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Gunter roared, sending a blast of dragon fire at another building. Concrete exploded under the heat, and buried timbers burst into flames. Jaeggi mages screamed and ran, scattering like little insects to new hiding places.

There would be no more hiding. The dragons and mages of Burkhard, Valerii, and the Sodalicium had descended on the Jaeggi to deliver justice at last. After five hundred years, the last of the Jaeggi would be destroyed.

But the first priority was finding their lost dragon.

Where the hell was Ravi?

Sora was determined to magically rip the Jaeggi apart until Ravi was found, and Gunter thoroughly approved. Ravi might be a troublemaker and a danger to his library, but he was still a brother—he was family—Gunter had known most of his life.

If something had happened to Ravi...

If they were too late...

Gunter shoved the thought aside as his stomach twisted with more fear and pain. They weren’t too late. They’d get Ravi back.

Flapping his wings, Gunter headed higher to turn and make another pass over the compound. Maybe there was a hidden location. That could be where they’d imprisoned Ravi.

His dragon was trying to suggest that maybe more fire could be used to burn away the hidden bits, but Gunter ignored the suggestion. His dragon believed fire was the answer to everything.

As he completed his turn, a familiar blue streak caught his eye. Gunter blinked a couple of times at the sight of Ravi darting up alongside him.

“Hey, Gunter!” Ravi called out in his usual happy-go-lucky tone, as if he hadn’t been kidnapped by the Jaeggi and scared his entire clan to death.

“Ravi! Where have you been?” The demand might have been softened by Gunter tilting his wings and stretching out his neck so he could bump his snout against the side of Ravi’s head. He’d never been so relieved to see the bundle of mischief in his life. For the first time in...well, ever, he felt like hugging his friend tightly.

Ravi laughed and returned the gesture. “Sorry I missed all the fun. I need to see Alric and Sora. I also need you to protect them,” he finished, shoving a small, slender blond human at him. Gunter hadn’t even noticed Ravi carrying a rider. His focus had been on the dragon.

An utterly undignified sound escaped Gunter, but he couldn’t not accept the poor creature. And wasn’t it just like Ravi to hand a human off mid-flight and not think of the dangers? Ravi’s passenger looked as panicked by this maneuver as he was, but Gunter got a firm grip and didn’t let go. He automatically tucked the human—no, mage—close. Now that Gunter was holding the mage, he could clearly smell the magic wafting off his body. Ravi had found a mage who didn’t belong to the Jaeggi Clan. This was a doubly good day then. New mage and a safe Ravi. If they could destroy the Jaeggi once and for all, it would be the best day ever.

But first, what the devil was he supposed to do with the mage?

“Ravi?”

“Nikki is a mage. Saved my life!”

Gunter softly grunted and nodded. That was enough for him. He tightened his fingers, careful of his talons so he didn’t harm his passenger. If he’d come out of that mad, chaotic battle from below, then Gunter wanted to make sure Nikki was alright. He turned in his flight, heading to the back of the line where he could safely set down, get someone to check the mage over.

Very carefully, he landed outside the battlefield where a small group of mages had set up a triage and healing center for anyone injured. Gunter attempted to settle Nikki on his feet, but the mage would not be released. It was like being wrapped up by an octopus. Every time Gunter got one limb unhooked, another would latch on.

“Wait, wait! Don’t put me down,” Nikki demanded in a harsh whisper. He looked over his shoulder at the other mages and then tightened his hold on Gunter. “Who are all these people?”

“These mages are from my clan. They won’t hurt you. They only wish to help. They can check you over to make sure you don’t need medical attention,” Gunter explained, but it made zero difference on Nikki’s grip.

“Please don’t put me down,” Nikki pleaded. Panic grew in his voice. “I really, really don’t want to be on the ground. I’m much safer in the air. Can we please go back up in the air?”

“With all the spells being flung around, the air is not safe right now.”

“It’s still safer than the ground. I can’t trust mages. I’ve not met a good mage yet. But I can trust the dragons. Please?”

Frowning, Gunter moved a little farther from the gathering of Burkhard mages. In a quiet and safe spot, Gunter’s dragon settled on the ground and pulled his wings around in front of him so that his head—along with all of Nikki—were completely shielded from the world.

“There. No more mages,” Gunter announced. To his relief, Nikki finally put his feet on the ground but didn’t release his arms. Progress. Sort of.

Nikki huddled closer, peering suspiciously over one shoulder as if tracking where the other mages were at all times. “I don’t want to go near the mages again.”

“I swear to you, these mages can be trusted. They are of my clan. I really need to shift back into my human form. I must speak with King Alric and find out what needs to be done now that you and Ravi have been liberated.”

Nikki did not like this idea one iota. He peered up through his thick lashes, expression doubtful.

Gunter felt that look impact him straight in the heartstrings. It was sad Nikki couldn’t trust other mages. The damn Jaeggi’s fault, no doubt. Who knew what Nikki had suffered at their hands to make the mage react so against his own kind. Gunter felt...not sympathy, but a willingness to help Nikki feel comfortable and safe until he realized there was no reason to fear the Burkhards.

“If it helps, stick with me,” he offered with a smile. “I’ll act as a barrier between you and them.”

As if fate thought this all a wonderful joke, a small hand lightly grabbed the edge of Gunter’s wing and started to pull as if parting a curtain, but he jerked it back.

“Really, Gunter. A battlefield isn’t a good place to play hide-and-seek,” Mage Yuki admonished.

Gunter nearly snarled. Now was not the time. Just the sound of her voice sent Nikki spinning, guard up, vibrating with the need to either fight or flee. “Everything is fine, Yuki. I’ll be along in a moment.”

“Gunter?”

With a huff, he extended his long neck, poking his head out between his wings so he could speak to her while keeping Nikki hidden from sight. He felt freaking ridiculous. “I will explain later, but everything is under control. Ravi has been found. Maybe you should check that he doesn’t need medical attention.”

Yuki laughed and waved a hand at him. “Oh, I saw Sora tackle him already. He’s in good hands. I believe they’re talking to Alric now.” She gave him a little pat on the snout like he was being a particularly good dog and walked back over to where the other mages were working.

Gunter rolled his eyes. All mages were precious, but he was beginning to understand all mages were also a handful. Particularly the one still hiding with him.

Pulling his head back into his wings, Gunter bumped his snout into Nikki’s side in an awkward nuzzle, and the mage giggled. The happy sound was surprising and sent up the strangest little bubble of something in Gunter’s heart. “Did I tickle you?”

“I’m super ticklish,” Nikki admitted. But the best part was that Nikki had relaxed his hold. Gunter didn’t hesitate. He shifted back into his human form in a flash.

Nikki yelped in surprise, his face flushing a little. The hold on Gunter’s arm hadn’t lessened any through his transformation, either.

Gunter resettled his glasses on his nose and smoothed some hair out of his face. He wasn’t feeling entirely pulled together, but that was nothing a hot shower, a cup of tea, and maybe a little mage-removal surgery couldn’t cure.

And the surest way to become one clingy mage lighter was to find Alric.

“Come along, Nikki. We need to speak to those dragons over there.” Gunter pointed to where three dark-red dragons stood guard. They held a defensive ring just outside of the main gates at a temporary command-center. It was an easy guess that Alric had shifted back into his human form and those dragons were forming a shield to protect their king.

“Will there be mages?”

“A couple probably, but there will be far more dragons.”

“Are you—” Nikki started to ask something else, but the words broke off as he lifted his eyes to Gunter’s face. His astonishingly purple eyes went wide and his mouth hung open, but no sound came out. Surprise. Or rather shock at seeing Gunter in his human form.

Gunter looked Nikki over more carefully now that he had better lighting. Yes, those really were purple eyes. A deep, galaxy sort of purple. Genetically speaking, those eyes were one in a million. (Gunter may have spent too much of his time recently on genetics.) And they were set in a narrow, androgynous face, silky blond hair falling around Nikki’s shoulders in a touchable way. Nikki was short, with a delicate sort of air, one that made Gunter feel protective. A beautiful person, no doubt about that.

And one who was still unnerved and clearly uneasy being here.

“Yes,” Gunter started, clearing his throat. “Not quite what most people expect when they think dragon,” he finished awkwardly, clearing his throat again. Nikki’s stare made Gunter feel like he was being analyzed from every single angle. Not a comfortable sensation. “Let’s go.”

He managed to get Nikki to hold his hand instead of his arm as they crossed the grassy field to the dragons. It certainly made navigating the madness easier. They slipped between the guards to find Alric holding an exhausted Cameron while he spoke to Baldewin, Ravi, and Sora.

“Hoheit, we searched the bunker and found only three mages alive,” Baldewin was reporting. “We’ve got about a dozen corpses, so drained of magic they died of it. But the survivors we might be able to save yet. They’re in poor shape but strong enough to make it back to Burkhard if we hurry.”

Alric nodded, his expression growing dark. Gunter’s heart skipped at the thought of so many mages losing their lives while in Jaeggi hands.

“Start rounding up volunteers without riders to take them to Burkhard. I want a protection detail with them. Leave immediately. We’ll follow shortly,” Alric commanded.

Ravi sighed heavily, leaning against Sora. He looked exhausted to his very core. He was also wearing a pair of pants about five sizes too big for him. Where the devil were the dragon’s clothes? Gunter decided he didn’t really want to know. This was Ravi.

Alric turned his attention to Ravi. “I’ve got dragons looking, but any sign of the ones who took you?”

“It was that guy, Thomas. And, no, I’ve not seen any sign of him.” Ravi shifted his weight, eyes falling on Nikki, who still clung to Gunter, half hiding behind his body. “Where’s Thomas?”

Nikki flinched at just the mention of the man’s name. The slender mage moved out from behind Gunter a little more and shrugged. “There’s a back road. Odds are he used it, him and the others, to escape. You’re not going to find them. The vans are warded against seeking spells.”

Gunter bit back a curse. So close. After all this time, they’d gotten so close to finally destroying the Jaeggi. But the anger started to fade the second his eyes dropped down to Nikki, who was closely watching everyone. It wasn’t a total loss. They’d recovered Ravi. They’d saved Nikki and a few other mages just like him.

But that still left the problem of what to do with the new mage. It wasn’t like he could go through the rest of his life with a mage-growth on his body.

“Umm…Hoheit? Ravi?” Gunter’s nervous voice rose above the gathering. “A moment, if I may?” When Alric looked to him, he motioned to the mage who had moved to partially hide behind him again.

Ravi pressed a kiss to Sora’s jaw and then jogged over, fighting the pants trying to fall down. “Hoheit, everyone, this is Nikki. They helped break me out of the Jaeggi cell and created the first explosion that distracted the Jaeggi.”

Interesting. Twice now, Ravi had used they or them when referencing Nikki. Gunter glanced back down at the mage still holding onto him. Perhaps non-binary? Genderqueer? He’d use neutral pronouns for now and clarify later.

“Wow! You did that?” Cameron asked. He straightened, as if finding new energy at the mention of a destructive spell.

“That was amazing!” Tori added as he came to stand next to Baldewin.

“No! You’re not practicing that at the castle,” Alric said quickly and then turned his attention to Nikki. “Thank you for saving Ravi. We are in your debt.”

Nikki gave a small wave, a crooked smile sneaking out. “No problem. I think. I kind of slammed together some sunlight, griffon feathers, and diesel fuel.”

Gunter’s heart leapt into his throat. “Oh my word!” If Nikki had added too much griffon feathers to that combination, they could have blown the entire compound off the map. There would have been no rescue effort. Everyone would have been destroyed.

“I’d like Nikki to come back to Burkhard Castle for a while. Just until they can figure out what they want to do next,” Ravi continued.

“Of course. Nikki, you are very welcome at Burkhard.” Cameron took a step toward Nikki, and the mage actually backed up, putting themself further behind Gunter. Cameron’s eyes darted to Ravi in panicked question, demanding to know what he’d done to scare Nikki.

Mages scary, Ravi mouthed. Cameron still looked confused, but he nodded and retreated into Alric’s arms.

“We would be honored to have you at Burkhard for as long as you wish,” Alric added smoothly.

Nikki relaxed a little, their fingers digging a tiny bit less into Gunter’s arm. “Can I ride with you, Ravi?”

“I would very much like to carry my mate,” Ravi admitted, tilting his head toward Sora.

Nikki nodded, cheeks flushing. “Oh. Yeah. Of course. Makes sense.”

“But there are plenty of dragons here who would be happy to take you back to Burkhard.”

Nikki’s purple eyes immediately lit up, and they gazed up at Gunter with the widest smile. “You’re so pretty as a dragon. And just as pretty in your human form. I would like to fly with you.”

Drat!

That same horrible sound which had escaped him when he was first handed Nikki erupted from Gunter’s lips again as the mage wrapped one arm tightly around his waist. Gunter lifted wide, panicked eyes to Alric and then Ravi. He raised both arms up in the air, holding them out from his body. This was unacceptable! He was not a mage babysitter. He had important work to do. Nikki should be in the hands of mages who could help them. Or at least some other dragon who wasn’t constantly called upon by the king. What was he supposed to do with Nikki?

Alric cleared his throat and smiled broadly at Gunter, hints of mischief glinting in his dark blue eyes. “Excellent choice!”

“Hoheit?” Gunter croaked.

“Gunter will carry you safely to Burkhard and keep you safe at the castle.” Alric then turned away, his attention already on their evacuation plan for getting wounded dragons and mages back to Burkhard safely. As it was, the ice dragons were already putting out fires, and dragons were starting back for Germany.

Maybe once he managed to get Nikki settled in the castle, they would feel more comfortable meeting other dragons and mages. By this time tomorrow, Nikki would want nothing to do with a grumpy old dragon like him.

Yes, that sounded like a good idea.

Gunter moved them away from the other dragons and mages so he could safely shift back into his dragon form. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a harness, so he was forced to hold the mage in his arms. Not that Nikki seemed to mind. They cuddled close to him, seeming to soak up his body heat.

In a moment, they were in the air and racing back toward Sonthofen, Germany, and Burkhard Castle. The mage fell asleep before they even reached the German border. That was somewhat reassuring. At least Nikki wasn’t the type to dislike heights, like Tori. The trust in that gesture relieved Gunter. Gunter believed it was a mix of exhaustion and relief at finally being away from the Jaeggi.

And they were kind of cute when they were sleeping and relaxed in his arms. Kind of kittenish. Except this kitten had the power to blow them all to kingdom come. Gunter shuddered as his mind replayed exactly what elements Nikki had slapped together. The sooner Nikki got some professional training, the better and safer it would be for all of them.

Nikki woke when Gunter started to lower them into the castle courtyard. They took everything in with wide eyes and eagerness, but it was tempered with caution. Gunter wasn’t quite sure why. Because it housed mages? Nikki seemed to be wary of them earlier, so that could be it. But something about the castle made them cautious.

Once on the ground, Nikki stuck close, though they no longer clung to Gunter, at least. If they passed anyone, Nikki questioned whether they saw mage or dragon in human form, and their guard stayed up. But their fascination with the castle didn’t wane, their head panning one direction, then the next as they took it all in.

Briefly, Gunter considered placing Nikki in one of the rooms already prepared in anticipation of them locating more mages with the Jaeggi. And then he imagined the castle blowing up because Nikki had been left alone with unknown mages.

No, that wouldn’t work.

There was one set of rooms next to his currently unoccupied. That would do, at least until Nikki got over their fear of other mages. Then they could be moved closer to them at a later date. Yes, that would have to work.

“How many dragons live here?” Nikki asked.

“Normally, there are about fifty dragons. The castle is quite full of visiting dragons from the Valerii Clan, as well as from the Sodalicium,” Gunter replied as they took the central staircase up to his floor.

Nikki’s voice dipped a little softer as they asked, “How many mages live here?”

“That number feels like it’s changing constantly now. For a long time, we had fewer than a dozen. Now, with all the visiting mages and the new mages we’ve discovered, I’d say there are about thirty. Possibly more.”

An “eep” sneaked out of Nikki.

“But none of the mages here will ever harm you. They only want to help you and be your friend,” Gunter argued, but it was like talking to a brick wall. Nikki had no interest in being friends with a mage.

“Do you spend a lot of time with the other mages?”

“Not really. I am the royal researcher and historian, which means I spend most of my days alone in the library.”

Nikki’s eyes lit up, and Gunter belatedly realized exactly what he’d stepped into. He was such a fool.

“I like books!” Nikki volunteered.

Well, at least there was some hope for the mage.

Gunter stopped at a door just down from his own and opened it. The room smelled a little stale. It had been a while since it was last used, but it was kept tidy in case of visitors to the castle. There was a lovely sitting room adorned in shades of pale blue. From there, the doorway led to a sunny yellow bedroom, walk-in closet, and en-suite bathroom. All very lovely and private. It had to be a vast improvement to where Nikki had been living before.

“What’s this?” Nikki asked.

“This is your new room.”

Nikki’s eyes snapped up to Gunter. “Really? All of this?”

“Yes. This is your private apartment. Your rooms. No one can come in here without your permission. You’ll always be safe in your rooms.”

Nikki’s grip on his hand lessened a little, and they took a step away to let their fingertips skim across the fine fabric of one of the chairs. Their expression was poleaxed, as if this was something Nikki had no experience with and certainly didn’t expect. But there was a growing smile of delight, too. “I don’t have to share it.”

“No.” Gunter grinned as Nikki took another step into the room. Yes, this was perfect. Nikki would have a place of their own and would be willing to detach from Gunter.

“Where are your rooms?” Nikki asked suddenly, and Gunter forcibly held on to his smile.

“Right next to your room. If you step into the hall, I’m the first door on the left. You can come visit me anytime you need to.”

“Oh. You promise?”

“I do. I’m just a few steps away. Nikki, if you don’t mind, I have a few questions for you?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“I’m trying to track all of the mages we find and their families. What’s your full name?”

“Nikki Bos.”

Gunter mentally noted that. The name didn’t ring an immediate bell, which was interesting.

“And, er, sex?”

“Three times a day.” Nikki shot him an outrageous wink.

Gunter snorted, amused, but that didn’t answer his question. And clearly, he could have phrased that better. “I mean, male, female…?”

“No mercy for either,” Nikki assured him brightly.

Oh god, no wonder Nikki and Ravi got along so well. They were both comedians at heart. Exasperated, Gunter rephrased again. “I’m trying to figure out what pronouns you want me to use?”

“Ohhh. Thanks for asking. They/them, please.”

“Thanks. I thought Ravi said so, but I wanted to make sure I had it right.” Gunter ushered Nikki a little farther in, directing them toward the bedroom. “You have to be exhausted. Why don’t you take a nice relaxing bath, and then you can get some sleep? When you wake, you can get something to eat and explore the castle.”

Nikki was quick to step into the bedroom and peer into the bathroom. The noise of appreciation made it clear Nikki liked what they saw.

“You relax. I’m just going to grab a shower and prepare for Hoheit’s return.”

Gunter slipped out of Nikki’s room and closed the door behind him, smiling to himself. That was it. Nikki was already feeling more settled if they were being sassy. Sleeping safe and sound would just reinforce nothing would happen to them in Burkhard. They would be more at ease and forget all about him.

He was still patting himself on the back as he stripped out of his dirty clothes and stepped into the warm shower. He sighed as water pounded on tense muscles in his shoulders, as relief washed over him all over again. Ravi was safe and was going to be home again in a matter of minutes. All of his family was safe. New mages had been saved. And while the Jaeggi continued to be elusive, they would be stopped very soon.

Nikki might even hold the key to eliminating the Jaeggi.

The mage didn’t seem so bad. A little clingy. Justifiably nervous around mages. Sassy, too. And frightening when it came to impulsive spell crafting. But there was a sweetness to their enthusiasm and innocence. Maybe after they had some time to acclimate to the castle and the Burkhard Clan, Gunter would be able to chat with them about their past. They probably had some interesting insights into the Jaeggi and might even have some critical knowledge about a lost mage clan.

Yes, Nikki would be quite useful for the clan.

Gunter finished his shower and dried off. He quickly dressed in a fresh suit, fully anticipating a round of meetings with Alric as soon as he arrived in the castle with the other kings. He stepped into the bedroom to search for a pair of cufflinks that would match his tie when his eyes fell on Nikki.

Curled up at the foot of his bed.

Asleep.

This was bad.


[image: ]


Nikki really had no idea what to do with themself.

It was a combination of being in a new place—a territory they didn’t know yet—and not having anything assigned to them. With the Jaeggi, Nikki had mostly been a magical battery, but even still, they’d had a routine of chores they were responsible for. Not that Nikki missed the routine whatsoever, but having something to do would be nice.

The main problem was Nikki had only dreamed of being free. And those dreams had mostly been wrapped up in totally unrealistic ideas of a dragon swooping in and saving them from the evil Jaeggi, falling instantly in love with Nikki, then flying them both off into the sunset. The dreams may have gotten a boost a month ago when the interview with King Alric and Consort Cameron came out.

Nikki maaaay have watched it a few hundred times.

Anyway, Nikki had no idea what to do with all this newfound freedom. Typically, all Nikki had been allowed to do was watch television and read books. Anything internet-related had been strictly off-limits, and even their board games, television channels, and books had been carefully screened. None of that was in play at Burkhard. Nikki hadn’t been given a single restriction yet. And frankly, was quite wary of it. They’d been completely left to their own devices all day today. And yesterday. And the day before that. It was afternoon now, and not once had someone come looking for them. On the one hand: ooooh. All the possibilities.

On the other, it didn’t make any sense.

No one housed and fed a complete stranger without wanting something from them. That lesson had been engraved into Nikki’s soul. The dragons would rescue a mage, of course, no question. But then what? What did they intend to do with Nikki? What about the Burkhard mages? Nikki didn’t really think they could be trusted, but…the dragons trusted them. Which said something, there. None of this made sense.

So, what could Nikki do from here?

Nikki was the boss of themself. And that was absolutely the problem.

Well, at the very least, they could get the lay of the land. The castle was huge; there didn’t seem to be any handy map of the place, and not knowing the ins and outs of it made Nikki’s skin crawl. Absolutely, number one priority was to figure this place out. Maybe check in with the other mages who had been rescued.

They started at their room, given to them by the lovely Gunter, and took a right. Nikki paid strict attention to where their feet went, mapping the route mentally as they walked. But part of their brain was on Gunter.

If Nikki had ever created a dedicated star in the dragon-rescue-daydream, he would have looked a lot like Gunter. Nikki had a severe weakness for men with ice-blond hair, broody looks, and muscles.

Geralt of Rivia.

Legolas.

Sephiroth.

Ahem. Anyway. Nikki’s weakness was well known and established at this point. Gunter fit that mold to a tee. When Ravi had handed Nikki over to Gunter for safe-keeping, Nikki may have capitalized on the moment and clung a bit more than was called for.

But Gunter hadn’t been annoyed in response. Surprised, definitely—that had been clear in those ice-blue eyes. Worried about Nikki. And sweet, so sweet. He’d clearly been out of his depth, not sure how to handle the situation, but willing to do whatever necessary to help Nikki feel safe. And not once had he tried to take advantage, even though Nikki had handed him several opportunities.

Under that gruff exterior was a heart of gold. Nikki may have developed an instantaneous crush. Just a little bit.

Not that they knew what to do with it. Gunter didn’t seem to be mated, but he also didn’t seem to be interested. And Nikki had never been in this position before, of finding someone they wanted to pursue.

And should they? Nikki might need to escape from here, too, since it was still unclear what the Burkhards wanted to do with them.

Although they really hoped not. Because Gunter was truly lovely.

Nikki found their way down one level to another, wrapping around the perimeter of the castle through connecting hallways. They tracked their progress through the view of the windows—truly beautiful mountains up here. Nikki itched to go exploring outside, too. Not that they had any experience exploring nature. There was much they hadn’t been allowed to do in their life. And with no one watching them, the freedom to do whatever crossed their mind was there.

Right. Map out castle first, then outside.

They were on the third level of the castle when Nikki spied a familiar face, a woman sitting on an outside balcony with her face tilted up toward the sun. She looked in far better condition than Nikki had last seen her, her magical core in the recovery stage instead of looking like a ghost of itself. Someone had attended to her—and done it very well.

“Dominique?”

Her head tilted and she greeted them with the slight French accent she was known for. “Ah, Nikki! How are you? Isn’t this place just a fantasy?”

“It’s amazing,” Nikki agreed, coming to sit with her. The two of them had always gotten along, and it was nice to see Dominique relaxed instead of wary and afraid. Also surprising, considering she was in new territory like they were. “I’ve been mapping the place out most of the day and still haven’t seen it all.”

“Oui, un problème. I’ve gotten lost three times now.” She laughed, not bothered by this. “But handsome dragons always stop to help, so no hardship.”

“There are many, many attractive dragons in this place.” Nikki had seen that, too. Not that their eyes had lingered anywhere in particular. Gunter had rather cemented their attention.

“I enjoy eye candy very much.” She tilted her head, looking them over. “You helped Ravi escape, I heard. I’m so glad. It got us all out.”

“I’m glad we did. I don’t think any of us would have lasted much longer.”

“Non, you are right.” Her dark brown eyes turned sad. “They are too desperate to defeat the dragons. They drained us too much. But we are in better place now, and already the dragons here are gearing up for battle.”

“Oh, they are?” Nikki hadn’t heard anything about this.

“Oui, the kings here come and speak with me. King Alric is kind, you’ll see for yourself, I think. They ask many, many questions, for information. And assure me that if I want a proper place in this clan, I have one.” Dominique tilted her hand to indicate the world beyond the castle walls. “Or if I want to return home, I may. I have no real home to return to. I told them so, and asked for time to think about staying.”

Nikki would not have been so nonchalant about that offer. “You really think it’s safe to stay?”

“Oh, oui.” She nodded firmly, her brown, bobbed hair swinging gently around her chin. “Pas de question. These people are kind. And they do not need us like the Jaeggi did. I’ve seen great magics performed without any draining happening. The spell work done on me alone to restore my magical core was enlightening. Dragons would not work with mages like the Jaeggi, anyway.”

That…was a good point. Nikki hadn’t really thought of it in those terms.

“Ah, two of you!”

Nikki turned to see who had spoken and felt a wave of uneasiness crash over them when the petite mage beelined straight for them. She was a powerhouse, this one, practically glowing with magical energy. Nikki wasn’t at all comfortable with her being this close, but she seemed oblivious as she came straight to the table and plopped a heavy bag down.

“Hi, hi,” she greeted, a bright smile on her face. “I’m Cassie Burkhard, and I’m kind of the person in charge of tech around here. How are you guys doing?”

Dominique answered, although an edge of caution tightened her expression. “Fine, I think.”

“Really? You guys aren’t overwhelmed by the size of the place? ’Cause I sure was when I first got here.” Cassie shook her head, the blue of her hair catching the light in interesting ways. “I must have called Sasha thirty times a day, asking where I was going and where something was. This place is a freaking labyrinth, and the dragons are so used to it, they don’t even think of it like that. My wife is still incredibly amused every time she has to come to my rescue. Although I have finally gotten a handle on the place. Anyway, I didn’t want to just let you guys wander around without some means of calling for help. So.”

Nikki had no idea what she would pull from that black bag until her hand popped back out with a cellphone.

Why…a cellphone? Really? They’d never been allowed to have one with the Jaeggi. Nikki had barely gotten access to a TV, really.

“I hope you’re both android people, as that’s all I’ve got.” Cassie handed Dominique one, then Nikki, chattering as she did so. “The phone number for it is written in Sharpie on the back. It’s got a few phone numbers already loaded. Mine, Alric’s, Cameron’s, Ravi’s—although don’t call him if you can help it, he’s in wedding prep mode—and Sora’s. Sora is our healer, and if anything is hurting, please call him ASAP. Ok? Oh, and I’ve got tablets for you, too.”

Nikki looked at the tech in their hands and felt like the world had been tilted. A phone was a means of contacting the outside world. The tablet was much the same. This woman was just handing them the means to call out, get help, or navigate their way out of the castle. And she did it with a smile on her face and instructions.

Was Nikki truly free here, then? Was the choice to go or stay completely up to them?

It must be. They’d never be given a phone like this otherwise.

“Downloaded onto the phone is a cash app, loaded with some money. We’ll get you a bank account and all of that once we’ve gotten everything else straightened out.” Cassie sighed, eyes rolling. “Just bear with us, we’re juggling a lot of balls right now. Between Ravi’s wedding, rescuing all of you, and trying to figure out where the Jaeggi disappeared to, there’s not enough hours in the day.”

Nikki’s eyes nearly popped right out of their head. They were given money too?!

“Oh, but don’t go out of the castle without an escort,” Cassie tacked on. “Ask a dragon to guard you. Our location here isn’t exactly a secret, and we don’t want the Jaeggi to snatch you guys again.”

Dominique’s face compressed with worry. “Has that happened?”

“Yeah, unfortunately. They got their hands on my brother once. I mean, we obviously got him back, but we’d rather not play that game. So take an escort out with you if you do go, okay? The dragons are super good about it; they’ll be happy to go wherever with you.”

The thought of being taken again was alarming. But Nikki should have expected that, too. The Jaeggi were nothing if not fanatical in their pursuits.

Oooh, did that mean Nikki could ask Gunter to go with them to all sorts of different places? Maybe they should think about that. And scheme.

“Okay, I think that’s it for now.” Cassie paused with both hands on her bag, her dark eyes thoughtful on them both. “You both are okay, right? I can escort you to Sora to get checked out if something is bothering you.”

Nikki waved this away. No way in hell were they willing to spend one-on-one time with a mage, especially a healer. Even this meeting with Cassie had them on edge, and if not for the lure of tech, Nikki would not have stayed this long. “I’m fine.”

“I’ve already been seen to,” Dominique informed her with a winsome smile. “But thank you.”

“Good, good. Just checking. Expect all the memes!” Cassie smiled, but there was mischief in that expression. “And I do mean all. Toodles, peeps!”

And with that, she bounced away again.

Nikki watched her go for a moment, then looked back down at their phone. That meeting had been unexpected in multiple ways. But in a good way? Certainly, this was a much better start than the last time they’d been pulled into a clan.

Dominique turned the phone on, smiling. “I’m not entirely sure how to use this, but I guess I have time to figure it out. It certainly is nice someone thought to give us all this. I feel very welcome here. I think I’ll stay. It’s safer here than out in the world, and I don’t have anywhere else I’d rather go. What about you, Nikki?”

“I think I’ll stay, too.” The words felt right in their mouth as they said them. Nikki nodded, agreeing with their own decision. “You’re right, there’s nowhere else I can really think to go or want to be. And I feel like there’s good possibilities here.”

Dominique’s grin was wicked. “And handsome dragons to flirt with.”

Nikki’s grin was equally wicked. “And that. Really, there’s too many perks to pass up.”

And perhaps, if Nikki stayed, they could figure out how to approach Gunter. Nikki really had to try because it would be a damn shame otherwise.

But first, Nikki had a few things to put to the test.
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Nikki was not one to sit still. Even the Jaeggi hadn’t managed to cage them completely. After Cassie had given them the phone, it had been too much of a temptation. Where all could Nikki go? What were the restrictions before they hit a wall?

Could they leave, if so desired?

So many questions begged for an answer.

Nikki started with the obvious one: the main gate.

People were coming and going out of the gates as if there was a sale going on. Part of it was the wedding prep, or so Nikki assumed. A lot of the people coming in seemed to have decorations or food, so a party of some sort. Other people were mages—or wishful mages—come to take the test and see if they had the ability.

Nikki headed for the gate, pace deliberate to give the impression that Nikki wasn’t sneaking. Oh no. They were a person who knew precisely where they were going and had complete permission to do so. It was a fine line to tread, and one Nikki had perfected after a decade of captivity.

The gate wasn’t just wide open. No one would be that stupid during an active war. A very impressive ward arched overhead—truly, the spells were so complex it was like looking at an origami of magic. Nikki may have stopped a few times and studied a choice bit as it caught the sunlight. A person could spend a full year studying the ward and only understand the basic functions.

But aside from the ward, people stood on duty on either side of the gate. Nikki eyed them sideways, very curious just how far outside of the gates those guards would allow them before trying to corral Nikki back inside.

If Nikki could even go outside at all.

Holding their breath, Nikki crossed the threshold.

And then kept walking, ducking a little to the side to avoid the car coming up the driveway. But no one yelled to stop them. No one raced after them. The ward didn’t react in any way.

They were…free.

Nikki almost stopped dead, reeling under the concept. It was heady, euphoric, to realize that if they wanted to leave, they could. They already had, in a sense, as they were a good dozen paces outside the gate and still hadn’t garnered a reaction from the guards.

Turning in place, Nikki looked back at the fantasy-castle of the Burkhard Clan, throat tight with emotion. It really was their choice whether to go or stay, then? Every word about Nikki choosing their future had been meant in all sincerity? It must have been. Nikki never would have been allowed near the gates with the Jaeggi. Even this much freedom was unheard of.

A car slowed, window rolling down so Ravi could poke his head out. “Hey, Nikki! You want to go to town or something? I can arrange an escort to drive you in.”

Go to town? Nikki stared at Ravi as if he spoke a completely undecipherable language. Was it really that easy? Cassie had said so, but…well, frankly, Nikki trusted Ravi more.

Deciding to be brave and test the water, Nikki gave a nod. “Yeah. I’d like to go to town, buy a few things.”

“Sure, of course. Not like you came here with luggage anyway, right? Hold tight, I’ll snag someone.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Nikki stayed put. And for once, it wasn’t because they had to, but because they had the option and chose to.

And having the choice was the most liberating feeling of all.

Nikki may have done a little booty dance right there on the spot. The joy was too much to contain. Nikki had options. A thing never before experienced.

Now. What trouble should they get into next?

Aside from clothes shopping; Ravi had a good point there. Clothes definitely needed to happen.
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Braving the gate was a good first step. Nikki had proven to themself they could leave if they wanted to. It didn’t look like Burkhard was lulling them into a false sense of security.

That said, there were a few things they wanted to check. Mostly because they didn’t make any sense to Nikki.

They’d now seen magic worked multiple times. Mostly on the battlefield, but some here, too. The magical protections on the castle spoke volumes, and it was wholly different from how the Jaeggi did it. The spells were different, the ingredients were different—basically everything that could be different while still using magic, was. And Nikki was fascinated by this. They really had to figure out just how far those differences went because they suspected the Burkhards had no need to harvest from Nikki’s magical core—or any mage’s. And if that was the case, then Nikki might well be as safe as houses here.

And that was a remarkable concept. Finally being safe.

But first, Nikki had to prove it.

It was dark in the castle, though not pitch-black. Nightlights hung here and there, dotting the hallways, probably for anyone patrolling. They had enough light to navigate by, anyway, and that was all they needed. They slipped first outside and into the greenhouse, taking stock. Some truly impressive magical elements were here. Nikki could tell by their aura they had power to them. Not that they had any prayer of knowing what half of this was. Nikki had never been in a greenhouse in their life. The Jaeggi had moved around too much to make such a thing feasible.

The air felt rich with humidity, warmth, and magic. Nikki paused often to breathe, let it soak into their skin for a moment. The greenhouse might become a favorite haunt.

But there were other things to check out, so lingering here wasn’t ideal. Not tonight.

They slipped back out and up a level, going toward the mages’ workrooms. Most of the workrooms seemed to be all along one hallway, and Nikki had caught glimpses of mages popping in and out of those rooms yesterday. What surprised them was the complete lack of protective wards around the doors. There wasn’t even a hint of them. Those rooms would have been on complete lockdown with the Jaeggi.

Nikki edged in close to one of the doors, tapping all around it, searching every way they knew how for a protective ward. Nothing. A distinct lack of anything magical, in fact. It was just a door.

Huh.

Well. Wasn’t that interesting?

Either these people were incredibly naïve or…they had nothing to hide. Call Nikki optimistic, but they bet it was the latter.

Nikki slipped inside and took in the room. A seating area to the right hosted two big, cushy armchairs with a table between them. The walls were entirely made of shelves, filled to the brim with every imaginable size jar and box. Spell ingredients? Looked like it. To the left, a stainless-steel table sat with a sort of mini-kitchen wrapped around it in an L-shape. A larger closet capped it on the end. Nothing looked dangerous, and everything was neat and put away.

There wasn’t a hint of machinery, either, aside from the stovetop in the corner. What…?

No, surely not. It just wasn’t obvious.

Nikki ignored the spell ingredients and went for the left side, digging through every cabinet, careful to put things back exactly as they were. They found more spell ingredients, cleaning supplies, different tools, cauldrons, a half-eaten stash of chocolates, all sorts of things.

But no machines of any sort.

Huh.

Was that true of every workroom?

Nikki left that one, went into the next room. Searched it just as thoroughly. Came up with the same results. Well, this one wasn’t as neatly kept and had slightly different spell ingredients, but it was the same in principle. They went on to the next, and then the last one on that stretch of hallway.

Six workrooms in, the obvious became apparent. Nikki sat back on their heels for a long moment, letting this settle in their head.

Magic, true magic, came from the core. Nikki remembered that vaguely from their childhood. Their parents had taught them little magics, simple things like cleaning spells. The Burkhards had more powerful magics, which had made Nikki wonder if that was still the case—magic coming from the core—or if their parents had been the exception to the rule. But they seemed to operate on the same principles. A mage used powerful ingredients, spells, and their own power to create magic. No other source of power was necessary.

This was something Nikki would need to study more. For now, they had the answer to the main question: Would the Burkhards use Nikki as a power source, too?

The answer was simple: No. They apparently had other methods. Nikki couldn’t find a single thing that even remotely resembled the devices the Jaeggi had used against them. Probably because the Burkhards didn’t need them. It did leave the question of how the mages worked magic instead. It didn’t make sense to Nikki.

Was it because they were mated to dragons? The Jaeggi liked to complain about their difficulty with magic, blaming the dragons for their issues. But Nikki didn’t think that was it. The Jaeggi’s magical cores didn’t look like the Burkhards’. They were a fractured, shadowy reflection of how other mages’ cores looked. Even Nikki’s own.

Shaking the thought off, Nikki rose and left the workroom. They had their answers, and it was a relief to know this wasn’t a place they had to immediately escape from. It was safe enough at the moment, giving Nikki breathing room to figure out what to do next. Nikki hadn’t been officially offered a place here, but Dominique had said they could stay if they so desired. And no doubt the kings would talk to Nikki eventually. They were interviewing each rescued mage one by one. Nikki’s turn might well be tomorrow or the day after.

When they finally did speak with Nikki, if asked, Nikki could give them a ready answer: Yes, they’d stay. For magic, for safety, and for the deliciously sweet dragon Nikki was crushing on.

Speaking of, it was time to go and sneak into Gunter’s room. Nikki had tried sleeping in their own bed since Gunter had been sweet enough to give them a room of their own, but…well, it was quiet. And the bed was cold. Nikki was used to someone sleeping in the same room as them. They couldn’t settle down at night being on their own like that.

And Gunter radiated delicious heat Nikki could bask in. The castle was too cold for little ol’ mages like Nikki.

That was their story, and they were sticking to it.

If Nikki chose to be introspective in that moment—they generally avoided doing so, it was painful—something else was at play here. The crush was true enough, but it went deeper than that. Gunter had proven on a battlefield that if something scared Nikki, he would act immediately in defense. Nikki had never been protected from anything in their life. To have that immediate, unquestioning protection was heady stuff. Nikki felt safer with Gunter than anywhere else. In this chaotic shift, with so much uncertain, Gunter was a safe bastion Nikki could cling to.

And the dragon let them. He might be perplexed and frown at Nikki as if he couldn’t figure out why Nikki kept hanging about, but he didn’t complain. And he didn’t shoo Nikki off. He really was very nice.

Nikki might enjoy teasing him, too. Just a little bit.

But sleeping next to Gunter was mostly because being in their own bed wasn’t conducive to sleep. Gunter’s warmth and presence soothed Nikki like nothing else could. It did take timing to slip in and out before Gunter could wake and discover Nikki there. It wasn’t like Nikki wanted to push their luck too much. But it was worth it.

They slipped into Gunter’s room on soundless feet. The dragon was completely oblivious, snoring away, much like a bear in full hibernation. Nikki grinned even as they toed off shoes, pulling back the covers at the very edge of the bed and snuggling in. The bed was noticeably warm, even on the far side.

Nikki let their eyes close, soaking in the feelings of heat, snoring, and the very safety that Gunter’s presence promised. Within seconds, was out like a light.
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Nikki was invited to come in and speak with King Alric. Via text message. From Cassie.

Nikki really didn’t know what to do with the fact that a mage had their number and used it, but…well, having the cellphone was nice.

And the cat memes were funny.

Anyway, Nikki was invited up after breakfast. They slipped out of Gunter’s room at dawn to take a shower and get dressed, to give Gunter the impression they’d been in their own room all night. And then promptly went and collected Gunter for breakfast, as the dragon was the perfect person to use as a shield. Not many people bothered Nikki while eating.

Not that Nikki could really eat, nerves making it hard to choke down food. Inevitably, the time to meet Alric arrived. They went with some trepidation, taking Gunter with them, because kings. How did one talk to kings? Nikki had no clue.

Maybe Gunter sensed their nerves because he didn’t say anything to Nikki. He just quietly went with them, escorting them up and to the right door. With a knock, Gunter called, “We’re here, Hoheit.”

“Enter!”

Nikki didn’t clamp onto Gunter like a child would a safety blanket, but it was a near thing. This was seriously nerve-wracking. Especially once they entered and Nikki realized it wasn’t just the king of the fire dragons, oh no. Another dragon king also sat there with him, looking impressively massive and able to crunch boulders with his thighs. Nikki would’ve assumed all dragons were strong, muscly types if they hadn’t met Ravi first. Ravi put that theory to rest.

King Alric greeted them with a smile and beckoned them in. “Welcome, Nikki. Please, come sit with us. We have many questions, and I fear far too few answers. We hope to speak with you and change that. How are you doing so far in the castle?”

Bless Gunter, he put a silent hand on Nikki’s back and guided them to the two-seater couch, sitting with Nikki as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Nikki felt far more comfortable because of it.

Comfortable enough they were able to answer, if a little shyly. “I’m fine. Your clan has been very nice and welcoming.”

“They generally are, but I thought I should check. You’ve met King Chalo?”

“Uh, no?” Nikki ducked their head awkwardly toward Chalo.

“We haven’t met,” Chalo rumbled, although he looked Nikki over with a smile. “You’re the one who blew the gates open and let us in, aren’t you?”

“That was me,” Nikki confirmed, unfurling a little when Chalo grinned at them like a coconspirator.

“Damn impressive, that. My mages were saying later that what you used shouldn’t have worked as it did, so they were impressed. We’re glad you opened the wards up. Not sure how we would have gotten in otherwise. So thank you for that.”

Okay, Nikki now liked Chalo.

“Right now, we need information more than anything.” Alric sat forward, smile kind. “Whatever you can tell us will help. We know very little about the Jaeggi’s defenses or movements.”

“I tried tracking them after the battle but couldn’t pick up a trace of them,” Chalo threw in. “But the other mages we rescued weren’t able to explain why. Do you know?”

“Anti-tracing spells.” Nikki knew this answer, at least, and was glad to give them something. Saying I don’t know was very uncomfortable in this setting. “The Jaeggi are paranoid about you finding them. They put anti-tracing spells on everything. I do mean everything. You won’t be able to use seeking spells on them.”

“Huh. That does make sense, considering my experience.” Chalo cocked his head, looking at Nikki with interest. “Can I ask how you know?”

Nikki pondered how to answer that for a second, then decided to be honest. Might as well. “I have issues with authority and am terrible about sitting obediently still?”

Chalo slapped his leg, laughing outright. “I like you already.”

It was a relief to see all three dragons taking this well, smiling and chuckling. That line would have gotten Nikki in a padded cell for a week back with the Jaeggi.

Attention bouncing between the kings, Nikki explained, “The others didn’t really come from magical backgrounds. Their families had forgotten they were ever mages, so they didn’t grow up learning anything. I did. My parents taught me little spells, at least. I know something of magic. Enough that I could recognize what the Jaeggi were doing and figure out parts of it. Some of it I couldn’t figure out because the Jaeggi created their own spells.”

“I see. Well, makes sense. Of course they would if they lost as much knowledge as we did.” Alric rubbed his chin with a thoughtful finger. “So, they’ve developed spells specifically so we can’t seek them out or trace them. That makes our job harder. Where are they located?”

“They move every few months,” Nikki said. “They have no central location. I can create a list of where they’ve been, though. From what I remember. I think if I put my head together with everyone, we can get you a pretty comprehensive list.”

“That’ll certainly help. We might be able to figure out a pattern or, at the very least, know where not to look.”

Nikki made a mental note to start that directly after the meeting. “They stay in Europe and try not to repeat going back to the same place twice. Small towns or mostly-abandoned places, that’s where they like to go. Somewhere with few witnesses.”

“Good to know.”

Nikki wasn’t sure how far they’d gone into the last place, trying to track the Jaeggi, but they felt it prudent to add, “You need to be cautious going through any place the Jaeggi have had to leave quickly. It means they probably didn’t dismantle any of their security spells. They’re hyper paranoid about not only you finding them, but of us escaping. They liked to lock down places with nasty wards.”

Chalo and Alric exchanged perturbed looks.

“Not something we were aware of. Thank you for that warning, Nikki.” Alric looked at Chalo again, this time clearly scheming. “I can’t leave here readily, too much is going on. With this information, do you want to try again?”

“It leaves a bad taste in my mouth to know we’re only one step behind them. I want to latch onto a trail, if I can. But I don’t think me going over there again will change anything.” Chalo raised his brows a little in question. “Nikki, will you go over there? It might not be me who goes, but someone will go in and try to pick the trail back up. That person would benefit greatly if you helped guide and safeguard them.”

Nikki didn’t even need to think about this. If there was any chance of getting revenge on the Jaeggi, they’d take it. “Of course. I’ll go anytime you wish.”

“I love that attitude, thank you. I’ll organize a party, and we’ll leave soon.”

The door opened, and Consort Cameron swept through. His eyes landed on Alric, and he growled in vexation.

“You,” he told his spouse tartly, “are supposed to be resting right now.”

Alric pointed to himself innocently. “I’m just sitting here, talking!”

“You are working, don’t give me that shit.” Cameron stalked to him, latching onto a hand and pulling Alric out of the chair. “You have major surgery this afternoon and you are on strict orders to rest.”

“I can rest after the surgery!” Alric protested, rolling his eyes expressively.

“Why are you such a workaholic? I am here to handle what you cannot, remember? And right now, you’re not supposed to be working.” Cameron addressed the room in general. “Sorry for this, carry on. I was sent by his doctors for operation prep, so you can’t have him for the next few days.”

“It’s not that time already.”

Cameron pulled out his phone and displayed the clock in front of his husband’s face in challenge.

Alric visibly deflated. “Oh. I guess it is.”

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Cameron deadpanned. “Off to the operation theater for you. Everyone, as you were.”

As abruptly as he entered, Cameron left, taking Alric with him.

Nikki watched them go, blinking. Well. That was one way to end a meeting.
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Now what, precisely, was he supposed to do about this?

Gunter regarded the mage curled up in a chair. At his work table. In his library. Without any invitation to be there. And yet, despite that, they looked completely ensconced.

People came into the library to pester Gunter, or to consult with him about something. They came with purpose and left when satisfied. They didn’t just come in and sit and stay. Nikki doing that alone was weird enough, but then they doubled the weirdness by not demanding anything of Gunter. As if Nikki found Gunter’s very presence enough to satisfy them.

Strange concept. And likely not true; Gunter didn’t know what Nikki was here for. It wasn’t that Nikki stayed all day, only most of it. And consistently every day for the past twelve days. Surely there was some purpose behind this. Gunter just didn’t have enough pieces to see the overall puzzle.

And it wasn’t that he minded, per se, having someone nearby. But it was odd. He was used to being alone. This room should be quiet except for the noises he himself made. Not that Nikki was loud—far from it—but…anyway, it felt odd to have someone in here aside from himself for hours at a stretch.

Alright, time to get to the bottom of this. Gunter didn’t want Nikki to feel compelled to stay here, for whatever reason. The mage had been trapped in their life long enough.

Gunter wasn’t precisely sure how to go about getting the info—it seemed like a situation demanding delicacy. And he had none. But he could at least try, and call in reinforcements if he bungled it, right? Right.

Nikki held a pad of legal paper, sketching something out with concentration, the pencil blurring across the page. The sketch seemed a good conversational opener, so Gunter tilted his head to get a look. He was surprised by the quality of the sketch. It was a picture of a dragon in flight, a person strapped to their back. In fact, it seemed strongly reminiscent of Ravi and Sora.

“You’re a good artist. Ravi and Sora?”

“From their wedding day,” Nikki confirmed. They glanced up with a shy smile, and for a split second, Gunter found them adorable. “It was such a beautiful moment, when they lifted into the sky together.”

“It was,” Gunter said. It had been a beautiful ceremony in many ways. And Ravi and Sora were radiant throughout it, making even Gunter tear up a little to see his friend so obviously happy. Gunter was pleased for Ravi. Maybe a little envious he’d found his mate before Gunter had, but with the influx of mages coming into the clan, Gunter had faith his mate was coming. Soon. God, please let it be soon.

“Is that something you wish for? To be mated to a dragon?”

“Of course. I think all mages wish for that, on one level or another.” Nikki’s pencil stopped, but they still looked at the drawing. “I used to dream of it, when I was with the Jaeggi. That a dragon would find me and fall madly in love on the spot, and swoop in to save me. It wasn’t until I grew older that I realized I’d have to save myself.”

For some reason, Gunter felt guilty. “You were under too many wards. No dragon could catch your scent.”

“Yeah. I realized that, eventually. At least, I knew no dragon could detect me, not because of…scent. Really, you can smell mages?”

“You’re like the ozone smell before a strong lightning storm. That’s what magic smells like to us.”

Nikki blinked, those purple eyes expressive with interest. “Yeah? That’s interesting. I guess I never really thought of how dragons perceived mages.”

“Bundles of intellect, power, and mischief is my general take on all of you,” Gunter drawled. To his delight, Nikki snickered. He did prefer being around people who could take some teasing and had a sense of humor. Even if Gunter generally sucked at cracking jokes.

Pointing a finger at themself, Nikki protested, “But I’m not like that, right? I’m sitting here calmly.”

“You, I think, are the calm before a storm. You have no formal training and still made a magical explosion, so I trust you the least.”

Nikki appeared delighted by this evaluation. “I do like explosions. That one was my first, but it had so much power and spark. I want to make more.”

“Oh god,” Gunter said, sighing. “Not another one.”

“Another one? Wait, there’s someone else here who likes explosions?”

“Too many, in my opinion. Cassie and Cameron both aren’t to be trusted, although they’ll claim the explosions are for research purposes. Ravi just likes to see things go boom, so he’s—wait, I shouldn’t be telling you any of this. I don’t need you to know who your accomplices are.”

“Aww.” Nikki openly pouted.

Gunter shook his head. How did he almost slip so badly? “Anyway, my point is, you’re just like the rest of them. But not. You haven’t made any noise about leaving the clan, so do you intend to stay?”

Nikki’s answer was firm and without any hesitation. “I do.”

Gunter had expected as much. “Then you should start working on all the things you’ll need to properly come into the clan: visa, driver’s license, magic lessons, all of that.”

Nikki nodded, but hesitation was clear in their expression and body language. “I don’t know…how to do any of that, though.”

Oh. Maybe it wasn’t lack of desire but lack of direction that kept Nikki here with Gunter? Now, why hadn’t he thought of that sooner? With Nikki growing up in an environment where everything was provided for them—but without any of the freedoms to grow into a proper adult—of course they wouldn’t have all the right tools or knowledge to know what to do next.

Well, he was happy to give Nikki the direction the mage needed so he stopped lurking in Gunter’s library.

“Cassie is the one who generally handles the paperwork. Mostly because she’s good at it. And of course Lisette is in charge of teaching magic.”

Nikki hesitated even stronger this time, the words coming out slowly as they eyed Gunter sideways. “I’m not…comfortable with them.”

