North promised on a gasp.

Hmm, North still could speak. Warin clearly wasn’t doing his job correctly. He shifted positions a little, getting an elbow under him, so he could get his mouth properly around the tip and then slowly take the full length into his mouth. It had been a while, but he remembered the way of it.

North stopped speaking entirely on the second bob of his head, both hands locking into Warin’s hair. He kept his movements slow and easy, teasing North—teasing them both, really. North made the most delicious noises, and Warin couldn’t help himself. He started planning other things, other ways he could tease North into gasping and shuddering pleasure.

A sharp tug at his scalp pulled him out of his mental scheming and he pulled free, but unhappily.

“Don’t make me come,” North panted, looking wild-eyed in the best sense. “I want you to top me.”

Warin blinked at him, considering. That sounded perfectly lovely, and he’d absolutely love to, but— “I did not think to bring lube with me.”

“Nightstand.” North pointed to the piece of furniture in question.

Not expecting he would have something on hand, Warin cocked a brow at him. “Why do you have some?”

North flushed and couldn’t quite seem to meet his eyes. “Cassie might have given me some?”

Chortling a laugh, Warin shook his head. “Of course she did. Fetch it.”

North rolled, scooting up on his knees to open the top drawer. It was a completely enticing view from this angle, that perfect ass on display. He was moving before he fully thought it through, his hands gripping both cheeks and spreading them.

“Warin?”

The cute little hole that greeted his eyes needed some attention. Warin smiled a little evilly before he bent and gave it a good swipe of the tongue.

Something glass clattered on wood. North had obviously dropped the jar of lube. Warin gave him no time to recover, just put his mouth directly over it, tracing the ring with his tongue in a slow, sensual glide.

“Fuuuck, that feels good,” North panted. He dropped his head, bracing himself.

Rimming was one of Warin’s favorite things to do, so he was gratified North obviously loved it. He slid his tongue in and out—a gentle fuck—felt the tightness and the give in that ring of muscle.

“Fucking shit, yes. Yes!” North moaned the last word, his hands clenched in the comforter.

He’d definitely do this more often. Warin loved North’s reactions, felt empowered by them. He knew North wanted to be topped, and he’d do that, but maybe he should make his lover come like this.

“Warin.” There was a plea in North’s voice, the words shaking and breathy. “Please. I love it, but I need—I need something. More.”

Warin lifted his head, sensing what North was truly asking. And he couldn’t deny him, as Warin selfishly wanted the same. He just wanted to please North too, and his instincts kept demanding different ways of doing so. But if North wanted full penetration, then he’d happily give it. North’s hole was slick enough from his saliva to slide a finger in, crooked so that it grazed his inner channel in just the right way, stroking along the prostate.

North threw his head back on a scream, toes digging into the comforter on reflex. Warin was a little startled at the reaction, as he’d never bedded anyone quite this sensitive. Come to think of it, had North ever bottomed before? “North?”

“Please don’t stop,” North begged, tilting his head to look over his shoulder. His expression was wide-eyed with wonder and desperate. “That was—that was too amazing.”

“I’ll do it again, I promise, but answer a question for me. Have you been taken before?”

“Not—not by a person? I’ve used dildos before.”

So technically a virgin, but his body should be somewhat accustomed to penetration. That relaxed Warin’s own nerves, as the first time could be a little painful even with the most dedicated prep. He bent back to fingering North, seeing if he could get him to make that cute scream again.

North’s head dropped between folded arms, making strangled noises of delight every time Warin grazed that magic spot. So incredibly sensitive. Warin reached past him, grabbing the dropped bottle of lube and managed to get the lid off one-handed. He transferred some lube to his right hand, then used two fingers, coaxing North’s body to give way.

“Yes,” North chanted, head coming back up, eyes closed in bliss. “Yesyesyesyesyes.”

Warin scooped up lube with his left hand, giving his own aching cock some relief even as he slicked himself up. He couldn’t take much more of this. North was too giving, his pleasure intoxicating, and Warin wanted to mount him more than he wanted the next breath. He just had to make sure his lover didn’t suffer under his selfishness. Three fingers. When North could accept three fingers in him, then—he tried it, found he had to force the third finger a bit.

It must have stung but North rocked back, taking them in, eyes closed in concentration. He was hot around Warin’s fingers, and he slid them in and out, adding a bit more lube to help ease the motion. There. There, that was the relaxation he’d been looking for.

“North, I need—”

“Need it too,” North panted, looking at him over his shoulder. “Now. Please, now.”

He had the presence of mind to stopper the lube and toss it to the other side of the bed. Then he shifted, lining up with North’s body and pressing slowly in. His own breath was heaving, partially out of restraint, as he was reining in the urge to just thrust in. North felt so hot, his channel gripping him, and it nearly drove him mad. But he forced himself to stay slow as he eased in.

Warin was balls deep, loving every second of it. He lifted North up to a kneeling position, a hand to his chest to keep them pressed together. His free hand drifted down to North’s cock, gathering it up and stroking it. He’d lost a little of his erection under the penetration, but Warin had expected that and stroked him back up to full hardness.

“Alright?” Warin asked him after a moment.

“Yes.” North’s voice was breathless and he captured Warin’s hand on his chest, holding it there. “You feel so much better than a dildo.”

Snorting a laugh, Warin deadpanned, “I’ll take the compliment.”

“But please move before I lose my fucking mind.”

Warin drew back an inch and slid back in, starting an easy rhythm. “Like this?”

“T-that’s good but—”

“Or more like this?” He picked up the pace, driving harder into North and tilting them both just slightly to change the angle.

North screamed again, that amazing sound of pleasure. Warin’s smile of satisfaction might have been a bit feral as he aimed for his prostate over and over again. North’s hold on his hand became punishing, and he was practically vibrating, gasping for breath between strangled sounds of pleasure. Warin could come alone from those sounds, and as much as he struggled to hold his own orgasm back, to prolong this moment, he could feel it building. That tingling in his groin grew stronger, his balls drawing up toward his body. He started stroking North’s cock more earnestly, wanting them to come at the same time.

North’s free hand abruptly clawed at the sheets, and he came hard, shuddering under the force of it. His body clamped hard around Warin’s cock, and it tipped him over the edge. He thrust in forcefully, spilling his seed deep. His vision went white as he came, nerves overloaded in the most amazing way.

He might have passed out for a moment. Warin blinked, vision clearing as he slowly took stock. He was sitting on his heels now, North lax against him and trusting Warin to hold them up. He was still deep in his warm body, and he should probably pull out, but not just this moment. This moment, the afterglow was perfect, and he liked having North relaxed in his arms.

“Warin?” North asked, a slight slur to his name.

Warin couldn’t swear he could manage words just yet so replied, “Hmm?”

“We need to do that every day.”

“Done,” Warin agreed immediately.

“Probably multiple times a day.”

“Of course.”

“Figured you’d agree with me.” North tilted his head to kiss his jaw. “Thank you. That was amazing. Best first time ever.”

“I’m glad.” And relieved. He’d certainly tried to make sure North enjoyed every moment of it. “Let’s clean up a little, snuggle for a while.”

“Sounds perfect.”

They did so, Warin making sure to be gentle as he cleaned his lover up. The castle room was cool even with a fireplace going in the next room, so they were quick to get under the covers. North snuggled in immediately and sighed as he settled, his head on Warin’s chest. Warin wrapped both arms around him, feeling the magnitude of it all finally settling in. So much had happened in the past hour, the emotions were only now properly hitting him. The joy he expected, but it was the overwhelming sense of completeness. It was like he finally felt whole for the first time in his life. And then, of course, his dragon felt quite content and even a little smug since he’d known right away North was his mate.

“What was that happy sigh for? Am I that sexy?” North teased.

“Ja, you are,” Warin agreed promptly. “But it was also everything else. I’ve dearly wished for centuries to have this exact moment.”

“Oh. Wow, I hadn’t really thought about it from that perspective. But you really did wait a long time for me to appear, didn’t you?”

“You were worth the wait,” Warin said sincerely, meaning every word.

North popped up and kissed him soundly. He was luminescent in his joy, practically glowing with it. Against Warin’s mouth, he murmured, “I wished for you too, you know. I wished for magic and dragons. I wished for someone to see me, precisely as I am, and love me for it. I didn’t know if I’d gain all of that by going in search of a dragon. But I had to try. I’m so fucking glad I did.”

“Not as much as I, my North Star,” Warin whispered in return. He carded his fingers through that silky blond hair, words tangling in his throat. He was so infinitely glad North had come searching for them. He’d never have found him, otherwise, and that thought was enough to steal his breath.