Gunter blinked, not understanding. “Why not?”

“The dragons, I can trust. They have no way of stealing magic from me, and they don’t want to, anyway. A dragon will protect a mage. You and Ravi proved that to me. But other mages are…well, I don’t know if I can trust them. They seem to have their own agendas.”

Once again, Gunter kicked himself for not realizing the obvious. Duh, of course Nikki would be wary of other mages. They’d had no positive experiences with mages. Trust would not come easy there.

Feeling mostly out of his depth with this conversation, Gunter forged ahead anyway. “But you are choosing to stay here anyway? Because of the dragons?”

“Well, yeah. And I trust you.” Nikki’s expression was the epitome of artless innocence.

Gunter looked at that expression and felt a little bad about trying to foist Nikki off on someone else. Nikki might have imprinted on Gunter because of what happened on the battlefield. But that, too, was understandable. With everything shifting in Nikki’s world, of course they’d latch onto something. Gunter just happened to be the something.

If Gunter could get them started on a path, let them gain confidence on their own, then they’d naturally stop hiding down here.

Not that Gunter hid down here. His work was here, that was all. And he worked long hours. It wasn’t hiding.

Why was he arguing with himself?

Anyway. Nikki. Confidence. Focus.

“For the record, I trust every mage in this clan with my life. That’s no exaggeration, either—it’s been put to the test multiple times through the years. I know it might take you a while to warm up to them, and that’s fine. There’s no rush on this. But I don’t want you sitting here because you don’t know what to do next.”

A soft, sweet smile stole over Nikki’s face. “Thanks, Gunter. I may need a little direction. I don’t know what’s against the clan’s rules, what liberties I have. And you say magic lessons, but is there like…a school? Or is this more a Jedi-Apprentice thing?”

“Not a school, and nothing like master and student. We’re rather in between. At this point, I believe Lisette has about eighteen students. She teaches all of them according to their schedules. Some are more advanced than others, so they have shorter lessons. Others need something more comprehensive. She’ll test you first, figure out where to start. You said earlier your parents taught you some things?”

“Little spells, yeah. The basics of magic. I was only ten when I was taken, so…not a lot.”

Gunter wanted to ask many more questions but sensed Nikki wasn’t comfortable with the topic. Now was not the right time. “Then she’ll want to test you first. After you get a better footing with magic”—Nikki’s mouth opened with wild glee—“that doesn’t involve explosions,” Gunter tacked on dryly.

Nikki immediately deflated again.

“You’ll review with the other mages all the tasks that need to happen in the clan and pick which responsibilities you want to take on.”

With a snap, Nikki perked back up. “I’ve been wondering about that! No one’s asked me to do anything. I didn’t think I could just loaf around without earning my keep somehow. So the mages work?”

“They work a great deal. We maintain a beauty product line to keep a steady income flowing in. Our products used to be subtly enhanced with magic, but ever since Ravi took us out of the closet, we’ve been more open with it all. The orders have been pouring in, and I think our mages are struggling to keep up with the demand. They’ll welcome another hand.”

“Oh.” Nikki went back to chewing on their bottom lip uncertainly. “So…this is a group effort?”

“Very much so. The mages spend the full day together some days, just making potions. I’ve been roped into helping more than once. Mostly to fetch more ingredients.”

Nikki didn’t seem very enthused by this idea. Gunter mentally sighed and resigned himself to being patient. Nikki’s trauma wasn’t something easily dismissed. A few encouraging words wouldn’t be enough to send them out the door.

Gunter and every dragon in this clan would be the first to agree they’d fight to protect any mage in trouble. They’d lay their lives on the line without blinking. After five hundred years without mages, Gunter felt very strongly about that. But sometimes, it was easier to wrap his head around dashing off to fight than to buckle himself down to something more day-to-day. And sometimes, he had to remind himself physical safety wasn’t the only thing a mage might need.

Right now, Nikki was safe. But they weren’t well. They were still scared on some level, still nervous, and while they’d chosen to stay, Nikki still didn’t see this place as home. It pained Gunter to see it.

No one else seemed to realize the problem. And it might be that no one else could help Nikki sort through all of this and come to a better place for the sole reason that Nikki might not trust them enough. But Nikki trusted Gunter, that was clear. He wasn’t clear on how he’d earned this trust, but he most certainly had it.

This wasn’t something Gunter would normally choose to do—be a support buddy, that was. Gunter felt ill-equipped for helping anyone through mental issues. But a precious mage needed his help, and nothing else took precedence over that.

Gunter re-evaluated the work he had scheduled himself for today. Truly, all of it could wait. Getting Nikki more comfortable in the clan took precedence over any other work he had lined up.

“Nikki, what country are you from originally?” Best to start there.

“Eh? Uh…” Nikki blinked at him. “That question came out of nowhere. The Netherlands, why?”

“If I’m to help you start all that paperwork, we need your birth certificate and such.” Gunter pulled out his phone and called Cassie, then put it on speaker.

“Speak,” Cassie deadpanned.

“Cassie, I want to help Nikki put together all the right paperwork to get them into the clan here. They said they’re originally from the Netherlands What do we do next?”

“First, thank you mucho for taking that on. I am drowning in immigration forms right now, no joke. People in this clan need to learn how to Google things. I’m not kidding. I can send you the links to the right websites and forms. Just fill those out, get those rolling. We’ll need to request copies of Nikki’s records before we can do much of anything.”

“Alright. What else?”

“That’s literally the only thing you can do until we have copies of birth certificates and stuff. Maybe get Nikki more stuff? I know they went shopping the other day for some essentials, but I dunno anyone who can get everything they want or need in just one shopping trip.”

That was an excellent point. “Thanks, Cassie. I’ll wait for those links.”

“Sure thing. Look for them tomorrow. Today Cassie has no time to go hunting for them.”

“Alright.” Gunter hung up and stared thoughtfully at the phone for a second. Shopping, eh? She was right, just one shopping trip wouldn’t be enough to get Nikki everything they needed.

And he had a hunch Nikki had only gone for essentials.

Making a snap decision, he stood and gestured for Nikki to get up. “Let’s go take you shopping properly.”

Nikki didn’t move immediately. Instead, they looked at Gunter as if he’d lost his mind. “I really am fine, though. I got enough clothes to last me a week. What else do I need?”

Only a week’s worth of clothes…Gunter shook his head in exasperation. Nikki had a lot to learn. But arguing would only put the mage’s back up. Better to dangle the right bait instead. “Don’t you want art supplies?”

Nikki’s eyes flashed down to the legal pad and the pencil sketch. The longing was instant.

“There’s an art store in town.” Gunter gave it another second, letting it sink in before adding, “I know they carry canvases, paints, all sorts of mediums. Wouldn’t you rather paint that scene?”

“I’ve…never had paints.” Nikki looked wistful at the idea, though, not resistant.

“We can stop by a bakery and get sweets on the way back.”

Nikki only needed another second before they were out of their seat. “Okay, I’m sold.”

Never let it be said Gunter didn’t know the way to a mage’s heart.


[image: ]


Gunter would rather be shopping again with Nikki than out here, trying to pick up the Jaeggi’s trail again, but needs must. He set down to earth gently, not wanting to jar his passenger. Even as he landed, he kept a wary eye on the abandoned place in front of him, his lip curled in a warning snarl as he settled his wings close to his deep sangria red scales. The last conflict with the Jaeggi had occurred here, and it bore the signs, Nikki’s explosion well in evidence. Black marks crisscrossed the walls and ground from shrapnel that shredded like a destructive flower blooming violently. The buildings reflected evidence of dragon fire, areas now completely hollowed out with destruction. Magic was evident, too—the spells that had torn at the buildings and pavement, the crumbled areas where dragons had physically attacked. The town was a husk of what it had been, making the area look like a desolate battleground.

Which, in essence, it was.

It had taken this long to settle everyone in, what with the damage the rescued mages had faced, and the injuries of the battle itself. Nikki, too, seemed to be ready now, as they faced it all without flinching. The downtime had been good for them.

However, it had been a good two weeks since the battle, and the passing days had carried no hint of the Jaeggi.

Which worried everyone, of course. Nothing good came from having quiet enemies. This would be the third search attempt to locate them, as two other earth dragons had come out alone and tried to pick up the trail with no success.

Zahur landed not far from him, shaking out his massive green wings before settling and panning the area with a sweep of his giant, spiked head. The earth dragon had volunteered to come out with them and see if he could possibly pick up the Jaeggi’s trail.

Nikki unbuckled from the harness and slid to their feet—a little clumsily, as they weren’t used to the motion. Yet. Gunter had full faith that once Nikki unfurled a little and trusted the clan enough to interact with everyone, they’d quickly be seduced by someone. And then flown everywhere.

Gunter turned his head to look at Nikki, trying to interpret the expression on their face. But Nikki was hard to read. Probably a survival tactic picked up after a decade of living within the Jaeggi’s regime. The poker face was strong as Nikki stared straight ahead. Gunter was worried about them, truth tell. Nikki had already endured so much, being here had to be a stark reminder of things they’d rather not remember. On one hand, Gunter was strangely proud Nikki would face their demons; on the other hand, worried they’d overdo it.

He’d keep an eye on Nikki. If it got too much for the young mage, Gunter would fly them out of here.

Zahur shifted back into his human form and crouched down, holding his hand just an inch above the dirt, his harsh face lined in concentration. The earth dragon was not what you would call small, not in any sense. He had a good six inches on Gunter in height and was nearly as broad as he was tall. And only some of that was due to muscle.

Zahur, he had a feeling, was a person who loved food.

But he was beginning to wonder if that was an earth dragon trait. King Chalo of the Earth Dragons was also something of a walking mountain when it came to his size. All the earth dragons who’d arrived at Burkhard were quite large. Was that a trait of the warrior dragons or an overall earth dragon trait? He’d have to ask, but later.

After a moment, Zahur shook his head and stood. “I’m not picking up much from this side,” Zahur said definitely. “Where did they exit?”

“Northeast side, I think.” Nikki pointed ahead. “At least, that was the other main road in. The dragons all came in from this side.”

“So, they fled in the opposite direction? Okay, makes sense to me.” Zahur turned to look at Gunter. “I know you said you wanted to poke around a bit.”

With some reluctance, Gunter shifted to his human form as well. As a dragon, he could better protect Nikki—at the very least shield them with his enormous body and wings. But poking around couldn’t be accomplished effectively while also trying to mind a long tail with a knack for knocking things over.

“We didn’t really search this place as carefully as we could have,” Gunter explained. “We had injured people, distraught mages to rescue, and Sora was fit to be tied by the time we got Ravi back to him. It was chaos. The only focus on this area has been to try and pick up the trail from here, which—as you know—hasn’t met with success. I feel like we might garner some clues if we look. It will be risky, though. As Nikki said, they’ve surely left booby traps behind.”

“I’ll do my best to steer you clear of them,” Nikki promised faithfully.

A half smile tilted up one corner of Zahur’s mouth. “I trust you to do so, young mage. Alright, let’s wade in. If I can catch the start of their trail, it’ll be that much easier to track it out of this place.”

Gunter possessed only an intellectual understanding of how an earth dragon’s sense worked. He knew they were very in tune with the earth, that it would do their bidding to limited degrees when summoned, but he was shaky on the details. They were excellent trackers, though; everyone agreed on that. Hence why Zahur had volunteered to come out with them.

The trio approached the damaged city with wariness. The closer they got, the more Nikki gravitated to Gunter’s shadow. They walked in step with him, but tensely, as if they were a second away from latching onto his arm and not letting go.

Having some sympathy, Gunter turned his hand palm up in offering. “If it makes you feel better—”

Nikki latched onto the offered hand instantly, the grip borderline stranglehold. But they did relax a little at the same time, as if Gunter was the safety line they needed.

It gave Nikki confidence, too, as they turned their elvish face upwards with a grin teasing their mouth. “So nice. All of you dragons are so nice.”

Gunter scoffed. “Wait until I’m on top of a deadline and Ravi sneaks in to prank me. Then you’ll see how ‘nice’ I am.”

“Ravi’s fun, though. I bet his pranks are awesome.”

Gunter stopped and pointed one finger in warning at Nikki. “You are forbidden from following his example. The clan already has two troublemakers, we don’t need three.” Naturally, he ruined the effect by lightly booping the tip of Nikki’s nose with his finger. The action startled himself as much as it obviously did Nikki. Where had the boop come from? Why had the boop come out? Gunter never booped anyone. Hadn’t done a single boop in his entire life.

But Nikki was so delighted with the gesture, grin stretching from ear to ear, that Gunter immediately felt justified.

Boops were fine. Good. Yeah, fine. No need to overthink it. He shook it off and looked both ways up the narrow street. “Alright, where to from here. Zahur?”

“I’m just picking up a lot of traffic back and forth,” the earth dragon admitted. “Lots of feet and vehicles going every direction. Nothing clear enough for me to pick up. Let’s walk where Nikki thinks they escaped.”

“Okay.”

They kept walking. Gunter saw signs of hasty escape in the oddments—clothing torn and trashed, splintered glass spell bottles, broken personal effects. So much waste, but that was standard in this kind of quick evacuation. Gunter could still remember similar moments he’d lived through in the war.

“So much trash on the streets,” Zahur noted. “If I were more scent-oriented, I’d have a field day with this.”

“Same. But we dragons aren’t exactly bloodhounds, more’s the pity.”

“Tell me about it.”

Nikki popped his head out to look up at Zahur. “Zahur, if I can find one of the main garages, would that be the best starting point for you? Can you track vehicles?”

“I can. Why, do you know where one is?”

“I’ve got a good idea. It’s where I was brought in from.”

“Good, then let’s try there first.”

Nikki led the way—still holding onto Gunter’s hand. Gunter allowed this due to the uneasiness still tightening Nikki’s slender shoulders. Being here no doubt brought a lot of bad memories back.

Lisette had already talked to Gunter once about getting Nikki some therapy. With a good health clinic in Sonthofen, it would be easy to arrange, and Nikki without question needed someone to talk to after everything that had happened. Why Lisette would speak to Gunter about this, he had no idea. Sure, Nikki seemed to have latched on to him as a safe haven. And didn’t really leave Gunter’s workspace without him. But that didn’t mean Nikki was his responsibility, either. This entire arrangement was only temporary until Nikki grew more comfortable at Burkhard around the various dragons and mages.

He’d pointed that out, being perfectly logical about the whole thing.

Lisette had looked at him as if he’d said the stupidest thing she’d heard all year. But she also hadn’t explained what he’d said to make her react so. All she’d said in the end was to discuss it with Nikki.

Gunter hadn’t. Or hadn’t yet. How did you even bring that up in casual conversation, anyway?

Right now, if Nikki needed to hold Gunter’s hand to keep their nerve up, then they could hold it to their heart’s content.

“Is that…a cellphone?” Nikki turned their head a little sideways. “Under that plastic bag, there.”

Zahur went ahead to look, bending and removing the bag. “It is. Pretty busted, though.”

“Grab it anyway,” Gunter said. “I’ve seen Cassie and Cameron both repair things I thought beyond hope. What we consider broken and what they consider broken are two very different things.”

“You really think they can get something off this?” Nikki gestured to the phone with a doubtful look.

Gunter patiently explained, “Cameron has a master’s in engineering. He’s brilliant with technology. Cassie is a computer programmer who’s just as intelligent, if not more. Between the two of them, they make tech bow and call them master. I don’t know how much that phone will give up, but I can guarantee they’ll get something off it.”

“Oh.” Nikki stared at the phone as it went into Zahur’s pocket and seemed to absorb this information. They shrugged, then tugged them all back into motion, their eyes sweeping the area carefully before leading them around a corner and farther into the desolate area.

“Say, Gunter.” Zahur gestured around them, his rueful smile in high contrast to his ebony skin. “You ever see that old American show The Twilight Zone?”

“Oh, sure.” Gunter looked around and realized what he was getting at. “It does feel like we’re on one of the programs.”

“Doesn’t it? I keep waiting for ghosts to pop out.”

The surroundings did have the spooky, eerie feeling.

Nikki pointed ahead. “There’s the garage.”

It looked the part, if not very large, from the front. A six-car arrangement with faded black rolling doors, the brick facing seeming to have had better days. No doubt the extreme cold in this area had damaged it over time. Not to mention the explosions during the battle.

They crossed the street, still wary. Something about this place made Gunter wish he could stay in dragon form, but the road was too confined.

“How do we even get in there?” Zahur looked all around. “I see no coded garage opener. Oh, there’s a side door here. Maybe it’s unlocked. Nikki, you got any elements for unlocking spells on you?”

“Of course I do.” Nikki patted the messenger bag slung over their shoulder.

“Perfect, might need some.”

Zahur had a hand almost on the handle when Nikki cried out in alarm and reached for him. “NO, LET GO!”

To Zahur’s credit, he reacted near instantly. He pulled away sharply, but his proximity was enough to set off the trap. A sharp flare with the force of an explosion burst out, spreading outward in a wide enough arc that it threatened all nearby.

Gunter snatched Nikki on instinct, throwing them both to the ground and rolling three times before coming to a stop, his body hovering over and shielding the slender mage. He could feel Nikki’s warm pants of air against his neck, the tight grip they had on Gunter’s shirt. Gunter’s elbows and knees weren’t thanking him for the maneuver, but better he be bruised than either of them seriously hurt.

Frantically, he looked down into wide purple eyes, evaluating Nikki. “Alright? It didn’t touch you, did it?”

“No,” Nikki said breathlessly. For some reason, a blush bloomed high in those pale cheeks. “No, I’m alright. Um, but let me up. That fire is only going to get worse.”

Gunter rolled up and off, then gave Nikki a hand up. Nikki took it but didn’t linger. They unlatched the top of their messenger bag, quickly combing through for an ingredient.

As they worked, Gunter checked on Zahur, who was already back on his feet and several feet away from the blaze sweeping through the garage.

“Alright?”

Zahur gave him a nod. “Nothing some aloe vera can’t handle. Nikki’s warning came just in time. Thanks for that, little mage.”

“My pleasure. And the reason I’m here.” Nikki poured an element into their open palm before throwing it with some force against the building. Untouched snowflake, from the smell of it. In a dramatic stance, like a Shakespearean actor in need of a spotlight, Nikki boldly proclaimed, “Shoo, naughty one! Be gone with thee! I banish thine foul flames.”

Theatrics aside, the magic and spell element worked, as the magical flame died down considerably.

Nikki glared at the stubborn spot still lingering. With another handful, they threw some more at it. “I said, gone! Geez, take a hint already.”

The flame finally went down, and Gunter took in a breath.

“Well. That didn’t go exactly to plan.” Zahur looked around, unease written all over his face. “I don’t mind telling you, that was a little too close for comfort. Magic’s all over this place, and I can’t detect it with my nose. Even with Nikki on the lookout, we barely noticed in time. We need to get a herd of mages in here, dismantling all the spells one by one. If I can’t safely get to the right spot to pick up the trail, then we’re out of luck. What do you want to do?”

Gunter blew out a breath and looked around. “I knew this would be hard, but I don’t want to risk all three of us. We’re in enough danger as it is. Your king tried to pick up the trail outside of here and got confused on who he should be following, so I don’t recommend that method.”

Zahur grunted and nodded. “I know. He talked to me about it before we left. Hence why I wanted to go inside and try to track it back out.” Zahur passed a hand over his short, wiry dark hair. “Nikki, no insult to you, but I think we need to stop here and come back with several mages and dragons. People who are good at defusing spells like that one. We’re liable to lose a limb otherwise. I didn’t expect this place to be riddled with that many dangers. This was a garage they used all the time, right?”

“Daily,” Nikki confirmed. “And I can’t say for sure, as I didn’t get a chance to study it, but the spell could’ve been set where if a non-Jaeggi mage touched it, it’d go off automatically.”

“Makes sense. It allowed the right people to pass without harm, and saved them from taking it down and putting it back up all the time. Which would have gotten tedious.” Gunter frowned at the charred garage. He understood Zahur was right to be cautious. They’d thought themselves braced and prepared to go through here, but even wary, this trap had still almost gone by undetected.

He understood, but it rankled. They might well be on top of a potential answer. To walk away a third time bothered him. The more time passed before locating the Jaeggi, the more dangerous the Jaeggi became. They had time to regroup, after all. They had a chance to hunker back down in a fortified position. And no one wanted that to happen.

But he looked down at Nikki, who wasn’t a fully trained mage, who was so young. Who was disturbed being here and looked as if they wanted to be anywhere else. Gunter couldn’t find it in his heart to insist they keep going. Not when it put Nikki in a danger they had already escaped from once.

“Alright,” he finally said with a sigh. “Let’s retreat for today. Come back with more experts. I don’t want to risk us, either.”

Nikki gave him a stubborn look. “I’ll help you when you come again. You’re not coming here without me.”

Gunter’s returning smile was a mite soft. So brave, this one. “I’m counting on you.”
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She was back.

Nikki tried not to glare at Lisette over the book they were loosely holding in their hands, but it wasn’t easy.

The mage wasn’t entirely horrible. She always spoke nicely to them, remained patient and kind. She looked like a gracefully-aged grandmother, with her silver hair in a sleek bob, the jewel-toned dress she wore both comfortable and flattering.

But she also kept coming into their domain, poking at both Nikki and Gunter. Nikki would really prefer it if she just went away. Lisette carried her power around her like a queen would a dramatic cape. She radiated it as well as experience.

She knew all the magical things, and powerful mages could not be trusted under any circumstances. Powerful mages had made their life a living hell.

The only reason why Nikki didn’t evade her completely was she had never done anything to them. And Gunter trusted her. Gunter had not led them astray yet, so Nikki was inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt. By maybe one percent.

Well, alright, it wasn’t only that. She also promised the knowledge Nikki craved. Nikki’s magical knowledge was a combination of what their parents had taught them and whatever tidbits they’d been able to figure out while with the Jaeggi. It wasn’t anything comparable to what this old mage knew. And as much as Nikki wanted to learn at their own pace, it wasn’t feasible. They were in a war, and no one was going to wait for Nikki to catch up.

The explosion at the old Jaeggi compound still rankled a day later. If they had been smarter, faster, knew more magic, they wouldn’t have been surprised. Gunter wouldn’t have been in danger.

Their heart had been in their throat when Gunter tackled them to the ground. Not out of any fear of danger, but from terror that something might happen to Gunter. He’d been in his human form, soft and fragile. As a dragon, the flames and explosion would have done nothing to Gunter’s lovely scales.

Of course, the unexpected explosion also meant being pinned under Gunter as he protected them with his own body. That had been pretty wonderful. Especially with the explosions and fire and danger. They just wanted to be held by Gunter always, but that wasn’t realistic.

Gunter needed a strong, smart, powerful mage at his side to take care of him and help him in his research.

And that just brought them right back to these magic lessons with Lisette.

Worst catch-22 ever.

A heavy sigh slipped from Nikki’s lips, and they transferred their glare to the book in their hands. It was a beginner’s book to magic. Something they should have mastered years ago. Which also smarted. This was the boring stuff, anyway. When did they get to the chapter about explosions?

“—you’ll need to be aware of power levels when you combine elements, as of course you can create anti-spells if you unbalance things too much—”

Apparently, it was rude to poke someone in the forehead and say “skip intro” when they were talking to you. Nikki eyed her and considered trying it anyway.

“Everything okay? Am I going too fast for you?” Lisette inquired, breaking into the swirling thoughts cluttering their brain.

“What? No. Math. Elements. I got it,” they muttered, trying not to sound annoyed, but judging by the skeptically raised white eyebrow, they had failed pretty miserably.

Right, maybe a magic question to throw her off guard. Nikki was good at diverting people. “You were talking about benign spells and malignant not being compatible, but if you combine the two, what happens?”

“Nothing good,” Lisette assured him.

“Like, narrow that down for me. Are there explosions? Do things melt? The world spins backwards for a while?”

“Usually, it creates a backlash of power that impacts everyone in the area and hurts them.” Lisette lifted a brow in challenge. That brow said your move.

“So, no explosions? Sounds not fun.” Nikki scratched that idea off the list. “Do we need to consider planetary alignments and what they’re doing when casting spells? I always wondered that.”

“Such as…?”

“Like, being aware when Mercury is in retrograde.”

“Oh. No, that has no effect.”

“Good. ’Cause I’m tired of Mercury’s shit. I’m in retrograde now. It’s my turn.”

Gunter snorted, sounding like he was laughing on some level. At least he was entertained. Lisette looked done with Nikki’s shit already.

Pity, ’cause Nikki wasn’t done poking at her. “Can we make our own spells?”

“Of course. Mages innovate new magic all the time.” Lisette looked relieved to have a normal question.

Only it hadn’t been. Psych! “Great, because I think I came up with one. If I say ‘I don’t feel queer enough,’ I feel like I gain 120 qxp—that’s queer experience points—and maybe by level three I can get something awesome, like maybe cast magic missiles. We have magic missiles, right?”

Lisette rolled her eyes in a clear bid for patience. Or maybe she was praying for Nikki to be struck dumb. “You know very well we don’t. Nikki, do you have a serious question for me or are we done for the day?”

She was still so patient. Nikki would have smacked them at this point. Having a little pity on her, they went with a question that had been rattling in their brain for a while. “Are all dragon scales impervious to fire or is it just the fire dragons?”

Lisette blinked. “No, dragon scales protect all dragons from fire. However, it’s my understanding fire dragons have an added protection against fire simply because it’s their element.”

“But that protection doesn’t extend to their human form, right? It’s all in the scales.”

“To a large extent. They retain their accelerated healing even in human form, but they are also more vulnerable to attacks and injury. Why—”

They pressed on, refusing to be distracted. “So, why can’t they shed their scales in dragon form and make a suit of armor to wear while they’re in their human form? That way they’re always protected.”

Again, Lisette just sort of blinked before new lines started forming around her mouth and across her brow. Nikki knew that look. It was worry. They’d seen it a few times on Gunter’s face and generally every mage they’d encountered in this castle. Nikki wanted to sigh again. Why were they all so worried? This was a perfectly logical concern.

Lisette cleared her throat. “Generally, dragons can’t shed their scales. At least, not at will. Scales will sometimes become detached in a fight when the dragon is injured. But that’s something Gunter would be able to speak to better than I can.” She put emphasis on his name like she was verbally nudging him to join in their conversation.

Nikki’s gaze darted to their left, where Gunter had fallen back into deep research mode. He was wearing worn-out jeans and a faded hoodie that had seen better days, looking both comfortable and perfectly at home in his chair. He was reading the tiny, old print of a manuscript so closely the tip of his nose nearly touched the page, and his blond hair had fallen in front of his glasses. Nikki longed to reach over and brush his hair back, but they didn’t want to disturb the dragon. He was so adorable when he was working, lost to all the world he was undoubtedly trying to save.

Before Lisette could make another attempt to get Gunter’s attention, the steady clack of hard-soled shoes echoed down the hall, growing louder as the person drew closer to the library.

“Gunter, I—” Lisette started in a more persistent voice, but her words were stopped when one of the doors to the library swung open and King Alric appeared.

This was unexpected. Alric had never come down here that Nikki had seen. Everyone in the clan seemed to jokingly refer to the library as a dungeon and avoided it, unless they needed Gunter. Nikki couldn’t comprehend why. Sure, there weren’t any windows to the outside world, and it was a bit dark and shadowy most of the time, but there were some very old manuscripts in here. The sunlight would only damage their fragile pages.

And it wasn’t like anyone was ever locked in here. There were no shackles on the walls, prison cells with iron bars, or torture instruments strewn about the room. The library was cozy and quiet. It smelled of books, old candle wax, and hints of Gunter’s spicy aftershave.

After having explored every nook and cranny of Burkhard Castle, Nikki had decided they liked being down here with Gunter the best. Gunter was good company, and people didn’t come down here all that often, so it was relaxing for Nikki. Staying in the library meant they could spend the entire day doing two things they absolutely loved: reading and watching over Gunter.

The dragon spent most of his time seated behind a very large desk heavily laden with books, scrolls, other odd papers, dirty coffee mugs, and a desktop computer they’d not seen Gunter use too much. Their dragon preferred working on paper with a vast collection of pens. Although he did use a laptop and tablet a lot, too. Maybe he was one of those who hadn’t fully transitioned into technology yet?

Early on, it had felt natural for Nikki to claim the small table to the right of Gunter’s desk. They’d then grabbed another more comfortable chair in which they could curl up while reading, and moved the old, hard chair to another part of the library. They’d also snagged a sweater off the back of Gunter’s chair and were using it as a cozy shawl or blanket when the library felt nippy in the mornings. It was a cheerful and cozy little nook.

Alric only lifted a questioning eyebrow at seeing Nikki ensconced there, but he didn’t say anything either. He looked rather preoccupied.

“Gunter, I—Oh! Lisette, I wasn’t expecting to find you in here.” Alric started as he came around the desk and spotted the head mage.

She rose to her feet smoothly, a pleasant smile lifting her lips. “Nikki and I were having a bit of a lesson today.”

“My apologies. I didn’t mean to disturb your lesson. I can take Gunter to my office and leave you to the lessons,” Alric suggested.

Nikki really disliked the idea of being alone with Lisette down here. On a list of to-dos, that one was on the Not-Happening. Nikki would prefer tossing a plasma grenade into a fuel storage facility before being one-on-one with any mage.

Lisette’s too-sharp eyes watched them, her expression softening into something he couldn’t quite name. She shook her head and said, “That’s not necessary, Hoheit. I think Nikki is more concerned with other matters today. We can do our lesson another time.”

She turned her attention to Nikki, her gentle smile remaining. “Why don’t you read the first couple of lessons? If you have any questions, we can try discussing them tomorrow.”

Nikki nodded, feeling as if they could suddenly breathe again. They held up the beginner’s spell book with one hand and smiled. “I’ll read the first three. I promise.”

Okay, she wasn’t that bad. They could at least try to make an effort if she was smart enough to see they didn’t want to be alone with her.

The mage’s smile warmed further, and she wished them a good day before breezing out of the library in a swirl of long, colorful skirts. She was off to do whatever the mages did in this giant castle. Something about making holistic beauty and health products. Which sounded mildly interesting, but not enough to draw them out of the library. Frankly, the idea of working magic with a room full of mages made Nikki’s skin break out in hives. They were perfectly content to stay right here reading their book.

“How can I help you, Hoheit?” Gunter asked. He pushed the book he’d been reading aside after slipping a bookmark between its worn pages. With his index fingers, he pushed his glasses farther up his nose. Nikki positively itched to snatch them away so they could clean the lenses. Even from a distance, Nikki could tell they’d gotten smudged again.

“I didn’t mean to disturb your research. I just wanted you to know that after some discussion with Rodrigo and the other kings, we’ve come up with another solution for potentially tracking the Jaeggi.”

Gunter sat up straighter with interest while Nikki sank deeper into the chair. Nikki hated to admit that part of them didn’t want the Jaeggi to be found. It was a very conflicting mix of emotions, as desire for safety head-butted with a need for revenge. The Jaeggi definitely deserved to be punished for all they’d done, but finding them meant fighting them. Nikki didn’t want to worry about Gunter and all the dragons at Burkhard being in danger. But they didn’t want the Jaeggi loose and creating more orphans like Nikki, either.

Nikki didn’t know how to resolve either of those feelings, so they put it aside for now, listening instead.

“Rodrigo has a team of dragons in his clan who are specially trained when it comes to tracking. Rodrigo is confident his tracker will be able to pick up the Jaeggi’s trail while avoiding the spells still blanketing the old compound.”

Gunter frowned, his arms crossing over his chest. “Would it be considered in poor taste if I inquire why the Valerii Clan has failed to locate new mages if they have a special team of trackers?”

Alric suddenly coughed, covering his mouth with his fist, but Nikki could see the twinkle of laughter in his eyes and the hint of a smile behind his hand. “I might have inquired the same thing of Rodrigo, and he was less than amused.” Alric cleared his throat and lowered his hand. “However, Rodrigo did inform me it is much harder to locate a mage when there is absolutely no trail to follow. The ice dragons have not located a mage in Brazil; they brought all their own to the region following the war. That being said, he’s confident his tracker will be able to locate the Jaeggi since we have several solid starting points to work from.”

Loosening his arms, Gunter sat forward and nodded. “That’s true. Even if we continue to struggle with the compound, we also have the town outside of Sonthofen. That’s at least two starting points from which to work, as well as Thomas’s time in Prague.”

“I’ll help,” Nikki volunteered. They were strength and chaos. They could do this. “I’ll help the ice dragon when he arrives.”

Both Alric and Gunter’s eyes snapped to Nikki. The instant concern on Gunter’s face warmed them, and Nikki was able to sit up straighter. That look said Gunter wouldn’t let them go off alone into danger. Like last time, they’d have Nikki’s back. And that reassurance was all Nikki needed.

“I will admit part of the reason I came down here was to see if you’d be willing to help the tracker,” Alric said carefully. “But I don’t want you to feel as if you have no choice in the matter. Your assistance in locating the Jaeggi—whether it’s with the tracker or from the safety of the castle—is greatly appreciated.”

“Are you sure, Nikki?” Gunter asked, his voice soft and gentle, just like his worn sweater.

Nikki shot him a wink. If Gunter had their back, Nikki certainly would have Gunter’s. With head held high and shoulders straight, Nikki looked right at Alric. “I would be proud to help this dragon locate the Jaeggi.”

And next time, they’d have the right ingredients to explode the Jaeggi to kingdom come, too.

Nikki would take absolutely no chances.
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Alric didn’t linger much longer after he’d acquired Nikki’s agreement to assist the tracker, which left Gunter feeling oddly conflicted over the entire matter. It was best his old friend had retreated to his own office or to find Cameron, rather than have him hanging about. Gunter needed to think.

He felt uneasy about this whole thing. He’d seen how badly booby-trapped an old Jaeggi location could be, so this wasn’t something to be taken lightly. And he was really of two minds about Nikki once again delving into the fray.

It was also a matter of Nikki not being comfortable on those grounds. They’d suffered more than enough at the hands of the Jaeggi. The dragons shouldn’t be asking them to return yet again. They’d earned their respite and peace from the Jaeggi at last.

But Nikki seemed determined to help. Maybe they wanted revenge—Gunter certainly would in their shoes. And maybe Gunter worried about this unnecessarily. Still, asking more of Nikki didn’t sit well with him.

Gunter had walked Alric to the door and carefully shut it behind him. Turning on the balls of his feet, Gunter slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans and slowly ambled toward the area Nikki had claimed as their own.

His frown grew with each step, his eyes sweeping over the area Nikki sat in. Lisette had asserted on two different occasions that Nikki had built themself a nest, which sounded positively ridiculous. Of course Nikki hadn’t built a nest in the library. Nikki simply hadn’t had a place of their own with the Jaeggi and was trying to establish somewhere they spent most of their day.

Gunter had tried to explain to Nikki their personal space was their apartment, but the words seemed to go in one ear and right out the other.

Nikki remained close at all times, despite Gunter’s attempt to interest them in other places and people outside the library. Not that he minded Nikki’s presence—which would have surprised anyone if he said that out loud. Gunter wasn’t known to seek out people’s company most of the time. Or to welcome people down here. But Nikki wasn’t trying to do something insane to drive Gunter out. They were good company.

It was just this…this space they’d claimed was cluttered and messy. The books stacked at the edge of the table were this strange hodgepodge of family histories, spell books, and even a few treatises on various wars waged among the dragon clans. And was that a cookbook? How had that even migrated to his library?

The castle technically possessed two libraries. One was more for general use, filled with fiction novels and how-to books that had been published in the last couple of decades. The library—or the dungeon, as his compatriots called it—he held dominion over contained all the historical texts for the various clans, spell books that didn’t stay with the mages, and other critical documents regularly used by the rest of the clan.

This cookbook should have been in the other library.

A little huff escaped as he noticed that one of his favorite coffee mugs with the Shakespearean quotes was also in Nikki’s nest—er, rather, table.

Now was not the time to worry about any of that. The main concern was Nikki and whether they were truly good with the plan.

“Nikki,” he started, trying to pull his brain away from the strange accumulation of things in his library. “Are you sure this is what you want to do? Hoheit is correct. You don’t have to help this tracker. We can get other mages to assist him, as well as other dragons.”

The young mage shook their head and met his eyes with their own deep purple gaze. “No, I want to help. But…will you come with us? Or were you going to stay behind at the castle?”

Gunter immediately shook his head. “No, I will definitely be accompanying you. There’s too much we could learn. I will feel better if I am there with you.”

It was also on the tip of his tongue to say Nikki seemed to be more at ease in Jaeggi territory when Gunter was present to keep them safe, but that was silly.

The only reason Nikki stuck close to Gunter was simply because he was the first dragon they’d seen as safety. Yes, there was Ravi. The unpredictable wind dragon had forged a close friendship with the mage in a short period of time, but Ravi also came with a mage mate. Gunter, on the other hand, had no mage in his life to rattle Nikki.

All very logical.

“Very well. I should return to work,” Gunter murmured. He started to turn toward his desk, his mind on the myriad of problems continuing to plague the Burkhard Clan.

“Gunter?”

The dragon’s head immediately popped up, canted in question.

“You said you wanted to discuss my family, my real family,” Nikki reminded him. “Do you want to do that now? Or are you too busy?”

“Not at all. Now is an excellent time.” He’d completely forgotten he’d mentioned to Nikki earlier in the day he wanted to write down what family history and information they remembered from their childhood.

Gunter took a second to switch mental tracks. His work was important, but Nikki trumped it. He wanted to take advantage of Nikki being in the right mood to talk about their family. Gunter went around his desk and sat to boot up his laptop. With fingers poised over the keyboard, he grinned at Nikki, who straightened in the chair and flashed him an enormous smile.

“I can’t believe I’m starting this way since we’ve known each other for two weeks now, but can you remember the name of your clan?” Gunter asked.

“My family name is Bos. I don’t know if that’s my clan’s name. I don’t remember anyone else who was a mage in my house, or any mention of mages other than my parents.”

Gunter made a note, flipping through various spreadsheets and documents until he located what he was looking for. “Bos was a clan in Northern Europe for a long time.” He paused to chew on his bottom lip as he skimmed over what notes he had.

He sighed softly. “I don’t have much on the Boses, but there is a small note stating the clan was renowned for its ability with spells that could get plants to move and shape valuable instruments such as wands and other items for magic use. They seem to have been quite highly regarded. I’ll have to check through my records and see if I have any old spell books for the Bos Clan.”

A slender hand lightly landed on his shoulder as Nikki leaned over to look at the screen, their faces inches apart with the motion. Tension flowed into his frame, and part of his brain marveled at how quickly and quietly Nikki had crossed the distance between them. He caught a whiff of soap and the tiniest hint of something else that had to be purely Nikki. Gunter, after that startled moment, found he liked having Nikki close. The light touch sent a tingle dancing along his skin.

To his utter shock, his dragon shifted inside of his chest and stretched its long neck as if reaching out toward Nikki. He couldn’t remember his dragon reacting to anyone before. Well, it didn’t care for the Jaeggi, but that was all rage and fire. This was something warmer and happy. And why now? The dragon had never reacted to Nikki before, not like this.

“Are you purring?” Nikki asked, voice lifted with interest.

Gunter gasped and straightened, instantly dislodging Nikki’s hand. “No. Of course not. You’re mistaken.”

“Ravi told me dragons can make this humming noise when they’re happy. It sort of sounds like purring.”

“No, my dragon was not humming or purring or whatever,” Gunter replied brusquely, even as his dragon continued to uncoil and poke its head up, wanting a closer look at Nikki. Or maybe even something more. Silly, contrary lizard. Hundreds of years without a peep, and now it wanted to come out and play. Nonsense. Utter nonsense.

Nikki sauntered over to their chair, their smile definitely looking smug now.

“Do you remember where you were living with your parents? Or possibly your parents’ names?”

“I do. We had to learn it when we were in school. Ridderkerk, but I don’t remember my street name or house number anymore. My parents were named Jan and Anika Bos.” The bubbly lightness that had infused their words at the start fizzled as they spoke until their slim shoulders slumped. It was like watching the memories become lead weights pulling Nikki down. “It was a Wednesday. I woke up to the sounds of fighting. People I didn’t know came into my bedroom, snatched me out of my bed, and said my parents were dead. That they’d been murdered and they were taking me to safety.”

Nikki stopped, their face twisted into a frown as they shook their head. “It didn’t make sense. But they kept saying my parents were dead and I had to go with them; they were taking me to a new family who would keep me and my gifts safe.” Nikki looked at a ball of twisted fabric in their lap, something soft they were petting over and over again. “I didn’t even get to pack my stuff. No toys. No clothes.”

“Nikki, I am so very sorry for your loss. For everything you’ve suffered.”

Lifting wide, dark eyes, Nikki flashed a shaky smile. “It doesn’t hurt like it used to. I believed them for a while, but as other mages were brought in with similar stories—or worse—I figured out the Jaeggi had killed them.” Nikki sniffed and smiled broadly. “But I showed them. I blew up their compound and freed their dragon.”

Gunter chuckled. “You did. And we will never be able to thank you enough for protecting Ravi for us.”

Nikki’s grin looked a touch feral. “My pleasure.”

Gunter made a few notes from what Nikki had told him to be added to his database later. It was odd the Bos family didn’t have other clan associates, but then it might be a case similar to Cameron and Cassie. Some of the knowledge had been lightly passed down, but by and large, much of their clan had been lost and scattered over the centuries.

“When you were a child, how much did your parents tell you?”

“Not much. They taught me maybe two dozen spells, and I didn’t really get the mechanics of it, just that if you do a, b, and c, you get x result. I’m not sure, looking back, if they really understood how magic worked. They treated it more like an old family recipe they followed. However, my mom used to tell me stories about mages and dragons. She made them all sort of sound like fairy tales.” Nikki released this dreamy sigh and sank into the chair.

Gunter looked up and lifted one eyebrow at Nikki’s expression, which could only be described as a swoon or maybe swoon-like.

“My mom made it sound so magical and wonderful. A dragon searching for his one true mate, a mage who could cast the most amazing spells. Just looking at each other, the mage and the dragon would fall hopelessly in love. The dragon would scoop up the mage and fly them both to his castle, where they would live happily ever after and have lots of little baby dragons.”

Gunter made a note. A pretty fairy tale. He hoped Anika had known the truth about mages and dragons. Their forever love was truth, but both had suffered greatly over the centuries thanks to the Jaeggi. She’d likely spared her child that ugliness, fully intending to tell them the truth when they were older. Gunter mentally sighed.

Unless she hadn’t realized dragons were still alive. Then she’d very likely believed it all to be fairy tales and not truth. It was a shame Jan and Anika would never know their precious child was safely in the hands of dragons, who would cherish and protect them for the rest of their days.

Nikki suddenly gasped, causing Gunter to jerk his head up.

“What’s wrong?” Gunter demanded.

“I just had a thought.”

“What?”

“Ravi mentioned that sometimes a surrogate or a magical incubator is used when a mage can’t carry a baby.”

“Yes,” Gunter cautiously agreed. Dear god above, he didn’t need to have the talk with Nikki, did he? It wasn’t likely something the Jaeggi would have bothered to discuss.

Nope. Hell to the no. Not happening. He would go fetch Lisette or Alric or someone else. But not him.

“When a mage gives birth to a dragon, is it in dragon form or human form? Are they born like regular babies, or do they grow in eggs?”

Gunter released a loud, long breath and nearly dropped his head to the desk. He felt almost lightheaded with his relief.

Dodged that bullet.

“Babies. Human babies. The mages do not lay dragon eggs.” He paused and pushed his fingers under his glasses to massage the bridge of his nose. The tension that had magically disappeared with Nikki’s touch was back in force.

Nikki released a sigh and slumped in their chair. “That’s good to know. It would be like a horror movie with those itty-bitty baby dragon claws poking at the mage’s belly. And what if the baby sort of hiccups and blows fire inside the mage? That would be like the world’s worst heartburn.”

Gunter could only blink at that. “Nikki, your mind is a scary place.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Probably many, many times.

Dropping his hand to his lap, Gunter tried to put the conversation on course again. “Do you remember anything else about your parents? Or what they might have told you? Do you remember grandparents or maybe aunts and uncles?”

Nikki shook their head. “Nope. It was just the three of us. There was zero mention of any other family. I kind of got the impression my parents weren’t originally from Ridderkerk, but I don’t know anything more than that. It was all sort of vague mentions of needing to learn where something was, or that it wasn’t like home. I don’t remember them mentioning where they grew up.”

Gunter nodded and made a new note. He might be able to pull records such as birth certificates or maybe a marriage license to help track down the rest of Jan and Anika’s families. If there were grandparents or even siblings, they might be happy to know Nikki was alive and thriving. And it would give the Burkhard dragons a new avenue to research for more mages.

“I will say that you speak impeccable German. Do you remember any Dutch?”

The mage frowned, head shaking a little from side to side. “Not really. Bits and pieces, but I haven’t spoken it in years. They didn’t like me speaking it because so few of them spoke Dutch. They immediately started teaching me German.”

“I could—” Gunter broke off as his eyes truly focused on the bit of fabric in Nikki’s lap. It wasn’t just some random scrap. Nikki was holding his sweater. His favorite sweater. It had disappeared off his chair and he’d been looking everywhere for it over the past week. “That’s my sweater!”

Gunter jumped to his feet and closed the distance between them, his hand outstretched to take his sweater. With eyes wide and face flushed, Nikki jumped and scooted half behind the chair, the sweater clutched to their chest with both hands.

“Now, Gunter, share!” Nikki flashed him a teasing grin. “It’s cold down here. And you don’t need it; you’re a warm fire dragon.”

“Nikki, it is one of my very favorite sweaters, and I will have it back.” Gunter tried to reach around the chair for it, but Nikki continued to elude his grasp, which was damn impressive since Gunter was a good half-foot taller.

“I can always give it back later. When I’m not cold.” Ducking under his arm, Nikki deftly climbed across the table without dislodging a single paper or book and hopped down on the other side.

“Nikki!” Gunter shouted.

Nikki glanced over their shoulder, teasing grin in full force.

It wasn’t at all about the sweater. Nikki was enjoying the game of chase, that’s all this was. And Gunter, despite realizing this, couldn’t seem to stop himself from chasing.

Although, really, of all things to grab, it had to be that? The thing needed to be properly washed. While fire dragons didn’t typically feel the cold, there were days when Gunter needed the extra coziness when the skies were dark overhead or if he was feeling a bit lonely or melancholy.

Did Nikki care about that? Not one iota.

Gunter eyed them, moving slowly around the table.

On the other side, Nikki moved the opposite direction like a mirror reaction, carefully watching Gunter with narrowed eyes.

“I can buy you a comfy, warm sweater,” Gunter tried.

“But this one’s all broken in,” Nikki countered. “And available now.”

“It needs to be washed.”

“So I’ll wash it for you. Later. And then give it back.”

“Have you washed things before?”

“Sure.”

“Did they come out intact?”

“I mean, sometimes they shrank down to bunny size. But I’m magical, I can fix it.” Nikki waved their fingers at him like a stage magician.

Gunter did not trust them at all now. He lunged again, this time almost catching the tail end of the sweater.

But alas, no luck. Nikki was faster than Gunter gave them credit for. They were out of reach in a second.

Some prey-drive instinct clicked in Gunter’s head, and the chase was on. They went round and round the table multiple times before Nikki broke for the shelves, darting into the stacks. Gunter was hot on their heels, as they knew this area far better than Nikki.

In seconds, Nikki outmaneuvered themself, and Gunter was quick to take advantage. When Nikki realized their error and the dead end awaiting them, they tried to turn. But Gunter got a hand planted on either side of them, caging them against the bookshelves, a sense of victory pulsing in his veins. Ha! Caught them this time.

“Caught you,” Gunter purred in satisfaction. “My sweater, if you will.”

Nikki did look trapped, their eyes darting about to find an escape route. But it was only for a second, and then that mischief Gunter was coming to know so well peeked out.

Skies above. Now what was going through their head?

Between one heartbeat and the next, Nikki popped up on tiptoes, pressing a kiss right on his mouth. Gunter startled so much he jerked back on instinct.

Nikki instantly took advantage of Gunter’s surprise. Ducking low, they spun free and sprinted off again, a laugh trailing in their wake.

Oh. Oh they did not.

“You’re going to pay for that, mage,” Gunter growled, already chasing after them.

Nikki’s grin was full of challenge, tossed over their shoulder without a care in the world. “You’ll have to catch me, dragon.”

Gunter would catch them, alright. And then pay back the teasing tenfold.

Nikki would not be shown any mercy.

Nor would the flutter of his heart or the twist in his stomach.

Or the preening of his dragon. Stupid old lizard.
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Ravi caught Nikki just as they stood from the lunch table, swooping in on them like they were prey. Ravi the hawk. Or dragon, in this case.

“Nikki! Favorite person of mine, come explore the castle with me. I think there’s people you still haven’t met yet.”

Nikki eyed him sideways. While the words sounded innocent enough, it did not match Ravi’s expression. Not one iota. And they found it very suspicious Ravi was catching them the one time Gunter had left Nikki alone at the table. “You say explore, and yet I hear trouble.”

“It’s because you are as wise as you are fair.” Ravi waggled his eyebrows in a truly outrageous fashion. “You in?”

“Always.” Nikki held out an arm, like a lord escorting a fair lady to a ball.

Ravi linked arms without a second of hesitation, matching pace with Nikki as they merrily skipped out of the dining hall like they hadn’t a care in the world.

“How are you doing, old married man?” Nikki couldn’t help but ask. Ravi seemed…well, he glowed, really.

“Couldn’t be better. Well, I’d like it if we had no enemies to face—that way I could get down to the important things. Like convincing Sora we need a dozen kids.”

Nikki considered that. And the safety of the world in general. Absolutely nothing about that visual panned out well. A dozen Ravis…oh boy. “What does your husband say?”

“That he doesn’t have enough energy to keep up with a dozen of me. Which is so rude.” Ravi laughed, proving he wasn’t the slightest bit insulted. “Anyway, married life is awesome. I highly recommend it for everyone. I noticed your friend—Dominique?—has got Seb following her around like a faithful dog.”

Nikki hadn’t noticed but had also been preoccupied with Gunter. To be fair, Gunter was very, very distracting.

“Do you think she’ll stay?”

“I think she wants to.” Nikki shrugged. “When I asked her, she said she didn’t really have any other place to go. And Burkhard has been very welcoming to all of us.”

“You say that, but you’ve not really left the dungeon much, either.”

Nikki thought about explaining their late-night strolls, then thought better of it. “I have explored some.”

“But not enough for you to comfortably think of this as home, right? So, let’s change a little of that today.” Ravi pulled them through the back doors and into the area where the greenhouses lined up. At this hour of the day, the afternoon sun glinted off the glass roofs in a pretty picture. “We’ll start here. Can’t work magic if you don’t know your own spell ingredients, or so my husband likes to say.”

“You enjoyed saying ‘my husband,’” Nikki accused him, grinning.

Ravi winked back. “Very, very much. Get used to me saying it. Ad nauseum. Alright, we’re here! Now, what do you recognize?”

The greenhouse was a very different place in broad daylight. At night it had been hushed and still, the air moist from the sprayers, like some sort of dark jungle. But in full light, it looked like a very tropical, magical greenhouse. Some of the plants were definitely trying to grow up the wall and escape out of the ceiling, and that one over there leaned over the aisles as if ready to consume the unwary. But overall, it was a pleasant experience to just stand there.

“I recognize basically nothing.” Nikki turned their head right and left, shrugging ignorance. “I haven’t been around plants much.”

“Yeah? Then let’s read the little plaque cards. There’s got to be a few.” Ravi leaned down and started shuffling leaves to either side, basically putting his nose into the soil. “Huh. I don’t see any. TORI!”

Nikki jumped a little. Damn, Ravi could be loud.

“What?” an aggravated male voice called back.

“Where’s my info cards?”

“This isn’t a damn exhibit, you crazy lizard.” A man came around the far aisle, wearing a white t-shirt with some serious dirt smudges on it and loose-fitting jeans, holding a trowel in one hand. He was handsome, no question with skin a little on the pale side, dark hair in a fade, and incredibly penetrating light grey eyes.