North pressed in again, the kiss slow and sweet this time. Warin kissed him back, lingering in the affection.

“I’d decided to stay even before you confessed,” North admitted.

“You did?”

“Because this place is everything I wanted. Returning to a place that can’t accept me, that I hate being in, didn’t make any sense. I figured if I stayed, I might have a chance of seducing you, too.”

“Turns out you were correct,” Warin agreed in mock-seriousness.

North snickered. “I do love it when I’m right.”

“And your family?”

“They’re just going to have to deal. I’m done trying to please them. Doing what they want has always made me miserable, anyway. I don’t know why I keep trying to compromise with them in the first place.” North popped up, looking around. “Where did my phone get off to?”

“I think it’s still in the chair, why?”

“I’m going to make things clear.” North slid out of bed, raced for the chair, retrieved his phone, then raced back again. Warin held up the blankets for him and he snuggled right back in.

Warin had an idea of what North planned to do, judging by the smug grin on his face. And he was all for it.

North made a call, a shit-eating grin on his face. It picked up in two rings.

“Freddy, I just emailed you the—”

“I’m not returning to the States,” North interrupted.

“Not this again. I told you—”

“And I told you I don’t want to leave. And you know what, Ma? For once in your fucking life, and mine, I’m going to put my foot down. I HATE what you make me do. I HATE the idea of marrying some girl. I HATE working for the company. There is nothing about your life that appeals to me, and I’m sick of it all. So, I’m not going back.”

“Don’t you start that, young man. You’re coming home!”

“I am home.” North ended the call with a vicious stab. And then promptly turned the phone off. He let out a long breath and then laughed. “My God, that was liberating. Why the hell didn’t I do that before?”

“Not a strong enough incentive?” Warin suggested. He was proud of North. It was about time he chose what made him happy.

North put his phone on the nightstand before turning with a leer. “You’re definitely incentive. Come here, sexy. I feel like celebrating.”

Warin smiled as he pulled North back into him. He was all too happy to celebrate.
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One year later.

North stood in the courtyard of Burkhard Castle, practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. He was snuggled up in the coat Warin had bought him, but he didn’t feel the bitter winter cold. No, he was too excited for the cold. His grandpa was finally coming to see him. And if he had his way, his grandpa was going to stay with them permanently.

A low chuckle washed over him a second before strong arms snaked around his waist. Warin pulled him in tight, and North hummed softly to himself in pure happiness. This had been the best year of his life, and so much of it was thanks to the amazing dragon holding him.

“You’re nearly vibrating in your excitement,” Warin murmured. The dragon’s deliciously warm breath curled around his ear.

“You know I’ve loved every second of living here with you,” North started.

“Except for maybe that one second when Ravi was flying over the castle while dangling you by your foot,” Warin corrected and then shivered. “I could have lived without that second.”

“Yeah, not one of my better moments.” Over the summer, he, Ravi, and Cassie had gone out to play a game and enjoy the warmer weather. Things had gotten a little out of hand and, well, North found himself awkwardly soaring over the courtyard while being dangled by a single foot. Not one of his finer moments, and needless to say, Warin and Alric had been quite livid.

His next dragon-related flight had been with Warin and had required harness, helmet, and parachute—they’d gone the overly cautious route. Next summer North was hoping to at least lose the helmet.

“But as I was saying, I’ve missed Gramps. The video calls have been nice, but it’ll be better to have him here.”

“Do you think he’ll stay?”

North snorted and counted off on his gloved fingers, “Dragons, magic, surrounded by people centuries older than him, and his favorite grandson. Yeah, I think he’ll have no problem staying.”

And it would be wonderful to have a little family close. Since announcing to his parents he would be remaining in Germany and taking a job at Burkhard Castle, there had been little communication with them. His mother had tried to guilt him into returning a few times with talk of family and duty, but she had little to say when it came to respecting his needs, wants, and even who he was. It stung to lose those people as a part of his life, but Warin was always there to hold him and make things right again. He would have been so lost without his dragon knight.

Tilting his head back, North looked up at his dragon and smiled. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

Warin grinned and kissed the tip of North’s nose. “Well, there was that wonderful good-morning blowjob, the distracting shower, and I’m pretty sure you shouted it in my general direction before running to your session with Lisette. Oh, and the post-lunch snuggle that had you whispering it in my ear. But I will never tire of hearing it.”

“I love you, my dragon,” North whispered with all the love overflowing from his heart.

“And I love you, my precious one. You are my North Star, always guiding me home to you and brightening my dark skies.”

North closed his eyes and basked in Warin’s sweet words as he laid his head on Warin’s shoulder. His dragon always had an interesting turn of phrase and he never, ever wanted him to change.

“I honestly don’t know why we tried to have a morning session with you, North. It’s clear you have plenty of reason to have no attention span today,” Lisette’s playfully stern voice rang out across the courtyard.

North’s eyes popped open to find a bundled Lisette walk toward them with Dieter beside her. Her eyes were narrowed in accusation, but a smile haunted her lips.

“Are you saying it’s better if I don’t practice today because my grandpa is arriving or because tonight it my engagement party to this beautiful hunk of dragon?” he called back.

“Yes to both,” she said with a laugh.

“—definitely not. They need a chaperone,” Alric was saying as he stepped outside with his lovely mate.

Cameron laughed, bumping his shoulder against Alric’s right arm. “Are you surprised at all? Cassie is my sister, and I’m not allowed to be alone with Ravi. At least they were practicing in one of the small, unused rooms.”

“Dare I ask what has gone wrong with Ravi and Cassie?” Dieter inquired.

Alric rolled his eyes, but it looked like the king was barely holding in a laugh. Cameron didn’t even try.

“Apparently, Ravi and Cassie were practicing a spell they cooked up called confetti bombs for the party tonight,” Cameron began.

“Oh lord,” Lisette muttered. She closed her eyes and gave a little shake of her head.

“They’re not going to use it, but one of the little used storage rooms may or may not have confetti permanently stuck to the walls.”

“I’m more concerned with how they actually got the confetti embedded in the glass of that one window,” Alric added.

Any questions North might have wanted to ask about Ravi and Cassie’s evil confetti-related plots were forgotten at the sound of tires crunching gravel as a car pulled into the courtyard. He could easily see Baldewin in the driver’s seat, but the passenger seat was empty. Tori likely sat in the back seat with his grandpa.

Earl Aldridge’s flight had been timed to coincide with a planned trip to Munich for some random supplies. North had wanted to accompany Baldewin and Tori, but he’d needed to be on hand to finish preparing for his engagement party as well as finish up some recent training with Lisette.

The car stopped, and North managed to remain still right up until Earl’s door opened and his head popped above the roof. With a shout, he darted across the courtyard and hugged his grandpa tightly, not caring if he was acting a little undignified in front of the King of the Fire Dragons.

“There’s my world-traveling grandson!” Earl cried with a cackle. “’Bout time I saw you again. Figured these dragons would tuck you away in their hoard.”

North snorted against his shoulder before lifting his head. “Except for the fact we’ve talked at least twice a week since I left Georgia.”

“Yeah, well, you still give the best hugs outta this family,” Earl muttered, his smile soft.

North lifted his head and narrowed his eyes on Gramps. “And now you can have my hugs all the time. You know I’m not gonna let you leave here.”

“Ha! Me living in Germany. That’s crazy. This is the first time I’ve been outta the US.”

“Well, let me introduce you to some pretty amazing people who are gonna help me convince you to stay.” North wrapped his arm around his grandpa and started to usher him over to the gathering of people.

“Baldewin and Tori were a fantastic start. Did you know that Tori is from Finland? Finland! Can you imagine? I’d never met anyone from Finland before.”

“Did you hear that?” Tori said, grinning over at his mate. “Me being from Finland is more interesting than you being a dragon.”

North barely covered his laugh with a cough as he walked Earl to Alric and Cameron. “Gramps, this is King Alric Burkhard of the Fire Dragon Clan and his consort, Cameron Burkhard.”

Earl straightened and puffed up his chest a little, making North grin. He started to bow, but Alric quickly extended his right hand to his grandpa.

“Mr. Aldridge, it is truly an honor to make your acquaintance and to have you staying in our home. Without your hard work and the knowledge you passed on to your grandson, we might never have found each other. That would have been a profound loss to both dragons and mages.”

“My…well…you’re welcome,” Earl said, stammering a bit. But then, who didn’t when met with Alric’s sincere and regal words. The man was born to be a freaking king.

“And we are very much hoping you’ll choose to stay with us,” Cameron added.