Nikki blinked in surprise, coming face to face with another mage like this so unexpectedly. They edged a little toward the door, angling so they could dart outside in a second if need be.

But the mage didn’t seem to take any real notice of them. He walked toward Ravi, chastising like an older brother would a younger sibling. “Why the hell would I go through that kind of time and trouble? And what are you doing rummaging around in my greenhouse anyway?”

“I wanted to show Nikki all the plants,” Ravi explained, waving at the mage in question. “They’re new to herbology, and how are they supposed to learn proper magic if they can’t even identify the plants?”

“It’s a good argument.” Tori eyed Ravi as if he had lost a few marbles. “Why you thought you had the know-how to do any of that is beyond me. But sure, you have a good point.”

“Nikki’s my escape buddy; of course I had to show them,” Ravi replied, indignant.

“Escape buddy?” The light dawned, and Tori regarded Nikki with new interest. “You’re the one who exploded the gate open so we could get in?”

“Uh, yeah. That was me.”

“Right on.” Tori held up a hand for a high-five.

Feeling very, very strange about that gesture but not willing to make things awkward, Nikki tentatively touched palms with him.

“Anyone who fights against the Jaeggi is okay in my books.” Tori beamed at them, and the expression lightened the man’s whole demeanor. He went from grouchy to welcoming in a heartbeat. “Welcome to my greenhouse. I’m Tori, mated to Baldewin. Have you met him yet?”

Nikki had to think about it. “I have? Big guy, looks like he can crush boulders with his thighs?”

“That’s my husband. Biggest teddy bear you’ll ever meet, though. When they came up with the term ‘gentle giant,’ they put Baldewin in the definition.” Tori shook his head with a fond smile. “Thankfully. I wouldn’t have fallen for him otherwise. So, how are you settling in, Nikki? The dragons overwhelm you yet?”

“Hey!” Ravi put a hand to his chest, all bristling with umbrage. “We are not overwhelming.”

“Excuse you very much, do you remember who you’re talking to? Do you know how overwhelmed I was the first month I was here? All these dragons roaming around, acting like I was something to wrap up in gold silk, and meeting kings without any instructions on how to do so, with barely anything to my name. It was a wonder I didn’t have anxiety attacks. Nikki’s in the same boat I was in, more or less. I want to make sure they’re okay with being thrown into the deep end. When you’re not used to being properly loved or wanted, all the sudden attention can be smothering at times.”

He got it. Nikki stared at this man in an entirely different light. Tori got it. Sometimes it was overwhelming just being in this castle because everyone around them was so attentive and caring and patient. Nikki hadn’t had that since their parents. That was why being with Gunter was so restful, as Gunter didn’t hover like some did.

But how did Tori know this so well? For the first time since coming here, Nikki actually wanted to ask a question of another mage. “You know it too?”

“Sure. My old clan was—still kinda is—a bunch of bastards. Homophobic in the worst sense. I had to escape them.” Tori rolled his eyes at the memory. “Turned out to be a good decision in the end, although it totally stressed me out at the time. I met Baldewin because I left. But I know a little about what it’s like to be new here. You doing okay, Nikki?”

Nikki felt their guard drop a little. The sincerity of the question couldn’t be dismissed. Tori really wanted to know. And Nikki found themself answering, honestly for once. “I am a little unsure of my footing sometimes. You all give so much and demand so little.”

“Yeah, they’re like that.” Tori’s smile was full of understanding. “You have to understand, for five hundred years they had no mages. No new ones, at least. No chance of ever being mated, of having another rising generation. So just to meet you is like a dream come true for them. They’re a little giddy with it. It does feel odd for us, though, the ones who have to justify our existence. If you’re wanting something active to do, to pull your own weight, you can always come here. I’ve got a lot of work that needs to be done and not always enough hours in the day to do it.”

Nikki thought about that. Tori might be alright. At the very least, studying magic out of a book wasn’t going to teach them everything they needed to know. “Are there any plants that can cause explosions?”

Tori’s head canted, then he turned as if taking in the greenhouse as a whole, like he was running through a mental inventory. “In the wrong combinations…yeah, several. Why?”

Whatever hesitation Nikki had disappeared. “I’d love to help you out here, Tori.”

Catching on, Tori snickered. “You’re my kind of people, Nikki. Feel free to swing by any time. But seriously, are you okay? Physically, I mean. I saw the Jaeggi drain magic out of Cassie, once. It was brutal and her recovery took a while. I really think you should be checked out by Sora.”

“I heard my name.” From the door at the far side, Sora walked through, a bag over his shoulder. He had the same pleased, glowing aura Ravi did. The honeymoon radiance was apparently very mutual.

Ravi bounced over to him like Tigger, planting a sound kiss on Sora’s mouth. “Darling, how did you know I was pining for you?”

“Well, it’s been at least an hour since I’ve seen you,” Sora deadpanned. His eyes danced, though, so he was laughing on an internal level. “I figured I had to keep you from wasting away.”

“You’re so kind,” Ravi crooned.

Tori just sighed and assured Nikki in a commiserating tone, “It does wear off. The whole sickening sweetness. A little. Like, ten percent. You just have to give it a few years. Sora, stop smooching your boo and come over here. I think Nikki should be properly looked at.”

Nikki warded this off with both hands. They didn’t blatantly turn for the door, but their feet may have inched that direction. “No, really, I’m fine.”

“I’m inclined to agree with Tori”—Sora quickly kissed Ravi once more before heading toward them—“seeing how I’ve had to treat some of your friends already after what the Jaeggi did. You’re the only one I haven’t properly looked at.”

And Nikki was absolutely fine with that. Yup, just fine. “But you can see I’m good, right? Magical core’s fine.”

“Lisette actually mentioned a few concerns to me, so I’d really rather take a look.”

Nikki had two options: make a scene and escape, or suffer through this. They didn’t know which way their nerves would choose, really. The idea of a mage pointing any spell toward them made Nikki’s throat close in panic.

On the other hand, this wasn’t just any mage. This was Ravi’s mage, and that put an entirely different spin on things. Nikki trusted Ravi absolutely. And Ravi trusted Sora completely.

Was this the opposite of that saying? Instead of the enemy of my enemy being my friend, maybe it was the friend of my friend is my friend? Or something.

While Nikki mentally dithered, Sora approached and pulled out a few ingredients from his bag without really looking, as if he had done this so many times he could do it in his sleep. “A simple diagnostic won’t take but a minute. Nikki, can you sit for me there? On that bench.”

Nikki eyed the bench.

The bench eyed them back.

How about not sitting on the bench? Not sitting on the bench sounded good.

As if sensing their nerves, Sora gave a charming smile. “You won’t feel a thing. It’s not painful or invasive.”

“Here, cast it on me first,” Ravi volunteered. “They’ll feel better about it if they can see the whole process. And Nikki’s probably never seen any medical magic before, am I right?”

Nikki gave a hesitant nod. “Right. That’s not…something the Jaeggi know how to do.”

Sora’s eyes sharpened with keen interest. “Is that right? Then again, this clan had lost much of its medical knowledge as well, before I came along. We’re training people up even now. Well, no wonder you’re nervous if you’ve never seen medical magic performed.”

Absolutely the problem. Uh-huh. Too much sarcasm?

Nikki wasn’t about to correct him.

Sora was good natured about it all, at least. He turned and readily bespelled his own husband with a diagnostic spell that traced itself in red lines all over Ravi’s being. Then with a soft, gentle voice, he explained precisely what all those numbers and squiggles meant to Nikki.

At some point in this impromptu lesson, Nikki forgot their nerves. It was just too interesting, what Sora had to say, and Ravi kept wriggling on purpose as a distraction, prompting Sora to smack him once on the ass. And of course Ravi capitalized by asking for “more spankings, Daddy, please.”

Nikki laughed. Who could take these two seriously? Especially with Tori’s sarcastic commentary chiming in at all the right moments.

When Sora finally released the spell and turned toward Nikki, they didn’t hesitate to sit on the bench, sitting still as Sora cast the spell once more.

Sora’s lips pursed a little as they looked Nikki over. “I would say…generally, you’re fine. You’re in good health, all things considered. Some malnourishment there, but I think that’s easily corrected. Your magical core is a bit tattered around the edges, but it’s not as bad as the others. I would say the past two weeks of you not using magic has helped it to recover. That said, I’d like to give you a treatment plan to help that recovery along. That alright?”

Nikki was as surprised as anyone as the words left their mouth. “Yeah, that’s fine. Thanks.”

Sora gave a sweet smile. “Excellent. Some of what I’ll need to give you is right here in the greenhouse, so let’s ask Tori to give us a tour. That way you can harvest it fresh. Always best, when the elements are fresh.”

“Sure, I’ll be glad to.” Tori encouraged them all to follow with a wave of his hand.

Nikki followed and stopped eyeing the door longingly. Really, Tori and Sora seemed to be alright people. They didn’t speak with the manipulative, greedy undertone Nikki was used to hearing. They seemed genuinely invested in the welfare of the people around them.

The verdict was still out, a little, but Nikki couldn’t help but think maybe these two, at least, were trustworthy.
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Sneaking at night was the best.

Nikki had tried sneaking around the castle during the day once, and it had been a disaster. Everywhere they turned, a dragon or mage would pop up wanting to help them. How was a person supposed to be ninja-sly if someone was always there?

But at night, the long halls and winding staircases were empty. Only the shadows and the eyes of past Burkhard residents frozen in paintings saw them.

Well, the ghosts watched them too. A castle this old had to have ghosts. Nikki just hoped they were friendly dragon ghosts and not grumpy mage ghosts.

They’d made it several floors and an entire wing away from their chambers before needing to pause and sink into the deep shadows of a little niche. While most good little dragons and mages were in bed for the night, there were still a handful of guards roaming the various corridors and checking the entrances. A thick web of protective spells enveloped the entire castle, but the dragon guards remained. Not at all surprising considering four dragon kings—along with a horde of new mages—were in residence. As head of security for the Burkhard Clan, Baldewin was clearly taking no chances.

When the coast was clear again, Nikki darted out of their hiding spot, continuing on bare tiptoes around the final corner. Their heart raced with excitement, and smugness bubbled in their veins. No one saw them. No one even knew they were out of their chambers. In these dark hours, the castle was their domain and they were free.

But the real prize lay beyond that misty glass door. The greenhouse. A cornucopia of spell elements just waiting for them to pluck and snip them. The tour with Tori had given Nikki a much better idea of what all they could play with in the greenhouse. The anticipation proved to be too much for their fragile willpower.

They positively itched to try magic. Nikki had never had a vested means of doing so. Plenty of curiosity, sure, but never the actual means or theoretical knowledge to practice. Since coming to Burkhard, they had been questioned, poked, and coddled—all in the most caring ways. Lisette had been insistent on lessons, but she was more concerned with theory and math. She didn’t want to experiment. That was the fun way to do magic. Just slam a few elements together and see what happened. What was so wrong with that method? But she wanted to study and rationalize and…ugh…do math.

However, the more Nikki read, the more they found interesting spells, and they really, really wanted to put theory into practice. In particular, there was an interesting stun spell that would freeze an enemy dead in their tracks. That would be an excellent spell to know. They’d already grabbed some moonlight from a waxing moon out their window. All that was left was to grab some cow parsley and oleander from the greenhouse. Easy peasy lemon squeezy. Particularly since they were smart enough to make a quick drawing of what cow parsley and oleander looked like.

Wrapping their fingers around the handle, they carefully pulled it down and opened the door a crack. There was just the smallest click of sound and then nothing. They waited, holding their breath. No one should be in the greenhouse at this hour, but they’d learned from years of stealth adventures around the Jaeggi compound that it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

Thick, moist air poured out the opening, assailing Nikki with the heavy green scent of leaves and dirt. They liked the greenhouse. It was peaceful. This place was becoming one of Nikki’s favorite night haunts. They were giving serious consideration to helping Tori in the greenhouse. Working with one mage wouldn’t be so bad and Nikki rather liked Tori.

With no sound beyond the distant drip of water onto paving stones, Nikki slipped inside and silently closed the door again. Moonlight poured through the windows overhead, painting the lush forest with silvery light. Nikki’s wilder imagination suggested there might be a fairy or elf ready to poke their head around a leafy fern and invite them to play.

A fantasy, nothing more, and Nikki wasn’t here to play anyway. They had already been away from their chambers for fifteen minutes. While unlikely, there was always a chance Gunter might come to check on them. Successful stealth missions also required speed.

Pulling the piece of paper with the drawing from their pocket, Nikki quickly moved down one aisle and up another, searching for cow parsley and oleander. They might have been humming the theme song to Mission Impossible, but no one needed to know.

In the end, cow parsley was the easiest to find near the end of one of the aisles in a big red and blue pot. Oleander was complicated. Nikki had drawn the leaves, but the light wasn’t great, and it was hard to tell between two different plants. In the end, Nikki shrugged and grabbed a few leaves off what had to be oleander. With the clippings shoved into two different pockets, Nikki folded up their drawing and tucked it in a back pocket. Successful mission all around. Now to get back to their room for some fun.

As they walked down the main aisle toward the door, a pair of shadows crossed in front of it and Nikki froze. Someone was coming to the greenhouse. Shit. Shit. Shit. They couldn’t be caught.

Nikki darted down a particularly leafy aisle and scampered soundlessly toward the end, their heart racing. They’d just reached a dark nook when the door opened and Lisette’s voice drifted through the greenhouse.

“This will only take a minute. I want to steep the tiniest bit of valerian in your tea, and Tori mentioned yesterday he’d just finished drying some valerian root.”

“That isn’t necessary, my love,” replied a second voice. It was only vaguely familiar, but Nikki had to assume it was Alric’s advisor, Dieter, since he was Lisette’s mate. “I hate for you to go to the trouble.”

Lisette gave an indelicate snort. “Trouble, my foot. You’ve barely slept these past few weeks and I’m done with it. You’re lucky I don’t give you something stronger.”

“There are four dragon kings here, my love,” Dieter said, as if that should explain everything. Clearly it didn’t since Nikki heard her give a huff. “King Chalo and King Roca haven’t been here in centuries. Their needs must be properly seen to.”

“Ha! Do you honestly expect me to believe Alric is demanding you to chase down their every request? I know him better than that. This castle is overloaded with dragons, and the royals have brought their own entourage. I’ve also spoken to Queen Ana and Queen Diya. They’ve made it clear those kings are more than capable of fending for themselves.”

“My love—”

“You, on the other hand, need sleep,” she continued in an unyielding voice.

“If you are so determined to get me to sleep, maybe we should discuss methods of wearing me out rather than drugging me.”

Nikki’s eyes widened at the sound of a girlish giggle. They slipped soundlessly out of their hiding spot and moved to peer between a cluster of leaves to find the dragon and mage wrapped in colorful robes, slow dancing in the middle of the aisle. Dieter was softly humming some tune Nikki didn’t recognize, his cheek pressed to the top of Lisette’s head while Lisette had one arm wrapped around his shoulders, a look of bliss on her face.

“You old rogue,” she chided, her voice full of love. “I’d have to whip up something for your old bones then.”

“Maybe so, but it would be worth it.” Dieter tipped her into a deep dip and then pulled her close again. “What’s it been? A thousand years?”

“Nearly so. It will be soon enough,” Lisette murmured.

“But not nearly enough time. I was thinking we should just continue for another thousand.”

“At the very least.” Lisette’s agreement was low and husky as Dieter bent to kiss her.

Nikki quickly looked away, blushing. They shouldn’t be intruding on this private moment, but they were trapped until the couple moved or left the greenhouse. It did cast Lisette in a different light, though. Humanized her. Nikki had always looked at her and seen a scary, powerful mage. But she was also a dragon’s mate—and one well beloved. And truth tell, they envied her a little. To have that kind of love and devotion would be amazing.

When they looked up again, Dieter was waltzing Lisette down an aisle at the far end of the greenhouse. As quickly as possible, Nikki scampered to the door and slipped out again without making a sound. As they walked, Nikki couldn’t help but dwell on what Dieter had said. A thousand years. They’d been in love like that for a thousand years and still felt like it wasn’t enough time. That was awe-inspiring to such a degree Nikki got goose bumps along their skin.

Damn, no wonder mages always dreamed of being a dragon’s mate.

They continued at a brisk walk until they were back in their own wing. They weren’t sure where Lisette and Dieter’s chambers were, but they knew the couple wasn’t on their floor. They were in the clear. Mission successful!

Nikki quickly carried their newly acquired goodies over to the coffee table and spread them out. They snagged the bottle of captured moonlight along with the primer to double-check the spell. It seemed simple enough. A few leaves of cow parsley, a little essence of oleander, a dusting of moonlight combined with just a push of magic power and bam! Frozen bad guy.

Easy.

Except they didn’t have a bad guy to practice on.

Nikki looked around the room, their eyes catching on one of the throw pillows sitting innocently on the couch. Victim acquired. Mostly because the pillow couldn’t fight back. Grabbing the pillow with the little gold fringe, Nikki pulled a simple desk chair into the middle of the room and placed the pillow on the chair.

Excited energy zipped through Nikki as they snatched up the ingredients and moved several feet away. They weren’t quite sure what this would look like with a pillow, but they thought there might be a new stiffness or rigidity to its fluffy features. Or at least the fringe wouldn’t move when they blew on it.

Regardless, this was a good experiment.

Nikki mashed a sprinkling of moonlight into the plants and called on energy from their core. It buzzed and tingled, practically leaping to do Nikki’s bidding. Which was odd; Nikki felt like there should be something to direct it, instead of magic just coming out of their fingertips, but okay. If the magic wanted to be all feisty and shit, Nikki would roll with it. They infused the energy into the elements and threw it as hard as they could at the pillow.

It exploded.

That was bad.

A loud boom, like a sharp pop of noise, filled the room and Nikki’s ears. The stench of burned fabric followed in a close second, assaulting Nikki’s nose. The explosion didn’t put off much heat, fortunately—they didn’t think anything else would catch on fire. Maybe?

Excitement gave way to immediate panic, as the little pillow was no longer in this world. It was now a cloud of black smoke and singed feathers blown in every direction. Even the wood chair was now in splinters, looking like a giant had stepped on it.

Nikki’s desperate hope the explosion hadn’t been that loud was crushed when their door was thrown open by Gunter. The dragon’s hair was a mess and his glasses askew. He wore only a pair of soft sleep pants, revealing a lovely chest, but Nikki didn’t have the chance to ogle for long.

“What the hell happened?” Gunter demanded.

Nikki cringed. “Well—” Their explanation was immediately cut off by a round of hacking coughs. They hadn’t even thought of the smoke they’d breathed in.

Gunter didn’t hesitate. He swooped over and scooped Nikki up, carrying them out to the hall. Depositing them out of danger, Gunter returned to the chambers. Nikki rushed after them and stood in the doorway, watching as Gunter threw open all the windows to let the smoke out.

With the room airing properly, Gunter returned to the doorway. “What were you thinking?”

“I wanted to try a stun spell from the primer Lisette gave me,” Nikki admitted with a wince. Okay, maybe that hadn’t been oleander. Nikki made a mental note to visit in the daytime and get Tori to properly explain all the plants. They still wanted to use that spell, but maybe with less destruction of innocent pillows. They started to explain more but the pounding of feet down the hall drew their attention to the approach of a worried Baldewin.

Gunter sighed. “Baldewin and Tori have the room above yours.”

Baldewin reached them, looking around frantically. “What happened? I thought I heard a loud boom.”

“Everything is fine. Just a little accident,” Gunter said easily. Nikki could only stare open-mouthed at the dragon. He was covering for Nikki.

“But there’s smoke.” Baldewin pointed toward the haze that lingered in the room.

“It’s fine. I’ve taken care of it. Just an accident. Go back to bed. We’re all safe.”

Baldewin narrowed his eyes at Gunter, not seeming to believe him, and then looked at Nikki.

Nikki pasted the biggest smile on their lips and nodded, trying to look reassuring, while their heart still attempted to climb free of their chest.

In the end, the large dragon shook his head and sighed before he turned on his heel to return to his own chambers and his mate.

When they were alone again, Nikki looked up at Gunter, expecting a very loud and angry lecture. Not that they didn’t deserve it completely. This really was on Nikki’s head, as they should have double-checked the plant first.

“Nikki, no,” Gunter said gently. “I’m not angry. Just worried about your safety. Why don’t you tell me what you were doing?”

“It was a simple stun spell.” Nikki slipped around Gunter and darted back into the room. They picked up the primer that had gotten blown to the floor and showed the dragon the spell. Gunter read it over and then looked at the scorch mark on the carpet where the pillow and chair had been. Nikki pulled out their drawing, wanting to double-check the plants once more.

“You used cow parsley and oleander?”

“Yes. I just got them from the greenhouse.”

Gunter approached the table and picked up a leaf of cow parsley. “This?”

“Yes, that’s cow parsley.”

Gunter closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The muscles in his jaw jumped like he was clenching his teeth, or maybe just composing himself. Nikki tensed, waiting for yet another explosion of their making. But it didn’t happen.

Instead, Gunter’s hand shot out and grabbed Nikki’s wrist. In a blink, they were slammed against Gunter’s chest, the dragon’s rapidly beating heart pounding against their temple. Arms locked like iron bands around them.

“What?” Nikki said, voice muffled against Gunter’s warm skin. This rather unexpected hug felt more like a protective embrace than anything gentler.

“That was not cow parsley, Nikki. It’s hemlock. Their leaves are similar, but hemlock is more feathery and can be identified by its glossy sheen, which you wouldn’t have really seen in a dark greenhouse. If you had used a tiny bit more, you could have been killed.”

“Oh,” Nikki murmured, their own arms tightening around Gunter. That would have been really bad. And here they thought it was the oleander they’d screwed up.

“Please promise me something,” Gunter said into their hair, his voice surprisingly rough.

“What?”

“No more spells until you’ve had a few lessons with Tori. You’re skilled and powerful, but if you’re not careful, you could be seriously hurt. I—we can’t lose you.”

Nikki was glad they were smashed against Gunter because they could not stop their enormous grin. “I promise, Gunter. No more spells without some help.”

Some of the tension eased from Gunter’s frame and he released Nikki, which kind of sucked but was understandable. The poor dragon was exhausted and had just been scared from his sleep.

“I’m sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep. I promise to be good,” Nikki said, patting Gunter’s arm.

The dragon looked around the room, his frown deepening. “This won’t do. There’s still too much smoke.” With a final nod, Gunter bent and ushered Nikki back into the hallway. “You’re sleeping in my room until we can get this properly aired out and cleaned.”

Nikki was completely unharmed.

Nikki did not need to be escorted anywhere.

But Nikki kept their damn mouth shut. Gunter was feeling protective, and Nikki was going to wallow in it while they could.

They could docilely follow Gunter into his room, hiding a smile as they went. This kind of “punishment” was not helping to teach them a lesson about casting spells without supervision. Not when the result put them exactly where they wanted to be. But they’d been serious. They didn’t want to do anything to scare Gunter like that again.

For tonight, at least, Nikki could be good.
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Despite what people might think, Gunter was not a heavy sleeper. It wasn’t that he was a light sleeper, either, the type to awaken at every noise. But he wasn’t oblivious in his sleep and could come awake if there was enough of a disturbance.

Like a certain mage sneaking into his bed.

Nightly.

Nikki didn’t weigh much, heaven knew, but even they created a shift in the mattress when they snuck onto the bed. The depression was enough to awaken Gunter. And it awoke him again when Nikki snuck back out.

Every morning. At dawn.

The first night, Gunter had chosen not to say much about it. Or anything, really. Of course Nikki would be unnerved in a new place, surrounded by mages they weren’t sure they could trust. If sleeping at the foot of Gunter’s bed gave them some measure of comfort, then it was a small price to pay. Gunter had complete faith that once Nikki settled in a little better, got to know and trust the others in the clan, this habit would cure itself.

Only it hadn’t.

Nikki’s entrance into his bed varied. Sometimes it was midnight, sometimes sooner. And sometimes, the mage came in smelling like they’d wallowed in the greenhouse. Gunter had always wondered what they’d been up to, until last night, when he’d found them post-experiment. And explosion.

Wind and skies, that had scared him right down to his marrow, seeing Nikki so close to losing life and limb. And the damn mage had been thrilled at the explosion, not at all put off by it.

Gunter would spank them, but he had the sneaking feeling they’d enjoy it.

He stood now on his balcony, basking a little in the cool night air, trying to clear his head. Last night had cast several things into sharp focus, and Gunter needed a second alone to sort the thoughts in his head.

Never in his life had he welcomed someone’s company as regularly as he did Nikki’s. It wasn’t that Gunter didn’t like people. They were just exhausting, and he could only take so much of them before he had to retreat. Nikki, somehow, was the exception to this rule. It was probably because even though Nikki was in the same room with him, they didn’t make any demands. Gunter didn’t feel like he had to entertain them.

But it wasn’t just that. Gunter wasn’t going to lie to himself…more than he already had, anyway. He’d been living in the land of denial and justification for some time already. And that had to change.

Gunter wasn’t just alright with Nikki’s company. He actively sought it. He did ridiculous things completely outside of his normal behavior patterns.

He’d booped Nikki’s nose. That said volumes right there. Gunter hadn’t booped a person’s nose in ever. He hadn’t known he could do that, actually. The action had come out of fucking nowhere.

And he’d enjoyed doing it. That flirty little movement had felt good, and Nikki’s response had been delightful. They’d clearly liked it too, if their seeking more contact was anything to go by. They were also always in Gunter’s personal space if they could manage it. And Gunter encouraged them. He’d liked putting hands on Nikki, feeling that slender body warm and close. He liked it a little too much.

Blowing out a breath, he let his head sink for a moment, balancing his weight on the stone balustrade. He should not be acting like this with Nikki. Not without some kind of understanding, or…something. Nikki was a precious mage who deserved a proper mate. They’d stated they wanted a dragon spouse. If Gunter didn’t intend to be that, then he shouldn’t be keeping Nikki close and robbing them of the chance to meet other dragons and properly get to know them.

Just the idea of Nikki flirting with someone else made Gunter’s dragon rear its head and let out a very ugly growl.

Gunter winced. Alright, alright, simmer down. It was a mental image, nothing more.

Gunter’s dragon let out another warning growl. He translated that one as Make sure it doesn’t happen.

The very fact that his dragon was making it loud and clear Nikki was the one they wanted said volumes. Gunter’s dragon had spoken up precisely never about other people. And it wasn’t like Gunter had been celibate for five hundred years. Despite people’s claims, he did leave his library from time to time.

Granted, not often.

Anyway, the point was, Gunter’s dragon was vocal about wanting Nikki. And Gunter knew why. Of course he did, he wasn’t that oblivious. There was a very good possibility Nikki was his mate.

It was an overwhelming thought, no doubt about it. Gunter now had more sympathy for Alric, when he’d first realized Cameron might be his mate. His friend and king had been very torn about what to do. Gunter had thought him ridiculous at the time and had been tempted more than once to kick Alric in the right direction.

Now, finding himself in a very similar position, Gunter had far more sympathy.

Something stopped him from acting. Some fear. It made him hesitate, when few other things in his life had done so. It had taken a while for Gunter to realize what the root of the problem was.

What if Nikki didn’t feel the same way?

Yes, Nikki had kissed him in the library. But Gunter didn’t think of it as more than it actually was—Nikki teasing him. Doing something to deliberately shock him enough to step back. Just the freedom to tease had probably been heady for Nikki, which was why Gunter didn’t put much stock in it.

Right now, Nikki liked being near Gunter because they weren’t properly settled into the castle yet. They were still getting comfortable with everyone. Gunter was a safe harbor. But when that changed, and Nikki acclimatized, would they still choose Gunter’s company over everyone else’s?

Gunter was grouchy. Irritable on some days. He wasn’t the best definition of good company; even to himself he could admit that. Nikki was the type to fit into any social circle and do it with style. Once they got their footing again, anyway. Right now they were still a little shy.

Maybe Lisette had a point about the therapist. After everything Nikki had lived through, of course they’d be traumatized and need some professional help. Gunter hadn’t wanted to push that topic, too uncomfortable and unsure of how to bring it up. But he had a feeling the Nikki he saw now was only a glimmer of what the mage was really like. Nikki was far too guarded.

That was a different problem for a different day, though. It wasn’t what Gunter wanted to figure out now. Right now, the question was something else entirely.

Did he dare take the risk? He wanted Nikki dearly, no question there. A little thrill went through Gunter every time Nikki touched him. And Gunter’s dragon always purred, happy to have Nikki nearby. Those two reactions combined were like neon fireworks, impossible to ignore.

What Gunter feared…might not come to pass. Some part of him was convinced that if Nikki chose him now, they’d only regret it later. Nikki had latched onto him so quickly without giving anyone else a chance, how could they not come to regret it? Gunter wasn’t sociable and bright like Nikki. But Nikki had the choice of other company, too, and it was Gunter they chose to be with. And those times together were always pleasant, something Gunter sought after. It might be all in his head that he would be a bad partner for Nikki. Or that Nikki might not want him in the same way. For all that Nikki was vivacious, they were also at times hard to read.

Gunter lifted his head again and looked out over the mountains. The truth was, he could stand here for the rest of the night, thinking this over, and never come to an actual conclusion. He didn’t know how Nikki felt. He could only speak for his own emotions. So what did Gunter want?

Nikki.

How did he acquire Nikki? How did one even start to really win them over?

No clue.

This emotion business was tougher than it looked.

Gunter gave up thinking about it for tonight. He lifted both hands toward the open sky, a single fuck escaping his fingers, soaring gracefully into the air. “Fly,” he whispered. “Be free.”

Gunter’s last fuck had gone.

He had no more left to give.

As if to immediately prove him wrong, he could clearly hear Nikki’s voice in the hallway outside his front door, coming closer. And swearing as they came.

“Damn things are torture inventions. Why women like to wear these damn things so much is—oww. You know what, fuck it, I’m not wearing you anymore. I don’t care how pretty you are. You are banished. I will find a volcano to throw you into, so help me god.”

What was this about? Gunter quickly crossed from balcony to door, poking his head out.

Nikki was coming up the stairs—or had been. They were in a pencil skirt and a rather lovely red, silky tank top that flattered Nikki’s figure. Balanced on one foot, they yanked off a red high heel shoe, scowling darkly at it as if the thing had tried to put a curse on their soul. Even from here, Gunter could smell the faint tang of blood.

“Have you hurt yourself?” he asked in concern, moving in a fast walk toward Nikki.

Nikki looked up, still braced with a hand against the wall, a shoe in the other. “It’s these shitty shoes. I bought them cause they’re so pretty but they’re mangling my feet. I thought maybe I just needed to break them in? But they’re going to break my feet before they give any.”

Gunter saw the problem once he was close enough to get the right angle. The shoes had rubbed the back of Nikki’s heels raw, to the point that one of them was lightly bleeding. He came in closer, putting an arm around Nikki’s back to help steady the mage before they toppled backwards on the stairs. “Here, come into my room. I’ve got a healing balm that will put your feet back to rights.”

“Okay.”

Testing the waters a little, Gunter slipped another arm under Nikki’s thighs and lifted them into a bridal carry. Was this okay?

Apparently, as Nikki immediately put both arms around Gunter’s neck and batted eyes at him in an outrageous way. “You’re so good at coming to the rescue. My hero.”

Gunter snorted. “I’d say it’s my pleasure, but let’s get you shoes that aren’t going to kill your feet. This castle requires far too much walking. There’s no need to torture yourself with bad shoes.”

“Amen.”

Gunter carried them into the room, gently setting Nikki down in his favorite chair near the fireplace, only to retreat to the bathroom for a warm, wet washcloth and a jar of Sora’s special balm that could cure anything short of a dismembered limb. Gunter had no idea what was in the jar, to be honest. Just that it seemed to be a cure-all for a lot of things.

He swiftly carried it back to Nikki, who had already cast off the other shoe as if it was set to poison them. They were banished to the inside of Gunter’s fireplace.

“Is that a hint?” Gunter asked as he set everything down on the small round table next to Nikki.

“I know it’s not really the weather for it, but those things deserve to burn.”

Gunter cocked his head but had to agree; no point in keeping ill-fitting shoes. He turned his head, shifting just enough that he could spit fire at the grate, burning the shoes to cinders in a few seconds.

Nikki clapped, beaming at him. “You’re seriously my hero. Good job.”

“Your wish is my command,” Gunter deadpanned. Kneeling at Nikki’s feet, he carefully washed both heels, getting any grit or germs out, then applied the balm with gentle fingers.

“Oh! That feels good. What’s in it?”

“No idea. Sora makes this up by the batch and practically everyone has a jar of it. It’s good for cuts, scrapes, rashes, bug bites, you name it. It feels cool. Let it air and harden, and don’t peel it until morning. Your heels will be perfectly healed by that point.”

“Good to know.” Nikki caught his face with both hands and leaned in, kissing Gunter with a light caress of lips. Pulling back only an inch or so, they murmured, “Isn’t that the usual reward for the dashing knight? A kiss.”

“So it is,” Gunter responded huskily. His lips tingled under the impression of that kiss, and it bolstered his confidence a little. Because while teasing, Nikki had still chosen to kiss him a second time. And Gunter could only take heart in that.

Looking into those sparkling eyes, Gunter felt both hesitation and need warring within him. He found himself praying: Please want me for me.

Please.
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Nikki eyed the clock above the fireplace. It was nearing that time. And their grumbling stomach let them know it, too.

Most of the time, Nikki passed the day with Gunter in peaceful silence. They both had their own things to read and research, and when it got too quiet, Nikki could sidle in closer to Gunter and ask what he was doing. Right now the silence was weighing on Nikki. They’d now kissed Gunter twice and gotten zilch. Zip. Nada.

What did a person have to do to rev up a dragon’s engine?

Seriously, Nikki was starting to wonder if this attraction was all one sided.

Gunter did like them hanging around, though. Nikki was confident in that. And sometimes Gunter looked at Nikki in a way that made Nikki’s heart flutter. The more time passed, the more comfortable Gunter was swooping in and picking Nikki up, too.

Maybe Nikki just needed to give him more time? He did have a lot on his plate to think about.

Although honestly, waiting had no appeal. Nikki and patience weren’t exactly buddies.

Sighing, they looked down at their grumbling stomach. Maybe a good meal would give Nikki some sort of inspiration about what to do next. Right now, they were certainly coming up empty.

Nikki got up and nudged him, a single-finger poke against the shoulder. “Gunter.”

The dragon grunted without looking up.

“Gunter, lunch? It’s noon.” Nikki waited to see if those words penetrated.

It took a second, but Gunter’s head finally lifted. He looked first at Nikki, then the clock. “Oh. Oh, you’re right! Alright, let’s go up, then.”

Nikki stepped back, giving Gunter room to rise, satisfied. They enjoyed watching the dragon stretch his long arms above his head while releasing a happy sigh with the pop of weary joints. There was an elegance to Gunter’s slender frame and height. He was a rather swan-like dragon which, in their opinion was much better than the big, lumbering dragons.

It wasn’t like Nikki didn’t know where the dining hall was. That wasn’t the issue. For one, lots of mages were up there. Nikki still wasn’t comfortable around them, although they were beginning to think the Burkhard mages weren’t so bad. Sora and Tori were okay; so was Cassie. It was a work in progress.

The main reason Nikki poked Gunter was something else entirely. If Nikki didn’t get Gunter out of that chair, the dragon would stay fused to it until he passed out from hunger. Nikki would lay even odds on that.

But Gunter didn’t take reminders of meals with any seriousness. So, Nikki played up his fear a little just to get Gunter reliably out of his chair three times a day.

One could say the care and feeding of a dragon required certain subterfuge.

They went up the many, many stairs to the main dining hall. Living here was something of a workout. Nikki’s legs were constantly sore from all the stairs. They would surely get used to it, after a while, but right now it took nightly baths with Epsom salts and a few judicious spell ingredients to keep the aches away.

Gunter cast them a quick study as they rounded a corner. “Are you still nervous about coming up here to eat? I promise, every member of my clan is completely trustworthy. You don’t need to be nervous with them.”

Nikki blinked sad, ingenious eyes at him. “I just feel better if you’re with me.”

“Oh.” Gunter didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. (Or realize that Nikki had an agenda, dammit. That was the frustrating part.) “Well, I guess it doesn’t hurt. You’ll get used to them at your own pace. I hope you will, because I want you to be comfortable here.”

“Thanks, Gunter.” Still no fight. Good. Although Nikki had several alternative plans for when Gunter got stubborn.

“We had to do that with Tori, too,” Gunter recalled as they walked. “Although he was the opposite of you. He didn’t like dragons.”

Nikki almost tripped over their own feet. “Wait, what?! How can you not trust dragons?”

“Part of the teachings of his clan. They taught that dragons were the ones who caused the Dragon War, not the other way around.” Gunter shook his head and made a soft clucking noise with his tongue. “His clan is very…troubled. And even saying that is an understatement. We’re still trying to help them.”

“And Tori believed this?” They still couldn’t wrap their brain around this. How could anyone believe dragons were evil?

“It’s what he was taught all his life. Just like you were taught all your life mages were bad. When he escaped from his clan, and Baldewin first approached him, he put a paralysis spell on Baldewin and Warin. Tori fought them tooth and nail about coming back to the castle. If the Jaeggi hadn’t been actively trying to kidnap him, I’m not sure he’d ever have agreed.”

This was unbelievable. Dragons had always been the epitome of a dream for Nikki. How could anyone possibly ever fear them? And yeah, okay, the dig about Nikki being taught to mistrust mages had hit a little too close to home. They squirmed a bit under it. Nikki was making progress, though! They didn’t think every mage in the clan was horrible.

“He’s brilliant with herbology. Seriously gifted. We’re blessed to have him for that reason alone, but he’s a really good man, too. I find him a good listener. If you want a listening ear, Tori would be the one to talk to.” Gunter reached out as if he meant to place his hand on Nikki’s shoulder but seemed to catch himself and awkwardly drop it to his side again. “He also grew up in an abusive environment, so he’d get it.”

Be that as it may, Nikki was hesitant to approach Tori. It felt like a serious imposition. And they weren’t sure if Tori was just being nice when he’d made the offer.

They entered the dining hall, saving Nikki from answering. The large room was filled with thunderous noise from conversations, regularly punctuated by bursts of laughter. The cacophony was normal, as any gathering of dragons produced noise.

Nikki understood from Gunter that it used to be quieter than this, but they had a lot of guests from other clans right now, mages and dragons alike. Enough to fill the dining room to capacity. It seemed like an ongoing party every time Nikki entered.

Personally, Nikki liked the warmth and exuberance that filled this room. It felt like a happy family all gathered together. Nikki had never experienced camaraderie before, but the atmosphere felt like a giant hug from everyone gathered.

It also didn’t hurt that the food was delicious.

Gunter drew in a deep breath and then made a noise of pleasure in the back of his throat. “Seems we’re having Indian cuisine today. I smell naan.”

“Is that good?”

“You’ve not had Indian before?”

Nikki shrugged. They’d not had a variety of cuisines while under the ‘care’ of the Jaeggi. Mostly pre-boxed and canned foods that could be easily reheated. Why take care of someone only there as a battery source?

Remembering made them angry. Almost irrationally angry, and there was nothing to readily do to diffuse the emotion. Nikki chose to ignore it much of the time. Their childhood was so completely fucktangular, it would take decades of therapy to straighten it out. And lots of things set them off. For instance, food. Nikki’s food allotment had never been enough and always the same types, things easily heated out of a box or can. The food in Burkhard was a gourmet’s feast in comparison. It was very, very hard to not overindulge with every meal.

With a deep breath, Nikki took firm hold on this present moment, shoving past trauma to the side.

Focus on food, Nikki. Rather amazing-smelling food, at that. “I’d love to try it.”

“It’s generally spicy. Are you good with spice?”

“I like spice.” Nikki took a closer look at the buffet table as they approached. Nothing looked remotely familiar, but it really did smell good.

Gunter, because he was kindness personified, pointed to each dish and explained what it was and what it was made of. It helped Nikki choose what to put on their plate. But they also noticed Gunter chose only the meat and carbs—the korma, rice, and naan, to be precise.

Why did he avoid vegetables all the time? Seriously, the dragon was worse than a child. Nikki had seen it play out time and again on the sitcoms they watched, of how important veggies were. Parents were always telling children to eat more veggies.

Nikki made sure to put a vegetable dish with a second helping on their plate. They’d sneak it over to Gunter’s at the right moment.

For goodness’ sake, feeding a dragon shouldn’t take this much strategy and forethought. There had been wars waged with less strategy than this.

By some miracle, they found two open chairs next to each other and settled into them. Nikki was relieved to see dragons on all sides, so they didn’t have to worry about interacting with mages, at least. It gave them the peace of mind to eat.

Tentative sampling of each dish proved Gunter right—it was all delicious. They dove in with more gusto, keeping one eye on Gunter while they waited for the opportune moment to strike.

When it did, Nikki was ready. Half of their vegetables promptly slid onto Gunter’s plate, nestled next to the naan.

Gunter was more alert than Nikki had given him credit for, though, and instantly paused, glass in hand. “Nikki, why are you putting vegetables on my plate?”

“Because you never put them on your plate,” Nikki said stubbornly, their eyebrow arched in challenge.

Gunter rolled his ice-blue eyes in an obvious prayer for patience. “It’s not like I’m a growing boy.”

“How do you expect your brain to function if you don’t feed it what it needs?” Nikki asked, the eyebrow not dropping.

“How do you even know that?”

“TV, how else do you think I know that?”

Gunter rolled his eyes again, expressively, but the next bite he took was of the vegetables.

Satisfied, Nikki let him eat, smiling as they returned to their own food.

“But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? Tis The Gunter, having crawled forth from his dungeon,” called out a familiar voice above the din, and Nikki had to swallow back his laughter.

“That is the worst rendition of Romeo and Juliet I’ve ever heard,” Gunter accused.

“But you still recognized it,” Ravi drawled as he joined them across the table. “I felt like drama should reflect the moment. After all, we have Gunter eating. In the dining hall. Again.”

“You make it sound like I’m the missing element in a whodunnit mystery,” Gunter countered dryly.

“I’m certainly mystified so that fits.” Ravi wore an outrageous grin, as usual.

The last of Nikki’s earlier anger evaporated at the appearance of Ravi. He had the best sense of humor, making it hard to stay angry when he was near.

“I can only think of one reason why you’re joining us for every meal.” Ravi threw out a fist toward Nikki to bump. “Good job.”

Nikki bumped, grinning. “What? We all have to eat.”

“No, not arguing, but I seriously have seen Gunter more times this week than I usually see him in a year. It’s miraculous, I tell you. I haven’t had to think of a single prank to get him out of the dungeon since your arrival.”

Gunter paused, outrage spreading over his face. “Do you mean to tell me that if I just showed up regularly to meals, you would leave my library alone?”

“Dude.” Ravi gave him such a look, Nikki nearly burst out laughing. “Why do you think I prank you? I mean, aside from the fact that you have super fun reactions. It’s to make you actually leave that room. Before you become the first dragon hermit.”

“I wouldn’t be, there was a dragon hermit back in—not the point. Ravi, you could have just said that!”

“We have ALL said that, Gunter. So many times we’ve lost track.” Ravi gestured broadly at him. “I knew he wasn’t listening. Ladies, gentlemen, and gentlefolk, prime example right here. If Gunter grunts at you or gives you one-word answers, he’s not listening!”

Some voice in the crowd called out, “Tell us something we don’t know, Ravi!”

Alric walked toward the table, a mounded-over plate in hand, mischief dancing in his eyes and lurking in his smile.

“Gunter, tell me, to what do I owe this miraculous moment? I’ve now crossed paths with you four times in the dining hall this week. How do I make sure this continues?”

“Not you too.” Gunter sighed loudly.

Proving Alric was not slow on the uptake, he gave Nikki a solemn nod. “Good job. With Nikki keeping an eye on you, I might finally remove the reminder from my calendar to have Ravi drag you from your dungeon.”

Gunter gasped in what sounded like horror. “Do not encourage him! I don’t need Ravi down there heckling me.”

See? They got it. They completely saw that Gunter’s behaviors had changed because of Nikki. They all seemed to be aware, too, that Nikki lusted after Gunter’s sexy self. It wasn’t like Nikki was being subtle, here. Why Gunter seemed oblivious frustrated Nikki to no end. Were they just not giving the right signals? Was Gunter not interested and pretending to be ignorant to make things easier?

One look at Gunter’s face proved he really didn’t get it.

Nikki sighed, shoulders slumping. Maybe a cluebat was called for. Nikki was fairly sure, if asked, Ravi would be able to provide one instantly. He was the type to have cluebats around.

“In all seriousness”—Alric’s teasing look faded as he looked at Nikki—“I did stop by for a reason. Nikki, can you join me in my study in about half an hour?”

Nikki had no idea what this was about, but the man had opened his home to them and didn’t ask for a single thing in return except information. Nikki was happy to return the favor whenever they could. “Of course. Why?”

“I feel like I haven’t asked you enough questions.” Alric’s dark brows beetled together for a moment. “Or I should say, I feel like I didn’t ask you the right questions. What happened when you were out on the scouting mission disturbs me. Even with your precautions and paranoia, you almost got injured. We’ve examined what you brought back, and it’s only partially given us answers. We must go back and examine the area again, determine if there’s anything else to help us. I don’t want more injuries, but we must finish this before the Jaeggi vanish into the woodwork.”

Nikki nodded firmly. “I’m happy to help, you know that. I don’t want them to escape any more than you do.”

“I know. Thank you. I think it will be more than me at this meeting, as a few people mentioned wanting to talk to you.” Alric turned his eyes to Gunter. “Come with them, please. I think you’ll hold some of the answers as well. And you need to be part of the conversation anyway.”

“Of course, we’ll both be there,” Gunter agreed, all signs of his earlier outrage completely gone.

Nikki decided to voice a question they’d been harboring for some time. “When you do find the Jaeggi, what are you going to do? It’ll be hard to turn them in to the police.”

All three dragons looked at them as if Nikki had lost their god given mind.

“No, no, no,” Ravi protested with a wave of the hand. “I mean, the police are nice, but no way they can handle this. And this has been a long time coming. I mean, a loooong time coming. In times like these, the clan’s got a motto.”

The king of the Fire Dragons gave a regal nod. “When in doubt, burn it up.”

Nikki imagined in their mind’s eye burning the Jaeggi right to the ground in a rain of dragon fire. Wow, what an amazing image. Totally cool, they could get right behind that. “That is the best family motto ever.”

“We like it,” Gunter said with false modesty. “I’m sure there will be room for some explosions if you want to join in.”

Nikki beamed, almost giddy with the possibility. “Really big explosions?”

“I insist on it.”

Unable to resist, Nikki cuddled against his shoulder and sighed happily. “You say such sweet words. I think I’ll keep you.”

Gunter just chuckled. But he patted Nikki’s head in easy affection, which Nikki took happily. “So easy to please. We’ll see you shortly, Hoheit.”
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As Alric requested, they went to his office after lunch for the meeting. Gunter walked at Nikki’s side, trying to gauge their mood. Ever since this morning, Nikki had seemed a little…put out with him? It wasn’t anything Nikki had said or done to give him the impression, just this vibe in the air. And Nikki was normally more present with him. More vivacious in getting Gunter’s attention. This morning, they hadn’t even tried to get his attention.

It was puzzling.

Mostly because Gunter could think of several things he had done to earn Nikki’s ire.

For instance, it was quite possible he snored. And with Nikki sneaking in nightly, there was no way the mage was getting enough sleep. And Gunter wasn’t always good company while awake, for that matter.

Really, Gunter didn’t know what to do with Nikki. He’d read a book on psychology and trauma to see if it’d help any, and it sort of had? But Nikki flatly did not talk about their experience with the Jaeggi unless asked direct questions. It didn’t give Gunter a good insight of how to help.

He didn’t think it was trauma-related, though, Nikki’s mood this morning. Rather, it seemed to be caused by something Gunter had done. Or failed to do?

It couldn’t possibly be the kiss after the shoe-rescue thing, could it? Gunter hadn’t known how to respond, as Nikki had been half-teasing. And half-something. It was the something Gunter wasn’t sure how to read.

Why were people so difficult to understand?

With Alric’s door right there, he was out of time to figure this out. Gunter would have to think about it more later. The door stood open, clearly an invitation while everyone inside waited for the last arrivals. Gunter stepped confidently through, Nikki perfectly in step with him.

Thankfully, Alric had chosen to eschew the usual long meeting table. Everyone was gathered in a variety of comfortable chairs and sofas, giving the meeting a more informal and inviting feel. Alric was, of course, already there, seated in his favorite spot on a well-worn leather love seat with Cameron tucked in against his side. Cassie also sat nearby in a wingback chair, although she was focused intently on her phone, oblivious to the rest of the room.

The kings were present—Rodrigo, white-blond hair swept back from his tanned face, looking the part of a charming gentleman. Chalo, big as life with his bodybuilder frame, his nose a touch too large for his narrow face, and the lungpower to go with his large size. And finally, tall and wiry Roca, with his blunt features and too-perceptive eyes. Lisette also sat nearby with Dieter, both of them ensconced in the low chairs near the table, their preferred place to be in this room. It seemed he and Nikki were the last to arrive.

“Ah, excellent.” Alric waved them closer. “Nikki, I promise, just a few more questions. Please, sit with us for a moment.”

Nikki did, choosing one of the open spots on the love seat opposite Alric and Cameron. It was likely left open on purpose so they could sit together.

Lisette cleared her throat to draw Nikki’s attention to her. “Nikki, I’m having a hard time deciphering the protection spells and wards the Jaeggi use. They’re different from what we normally use, and the Jaeggi magic looks…odd. Warped, I guess you can say. Their spell work looks strange as a result. It only gets worse when they’re in place for a while. They have layered spells, making things even more distorted. I wonder if you know what they use? Anything you can tell me will be helpful.”

Nikki still seemed a little wary around Lisette for some reason but respectfully answered, “I don’t know the names of the spells. I’m not sure if the names would even be something you would recognize.”

“I doubt it.”

Wetting their lips, Nikki’s light blond brows furrowed in deep thought. “I know they used a lot of reflected sunlight. They were constantly putting up mirrored glass around doors to power the spells.”

Every mage in the room immediately took pen to paper and wrote a note. Well, Cassie used a tablet, but same effect.

“I know, too, they had trouble keeping wards up. They were constantly undoing and redoing the perimeter wards. We had to stay locked in our rooms or dorms while they did repairs. I think they were afraid we’d slip out and run for it.”

Lisette murmured encouragement. “Wards are a very personal thing, something tied in with a mage’s core. If their cores are so damaged, then it would make sense wards would be hard for them to maintain. What else? You’re doing splendid. You’ve already answered two questions for me.”

Nikki’s head canted in question. “This is helpful? Are there really that many questions about how the Jaeggi use magic?”

“Extremely so. We could only guess about the reflected sunlight.”

“Oh. Um…” Nikki stared hard at the carpet, lost in thought. “The few times they let us out, we harvested things for them. Basically the ingredients no one likes harvesting.” Their nose wrinkled adorably, and Gunter had to suppress the urge to run his finger down it to ease away the tension. “I gathered black sand from a wasteland, rushing wind from a hollow cave, and song of a nightingale for them several times.” Nikki’s head popped up, irritation digging furrows in their brow. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to chase down a nightingale when it doesn’t want to sing for you?”

Lisette’s lips twitched like she was fighting back a smile. She swallowed once and nodded. “I do in fact know how hard it is. Definitely not one of my favorite tasks.”

Nikki relaxed and actually grinned at Lisette for a second at this tiny bit of common ground. “Moonlit water, too. They don’t keep a lot of spell ingredients that I’ve seen. I broke into their storeroom once, and it had only about three shelves of bottled ingredients and one storage locker of raw ingredients.”

Lisette leaned forward. “At any time, did you see them use any kind of tool? A gathering wand or anything like that?”