Earl made a slight scoffing noise. “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I’m too old to be learning magic now.”

“Ha!” Cameron laughed. “I think my grandmother has got you beat by at least ten years and she’s taking lessons with Lisette. You’ll meet her later this evening.”

“Grandmother, huh?”

“Ha Na is pretty amazing. You’ll love her,” North added before nudging Earl down the line. “This is Dieter, the royal advisor, and his mate, Lisette, who is also the head mage and hands down the smartest woman I have ever met.”

Dieter greeted Earl with a bow of his head while Lisette placed a triangular device in the palm of Earl’s extended hand. In an instant, the device flashed a bright green light.

“There,” Lisette announced with a broad smile. “It’s official.”

“What was that?” Earl gasped as she plucked the device back from his hand.

“It’s an Amulet of Noh. It determines whether someone is a mage,” North explained. “Though we all knew it, that proves it. You’re a mage. Now you gotta stay.”

Earl huffed a laugh. “Such cheek. I’ll think about it. Depends on the kind of beer they got in this place.”

“I think we’ve got you covered, Earl. This is Germany after all,” Warin said, extending his hand to North’s grandpa.

“Bah,” Earl scoffed, batting Warin’s hand away before pulling him into a tight hug. “It’s about time I got to meet in person the man who’s made my grandson so damn happy.”

North might have given a little joyful wiggle while blinking away happy tears. Earl and Warin had spent lots of hours talking online over the past year, getting to know each other. Earl might have drilled Warin a little bit on treating North right, not that there had ever been a chance of that not happening. And Warin had taken the warnings in stride, even though he was easily five hundred years older than Gramps.

“Alright, let’s get inside. You dragons might not mind the cold, but this old man has had enough,” Earl shouted as he released Warin.

Laughing, North ushered Gramps into the castle. North was planning to take him straight to his room so he could rest after his long flight from the US and the two-hour drive from Munich to Sonthofen, but he would not be stopped. He exclaimed over the opulent decorations and architecture of the palace. He stopped and eagerly introduced himself to every dragon and mage they encountered. He poked his head into various rooms and demanded to be shown where North was taking his magic lessons.

Two. Hours.

It took North two hours to get his grandpa to his personal suite so he could have a short nap before that evening’s party. North nearly collapsed in his grandpa’s bed but managed to crawl back to the rooms he shared with Warin for a too-short nap in his own bed. Holy crap! How did a sixty-five-year-old man wear him out like that?
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Warin was preening. He couldn’t help himself. It wasn’t just him. His dragon was feeling quite proud as they watched their mate moving around the party in the great hall, laughing and talking with everyone. The entire clan was gathered to celebrate their engagement.

They wouldn’t be formally bonded until that summer when they could gather at the mountaintop without standing in several feet of snow.

The ceremony could be done just as easily at the castle, but North was determined to be bonded the same way as Cameron and so many of the other mages—in the mountains where all the dragons could fly freely around them.

Not that Warin could blame him. It was a breathtaking moment.

Of course, North was already breathtaking.

He had found the very best mate. No offense, naturally, to Cameron, Tori, and all the other mage mates. They were wonderful too. But no one was as wonderful as his North. He’d fallen for him so quickly, but in the past year, Warin had been utterly lost in the man as he watched North come out of his shell in the warm, supportive home he’d found in Burkhard Castle. North belonged in Burkhard, and he belonged with Warin.

“If you puff out your chest anymore, you’re going to hurt your back,” Gunter observed dryly.

Wrapping an arm around Gunter’s shoulders, Warin pulled the dragon closer, earning a soft grunt as Gunter stumbled into him. “My good mood cannot be ruined by your grumpiness, librarian.”

“If you wish for me to be less grumpy, maybe you should consider stealing your mate away from Cassie for a dance.” Gunter nodded his head toward the other side of the room where North was listening to Cassie, her arms flying all over the place as she told some story. Gunter added in a low voice, “I heard about the confetti bomb.”

That was a wise idea. He didn’t want to be picking confetti out of his mate later, and he was always happy to have North in his arms.