Nikki shook their head immediately. “No. I read in a book how to craft those. I wanted to try it, but there was no growing wood to be found. They use things like mirrors, but it’s always store-bought stuff. It’s not something they’ve made.”

“This makes a great deal of sense from what I’m seeing.” Lisette sat back, blowing out a low breath. “For the rest of you, I’ll explain. It seems to me that while the Burkhard mages lost a great deal of magical information and training, the Jaeggi lost more. I would say that because of the backlash, the generation who knew magic was lost all in one shot, leaving the half-trained students, the young children, and the non-magical members of the clan. All they had were what people remembered and scattered records, which had to be taken and moved in a hurry. They had no idea we thought them decimated—that we weren’t looking for them then.”

Nikki nodded. “That’s true. They didn’t. They boast about that, how the Jaeggi dropped you to your knees so badly that you didn’t even realize they were still alive.”

Gunter’s lip curled in a snarl. Oh, they’d regret being so boastful. He’d make damn sure of it. And he wasn’t alone—every dragon in the room made a low, guttural sound of anger.

Lisette looked ready to shoot lasers out of her eyes.

But it was Cameron who spoke, his tone thoughtful. “So, they’re rather like my family, then. Where a lot of information was just lost, and we’re having to reinvent the wheel, so to speak. No wonder we can’t recognize half of what they’re doing. It’s not a spell we know—it’s something they’ve cobbled together. And likely with spell elements we would never think to use because they’re limited to what they can gather without risking someone discovering them.” Cameron rubbed his forehead and flashed Nikki a brilliant smile. “Thank you, Nikki, that’s tremendously helpful. I thought maybe my analytical skills were failing me.”

“Perish the thought, bro,” Cassie chimed in while not looking up from her tablet. “Nikki, if you can tell me what you mean by raw ingredients?”

“Uh, um, like glass bottles, twine, metal wire, cloth, that sort of thing.”

She looked up briefly, pushing blue hair out of her eyes in an absent gesture. “Things they could use for portable spell crafting?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm. Okay, next question. You said you broke into a storeroom once. Was that in the place we found you, or…?”

Nikki was already shaking their head. “Different place. The one in Warsaw.”

“Ah. Okay, that’s good to know. Do you think they have any kind of permanent base? Or were they moving around a lot?”

“Completely nomadic,” Nikki confirmed with an adamant nod. “For all they boasted you had no idea they were alive, they were paranoid about you finding them. They move every three to six months.”

“Likely part of the reason why they don’t store a lot of elements or collect much,” Cameron opined. “Speaking as a former college student, where you shift dorm rooms or apartments regularly, that shit gets old quick. You get to the point where you’ve pared it down to essentials just because it’s not worth packing and moving it all the time. But that also means they have limited ingredients to work with on a daily basis.”

“It does give us an edge, if we can exploit it properly.” Alric looked to the kings. “Nikki’s already given us a list of every place they knew of where the Jaeggi have bases. Aside from this, what else can you think to ask them?”

Chalo gave a hum before saying, “I’m concerned about the trap you triggered. You were all clearly on the lookout for such things, and it still almost injured you. Nikki, how many places were rigged like that?”

That was a fair question. And one Gunter had meant to ask and kept forgetting to.

Nikki waffled a hand back and forth. “It’s not so much how many, as what types. If it was a garage, then it is probably rigged. Storage rooms or libraries, definitely. Most of the traps were meant for us, to keep us from running away or learning too much. Others were likely triggered as they were leaving, since they knew you’d be inspecting the place after they left.”

“Wasn’t that so kind of them?” Rodrigo drawled with a curl of his upper lip.

“It also isn’t consistent. Some of the Jaeggi were paranoid enough to always renew the traps if something went wrong with them. Others would just shrug and put it on their to-do list. The spells are mostly designed so anyone of Jaeggi blood can pass right by them without setting anything off.”

“I see,” Lisette murmured, sounding as if she was mostly talking to herself. “So, we have no way of really predicting where trouble might be. Any building might be a library or storeroom, and we’ll have no way of knowing until we explore it.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Nikki shrugged helplessly. “It’s why I was slow on warning people. I wasn’t sure if it was rigged or not, and from the angle I was at, I almost didn’t see it.”

“We’re not blaming you,” Gunter assured them.

“No, indeed not,” Rodrigo added firmly. The Ice Dragon King looked perturbed but still managed a smile for Nikki. “We’re just trying to get the lay of the land. It seems to me it will be difficult to go in. A quick in and out will definitely be difficult; this is something that requires taking our time and having experienced mages, otherwise people will be injured in the process.”

Roca gave him a nod. “Agreed. I’ve already called on our older, experienced mages to come and help with this. I have volunteers on the way here now. I want to explore more of these locations Nikki gave us, but I’m not losing people in the process. The Jaeggi have claimed enough lives. We won’t add to it through carelessness. That said, I really want to find the trail they left after our last run-in with them.”

“My tracker is on the way now,” Rodrigo said with a wolfish smile. He tented the tips of his fingers, giving a rather good impression of an evil genius plotting something wicked. “He doesn’t require magic or earth sense to track anyone. His skills are more old-school than that. I expect him to arrive tomorrow. Nikki, you’ll be available then?”

Nikki looked a little too excited as they answered firmly, “I will.”

Gunter didn’t want them thinking Nikki would go out without him. He leaned in closer to whisper against Nikki’s ear, “I’ll go with you.”

Nikki shot him a blinding smile.

“I can’t think of what else to ask.” Alric looked around the room. “Anyone else?”

Gunter briefly lifted a hand. “I do, as I haven’t properly followed up on this. The phone we retrieved—were you able to do anything with that?”

“Oh, yes!” Cameron gave them a thumb’s up. “That was a great find. Cassie and I are about midway into restoring it enough to function. I had to order some parts, but they’ll be here tomorrow. I think we can restore the history of the GPS function, which will tell us all sorts of interesting things. That and the call history.”

“Excellent!” Gunter sighed, relaxing a bit next to Nikki while his brain was already making lists of ways to analyze what data they pulled. He’d just known those two could do something with it. They were trained in this sort of thing, after all. And damn near geniuses, to boot.

“Bring back more tech if you find anything,” Cassie encouraged them. “We love tech. People do all sorts of stupid things with tech. Like believe that if it’s in the trash can, it’s permanently deleted.”

Gunter blinked at her, expression blank. “It isn’t?”

“Oh, Gunter, honey,” she said with sympathy. “I’m terrified to ask what state your laptop is in. I’ll look at it later, okay? But yes to more tech to play with, and we’ll keep you posted when we get that phone back up and running.”

“Thank you.”

Alric addressed the room generally, “If there’s nothing else, meeting adjourned. Gunter, stay for a moment.”

“Oh, certainly.”

Nikki whispered, “I’ll meet you in the library.”

“Alright.” Gunter didn’t think Nikki would stay in a room full of mages any longer than they could help it. And this might take a while. Alric likely had a lot of business to catch up with him since Gunter had been holed up in the library with Nikki the past two and a half weeks. He let Nikki go without any argument.

Although it would be nice if, one day, Nikki was comfortable enough to linger.
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Nikki was studying.

This wasn’t a new thing. Nikki liked to study and learn things. It was one of the few ways to pass the time without feeling like their brain was trying to rot between their ears from sheer boredom. Nikki and boredom did not get along well.

But what was new was the book they studied from. Gunter had handed it to them about an hour ago, passing it off as something he’d picked up for Nikki. (Nikki highly suspected Lisette had actually pestered Gunter about training Nikki, and this was her first foray.) It was the next textbook after the primer, which Nikki had burned through.

Nikki had suffered through the primer, as they’d figured out a lot of it already. This new book was far more interesting and held Nikki’s attention. A lot of things suddenly started to make more sense. Nikki barely got a page in before they felt the sudden, burning desire to take notes—and promptly stole one of Gunter’s notebooks to do so.

Gunter seemed pleased they were so invested in the book. Nikki figured that out more from observation, as sometimes Gunter would lift his head, look at Nikki at the far side of the table, and get this smug little smile around the corners of his mouth. It happened too regularly to be mistaken for anything but delight.

It did warm the cockles of Nikki’s dark soul that Gunter was investing so much into them. They liked having Gunter’s attention very, very much.

Now if Gunter would just show any sign of attraction, dammit. Nikki would jump his bones in a heartbeat.

There was a knock at the door before a head popped around the frame. A handsome face, and not one Nikki recognized. Square in the jaw, pitch-black hair, friendly pale blue eyes, with a Slavic sort of look.

“Hello, I’m looking for Nikki?”

Nikki lifted a hand and waved. “I’m Nikki.”

“Ah, good, I’m in the right place.” He came all the way in, revealing more of a broad chest and muscled legs. A powerfully built man, but he moved like a cat, making barely any noise with each foot step.

If he wasn’t a dragon, Nikki would eat both boots.

“I’m Dimitri,” the man said in a surprisingly light baritone. “I’m from the Ice Dragons, here to help with the tracking.”

Oh! The one King Rodrigo had called in. Nikki knew precisely who this was, now. “Hi! Nice to meet you.”

Dimitri didn’t extend a hand for a genial shake but instead offered a fist to bump. “I understand you exploded your way out of the Jaeggi hideout. You’re my kind of people.”

Nikki was delighted by this greeting, practically bursting with pride that even a dragon across the ocean had heard of them. They bumped fists with glee. “I had to go out with a bang.”

“Damn right, you did,” Dimitri agreed, his grin a touch feral. “Now, I’m making sure I have this correct. Your pronouns are they/them, I’m told?”

“Yuppers. What’s yours?”

“He/him, thanks for asking. I wanted to make sure I got that right before I put both feet in my mouth. I got big feet, it would have been painful.” Dimitri turned and offered Gunter a hand. “Hello.”

“Hello, I’m Gunter.” For some reason, there was a sour hint to Gunter’s expression, although he suppressed it behind a stilted smile.

“Pleasure. When I landed, I was sent down here to get caught up. So catch me up; I have little to go on.”

Nikki waved him down to a chair near theirs, even kicking it out a few inches. “Come, sit, we’ll fill you in.”

“Okay.” Dimitri sat, taking in the open textbook with interest. “Magic textbook, right? I’ve seen that one before. But you’re a mage?”

“Whatever knowledge I have, I’ve had to steal,” Nikki explained with a sigh. “There’s a lot of basics I’m missing. Hence, this.”

“Ah, gotcha. Well, that makes sense because of who had you. No way an enemy would give you any hand up.” Dimitri shook his head forlornly. “I’m truly sorry I missed that party. I haven’t had a good fight since we left the old country. I told my king I’ll track for you guys, but I’m staying for the fight, too. When we find the Jaeggi, I’m sure there’s going to be an outright war, and I’m not sitting that one out.”

Nikki adored Dimitri. They wanted to hug the stuffing out of the man. “Then let’s find them quickly.”

Dimitri grinned. “You and I are going to get along like fur on a cat, I can see it right now. Alright, let’s start with basics. Give me a good idea of their patterns. If they move, how many move at a time? What do they take, how quickly do they go? Do they normally hop short distances, just changing towns, or do they go as far as to change countries?”

The difference between someone who knew how to follow a trail and a tracker became obvious in that second. No one else had asked Nikki these questions. And Dimitri practically radiated competence in the way he laid those questions out, as if this was the very baseline of what he needed to know.

Nikki really had a good feeling about this man.

“Right, basics. The Jaeggi are about two thousand in number.” Nikki paused, waffling a hand back and forth. “I think a little under that, but it’s not like anyone’s told me a number. I’m going off of what I’ve seen.”

“Ballpark numbers work,” Dimitri assured them as he pulled out his phone and typed in notes.

“They tend to keep the main body together with every move, and that’s about fifteen hundredish? It’s hard to keep track of an exact number, to be honest. Their routine is to move every three to six months. They have some sort of schedule they follow, although I could never figure out where the schedule was. But people referred to it all the time. When it was time to move, they’d call everyone in.”

Dimitri held up a finger. “Explain that. You said ‘main body’ before, so are there outlying cells?”

“Not like you mean. They always had scouts out, trying to find mages like me. The scouts worked in groups of six, and there was usually a baker’s dozen of scout groups at any given time. You also had the people in charge of gathering up all the elements. They tended to live outside the main clan for three months at a time, rotating in and out with others. All of those people would be called in when it was time to move, to help with the move.”

“Makes sense,” Gunter muttered thoughtfully. “The scouts and gatherers are still husbands, brothers, wives, children—they need to help pack their family up to move them.”

“Right,” Nikki agreed. “They’d stay for about two weeks after a move, getting people settled in a little, and then they’d go out again. I saw this cycle repeat many, many times.”

Dimitri nodded but didn’t look up from his notes. “How much do they move?”

“Every family was regulated to one moving van. Businesses, too. They really didn’t keep much in the way of belongings or memorabilia. We kidnapped mages had even less than that, usually just two suitcases. They’re used to packing up things quickly and moving out. They normally took four weeks to pack up, move, and unpack again. But honestly, they’re so practiced at it, I think they could pack up and be gone in three days.”

“Nomads, that’s what I’m looking for.” Dimitri gave a grunt.

“Basically, yes. You asked if they go long distances. They do country hop a lot. I think the short window is because they can only get short-term visas in most countries. That said, it’s not like they’re going huge distances. They tend to stay around the Germany-Austria-Sweden area. I think they’re most comfortable here.” Nikki’s smile turned a touch bitter. “They stayed in German-speaking countries; made all of us learn and use it, too. I barely remember anything of my mother tongue.”

Gunter’s expression was sympathetic and understanding. “But at least it gave you the means to communicate with your new allies.”

“There’s that.” And Nikki was glad of that. Sneaking in to the cell to speak with Ravi was one of the best decisions they’d ever made. Ravi had led them directly to Gunter, freedom, and magic.

“So, they like to stay within a large, general area. Hmmm. I assume you went looking at all the places Nikki knows?”

Gunter gave him a terse nod. “Fly-bys, for the most part. We picked up no hint of them.”

“It’s not really a surprise,” Nikki said with a shrug. “They don’t repeat places. They’re too paranoid for that. I don’t remember revisiting a town even once.”

“Could be that after the war they were afraid the dragons would find them and enact revenge.” Dimitri’s eyes narrowed in thought. “And now it’s just habit. Or maybe they’re still afraid we’ll visit and rain fire down on them.”

“I’m personally of the opinion that the only good Jaeggi is a dead one,” Gunter said flatly.

“I’m with you on that.” Dimitri’s smile spoke of lye and iron maidens. “Which is why I’m so keen on finding the bastards. Nikki, I understand that when you went in to scout their last known location, you ran into a boobytrap? Is that something they do every town?”

“Every single town,” Nikki confirmed with an adamant nod of the head. “So be very, very careful while you’re hunting them. Anything that leads to a vehicle, storehouse of elements, or their operation center is sure to be boobytrapped. And it’s not always obvious from the outside that the building has those things in it.”

“Because it’s all makeshift, none of these buildings are made for that purpose.” Dimitri didn’t seem at all deterred by this. In fact, the grin on his face was delighted. “Sounds like a challenge.”

Gunter didn’t seem to like Dimitri’s take on this. “Hunting our sworn enemy while avoiding magical boobytraps sounds like fun to you?”

“Best fun I’ve had in ages. And it’s not even my birthday.” Dimitri rubbed his hands together, nearly bouncing with anticipation. “Seriously, I cannot wait to get started. When do you want to go?”

Nikki wasn’t at all sure on that. They weren’t in charge of this circus, after all. They gave Gunter a glance askance.

“I’m not sure what our timeline is, but I would think in the next day or so.” Gunter frowned as he reached for his phone. “I’ll confer with Hoheit and get back to you. I believe we were only waiting on your arrival.”

“I’d like to rest today, as it was a long flight yesterday, but I say let’s pick up the trail again tomorrow, if we can. We’re not doing ourselves any favors by letting it go colder.”

Gunter grunted in agreement, typing a message into his phone.

“But that does bring up a question. When we do find the Jaeggi, what’s the plan?”

Nikki looked him straight in the eye and said seriously, “Explosions.”

“Are you going to be part of those explosions?”

“Absolutely.”

Dimitri high-fived them.

“I love this whole clan’s attitude,” Dimitri said with a happy sigh. “Can’t believe my king didn’t think to call me earlier, when shit was going down. I’m going to have words with him about that. For now, though, I’m going back up. There’s good food to be had, and pretty people to flirt with.”

Nikki canted their head in interest. “Are you unmated, Dimitri?”

“Most of us are, little mage. But for the first time in five hundred years, we have hope that’ll change. So many mages are being discovered again, like you. Surely my mate is among them. And even if that person isn’t upstairs in this castle, I can at least meet people, get names and stuff, and tell my clan in Brazil about them.”

That was so sweet of him, to be thinking of his clan as a whole. “I hope they are up there, Dimitri.”

“I hope so too.” Dimitri gave them a wink before standing. “Let me know when you want to go.”

“We will.” Gunter waited until he had left before lifting his head and giving Nikki an odd look. “So, is that your type? Big and feisty?”

Silly dragon. Why was he even asking Nikki this question? Like Nikki hadn’t made their preferences perfectly obvious. “Not really. Well, sort of. But there’s more than one dragon near me who’s big and cuddly.”

“Hmm.” Gunter didn’t seem to know how to take that answer. He also apparently didn’t realize Nikki was talking about him.

Nikki gave up. Short of telling Gunter outright, they didn’t know what else to do. But that would be awkward. And Nikki wasn’t willing to live in the land of awkward just yet. For now, they let it drop. “It’s almost time for lunch. Why don’t we go up and eat something too?”

“It is?” Gunter looked at his phone again. “Oh. I guess it is. Alright, well, I suppose I’m hungry enough to eat.”

Said the person who always ate like a starving wolf once food got in front of him. Really, how had Gunter survived before Nikki came along? Did he just binge eat when people remembered to drag him free of the dungeon?

Nikki was rather afraid that was actually the answer.
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Gunter didn’t know what to do. He felt too many things, all of them snarled in an angry mess in his chest, and it didn’t give him any clarity. Just frustration. He left the library, unable to process his emotions, but he didn’t have a destination.

Or he thought he didn’t until he ended up at Alric’s door.

He faced the closed door and slowly realized his unconscious mind had made a good decision, bringing him here. His king was wiser in terms of romance. And he had a very happy marriage with Cameron, a clear indication he would know how to advise Gunter.

Good feet. Smart feet for bringing him here.

Gunter lifted his hand and knocked.

“Enter!”

Gunter stepped inside the study, looking about until he spied his quarry. Alric sat at the desk, looking a little tired, but there was a smile on his face as he looked up.

“Well, hello. Wait, tell me I’m not missing a meeting with you.”

One of those days, eh? “No, I’m just here to…talk.”

Alric’s brow lifted in question. “I see. Come in, then. Want a scotch?”

God, yes. Gunter’s need for alcohol was strong. This conversation would go down much better wet. He beelined for the discreet bar lurking in one corner of Alric’s office, pouring a glass for himself before thinking to offer, “Do you want one?”

“Whiskey, straight.”

Obligingly, he poured Alric a glass as well. By the time he turned around, Alric had shifted to a different chair—the plush leather one he favored when he wasn’t at his desk. Gunter handed off the drink before taking his own seat nearby.

Alric sipped, eyeing him sideways. “What’s prompted this?”

“Nikki,” Gunter said with a sigh, staring into his amber liquid morosely.

“Ah.”

It was Gunter’s turn to eye someone sideways. “Why do you say it in that tone?”

“Nikki has not left your side since coming here,” Alric pointed out calmly after another sip of his drink. “There’s a great many conclusions I can draw from that.”

Gunter threw back the drink in one long pull and seriously debated pouring another. “You don’t even know the half of it. It’s not just that they spend the day in the library with me. They sleep with me, too. No, not like that, put your eyebrows back in place. Nikki sneaks into my bed every night, sleeps there, and slips out again before daybreak.”

Alric let out a low whistle. “Do they, now.”

“I don’t understand this,” Gunter burst out. “From day one, Nikki’s reacted like this to me. But I’ve not done anything for them. I thought, at first, that it was just because they were nervous. They felt safer with me than around the mages. I didn’t see the harm in letting them stay nearby until their fears eased. But it can’t just be that. Not if Nikki’s slipping into my bed, right?”

“I wouldn’t think so, no.”

Seeing that Alric was on the same page encouraged Gunter. “And it’s not just that. Nikki does things that don’t make any sense to me. They latch onto things I’ve used, silly things like pencils and gloves and sweaters, and refuse to give them back. And they’re insistent on eating every meal with me.”

“Gunter, you realize what this sounds like all laid out, right?” Alric gave him a look like a parent waiting for a child to understand the obvious.

“It sounds like they have a crush on me. And I might have believed that, except they met the ice dragon tracker today, and Dimitri charmed them without even trying.”

“Gunter, you’ll pardon me for saying so, but you look green with envy. And angry.”

“I nearly bit the man’s head off,” Gunter grumbled. Screw this, he needed another drink. He promptly got up to pour himself another scotch.

“Jealousy is unbecoming, but in your case, it’s also very obvious. I think you know very well you want Nikki.”

“It might not matter what I want. Nikki’s kissed me twice.” Gunter blew out a breath, feeling better for having those words out. “And it’s been a teasing gesture both times. I don’t think they really want me, Alric. I think I’m safe for them. I think I’m…Nikki’s never had a chance to be with anyone before me. They’re enjoying the attention.”

Alric made a noise of disagreement in the back of his throat. “I think you’re selling yourself short. Is that what this is? You don’t think Nikki really wants you?”

“I think they believe they do in this moment. But once they get their footing and grow into the incredible person I know they can be, their feelings about me might very well change.”

“You do a disservice to you both by even thinking that. Gunter, seriously. Is that all this is? Is that what your hesitation is based on?”

“About half.” Gunter set the decanter down with a clink. It was easier to stare at the drink in his hand than Alric just then. “I don’t know how to keep them. How to win them. How to safeguard them if they even agree to be mine. I don’t—Alric, I don’t know how to handle this. What to do. How did you handle falling for Cameron?”

“Not well,” Alric admitted ruefully. He paused, settling back into the chair with a sigh of leather and air. “I was petrified half the time, sure I was going to screw it all up. With all my faults, I couldn’t imagine how I could possibly deserve him. He was too bright, too…everything. And, fortunately, smarter than me and well able to figure out my issues and how to navigate around them. In the end, I felt safe enough with him that I let myself fall, sure he would catch me.”

Gunter turned, this time bringing the decanter with him, as he had a feeling he’d need it shortly. He setting it on the coffee table before taking a healthy swig from the glass.

So even Alric had been afraid. He’d known his king had been nervous about being physically intimate with Cameron because of his scars, and that there’d been some moments when Alric was truly at a loss. But he and Cameron had come together so quickly, with such surety, that Gunter had glossed over those moments.

Now that he was in the same shoes, he found he had more sympathy for past-Alric and what the man had gone through.

“Having him kidnapped by the Jaeggi must have been terrifying,” he realized, the knowledge sweeping over him in an entirely different light now that he knew what it was like to care for someone so deeply.

“Bone-deep terror,” Alric confirmed darkly. The memory was there in the tightness of his eyes, and he drank deeply from the whiskey, draining the glass completely. “God, don’t remind me. I still have nightmares.”

Feeling bad, Gunter popped back up to refill Alric’s glass. Alric didn’t protest as he accepted the glass again and downed half of it promptly.

“Fortunately, Cameron’s savvy enough to have gotten himself free, even before we came to the rescue.” Gunter gave him a reassuring nod. “He’ll be fine, even if the Jaeggi do somehow manage to get their hands on him again.”

Alric stared at him drolly. “May I remind you Nikki also managed to break free of them. How would you respond if they were once again captured by our enemy?”

A spike of fear stabbed Gunter right in the heart. He winced, realizing Alric’s point. “Damn. No. I absolutely do not want Nikki in their hands ever again.”

“Precisely.”

Gunter drank more of his scotch, feeling the pleasant buzz filter through him, relaxing some of the tension riding him throughout the day. The room was starting to do this lazy spin, too, which was interesting. He’d be alarmed about it, but he was far too relaxed right now to worry about it overly much. “Nikki’s too precious, Alric. They’re just too precious. I don’t want anything to happen to them. How can I protect them?”

“Ah, Gunter, you really do feel strongly for Nikki, don’t you?” Alric smiled, face a little flushed. “That’s wonderful. I was afraid no one would go into your dungeon.”

“It’s not a dungeon, it’s a library. And you didn’t answer my question. How do I make sure this never happens again? I don’t want Nikki hurt.” The truth of that ricocheted through him, and he repeated it more forcefully. “I don’t want Nikki hurt. Nikki’s already been hurt enough. That’s why they keep coming to me, right? Because as a dragon, I’ll protect them. Even at night, when they’re afraid, they come to me, and I should stop that. I know I should, but I can’t say anything to them. It’s just a mess.”

Alric quoted with perfect intonation, “‘No strength I find in my own feebleness, to change or life or love or use or fate.’”

Gunter squinted at him. “Who’s that? Poe?”

“Simoni,” Alric corrected. “I found some good poems by Michelangelo Simoni recently.”

“You’ll have to lend me the book.” Gunter loved a good collection of poetry. Especially poetry that made him think and feel his own emotions more keenly. That was the best type.

“I will. But answer the question. What do you think of Nikki? How do your feelings for them compare to any other person you’ve tried dating?”

Gunter pondered. Pondered and drank, and the perfect refrain from a poem came to mind. “‘Oh! I had long in freedom roved, / Though many seemed my soul to snare; / ’Twas passion when I thought I loved, / ’Twas fancy when I thought them fair.’”

“Thomas Moore,” Alric said approvingly. “So, no one compares to Nikki?”

“Even suggesting that anyone compares to Nikki is an insult to Nikki.”

“Then court them! Gunter, truly, you’re moping in my office to no good result.”

“But I don’t know how,” Gunter complained. “What if we’re both wrong? What if Nikki sees me not as a love interest but as a safe harbor? What if we’re mistaking the strength and calmness we see in the day as a sign of growth, when really, it’s only a front?”

Alric poured him another scotch, tsking as he did so. “You have to at least try.”

“But I’ve never courted anyone before. I’ll screw this up.”

“You can’t screw it up. Nikki already likes you.”

That was a good point. “Oh. They do?”

“They absolutely do.”

“Really? Oh, that’s…that’s good. Then the next time they kiss me, I should kiss them back. Right? That’s the right thing to do.”

Alric nodded supportively. And maybe slid sideways in the chair a little, as if balance was a tricky thing. “You should. Alright, are you drunk enough yet to admit Nikki’s your mate?”

“Nikki is completely my mate.” Gunter’s chest puffed up with pride. “And they’re the best mate. Or will be. When I can convince them to be my mate.”

Alric clacked his glass against Gunter’s. “Finally got you to admit to it. Now, hold on to this when you’re sober, okay? You have to court them, Gunter.”

“I will.” Gunter felt confident saying that until doubts came spiraling back in. “But Alric, it might not be easy. Right now, I have their full attention because they spend all day with me. But when they do start branching out, and working magic, they’ll be gone most of the day. What happens then?”

Alric paused, looking stricken. “Oh no. Cameron does that now—spends most of the day away from me. I miss him terribly, but I can’t be a bother, either. He’d hate that. Do you think it’s bad?”

Gunter started to worry about Alric. His head was swimming a little with chaotic thoughts that didn’t quite connect, but the worry he could latch on to. Because Alric was his brother. “I don’t know, is it bad? I’ve never been in a relationship before.”

“It must be bad. You’re worried about it, and you have more free time than me.” Alric slumped, drinking more of his whiskey. “I have so many people who take up my time, I can’t spend it with Cameron like I want to. He’s going to be frustrated with me, isn’t he?”

Gunter poured him more whiskey. It seemed the thing to do. “Maybe spend more time with him. We’ll have time to spare when the Jaeggi are dead.”

Alric slammed a fist down on the armchair. “Yes! Let’s kill the Jaeggi. Right now. Then I can spend all the time I want with Cameron.”

This sounded great to Gunter. Kill the Jaeggi, and he wouldn’t have to worry about Nikki’s safety. And Nikki wouldn’t be afraid anymore. Gunter’s dragon wholly approved this plan, and a challenging roar echoed through him—a war cry.

Gunter felt adrenaline like quicksilver in his veins; he was all pumped up and ready to fly out of the castle right now. Right. Now. He put his glass firmly down, stripped off his shirt, and promptly shifted to dragon. “A Burkhard to me!”

Alric also put his glass down and shifted right over. Dragon limbs spread in all directions, the king’s massive frame impacting with Gunter’s, very shortly becoming a tangle of limbs.

Gunter immediately realized his mistake. They really should have left Alric’s office before shifting. He couldn’t fit through the door, for one thing. And there might be a chair in his ribcage. He tilted his head at an odd angle, trying to see Alric’s face, but all he got was a foot in his jaw.

“A-Alric, maybe let’s shift back and leave the room first?”

There was a pained grunt. “I can’t, my foot is stuck in the hallway.”

“That sounds painful. Uh, I think…we maybe broke something? I feel something under my tail.”

“We broke the desk. Maybe.” Alric paused and then whined, “Gunter, I can’t shift back. What if we’re stuck like this?”

Alarm slammed through Gunter and he wiggled about, but that didn’t help; he somehow got Alric’s tail trapped against his chest trying it. “Alric, we can’t be stuck like this! We have to shift back!”

“I know, I’m trying, but I can’t!”

Gunter tried too. But his dragon was still in battle-mode and didn’t want to go back to human form so that failed pretty quickly. A high-pitched whine rolled out of his chest. “I can’t shift either. Alric, what do we do?”

“I—”

“Who in their ever-lovin’ mind decided to shift to dragon in the king’s office,” a voice they both knew very well demanded, “and bust out the door in the process?”

Alric burst out in a giggle. “Stop tickling my feet!”

There was a digestive pause. “Alric. Why the hell are you in dragon form in your own office?”

“Cassie, help,” Alric whimpered. “We’re stuck; we can’t shift back.”

“Okay, first of all, who’s we?”

“Gunter’s in here with me.”

Cassie sounded on the verge of laughing as she demanded, “Wait, is he also in dragon form?”

Gunter didn’t appreciate the sound of a camera going off. She was taking pictures of this, wasn’t she? “Cassie, help!”

“Oh god. I think I know what happened, but confirm it for me. You two got drunk for some reason, lost control of yourselves, went dragon, and now you’re all tangled up together, aren’t you?”

Both he and Alric just sighed.

“I now understand why the two of you are banned from drinking together.” Cassie snickered, thoroughly enjoying this situation. “Hey, Cam? Bro, you gotta come over to the king’s study. Well, your husband is drunk. Nooo, this is not adorable drunk, although it’s fucking hilarious. He’s shifted over to dragon form in his study. Yeah, pretty sure the furniture inside is now kindling. He and Gunter are both tangled up together. Yeah, Gunter too. Seriously, they think they’re stuck in dragon form—they’re whining at me to help them. I think you’re going to have to come in and talk your boy down. Yeah, okay. Alric, breathe, Cameron’s coming, he’ll be here in a second.”

That was all fine and well for them, but that didn’t help Gunter. “I want Nikki.”

One didn’t need to see Cassie’s face to know she was amused as hell by this demand. “Nikki, huh? Alright, sure, I’ll call Nikki. Will that calm you down, Gunter?”

“Yes,” he said petulantly.

“Right. Man, so glad I’m recording this right now. Hey, Nikki? Hey, Gunter’s up in Alric’s study in dragon form. I have no idea why, honestly, but they’re both pretty drunk and stuck together. Gunter’s demanding to see you. Maybe come up, try to talk him through switching back to human form? Sure, I’m not moving from here until you and Cameron can get them untangled. You bet. Okay, Gunter, your joyfriend is coming.”

Gunter sighed deeply, at least a decade’s worth of sighs all packed into one. “But they’re not my joyfriend.”

“Ahh, Gunter, do you have a sad because they’re not your joyfriend?”

Gunter whined, feeling tears well up in his eyes.

“Do you want me to tell you how to fix it?”

The tears paused. Cassie knew how to fix it? “Yes?”

“When Nikki gets here, shift over to human form first and then kiss them. Okay?”

“I just have to kiss them?”

“That’ll do it, trust me.”

Gunter could totally kiss Nikki. That was totally something he could do.

Pounding footsteps came at a run. It wasn’t Nikki, though, Nikki’s run was lighter. Must be Cameron.

This observation was confirmed a moment later when Cameron demanded, “Is that my husband’s foot sticking out of the door?”

“A fact I confirmed by tickling.”

“Of course you did. Alric?”

“Cameron, I’m stuck,” Alric told him with a whiny growl, shifting a little and pinching Gunter further against the wall in the process. “My dragon won’t shift back.”

“Uhh…okay. I really want to know what happened here, but you know, I was waiting for you in our rooms. I had a whole thing set out with hot towels and oils and those heated rocks you like so much.”

Alric paused, voice turning wistful. “Even the heated rocks?”

“Full on massage service, happy ending included. Wouldn’t you rather come home with me and do that than stay in there?”

Alric’s dragon apparently needed no further encouragement. He promptly shifted, leaving him lying on his side on the wrecked coffee table.

“There’s my hubby,” Cameron crooned.

Which was all fine and well for Alric, but where was Gunter’s mage?

With Alric no longer blocking his view, Gunter could see the doorway with one eye. When Nikki arrived, panting and red in the face, he let out a happy thump with his tail. Something may have splintered at the movement. He hushed his tail absently. There was his mage!

“Gunter,” Nikki said, panting, a hand on the door jamb for balance. “Why are you in dragon form?”

“Nikki,” Gunter whined, rolling his eyes pitifully. “Nikki, I’m stuck.”

Nikki looked to Cameron for help. “How did you get the king to shift back?”

“Bribes,” Cameron informed him.

“Oh.”

Gunter’s tail thumped again, hopefully. “Nikki, if I shift, will you kiss me?”

The oddest expression flitted over Nikki’s face, and Nikki promised with hand over heart, “I will kiss you lots if you shift back.”

Ooh, lots of kisses, even better. Gunter could shift for lots of kisses.

The dragon side of him was in complete agreement with this. Kissing his mate was a currently higher priority than killing the Jaeggi.

Gunter shifted with no trouble at all, leaving him shirtless and draped over the chair like a dying cat. But he had no time to lay there; he wanted to kiss Nikki.

Nikki was quick to dart to Gunter’s side, helping to pull him up and steady him as he found his feet. Which was thoughtful of them. Nikki was always so thoughtful. Gunter should kiss Nikki for being thoughtful.

Really, there were a lot of reasons to kiss Nikki.

Gunter framed their thin face with both his palms and leaned in, capturing their sweet mouth with his own. Nikki jerked a little under his hands, but their arms latched around Gunter’s waist, happily leaning into him.

The dragon side of Gunter made a happy rumbling sound. Kissing Nikki was good. Do that more. Gunter was in perfect agreement on this. Kissing Nikki was so sweet, and the hot mingling of breath tingled along his nerves. This was different than those teasing kisses. Those had left Gunter wanting. This kiss was pure, selfish, and hungry. But it wasn’t enough, he wanted Nikki plastered right up against him. With the height difference between them, it frustrated Gunter.

He trailed his hands down a slender back, finding the back of Nikki’s thighs and wrapping his hands around them. With a single hoist, he lifted Nikki up effortlessly, erasing the height difference.

Nikki gasped, hands flying up to latch around Gunter’s neck, then smiled against his mouth. Gunter tasted the smile, feeling a wave of happiness that Nikki so obviously liked kissing him.

“Phew, I need a firehose for these two,” Cassie commented. “Gunter? Hey, Gunter, don’t pin poor Nikki to the nearest wall, okay? There’s no door here, remember?”

Damn. That was right, the door was kindling on the floor right now. Gunter drew back, leaving his forehead touching Nikki’s. “Come properly to my room this time.”

Nikki beamed from ear to ear as they whispered, “Okay.”

“And stay the night, no sneaking out this time,” Gunter demanded. He was thoroughly sick of the sneaking out.

“Wait, you knew?!”

“Of course I did. No more sneaking out; stay properly in the bed with me.”

Nikki’s joy couldn’t possibly be brighter. “No sneaking out, I promise. And you’ll keep kissing me?”

“Oh, trust me,” Gunter rumbled, his dragon rumbling to life inside him, “I’m not done kissing you.”
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The next morning found Nikki curled up at Gunter’s side. Gunter was fast asleep on his back, still dead to the world, looking peaceful for once. Usually Gunter frowned a little—ever so slightly—as he concentrated on his books or his research. It was rare to see his face smoothed out. It made Gunter look so much younger.

Nikki loved this moment, basked in it, really. They were snuggled in against Gunter’s side, feeling the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed, the warmth pouring off his skin. It crystalized in their mind, the sensation of being welcomed into Gunter’s bed like this. Nikki could only hope it became more routine in the future. Surely, after the way Gunter had pinned them to the bed last night, kissing and kissing Nikki like he couldn’t get enough, it meant Nikki had finally gotten over that hurdle. Surely, Nikki and Gunter would now start dating properly?

The alarm went off next to Gunter’s bed. Gunter flailed awake, swore at it in some language Nikki couldn’t begin to identify, and slapped at it. Then he flopped back, dislodging Nikki again, only to blink up at them. “Oh. Hi. Morning?”

“Good morning,” Nikki murmured. For a split second, they weren’t sure of their welcome.

Gunter gave them a small, warm smile. “I much prefer you cuddled in with me rather than lurking at the edge of the bed. Just for the record.”

Nikki about collapsed in relief. “Me, too. Um, want me to get you something? You look really hungover.”

With a pained moan, Gunter drew a pillow over his face. “Please and thank you.”

“Right. Um, try to get in the shower? I’ll fetch something and be right back.”

Really, Nikki wanted to cuddle and bask in having Gunter, but it clearly wasn’t the right mood for it. Gunter wasn’t feeling well, they had to meet Dimitri soon, and there just wasn’t the time Nikki wanted.

Which sucked, but Nikki was (supposedly) an adult. They could deal. Gunter’s well-being too precedence anyway.

Rushing about to get a hangover cure together, showering, and getting clothes on took up all the time. It wasn’t the way they wanted this morning to go. Not only because they wanted to linger in the moment, but because they had a few concerns, too.

Gunter was in rough shape. Like, ragged, probably-shouldn’t-have-crawled-out-of-bed shape. They also weren’t entirely sure how much Gunter remembered of last night.

Nikki remembered every glorious second of being held in the dragon’s arms and being kissed absolutely senseless. Gunter had wound down eventually, and they’d ended up cuddled together on his bed, falling asleep that way. Nikki had mixed feelings about stopping where they had but were glad in the end they’d stopped there. Gunter had been very, very drunk, and anything farther than a steamy make out session wandered into dubious consent territory. Honestly, Nikki was happy Gunter had finally made a damn move. And while they would prefer it if Gunter remembered all that as well, it didn’t matter too much because Nikki fully intended to make out—and much more—again and again and again.

Gunter was theirs. At least the dragon was starting to figure that out.

They were slightly worried about Gunter not being on board with kissing Nikki sober, but—well, really, only slightly. No one could kiss like that and it be a ‘mistake’ the next morning. Nikki refused to believe it.

Preparations ready, they hurried to the courtyard to meet Dimitri, and quickly took flight. Nikki was just glad the flight didn’t take too long and wasn’t difficult for Gunter’s sake. Worry for their dragon kept them occupied until they landed, and then they had other things to worry about.

It was a pleasant enough day with the sun shining brightly overhead in blue, cloudless skies. The birds were chirping and flitting overhead, even if they refused to land one claw in the middle of the former stronghold. The cheerfulness of the day did little to soften the destruction and decimation of the old buildings. Nothing looked as if it had changed since their last visit.

Trash and debris continued to litter the ground. The remains of the building were blackened and crumbling. A bad storm would probably help knock a few of the wobbly walls down. The grassy areas looked a little wilder and more weed infested, but wildlife appeared to be skirting the region, as if they could sense this was a dangerous plot of land.

Nikki glanced over at Gunter to see him glaring and then wincing at the sun overhead. He tenderly rubbed his temple, as if his skull was threatening to crack open with his headache. From what they’d gathered as they’d passed through the dining hall to collect breakfast, Alric was also laying low this morning.

Gunter caught Nikki watching and immediately dropped his hand back to his side. He straightened his back and shoulders while forcing a smile to his lips. Oh, silly dragon. Trying to hide his pain.

Nikki pulled the knapsack they were carrying around and dug inside for a moment. They pulled out a thermos typically used for coffee and held it up to Gunter. “Drink this now to help with your hangover, since you wouldn’t pause long enough to drink it earlier.”

Gunter’s eyes widened. “You went to the spell rooms for supplies?”

Nikki chuckled and shook their head. “No, I didn’t make a spell or use any magic. All the ingredients came from the kitchens.”

Gunter unscrewed the lid and carefully took a sniff, his nose instantly wrinkling before he pulled it away from his face again. “Do I want to ask what’s in it?”

“A bunch of healthy stuff. I put in pickle juice, tomato juice, spinach, a raw egg, tabasco sauce—”

“I take it back. I definitely don’t want to know.”

“I looked online, and humans have figured out a lot of different concoctions for curing hangovers.” They paused, giving Gunter their most stern look as they pointed. “You need to drink that. All of it.”

Gunter took a deep breath, as if preparing himself for battle, and then took a big swig. After managing a couple swallows, he groaned and lowered the thermos again. “Oh lord, that is wretched,” he moaned. He looked at Nikki and winced. “I mean—”

A loud laugh escaped Nikki and they shook their head. “Oh, I bet it tastes horrible. It smells disgusting. Now, finish it.”

Nikki kept their expression stern even as Gunter eyed the thermos as if the ingredients had grown from the depths of hell, absorbing all the ghost peppers it could in its journey to the surface, for the sole purpose of tormenting Gunter in this very moment. But Nikki did not budge. This was for his own good. They would not have a sick dragon.

Gunter swallowed down the last of it and quickly thrust the empty container back at Nikki, unable to have it in his presence a second longer. “Please tell me you were gracious enough to make that for Alric as well.”

“Actually, I ran into Cameron while I was in the dining hall. I made enough for him to give a glass to Alric.”

A wicked grin spread across Gunter’s lips, sending goose bumps across their flesh. They had wondered if their dragon had a naughty or evil side. Apparently so, and it was kind of hot.

“Good.”

“Are you feeling any better?”

Gunter ran his tongue over his teeth as he seemed to think about his answer. He straightened, his eyes widening behind his glasses. “Actually, I think I do. My headache doesn’t seem quite as bad, and I don’t feel nearly as achy as I did. We’ll have to be sure to write down the recipe when we return to the castle. I’m sure there are others who would benefit from this knowledge.”

Nikki felt lighter despite their current location and task. They’d helped their dragon.

The sound of someone clearing their throat drew Nikki’s attention away from Gunter and to their other companion, Dimitri.

Nikki swallowed back a sigh. Right, back to the task at hand. They really did need to pay attention to what they were doing. The Jaeggi compound was no place for romance.

“If we’re all feeling better now,” Dimitri said in a dry, teasing tone.

Gunter glared, looking as if he wanted to barbeque the dragon, but he didn’t say as much. Instead, he lifted his chin and replied, “Right as rain. Let’s begin our investigation.”

Dimitri’s lips twisted like he was trying not to laugh. He looked over at Nikki, his expression turning serious again. “I know everyone wants to know more about how the Jaeggi magic works and what their plans are, but our one and only priority on this trip is to get a lead on where they were headed.”

Gunter huffed. “The garage probably would have been the best bet, but that went up in flames on our last trip.”

Dimitri grunted. “True. What about offices?” He looked at Nikki, his pale blue eyes narrowing. “Do you know if the Jaeggi had any offices their leaders might have worked out of? Or maybe some planning rooms?”

With due caution, Nikki moved into the center of the main square. The compound was largely a single square with a variety of buildings ringing the greenspace on three sides. Pointing toward the north at the broken shell of a couple towers, they said, “Those buildings there were like dormitories and apartments. Most of the Jaeggi Clan stayed there. That hole in the ground was the main opening to the underground rooms and a smaller garage. That’s where the new prisoners were kept.”

“That’s where you found Ravi, right?” Gunter asked.

Nikki nodded. “Some mages were kept there as well. I stopped being kept with the rest of the prisoners after my first year with the Jaeggi. The kids don’t stay long in the cells because they think we can be brainwashed into believing the Jaeggi are good people.” Their expression crumpled a little at the memories of those early days. Nikki had only known then that their parents were gone, and these people had assumed the role of guardians. In retrospect, their heart ached at the naiveté and needless trauma they’d endured.

“Were you kept in the dorms then?” Dimitri prodded.

Nikki gave a nod. “Yes, but even then they kept a close watch on me and others like me.”

“What else? What about that building?” Dimitri pointed to a square two-story structure that was missing half of its rooms.

“Mess hall, general storage, and some spell elements storage, but only the easy-to-find stuff.” Nikki turned and pointed toward a long, single-story structure that looked largely untouched by the battle. “The really good and rare stuff was kept there. It’s also where Thomas Jaeggi and some of the high-ranking Jaeggi stayed when they were with the main clan. If the leaders were holding meetings and planning stuff, it would probably be there. It’s the only building I wasn’t allowed in and couldn’t sneak through.”

Dimitri and Gunter sighed heavily in unison.

“Making that the most heavily guarded location in all of the compound,” Gunter muttered.

“And the most likely place to find the answers we’re looking for,” Dimitri added. He lifted his gaze to Gunter. “Do we try for it? It’s a big risk being just the three of us. We could call in more mages to take the defensive spells apart.”

With all the hopeful-mages still coming to Burkhard to be tested, and the exploration of the other places Nikki had listed, they were short on manpower. Even their original plan to come with a larger party of people had been whittled down to three because of it. Nikki did not feel good about yanking someone else from an important task.

“True, but that means more time for the Jaeggi to burrow in and hide from us. More time for them to strengthen their defenses. We’ve lost nearly three weeks as it is since the last battle. We need something or they will simply elude us again.”

“It won’t do us any good to go in unprepared and get blown up.”

“What if we see how close we can get? Just check out what kind of spells they have on the building. It might not be as bad as we’re fearing,” Nikki suggested. They couldn’t walk away empty-handed. There had to be something to give them a clue as to where the Jaeggi had gone. And calling someone else in was still a possibility, it would just take time.

“Alright, we’ll creep closer, but we go slowly and you both stay behind me. If things look bad, we leave. No argument.”

Nikki looked up at Gunter, who nodded grimly. It was the smart decision. They couldn’t take stupid risks. There would be no stopping the Jaeggi if they were all dead.

With the ice dragon in the lead, they cut across the greenspace, their eyes darting around, wary of traps. The grass glittered with broken glass and crunched underfoot with bits of concrete and burnt wood. Nikki tried to ignore the yawning black windows lost in the shadows cast by the angle of the sun. It felt like eyes were watching their progress, but they told themself the Jaeggi had abandoned this place.

They could be projecting, granted. Nikki hated being back here with a passion. It was a stark reminder that their days of captivity weren’t very far behind them. Nikki would prefer to never walk through a Jaeggi compound again. They weren’t sure if they were spooked, nauseous, or battling ghosts by being here. It felt like a combination of all three.

Nikki would need vodka after this. Strong vodka.

And a make-out session with Gunter.

“What’s wrong, Nikki?” Gunter asked quietly.

Nikki jerked their head around to ask why Gunter thought something was wrong, but the words stopped in their throat as Gunter lifted their joined hands and brushed a kiss across their white knuckles. Both a hint and a tender gesture.

A weak smile flitted across their lips. Nikki didn’t even remember grabbing Gunter, the move had been so subconscious. Nikki forced their fingers to loosen. “Sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for. Is it merely being here? Or something else?”

“It’s stupid. I feel like someone is watching us, but I think it’s all in my head.”

Dimitri straightened from where he’d been inspecting something in the grass. The ice dragon slowly turned, his gaze panning over each of the buildings. “I don’t think anyone is here, but your brain could be picking up on a monitoring spell over the area.”

“Like they’re subconsciously aware of the spell?” Gunter asked.

Dimitri grunted. “The problem is Nikki lived with the Jaeggi a long time. They know a lot of the spells, but there’s probably more they’ve learned to gloss over as background noise. Small, low-level spells that don’t take much energy or elements.” Dimitri flashed them a reassuring smile. “It’s just a bunch of noise to you, so you tune it out.”

An exasperated sound escaped Nikki, and they leaned their head against Gunter’s arm. “Well, that doesn’t help us at all.”

“You’d be surprised. Just keep telling us what you’re feeling and seeing. Even if it seems silly. Could save our lives.”

“Got it,” Nikki said firmly. They would do whatever it took to keep them all safe.

The trio picked their way steadily across the field, pausing only when they reached the road running in front of the other building. There wasn’t much remarkable about it other than the fact it was painted brown while most of the other structures were concrete grey. It was as if the Jaeggi had simply wanted the building to blend into the background while all the others were permitted to stand out.

The roof pitched steeply with matching dark brown shingles while the windows were long and narrow. An average-sized man couldn’t have squeezed out of one. Nikki could and maybe Gunter, though it would take some work with his long arms and legs. Dimitri would never make it through.

Weeds poked through the broken sidewalk leading to the building, and the front door hung open in a macabre welcome. Going through the front door seemed like a bad idea. Dimitri appeared to agree. The dragon crouched on the road, scratching his jaw, and his narrowed ice-blue eyes swept over every inch of the place.

“Nikki, you seeing anything? Or feeling anything?” Dimitri inquired.

“I don’t see anything spell related. I feel death, destruction, and explosion.” They lowered their voice to the thinnest whisper. “And hate. The Jaeggi hated everyone so much. Other mages, dragons, even humans. If you weren’t a Jaeggi, they hated you. All that hate feels like it’s centered here.”

“With Thomas Jaeggi,” Gunter filled in.

Nikki could only nod. A lump had grown in their throat, threatening to silence them completely. They wanted to be away from here, be away from all the memories flooding in.

“Despite the open front door, there’s little evidence people actually left that way.” Dimitri waved to the grass and dirt. “No signs anything has been disturbed—certainly not by a large group of people attempting to escape with their lives. Do you know if there’s a back door?”

Nikki nodded and found their voice again. “Yep. There’s also a link from the main tunnel to this building, but I think there are several locked doors between the cells and this building. I only got through the first locked door once. They caught me at the second, and I think I still wasn’t even close.”

Gunter brushed another kiss across their knuckles. “And you never got inside?”

“Nope.” Why did the world get all warm and dreamy when Gunter did that? It was like they could completely forget about standing in a giant death trap ready to spring on them at any second. Gunter smirked as if the dragon knew exactly what he was doing, and Nikki snapped awake again. “I poked around the building on the outside, tried to peek in the windows, but never really saw anything interesting before they caught me. And they always caught me.”

Another low grunt left Dimitri and he pushed to his feet. “Going in is probably bad, but I think we can at least look around the back. Afterward, we’ll fly back to the castle. Tomorrow, we’ll return with a squad of mages to take this place apart,” he announced. “I know we’re short on manpower, but I don’t feel comfortable going farther than this without more people.”

Nikki looked over at Gunter to see their dragon frowning. He was clearly not happy with the plan, but in the end, he nodded. “That does sound like the wisest solution.” His reluctance was understandable. Yet another trip to this compound and they still didn’t have a clear direction of the Jaeggi. Time was against them. Those bastards needed to be found. They did not want them once again holing up somewhere, shoring up magic and defenses. The Jaeggi always hunted down mages when they had the security to do it. And attacked the dragons. Nikki was really sick of this cycle. They knew the dragons had to be well past that point.

“So, you and King Alric had a few drinks last night,” Dimitri drawled as he led the way toward the building. He avoided the sidewalk and headed through the little grassy area to the right of the entrance. His tone was conversational, but laughter bounced among the words.

Gunter groaned and Nikki bit their lip to keep from laughing. “The king and I are old friends. We were just sharing a few drinks and chatting about some personal things. We haven’t had a lot of time to talk recently.”

“Really?” Dimitri’s tone indicated that he wasn’t buying a word of it. “That’s not the story around the breakfast table this morning.”