Giving Gunter’s shoulder one last squeeze, Warin weaved his way across the crowded floor as people danced and laughed. A giant Christmas tree had been erected in one corner and glowed with thousands of twinkling lights. Ornaments of carved wood and blown glass hung from the heavy boughs. Around them, there was more greenery, red ribbons, and sparkling lights to celebrate the holiday season. It was all so beautiful, but none of it compared to his lovely North. His mate was dressed in a sharply tailored, cranberry red suit that perfectly accentuated his lean form. The vest was black with red dragons in flight embroidered across it. His style was always North and it was exquisite.

He snatched up one of North’s empty hands and pulled his mate against him, earning a slightly muffled squeak.

“Would you forgive me, Cassie, if I were to steal my North away? I have been missing him,” Warin politely inquired.

The young woman graced him with a dreamy smile while her eyes darted away, searching the room. Warin had no doubt the mage was suddenly thinking of her own dragon mate, the fierce warrior Sasha.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Cassie murmured. She tapped her index finger on her bottom lip and wandered off in search of her missing dragon.

Before North could speak, Warin twirled him out onto the dance floor and pulled him close as they started to slowly sway to the music played by a quartet—three talented dragons and a lovely mage.

“Did you truly miss me, or did you suddenly worry about another confetti explosion?” North asked.

“I will always miss you. Every second you are not in my arms, every breath when you are not in my eyesight, is too long and torturous for me. I need you more than a dragon needs his hoard,” Warin easily replied, but he might have cleared his throat when North lifted one questioning brow at him. “But Gunter might have reminded me of the confetti bomb. You are safer in my arms.”

North’s wonderful laughter rang out over their heads and waltzed around the room. “There is no place I’m safer than in your arms.” North slid his hand behind Warin’s neck and snuggled even closer. He tilted his head up, and Warin didn’t hesitate to capture those offered lips in a sweet kiss.

“I love you, my mate,” Warin murmured against North’s mouth.

“Shouldn’t that be ‘my mate-to-be?’”

“No. Even if we never bonded, you would still be my mate. I’d always be able to find you no matter where you were in the world. You hold a piece of my heart. You are half of my soul. You are the greatest treasure in my hoard.”

“God, I love when you get all poetic,” North growled before kissing him again. His tongue slipped inside Warin’s mouth, tangling with his, and stoking a fire that never seemed to go out. He couldn’t imagine ever not wanting this man. One hand tightened on North’s back while the other slid down to cup one ass cheek through his trousers.

North moaned into his mouth and pulled away. “We need to behave. We’re surrounded by the clan.” His words were nearly a whimper of need.

“But I saw our king and consort sneak away just a couple of minutes ago while sharing a very heated look,” Warin whispered in his ear. “They probably sought out a private place for a few minutes.”

“Oh really? But you don’t think we should leave our own party?”

Warin nearly hesitated on his answer, but as North finished speaking, his groin brushed against Warin’s, revealing he’d grown quite hard in his pants. Nope, that settled it.

“I think we should. I feel most would expect us to sneak away,” Warin said. “It..it’s…”

“It’s our duty as an engaged couple,” North finished for him. Thank goodness because the blood had stopped traveling to brain, and it was shutting down all but the most basic functions.

“Exactly. The door nearest the refreshment table…leads to the south wing hall. Halfway down—”

“There’s a bathroom. I’ll go first. You follow in five minutes,” North quickly said. He smacked Warin’s lips with a loud kiss and started across the ballroom, an overly wide smile on his face. Warin stood blinking for a moment, dazed by what was happening. When exactly had they stopped dancing?

Taking a deep breath, he wandered over to the sidelines, only vaguely aware of the questioning looks and smiles he was receiving. He nodded and smiled back, accepting congratulations while trying not to look at his watch. North had said five minutes. Surely it had been two minutes already. How was he going to wait five entire minutes? North had to have been exaggerating. Five full minutes? Three hundred seconds apart when he needed his mate now? That was rather extreme.

No, North had to be teasing.

Enough time had passed.

Trying to seem casual and not caring how badly he failed, Warin followed in his mate’s footsteps across the great hall and out the door near the refreshment table. As he stepped into the hall, he immediately spotted North jumping away from the bathroom door, his face bright red.

Warin picked up his pace, hurrying to his side. “What’s wrong?”

North grabbed his arm and ushered him away from the bathroom. “I think Alric and Cam have already claimed that spot,” he said in a low voice.

“Are you sure?”

“Oh yeah. I heard someone moan…loudly…before I could try the knob. We need another spot.”