Nikki lifted an eyebrow. Maybe they should have lingered in the dining hall a little longer to catch the buzz. Or at least tracked down Ravi. The wind dragon always seemed to know the gossip around the castle. Nikki might not understand who he was talking about most of the time, but the dragon did tell the most interesting stories. It was better than watching TV or reading a romance novel.

Dimitri went on to say something else that sounded teasing from his tone, but Nikki didn’t catch the actual words. Their attention was drawn to this perfect shaft of sunlight shooting between the branches of a tree and what appeared to be a pair of fractured buildings. They followed the beam of light down to the building where it landed on the dull brown paint in a nearly symmetrical shape. Almost rectangular. Where the light hit, the paint sparkled faintly, like the dancing golden motes of dust in the air were actually clinging to the building. Like magic.

“Stop!” Nikki screamed. It was too late. Dimitri crossed through the light, his broad shoulders making the shaft of light flicker and disappear from the wall for only a heartbeat, but it was long enough to trigger the spell.

Gunter didn’t hesitate. The fire dragon lunged forward and caught Dimitri by the arm, hauling him backward. As he turned, he caught a frozen Nikki around the waist.

The world exploded around them. A flash of heat cooked the air and the earth rumbled under Nikki’s feet, and then they were flying a short distance away. The blast was an angry roar of noise, deafening them. They saw what they thought was a blur of red wings, but they swore they never felt the change in Gunter’s arms from human to dragon.

They hit the ground hard as a trio, with Gunter on the bottom. Nikki flew free of Gunter’s embrace, landing with a soft oof in the grassy area. They pushed to their knees and looked back to find the building completely engulfed in flames. There would be no returning to inspect it with mages. Very soon there would be nothing left. A couple feet away, Dimitri picked himself up.

Nikki’s breath was caught in their throat when they located Gunter. He was moving, but so very slowly. Giant wings protruded from his back, but they were already shrinking. Their dragon had had enough time for only a partial shift. Gunter had forced out his wings to try to shield them from the blast.

“Gunter!” They half crawled, half ran to their dragon’s side. Closer, they could see the left side of Gunter’s shirt was shredded and blood streaked his shoulder and back. Nikki slid to a stop next to him as the dragon carefully moved into a sitting position.

“I’m okay.” Gunter lifted their left hand as if he meant to cup Nikki’s cheek but winced and lowered it again, quickly shifting to the right hand to grasp Nikki’s wrist. “I’m okay, I promise.”

“You’re not okay! You’re hurt!”

“It’s nothing—”

“How bad is it?” Dimitri knelt next to Gunter and started to lean close to inspect his shoulder, but Gunter waved his right hand in Dimitri’s face, shooing him away.

“It’s okay. Just a little road rash. A hot shower will fix this right up.”

“Can you shift and fly?”

Gunter winced again, seeming to hesitate.

“No, he can’t. You need to carry us both. We’re heading home right this second so you can be treated,” Nikki demanded.

Gunter sucked in a breath and opened his mouth like he was planning to argue, but the words never came out. Dimitri was shifting into his brilliant white dragon before Nikki could even finish speaking.

The dragon moved its massive head and settled it on the ground next to Nikki and Gunter while tucking its wings against its giant body. In fact, Dimitri had positioned himself so his dragon body was between them and the flames rabidly chewing away at the building. “The least I can do for the dragon who saved my life.” He paused while Nikki helped Gunter to his feet. “Besides, I’ve learned not to argue with a dragon’s mate.”

Oh, Nikki sooooooo wanted to explore that idea, but right now, their focus needed to be getting Gunter home and then getting him help.
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Nikki hated, hated, hated Gunter being injured. But along with that emotion came true worry about Gunter’s health. He hadn’t been feeling all that well to begin with, and here he was injured on top of it all. Nikki didn’t have much experience with wounds or bandages so wasn’t sure how to gauge Gunter’s injury.

But they didn’t think just slapping a field dressing over it was sufficient. Nikki had many words for Gunter about that field dressing. None of them were clean. And they kept thinking those words even as they put a plan of action together.

The child in Nikki still didn’t trust mages all that much or want to do anything with them, despite the Burkhard mages’ efforts in showing them wrong. But right now, Nikki needed to trust them because they had no clue what to do to help Gunter.

Finally reaching Lisette’s workroom, they knocked urgently on the door.

“Enter!”

Nikki put a hand on the knob and pushed strongly, ready for a fight, words poised on the tip of their tongue if even one person gave them trouble. Nikki was here for Gunter. And they wouldn’t back down until they got the help they needed. Not that they expected trouble, it was more Nikki getting the request out.

It wasn’t just Lisette in the room. Sora stood at the table as well, and the two mages were conferring over a book laid out between them. They paused at Nikki’s entrance, Sora looking intrigued, Lisette both delighted and surprised.

Alright, fine, Nikki had made no secret of the fact they didn’t like mages. But still, their reactions were rather insulting, like they’d never in a million years expected Nikki to come to this room.

And screw them.

“Gunter’s hurt. He won’t do more than put gauze on it, but it’s still bleeding and I…someone needs to look at it.”

“Sounds like I’m up.” Sora immediately turned from the table, heading toward them. “I’ll fetch my black bag and be there in a moment. Where is Gunter? Dungeon?”

“No, his rooms.”

“Where’s he hurt?”

“Back, shoulder, and upper arm. He keeps saying it’s just bad road rash, but I don’t know what that means.”

“Ah.” A funny sort of smile crossed over Sora’s mouth. “Well, road rash isn’t serious in and of itself. But I’m glad you fetched me. Just putting gauze over it is not sufficient, you’re right on that.”

Nikki felt vindicated. See! They’d known they were right.

Sora’s workroom was across from Lisette’s, so it took only a moment of effort for him to fetch a black bag that looked suspiciously like the one old timey doctors used to use. Nikki recognized the type from the old black-and-white movies. Odd choice for a modern doctor, but whatever. Nikki really didn’t care at the moment.

Sora’s pace was quick, no doubt because of his long legs, leaving both Nikki and Lisette powerwalking behind him. Nikki didn’t complain; they wanted that kind of speed right now.

Gunter, however, had all the complaints when Sora entered his room.

“Nikki,” he groaned, flopping dramatically about in his armchair. “I told you this wasn’t serious.”

Nikki glared at him. Stubborn, disobedient dragon. He was supposed to be in bed, not sitting in front of his computer!

“I think Nikki’s justified in being worried if you just slapped a Band-Aid over it and didn’t clean anything out right,” Sora retorted mildly.

Gunter’s ice-blue eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “I took a shower. With soap. It’s fine.”

“Not if you’re still bleeding, it isn’t. And I can see the blood dotting your arm bandage from here. Take the shirt off, Gunter.”

“Surely an Abe doctor has better things to do with his time than to deal with my boo-boos.” Gunter did take his shirt off, though.

Nikki came in closer, darting around Sora in order to help. Gunter wouldn’t say it, but he’d tweaked his shoulder somehow, too, and it was obviously painful to lift up his arm very far. Gunter accepted the help, at least; he wasn’t being stubborn about that.

Lisette took one look at the road rash that spread from his shoulder to his elbow and hissed. “That looks so painful. You idiot, you could have stopped by Sora’s workroom and gotten a proper salve, at least.”

“I’ve got a salve,” Gunter grumbled.

“That you clearly didn’t use. Tell me, how was the salve supposed to be helpful if it wasn’t applied? Through wishful thinking?”

Nikki gave her an approving nod. Tell him, Lisette.

“You all are making a mountain out of a molehill,” Gunter said on a sigh, but he sounded resigned.

“You worried Nikki,” she retorted. “Worried them enough they came straight to us for help. Step one of being in a relationship, Gunter: don’t worry your partner.”

“Yes, yes.”

Nikki startled, head snapping around to stare at her. She knew Gunter had kissed them yesterday? Did the whole castle know? Well, probably. Cassie had been filming the entire thing, and she had no compunctions about sharing. Oh. Wait, she’d filmed their steaming hot kiss too, hadn’t she?

Nikki felt their face flush. Oh. Well, yeah, anyone who saw that would assume Gunter and Nikki were dating, at the very least.

The thought made them absurdly happy. Especially since Gunter hadn’t denied it.

The non-denial of their relationship put to bed a lot of Nikki’s fears in one fell swoop.

Oh, the two of them were so going to talk once the mages left.

Sora opened his bag, poking about inside until he brought out a wand. “Now, Nikki, what I’ll do first is lay a diagnostic spell over Gunter’s skin. Just in case this goes further than skin deep.”

“Wait,” Gunter objected, “why are you telling them that and not me?”

“First of all, because Nikki has more common sense than you. Secondly, because they’re the one worried and I don’t want to make that worse by throwing magic at you that they don’t understand.”

Nikki suddenly liked Sora a lot better. They could maybe see now why Ravi had chosen him as a mate.

“The way you accommodated his arm didn’t look right to me,” Sora said as an aside to Nikki before speaking the spell. Lines of red spread over Gunter’s pale skin in vivid contrast, numbers and symbols appearing that Nikki couldn’t decipher. Sora’s mouth pursed in thought as he studied them. “Hmm. Seems you’ve managed to jam your shoulder a little into the socket with the impact. Not badly—your dragon physique took the brunt of it—but no wonder that shoulder is sore and doesn’t want to move. Nikki, I’ve got a particular salve of witch hazel, untouched snowflake, and reflected snow I want you to put on that shoulder after I’m done. As often as Gunter likes. It’ll calm the inflammation around the joint and give him some pain relief.”

Nikki nodded seriously. Those sounded like good, calming elements, and they appreciated Sora explaining what was in there. Not that they didn’t trust Sora after all the man had done, but they felt more confident now about applying it to Gunter.

“I give up,” Gunter muttered, head lolling in the other direction.

“Now, the road rash isn’t serious,” Sora continued, entirely ignoring his grouchy patient’s attitude. “But he definitely didn’t clean this out right. The reason why it’s still bleeding a little is because the body is trying to shed the grit still stuck under the skin. It’s a foreign invader, and the body knows it, but it’s having a hard time repelling it on its own. Left to its own devices, this very well could have gotten infected, so I’m glad you fetched me.”

Gunter glared at Sora. “You’re married to Ravi. I don’t know why I expected better from you.”

Sora lifted a slim, dark eyebrow. “Indeed.”

“You are such a troll. I don’t know why I’m friends with you.”

“It is a question of the ages,” Sora agreed equably. “Nikki, this is a cleansing agent, mostly augmented honey, as that will draw everything out and give the skin some needed moisture. Once applied, I’ll lift the rest with a spell, and we can wipe it clean before properly dressing the arm.”

Nikki paid very strict attention in case they needed to do this again later. “Will I need to change out the bandages and clean it again tomorrow?”

“Every morning and every night, for about three days. It’ll heal quickly now that things are properly addressed. Don’t let him lift anything with his left arm for a while; let that mend.”

“Okay.”

Gunter gave a weary sigh, as if everyone was exhausting.

Sora did precisely what he’d outlined—cleaned the area and put a salve on it—and it looked better already. Not as puffy and red. He taped gauze over the wound to protect it, gave Nikki the salve, and for some reason winked at Gunter before drawling, “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

Gunter glared at him. “Without Ravi.”

“I make no promises. Nikki, if he has any issues, you know where to find me.”

Nikki gave him a shy smile. They were glad Sora had turned out to be trustworthy, and a nice enough person to silently forgive Nikki their caution against him. “Thanks, Sora.”

With a little wave, Sora let himself out.

Lisette lingered another moment to warn Gunter, “Be good.”

“Be good or be nice?” Gunter retorted.

“Both. You’re a terrible patient.” Lisette shook her head before leaving as well, shutting the door behind her.

While they’d both been helpful, Nikki was just as glad they were gone. They wanted more time with Gunter without an audience.

Gunter studied them for a moment. There was a recognition in his face, a tautness Nikki couldn’t place. “I really did worry you.”

“You’re in pain. I don’t like seeing you in pain. And bleeding.” Nikki didn’t know what else to say to get that message through.

Gunter held out a hand, encouraging them closer, then brought them to sit sideways on his lap. Nikki was extremely pleased with the offer to cuddle and promptly took advantage, although they were careful not to put a hand anywhere along the injured side.

“Dragons are far sturdier than humans,” Gunter finally said. His fingers came up, carding through Nikki’s long hair, the touch gentle and soothing. “It’s why I wasn’t worried about it. Sora was happy you finally trusted him enough to come for help, otherwise he might have just given me the supplies to treat myself.”

Nikki frowned a little. “That’s not what he said.”

“No, he was enjoying himself immensely. Well, alright, he probably would have bandaged me himself. He’s thorough about medical matters that way.” Gunter’s head cocked a little. “What surprises me is when Lisette talked about dating, you seemed surprised she knew?”

“I was until I remembered Cassie recording everything.”

“Ah. True. She probably uploaded it, and the entire castle knew before dawn.” Gunter snorted, eyes crinkling up in amusement. “And to think I used to complain sometimes the castle was too quiet. It certainly hasn’t been since the Noh twins descended. But it robbed me of the chance to say this properly. Nikki.”

Nikki perked up hopefully. Would he finally say something? Make things official between them?

“I like you.” Gunter’s words were a soft caress. “I’m not quite sure where I stand with you, though. What do you want from me? Is the relationship between us something you’re just experimenting with—”

Nikki shook their head firmly no. Oh hell no, and where had that thought even sprouted from? Nikki wanted it firmly rooted out of Gunter’s head. Pronto.

Gunter’s tension eased and he looked relieved. “Then, would you like to court?””

They’d already been courting for weeks, in Nikki’s mind. But they were glad Gunter said those words and made things official between them. “Yes. Absolutely yes.”

Gunter relaxed further. “Thank you. I’m really happy we’re on the same page.”

Silly dragon. He had nothing to worry about. Nikki pressed in for a kiss, taking their time with it, because Gunter was sweet to kiss and there was no reason to ever rush that.

Gunter kissed back, good hand in Nikki’s hair, bad hand resting on their hip, keeping Nikki precisely where he wanted them.

Not that Nikki had any plans of going anywhere.

Ever.
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Nikki tried to occupy themself that evening by staying on their tablet, looking up art supplies and pretty things. But it didn’t really work. Something about being on the Jaeggi compound had stirred up old feelings. Feelings of being trapped, imprisoned. Feelings of longing to escape.

Being in Burkhard Castle was in no way comparable to the Jaeggi’s control except for the same vigilance, with similar rules about leaving. Of course, it made sense—they were in a state of war, so precautions had to be taken. But it felt, on a purely emotional level, like Nikki was once again hemmed in on all sides. As if they didn’t have the freedom to leave.

The urge to go out vibrated under their skin, jittery and uncomfortable, like thousands of ants crawling everywhere. It got to the point Nikki couldn’t ignore it. No matter how Nikki fought the urge, they still found themself on their feet, pulling on shoes and a light jacket, heading out.

Not far. They wouldn’t ever choose to go far from Gunter. But a walk outside the castle walls should do it. Just that would prove to Nikki they could leave if they wanted to. And maybe the feeling of being locked inside would finally fade with proof.

They went out the back side, as it was the closest door to the main grounds from their room. The route passed by the greenhouse, which sat mostly still and quiet at this hour of the evening. Nikki didn’t think anything of it until they had their hand on the side gate leading out to the main road.

“Nikki?”

Turning, they spied Tori coming out of the greenhouse, a plant cutting in one hand. Eucalyptus, it looked like.

Caught flat-footed, their hand on the open door, Nikki felt strangely guilty. Like a cat-burglar caught in the act.

“Uh. Hi?”

“Hi, but what are you doing? It’s a bit late to go into town; all the shops are closed at this hour. Do you need something?”

Nikki stared at Tori’s innocent-looking face, with his innocent inquiry, and really had no way to answer. A tendril of panic snaked down their spine and started doing the wiggle. Would they be in trouble for being out here? Maybe they should make a break for it and just run back to their room?

Something about their expression or posture clued Tori in. A little suspicious, Tori asked slowly, “This isn’t a run to the store, is it?”

Nikki looked at Tori, edging a little defensively back to the castle. If Tori started giving them grief about being out here, they’d just run for it. They weren’t going to stand here and take a verbal lashing. It would be too much on top of the anxiety Nikki already battled.

“Hey, hey, easy. I am absolutely the last person to give anyone grief about feeling caged in, okay? That’s why you’re out here, right? You needed some fresh air?”

Nikki studied that face, at how resigned Tori looked, as if he knew precisely what went through Nikki’s head. Why did they suspect Tori had stood in this exact spot before? Feeling the same anxiety and fears and frustrations?

Ah, fuck it. Nikki’s shoulders slumped a little. “Yeah. Something like that.”

“Right, okay. Come sit and talk to me, yeah? I think you need to talk this out. There’s a bench right outside the wall we can sit on, if you feel the need to be outside the castle for a bit.”

Nikki really was torn on just going back into the castle or following Tori. Did they trust Tori enough to talk with them out here? No, that wasn’t even really a question. Tori had done nothing to them despite having ample opportunity to do so. It wasn’t a matter of trust, but level of comfort.

And really, Nikki was tired of running. Tired of their trauma making decisions for them. For once, Nikki wanted to try trusting. Tori was a good person to trust, Nikki felt it in their gut. And it was time to follow through on that feeling rather than stay locked in paranoia.

So, they took a deep breath…and a leap of faith.

“That sounds…perfect, actually.” Nikki allowed Tori to pass by, then followed him out the gate.

There was indeed a little bench—two in fact. They sat under a massive oak tree with a truly excellent view out of the mountains. A peaceful place that probably didn’t get used all that much, considering its location. Nikki sat facing the mountains, the vast horizon spreading out in colors of deep blues, oranges, violets, and pinks, and instantly felt better for it.

Tori sat on the wood bench next to them, looking out the same direction, letting the eucalyptus lay over his thighs. He sat like that for a long moment before speaking, his words rough and low.

“I’m not sure how much you heard of my old clan. I mentioned a few things to you, but I don’t think I explained just how much our backgrounds are alike. The Taavi were also very paranoid about being found. They glamoured their town to hell and back, making sure nothing could find them there. No one was allowed to leave, except for supply runs. It was a prison. And they didn’t even seem to realize it.

“I wasn’t treated well in that prison. Because I was a male mage with dyscalculia, they wouldn’t let me do any magic. I supposedly wasn’t trustworthy. I was locked in a place I hated and couldn’t even freely use my magic. It was hell.”

Nikki listened with keen interest, and in that moment felt a kinship with the man like no other. “No, I hadn’t heard that. Really? You said you left; was that why?”

“That and I’m gay. I wanted a husband. I wanted the chance to be treated like a normal person instead of a pariah.” Tori’s expression turned soft. “I didn’t see Baldewin coming, not back then. I just wanted out. I hated that town with a passion. And truly, being Baldewin’s mate has given me more freedom than I’ve ever experienced before. He doesn’t hold me back. If I want to do something, I’ve got his full support. I try to give him the same. It’s taken a lot of time and work on all our parts for me to let go of that trauma. The love I’ve received from the Burkhards has soothed a lot of old scars and hurts. This is the family I always should have had, and I’m beyond thankful to have them now. But there are still moments when the walls feel like they’re closing in on me. Because of the threat the Jaeggi pose, because of the heightened security of the castle, we can’t easily go out. It reminds me too much of the Taavi, some days.”

He got it. Without Nikki needing to speak a word, this man got it. Nikki breathed out in relief, so glad they didn’t have to justify or explain. All the defensive words on their tongue melted away, and it left them in an easy place with Tori. Turned out trusting was the right call after all. Gunter had said Tori would be a good listening ear, if Nikki ever needed one. He’d been so very right.

Tori’s openness encouraged Nikki to speak as nothing else would. It wasn’t easy. Nikki felt the words form and die on their tongue several times. Voicing this was hard. But Nikki wanted to change, wanted to grow into a person Gunter could see as a partner, not just someone to protect. And none of that would happen if they couldn’t even admit to the problem. So, Nikki gathered their courage and framed it into words as best they knew how.

“I’m usually fine, day to day. I really do love it here. And I’d never leave Gunter, not ever. But…being at that old compound today… Something about it set off old feelings of being trapped. I just…I had to get out for a second.”

Tori nodded, not surprised, expression filled with understanding. “Just to prove that you could. Yeah, I get it. I’ve done the same a few times.”

“It’s absolutely not Gunter’s fault,” Nikki felt compelled to say.

“It’s never Baldewin’s either. Or anyone else in the clan. There’s sometimes not even an obvious trigger on why I feel so strongly that I have to be outside. And it never lasts long, sometimes just a few hours. Being outside of the walls, knowing I can walk out and leave when I wish, that’s all it takes.”

Nikki blew out a long breath. “That’s good to hear.”

“There are days I wish my metabolism worked as fast as my anxiety. The weight you can gain in this castle is no joke.”

Nikki snickered. “I hear that. There’s a lot of good cooks in this clan.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Looking around at the horizon, Nikki felt the driving need to go out dissipate. Was it because they were outside and able to look at the mountains unrestricted? Or was it because they were able to talk through these feelings with Tori? Nikki had a feeling it was a healthy helping of both. “I honestly feel better just sitting out here.”

“Yeah, this is a favorite spot of mine. I sit here often when the feeling hits.” Tori caught their eyes, mouth twisted up in a sad smile. “Look, Nikki, what happened to you was wrong on so many levels. Just like what happened to me was sickening and wrong. And it has left its imprint on us—no pretending otherwise. I think it’s okay to cut ourselves some slack. Don’t give yourself grief over all this. Be kind to yourself. Work against the problem, not yourself.”

“You’re saying that if I get like this again, it’s okay to just come out here?”

“It’s absolutely okay. It’s okay to tell Gunter flat out, too, that you’re not comfortable inside the castle right now. He’ll fly you in a heartbeat. And the dragons love flying their mates around. I honestly think they live for it. It makes Baldewin sad I won’t fly with him, but I’m too scared of heights to manage it. I bet Gunter would love to fly you, though.”

That was a really good thought. Nikki had never flown with Gunter for the fun of it. There had always been a reason, a grim mission ahead of them, which had taken a lot of the enjoyment out of it all.

“If you feel like you want to get professional help, like a therapist, I think that’s okay to do as well. They help more than you’d think. I started talking to one about six months ago.” Tori’s nose scrunched up in aggravation. “Mostly because I hated dumping all my baggage at Baldewin’s feet and making him deal with it. My husband doesn’t deserve that. And really, I don’t want to carry those issues with me for the rest of my life. My lifespan is now hundreds of years long because I’ll live as long as Baldewin does. Who wants to carry all that crap for hundreds of years?”

“You really think if I ask, I can have a therapist?”

“Hell yeah. No one even blinked when I asked. They were relieved, actually. I think they thought I’d have to be talked into it.” Tori held up a stern finger. “The Jaeggi’s issues are theirs, and theirs alone. They’re not yours. You don’t have to carry them. You want me to help you find a therapist? Hell, you can even use mine. She’s great, super friendly, and approachable. And unshockable. I’ve told her stories that would turn most people’s hair white and she’s just intrigued by it all.”

Any therapist who’d taken on Tori would know more about dragons and mates than the average therapist. They’d be broken in and Nikki wouldn’t have to explain every little thing.

And Tori had a good point, about not wanting to carry baggage around. Nikki certainly didn’t. They didn’t want the Jaeggi to continue to have that much power over them. They’d already done enough damage; Nikki wasn’t letting those bastards do even more. They wanted to be truly comfortable here and not be a burden to Gunter. Therapy…might be a really good idea, actually.

But it also wasn’t something they wanted to decide right this second. “Let me sleep on it. I’m probably going to say yes, though. Because you’re right, I don’t want these issues living in my head rent free.”

“Good. Just let me know.” Tori clapped them on the shoulder. “I’ll let you enjoy the sunset. I’ve got a husband with the sniffles to get back to.”

“Oh. I did wonder about the eucalyptus.”

“Yeah, it’s just allergies, easy to cure. Take your time, Nikki. Don’t force yourself back in until you feel comfortable.”

That sounded like experience talking. Nikki gave him a nod and a grateful smile. “Thanks, Tori.”

“You’re more than welcome.”

Nikki watched them retreat back into the castle. Tori really was good people. Considering all he had survived, the trauma of it all, he should be scared, angry, and vulnerable. But he wasn’t. He was kind. He’d made himself kind.

It had been the right choice to trust Tori. And Nikki was ever so glad to have taken a leap of faith and been proven right. Maybe they could trust all the mages in the same way—like a domino effect, letting Nikki connect to each mage here and get comfortable in the clan. Tori’s efforts to reach out to them today touched Nikki deeply.

Tori was something of a role model for Nikki. They wanted to be that well-adjusted, that comfortable in their own skin, that they could reach out a helping hand to someone else as Tori had just done.

Nikki mentally hashtagged it: #lifegoals.

They really did feel better after talking it all out and sitting here. The antsy feeling was gone completely. Relieved, they chose to sit for another moment and really enjoy the sunset. And only then, when they were perfectly ready to, did they go back inside.
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Gunter lay ensconced in bed, reading, when the text came through on his phone. He set the book aside and opened the message.

It was from Tori—something of a rare occurrence—and said simply, Your Nikki is struggling. Found them outside the castle tonight, fighting with some demons. I talked them into coming back in, but you better get on this, Gunter. I’ll help.

Gunter frowned at the message and typed back, What demons?

The feeling-caged-in type. Nikki knew it was ridiculous even as they escaped outside. Sometimes, they need to leave these walls.

This alarmed Gunter thoroughly. They wanted to leave? He’d never thought Nikki would even entertain the thought, especially not after their courtship had started. He flailed upright in a panic, feeling his heart breaking. Surely not, surely he was misinterpreting Tori’s text. He couldn’t fathom Nikki ever leaving. He called Tori immediately, unable to continue this conversation in text.

“Don’t panic,” was how Tori answered the phone.

“I’m not panicking. What do you mean Nikki wants to leave?”

“You are so totally panicking right now. Gunter. Deep breath. I fought with these same feelings when I first came into Burkhard. Do you know how many times Baldewin had to assure me I could leave if I wanted to?”

Actually, Gunter hadn’t known at all. “Really?”

“Nikki and I both lived for years in a very restrictive place where freedom wasn’t guaranteed. Where we had to escape. Our clan doesn’t have those same rules, but we’re still under restrictions for our own safety. Of course the overlap is going to sometimes trigger us in the wrong ways.”

“Oh shit.” Gunter groaned. He mentally kicked himself several times. “But they’re still in the castle?”

“I got Ravi to keep an eye on them from a distance. He just texted that Nikki came back in a second ago. They’re safe, Gunter, breathe. But also do something about this. I offered to introduce my therapist to Nikki. And they were pretty receptive to the idea. Reinforce it, if you can.”

“I absolutely will.” Gunter once again blessed Tori’s coming into the clan. He was an excellent friend and brother in many ways. “Thank you. I’ll follow up with you properly tomorrow. Your therapist is in Sonthofen, right?”

“Yeah, and she’s great. She’s up to speed on what all goes into mating to a dragon, and stuff, so I think Nikki would easily transition into talking with her. But there’s other therapists in her practice if they don’t click with her for some reason. Emphasize that Nikki has options, okay? That will help more than anything else.”

“Because they’ve never had options before.”

“Yup. Just as I didn’t. Presenting multiple options will get you further than anything else.”

“I will.”

“Good, good. Give me a shout if you’ve got questions. I need to get back to Baldewin.”

“Thanks again, Tori.”

“Anytime.” Click.

Gunter let the phone go back on the nightstand as he thought it through. Shit, he really should have realized Nikki would struggle in this way. Especially since they’d tested their ability to leave the very first few days they were here. And being on that blasted Jaeggi compound would only bring all of those negative feelings back.

He really, really had to start paying better attention.

The door opened and Nikki slipped through, quietly, as if expecting Gunter to be asleep. It was a tad early for that, though, and Gunter had no intention of sleeping until Nikki was properly in bed with him.

Halfway through the door, Nikki spied him sitting upright and stopped tiptoeing.

“Oh, you’re up.”

“Waiting on you.” Gunter gave them a smile, shelving his worries for a moment. “You smell like night air and wind.”

“Yeah, I maybe stepped outside for a moment.” Nikki kicked off shoes before crawling over to Gunter, snuggling in.

Gunter immediately folded them in, stroking their back with a soft palm. Never, ever, did he want his mate to feel trapped here with him. He didn’t want Nikki to be driven off by those dark feelings. Or by something Gunter did—or failed to do. But he didn’t have an immediate fix to this problem either. And it wasn’t something that called for an immediate fix.

Time, and love, and patience. That’s what would help heal Nikki.

“Gunter?”

“Hmm?”

“I bumped into Tori outside. And he said dragons like to fly with their mates. Is that true?”

“We enjoy nothing more. It’s immensely satisfying, flying with our mates. I always enjoy flying with you.”

“Oh. The last few flights have all been about business. And I was kind of stressed out about where we were going. I guess I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to enjoy it.”

That sounded like an invitation to Gunter. “Would you like to go flying now?”

Nikki lifted their head, blinking down at him. “Right now? But you’re still injured.”

“Sora would have my head if we went tonight. As soon as I’m healed, we’ll go. Night flying is wonderfully liberating,” Gunter explained, smiling up at them. “The air is cool and crisp and fresh in your lungs. And the night sky envelopes you, makes you feel like you can dance with the stars.”

“Well. If you put it like that, all poetic and shit, of course I’m going to say yes.”

Gunter grinned and smacked a kiss on their lips. “Tonight, how about a drive with the top down? A similar feeling, and it’ll be relaxing to just drive for a while.”

“Done. Sold. Where the hell are my shoes?” Nikki was up in a flash.

Maybe not an immediate fix, but a drive together would do them both good. And maybe, maybe Gunter could quiet those dark fears in Nikki’s head for a little while.
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So. Apparently in Burkhard, there was such a thing as game night.

This was news to Nikki, and while it was fun in concept…really? Dragons hundreds to thousands of years old really got together to play Twister?

Dafuq?

Anyway, not only was this a thing, but for some odd reason, their usually very introverted Gunter went right to game night like it was the most natural thing in the world. The man who literally forgot to eat three meals a day. Remembered game night.

Nikki was going to need an intelligence check on this one. Maybe an investigation check. Something. Because this did not make any sense to them whatsoever.

Maybe it was the confusion that prevented Nikki from asking more questions. Or stalling. Whatever it was, in short order they found themself in the dining room, surrounded by the entire clan and visiting clans, multiple games going on in every corner and on every table top. Being surrounded by this many mages made hives break out on Nikki’s skin. Their resolve to be on better terms with the mages notwithstanding, Nikki had planned to do it in stages. Not like this. This felt like being thrown into the deep end.

Gunter didn’t seem to realize, just waved Nikki on. “Go find a game, you can always jump in. I’m heading for snacks first.”

Nikki almost snatched him back but missed the timing. Gunter was headed toward the buffet before they could say something. Dammit. Maybe they could run for it and Gunter wouldn’t notice for a few hours.

Just as they were eyeing the doors, an arm locked in with theirs. Cassie grinned up at them, honestly delighted to see Nikki there.

“You came! Look at you being a little social butterfly.”

Okay, Cassie wasn’t bad. Nikki actually liked Cassie, a little. She was a bundle of energy and mischief, and they couldn’t find her threatening. “Yeah, hi, I had no idea what was going on. Gunter just dragged me up here like it was the most natural thing in the world. I mean, game night?”

“It is hilarious how seriously they take it, too.” Cassie waved a hand around to indicate the room in general. “They’re competitive. Like, Olympian kind of competitive. They will shift in order to win at Twister. I’ve started taking videos and posting them to the Burkhard Facebook page. And our website.”

Nikki stared at her, waiting for the punchline. “We have a social media page. And website?”

“Sure, how do you think all the wannabe mages find us? Gotta advertise, am I right?”

Sometimes, being around Cassie made their brain cramp. “But isn’t that handing out info to the Jaeggi?”

“Naw, I’m careful what I post. It’s always silly stuff like this. And they know our location, anyway. Not like I’m divulging a secret there.”

“Okay, good point.” Nikki eyed the many, many games in progress and didn’t even know where to start. Or where they’d be comfortable sitting, honestly. They sucked in a deep breath to settle their nerves. They didn’t want to run. They wanted to at least try and stick this out, see if the fear of the thing was worse than it actually was. “Cassie, swear to me—”

“Fuck you,” she said promptly.

Nikki eyed her sideways, exasperated. “I meant like a promise.”

“Oh. My bad.”

“Don’t throw me into this, okay? Like…which game is even safe for me to join?”

“Feeling overwhelmed? I getcha. Okay, first, don’t play Twister. Seriously, the dragons are not to be trusted. The DnD game has been going on for ages; it’ll be hard to join in on the fly, although if you want to, you can. You just need to create a character first and get caught up to speed. Hmm, for tonight…how about Funkenschlag?”

“The power company game?”

“Yeah, that one. Never understood why they didn’t call the electricians power rangers in that game, but still fun. Yes, no?”

Tori and Baldewin were already playing the game in question, and that more than anything convinced Nikki to join in. Those two Nikki was more than comfortable with. The board game wasn’t something Nikki was super familiar with, but they could always read the rules and figure it out.

“Yeah, that one’s good.”

“Cool beans.” Cassie towed them straight to the table, which was fortunately in a corner, not in the open room. Nikki smiled at the other two. Okay, this wouldn’t be too bad, if Nikki could just camp out here for the rest of the evening. Or however long this lasted.

“Hi, can I join?”

“Sure,” Baldewin encouraged, waving them into a seat. “We’re actually setting up for a round. Your timing is good. Is Gunter joining us?”

“I think so, yeah. He said he wanted snacks first.”

“He usually does. You familiar with the game?”

“I played it a few times years ago, when it first came out. I’m a little shaky on the rules.”

Baldewin obligingly found the rule book and handed it over. “Read it first, we’ll answer questions.”

“Sure, thanks.” Nikki accepted it and started reading from the beginning. As they read, they were aware of another person coming to sit down next to them. But it was the intense stare that finally brought their head up.

The man looked much older, with salt-and-pepper hair, more toward grey. A dragon for sure, dressed in a comfortable black track suit, with a can of beer in one hand. His white brows were furrowed together in confusion. The dragon listed obviously to the right, and it was clear that was not the first can of beer. Far from it. It was a sort of an adorable look.

“Who are you?” he asked finally.

It wasn’t nice of Nikki to mess with a drunk person. But Nikki never claimed to be nice, either. “I’m me! Who are you?”

“I’m also me!” Drunk dragon blinked in astonishment. “How can this be?”

“We’re both me.”

“If we’re both me, we must be kin!” He looked very happy at this conclusion.

“Must be,” Nikki confirmed with a firm nod.

“Want some beer?”

“Of course!”

Gunter put a plate of food down in front of Nikki and sighed. “Lir, for the love of god, stop trying to corrupt the young mages. Your beer fells mountains, it’s so toxic. Nikki, this is Lir. Do not trust their beer. Lir, this is Nikki. Nikki’s pronouns are like yours, they/them.”

“Non-binary or genderfluid?” Lir inquired, intrigued by this.

“Uh…NB. You?” It was the first time Nikki had ever met someone who used they/them pronouns.

“Genderfluid. Hey, I’d heard we had a mage in here who was using they/them pronouns. Good to meet you. But truly, my beer is great.”

“Do not trust the beer,” Tori reinforced, shaking a finger at Lir. “I got sucked into this once, and half a beer got me not only drunk but horny. Not that Baldewin minded the last part.”

Baldewin’s grin was nostalgic and perfectly filthy. “Not one bit.”

“But the beer is not to be trusted.”

Lir pouted openly, then pointedly sipped their beer in a noisy slurp.

“Gunter, you playing?” Baldewin asked.

“Sure.”

“Settle in, then, I think we’re about ready to start. Nikki, you got your head around the rules?”

“I think so, more or less.”

“Ask questions as we go,” Tori encouraged. “Alright, I think I’ll start us off.”

Nikki was honestly paying attention, and during the first few moves of the game felt like they half-understood what to do. Gunter stayed close and pointed out hints, which Nikki appreciated. They hadn’t played a board game in many, many years. It was fun to do it again, especially with this group.

As they played, Cassie and Cameron wandered by, both of them with beers in hand, looking outraged, gesturing to something on Cameron’s phone.

Nikki froze up a little, not comfortable with them being so close, but they weren’t paying anyone else any attention.

“Fuck that guy,” Cameron said with righteous indignation.

Cassie frowned deeply. “What if we fucked him with a cactus?”

“While the cactus is on fire? Sold.”

“I’m worried the fire would damage the integrity of the spines and therefore be less painful because of it.”

“We can light it on fire for round two.” Cameron nodded, comfortable with his own decision.

Tori turned and added, “I feel sorry for this cactus that is about to die a tragic, very young death. I think we should reconsider this plan, as this is plant abuse. Poor, innocent desert pricks deserve nurturing, not burning in some disturbing bum. And what the hell are you two talking about?”

Cameron flipped the phone so they could see the screen. “Look at this. This guy is selling kittens as snake food. What the hell, am I right?”

Nikki looked at the ad posting and felt their own outrage stir. Shit like that was absolutely not cool. Pet stores sold legitimate snake food, didn’t they? This guy was an asshole. “Is that nearby?”

“Yeah, they’re in Sonthofen. Hence why it popped up on my marketplace feed. Shit, seriously, I want to do something about this.”

“What if we made a cactus using floral foam and porcupine quills?” Cassie suggested hopefully.

“If you’re going to do that, I think it only right to give the guy some lube. I’ll buy some road grease.” Lir’s smile was not at all nice.

Nikki looked at them, these grown adults who were ready to wage war over helpless kittens, and felt themself thaw a little more toward Cameron. You couldn’t be a bad person and love animals. That was just fact.

It was as much a surprise to them as anyone that Nikki felt comfortable saying, “I’ve found that explosions fix a lot of problems.”

“Explosions!” Cameron thrust out a hand, offering knuckles to bump. “Right on. Let’s explode this guy.”

Nikki bumped, grinning. Cameron was now officially alright in their books.

Baldewin proved the most sensible of the bunch, as he took Cameron’s phone for a moment. “That really is close by. And the posting is only five minutes old. If we leave now, we have a chance of saving them all. Alright, Knights of the Kittens, assemble! We do ride forthwith!”

Everyone in earshot—which proved to be a good ten people—immediately stood, all heading for the door. Drunk, sober, buzzed, they all were united in their goal. Nikki moved with them, feeling good about for once being the rescuer instead of the rescued. They coordinated about which vehicles to take, Cameron already calling the number to arrange ‘buying’ all of the kittens from the man.

It felt good, to be united in purpose with these people. It felt right, as if Nikki was supposed to be doing this precise thing, at this very moment. See? Nikki was totally right in diving in and telling their fears to shut up. They could totally do this. And they caught the approving look Tori shot them and grinned back at him. They’d save the kittens. And mess shit up.

Nikki was always down for that.
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Gunter tapped a couple of notes into his tablet as he walked up the stairs to the fourth floor, where Cassie had created what she called her great hacking hub. A gentle hand squeezed Gunter’s elbow and pushed him slightly to the left. He blinked, his head snapping up to see Nikki had shifted him just far enough over to keep from running into one of Rodrigo’s ice dragons. Igor? Ivan? Vanya? Whatever. There were too many new dragons running around the castle; he couldn’t possibly be expected to keep all the names straight.

The ice dragon smiled and winked at Nikki, giving Gunter the impression that maybe this was a common occurrence. Did Nikki regularly make sure he didn’t walk into other people and walls? He had plenty of memories of Nikki taking his arm, but he’d thought they just wanted to be close to him.

“Do you think they’ve actually managed to pull something off that broken phone?” Nikki asked, which effectively redirected Gunter’s attention from Nikki’s management of him to more important thoughts.

“I do. I think the larger problem we are likely to face is making sense out of what they’ve been able to recover.”

At the top of the stairs, they made a left and walked a few feet down the long hallway before stopping in front of a door. Gunter knocked and grabbed the handle when Cassie shouted for him to enter, but he immediately jerked his hand back when his skin met ice-cold metal. He stared at it for a second, half expecting it to be covered with ice. How odd.

Without further hesitation, he pulled open the door and breathed a happy sigh of relief when a wall of frozen air passed over him. The large, dimly lit room was like stepping into a meat locker.

Dark curtains blocked the windows, and one wall was completely covered with monitors while the desk under it was littered with keyboards, coffee mugs, snacks, and random scraps of wadded up paper. Cassie sat curled up in one chair, her fingers a blur across the keys. She was bundled up in sweatpants, a bulky sweater, and a knit hat pulled down over her ears. Cameron stood behind her, bundled in a winter coat and still looking cold.

“Oh my, this is nice,” Gunter murmured as he stepped inside. “I’ve tried to get my rooms this temperature, but Duncan claims the air conditioning spell over the castle won’t adjust to this low.”

“Are you insane?” Nikki gasped beside him. “This is freezing.” The little mage snuggled close, slipping their arms inside Gunter’s blazer while pressing their face into his chest. It may be cold in the room, but there were definite benefits. Not only did the cold feel comfortable, but it gave his mate an excuse to cuddle into his arms.

“Here, Nikki, try this,” Cameron grumbled. They both looked up as he grabbed a large sweater draped over the back of a chair and tossed it at Nikki. It was fuzzy and pink and more than dwarfed Nikki when they pulled it over their head.

“Whose sweater is this?” Nikki asked.

“Sasha’s. She won’t mind,” Cassie replied without looking up.

Gunter tried not to grouse. He apparently should have brought his sweater from the library. He didn’t like Nikki wearing another dragon’s clothes, even if Sasha was mated to Cassie. But he couldn’t complain. Nikki was warmer and smiling.

“And no, we weren’t trying to get it this cold in here, but we do need it colder than the ambient temp of the castle,” Cameron tossed out.

Cassie finally spun around and tucked her fingers under her arms. “We set up a server operating system, but it was getting way too hot in here. We thought we could layer a second cold spell on the room to battle the heat.”

“It still needs some tweaking.”

“You need to talk to Evora. She’s spectacular with cold spells,” Dimitri offered, nearly making Gunter jump. He hadn’t even noticed the ice dragon relaxing on a sofa on the opposite side of the room.

Cameron threw Dimitri a look that should have pulverized stone, but the ice dragon just grinned at him. “We’ve been trying to get ahold of her. It just so happens it’s four in the morning in Brazil right now.”

“Yeah,” Dimitri grinned, drawing out the word. “She’s not going to be awake for at least another five hours. She’s not one of those early risers.”

While Cameron and Cassie looked less than amused with Dimitri, Gunter could feel Nikki’s shoulders shaking with laughter as they pressed close to him again.

“Maybe we should talk about what was discovered on the phone before the mages freeze,” Gunter suggested.

Cameron dropped into one of the office chairs on wheels and spun out to the center of the room with a tablet in his hands. Gunter and Nikki settled on the sofa after Dimitri slid down to the far end. While doubtful it was due to any look Gunter directed in his direction, Dimitri was kind enough to straighten and pull his arms back to his sides so there was ample space between him and Nikki.

The beautiful mage might claim to be interested in only him and want to explore this thing between them, but Gunter was taking no chances with unknown and unattached dragons. Was it uncivilized, uncouth, and barbaric? Maybe. But when it came to Nikki, Gunter was willing to allow his fire and claws to do the talking.

Yes, Gunter was aware it was his fears talking. Was there a more mature way to handle it? Absolutely. He also did not, in this moment, give a shit.

In his chest, his dragon grumbled and huffed, throwing the evil eye in Dimitri’s direction. The old lizard had definitely claimed Nikki as their own and was not above giving Gunter some less-than-subtle nudges in that direction.

Cameron tapped on the screen, pulling up a map of Europe with hundreds of yellow pinpoints. The information was daunting.

“So, as we said in our message, we got into the phone and started pulling some really good data off it. Unfortunately, we couldn’t get browser history, text messages, or phone numbers,” Cameron stated.

“Which really sucked. I would have so loved to prank all those Jaeggi,” Cassie muttered.

“We’re still tinkering with some of the apps on the phone to see what we might be able to pull out, but the main thing is we were able to access the GPS chip and all its data.”

“How much data?” Gunter asked.

“A lot.”

“A shit ton,” Cassie said over her brother.

Cameron rolled his eyes. “We actually got access two days ago, but it has taken us until now to write the proper data analysis algorithms to make sense of it all.”

Dimitri leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “What are we looking at here?”

“This is just the highlights from his GPS—places the owner of the phone traveled more than five times.” Cameron tapped something on the tablet, and the screen changed so that a blizzard of white dots layered over the yellow. “This is all the data.”

“Whoa,” Nikki breathed.

“Obviously, not all these places are Jaeggi strongholds,” Cameron explained. “Based on the locations this person traveled, we are assuming they are likely someone who is trusted to run errands. Most of the locations are cities, so this person was likely bringing in supplies.”

“And maybe also gathering some elements for spells based on some of the less frequent locations,” Cassie added.

“The other option is this person was tasked with hunting down and capturing mages, and simply looking everywhere.”

Nikki shivered and inched closer to Gunter. He wrapped his arm around Nikki’s slender shoulders and pulled them in tighter, barely resisting the urge to resettle them in his lap. This had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with watching fellow mages being drained of their magic and, eventually, their lives.

Cassie sighed. “It was easier for them to find the mages. They’ve been finding them for far longer. Just seemed to know where to look, or maybe they had far more people looking than the dragons could ever manage.”

“Have you been able to find something of value in all of this?” Gunter asked, waving his free hand at the screen. He didn’t want to linger on the idea of the Jaeggi hunting mages. They needed to move forward with finding them.

“We think so, but we need some help from Nikki,” Cameron began.

Nikki immediately perked up. “Anything. What can I do?”

This time, Cassie turned back to the keyboard and made a rapid-fire clatter of keys.

“We analyzed the data and came up with clusters—areas where this Jaeggi either returned to or lingered around more than any other places. We tossed out any place they went to only a few times, as maybe they were just passing through.”

The screen changed again, both the yellow and white dots disappearing, to be replaced with twenty bright red dots spread across Europe.

“We came up with twenty possible locations,” Cassie announced.

“Twenty isn’t bad,” Dimitri hedged. He lifted one hand in a gesture and then dropped it again. “It will take some time to check them all, even if we just send dragons for a quick fly-by, but it’s manageable.”

“A lot more than that other mess,” Gunter murmured.

“True.” Cameron spun back and smiled in a hopeful manner at Nikki. “But we’re hoping that maybe Nikki can cull the list a little. Or help us prioritize. Even if you can only tell us what might be a good starting point, that would be helpful.”

Nikki chewed on their bottom lip for a moment as they stared at the screen. Gunter squeezed their shoulder in encouragement before Nikki rose to their feet and walked up to the screen. Gunter could barely make out the lines furrowing across their brow, but one by one Nikki steadily marked off ten locations.

“Why not those?” Gunter asked when Nikki paused.

“I remember living in all of them,” they replied softly. Nikki turned back, their face a little pale. “This was a while ago, several years back. I didn’t really think of them. The Jaeggi never return to a place they’ve stayed in the past. It’s too dangerous. Even if it’s not been discovered by dragons, they won’t go back.”

An ugly, horrible thought flashed across Gunter’s brain. He prayed it wasn’t right, that the connection he saw in the timeline wasn’t correct. Curiosity and the need to know burned in his mind, and he couldn’t stop his tongue from voicing it. “Were you with the part of the clan staying in Germany a year ago? Just outside of Sonthofen.”

Someone in the room gasped, but Gunter wasn’t sure if it was Cameron or Cassie. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from Nikki’s worried expression.

“I was,” Nikki whispered.

Gunter’s dragon roared in pain. Gunter couldn’t tell if he uttered a noise or not. Now possessing the knowledge, he almost wished he hadn’t asked. It tore his heart apart to know Nikki had been so close, and yet, with his ignorance, it might as well have been an ocean between them. He couldn’t hear anything over the cries of outrage and frustration. Nikki had been just minutes away from him, and he’d never known it. At his fingertips. If only—

Nikki was suddenly in front of him, stepping between his legs and wrapping their arms around his neck. “I’m right here now. It’s okay. I’m safe,” they murmured.

Gunter pressed his face into Nikki’s chest, but all he smelled was Sasha in the sweater. Gathering Nikki up, Gunter pulled Nikki onto his lap so he could press his nose into their neck. He breathed deep. Lightning, spun sugar, and maybe even the tiniest hint of his own scent. Yes, Nikki was theirs. Nikki was safe at Burkhard. Nikki would never be touched by the Jaeggi again.

“Well, ten is a much better starting place than twenty,” Cassie said with a relieved sigh.

“Nikki, can you give any more advice on the remaining ten?” Cameron asked.

Gunter felt a little calmer and could turn his attention back to the screen with Nikki, though he wasn’t ready for the mage to move from his lap. Not yet, at least.

Mentally, he memorized the locations remaining:

Valencia, Spain

Varde, Denmark

Boga, Romania

Samobor, Croatia

Bormio, Italy

Sazos, France

Senec, Slovakia

Minsk, Belarus

Varna, Bulgaria

Nikki sighed heavily and shook their head. “They all seem like viable choices to me. Normally, when there’s a major setback or problem, they will put some distance between the clan and the dragons as extra protection.

“So, we’re looking at Bulgaria, Belarus, and Romania as really good options,” Dimitri guessed.

Nikki was already shaking their head. “Normally yeah, but there’s nothing normal about Thomas and the other hotshots in the clan right now. They’ve been all edgy and twitchy for a year. Particularly since Sonthofen,” they finished, meeting Gunter’s gaze.

“Because of their defeat there?”

“Yes. And with Ravi, things got really amped up. Thomas and the others are desperate to get their hands on a dragon. Draining mages will tide them over, but they’re convinced if they can drain the magic from a dragon, they can destroy everyone.”

“Which means they’ll want to stay sort of close to Burkhard,” Cameron finished.

“Fantastic,” Cassie grumbled.

“They also like the heavily mountainous and wooded areas for longer-term meeting places,” Nikki added.

“That gives us Bormio, Italy with the Alps and Sazos, France with the Pyrenees,” Gunter said.

Dimitri stood and approached the screen, rubbing one hair through his hair. “I think that puts Boga, Romania, back on the list. That looks like a heavily wooded area to me.”

“What about Varde, Denmark? That’s kind of close to us,” Cassie suggested.

“Samobor, Croatia, doesn’t look bad either,” Cameron said. The mage made some notes on his tablet before turning back to look at them. “I think this is a good starting point for us. We’ll continue to run through this data and anything else we can find on the phone.”

“Are you taking this to the kings?” Dimitri asked as he looked down at the king’s consort.

“I am. From there, they can devise a plan for checking out the areas and seeing if we can locate the Jaeggi Clan.”

“If they’re going to plan a raid, I want in,” Dimitri declared.

Part of Gunter wanted to make the same declaration, but not now. All he wanted at this moment was to return to the library with Nikki and just enjoy the quiet and their presence. This…this was all too much for him.

Nikki leaned close, bumping their nose against his. “Gunter, can we go back to the library now?”

Gunter smiled, his heart melting a little bit as he stared into those wide, midnight purple eyes. They understood him so very well. “Yes, let’s go back to our library.”
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“I’m starting to recognize that face.”

Gunter looked down at the grinning mage walking beside him and quirked one eyebrow in question.

“That is your grumpy face. I bet your dragon wants to set something on fire.”

“My dragon always wants to set something on fire. And Ravi would argue that my grumpy face, as you call it, is my normal face. Or what he refers to as resting dragon face.”

Nikki cackled and slipped their arm through his. Just the sound of Nikki’s laughter worked miracles, washing away some of his anger and frustration.

They made a dismissive noise and waved their hand. “Nah. The face you make when Ravi is around is your irritated, ‘I want to strangle him’ face. The grumpy face comes out whenever someone pulls you out of the library before you’re ready.”

Gunter stopped in the middle of the long hallway leading to Alric’s office and frowned at his companion. “I don’t look at you like that when you pull me out for meals, do I?”

Wrapping their arms around his waist, Nikki pressed a tiny kiss to the center of his chest. “No, you just look very confused about this idea of eating and that we should be doing it three times a day.”

Okay, that was a little better. He wasn’t really confused by the concept of eating meals. It was just the idea that enough time had passed since his last one to require yet another. When he was working, it felt like he’d just sat down and gotten settled in his book when Nikki would begin nudging him to grab lunch or stop for dinner.

A sigh slipped past Gunter’s parted lips. “We had just sat down in the library when Hoheit called.” Great skies above, did he just whine? But to be fair to himself, Nikki had been straddling his lap, their head resting on his shoulder, while he flipped through a book he’d been reading for some research. A deep sense of peace and rightness fell over him when Nikki was in his arms. It was where the mage belonged. Having their cuddling cut short was not putting him in the right mood for a meeting with the kings.

“Well, after this meeting, we’ll have to sneak off somewhere they can’t find us,” Nikki suggested. “The library is a horrible hiding place. That’s the first place anyone will look for us. We need to go somewhere else. That way we can’t be called to any more meetings.”

A slow grin spread across Gunter’s face. “You want to sneak away?”

“For a little while. I know we can’t for long. The Jaeggi need to be found and stopped. We’re the only ones who can save the other mages in the world.”

Gunter took Nikki’s hand in his and started walking again. “What would we do when we found a good hiding place?”

Nikki hummed like they were thinking about it, but the blush starting to stain their pale cheeks argued Nikki knew exactly what they wanted to do. “I’m thinking you need to kiss me again. Like you did when you were drinking with Alric. You know, so we are sure it wasn’t a fluke or anything.”

“A fluke?” Gunter gasped, outraged at just the idea. At least, until he realized Nikki was teasing him. And he wanted to pay back that teasing tenfold, but…. With Nikki’s hand held tight in his, he quickly scanned the hallway. They weren’t far from Alric’s office, and he could already hear the voices of the other kings echoing down the corridor. But that door was perfect.

Gunter pulled Nikki along and stopped at the door in question. He jerked it open and stuck his head inside, checking to make sure the room was indeed empty. While decent sized, it was filled with boxes of office supplies and some random cleaning products. Not exactly romantic, but it would serve his purpose.

After closing the door behind them and dropping his tablet on top of a box, Gunter deftly lifted his mage up and pinned their back against the door, while Nikki naturally wrapped their legs around his waist. Their face remained flushed, but now there was a wonderful sparkle of surprise and maybe even mischief in their wide eyes.

“What are you doing?” Nikki gasped.

“I thought it would be quite obvious. I’m proving to you my kisses are never a fluke.”

Nikki breathed a soft “Oh” before he captured those perfect lips in a deep kiss.

Gunter’s tongue slid inside and tangled with Nikki’s. Fingers bit into his shoulders and their legs squeezed his hips, trying to pull him in tighter. Perfect. Everything about Nikki was so damn perfect. He could get lost in their kisses and the adorable little whimpering noises escaping their throat.

Gunter wanted to explore every inch of Nikki with his tongue. He’d simply peel away each piece of clothing, licking bits of flesh and nibbling on the truly interesting areas until Nikki was writhing and panting beneath him.

But they couldn’t. The meeting. The Jaeggi. They were expected.

Reluctantly, Gunter broke off the kiss, but he couldn’t completely pull away. He trailed lighter kisses across their jaw and then licked across Nikki’s Adam’s apple. Gunter moaned hotly against the damp skin. “You even taste like candy.”

“I do?” Nikki asked brokenly.

Gunter hummed again. “You smell like spun sugar and taste like cotton candy.”

“Then we should just stay in here forever. No one will find us. You can lick me all over.”

A ragged laugh escaped Gunter and he forced himself to finally lift his head. It couldn’t be a good sign when he and Nikki were thinking the same thing.

“We have to go. The kings are waiting for us.”

Nikki groaned and unwrapped their legs from around Gunter’s waist. Gunter kept ahold of Nikki until he was completely sure they were steady on their feet. His eyes swept over their mussed hair, puffy lips, flushed cheeks, and even a bit of beard burn along their throat. They looked as if they’d been mauled.

“Do I look like I’ve been kissed?”

“Thoroughly kissed,” Gunter replied without thinking.

To his shock, Nikki puffed up and grinned wickedly before extending his hand to Gunter. “Good. I bet I even smell like you now. Let’s go to the meeting.”

Oh fuck. Nikki really had no idea what that did to Gunter—the knowledge of Nikki happy to be marked and claimed by him and wanting everyone to know it. He nearly said fuck it and tossed the meeting out the window. It took a second for him to reel back the impulse. Taking Nikki now—roughly—was not how he wanted their first time together to go.

Taking their hand and picturing unsexy thoughts, Gunter pulled himself together by painful degrees. He was lucky his brain worked well enough to remember to grab his tablet. Gunter opened the door and stuck his head out, glancing up and down the hall. Yes, it looked like he and Nikki had been making out, but he really didn’t want to be caught creeping out of the storage closet.

“Hey, Gunter!” Baldewin called out with a knowing grin on his face before Gunter could jerk his head inside again. “You coming to the meeting? Nikki with you?”

He couldn’t think fast enough. It also didn’t help that Nikki slipped through the narrow opening and smiled up at the other dragon as they waved. “Hey! We’ll be there in a second.”

Baldewin’s low chuckle followed him into Alric’s office, where he was undoubtedly telling everyone who would listen that he’d just caught Gunter coming out of the closet with Nikki. Lovely. Yes, he wanted everyone to know Nikki was his, but there had to be a more dignified way of doing it.

Though, dignified had flown out the window with that stupid drunk video. He needed to pay back Cassie for taking the damn thing.

But all that was forgotten when Nikki smiled up at him. “Ready?”

“Yes, I am.”

Gunter took Nikki’s hand, and they walked into Alric’s office together. Instead of the informal setting of the last gathering in this room, everyone was already finding seats around the long table. It felt like all eyes were on them, grinning, but Gunter’s embarrassment was immediately replaced with concern as Nikki’s hand tightened around his. They were making great progress when it came to being more comfortable around other mages and dragons, but this meeting of kings was still an overwhelming experience.

“My apologies for our tardiness. I held Nikki up,” Gunter said. A choking laugh escaped Nikki, and Gunter smirked at them. Maybe that was a little too on-the-nose, but the others didn’t need to know.

“You’re not late. We’re still getting settled,” Cameron said as he pulled out the chair on Alric’s right. On Alric’s other side sat Dieter and Lisette, while Baldewin had settled next to Cameron.

Nikki led the way to the table and actually stopped next to the open chair beside Lisette. “Are these seats taken?” they politely asked, the tiniest waver in their voice, but they still met Lisette’s thrilled gaze.

“No, you and Gunter can definitely sit there.”

“Thank you,” Nikki replied as they slipped into the seat.

Gunter naturally took the one beside Nikki. He leaned over and brushed a tender kiss across Nikki’s temple. He was so proud of the mage, he couldn’t have stopped himself even if he’d thought to try.

The rest of the seats were filled out by the other dragon kings—Chalo, Roca, and Rodrigo—as well as Dimitri. It seemed the Ice Dragon King’s right-hand warrior was determined to take a very personal approach to stopping the Jaeggi.

“Thank you for meeting me on such short notice,” Alric opened.

“Well, with the information Cameron sent around, how could we not?” Roca chuckled, holding both of his hands out open in front of him.

“These are some excellent leads,” Chalo agreed. “We will get them at last.”

Gunter looked down the table at the silent king of the Ice Dragons. Rodrigo was not the type to remain silent for long, and right now he was wearing a very skeptical expression.

“You don’t think we’ll find the Jaeggi Clan at these locations,” Gunter said to Rodrigo.

The ice dragon lifted one narrow shoulder. “It is possible.”

Alric huffed and rolled his eyes. “Spill it. Don’t make us drag it out of you.”

Rodrigo’s lips twisted into a smirk before he sobered again. Gunter had not failed to notice that after the past year, Rodrigo and Alric now bickered like old friends, or even brothers. It was almost hard to believe they’d ever been adversaries. Of course, dragons lived an incredibly long time, which created ample opportunity for scales to get ruffled and feelings hurt.

“We don’t know the owner of the phone or what his task was for the clan,” Rodrigo began. “What if he was not returning to the clan when he was lingering in these locations?”

“You think that Jaeggi might have been tracking down mages instead?” Nikki asked.

Rodrigo’s cool expression immediately softened when he looked at Nikki. “I think it is a possibility. I’m afraid that if we go searching these locations, all we might find are the remains of old mage clans the Jaeggi have already terrorized.”

“I think it is a possibility for some of them,” Lisette conceded. “I also think it’s very possible they have a glamour for seeking spells. It makes little sense otherwise, as we’ve searched for them often.”

“Obviously so, as you didn’t realize the Jaeggi were living in your own backyard until they attacked,” Dimitri drawled.

Gunter sucked in a harsh breath, and the tension pulled bowstring-tight in an instant. Before Alric could even slam Dimitri for such a comment, Rodrigo smacked his tracker on the back of the head.

“Manners!” he snarled. “You are not so ill-raised that you will bring shame on our clan.”

“While it is embarrassing we did not detect those mages living so close, I’m sure you’ve been made aware the Jaeggi have superior cloaking spells, as well as broken magic all the clans are struggling to detect,” Alric coldly said.

“Also, you did walk right into one of the Jaeggi spells,” Baldewin added with just the right bit of mocking in his tone. “You were saved by our librarian.”

Gunter fought not to roll his eyes and correct his friend. He was the royal researcher, not a librarian. Although, he also proudly thought of himself as a librarian.

Dimitri hopped to his feet and bowed low to Alric. “Forgive me, King Alric. I never should have spoken so disrespectfully. I might not be alive today if not for Nikki’s warning and Gunter’s quick actions.”

“You are forgiven, Dimitri. Please, sit. We’re all frustrated,” Alric said easily. He relaxed in his chair and broadly smiled at everyone at the table. Yes, Dimitri’s words might have rubbed them the wrong way, but he expressed an overall irritation with the Jaeggi they all felt. This threat should have been eliminated a long time ago.

“No offense to Lisette and all the other mages, but he does bring up a good point,” Cameron stated. “The Jaeggi have been locating mages with far more success than the dragons for far longer. Other mages might have developed cloaking and protection spells we haven’t thought of. These could be former mage locations.”

Dimitri leaned forward in his chair to look down the table at Cameron. “I don’t mean to dismiss your work. I think these are excellent leads, but I think we should also temper our expectations. We don’t know why this Jaeggi mage was at these locations or how often he was returning to the clan.”

“I—” Cameron broke off on a sharp gasp. His eyes were wide as he stared down at the map in the center of the table, marked with twenty red X’s. The top five were circled. “I can’t believe we didn’t think of this. It’s brilliant. I’m so stupid.”

Nikki nudged Gunter, drawing his gaze down to the young mage’s confused expression. “What’s he talking about?”

“I haven’t a clue,” Gunter admitted in a whisper.

“Liebling, what are you thinking?”

“A black hole search!” Cameron shouted with a laugh. “It’s so obvious. I can’t believe Cassie didn’t even think of it. We had so much data.”

“Alric, I think your consort is broken,” Roca teased.

“Or his brain is still frozen from being in that room for too long,” Nikki mumbled.

Cameron jumped to his feet, practically dancing in place as he pointed excitedly at the map. “The GPS chip in the phone provided us with tons of data. This Jaeggi traveled constantly over a three-year period.”

“That phone was three years old?” Rodrigo gasped.

Alric snorted. “Phone snob. Not everyone can afford to upgrade their phone every year.”

Rodrigo gave a dismissive wave of his hand but was still smiling.

“The point is we were completely focused on the data we had, tracking where he went the most often. But what if he never returned to the clan? What if he purposefully avoided the clan so he didn’t risk leading a dragon back to the Jaeggi stronghold? That would result in blank spaces on the map.”

“But why wouldn’t the mage return to the clan? That doesn’t make sense,” Dieter murmured.

“It does,” Nikki said in a low but excited voice. “Cameron is completely right, and I didn’t even think of it. The Jaeggi Clan is organized sort of like a beehive. There are the workers who never leave the clan stronghold, but that couldn’t be the owner of this phone because he traveled constantly. There are the people who gather supplies. They go out and immediately return straight to the clan.”

“If the mage gathered supplies, would these locations still work?” Gunter asked Nikki. “You said the Jaeggi don’t return to old locations.”

“Yes, because the supply carriers also spend a lot of time prepping future locations. The Jaeggi move constantly. Every place is temporary. They are always planning ahead to the next move.”

“And the prep ahead of time means the move goes more smoothly for everyone,” Alric said with a nod.

“We already marked off the locations where I can remember living. It’s highly unlikely they would go there.”

“What about the black holes?” Roca grumbled.

“I’m confused. Are the Jaeggi bees or black holes?” Chalo added.

Cameron grinned and shook his head. He looked like he was trying to not laugh. “No, the point is that this Jaeggi could have been sent out to find other mages, but he specifically has to stay away from all clan locations. He can’t risk leading any dragons he might encounter back to their lair.”

Gunter’s eyes widened as the pieces started snapping into place. “You think the data will show you places where it would have made sense for him to go, but he avoided.”

“Exactly.” He lifted both hands in front of him and formed a circle. “A black hole. An empty spot in the data where he circled around but didn’t get too close.”

“Brilliant, Liebling,” Alric murmured. Cameron smiled proudly before bending down to press a quick kiss to Alric’s lips.

Rodrigo leaned forward, folding his hands together on the table. “Where does that leave us? Do we use these data points or do we wait until Cameron and Cassie have located their black holes?”

“We have to search both,” Dimitri answered. He paused and smirked at Cameron. “That is pretty smart tracking. But since we don’t know what this Jaeggi’s job was, we have to search both until we get a good lead.”

“How long will it take you to come up with a new list of spots for Nikki to look over?” Dieter asked.

Cameron shoved a hand through his dark hair and expelled a heavy breath. “It will take Cassie and me at least a day—if not two—to write the new algorithm and then run it. That’s assuming she hasn’t pulled more data to add to the list. Hopefully, we’ll have something to look at in two days.”

“In the meantime, five good potential locations have been identified,” Alric said. “I’d like to send five teams with a mix of dragons and mages, but I’m not going to commandeer any dragons who do not belong to my clan.”

The Earth Dragon King snorted. “Isn’t that why we’re here? Counting myself, there are five earth dragons here now. We can split up one earth dragon per team.”

Roca lifted a bushy brow at his companion. “Your bodyguards are going to let you out of their sight?”

“Of course.”

“Let me rephrase; your mate is going to allow you to leave the sight of your bodyguards?” Roca taunted.

“I’m sure she’ll understand when I explain Alric’s best warriors are going to be protecting me.”

Roca shook with low, rough laughter. “She’s going to rip your scales off.”

“I’d like to lead the team going to Sazos, France,” Dimitri volunteered, cutting off more teasing.

“Why Sazos?” Rodrigo asked. Gunter had to admit he was wondering the same thing. Why had the dragon picked that one out of the five?

The ice dragon nodded to Nikki. “It was how they reacted. It was one of the first towns they selected as a good option. They have no memory of being in France, and Sazos is wrapped in the Pyrenees. Even if the Jaeggi are in the town, they could have found a close hiding spot in the mountains. I trust Nikki’s gut. It’s already saved my life once.”

Gunter looked down to find Nikki staring up at him with a question in their eyes. He knew what they wanted. But he worried about how Nikki would react, considering their reaction last time. On the other hand, Gunter didn’t feel like he had the right to say no if Nikki wanted to do something. In the end, he grudgingly went with Nikki’s wishes.

“Nikki and I would like to volunteer to be a part of Dimitri’s team. Sazos does feel like a good lead.”

“Are you sure?” Alric asked.

Gunter nodded without hesitation. “I’m healed completely from the last encounter. We’re ready to head out again. We will find the Jaeggi.”

Alric didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue. “Very good. Submit all names of available dragons and mages to Baldewin. He will assign the teams and locations. I want at least one earth dragon and one experienced mage with each team, if possible.”

“Hoheit,” Lisette started, lifting one hand. “Given the nature of the defense spells, we can design some amulets to help protect against fires, explosions, and other destructive forces. They won’t protect against every spell, but they will keep the teams safer.”

Nikki immediately perked up. “Would I be able to help make the amulets?”

Lisette smiled widely. “Yes, we would greatly appreciate your help.” She looked back at Alric. “We would need a full day to pull together enough amulets to protect all the teams.”

A low grunt rumbled from Alric. “So be it. The teams will leave in two days. Begin your preparations. If these locations don’t pan out, we’ll meet again and examine the new choices Cameron has uncovered.”

Gunter’s stomach twisted, and he reached over, covering Nikki’s hand with his own. He hated the thought of Nikki being anywhere the Jaeggi might be located, but there was no choice. Nikki was their best chance of catching a lead.

The only good thing out of this was the potential of destroying the Jaeggi at last. He’d make them pay for all the pain and torture they’d put Nikki through.
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Nikki lounged on the couch, idly flipping through the pages of the text they were supposed to be studying. Instead of concentrating, their mind kept drifting back to the meeting, and to even darker thoughts about their last exploration trip.

What if they hadn’t noticed the light or the way it seemed to strangely sparkle? What if they’d hesitated another heartbeat longer? Dimitri would have been gravely injured and possibly even killed. Gunter would have been hurt far worse than he had been.

So much was riding on Nikki’s ability to give everyone key insight and information they all needed to locate the Jaeggi, while at the same time keeping the team safe. Sure, there was going to be another mage along to help with the spells, but they were the one who’d spent all those years with the Jaeggi. They were the one who had the most experience with their spells.

And they were the one who knew the least about magic.

Which meant they really needed to focus right now.

Nikki managed to read a few paragraphs before their mind wandered off to think about the scorching kiss they swore they still felt aftershocks from. The impulsive dive into the storage closet mere feet away from Alric’s office had been a welcome surprise. They’d not thought Gunter had an impulsive bone in his entire body. Or did he truly think Nikki doubted their feelings, their attraction, for him? That was nonsense. It was too silly even contemplate. They had been very clear how they felt about Gunter. Right?

At least, Nikki thought they had been.

But Gunter wasn’t really doing anything. He seemed stuck at the same level, not progressing at all. It was as if something held him back, and it was always him who disengaged first. The kisses and romantic evening flights and the hand holding were all very nice indeed. Nikki wasn’t at all complaining about them. But they also wanted more.

Gunter was smoking hot, alright? And Nikki was dying to get their hands on him. If they’d possessed the slightest clue on how to seduce Gunter and get him into the mood, Nikki would have already had the dragon naked and lubed up. Their own inability to make it happen just put another layer of frustration on their already itchy libido. The closest they’d come was that moment in the storage closet, which had been hot as sin—and just short of the goal line.

It didn’t help that Nikki was also a little emotionally frustrated. Gunter didn’t seem to understand Nikki’s investment in him. They had taken one look at Gunter while the world had been exploding around them, Jaeggi screaming, dragons roaring, magic flying everywhere, and they had just known Gunter was theirs. He’d been their white knight in glinting spectacles. Stern expression and blond hair falling in his eyes, Gunter had the look of a warrior who would vanquish all foes and carry them off.

Of course, his dragon with deep red scales and large, wise eyes had been impressive as well. For some reason they could never fully explain, Nikki had always felt safe around Gunter and his dragon. He felt cherished and cared for, and somehow needed.

Gunter needed them.

Ugh, Nikki wasn’t sure how to get any of that through Gunter’s head. But surely sex would help? Nikki had to try something, at any rate.

Maybe that was why they couldn’t focus. They’d rather sit here and plot how to get Gunter naked. It was a more enticing thing to focus on than the very dry analytical information about every spell ingredient.

Seriously, far too many numbers and dry facts. Nikki was retaining nothing of it.

Nikki hadn’t been able to concentrate in Gunter’s room. They’d naïvely thought being in their room would help, for some reason. Boy, had that not worked at all.

A brisk knock on the door had Nikki sighing in relief as they tossed the book aside. Thank god; pretending to study wasn’t going anywhere. They’d much prefer to spend their time with Gunter. They knew that knock. Gunter was at their door.

Nikki ripped the door open but managed to not leap at the dragon. Playing hard to get might be utterly out of their reach, but they could play it cool. A little. Maybe. “Hey!” Nikki greeted, somehow managing not to bounce on the balls of their feet like an overly excited puppy.

“Good evening. I’m not disturbing you, am I?” Gunter inquired. His eyes landed on Nikki briefly and then quickly darted away again. He touched one arm of his glasses, resettling them on his nose. His long fingers then fluttered to the collar of his shirt before dropping down to his side. His other hand clenched around an old looking book he carried. Was he nervous about something?

“Nope. I was trying to read some of the spell instruction book Lisette gave me,” they replied with an absent wave over their shoulder in the direction of the dreaded thing. Most of the book was interesting, but that one chapter…it might take a month to get Nikki through the equations chapter.

“Oh. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back another time.” Gunter retreated a step as if he intended to run down the hall, but Nikki grabbed Gunter’s free hand and pulled him across the threshold.

“No, you’re definitely not escaping. I’d much rather have a visit from you than read another page of that book.”

“You need to study,” Gunter admonished, but Nikki wasn’t really listening. They’d gotten the reluctant dragon into their lair and closed the door behind him. Nikki leaned against the sturdy wood barrier, grinning. Oh, what to do with the dragon now?

“I know, but the book is boring. I think I might be more of a hands-on learner.” As Nikki spoke, they raised their hands and made a grabby motion at Gunter.

He just shook his head, but Nikki didn’t miss the little smile lurking on his lips. Gunter crossed into the sitting area and looked around the room.

Not too much had changed since Nikki had moved in. Some of the things they’d ordered with Gunter’s help had arrived, adding brilliant color to the room. There was a new jewel-toned blue and green throw blanket draped over the back the sofa, and a rainbow of little glass jars. Nikki wasn’t sure what they’d do with them yet. For now, Nikki just loved the colors.

“Sit,” Nikki directed, crossing to the sofa so that they could sit right next to him.

Gunter dropped to the soft cushions, moving the book to his lap. He looked down at it and frowned.

“What’s that? A little light reading before bed?”

Nikki leaned in to look at the cover, but there was no title. It was covered in exquisitely tooled leather with worn gold embossing. It looked as if it might be a couple centuries old at the very least. Maybe older. Those books rarely left the library. Gunter preferred to read them in the library where they were protected from accidents.

“I had thought to make it a gift, but now I’m questioning the logic of it. You’ll likely find it boring. I shouldn’t have brought it.”

Gunter moved to stand, but Nikki caught his arm and pulled him back down on the sofa. They held on with both hands in case the dragon tried to flee yet again. “It’s a gift? The book is a gift for me?”

“Yes.”

“I like books. I like reading. I spend all day reading with you.”

“I thought I’d found something special for you, but I tend to forget that not everyone gets excited over books like I do,” he said, still looking painfully awkward.

Nikki held out their hands. “Why don’t you give me the book and let me decide how special the book is?” Naturally, they’d think the book special because Gunter had specifically selected it for them. That alone made it precious.

Gunter sighed and placed the somewhat heavy tome in their palms. Nikki carefully settled the book in their lap and gingerly flipped open the front cover, which was also blank. The interior of the book was all handwritten, like a journal. That was unexpected. It couldn’t possibly be Gunter’s personal journal. While he was certainly old enough to have written this, the handwriting didn’t look like his.

“What is it?” Nikki flashed him a wicked grin. “An ancient cookbook that snuck into your library?”

“It’s a written history of the Bos Clan, before the Great Dragon War.”

Nikki’s heart skipped a beat and a little tremor went through their hands. “The Bos Clan? My family?”

“In a way. The book is nearly six centuries old and we’re quite lucky to have it. It wouldn’t have anything from your immediate family in it, but this clan would be related to you. There isn’t much, but there is some clan history, as well as information about the clan’s particular skill at shaping items from wood and growing plants. It was quite the unique skill.” Gunter adjusted his glasses on his nose, but he seemed more at ease the more he spoke. “We actually thought the Bos Clan was completely lost and, with them, that unique skill.”

“Wait, you think I can learn to do this?” Nikki blinked at Gunter, something warm swelling in their chest at the idea of being able to do spells the other mages couldn’t. Or maybe it was just Gunter’s confidence in them.

“I think you have the best chance out of all of the mages of learning and perfecting it.” Gunter lightly touched their chin with his thumb and forefinger, the soft skin just barely caressing the edge of their bottom lip. “You’re absolutely amazing. I believe you can do anything you set your mind to.”

Nikki’s heart skipped and raced ahead as Gunter’s focus narrowed on Nikki’s parted lips until they tingled. He started to lean closer and then he broke off, turning his body to face forward again, his hands folded in his lap.

Kiss tease.

“But even if you aren’t interested in learning the various spells for making amulets and wands, the book does contain some interesting information about the Bos Clan.”

Nikki placed the old book on the coffee table with care and wrapped their arms around Gunter’s neck. Leaning close, Nikki pressed their face into the side of Gunter’s head, their lips brushing the shell of his ear. “This is the perfect gift. Thank you for thinking of me.”

“I think about you all the time, Nikki.” Gunter’s voice was deliciously low and rough, sending a shiver down their spine. Was Gunter speaking or his dragon? Or maybe a little bit of both? Nikki grinned. They wanted both Gunter and his dragon to think about him all the time. That was a little selfish, but they thought about Gunter constantly.

Gunter cleared his throat and, when he started again, he sounded more like his normal self. “The book wasn’t the only reason I came to visit. There’s something else I want to talk about.”

Nikki bit their bottom lip and tried not to wiggle with excitement. This had to be something good. “Yes?”

“I’ve been discussing it with Alric and Dimitri all evening.”

Okay, this wasn’t the start they were hoping for.

“And we agree that if you don’t wish to accompany us to Sazos, you may remain behind.”

“What?” Nikki squawked while inwardly deflating. Oh hell no, Nikki deserved the chance to have their revenge. The idea of being left behind was like a scorch mark against their soul.

Nikki flopped against the back of the couch and groaned. This was so unfair.

“Your life has been in danger far too much already. It’s bad enough how the Jaeggi treated you for half your life, but to ask you to return to their hideouts time and again is obscene. The insight you’ve given us into the workings of the clan is more than enough.” Gunter turned to take in Nikki’s grim expression. “I want…I want you to remain behind in the safety of the castle for this one.”

“But I’m the one who knows them best.”

“Yes. You, Cassie, and Cameron have gotten us this far. Everyone recognizes that. But Nikki, I’m not blind to what happens to you when we’re there. Every time you go in to those spaces, part of you relives that trauma. How are you supposed to heal if we’re rubbing your nose in it every other week?”

Nikki narrowed their eyes suspiciously at Gunter. “Is that all this is about? Because I’ll tear myself open in a flash if it means getting my revenge on those bastards. And you damn well know that.”

“I do. But destroying your mental health in order to deal damage to them…that isn’t a trade I want you to make.”

Nikki tried to understand what he was saying. They really did. But they were still smarting at the idea they were too fragile in Gunter’s eyes to go.

“I can handle this.”

“Nikki, it’s not about you handling it.” Gunter bowed his head for a moment, looking both pained and weary from the argument already. “It’s about you finally healing from it. And all of this has been extremely unfair to you. We’ve relied heavily on your knowledge of the Jaeggi’s ways to traipse in enemy territory, but you’re not even fully trained. Forcing you into the role of magical protection without a full arsenal of spells at your disposal is reckless. Can’t you trust me enough to pick up the gauntlet on your behalf?”

“This isn’t a matter of trust.” Nikki clenched both hands in their hair, feeling this whole situation spiraling out of control.

“Isn’t it?”

“No. I know how strong you are. But sending you off to war without me going along…that’s the stuff of nightmares. For me, there’s nothing worse. Don’t you understand? The minute they can divide a mage from a dragon, it’s already a plus in their scoreboard.”

“It’s not like I’m going alone. I’ll have a full complement of mages and other dragon warriors with me—”

“Who aren’t as familiar with the Jaeggi methods as I am. You think you learned everything you need just going in twice? That’s arrogance, Gunter.”

Gunter’s mouth opened on a retort, fire in his eyes.

“And if it’s safe enough for you to go into those areas, there’s no reason to leave me behind,” Nikki tacked on, their own temper rising.

Growling, Gunter snapped back, “I told you, this isn’t about safety. It’s about giving you the chance to heal. You can’t tell me you don’t feel the impact of it. Every time we go there and return, you look at the castle walls as if they’re a prison you have to escape from.”

Oh, that was below the belt. Nikki glared at Gunter, ready to punch him in the mouth.

Holding up a hand, Gunter apologized gruffly, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say it that way. But I see the way this affects you. And it breaks my heart every time. I don’t want to rub salt in open wounds, Nikki. No one wants that for you. We made the collective decision you need to stay behind from now on. Alright?”

“No. Not alright. But you’ve clearly made the decision and I don’t get a say.”

Gunter looked beyond pained. “I think I approached this wrong. I didn’t mean to make you angry with me.”

“Gunter, there are no words in this universe to make ‘you’re staying behind’ palatable. Trust me on that. And until you change your mind and let me resume those scouting missions, I’m going to be pissed about it.”

The dragon’s expression turned sad. “I see.”

“Now, leave. I’m too angry with you for you to stay.”

Gunter’s eyes went so wide they nearly fell from his skull. He blinked and his gaze followed where Nikki was pointing toward the door. “Oh,” he whispered.

The dragon quickly got to his feet and walked to the door, his head hanging. Nikki watched from the corner of their eye as Gunter grabbed the handle and paused. “Nikki?”

“What?” they snapped. Nikki clung to their anger while their heart was crying out for the dragon.

“May I have a kiss good night?”

It pissed them off more that even while angry, Nikki couldn’t deny Gunter his request. Even if they were fighting, they didn’t want Gunter to think a single fight could make them stop wanting him. Gunter was asking for a kiss. How could they harden their heart against that? They walked straight into Gunter’s open arms, clinging for a moment before Gunter brushed the sweetest kisses across their eyelids, the tip of their nose, and finally their lips.

“Try to keep in mind that you are precious to me and I truly don’t want to see you hurting,” Gunter murmured against their mouth. After one more too-quick kiss, Gunter was slipping out the door, leaving Nikki feeling restless, anxious, and very determined.

They could see Gunter’s point, but that was not going to deter them. They’d find a way to get around this ‘Nikki needs protecting’ bullshit.

And in the meantime, get through that chapter. Might as well. Nikki was too frustrated now to even think of sleeping. And they were suddenly a lot more motivated.


[image: ]


The next day, Nikki remained undecided if it was good the two of them were spending a few hours apart. Breakfast had gone as it usually did, with Nikki putting a small glass of fruit juice on Gunter’s tray along with his coffee—a dragon could not survive on coffee alone—and Gunter complaining he didn’t need any fruit. That was about all they said to each other, really. Nikki was still a little too upset to really engage Gunter in conversation. And mostly scheming on how to get around Gunter’s grand plans.

As they finished their food, Cameron stopped by their table, looking alert and cheerful. “Are you ready to head to the workshop?” he asked with a broad smile.

Nikki’s stomach squirmed around the eggs they’d eaten, but they put an answering smile on their lips and nodded. “Of course.” They pressed a quick kiss to Gunter’s jaw as they stood. “I’ll catch up with you later today.”

“Already? You’re leaving already?” Gunter demanded, sounding confused and more than a little disgruntled over the idea.

“We’re making the amulets today. You knew this,” Nikki reminded him.

“Yes, but you’re starting already?”

Cameron chuckled and stepped closer to Nikki. “Don’t worry, Gunter. We’ll take good care of them. Lisette thinks we should be done well before dinner.”

“Don’t forget to eat lunch,” Nikki admonished and then swept out of the dining hall with Cameron while Gunter’s mouth hung open in confusion.

Nikki was a little nervous about this, honestly. A room full of mages was enough to put them on edge. On the other hand, some of these mages had become friends. And Nikki was tired of living in fear, tired of feeling like they needed eyes in the back of their head. It was better to face the fears, prove there was nothing to worry about. Right? No one had tried to harm them since entering the Burkhard Clan. If Nikki didn’t start trusting now, then when?

And maybe Nikki was a little motivated about showing Gunter how wrong he was. Nikki was no longer the delicate person they’d come into the clan as. They’d grown and adjusted this much, hadn’t they? Take that.

Cameron explained the workshop they were gathering in was not the same one they used to make some of their health products, but rather a room for generic projects and testing new ideas.

Upon entering, Nikki’s first impression was cozy. There were the standard tall, blacktopped tables covered with what they needed for the amulets, but there were also overstuffed, colorful chairs for relaxing in over in one corner. Fresh flowers filled bright blue and yellow vases, and there were several woven rugs in a rainbow of colors on the floor. There was even a coffee bar.

Tall windows looked out on blue sky and mountains still tipped with splashes of snow. It was sort of like walking into a fairytale. Nikki half expected to see three plump fairies with tiny wings whizz through the room in a golden cloud of fairy dust.

Eight people were already in the room, working. Cassie was curled in one of the chairs, holding a large mug of coffee in both hands like it was the key to life itself. Lisette was flitting about the room in a flowing mint green dress that swirled about her ankles as she moved between the two tables. She smiled and greeted them as they arrived.

Another female mage was seated on a stool, carefully weaving together a number of elements into a long, slender thread of leather. Cameron introduced her as Carla. The woman with the pale blonde hair greeted them briefly before turning back to her work.

Cameron then directed them over to the other table where a young mage sat. It looked as if he was preparing some of the elements to be used to make the amulets. The blond looked up with bright, sky-blue eyes, and Nikki couldn’t stop the gasp.

“Oh my! You’re gorgeous,” they said, the words tumbling from their lips. But they meant it. His eyes were extravagantly kohled, reminding them of a cat’s eye or even the pictures they’d seen of ancient Egyptians. His lips were a deep burgundy red, while his cheekbones were highlighted to make them look even sharper.

The young man leaned back and tossed over his shoulder at Cassie, “I told you it was a good day to go with dramatic eyes.”

Cassie snorted. “For you, every day is a good day to go with dramatic eyes.”

The young man did not appear deterred by this. He just smiled at Nikki. “Hi! We haven’t met yet. I’m North, Warin’s mate. Do you want to help me prep elements for the amulets?”

Nikki glanced over at Cameron and Lisette, not sure they should accept the offer or if they were expected to do something else.

Lisette smiled and gave a little wave of her hand. “That would be great. North can show you exactly what’s to be done. We’re going to switch up later. Everyone will be making at least one amulet today.”

“Really?” North asked in what sounded like a mocking tone. “I thought I wasn’t allowed to work with banshee screams.”

Lisette groaned. “What I said was you weren’t allowed to work with banshee screams unsupervised again.”

Nikki eyed him sideways as they slid into the stool next to North’s. Banshee screams, really?

North snickered and leaned close, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Cassie and I were making a different kind of amulet, and it was my idea to use the banshee scream. Blew out windows in six of the rooms on this floor. Warin was so upset.”

“Sora also had to repair your hearing,” Lisette muttered.

North rolled his eyes. “I’m still learning this magic thing.”

That sounded totally like something Nikki would have tried. “Me too.”

“Awesome. You can learn with me. Cameron, Cassie, and Tori are all relatively new to the castle, but they’re all way farther along than me.”

The last of Nikki’s anxious butterflies seemed to flutter away with North’s excited words. There was something about the eager, sarcastic young man that felt like a kindred spirit. North had the same sort of vibe as Cassie—chaotic good. And those were Nikki’s kind of people.

North certainly helped make the hours fly by, since making the amulets was proving to be tedious work with no room for error. Prepping the ingredients for just one took the better part of an hour, and worse was stringing out the lotus blossom silk that was being used to bind and shape the amulet. The sticky crap broke if they weren’t careful, and they had a limited supply of long lotus blossom stems. If they had to send a dragon out to fetch more, they’d have to postpone the search for the Jaeggi by another day.

As they worked, Nikki tried to sneak in a few questions. “Um, is there any room in the castle that isn’t so…pretty? Something I can use as an art room?”

North blinked up at them. “Oh, there’s quite a few rooms that are more for storage than anything else. Especially in the top parts of the towers. You do art?”

“Yeah. Well, sorta. It was something I always wanted to do, but with the Jaeggi, the most I was given was pencil and paper. I’m just now really exploring other mediums. And I discovered quickly that paint gets…well, everywhere.”

North nodded in understanding. “Yeah, I can see that. After we’re done here, we’ll figure out a place for you to work in—a room that isn’t going to suffer from flying paint.”

“Ooh, a budding artist.” Carla gave them a wink. “That’ll be nice. Most of us—and by that, I mean me—do not have an artistic bone in our body. It’ll be nice to have an artist in the house who can do logos and stuff.”

Nikki hadn’t thought of it like that. That their art could be useful in some way. They’d just been overjoyed to finally have the freedom to do it.

“I keep seeing videos on paint pours.” Cassie waved at her phone to indicate where. “It’s becoming a thing these days. You tried that yet, Nikki?”

“Uh…no? I’m not sure what that is.”

“When you’re ready to take a break for a minute, I’ll pull up some images and show you. It looks like neat stuff. Paint definitely goes everywhere, though. Have you gone to the big art store over in Munich?”

This was news to Nikki that there was one. “No, only to the one in Sonthofen. Gunter took me there.”

“There’s one in Munich…Boesner, I think is the name?” Cassie tilted her head in thought. “Don’t quote me, I need to Google that. But that’ll be fun to hit if you want serious supplies. We should totally go shopping.”

Cameron snorted. “You always want to go shopping.”

“No lie detected.”

The group started discussing where Nikki could go, and set up the supplies that didn’t mean a hike across the entire castle. The discussion warmed Nikki right down to their demented little heart. They’d never had a group of people sit and actively think of them like this. It was oddly empowering? Like a shot of confidence. Nikki was smiling the entire time they discussed options.

By early afternoon, Nikki’s fingers were sore and their back hurt, but they’d enjoyed listening to the little bits of gossip and strange stories everyone told. They were starting to feel like a part of something much bigger. It seemed only natural for them to suddenly blurt out, “Does anyone else have trouble training their dragon?”

The room went deathly still, and Nikki could feel their cheeks flushing. Maybe they shouldn’t have said that.

Cameron’s loud bark of laughter broke the tension. “Oh my god, yes!”

“Seriously?” Nikki demanded. When they saw Cameron and Alric together, they thought they were always in perfect accord.

“Of course. We’ve been together over a year and I’m still trying to teach him where the dirty clothes hamper is.” Low chuckles and snickering filled the room. “The dragon can remember every name of every mage and dragon in this castle, recall clan disputes from nearly a millennia ago with perfect clarity, but he can’t remember that dirty clothes go in the white basket in the bathroom. At the end of the day, he just starts flinging off clothes, leaving a trail through the apartments like the underwear gnomes are going to follow behind him in the night and pick it all up.”

Carla snorted. “Ah, please. Like you’re not happy to watch your studly dragon strip for you.”

Cameron rolled his eyes. “I did not say that. Alric can perform a striptease for me anytime he wants. My problem is stumbling through the bedroom in the dark and tripping over one of his Saville Row slacks on my way to the bathroom. Then I want to strangle him. With the slacks.”

“What are you having problems with, Nikki?” Cassie asked.

“You mean besides the basics of getting him to remember to eat on his own and that he needs to eat more than red meat at meals?” Nikki grumbled. They glanced at the clock, and it was already two hours after they usually had lunch. Ravi had been kind enough to bring up a light meal for all of the mages so they didn’t have to trek down to the dining hall. Had Gunter remembered to stop his research long enough to eat?

North nodded sagely. “Yep, you’ve got your hands full with that one. Cassie, can you text Ravi—”

“On it!” she called out, her fingers flying on her phone. When she finished, she looked up at Nikki and smiled. “Ravi will go check on Gunter and pull him from the dungeon if he needs to.”

“Thanks,” they said with a sigh. If Gunter hadn’t eaten, then being tortured by Ravi was a very good punishment.

It was such an open atmosphere Nikki felt comfortable complaining. “I don’t actually want to eat lunch with him right now, anyway. He’s being overprotective. And I want to strangle him.”

“Oh yeah?” Cameron’s head canted a little. “About what? I mean, with dragons, it could be any number of things.”

“He doesn’t want me on the scouting missions anymore. Being that close to the Jaeggi unnerves him.”

“Ohhh yeah. That argument. Alric tried that with me.” Cameron shook his head, fond exasperation on his face. “I get it, I do. They’ve waited hundreds of years for us and are facing an enemy that cost them basically everything. Of course they’re afraid to lose us. What they don’t seem to get is we feel just as strongly about protecting them.”

Nikki nodded firmly, happy Cameron got it. “Yes, exactly! If you ran into this problem with Alric, what did you do?”

“Showed up anyway. And didn’t take no for an answer. Remember, Nikki, getting forgiveness is easier than getting permission.”

Nikki thought about that. For a full two seconds. “So I should just show up in the morning and…go.”

“I would. Otherwise, Gunter will feel he’s right and you agree with him, and that’s a slippery slope you absolutely do not want to go down.”

Nikki felt that was a very good piece of advice and saw no reason not to take it. “You know what, I’m going to do exactly that.”

“You know…” Cassie slowly drawled. “We haven’t had a good mage rap session in ages. Lisette, how far along are we?”

The older woman smirked. “We’re three-quarters of the way done. Just need a few more amulets.”

Cassie squealed and started typing furiously on her phone. “I’m texting Sora to get his butt here with some wine and some sake.”

“I’ll tell Tori to quit playing in the dirt in the greenhouse,” Cameron replied while he typed on his phone.

“And snacks! Tell them all to bring snacks!” North shouted.

“Amulets first, snacks seconds,” Lisette instructed sternly above the growing excited chatter.

Nikki leaned toward North. “Rap session?”

“Yep, it’s a lot of fun. We drink and snack and dish on the dragons. Lisette even participates if we can get enough glasses of wine in her.”

The conversation died down a little as they all hurried to finish their work. It was nice to know Nikki wasn’t the only one having some trouble with their dragon. Not that Nikki could really complain about Gunter. Okay, they could, because Gunter did have his frustrating moments, like the overprotectiveness of last night. But Nikki’s dragon was sweet, caring, and protective, even if he was incapable of making a damn move.

Lisette had just finished showing them how to make the amulet they could give to Gunter when the door opened. Sora shuffled through, arms heavily laden with offerings.

“I’ve got sake, humus, olives, dates, and pita chips. What’s going on?” he asked.

“Dish session,” Carla called out.

“What?”

“Just bring me the sake, and we’ll explain.”

Nikki turned their attention back to Lisette, not even trying to hide their worry. “Are you completely positive I did this right? Are you sure it wouldn’t be better if you made Gunter’s?”

Lisette gave them a bright smile. “It’s perfect. It will do its job and keep Gunter safe.”

“Thank you.” Nikki sighed with relief.

The door opened again, and Tori burst through with his arms full. He slammed it shut again and placed his back to it. “I’ve got four bottles of wine, pretzels, cookies, and possibly the last bag of potato chips in the entire castle.” The mage sounded out of breath, as if he’d run straight from the kitchens.

“Oooo! Gimme! Gimme!” Cassie shouted, stretching out her hands and flexing her fingers at him.

“Not a chance, witch! I had to dodge four dragons for these chips. I almost dropped one of the bottles.” Tori looked over at them and smiled. “Hey Nikki, can you lock the door behind me?”

Nikki blinked in surprise at the request but hopped up to lock the door as Tori straightened. With the door locked, Nikki hurried to help North clean up all the supplies and equipment that had been dragged out for their work, while the others poured the wine, opened the snacks, and gathered around the various chairs and cushions so that they were seated in a loose circle.

“We haven’t had one of these dish sessions in so long,” Tori murmured as he lounged in a large purple beanbag chair. “Sora hasn’t even been here for one yet. What started it?”

“Nikki mentioned how hard it was to train their dragon,” Cassie mentioned.

“Though, in Tori’s case, it’s more like his dragon training him,” North teased.

Tori pulled the chip he’d been about to put in his mouth away from his lips. “Hey! I don’t need training.”

“Really? How many pairs of gloves do you own now?” Cameron asked with a laugh.

Tori groaned.

“Or pairs of socks?” Cassie added.

Tori groaned louder. “Everywhere. They are everywhere.” He lifted his head from where he’d dropped it back on the chair and looked at Nikki. “Baldewin is worried I might one day feel a tiny bit cold. It’s like he can’t fathom I’m Finnish and don’t feel cold like Cameron or Cassie. He is constantly giving me socks or gloves.”

“Particularly since you can’t remember to ever grab your gloves,” Lisette murmured.

Tori threw the older mage a look and smirked. “At least they’re cute socks and gloves. He’s got good taste.”

“What about you, Sora? Have you managed to wrangle Ravi at all or is he still the same walking chaos?” Cassie teased.

Sora seemed to think about it as he swirled a chip through the bowl of hummus. “Slow progress is being made. He’s starting to run some of his more…enthusiastic ideas past me rather than just doing them.”

Cameron cackled. “Sora’s the reason Ravi’s brand of chaos has been toned down from an eleven to just a nine most days.”

The healer mage smirked. “Yes, instead of chaos and explosions, now it’s mostly just chaos.” He paused, looking thoughtful before he gazed at Nikki. “Though, there has been one small drawback to Nikki taking Gunter in hand.”

“What?” Nikki asked, wincing when the word came out a little sharply.

“With you getting Gunter out of the dungeon and taking care of himself, Ravi doesn’t have a favorite target for his mischief anymore.”

Cameron snorted. “Tell him to focus on the ice dragons. I think they can handle him.”

“Lovely, our Consort is trying to start a new clan war,” Carla said with a groan.

“I think I’ll keep Ravi occupied just fine,” Sora reassured them to catcalls and whistles.

“But Nikki has worked wonders with Gunter. I’ve seen more of him in the past few weeks than I did the entire first six months of living in the castle,” Cassie said. She pushed out of her chair and snagged the bag of chips from Tori while giving him the bag of frosted animal crackers.

“Yes, well, he eats when I remind him to eat, but I’m not sure he’s going to remember when I’m not around.”

North nudged them with his elbow and grinned. “I guess that just means you’ll have to stick close to your dragon.”

Nikki returned the smile. It would be nice if Gunter could remember to feed himself and take breaks, but it was also very nice to be needed.

“Training a dragon takes time,” Lisette said wisely as she poured herself a second glass of wine. “These are very old beasts who live even longer. They also have very thick skulls. It takes time to get lessons through to the brain.”

Cameron snorted while taking a drink of his wine and nearly choked on the deep red liquid. “Oh god! You’re going to kill me.”

“If anyone has their dragon trained, it’s got to be Lisette. She and Dieter have been together forever,” Carla said.

Lisette threw Carla a dark look before she heaved a very heavy sigh, as if dragging it out from the depths of her soul. “Tea. Cups.”

“What?” Tori inquired.

“Bloody teacups,” she repeated. “Dieter has a private study in our apartment where he likes to work in the evenings. The dragon loves his evening tea as well, but he hates to remember to bring the bloody teacups back out of his study. I’ll go in after a few days for whatever reason and the room is littered with dirty teacups.”

Nikki covered their mouth to hold in their laughter. The elegant and always pulled-together Lisette looked as if she wanted to strangle her mate. Whenever they saw Dieter and Lisette, they were sure the couple was the epitome of the perfect couple. It was funny to think they still managed to drive each other crazy.

“Nearly a thousand years together…” she moaned.

Laughter broke out through the room. Apparently, Nikki wasn’t the only one who’d had those thoughts about Lisette and Dieter.

“Okay, okay, so they’re a handful.” Cameron paused and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “But they come with lots of bonuses too.”

A happy sigh was echoed around the room by everyone, which lifted Nikki’s eyebrows in surprise. What were they all thinking?

“I mean, Alric can do this amazing thing with his tongue,” Cameron said in a little breathy voice.

“With his tongue?” Nikki gulped, their heart picking up its pace.

“Yeah,” Cameron sighed again. “He sort of partially shifts and he wraps it around my…and just…wow…” Cameron’s entire body shuddered and he blinked dreamy eyes at Nikki. “Makes my toes curl just thinking about it.”

“With his tongue?” Nikki repeated because their mind was going to a lot of very interesting places while wondering what it would be like if Gunter used his tongue on all their interesting places.

“Or that they’re so tall,” North groaned. “Well, not so much for Cameron since he and Alric are about the same height, but Nikki gets it. They’re like me. Short.” North tilted his head to the side, his nose scrunching a little. “There’s like a half-foot difference between you and Gunter, right? Isn’t that great? With that height difference, it’s like they can reach everything all at once.”

“Everything?” Nikki repeated, because their brain was beyond working at this point.

The room was suddenly very quiet, and North sat up straight in his chair. “Have you and Gunter not been…fooling around?” he asked cautiously.

Nikki slowly looked at all the room to find every eye intently on them. Their mouth was suddenly very dry. Nikki gulped down the last of their wine and forced a little smile. “We’ve kissed.”

“Well, yeah. We saw that hot kiss Gunter laid on you when he was drunk,” Tori said, then looked over at Cassie. “Thanks again for sending me that video.”

She winked at him. “Anytime.”

“But I guess we all assumed…that was just the tip of the iceberg,” Cameron said a little slowly. “We figured you were…you know…”

“Fucking like horny little bunnies,” Cassie filled in to the groans of everyone.

“Cassie!” Lisette snapped.

“What? We were all thinking it. It’s why we’ve all avoided the dungeon extra hard since that kiss.” Cassie looked at Nikki, her expression eager and excited. “Have you not been totally boning in the stacks?”

Nikki was sure their face was bright red. Their cheeks felt like they were on fire. But while embarrassed, there was something more important going on—a total lack of serious sexy time.

“No, we haven’t. Gunter has only kissed me. Held my hand.”

“That’s okay,” Lisette interjected in a firm voice. “You move at what speed you want. You do what you’re ready for.”

“Oh, I am ready. I am very ready for tongues,” Nikki said with a wave at Cameron, “and everything.” They finished with a wave at North.

Sora went tense with concern. “Wait, Nikki, do you, uh…has anyone talked you through sex?”

“I’ve got all the theoretical knowledge I need, trust me. I’m good on the mechanics. What I don’t know is how to get him to make a damn move. Like, I sleep in Gunter’s bed regularly, I’m handsy to the point where even I think I’m a little overly clingy sometimes, and he’s just…argh. Tell me. How the hell do you get a dragon ready to rumble?”

To his surprise, the grins on all his new friends turned a little wicked and very eager.

“Oh, don’t worry, Nikki. We’ll help you seduce your dragon,” Cassie promised.

“Yep, Gunter is going to be putty in your hands,” North murmured.

This sounded like an excellent plan.
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It was never a good start to the day when Sora was handing out anti-nausea serum to all the mages before they took flight. And where the hell was that serum when he’d been hungover?

Of course, Gunter could just be grumpy because his dinner plans with Nikki had been abruptly aborted. He’d gone to the workshop to fetch Nikki and had been shooed away like an unwanted stray cat. The only consolation had been seeing the same thing happen to Ravi and Baldewin while the mages all cackled wildly behind the closed door.

Around ten in the evening, he’d been summoned to carry a clingy and extremely drunk Nikki to bed. He received a small kiss for his trouble and then Nikki passed out cold with their shoes still on.

The one positive out of this experience was that Nikki no longer seemed hesitant to be around or speak to the other mages. They gratefully accepted the serum from Sora and even got a quick hug from North, who’d popped down to wish his own mate a safe journey before swearing he was crawling back into his bed.

It was a relief, really, that Nikki no longer seemed at all cautious with the mages. Drinking with everyone was a sure sign of comfort. Gunter was so glad the mages had routinely made friendly overtures and finally gotten past Nikki’s defenses.

Gunter downed the last of his coffee in one long pull, then stood in the shade of the courtyard, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. They just needed the stragglers to meet them out here, and fly out. As if his thoughts had summoned them, Nikki strode up to him, wincing a little at the sunlight.

Why the hell was Nikki down here? He had a feeling it wasn’t to see him off, not like North had just done for Warin. Nikki’s expression told an entirely different story.