They didn’t get far before Warin stopped them. He shoved open a door and pulled North into the dark room. Closing the door behind him, he quickly flipped on the light to reveal two walls lined with metal shelving holding cleaning supplies. There were also an assortment of brooms, mops, and buckets.

“A broom closet?” North snickered.

Warin grinned at him. “But it’s also a doorway to heaven. Would you like me to show you?”

“Yes please,” North moaned.

Warin was only too happy to oblige. He kissed his mate deeply, exploring every inch of his mouth while running a hand down his chest to cup the hard cock straining against the front of his pants. His preference was to peel off all of North’s beautiful clothes to get to his perfect body below, to spend hours worshiping each centimeter of flesh until his lover trembled beneath him, but they didn’t have time for such things. He needed to make his man lose all control and scream his pleasure.

Breaking off the kiss, Warin pressed North’s back to the door and dropped to his knees. He attacked North’s pants, getting them out of the way so he could pull down his briefs enough to free his cock.

“Warin,” North moaned. “I don’t think I can be quiet.”

Warin could only grin and lick North’s length like an ice cream cone. “Then don’t be.”

He wasn’t, and Warin found his own heaven. There were few things better in the world than the sounds North made when Warin was pleasuring him. Taking North’s dick into his mouth, he sucked him hard, running the flat of his tongue up and down the length while the most wonderful shouts and moans left his puffy lips. English blurred into German, proving that his language lessons had sunk in. Slender fingers dug into Warin’s hair and twisted. North’s control was crumbling as he swelled in Warin’s mouth. He gave a little thrust of his hips before he could stop himself, and Warin hummed around him.

A loud string of swearing filled the tiny room as North’s only warning before he started fucking Warin’s mouth. He could only relax his jaw and throat, welcoming North’s abandon while his own dick throbbed and begged for attention on his pants. His lover choked his name one last time before he came hard.

Warin eagerly swallowed down every drop and then licked every inch of him to make sure he got it all. Only when he heard a soft whimper of sensitivity from North did he finally let his slide free of his lips.

“Up,” North panted.

“What?” Warin was still trapped in a haze of pleasant and need.

“Up. My spot. Now,” North ordered. He grabbed Warin’s arm with one hand while tucking himself away with the other. There was some awkward shuffling, but Warin found their positions swapped in a blink of an eye. He stared down at North’s beautiful disheveled hair while his lips stretched around Warin’s rigid cock. He found his own climax in a disturbingly short amount of time, but then he’d been balanced on the edge while drinking North down.

His orgasm slammed through him, knocking a shout from his parted lips while lightning sizzled through his frame. The world blacked out, and for a moment he was adrift in a velvety night of pure bliss. He blinked and found North tucking him away again while pushing to his feet.

“There. We’re both presentable again. No one will know what we’ve been doing,” North declared, snuggling against Warin’s chest.

Except for the fact that his lover’s lips were swollen and his eyes had taken on a slumberous, blissed-out quality. Warin had a feeling he looked much the same. Any fool would take one look at them and know what they’d been up to. And Warin didn’t care.

Of course, he also didn’t care if they never left the broom closet for the rest of the night so long as he got to continue holding North against him just like this. He closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and released in the form of a long sigh of contentment. He thought he’d been happy in his life, but after meeting North, he was quite sure he’d been fooling himself.

“North,” he murmured.

His lover’s head shifted against his shoulder and long lashes lifted to reveal bright eyes. His eyelids still sparkled in a deep evergreen, perfectly framing his eyes. “Yes?” A goofy grin played on his mouth, begging for Warin’s kisses.

“Thank you for saving me.”

North laughed. “I’m pretty sure you and Gunter were the ones doing the saving in Brussels. You’re the ones who scared off the Jaeggi and saved me.”

“No, my precious one. You swooped in and saved me from an empty existence and brought color in my grey world. You are my light. My North star. I love you.”

North blinked back a sparkle of tears, his smile tremulous. “I love you, my mate. I will always be there to guide you.”
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Don’t stop reading! Ravi is in trouble again. Not that anyone is surprised. But he might have also found his mate. Grab Blood, book 3 of Scales ’N’ Spells! Don’t miss out on Ravi’s book.

You can also visit AreYouAMage.com to learn more about the dragons and mages.
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Hoheit – sire

Ja – yes

Liebling – dear, love

Los geht’s. – Let’s go.

Schatz – sweetheart

Scheiße – shit
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