“Nikki—” he started.

Nikki held up an authoritative finger. “I understand your concerns. I do. But it’s my decision. And I’m tired of hiding, Gunter. I’m tired of letting fear make my choices. That’s no way to live. I’m going with you.”

And. Well, what could Gunter possibly say to that? Because Nikki was right, it was their choice, and there was no way in hell he wanted to discount the courage Nikki displayed in this moment. His dragon wanted to protect Nikki, but Gunter understood, too, that sometimes protecting someone meant being their support as they faced down their fears.

He folded and gave Nikki a small smile, still worried but wanting to give Nikki the chance to grow. “Alright. Just…if you change your mind, please say something? And I’ll take you straight back here.”

“So you’re not going to argue with me?”

“I’ve already done that once. And all it did was get you mad at me. You didn’t agree then. I want to be on the same page as you. And if you feel like you can do this, I’m not going to stand in your way.”

Nikki’s defensive posture relaxed and they beamed with relief. “Good.” Popping up on their toes, Nikki brushed a light kiss on his mouth. “Then you’re forgiven for being an ass.”

“Thank you. I think.”

When everyone was ready, they launched into the cool morning air one after the other. Dimitri took the lead, his white scales nearly blending in with the clouds, followed directly by the glittering red of his and Warin’s scales. The deep emerald green of Pol’s earth dragon brought up the rear, carrying Diya, Queen of the Earth Dragons and head mage of her clan. Gunter had not expected Queen Diya to accompany them, but she’d argued that if her stubborn husband could go off on Jaeggi adventures, so could she.

Gunter knew better than to argue with any queen—or powerful mage for that matter.

The flight to Sazos, France, up in the Pyrenees took roughly two hours. Gunter’s dragon made a low, growling sound very much like a purr throughout the entire journey as Nikki’s hand regularly reached out to stroke his scales. Which was a lovely feeling and an affirmation that Nikki really had forgiven him.

They landed well outside of town in a thick grove of trees to hopefully escape the notice of the locals and tourists. Nikki climbed down from the harness but remained next to his side, running their hand along Gunter’s head, right under the ears where it was sensitive. Gunter shifted so he could look back at the delicate little mage with the silken blond hair and glittering purple eyes.

Everyone else shifted as well, getting settled back into their own skins before they moved forward as a unit. Warily, of course, as they were all hyper vigilant in enemy territory. They walked through the forest to the road, which led them into the quaint mountain town of Sazos. It was larger than Gunter had been expecting, with thick clusters of sturdy stone homes with steeply pitched bluish-gray roofs. Ample signs offered directions to a variety of campgrounds and stores offering wares for people hiking and vacationing in the Pyrenees.

But no Jaeggi.

As covertly as possible, Queen Diya cast one spell after another, seeking out any signs of magic or defensive spells, but she kept coming up blank. They wove their way through the town, searching narrow streets and shops. They even paused long enough for lunch in a small café.

After their meal, they headed out of town toward one of the larger campgrounds. Pol knelt in the dirt, using his own magic to read the area.

As much as they didn’t want to admit it, the Jaeggi weren’t here. Part of Gunter was greatly relieved they’d come up empty because it meant Nikki wasn’t in danger, but this didn’t bring them any closer to finding a solution to their bigger problem.

Diya held up one hand, her palm cupped as if trying to cage something there. “The Jaeggi have been here. It’s just been a while. I can feel their magic in the air. Gritty and spoiled, like old meat. But it’s old and faded.”

Nikki sighed and hung their head. “I really wish there had been some sign of them here recently.”

“I do as well,” Dimitri agreed sourly. “I was hoping very strongly they’d be here. Damn.”

“We’re not the only ones coming up empty handed,” Warin grumbled. He shoved his cellphone in his pocket and looked at the rest of their group. “I just got a text from Hoheit. The other four teams have come up with nothing. Cameron is working on refining the list for us.”

“Have you reported the same for us?” Dimitri inquired.

Warin shook his head. “Not yet. Just that the town was empty. The other four teams are headed back to the castle.”

Dimitri looked at Pol, who was still frowning at the dirt. “Do you have anything?”

“It’s faint.” The large man stood and dusted off his hands on his jeans. “There was a large group of them over there near the road, but then it disappears.”

“They got into a vehicle—or maybe several vehicles,” Gunter filled in. They’d had a similar problem when it came to tracking Ravi when he’d been kidnapped. Being in a car made it a little harder for the earth dragons to track a target.

Pol grunted. “There’s this faint wisp running along here.” He gestured along a dirt track leading away from the road and into the woods. “Maybe a lone Jaeggi sent to search for a spell element.”

“Or maybe to meet up with another group of Jaeggi. Deliver instructions,” Warin suggested.

Dimitri turned toward Queen Diya and bowed his head. “With your permission, I would like to take Pol with me and follow the trail while we have it. This might be nothing, but right now, it’s our best lead.”

“Yes, please. With my blessing. Pol is one of our strongest warriors. The earth knows him well and will give up her secrets to him.”

“But my queen, I can’t leave you alone,” Pol said with a gasp.

As Gunter expected, Warin jumped right in, bowing deeply. “I would be honored to carry you back to Burkhard, Queen Diya. I will protect you from any threat with my last breath.”

Warin was an old knight at heart, and he was always thrilled with the chance to offer his life up in the protection of another. Though, Gunter suspected North would have something to say about that eagerness.

Queen Diya warmly smiled at Warin and placed her hand on his arm. “I accept your offer, though I’m hopeful we won’t run into any trouble on the way back to the castle.”

“But-but the king?” Pol stammered. “What will he say?”

Diya narrowed her eyes on the dragon. “If Chalo has an issue with my decision, then he can take it up with me.”

Gunter pressed his lips tightly together to hide his smile, but there was no stopping Nikki’s giggle.

The queen glanced over her shoulder at the mage and winked. “You’ve got to keep these dragons in line.”

“Thank you, Queen Diya. We’ll work quickly and send word if we find anything,” Dimitri said.

“I’ll tell King Rodrigo and the others that you’re following a possible lead,” Gunter offered.

“Do you need me to go with you?” Nikki offered. They looked determined to go, even if there was a hint of anxiety in the tightness around their eyes and mouth. Of course, if Nikki was staying, so was Gunter.

Dimitri grinned and shook his head. “Not this time. This Jaeggi is on the move and won’t have time to set traps for us. If we find a stronghold or even a temporary encampment, we’ll send word for you.”

Nikki breathed a sigh of relief and gave Dimitri a thumbs up.

With Dimitri and Pol setting off into the woods, following the thin trail of the Jaeggi, Gunter and Warin shifted back into their dragon form. The mages quickly mounted and they were in the sky again. He was going to be exhausted when he got back to the castle. It had been years since he’d done this much flying, but there would be no breaks and no stops until Nikki and Queen Diya were safely within the walls of Burkhard Castle again.

And when they were home again, maybe he could think of a few interesting ways to torture Nikki into telling him exactly what they talked about with the other mages. Yes, that sounded like a very pleasurable way to pass an evening.
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Tori was kind.

The driving lessons did not start with a manual, but with an automatic. Nikki appreciated this beyond words, as they had never been behind the wheel of a car in their life. For the sake of the car—and people’s safety—less complications at the start was for the best.

This was only semi-planned. On the night they’d rescued the kittens (which had found new homes in Burkhard, with an entire clan to spoil them), Nikki had mentioned something about wishing they could drive. Tori had promptly offered to teach them. It didn’t take much thought on Nikki’s part to accept. Dominique had joined in too, eager to learn a basic life skill.

Tori drove both Nikki and Dominique out to a random deserted parking lot with cones, away from all other obstacles. Which just proved Tori was as smart as he was kind. And then he switched seats with Nikki, letting them take the wheel first, which made him brave.

Nikki settled behind the wheel with a mix of anticipation and nerves. The idea of being able to drive, and not have to ask someone to drive them—that was huge. The independence in the ability alone made them super happy. And the ability to leave in a hurry, to get away, quieted their demons a little. On the other hand, big car. Really big car. Couldn’t Tori have picked a smaller car? Nikki was going to kill all the nice, orange cones. They were calling that right now.

“Okay, first thing. You know where brake, gas, all that is? Good, good. You want to use your right foot for both gas and brake.”

Nikki would not have done that. They would have used their left foot for brake. “Uh…why?”

“Because when you drive a manual, you’ll need your left foot for the clutch.”

“Oh.” Nikki filed that one away.

“Second, I know having this much vehicle around you makes you a little nervous. But as long as you keep your awareness on your surroundings, you’ll be fine. Just remember, if you lose control of the vehicle for whatever reason, do two things. One, emergency brake is right here.” Tori pointed to the long, narrow handle in the divider between them. “That’ll stop you pretty quick.”

Nikki gave the brake handle a pat, and then promptly prayed they would never have to use it in an emergency.

“Second thing. Turn off the engine. If the car doesn’t have gas, it doesn’t go vroom.”

Nikki gave him an admiring look. “I never would have thought of that.”

“My uncle taught me that. Came in handy once, as the cruise control jammed and over-revved the engine on me. Turning off the engine was the only thing that would stop the car.” Tori shrugged. “Lesson stuck with me. I figured I should pass it along. Now, you ready? Don’t feel like you need to go fast. Go as slow as you like, or as fast as you like. The important thing right now is to get a feel for the car.”

“Okay.” Nikki started up the engine, put it into drive, and gingerly put their foot on the gas.

It still lurched forward faster than they’d anticipated. Damn, it was touchy. Nikki throttled back the pressure and tried again. Good, okay, that felt more controllable. They were going only fifteen km/h but who the hell cared. They were moving.

Nikki was driving.

Nikki was driving. They never thought to see this day. Nikki beamed.

And promptly ran over an orange cone.

“Keep in mind you can’t give something too much space when you turn,” Tori counseled. “Things are a little deceptive in the mirrors, too.”

“Right.” Nikki focused a little harder and tried to get this whole car-space dimension thing down. No more hitting orange cones.

They weaved in and out, backed up a few times, ran the course again. Tori had been very generous on how he spaced out the cones. Nikki managed to hit three of them anyway.

This driving thing was more complicated than it looked.

Nikki stopped at the end of the course and put the car into park. They huffed out a breath, looking in the rear-view mirror at the destruction in their wake. “I think I might need a breather.”

“That’s fine. Dominique, you want to switch?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, sit tight a moment, I’ll re-set the cones.”

Tori hopped out of the car and walked back to the first felled victim, not at all bothered.

Nikki got out to let Dominique in, but they both paused outside the car, standing and stretching for a moment.

“I’m really glad he offered this,” Dominique admitted. “Not being able to leave on my own bothered me, but I didn’t know how to fix it.”

“Yeah, same. But Tori’s history is similar to ours, in a way. I think he gets it. It’s why he offered. If the others had still been here, we would have had a car full of people.”

Dominique gave a bittersweet smile. “But it’s good for them that they found their family.”

“I’m not saying otherwise.” It just felt unfair, a little. Out of all the mages rescued from the Jaeggi, only Nikki and Dominique had no family left. With the others, Gunter and Cassie had been able to find family. They’d started looking the minute they got people’s names, or so Nikki understood, eager to reunite families. Those who wanted to be trained in magic hooked up with the other clans for training. Those who wanted to stay, stayed. Long-lost mages had reunited these past weeks with many tears, hugs, and words of gratitude. It had been very heartwarming scenes, but…part of Nikki remained envious.

It wasn’t a scene they would ever have.

Seeing it play out brought back old memories for Nikki. They’d told Gunter of how they’d been taken in by the Jaeggi, but in truth, there was a lot about that night they didn’t know. Nikki still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened to their parents. They were there, then gone. The Jaeggi had said they’d died and they would now adopt Nikki. But that was just what they’d been told. Nikki had no details, no way of knowing what was the truth. They didn’t think their parents were still alive—the Jaeggi would have taken all three of them if given a chance. But Nikki wasn’t sure how their parents had died, either.

Maybe they should look into that. Nikki felt ready for the truth, however dark and bitter it may be. They’d rather have the truth than not knowing.

Tori walked back, and Dominique slid into the driver’s side, making adjustments and commenting as she did so, “You have short legs, Nikki.”

Grinning, they sassed back, “Bite me, Dominique. I bet you hit more cones than I do.”

“There’s a challenge. You only left two standing.”

Nikki had no retort.
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By the time Nikki returned to the castle, they were feeling far more comfortable driving a car. They’d managed to run the whole course without hitting anything, thank you very much, and Tori had promised another lesson on Saturday. So clearly, they hadn’t scarred the man for life.

But once back, Nikki became a person on a mission. There were some questions they wanted answered, and they had a feeling they knew the right person to ask for help.

Cassie was in her lair—aka workroom—when Nikki knocked on the door, calling out a cheery, “ENTER!”

Nikki stepped inside, looking around curiously as they did. Nikki had never actually been in here before, just caught glimpses through an open door while passing by. Cassie looked very ensconced, like a spider in its web. Only instead of dead flies, she kept dead coffee mugs, stacks of paper, and fuzzy blankets.

She turned, blinking behind yellow-tinted glasses. “Well, well, look who’s here. How did driving lessons go?”

“I think pretty good. Tori said we’d do it again Saturday, so…”

“Can’t have traumatized the man too bad if he’s offering to teach you again. Cool. What can I do for ya?”

Nikki took the chair she waved them to, likely here for Sasha’s sake or any visitor who dropped by. It was plush and comfortable, so Nikki settled in easily.

But once there, they didn’t quite know where to start.

Frowning, they tried to phrase what they wanted to say in their head before launching it out there. “I wonder if I could have your help researching something.”

“I’m always down for research. The more challenging, the better. Whatcha got?”

“I don’t know how my parents died. What happened. The Jaeggi only said they died protecting me, and that I was now theirs. That’s all I was ever told.”

Cassie’s expression closed down into an angry frown. “I think we can guess something of what happened. But you want details.”

“Yeah. I don’t…I mean, I know it won’t change anything now. But I don’t even know if they’re buried somewhere.”

“Too many questions for you to get closure.” Cassie nodded, expression supportive. “I getcha. Okay, let’s start with what you do remember. Where were you when the Jaeggi took you? What are your parents’ names? Can you give me an idea of month and year this happened?”

Nikki told her, watched as she noted it all down in a new document before turning to another screen and typing into a Google search bar. As she typed, she directed, “Text Gunter and get him up here.”

“Uh, why?”

“Because he’s fluent in Dutch and I’m not.”

That was a fair point. Someone had to be able to read all of this. “Google Translate isn’t really to be trusted.”

“Oh hell no. And for this, we want to be accurate.”

Nikki fished out their phone and texted the request. It took only a minute to get a confirming text from Gunter that he was on his way up.

Cassie gave a grunt. “I’ve got an old article that’s been scanned in from a library in the town you just gave me. Your parents’ names are in the article, and the month and year line up. It looks like…a report on their deaths? I’m guessing, due to the picture.”

Nikki looked over her shoulder and saw the picture in question of what used to be the front of their house. They’d been woken out of a sound sleep by a Jaeggi and taken before they could even try to look for their parents. Nikki had been terrified, jabbering one question after another, not really getting answers. In the end, the Jaeggi had picked them up and hauled them into a car. It wasn’t until much later that night someone had offered any sort of explanation. All Nikki had ever known was the attack had happened at home.

“My parents must have put up quite the fight,” Nikki whispered.

“Sure looks like it. The next photo is redacted to cover the gore.” Cassie gave them a sympathetic look. “They were trying to protect you.”

Nikki had never doubted they’d been loved. And fiercely. But seeing the article as evidence brought back the old pain in a searing hot slash across their heart. Nikki’s parents hadn’t gone down without a fight. And that mattered, even if they’d failed in the end. Nikki was fiercely proud of them for that. They only wished the Jaeggi hadn’t succeeded.

Gunter strode through the door, looking Nikki over carefully as he came. “Alright?”

“We can’t read this.” Nikki didn’t know what else to say. Were they alright? No. And yes. Because this was an old wound, far in the past. But it still hurt, too. And likely always would, to one degree or another.

“Found an article about Nikki’s parents’ deaths,” Cassie said.

Gunter detoured long enough to plant a kiss on Nikki’s forehead, a gesture of comfort, before leaning over Cassie’s shoulder. It was clear from his expression he didn’t like what he was reading, but in a careful, modulated tone, he read the article, translating for both of their sakes.

Nikki listened with closed eyes to the somewhat dry recounting of how home invaders had entered the Bos home late one evening. How a brutal fight had broken out, and both young parents were killed. The child was nowhere to be found, presumably kidnapped. An alert was now in place to find the kidnapped child, a young boy by the name of Nicholai. There were no leads, no suspects, but evidence on scene suggested multiple people had been hurt, as blood was found trailing to the road, where an escape vehicle had no doubt been parked.

The deceased were due for burial by the city, as no relatives had stepped forward to claim the bodies at this time. Both parents were orphans, their own parents having died years before.

As soon as Gunter finished reading, he came and dropped to a knee, gathering Nikki up in a tight hug. Nikki returned the embrace, breathing him in, feeling comforted in a way words couldn’t express. The closure Nikki needed, the answers they’d not known how to find, was all here in this moment. Nikki felt relieved, because at least now they knew. It wasn’t just this pitch-black spot of pain; there was a story to go with it.

Gunter hated the pain the information had brought Nikki. It was clear in the labored way he breathed, the tight hold he had on Nikki. As if he wanted to absorb the pain right out of Nikki’s skin. Gunter had not wanted to bring that bad news to them, but had still read it through.

God, they loved this man.

Gunter spoke in a rough rumble against Nikki’s forehead. “If you want to visit their graves, I’ll take you.”

“I do want to. Just not…right now. I want to sit on this information and absorb it a little.”

“That’s fine. We’ll go when you’re ready.”

“How are you feeling, Nikki?” Cassie asked quietly. “Did this help?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it helped. Now, at least, I know. I kinda always suspected, but it’s good to know.” Nikki lifted their head to give her a wan smile. “Thanks for your help. I wasn’t even sure how to search that out.”

“My Google-fu is legendary,” she agreed with a wink. “You tell me if you want to follow up on this at all. Their case is probably still considered a cold case. You can reopen it with testimony, if you’d like.”

“No.” Nikki’s instinctual answer came out firm. “It’s not something the police can handle. Trying to shift it to their court will just get them killed. I know who did it. Let’s take the crime directly to those responsible.”

She grinned, the expression a little feral. “Revenge is best served cold. After eleven years, I’d say it’s the perfect temperature.”

Nikki offered a fist bump. That was precisely how they felt about it.

Gunter sighed. “Just…take me with you? For when you do blow them to hell.”

Blinking up at him, Nikki asked, “How did you know I was thinking of exploding them straight to hell?”

Gunter’s expression was deadpan in the extreme. “It’s like you think I don’t know you. Of course, you’re thinking bombs.”

To be fair, he was not wrong.

Nikki didn’t know if they could ever complete anyone. Driving them batshit crazy sounded more likely. But looking at Gunter’s patient face, Nikki suspected it might not be as hard as they thought. There was a lot of love, and trust, and affection in this room right now. More than Nikki had ever dreamed of.

And really, they didn’t need anything more than this.
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If asked, Gunter could regale you with the full history of magic in the world, the main mage lineages and how they splintered off—including their specialties—and any other amount of niche magical knowledge.

But modern tech? A little outside his field. For that matter, when was the last time he’d gone shopping for a car?

By himself?

Gunter actually strained his brain trying to remember. Maybe…never?

That said, he was determined to do this right. He’d researched online, he’d found the right car (he hoped), and it was just a matter of swinging by the dealership in Sonthofen and picking one up.

In theory.

Theory got dashed to smithereens pretty quickly. Barely five minutes into the sales room, in fact.

Gunter looked at the sales clerk and repeated, “You don’t have that model?”

“I’m sorry, sir, we’re completely out of stock,” she said with an apologetic smile. “We sold our last model this morning.”

“Oh.” Gunter stared at the sea of parked cars, at a loss now. He had no idea what else to pick. Every car at the castle had been something picked out by someone else, and Gunter had purchased his because he’d liked what Baldewin had chosen. No deep thought had gone into it. Without having done research on any other model, Gunter wasn’t sure what to choose. Who would know cars?

Cameron was an engineer….

Wait, that was a good thought. Gunter gave her a staying motion. “Hold on, please. Let me call for a second opinion.”

“Of course.”

Gunter tried Cameron first, as Cassie would get far too much mileage out of this. Cameron was more inclined to be helpful.

“Hi, Gunter.” Cameron sounded a little surprised, for some reason. “The world must be ending for you to call me.”

“Uh, no, nothing like that. I’m just a bit perplexed. I came to the dealership to pick up a car, but the model I researched isn’t available. I don’t know what else to get that might be good.”

“New car? Are you looking to replace yours?”

“No, no, it’s fine. This one’s for Nikki.”

There was a digestive pause. Then a smirk visible in the tone. “Ooooh. It’s for Nikki. I see.”

Gunter sighed. Maybe he shouldn’t have called Cameron.

“Gunter, you playboy, are you finally courting Nikki openly?”

“I’m trying to,” Gunter grouched at him. “Assuming our clan consort stops being annoying and helps me.”

“Put your RDF away, you’ll scare the nice employees of the dealership. I’ll help you. Alright, so what did you pick and why?”

Gunter didn’t trust this mood of Cameron’s but obligingly answered. He’d chosen a car that was a little smaller because Tori had reported that the size of the car made Nikki a little anxious, so a smaller car would fit them better. And of course something durable. He wanted something with good safety ratings so even if Nikki were in an accident, they’d be protected.

Cameron rattled off two models that might work, Gunter relayed this information to the sales clerk, and she was happy to inform him they had one in stock. In red, no less, which was a favorite color of Nikki’s. Thank god.

She walked him outside to a side lot, and Gunter looked the car over with a careful eye. On the smaller side and with a full list of safety features on an info sheet that he approved of. It was cute, too. Nikki should have cute things. They were suited to cuteness.

“I think this one will work,” he said finally, with satisfaction. “If you could get the paperwork started for this, under the Burkhard account. I believe we have one on file here.”

Her eyes slowly widened with realization. “Oh! Y-you’re one of the Burkhards?”

“Right. Put this under the name of Nikki Burkhard.”

She looked a little starry-eyed for some strange reason, nodded like a bobble head, and promptly went back into the store, through a door marked employees.

“Nikki Burkhard, eh? Things going that well?”

Gunter sighed and pulled the phone back up to his ear. “You can’t stop teasing, can you?”

“That was actually a very serious question.”

Yes, he did sound serious. “Nikki barely remembers much from their childhood. And they’ve made no hint of wanting to leave us. I think Nikki will choose to stay, even if we don’t work out. That said…I want us to work out. Which is why I’m trying to do this courting thing right.”

Gunter wasn’t sure if buying a car was the right tactic, honestly. Nikki still had moments when the walls closed in on them and they had to escape outside for a few hours. But Gunter hoped with a car and a clear method for freedom, the urge to leave would die down. When Nikki had more choice in the matter—to stay or go—surely the urge to escape would fade away. He prayed it worked out that way and didn’t go the other direction, encouraging Nikki to leave altogether. He really, really hoped he was doing the right thing.

“Gunter, you just brought a tear to my eye. Such a sweet declaration. But the car is kind of a practical gift. You sure that’s how you want to start the ball rolling?”

“It’s part one of my gift,” Gunter corrected. “I got them a tree, too.”

“A…tree. Um, okay, I gotta ask. Why?”

“I think they’ll like the tree. It’s an alder, a very powerful tree.”

“Uh…the logic is there, swirling and swirling, but it’s not connecting. Seriously, why a tree?”

The sales clerk was back, this time with the paperwork in hand. Gunter really shouldn’t be trying to explain this while buying his present; he had to be available for questions. “I’ll explain it later, okay? I have to go. Thanks, Cameron.”

“Good luck. You might need it.”

Gunter hung up with a snort. No, he didn’t. He had this all planned out perfectly. To the clerk, he said, “I’ll pay for this in all cash. I can drive it off the lot today, correct?”

“Sure, we can do so quickly if this is a cash purchase.”

Perfect.
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Gunter had both presents all set up with bows on them, in their separate locations, waiting to be given at the right moment, which fortunately appeared after lunch. He drew Nikki out of the dining hall and toward the garage in the main courtyard. It was a quicker trip from here to there than it would have been climbing up the stairs from his library.

Nikki went along, hand in his, expression curious. “Where are we going?”

“A surprise gift for you.”

“Ooh. I love surprises. The good kind, anyway. Although I’m really curious about why we’re going outside for this one.”

“It’s too big to fit through the doors, for one.”

“I’m now more and more curious.”

Gunter opened the garage door, displaying the cute little red car in all of its shiny glory. Then he stepped back with a voilà sort of motion. “Your car.”

Nikki stared at it for a full minute, then at Gunter. “I…suddenly feel like maybe my hearing has left me in my young age. Did you just say your car? As in, this is mine?”

“It’s yours. I know you’re still in the process of learning for your license, but I want this to be available to you when you are ready.”

Nikki walked forward in a daze, looking it over, lightly touching the hood with fingertips. The growing delight on their face made it clear this was a welcome gift, one they liked the look of. That had been one of Gunter’s fears, that Nikki wouldn’t like his choice. But it seemed unfounded.

Opening the driver’s door, they slid inside and sat there, both hands on the wheel, taking in the interior. “It’s so sleek and cool. And it fits me; it’s not big like Tori’s car.”

“I bought it hoping it would be a better size for you.”

“It’s perfect.” Nikki slid back out, sprinting to him and catching Gunter in a fierce hug. Then they peppered Gunter’s face with kisses, grinning from ear to ear. “I love it. This is a seriously expensive gift, though, are you sure?”

Catching Nikki about their waist, he gave a gentle caress against their chin. “Nikki, I want to be honest with you. I do have a few fears where we’re concerned.”

Nikki blinked up at him, those wide purple eyes blank. “What fears? Have I said something—”

“No, it’s not what you’ve said. Rather, it’s more how we met?” Gunter didn’t know how to phrase any of this right, and was fairly sure he was about to make a hash out of it all. But he had to try anyway because the uncertainty was eating away at him. “You were coming out of captivity, and Ravi literally threw you to me on a battlefield. And since then, you haven’t left my side.”

Now those eyes narrowed, as if studying Gunter and coming to their own conclusions. “You’re afraid of this being hero worship. Aren’t you?”

“A little?” A lot, really, but Gunter wasn’t about to admit that.

“Gunter, seriously, have you not looked at you?” Nikki waved a hand up and down in elaborate illustration. “Of course I took one look and wanted to lick you like a popsicle.”

“Oh.” A flush lit Gunter’s cheeks; he could feel the heat of it. “Oh, um, is that why?”

“At first, sure. When I got to know you better, I decided I really liked you. And I still wanted to lick you like a popsicle. It’s why I was so happy when you finally made a damn move.” Nikki shook their head in exasperation. “Is that what held you back from me, all this time, no matter how many hints I gave you? You were afraid my desire for you would fade?”

Gunter shrugged a little. It was something he’d wrestled with; he couldn’t pretend otherwise.

“I kissed you twice and you still dragged your feet,” Nikki muttered. “I guess I now get why. You do understand now my feelings for you are absolutely not going to die off, right? I’m not going to ever choose someone who is not you. You’re the only one I want.”

Joy and relief swept through Gunter in a dazzling rush, his knees trembling from the force of it. Nikki’s arms wrapped around his waist as he said, “And you’re the only one I’ll ever want.”

“Good.” And when Nikki kissed him, it was more than good—it was everything.

After a few minutes of simply holding on and exploring each other’s mouths, Gunter pulled away, eager to proceed with the courting gifts now that they were on the same page.

“To answer your earlier question, I wanted to court you properly. The car is not expensive to me. If it gives you a sense of freedom, makes you feel comfortable leaving and returning, then it’s worth every euro.”

Nikki’s eyes turned bright and they blinked several times, fighting back tears. “I don’t ever want to leave you. You know that, right?”

“I do.” Gunter was relieved to hear those words, though, reinforcing Nikki’s statement of want. “But I know, too, that sometimes you feel compelled to leave. And I want you do that safely. Hence, the car.”

Nikki grabbed Gunter firmly behind the head, drawing him down for another fervent kiss. “Thank you,” they whispered, the words husky. “I’ll cherish it.”

“Good.” Gunter wasn’t in doubt of that, as Nikki cherished anything handed to them. “I want you to feel like you’re living here, not bound here.”

“I felt like that before you ever handed me a car,” Nikki promised him. They practically shone with joy, brighter than any sun.

Gunter was very happy that this first present was going over so well, but it was really the second one he was keen to show off. “The second present is more fun. Back to the library.”

“I want to drive the car, though!” Nikki pouted a little, staring at their new car longingly.”

“I promise, after dinner, I’ll take you driving. But I don’t want you to miss your second gift.”

Nikki was torn, clearly, but the curiosity of another gift won out. “Absolutely promise we’re going driving?”

“Cross my heart.”

“Okay. Alright, fine, let’s go see the second one. I’m too curious.”

Gunter had been banking on that. He took them back down to the library, both quick in their steps, if for different reasons. Gunter hoped Nikki would understand the meaning behind this second gift, now that they had family records in their hands. But he also wasn’t sure how far Nikki had read. They had been very busy.

Once back in the library, Gunter drew them in, waving a hand to the planter sitting on the table. “This is your new tree.”

Nikki took it in from planter to leafy tip, blinking. “A tree?”

Gunter didn’t expect them to get it immediately. “I got it for you for several reasons, really. This is an alder tree, and it inherently has a great affinity for magic. The Druids, for instance, they love to use this as an anchor for interdimensional plane traveling. How far have you read into your family’s history?”

“Quite far,” Nikki admitted slowly. “My clan’s talent was a very special one. They could hone any wood into a wand or specialty tool. They used magic and raw power to do it with; a tool never touched a wand made by my family. Their wands were more precise and powerful because of it. Or so the record said.”

“They were world famous for it. Everyone wanted a Bos wand. I’ve seen many a record mentioning it.”

“You got me this tree to practice with,” Nikki said. It clearly wasn’t a question.

“Or to just enjoy. I have no idea how your family worked that particular magic. The record I gave you wasn’t very precise in instructions. The tree can be nothing more than a magical companion, if you choose to just keep it for company in your workroom.”

Nikki eyed him for a moment, the corner of their mouth curling up. “You say that, but you’re really hoping I’ll play with the tree and figure it all out. Aren’t you.”

Not to be baited, Gunter just shrugged. It really was up to Nikki. Was he curious how that magic worked? Sure. Did he want Nikki to live up to the potential living inside them? Absolutely.

But this was very much Nikki’s call. Gunter could never be disappointed in them, no matter which way they decided.

Those midnight purple eyes narrowed on the tree for a long moment. Nikki finally said, “I can sense the magical energy slowly flowing through this tree. You’re right in that it has a strong magical affinity. Hi, tree. Hello? Let’s be friends. Oh, hey, it said hi back. You didn’t tell me the tree could say hi, Gunter.”

Gunter blinked at them. They did not just talk to the tree. Yes, people talked to their plants, but that was different. “I didn’t know it could.”

“Oh.” Nikki regarded the tree with more interest. “Oh really. Tree, you and I will talk more later, yeah? Right now, I have a sexy man to kiss.”

Gunter grinned at them. See, he totally knew what he was doing picking out presents for Nikki. Silly Cameron for worrying about it.

He obligingly bent to close the distance between their heights, sinking into the heated kiss Nikki gave him. Gunter always got a thrill when Nikki touched him, encouraging him to keep the mage as close as possible.

Gunter’s dragon was fully on board with this plan. Nikki needed to stay close at all times.

What he intended to be a moment of pure affection took a sharp twist when he felt Nikki’s hands travel lower, finding Gunter’s ass and giving it a good squeeze. His dick jumped in response. Yes, god, that felt good. Nikki smiled against his mouth, like they knew precisely what they were doing, and then ground into him. Hard.

Oh god. Uhh…Gunter froze a little in panic. What did he do?! He had no idea if Nikki had any experience. Considering their living conditions before this, he rather doubted it, but he could be very wrong. And, and, oh shit that felt good—

Gunter broke off the kiss before he lost his head totally. He had to be the responsible one—clearly, because Nikki had no intention of taking on that role—and that meant asking a few questions. “Uh, Nikki—”

Nikki tried to pull him in again. “Get back here. We were getting somewhere fun.”

“Uh, yes, that is, I really liked that, but…I’m trying to ask, do you, uh—”

“I absolutely want to,” Nikki assured him with a serious nod.

“Not…at all what I was asking. Uh, do you have any, um, experience in this?”

Nikki looked up at him, the picture of innocence. “Experience?”

“Right. Um. Before we take this further, I really need to—please stop playing with my ass, I can’t think clearly when you do that.”

Nikki blinked, the façade of innocence firmly in place. “You need to think right now?”

For the life of him, Gunter couldn’t remember what his train of thought had been. For once, thinking seemed to be an overrated activity.

There was a quick knock on the door before someone poked their head in. “Yeah, I figured it might be dangerous to just walk in here. Gunter, yoo-hoo?”

Gunter stepped away a little to glare at Ravi. “Go away.”

“Wow, impressive glare there, but put it back. Hoheit needs to meet with you immediately.”

Damn, it would be something official. Here Gunter was, all revved up and ready to go, and dammit, he still didn’t know if Nikki was a virgin or not. Growling, he tried to cool himself down. Best to stop here, anyway. He needed to approach Nikki when his head was above his belt line and get a straight answer before they went any further. “Alright, fine. Nikki, I’ll be back.”

“Alright.” Nikki stole one more kiss before relinquishing him. They did look disappointed, though. Gunter felt bad about the interruption.

As Gunter slid past Ravi, he could hear Nikki excitedly draw Ravi in.

“Ravi, Gunter got me a tree!”

“Uh…looks like a nice tree? Don’t people normally start with flowers when courting?”

“No, this tree is awesome. It talks to me.”

“Get out, it does not.”

Gunter shook his head. Nikki was going to introduce that tree to the entire clan. He would bet good money on that. But at least it proved they really did like it. And that Gunter was right to get it for them.

See? The tree was a good choice.
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Gunter had never flown somewhere so fast in his life. Not even when he was chasing Ravi after a prank had he flown this fast. His body thrummed, muscles burning as he pushed himself, over and over again, to the absolute limit.

Every dragon with him did the same.

But then, nothing like this had ever happened before.

In Gunter’s head, the call from Dimitri played through once more.

“I found an abandoned place,” Dimitri had said, voice cautious. “I found a few things left behind. The objects I can bring, but…there’s a girl here. A teenage girl. She said her name is Lina Jaeggi. And she wants to talk to the king of the dragons.”

Alric had looked at everyone gathered in his office and ordered them to take flight immediately. And they all had. Because really, there were only two scenarios: either Lina was a different type of trap, a suicide bomber in disguise, or…

Or she might be the lynchpin to finally unlocking every Jaeggi secret.

Dimitri had assured them he’d checked her over, that there was nothing magical on her. And it was because of his assurance Alric and Rodrigo were both flying straight there. It unnerved Gunter, having his king out in the open like this. But they weren’t going completely unprepared. Lisette was with them, as was Baldewin, Warin, and Melissande. Second to Lisette, Melissande had the most battle experience. If anything happened, Gunter trusted this group could handle it. Baldewin was under strict orders to immediately fly Alric out if anything even moved funny.

Gunter found himself praying as he flew.

Please, let this not be a trap.

Please, oh please, let them finally get the information they needed.

Right now, the dearth of information was what kept them one step behind their enemy. If anything was to change, that had to be reversed.

Dimitri didn’t ask them to land near the abandoned town where he’d found the girl. Instead, he’d taken her out into the middle of a field where he could keep a perfect view of their surroundings. And he’d stayed in dragon form, ready to lift off in a second if something looked wrong. Smart man.

They landed all around Dimitri, and Gunter kept an eye on the girl, judging her reaction. She was thin, almost painfully so. She had an interesting dye job, the right side of her hair blood red, the other pitch black. She’d divided it along the part and had it swooped around her face. Coupled with the oversized sweatshirt and skinny jeans, it made her look very young.

She watched them with wide blue eyes, hands wrapped around herself as if she were physically holding herself together. She was scared and nervous.

But she also stood her ground and didn’t try to run.

Gunter might choose to be impressed. Assuming she didn’t prove to be a terrible mistake.

Alric had ridden in on Baldewin, and he was quick to unstrap himself and put both boots on the ground. The king was confident as he approached, but cautious, stopping a good five feet away. Gunter approved.

“I’m Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons,” Alric said while looking her dead in the eye. “Who might you be?”

“Lina.” She sucked in a breath and managed to meet his gaze, her hands visibly tightening around her torso. “Lina Jaeggi. I’m here to speak with you.”

Alric’s expression was the poster for neutrality. He turned and gestured toward the ice-white dragon nearby. “This is Rodrigo, King of the Ice Dragons. Our retinue is around us. Did you want to talk only with me or to all of us?”

She looked doubly unnerved to be faced with two kings. Still, she rallied, even though her eyes darted between them before settling once more on Alric. “I want to speak with the king who’s fighting against my clan.”

“That is all of the dragons.”

“Oh.” Lina didn’t seem to know what to do with that. She sucked in a breath and tried again. “I left the Jaeggi.”

Gunter’s eyebrows shot up. So, she hadn’t been abandoned?

“Why did you leave?” Alric asked, tone gentle and encouraging.

“Because—because I don’t like what they’re doing. They’re stripping other mages of magic in order to fuel ours. And it’s wrong. It’s…I can’t even try and practice magic, I can’t use what they’re giving me. I throw up even thinking about where the magic’s coming from.” Lina sucked in a breath. “I can’t stay with them any longer. And I want my magic fixed. I want to be a real mage, to use magic from my own core, and I can’t do that if I stay with the clan. They don’t know how to fix it. It’s obvious they don’t, because we’ve all been like this for generations.”

They’d hypothesized the Jaeggi magic truly was that broken, but it was good to have confirmation. Gunter was excited, but it was clear Lina wasn’t done yet.

“Your magic works right.” Her head turned, and she looked first at Lisette, then at Melissande. “I can see from your auras you have power at hand. Is it because you still have connections to dragons?”

It was true, Lina didn’t smell like a typical mage but instead more like the other Jaeggi mages they’d encountered.

“No,” Lisette corrected, coming to stand at Alric’s side. “No, a mage doesn’t rely on a dragon for magic. We have our own magical cores. Being mated to a dragon only boosts us. Is that what the Jaeggi think, that it’s because of their lost connection with dragons their magic is broken?”

“One of the theories, yeah.” Lina looked at her steadily, eyes narrowing a little as if trying to judge Lisette’s sincerity. “Because our magic got all screwed up when the clan started killing dragons.”

“No, that’s not what did it. We’re not quite sure what did; we have only theories ourselves.”

Lina’s shoulders slumped. “Then joining you won’t help me.”

“I wouldn’t say that, child.” Lisette slowly smiled, and it wasn’t a nice expression. It indicated she was scheming something. “We have experts you don’t. Magical knowledge your clan has lost. I think you were very right to come to us.”

“But you’ll understand if we can’t trust you.” Alric gestured to the area in general. “This is a very strange place to be.”

Lina shook her head. “I hid when everyone moved on. I hid and stayed there until they’d really left, and then I started making my way to Sonthofen. This is another place we were, once; I’d hoped to find something to help me. I took the wrong train, ended up in the wrong spot. I’ve never traveled by myself before. I kinda screwed up.”

That last part was said defensively. Gunter had first assumed her to be eighteen or so, but now he was thinking more like sixteen. She must be terrified, to be so young and facing so many enemies, but instead she was defensive for getting lost. Was this the bravado of youth? Or the ignorance of it?

“I found her standing right in the open street, waiting for me to land,” Dimitri told them. “She wasn’t even trying to hide.”

That said volumes all by itself. Gunter reluctantly gave her points for courage. The girl had a backbone of steel.

“You say you want your magic fixed. That you want to leave your clan.” Alric gestured to all the ones circled around her. “You realize that attaining both of those things means coming to us, don’t you? The Jaeggi Clan will not easily let you roam free. Once they find you, they’ll snatch you back.”

“I know. I’ve got family left behind. I’m worried about them, too.” Her chin lifted, hands clenched in her sweater. “I don’t know if I can trust you either, King of the Fire Dragons. But if I can, I’ll make a deal with you. Get my family out. Free them and protect them. If you do that, I’ll tell you everything you need to know about the Jaeggi, including where to find them.”

Gunter let out a whoosh of breath, stunned. How far had this girl been pushed that she would do all of this? It was beyond risky. She was in danger no matter who found her.

But as stunned as he was by her courage, he was also elated by the chance she offered. Finally, finally they had a source of information. Finally, a chance to find the Jaeggi and put an end to this.

Alric turned to look at Rodrigo, silently conferring with him. They both had their poker faces on, not revealing what they really thought. Then Rodrigo abruptly shifted to human form, dropping his guard.

He stepped forward, just a half step, drawing her eyes to him. With a charming smile, he offered, “Come back with us, Miss Lina. We both have no trust for each other—not yet—but I think we can find a middle ground to meet on. Come with us back to Burkhard Castle and we’ll sit and properly talk this through.”

“Okay.”

“Wait, before we do that.” Baldewin came around and pulled some sort of device out of a pocket, waving it over her from top to bottom. He looked at the screen with a slight frown. “Miss Lina, you’re not carrying anything electronic?”

She shook her head. “I had to leave my phone behind. They track everything, including the phones.”

“Interesting. Alright.” Baldewin gave Alric a nod of reassurance.

So, there was no tracking device on her either? Gunter was relieved. It meant she could very well be telling the truth. If they weren’t tracking her every movement, then she might not be a spy after all.

Or she was and the Jaeggi were being very, very clever.

Geh. Gunter really didn’t know which was the case here.

But Alric seemed ready to take the chance. “Lisette?”

“I’d like to test your magic, Lina. A quick test, here. Is that alright? It won’t be invasive or hurtful in any way.” Lisette gave her a reassuring smile.

Lina nodded cautiously. “Okay, fine?”

“Good. Melissande, give me a hand.”

The two linked magics, holding hands, and out of their bags each drew a vial of something earthy-smelling. With perfect unison, they spoke a quick spell. “Sana gev anti.”

Gunter couldn’t see a damn thing, of course. Most magic was invisible to anyone aside from a mage, except the offensive magics. But he could tell from the looks on their faces they didn’t like what they were seeing.

To Lina, Lisette kept the smile on her face. “It’s good you came to us. It’s true your core isn’t in good shape. But it isn’t life-threatening to you. We’ll get you properly examined back at the castle with our best healers, I promise you.”

Lina didn’t look surprised at their reaction. Just grim and resigned. “Thanks.”

Alric gave a nod to Gunter. “Miss Lina, if you’ll hop on board. I’ll strap you in for the flight back to Burkhard.”

“Um. I, uh, I’m flying back with you?” Lina looked at Gunter and visibly gulped.

Her nervousness reminded him so much of Nikki in that moment, Gunter sort of melted a little. She might be from an enemy clan, but he truly had a hard time seeing her as one. She was just a scared teenager in his eyes. And Gunter decided, after a moment, to treat her as such. He’d be cautious with her, of course; he had no idea if he could take this situation at face value. But it wouldn’t hurt to treat her with courtesy, either.

He gave her a slight smile—making sure to show no teeth—and a reassuring nod. “I’ve never dropped someone. You’ll be safe on my back. And it’s liberating to be up in the sky.”

Lina sucked in a breath, managed a nod, and went for him.

He’d worn a harness just in case, and it turned out to be fortuitous. Gunter crouched down on his belly and waited patiently as Alric guided her on how to strap in. She did so, and Alric gave Gunter a pat on the shoulder, a silent signal she was fine and ready to go. Only then did he retreat back to Baldewin and resume his own seat in the saddle.

Lina asked quietly, “Um…why isn’t he flying?”

Gunter tilted his head to look up at her. It probably did seem strange to her that the king of the Fire Dragons wasn’t in dragon form. “Hoheit was injured during the Dragon War. It left him unable to fly long distances.”

“Oh.” Her eyes went to Alric and studied him carefully. “My clan did that to him? And he’s still nice to me?”

“He’s a gentle soul, my king. He’s not going to hold your ancestors’ poor decisions against you.”

She looked back at Gunter, so many emotions darting and tangling over her face. “You don’t seem to, either.”

“If you’re really here because you hate what your clan is doing, and you want to be free of that evil, then I’ll help you. I won’t hold something against you that you had no choice over.” Gunter found he meant every word of it.

Her eyes burned bright for a second, and she turned her face away, visibly fighting back tears. “The old tales always said the dragons were nice. I guess that hasn’t changed. Will your king really help my family, though?”

“Given a choice, yes.” Gunter felt confident in his answer but was equally aware Alric couldn’t always move as he liked. Circumstances sometimes dictated otherwise.

Baldewin lifted up in the air, signaling the rest of them to do so. They all took off as well, Gunter more carefully than some, aware of his nervous passenger.

It was only when they were mid-flight he realized they hadn’t seen what Dimitri had found. He shifted a little on the wind, coming in closer to Dimitri to call out, “What did you find?”

“What?” Dimitri responded, pale blue eye blinking at him.

“You said you found something along with Lina!”

“Oh! Yeah, found a device. Looks broken, though. But it smelled like magic.”

Ah, no wonder he’d picked it up. Well, maybe the twins would be able to do something with it. They seemed perfectly capable of conquering any sort of broken machinery.

Although if it was magical, maybe Lisette could figure it out? Gunter had to assume this thing harmless if Dimitri was willingly carrying it about. So odds were against it being a bomb of any sort, but it did leave him wondering just what it was.

In any case, the device was a secondary consideration. Lina was definitely the priority. And he wasn’t sure how they could gain her trust enough that she’d be willing to divulge any information. Pretty promises would only get them so far.

Well, no doubt Alric would think of a way.
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They’d barely landed when Alric commanded Gunter to take Lina straight to Sora and his parents. Gunter hadn’t quite expected that, but after a second he realized what his king was up to.

The Abe Clan, out of all of them, would be able to examine Lina and possibly figure out what was wrong with her. And if they could determine that, or even reverse it, then it would be a huge step forward in gaining Lina’s trust.

Bargaining chip indeed. Assuming Sora could pull a rabbit out of the hat for them.

Which he had been pretty reliable about so far, so Gunter didn’t think this was much of a gamble.

He gave Lina a smile as he escorted her through the castle and up to Sora’s workroom floor. “I’ll take you to our resident doctor.”

Lina followed, casting uncertain glances back toward the courtyard, where the rest of the dragons and mages still stood. “Am I sick?”

“No, not for that reason. You seem well versed in lore, so do you know the name Abe?”

She blinked up at him. “Sure, Abe no Seimei. He was famous for his healing craft. Why?”

“We have one of his descendants in our clan. Sora Abe along with his parents.”

Her eyes were in danger of falling out of her head. “OMG! Seriously?!”

“Yes. It’s why Hoheit wants you to be examined by him first. Sora might well be able to tell why your magic isn’t functioning right. If nothing else, he’ll be able to report your condition home, tap into others of his family. The Abe family’s knowledge is intact; they remember far more than any other clan.”

Hope lit up in her eyes, and she bounced in place a little. “The Abe Clan. God, yes, please let me meet them. Surely if anyone can figure me out, it’ll be them.”

“This way, then. I think he’s in his workroom.” Gunter didn’t need to wonder about her reaction, her enthusiasm. To her, the withered state of her magic must be like a chronic illness, one with no cure. How much would she give to see a doctor who might be able to reverse that? To have hope, for the first time in her life?

Lina’s reaction made perfect sense to him.

Gunter texted Sora as they went down the hallway and got an immediate answer of come ahead. Someone must have talked to him already about the situation. Gunter blamed Ravi. Alric would have updated Ravi on the situation during the flight back, and Ravi would have immediately turned around and shared it with everyone else. The blabbermouth couldn’t keep a secret if his life depended on it, and he had absolutely no secrets from his mate.

Lina looked around her curiously as they walked. “It’s really pretty in here. Like a fairytale castle. You all really live here?”

“We do, and have for centuries.”

She looked wistful for a second. “I’ve never lived in one place for more than a few months. That must be nice, to just stay in one place.”

His eyes cut to hers. “The Jaeggi move around that much?”

“Yeah.” She sighed, then seemed to realize how much she had divulged. Her eyes watched him just as cautiously.

Gunter decided not to press the point. Trust. He had to build her trust in him first. “Do you know Nikki?”

“Yeah, why?” She perked back up again. “Oh, are they here? I haven’t seen them since that battle with you guys.”

Interesting that she’d used the right pronouns. “Yes, they’re here. Do you know them well?”

“Eh, only sorta. They didn’t really allow us to mix much with the mages they brought in. But Nikki wasn’t the type to really follow the rules, and sometimes they’d say hi. You know?”

No, he didn’t, but he’d definitely ask more questions of Nikki.

They reached the right door, and Gunter pushed it open without knocking first. “Sora. Here she is.”

Sora was indeed prepared, as he had a wide array of elements, wands, and such laid out on the table, much like an operating theater. His dark eyes swept over her with acute interest before he gave her a smile of welcome.

“Lina, I presume? I’m Sora Burkhard. Please, come in and have a seat here on the stool.”

She did as bid, although a bit nervously, her hands clutching the side of the stool. “Gunter said you’re an Abe?”

“I am indeed. A direct descendent, in fact.” Sora waved toward the assortment of tools with a graceful sweep of the hand. “My parents also want to attend and look at you, but they’re in the middle of something at the moment. They’ll join us later, if that’s alright?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“You’ll have to forgive all this; I wasn’t quite sure what to prepare for you. You’re the first Jaeggi I’ll be able to examine without a battle raging over my head.”

“Yeah, um, okay.” Lina did not look like she knew what to do about all of those magical tools. And she kept looking directly at Sora with this perplexed expression, as if not sure what to make of him, either.

Gunter had always wondered just how mages saw each other. It must be illuminating, in one way or another, as Lina looked a little awed by the mages. Sora especially, for some reason.

“Hey, Sora, I brought your witch hazel.” Tori stopped in the doorway, eyes snapping to Lina, and he let out a low whistle. “Well, well, what do we have here?”

Apparently, word hadn’t quite gotten around the castle yet. Gunter stayed on guard next to her, just in case, as Tori had definite opinions of the Jaeggi. “This is Lina. She’s defected from the Jaeggi Clan and has come to us for help.”

“Has she, now.” Tori seemed to wrestle with that for a second before visibly relaxing, his shoulders coming down. He came around to stand at Gunter’s other side, watching Lina carefully. “And why would you do that?”

“Because I want my magic fixed,” she said readily, eyeing him in return. “And I don’t like how they drain other mages for magic.”

Tori liked that answer. He thawed a bit more. “Your clan attacked me several times, trying to drain me. They did get hold of my clanmate at one point. I’m glad to see not everyone in your family is an asshole. Sora, I take it you’re looking her over?”

“We’ve always wondered what was wrong with the Jaeggi’s magical cores,” he commented absently, pulling spell ingredients together. “I might have an answer to the question shortly, thanks to Lina. Lina, what I’m about to do is a diagnostic spell. It will overlay on your skin and clothes in red lines, telling me internally what is going on. Much like a CAT scan, if you’re familiar with those.”

“Oh, cool.” She sat very still, intrigued.

Sora spoke the spell, weaving it together, then stepped back for a moment and watched as lines of red drew themselves into numbers and letters all over her. They made no sense whatsoever to Gunter, but apparently they said quite a lot to Sora. His eyebrows steadily rose as he read her lines from head to toe.

“First of all, we really must get your anemia under control,” he said into the taut silence. “Your iron deficiency is deplorable.”

Lina’s jaw dropped. “You can see that?!”

“There’s absolutely nothing health-wise he can’t see,” Tori drawled. “Trust me. But don’t leave us in suspense, man. What’s wrong with her magical core?”

Sora opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again. “I’m not sure…how to explain what I’m seeing. It’s…hold on.”

Yuki chose that moment to walk in, her dark eyes sweeping over the room, taking it all in. “I’m not too late, I see. You’ve just begun the examination. Hello, child, I’m Abe Yuki.”

“My mother,” Sora explained with a wave at her. “Kaa-san, this is Lina. She’s already given permission to have you examine her as well.”

“Excellent.” Yuki slid past Gunter to come and stand at her son’s side, her eyes sweeping over the red lines as if reading a new, interesting novel. Which to her, it might as well have been. “Oh dear, we really must do something about that anemia.”

“I know, we’ll attend to it in a moment.”

Her brows furrowed. “Sora…adjust that. I can’t quite…am I seeing that right?”

“I don’t know myself. A moment.” Turning, he reached for a wand, casting yet another spell while using reflected sunlight to throw the image against a mirror standing nearby. It changed from reflecting the immediate surroundings to something else entirely.

Gunter, after a moment, realized he was looking at an internal image of Lina’s chest area—lungs, heart, rib cage—all in one frame. He had no idea Sora could even do that without a machine being involved.

Lina startled. “Shit! That’s cool!”

“It is,” Sora agreed with a twinkle in his eye. “And also helps to explain things better. Tori, could you grab that other mirror? Thanks. I need to use you as an example, if you don’t mind, so she can see the difference between her magical core and a healthy mage’s.”

Tori shrugged. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

Sora spoke the spell again, casting to the second oval mirror standing upright on the table.

Gunter was not well versed in medicine, and even he could see the difference. It wasn’t so much the physical organs but the lack of a glowing web of fibers that should have been right next to the heart cavity. Tori’s was there, spinning out like a spider’s web in all directions, connecting to the other organs. It looked like gold filament, fine and strong, glowing brightly.

Lina’s…wasn’t. Gunter had to look hard to even see the fibers, as they were translucent and dull, barely discernable from the tissue.

“That is the difference.” Sora gestured between the two. “Your magical core isn’t alive, Lina. It has no power flowing through it. I would say your magical connection has been somehow severed, as if badly cauterized.”

As she stared at the mirrors, tears flowed down her cheeks unchecked. “Oh god. Oh my god. It’s so obvious and it’s really bad, isn’t it? Can you fix me? Like, is that even possible?”

“Hmm.” Sora turned to look at the mirrors, and the gears and cogs spun madly in his eyes as his full intellect turned to the problem.

Yuki also thought for a moment before offering, “I believe we can reverse this.”

Gunter’s eyebrows shot straight into his hairline. “You can?”

“Do you know what this reminds me of?” Yuki indicated Lina’s mirror image with a wave of the hand. “Magical burnout. I’ve not seen it often in my clan, but we had a few cases where someone had done something stupid. It looked something like this. Lina, what does your chest cavity feel like? The sensations.”

Lina wiped tears from her eyes with the sleeves of her sweater, still looking at Sora and Yuki as if they held all the hope in the universe in their hands. “Cold. Like I swallowed a popsicle whole and it’s stuck there. And kinda prickly, a pins-and-needles sensation, as if something in there is numb. It’s never felt great, I just got used to it.”

“Burnout,” Sora agreed with a nod. “Her entire body has a malformed magical connection, and while it’s there, it’s withered. It can only be genetic, as I can’t imagine how your entire clan suffers from the same condition otherwise. But not all genetic faults are without a solution. Lina, with your permission, I’ll share these findings with my family. We’re all doctors who love a challenge; I’m sure we’ll be able to come up with a good treatment plan.”

Lina nodded vigorously. “Do it.”

“Good.”

Yuki, however, wasn’t done. “In the meantime, I’d like to try something. I want to treat you like a magical burnout victim. It may or may not do much good, but it will at least ease that cold, painful sensation.”

Lina again nodded strongly. “Yes, please. Anything. I’ll try anything.”

“Okay.” Yuki turned toward the table and assembled several ingredients, speaking easily as she did so. “I’ll mix together rainbow mist, dragon’s breath, captured sunlight, and a touch of honey. The honey’s mostly to make it easy to swallow. These elements combined will restore some of your magical power, give you a boost. If we offset the magical drain you’re suffering, it will reinvigorate your core.”

Sora hummed in approval. “That’s a grand idea, Kaa-san. I have fresh clover honey from the greenhouse in the fridge, if you want to use it.”

“Perfect. Fetch it for me.”

Yuki mixed it up with quick competency, as if she’d made such a concoction a million times before. Then she handed it over, advising, “Down in one, if you can. Don’t sip it.”

Lina took the glass from her and eagerly chugged it in one go. Then paused, eyes alight. “Wow, that has a kick. But it feels great going down. Like a warm tea or something.”

“That’s almost precisely what it is, for a mage.” Sora took back the glass and eyed her red diagnostic lines. “Yes, that’s already better.”

Gunter’s eyes went to the mirror so he could see for himself. The result was almost immediate. Where there had only been ash-grey lines before, there was a hint of lightness, the lines more clearly visible against the organs and tissue. It wasn’t a drastic change, but it was a visible one.

Lina put a hand to her own chest, looking down with wonder. “That cold feeling isn’t there anymore. Oh my god, Doc, you’re amazing. Can I have more of that?”

“Twice a day,” she answered with a grin. “No more than that; we’re trying to revive your magical core, not overload it.”

Sora agreed with a nod. “For now, we’ll continue this treatment until I can properly confer with colleagues. Either way, I think we’ll find a solution to this problem.”

The tears in her eyes this time were from pure joy. “You really think you can fix me?”

“I believe so. It helps that you’re young—your core isn’t twisted with misuse. But for now, see me right after breakfast and after dinner. I’ll mix this up for you fresh, as it’s best that way.”

Lina beamed at him. “Absolutely, I’ll be here.”

“Good.”

Dimitri gave a knock at the door as he entered. “Hey, everyone, what’s the verdict?”

Sora waved him in as he answered. “It seems to be a combination of magical burnout and a severed connection. I think it’s reversible, but I’d like to call on my family to get a second opinion. This is a rather unique situation. Are you here to check on us?”

“In part. Both our kings want an update. And Mage Lisette said to bring this to Lina—get her to explain what it is—because she has no clue.” Dimitri pulled something from his messenger bag and put it on the table with a clink.

It was perhaps the oddest-looking device Gunter had ever laid eyes on. It had a silver disc on either end, something with a small strap on the top, another larger loop at the bottom of it, all connected to a slender, rectangular box via flexible tubing. It was rather like a water hydration pack but with arms? He couldn’t really make sense of it.

Tori took one look and growled in disgust. “Oh, that thing.”

Gunter’s head snapped around. “You recognize this?”

“Hell yeah, although I wish I didn’t. That’s what the Jaeggi were using on Cassie to drain her of power.”

This was the device?

Lina also gave it a disgusted look. “Yeah, that’s what it’s for. The flat discs go into your palm, with the loops over your finger and wrists, and the magical energy is drawn into that main part, there. It’s stored like a battery until the energy flow is reversed and it’s put into another mage. This one’s broken. The reverse switch is missing.”

“Hence why they left it behind.” Dimitri poked at it with a finger like he was touching a dirty dishrag. “I thought these severed wires here were a sign it was broken. But now I wish I hadn’t brought it back with me.”

Gunter was equally disgusted by it, but the device told him something else, hinting at something that went far, far deeper. He caught Lina’s eye and indicated the machine. “Miss Lina, are machines like this common? Does the Jaeggi Clan use machines like this on a regular basis?”

“I mean, most of our magic uses machines in one way or another.” She splayed her hands in a shrug. “It’s not like we can draw magic out any other way. We’ve got different devices for different types of spells.”

Tori made a strange noise in the back of his throat. “Wait, so what about what Sora and Yuki just did? Drawing on the elements in the bottles, the wand, all of that? Have you ever seen magic used like this before?”

Her eyes darted between the five of them, lip bitten uncertainly. “Uh…so that’s normal for you? I mean, that’s not just doctor-type spells they were doing?”

“Oh my god,” Tori breathed, the realization hitting him clearly.

“Their magic is so warped they can’t even channel magic properly. Even with stolen magic, they can’t do it.” Sora ran a hand over his face. “What the hell did Kaiser Jaeggi do to his own family? It’s monstrous.”

Lina’s eyes traveled over the table once more, taking in the elements and tools Sora had laid out. The realization sank in with her, too, and she looked lost for a moment. “That’s normal. You’re telling me mages do this? They pull out ingredients, and maybe a wand, and they speak the spell and that’s all it takes? You don’t need anything else?”

“No, child,” Yuki answered gently, her expression sad. “No, that’s all we need.”

Lina’s eyes came up to meet hers. Her expression warred between anger and grief. “Just how badly did one man destroy us?”

“More than we anticipated.”

“But you still think you can fix me?”

“This is a land of magic and wonder.” Sora took her hand in his, squeezing in support. “We can do amazing things with it. I’m not about to give up hope before we even start. Are you?”

“No. No, I’m not.” She sucked in a breath, released it. She seemed overwhelmed, in need of a minute to think everything over and let it sink in.

Yuki suggested to Gunter, “Find her a room and let her rest. She needs that, after all she’s been through today.”

“Feed her first,” Sora chided him. “Her stomach is entirely empty.”

“All things considered, maybe let her eat here? The clan might have really mixed emotions if she’s in the dining hall,” Tori cautioned.

Ah. Good point.
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Nikki was completely out of patience.

If there was patience left to give, it had already left. On a scale of one to ten of patience? Theirs was somewhere in the negatives.

They wanted sex, dammit. Gunter’s courting gifts had been sweet, and Nikki had loved every second of it, but their boyfriend seemed oblivious that he was a sexy, sexy beast and Nikki wanted to get their hands on him. They thought they were making progress when Gunter had given them the tree and Nikki had gotten their hands on that sweet ass. Gunter was definitely in the mood at that point. Nikki had been sure after the gifts that they’d progress straight to a bed. Sadly, not the case.

Patience was that thing Nikki had tried last week. Nikki was not really the type to wait for things. If there was something they wanted, they were more proactive and ready to go after it than to mope about. If Gunter didn’t want to push for the next step, Nikki would.

If Gunter wasn’t ready for sex, Nikki would respect that too, of course. But they had the feeling Gunter had some sort of game plan all laid out, and it was for Nikki’s sake, and it had little to do with what Gunter wanted. Which was sweet and all, but he’d clearly gotten the pacing wrong. Maybe he was nervous about Nikki’s lack of experience? He’d started questioning along those lines. And Nikki was a little nervous with their first time, sure, but…not that nervous.

It was without any compunction whatsoever Nikki ambushed Gunter in his own rooms, barely letting the man inside before glomping him.

Gunter blinked down at Nikki as he stumbled inside. “Why hello.”

Nikki caught him by the waist, steering him straight to the nearest chair, then straddled Gunter’s lap, leaning in for a very demanding kiss. Gunter startled for a second then melted into it, tongue sweeping into Nikki’s mouth in a hot glide. Nikki almost got lost in the kiss, as they typically did, but remembered at the last second the game plan.

Sex up Gunter.

They pulled back, breathing a touch fast. Gunter’s ice-blue eyes were stormy, his lips parted. Oh yeah, Nikki had him all worked up now. They were back to the moment with the tree, with Gunter’s engine revved up and wanting Nikki. Thank fuck.

“Yes, hello,” Gunter purred. “I’m happy to see you, too.”

Nikki sucked in a breath. “Gunter. I want to do something.”

“And what do you want to do?”

“The thing with the tongue.”

Gunter blinked at them, completely at sea. “What thing with the tongue?”

Nikki felt a bit shy about saying this aloud. But they also trusted Gunter implicitly. If they couldn’t say this to Gunter, then who could they say this to?

They leaned in to whisper in Gunter’s ear, “I’ve heard a dragon can partially shift and wrap their tongue around a cock. I want to try it.”

The physical response on Gunter’s part was obvious. A low growl, almost a thrum, vibrated from his throat and his hands on Nikki’s hips tightened.

“If you’re wanting sex, little one, I’m more than happy to oblige you. And I can show you more than that trick.”

Nikki thrilled right down to their toes. Really?! It was this easy?

Damn, they should have tried this earlier.

“Just answer me one question. How much experience do you have?”

“All theoretical at this point. But I’m not nervous with you. Please, please, fuck me already.”

Gunter planted his feet and hoisted them both easily off the sofa in one swooping motion. Nikki gasped at the unexpected movement but didn’t fight it. Mostly, they cheered. Finally, yes!

As Gunter carried them, Nikki planted kisses along his face, ducking down to suck on a tempting patch of skin just under Gunter’s ear. How hard was it to give a dragon a hickey? Nikki was determined to find out.

Gunter groaned. “Skies above, you drive me crazy.”

Nikki lifted their head to argue that, but Gunter kissed them, stealing the words away, the kiss beyond hungry. Oh yes, Gunter was good and riled up now. Nikki kissed back, trying to somehow wrestle his shirt off even with their legs clamped around Gunter’s waist.

The fervor seemed to be catching, or cycling, going in a loop between Gunter and Nikki only to loop back in again. Nikki got the shirt off, flinging it aside in victory, but Gunter was quick to get Nikki’s shirt off, too. Skin to skin was perfect, exactly what Nikki had been craving this entire time.

Gunter looked ready to pin Nikki against a wall somewhere.

Nikki was quite literally breathless with anticipation.

“The bed’s too far away,” Nikki protested, eyes fluttering shut as Gunter attacked the side of their neck. “Do me here.”

“No lube, otherwise I’d love to,” Gunter growled in a hot rush against bare skin.

“Front pocket.”

Gunter lifted his head and looked at Nikki for a split second, lust clouding his eyes. “Front pocket? You have lube on you?”

“Cassie gave me a jar,” Nikki admitted cheerfully.

“I…am perturbed by that information and I really want to ask more questions, but later. Right now, I have to have you.”

Nikki demanded, “Have me. Right now.”

A golden ring appeared in Gunter’s eyes, making him look all dragony. Chills raced up and down Nikki’s spine at that look. Delicious, delicious chills. Gunter placed Nikki back on the ground, but only long enough to strip the rest of Nikki’s clothes off, shoving them to the side.

Nikki had no chance to feel shy or self-conscious about their body. Gunter had them up against a wall in short order, their back against smooth wood paneling, hands and lips trailing down Nikki’s torso in a hot wash of skin and breath. Gunter teased at a few sensitive spots on the way, but he was clearly a man on a mission. His mouth hit Nikki’s dick on the side, already at half-mast, and he didn’t pause to lavish it with any attention, just sucked it into his mouth in a hot rush.

Pleasure shuddered under Nikki’s skin, strong enough their head came back against the cool wood, the sensation too strong for a visual. Oh god. Oh god, Gunter’s mouth was amazing. Stupendous. And a lot of other words that escaped Nikki at the moment.

Gunter pulled free, and Nikki whined in protest.

“I thought you wanted to try the tongue thing?” Gunter asked in a deep, gravelly voice that sent new shivers across Nikki’s skin.

Oh god. The tongue thing. Nikki had almost forgotten. They managed to croak, “Yes, please.”

Gunter’s facial shape changed, just a little. The jaw and mouth area elongated, eyes turning more into slits as he partially shifted into his dragon form. Then he opened his mouth, showing the much longer tongue with its sharp point.

Nikki’s mouth went completely dry with anticipation. That…looked really promising.

With teasing slowness, Gunter’s tongue wrapped around Nikki’s cock and gave it a good stroke. And with that single move, Nikki’s eyes rolled into the back of their head. It wasn’t just the heat, but also the rasp of Gunter’s tongue hitting every single nerve and overloading Nikki’s pleasure sensors completely.

They were going to come like this. Right now. Because Nikki couldn’t imagine having the control to do anything else.

Gunter’s tongue left, and Nikki squirmed, nearly crying in frustration and disappointment. “No, come back, that was—ah?”

With a single heave, Gunter lifted both of their legs, hands braced under Nikki’s thighs, spreading them open. Nikki had about a second to question this position before Gunter’s absolutely gorgeous tongue trailed down over their balls—oh fuck yes—and straight to their hole.

Oh.

Shit, fuck, yes!

Nikki gasped and shuddered as Gunter’s tongue penetrated them—it was a hot, gentle fuck. The position felt a little unbalanced, but they didn’t care. More of this. They needed so much more of this. Gunter’s tongue and breath on their entrance felt like nothing they’d ever experienced before. Nikki had both hands braced on the wall for balance and was torn between wanting to come and never wanting this to end.

Gunter shifted their weight over to one hand, keeping them pinned to the wall, but his mouth left.

Nikki tried not to squirm, but it was really hard. “Gun—Gunter, please, I need—oh god, I need something, please—”

“Wait,” Gunter bid him, voice still sounding rough and gravelly. “Wait, I’m—there’s that damn vial. I’m fucking you, right here. I’ve got to fuck you before I explode.”

That sounded so good, Nikki clamped the rest of their protests behind clenched teeth.

The stopper popping free of the jar may have been accompanied by an angelic chorus. At least, to Nikki’s ears. Their entire body thrummed with needs and demands and none of them could be met without Gunter.

A finger slick with lube penetrated them without mercy or warning. Nikki accepted it without complaint, eyes closed as they panted for breath. It seemed no time at all before a second finger joined the first, and then a third with the other two, forcing Nikki to stretch. If Nikki’d had any leverage whatsoever, they would have already climbed onto Gunter’s dick and forgotten this fingering nonsense.

“In me, dammit,” Nikki demanded forcefully.

“You’re going to ruin me,” Gunter panted, frantically pouring the rest of the vial over his own cock. “You’re going to ruin me and it’s going to be amazing.”

“Hell yes, it is, now—nnngh.” Nikki’s legs spasmed a little as Gunter once more spread them wide and then pushed his way inside. It was so fulfilling, that sensation, even as it burned. Nikki became lost in it for several seconds, unable to focus on anything else.

Gunter’s hands once again shifted, positioning them both. His hand caught up both of Nikki’s, pinning their wrists above their head against the wall. Even as he did, his free hand stayed planted under Nikki, supporting their weight. It kept the control completely in Gunter’s hands and forced most of Nikki’s body weight onto Gunter’s dick. Which meant Gunter literally couldn’t get any deeper.

It was the most glorious feeling ever. Nikki couldn’t get enough of it.

They wrapped both legs around Gunter’s waist, partially for balance, mostly because they wanted Gunter even closer still. Gunter’s hips retreated a little, thrust back in, and Nikki’s pleasure somehow doubled. Quadrupled? Math was impossible at this point. Nikki was nerves and sensation and heat and nothing else.

Gunter’s thrusts picked up speed and force, fucking Nikki over and over again into the wall. Little high-pitched gasps tore from Nikki’s throat with every thrust, their cock bobbing against their stomach from the force of it, begging for attention. Nikki almost didn’t care. This was just perfect, being fucked like this; it was everything they needed. Everything they’d been fantasizing about.

It was, in fact, even better. Nikki loved it, but their body craved release like a druggie a fix. They whined, heels digging into Gunter’s back, trying to force a change. In angle, in a grip, something.

Gunter didn’t do any of that. With a truly evil twinkle in his eye, he leaned in further, pressing his body right into Nikki’s, and put his mouth at Nikki’s ear.

“You want to come, don’t you? I can see it written all over your face. You can come. But only when I’m ready for you to.”

Nikki was not on board with this plan. They were also long past words. Turning their head, they bit the side of Gunter’s neck, and none too gently, leaving the imprint of teeth marks behind.

“Oh shit.” Gunter groaned, his hips jamming into Nikki’s as his climax ripped through him.

Nikki felt it, that hot tide, and both relished it even as they felt jealous. Nikki wanted to come too, dammit.

Having come that hard, Gunter’s strength failed him for a second and they slid to the floor, although Gunter kept Nikki supported enough that neither of them fell over. He kissed Nikki thoroughly even as his hand wrapped around their throbbing cock and brought Nikki completely over the edge. Nikki barely lasted more than three firm tugs before coming hard against Gunter’s chest.

They leaned against each other, heads tucked against each other’s shoulders, just breathing and enjoying the afterglow. Nikki had never come that hard in their life. But it wasn’t a surprise. Masturbation couldn’t compete with this. Gunter made everything better—sleeping, eating, living. Of course climaxing with him would be better, too.

It was lovely, being in this man’s arms and having the luxury to bask in truly excellent sex. To feel his racing heart slowly settle, to feel the heat of his skin against Nikki’s own. It was, in a way, almost as intimate as the sex had just been.

When they had their breath back, Nikki murmured against Gunter’s shoulder, “You’re kinkier than I planned on.”

Gunter snorted a laugh. “I didn’t hear any complaints.”

“Hell no. You were like a wild animal, attacking me and giving me absolutely no quarter. It was amazing.” Nikki looked up at Gunter from underneath their lashes. “Do it again?”

“You really are going to be the death of me.” Gunter sighed, as if put upon. But that wicked gleam was back in his eyes, too. “How about we crawl into bed, cuddle and recover a little, and then I’ll give you the option of topping me?”

Wow, now there was an image. Nikki could picture it all too clearly. And in that moment, was very torn on which way to go. Did they ask Gunter to top them again, or take up that very enticing offer?

“No?” Gunter asked, smile fading a little.

“It sounds amazing, I just can’t decide,” Nikki admitted, wanting to bring the smile back. “Because being at your mercy was just…words fail me. I definitely want to do that again, and often. But the idea of taking you is really, really tempting. I don’t know which way to go.”

“Do both,” Gunter suggested, smile coming back full force. “Because I am always willing to fuck you into a wall, little one.”

Nikki shivered a little. “I’m looking forward to it. Bed, cuddles, and we’ll let our mood decide.”

“Works for me. Up you come.”

Nikki’s legs didn’t want to work quite right, so Gunter ended up carrying them to the bed. Which, no complaints there. Even as they settled in under the covers together, pressed close, Nikki’s mind went straight into the gutter.

There was absolutely no need to sleep tonight. Nikki had far, far better ideas to pass the time with.
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Nikki yawned and stretched, sliding their toes along the silky cotton sheets. Everything felt so wonderful. They felt relaxed and well rested. They couldn’t remember ever waking and feeling so great before.

Though, there was no question as to the reason why, as Gunter’s arm wound around their waist and pulled them the short distance across the mattress into his warm body. His morning wood poked at them, and Nikki couldn’t help a little wiggle, snuggling their ass back against him while the dragon pressed his face into their neck. Gunter hummed his happiness while there seemed to be an echoing purr from deep in his chest. Were both the man and dragon happy right now?

Nikki liked the idea. They were a tamer of men and dragons.

“This is nice,” Gunter murmured, his voice deep and rough with sleep. “I’ve never been a morning person before, but now I have even less reason to get out of bed.”

“Do we have to get up?” Nikki pouted, even if Gunter couldn’t see it from where his face was still buried in Nikki’s neck and hair. “Why can’t we just stay here all day?”

“As delightful as that sounds, I have an extremely packed day of meetings.” Gunter pressed a kiss to Nikki’s shoulder and flopped onto his back with a heavy sigh.

Nikki rolled over so they could sprawl across Gunter’s bare chest. Their dragon couldn’t possibly look more adorable. His floppy, blond hair was sticking up in all different directions, and his face looked cuter without his glasses to hide his lovely blue eyes. Lying around with Gunter seemed like a brilliant idea to them.

“More Jaeggi crap?” Nikki grumbled.

“Actually, not all of it will be.” Gunter threaded his fingers through Nikki’s hair and pushed it back from their face in a gentle caress. “Since Sora’s arrival, along with the arrival of the Sodalicium dragons, I’ve focused heavily on the Jaeggi efforts, but it’s meant that I’ve neglected the everyday life of the castle.”

Oh, that was interesting. Since Nikki had stepped foot in the castle, everything had been about the Jaeggi. They had heard murmurs of other projects and various things, but everywhere they went it was Jaeggi, Jaeggi, Jaeggi. It was nice to know there would be life after the Jaeggi were dealt with.

“Really? Like what?”

Gunter lifted an eyebrow and cocked his head a little to the side, as if he was surprised by Nikki’s question. “You want to know what I do normally?”

Nikki shook their head and laughed. “Of course I do. I want to know everything about you.” They stacked their hands on the center of Gunter’s chest and rested their chin on them, waiting for Gunter’s reply. It also didn’t hurt that this conversation kept Gunter in bed with them a little while longer.

“Oh, it’s not very interesting.”

“Let me judge that. Tell me what you do.”

“A variety of different types of research. Most of it has been historical, such as digging for lines and avenues for the various mage clans who might have survived the Dragon War. After the Jaeggi are taken care of, that will be the majority of my day.”

“You’re working to find more mages like me.”

Gunter’s expression turned surprisingly tender, and he ran the backs of his fingers along Nikki’s cheek in a sweet caress that left Nikki’s heart flipping and spiraling in their chest. “There is no other mage in all the world like you,” Gunter whispered. “I’d bet my life on that.”

Nikki turned their head and brushed a kiss to Gunter’s knuckles. “My sweet dragon.”

“But yes, mages without knowledge of their own magic need to be found. We need to keep them safe as well as help them find their lost heritage. And possible mates, although that’s the selfish wish of my clan.”

“A noble cause.”

Gunter smirked. “In my less noble endeavors, I also coordinate with the mages to chronicle spells and locate old spell books. I also help to manage the records for the health and beauty products Burkhard produces. Since the reintroduction of dragons into the world, our goods have been selling out as fast as we can produce them. We need to look into more distribution avenues.” Gunter paused and sighed. “All of that I’ve been neglecting recently and need to get a handle on again while we’re waiting for more news on the Jaeggi.”

“You do all of that on your own? Don’t you need more help?”

“Melissande helps me with the spell chronicling and research when she has time. Cassie has been helping me with the mage research as well.”

Nikki lifted up a little and smiled. “Then I’ll help you too.”

A small frown pulled together Gunter’s brows. “I thought you had magic lessons with Lisette and the other mages. I don’t want to take away from your studies.”

“You won’t. Lisette can’t monopolize all of my time.”

Gunter’s frown was wiped away by a little grin. “You’d be surprised.” Nikki opened their mouth to argue they wanted to be useful to the clan too, but Gunter was already speaking. “It’s more important that you study and come into your full potential. You said you wanted to learn the magic of the Bos Clan. That’s going to take time and study.”

Nikki wilted. He was right. Nikki was really torn, as they liked the magic lessons, and they did want to carry on the tradition of the Bos Clan and weave special wands and amulets from living plants. But they also wanted to help Gunter in his work.

With a laugh they too rarely heard from Gunter, the dragon rolled over, tackling them to the mattress and pinning them down with his larger frame. “Don’t worry, little one. I’ve been in that library for centuries and I plan to be for many more centuries. I’ll be right there waiting for you when you’re ready to help me.”

Thrill sliced through them at his words. The idea of always being welcome and wanted was something they’d never had before. And Gunter said it with such faith, as if there was no other possibility, it made them feel like joy was trying to shine out of their pores. “Promise?”

“I promise I will always wait for you.” Gunter bent down and kissed them slowly. Nikki’s eyes fluttered shut and they got lost in the magic of Gunter’s lips as they brushed over theirs. The kisses started short and small, but each one lasted a little longer, grew more demanding, until Gunter’s tongue was tangling with theirs, plundering their mouth. A needy moan rose up Nikki’s throat, and they burrowed their fingers in Gunter’s silken hair. They needed him closer, wanted more.

Gunter suddenly broke off the kiss. His breathing was reduced to harsh pants and his pupils were blown wide. “We need to stop.”

“We do not need to stop.” Nikki tried to pull Gunter back down, but the dragon was too strong and didn’t budge.

“Meetings. It’s late. There’s barely time for coffee now. You have class.”

“No,” Nikki whined. “This is better than coffee and meetings.”

“Yes, it is, but—”

Whatever Gunter had been about to say was suddenly interrupted by loud banging on Gunter’s door. Nikki jumped and tugged at Gunter, trying to use his larger body to shield their own nudity.

“Eep!” It was a totally undignified sound. Nikki would be embarrassed by it later, but it legitimately sounded like the Jaeggi were trying to break down the door.

“Shake a leg, Grumpy!” Ravi’s muffled voice filtered into the rooms. “Alric wants to talk to you about the report you sent over last night. You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

“Go away, Ravi!” Nikki shouted.

Ravi didn’t answer, but they could clearly hear his laughter.

“Tell Alric I’ll be along at my usual time after I’ve had breakfast like a civilized creature,” Gunter added with a snarl.

Ravi laughed harder. “I can’t wait to tell him that.”

Yep, they totally got it now. Nikki wanted to strangle the wind dragon.

Gunter sighed, looking as disappointed by their interrupted morning as they felt.

“I guess we can’t tell Alric you’re not coming, huh? Or to maybe go suck a lemon?”

Gunter’s lips twitched like he was fighting back a smile, but their serious dragon recovered. “Alric is understanding, but I don’t like the idea of disappointing my king. He at least understands I need coffee before I can tackle his demands.”

This time, Nikki sighed. They got that. Alric was a good king, and he had offered Nikki safety and protection. If he needed Gunter, they could allow the king to borrow his dragon for a few hours.

Gunter pressed a kiss to their temple. “You can lounge a bit longer while I get a quick shower. Then we’ll grab a quick breakfast.”

Nikki unbent a little. Breakfast with Gunter was always nice, and it gave them a chance to monitor their dragon’s bad eating habits.

The dragon started to lift off of them but stopped suddenly. “One more thing. You can move in if you’d like.”

“Really?” Nikki’s heart soared and then stopped as all of what Gunter was saying finally processed in their brain. Oh fuck yes, finally. Gunter was secure enough to move their relationship up to the next level. Nikki might cry. Mostly tears of relief they didn’t have to drag Gunter to this next step. “Yes, absolutely yes, I want to move in with you. I sleep better when I can hear you breathing and when I can smell you on the pillows.”

“Good. These are our rooms now. Feel free to move your things in whenever you wish, or we can do it together after dinner, if you’d like.” Gunter started to kiss them again but jerked away with a growl. “Shower. Running out of time,” he muttered under his breath before tossing back the blankets and leaping out of the bed.

Nikki continued to lounge in the bed, enjoying the show of Gunter stalking naked to the closet to grab some undergarments before stomping into the bathroom, still grumbling under his breath. Their dragon did not like mornings and he did not like to be rushed. That was okay. Nikki would come up with new ways to improve Gunter’s mood in the morning.

Yes, that sounded like an excellent plan.

But after they moved all their things into Gunter’s—no, their—rooms.
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This whole Nikki thing brought a new dimension to life. Gunter was used to waking up alone, going through a morning routine, eating with the clan, and holing himself up with his books and research. It wasn’t that life was monotonous, per se. It was mostly just predictable.

Nikki and ‘predictable’ didn’t belong in the same sphere of existence.

Only two mornings together, and Gunter’s morning routine was already trashed the second Nikki opened their eyes. It was energy, and affectionate kisses, and being tackled in the shower. It became less a chore and more a show that Gunter was privileged to watch as Nikki tried on three different outfits in succession before settling on one. Only to change their mind and go for something else entirely.

Gunter could admit, even if only to himself, that maybe life had been a bit boring before Nikki burst on scene.

They went up to breakfast and settled in with full plates. Before much time had passed at all, Nikki was glancing at their phone and saying, “Oh, I’ve got a magic lesson with everyone in about twenty minutes.” Nikki finished up the last bite of breakfast, smiling. “I’ll come get you for lunch, okay?”

They bounced up from the chair, smacked a kiss on Gunter’s mouth before he could get a word out edgewise, and bussed their dishes with a pep in their step.

Gunter could only watch, jaw dangling.

That was Nikki, right?

His Nikki, the one who distrusted and feared mages?

The Nikki who didn’t ever leave Gunter’s side?

And look at them now, skipping off to a magic lesson without a care in the world. Gunter was on the one hand incredibly proud. It was an amazing show of growth on Nikki’s part, and definitely a sign of healing. Really, Gunter couldn’t be more pleased or relieved.

But he might also be a bit gobsmacked, because when the hell had that happened? No, seriously, Gunter wanted a day and time when Nikki had abruptly switched opinions about the Burkhard mages. He’d feel better if he could chart this.

Not sure how to feel, Gunter finished breakfast and then went down to his library, because at least that didn’t change on him without warning.

It was fine. Nikki was showing signs of growth and improvement, and Gunter was truly happy about that. No one should live in the shadow of another person out of fear like Nikki had been doing. Gunter was pleased by this. Really. He’d just sit here and get some work done. Nikki would get him at lunch, and he could follow up properly with the little one then.

Damn, it was quiet in here.

Gunter shook the thought off, focusing on his computer. Right. Where did he leave off yesterday? He conferred with his notes, all jotted down in the notebook just for this family line. Despite being written by his own hand, they made no sense. Or maybe it was because Gunter couldn’t concentrate.

It really was quiet in here. And it wasn’t like Nikki was loud all the time. Normally, they read in companionable silence. It was Nikki’s absence distracting Gunter so badly. Even when quiet and still, Nikki possessed a presence larger than life. The empty spot in the mage’s usual chair echoed.

Alright, Gunter might be projecting.

And moping.

And god, seriously, no one would suspect Gunter was over half a millennia old with the way he was acting right now.

Disgusted with himself, he stood up. Clearly, he had to do something else and get this out of his system. He wasn’t about to share any of this with Nikki and hamper his little one’s growth. Hell, no.

Not sure what to do with himself, he went out anyway. And kept walking. Maybe just getting out, getting some air would do it. Maybe even fly? He hadn’t flown in a few days. Gunter checked with his dragon. Fly?

No fly, dragon-self said. Nikki.

Right, so his dragon was not being cooperative. Fucking figured.

Gunter looked up, realized he had a dead-end hallway ahead of him, and turned to go and pace the other way. But in turning, he recognized where he was—right outside of Alric’s office. Instinctively, he wanted to go in. Surely Alric would understand what was going through Gunter’s head right now, considering his own struggles with Cameron in the beginning.

And he hadn’t really checked in with Alric properly as a friend since the drunk incident. Their meeting the other day didn’t count; that had been all business. It was long overdue. He wanted to know how Alric was healing now that the entire Abe family had taken on his case.

He had his hand on the door, knocking lightly against the wood, before he could overthink it.

“Enter!”

Still not sure if it was the best move, Gunter went in anyway, giving Alric a smile as he came through. “Morning.”

“Good morning.” Alric’s eyebrows lifted slightly in question. “A rare moment to see you in the morning. You’re usually in your dungeon by this time. Do you need something?”

“Ah, no, just haven’t started working yet, and I thought to ask you how you’re healing? I haven’t heard anything about it recently.”

Alric looked pleased. Downright smug, even. “I’m healing well. Sora’s a miracle worker, as are his parents. The numbness is now completely gone, the pain cut in half of what it used to be. I shifted to dragon form for them yesterday for a full examination and they were adamant that I was leaps and bounds better than they’d hoped I’d be. But then, my husband has been religious about applying all the treatments. Cameron doesn’t miss a single day, no matter what insanity is going on around us.”

“He’s a good mate. And I’m glad, Alric. I never thought this day would come.”

“Nor I. I still have three surgeries to undergo, and physical therapy, but they seem to think that at this rate, I’ll be well enough to fly longer distances in a year or so, instead of these short hops I’m doing now.” Alric’s joy was readily apparent. “I’ll never be at the strength I once was, but at least I can take to the skies and carry Cameron short distances. I missed our mating flight, and I’m dying to do so.”

Gunter nodded in complete understanding. It was an instinctual thing for dragons, that need. The mating flight was something everyone did. He knew it had hurt Alric that he hadn’t been able to fly properly with Cameron. Even doing it belatedly, a year after their marriage, would still fulfill the need.

Alric eyed him suspiciously. “I think you’re about due for a mating flight.”

Gunter passed a hand over his face. “Skies above, I hope so.”

“Are things not going well with Nikki?” Alric waved him to the chair across the desk.

Gunter took it, readily dropping in. He already felt better with the invitation to talk this over with Alric. “Things are going very well, actually. Surprisingly well.”

“You say surprising because you’re such polar opposites, I assume?”

“I’m an unapologetic introvert, as everyone in the clan knows. Nikki is very much the extrovert. But they can still be good, quiet company when I’m not in the mood to talk. It’s…relaxing, being with them. I guess I always questioned if having a mate would drive me crazy.”

“I wondered too, from time to time. But I think you’ve learned that’s not the case.”

“No. No, I like having them about. Too much, it seems. Nikki went off to a magic lesson today, and I found myself suddenly missing them fiercely even though they’re only two stories away.”

“Ah.” Complete understanding was in Alric’s tone and expression. “That. Yes, that’s something of a pain. I struggle with it still, with Cameron. He’s only on the other end of the castle; it’s not like we’re separated by whole oceans. And yet my dragon’s grumpy because my mate’s not nearby. It’s both exasperating and endearing.”

See, Gunter knew Alric would understand. “How do you deal?”

“I don’t.” Alric chuckled, amused at himself. “I check in with him constantly. Cameron feels the pull just as strongly, as he swings by at least once during the day. Often, it’s not more than five minutes, as our schedules don’t overlap much. Still, those five minutes are enough to quiet the itchy feet. At least for a few hours.”

“But I don’t want to interrupt them,” Gunter complained. Maybe it was a whine, it did go a little high pitched, there. “They’re finally making progress about trusting the other mages. I should leave them be, right?”

“New mates are so cute,” Alric said rhetorically to the air.

“Bite me, Alric.” Gunter slouched in his chair, glaring at his king.

“No, that’s your mate’s job. You’re not having second thoughts about taking them as a mate, are you?”

“Of course I’m fucking not.”

“I had to ask, as you weren’t exactly quick in courting them. Nikki had to basically wear you down.”

Gunter really wished he could refute that, but he couldn’t find a single toe to stand on. “Yes, well, I had my own reasons for moving cautiously. As you know. My main concern is not overwhelming Nikki. I don’t know if Nikki is ready for that step. I’ll take this in stages with them. But I asked them to move properly into my rooms, and Nikki readily did, so I’m hopeful.”

Alric gave him a satisfied nod. “That is a good sign. Nikki’s definitely got some trauma to deal with. I don’t blame you for taking this at a slower pace. But I think if you ask, you’ll get a resounding yes.”

Gunter, in his heart of hearts, believed that to be true. “I’m admittedly a little nervous with them, sometimes. They still have these moments where they have to leave Burkhard for a few hours. Sometimes they’re okay with me going, but sometimes they have to go alone. And I know the root cause, so I’m not giving Nikki grief over it. But…just, dark thoughts. Dark fears. That maybe they’ll not choose to stay, in the end.”

“How much of it is your fears, and how much of it something Nikki has done or said to make you think so?”

“Almost all of it’s on me.” Gunter sighed, sinking further into the chair. “They’ve reassured me, time and again, they’ll never choose to leave me. And I believe them. But I have moments where my heart seizes in terror when I see them go through that castle gate.”

“I understand the fear. We’ve lost too much to take that cavalierly. This is something I urge you to talk properly with Nikki about.”

Gunter nodded, knowing he really should, but unsure how to talk about it without pressuring Nikki. “I feel Nikki’s grown so much since coming here, but sometimes I wonder if that’s truly the case. Did they grow, or did I finally learn more facets of them?”

“I think time will prove both are true.” Alric cocked his head slightly. “Gunter, not to impose my own opinion, but Nikki lived through multiple traumatic events. Have either of you spoken of perhaps seeing a therapist?”

“Tori suggested his own therapist, and I know Nikki has been thinking about it. But I do wonder if the Abe offer anything like that?”

“I believe so. Ask Sora, he’d know best.”

“I’ll do that.” Gunter paused before saying, “How did we function before we had Sora?”

“Badly. Bless Ravi for seducing and mating with him. Our whole clan has been blessed ever since.”

There was a knock at the door, and Baldewin stuck his head in. “I hear voices—oh. It’s Gunter. What prank drove you out this time?”

Gunter glared at him. “Excuse you. I’m capable of leaving my library without being forced out.”

Baldewin snorted. “Lies. Lies and slander. The only two things to reliably get you out of the dungeon are pranks and Nikki. And I don’t see a Nikki.”

“Nikki is at a magic lesson,” Gunter returned, lifting his chin in a so-there manner.

Proving he was not slow on the uptake, Baldewin blinked once before addressing Alric. “He got all lonely without Nikki and came to pester you, didn’t he?”

“Got it right in one,” Alric confirmed, chuckling.

Gunter truly wondered what he’d done to deserve these two. It must have been some heinous crime.

“We were speaking of perhaps finding a therapist for Nikki,” Alric said, catching him up to speed. “Nikki’s still battling with feeling caged inside the walls.”

“Ah. Tori did mention that.” Baldewin dropped into the seat next to Gunter without invitation, his expression sympathetic. “Worried me like hell the first time Tori took off. And the second time. Can’t say it was any easier the fifth time, for that matter. But I’ll tell you what does help.”

Gunter was all ears. “What?”

“Therapy helped a bunch. Not just for Tori, but for me. Turns out not having any possibility of a mate for hundreds of years did something of a number on me, too. Not that I was properly aware of it. Tori brought me into a session with him, and that came out. It helped put us on the same page, as Tori then understood emotionally what I went through every time he felt the urge to get out. I don’t think he realized up until then how much it bothered me.”

Now that was a good point. Had Gunter ever expressed that much to Nikki? All he’d done was try to open up avenues for Nikki, but had he tried to communicate anything else? What he had communicated to Nikki now seemed a little inadequate.

Baldewin added thoughtfully, “The thing I find helped the most was the code word we devised. Every time the urge to leave hits Tori, he’ll text me a simple word: Walkabout.”

“Walkabout?” What the hell did that mean?

“I blame Crocodile Dundee for the word itself, but all it means is he’s got itchy feet. He’s going out, but he’ll come back. I know, when I see walkabout, what he’s doing and feeling. And I have the reassurance he’ll come back. That communication between us has changed our whole dynamic, and I haven’t been nearly as nervous since.”

Gunter recognized good advice when he heard it. “I definitely want the name and number for your therapist.”

“Sure. She’s great, we both adore her.” Baldewin immediately took out his phone to text the information over. “There, you’ve got it.”

“Thanks. I’ll talk this over with Nikki. At the very least, I think I want to talk to her.” Deliberately changing the subject, Gunter asked Baldewin pointedly, “And what are you here for, anyway? Because it wasn’t to drop in and give me relationship advice.”

“Something good finally happened.” Baldewin’s smile had a feral hint, as if he had finally locked onto prey he’d been seeking for some time. “Lina Jaeggi told Sora she’s willing to talk.”

Alric whipped his phone out, texting someone. “Where is she? Sora’s workroom?”

“At the moment. Should I call her up here?”

Alric paused, torn. “I want her to be in surroundings familiar to her, so I’d normally say leave her in Sora’s workroom. But I know all the kings will want to be in on this conversation, and there’s not enough room for all of us in there.”

“No, not even close,” Baldewin agreed. “I think it’s fine as long as Sora accompanies her. I’ll escort them up.”

“Good. I’ll notify the kings. Let’s convene in thirty minutes.”

Gunter felt a thrill as he realized what this meant. Finally, finally, they had a chance of flipping the tide of this war. Their informant was ready to talk. He could only hope she shared information they could use.

He didn’t think he was alone in the sentiment—he was more than willing to see the end of this war.
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Nikki slowed their steps as they neared Alric’s office. They wished Gunter was there to walk them in, but he’d already been meeting with Alric when he’d contacted Nikki with the news the Jaeggi was willing to strike a deal. It hadn’t made any sense for Gunter to come get them and walk them to Alric’s.

And it wasn’t the idea of going to Alric’s office where all the kings were meeting. They’d seen enough of Alric and the other kings that any lingering fears and anxieties had largely vanished. Alric’s office felt almost as comfortable as the library at this point.

No, it was that a Jaeggi waited in there. Nikki really didn’t know who they’d brought in. They’d deliberately asked no questions, trying not to think of a Jaeggi being under the same roof as them. Nikki had regrets now. A little mental prep would have gone a long way.

They weren’t a threat. The room would be filled to the rafters with dragons and mages. Most importantly, Gunter would be there to keep them physically safe.

But all the dragons and magic in the world couldn’t protect them from their own memories. Being at the mercy of those broken mages still lingered in their skin. Nikki felt the phantom memory of being drained in their magical core whenever they drew upon magic.

They’d been dreading this day since they’d first offered to help the Burkhard dragons find the Jaeggi. Eventually, Nikki would have to be face to face with his captors again. But they’d also been looking forward to it, the chance to have their revenge. It was a very mixed bag of emotions, one that hopped and skittered in their chest.

“Nikki?” Cameron’s voice echoed down the hall and Nikki jumped guiltily. They twisted around to see Cameron smiling at them, but worry shone in his eyes. “Are you coming to the meeting too?”

They nodded. “Alric and Gunter requested I be there.”

Cameron stopped when he reached them and started to place his hand on Nikki’s shoulder but arrested himself. It was sweet. Nikki had learned from watching Cameron he was a touchy-feely guy to people he considered friends, which naturally included nearly everyone in the castle. But he was holding back out of respect for Nikki.

He didn’t need to any longer. After everything that had happened recently, Nikki didn’t feel the same fear for mages. The Burkhard mages were not the Jaeggi. They would never hurt them.

“You know, you can always tell Alric and Gunter no if you’re not comfortable with something,” Cameron assured them. “They would understand. Especially when it comes to the Jaeggi.”

Nikki shook their head. “No, I’m okay. I promised to help. I want to help.”

“Okay, but your safety and health are our main priority here. We’re no better than the Jaeggi if we’re making you do something against your will.”

Nikki lightly punched Cameron’s arm. “Trust me, you’re nothing like the Jaeggi.”

Cameron’s face lit up. Yep. Just that little sign Nikki accepted him, and the consort was over the moon. “I certainly hope not.”

“I want to do this.”

“Good.”

They turned and started down the hall together. A goofy grin tugged at Nikki’s lips, and they found themself leaning close while dropping their voice to a whisper. “Besides, I wanted to tell you something.”

“Yeah?”

“Gunter did the tongue thing.”

Cameron’s brows furrowed over his slender nose, nearly getting lost behind his glasses as he looked at Nikki. The pieces suddenly snapped together, and his eyes widened. “Holy shit!” he shouted and then covered his mouth, looking around to see who’d overheard him. They were alone in the hallway but very close to Alric’s open door. Nikki was just trying not to giggle and dance like an idiot.

“Really? And?” Cameron prodded.

“Amazing! Gah…just…so…ahhh….my toes curl thinking about it.” Nikki was beyond complete sentences. They were lucky to use real words. Simply thinking about what Gunter had done to them in bed was making them hard. Why did they ever have to leave their rooms?

Cameron wrapped an arm around their shoulders and sighed, a knowing smile forming on his face. “Yeah, dragons are the best.”

At least they were laughing when they walked into Alric’s office. When they entered, Alric and Gunter stood near the doors, as if they were planning to investigate what all the noise in the hall was about.

“Should I even ask what you two were whispering about?” Alric asked.

Nikki’s face heated. Cameron simply smiled at his mate but said nothing.

“I have a feeling I might know,” Gunter said, raising one eyebrow at Nikki.

With a grin to match Cameron’s, Nikki touched their top lip with their tongue, causing an answering blush to bloom across Gunter’s pale cheeks. Beside them, Cameron nearly fell over laughing.

“I don’t want to know,” Alric muttered, shaking his head. He turned toward the table where the other kings waited.

Nikki glanced around, surprised to find that while the kings were seated at the table, Baldewin, Ravi, and two of the metal dragon bodyguards were also spread about the room, looking dark and menacing. It was the first time in any of the meetings there had been added security.

But then, this was the first meeting to include a member of the Jaeggi Clan.

Sucking in a deep breath, Nikki stepped forward, but they faltered when their eyes fell on the teenager.

“Lina?” they gasped.

They hadn’t expected her. Flashes of memories, of times they’d snuck in a quiet conversation, flitted through their head. Lina had been one of the few Jaeggi who never treated Nikki like trash or some convenience. But she was also so young to have been on her own, Nikki was conversely proud of her and worried at the same time.

The teenager’s black-and-red head popped up and her eyes widened. Some of the worry on her face eased, and Nikki didn’t miss the hope in her voice when she said, “Nikki!”

“So, it’s true,” Gunter murmured beside them. “You do know her.”

‘Know’ seemed like a really strong word. At this point in their life, they knew Cameron and the Burkhard Clan far better than they’d ever known Lina, but Nikki still nodded. “Yeah. Not well. But we talked occasionally.”

Nikki crossed the rest of the distance to the table and dropped into a seat opposite of Lina. She didn’t look great. Well, she looked better than the last time they’d seen her at the Jaeggi compound. The hair color was new, but the teenager had been constantly looking for a way to rebel against the Jaeggi leaders. They wouldn’t have liked it. The black and red made her stand out too much, made her too memorable. One of the keys to Jaeggi survival was their ability to blend in and escape notice.

She also looked paler, thinner. She was more hollow in the cheeks and around the eyes. They’d forgotten how bad things had been with the Jaeggi. Never enough food. Never enough supplies. Too hot in the summer, too cold in the winter. Life was miserable even if you weren’t having the magic drained from your core.

Life would change quickly for Lina if she was permitted to stay at Burkhard. Always enough food and warmth to go around.

But did Nikki want her to stay? She was a reminder of what they’d escaped, but they also couldn’t forget she’d never done any harm to them. Didn’t she deserve to escape the same hell they’d escaped?

Gunter’s hand landed on their shoulder as the dragon took the seat next to them.

Nikki placed both arms on the table and leaned closer. “How did you escape?”

A little hint of a smile teased a corner of her mouth, and there was some lightness to her eyes for the first time. “It was after the move. You know how chaotic those can be.”

Nikki nodded. Memories of people running around and shouting at the same time. Moves were the only time restraints were put on them and the other prisoners.

Lina’s eyes darted left and right, taking in all the other dragons who were also settled around the table. “My family created a cover story, that I was going to stay with an aunt for school for a while. I left and then just…didn’t go where people expected. No one really questioned it. Things have been worse in the last few months. More frantic, careless. My parents thought it was a good chance for me to get away.”

“Your parents helped?” Rodrigo asked, and Lina flinched, her fragile smile disappearing.

Looking at her expression, Nikki felt sympathy like an ache. That smile was one they’d worn many a time, trying to put a brave face on things. Nikki broadened their own smile and reached a hand out, placing it in the middle of the table. After a second, Lina took it, her fingers cold in theirs.

Gunter’s hand tightened on their shoulder, but he didn’t speak. Nikki could feel his worry in those five digits pressing into their skin, but Gunter was giving them space, trusting them. There was no better feeling in all the world.

“Lina, your parents? They helped?” Nikki asked carefully, drawing her fearful gaze back to them. This was why they were needed in the meeting. Nikki was someone familiar when she was surrounded by people she’d been taught were her enemies.

“Yeah, my siblings, too. They planned to cover up my disappearance for as long as they could.”

“How long have you been on your own?”

Lina shoved a hand through her hair and scratched her scalp in thought. “A few days. I got lost on the wrong train and ended up hitchhiking. I didn’t know if anyone would be looking for me already, and I had only a little money on me.”

Nikki’s head snapped around to look at Gunter. “Sora—”

Gunter’s expression immediately softened. “Sora and his parents have already looked her over. She was dehydrated and malnourished when we found her, but we’re already working to correct that.”

“And my magical core is broke,” Lina grumbled, but she bounced back in the next breath. “But they’re starting to fix that too. They think I’ll be able to do magic one day.”

“If you help us,” Alric said in deep, heavy tones.

Part of Nikki wanted to snap at the king of the Fire Dragons. She was just a kid. They should be helping her regardless. But they swallowed back the angry words because they got it. The Burkhard Clan had lost so much because of the Jaeggi. All the dragons had over the long centuries. Family, mates, the chance to have children. The Jaeggi stole all of that from them.

And right now, this scared teenager represented their best chance to stop the killing and finally have the lives they’d been fighting so long for.

Lina nodded stiffly and retracted her hand from Nikki’s, lifting it to reveal a folded piece of yellow-lined paper. Her fingers trembled as she opened it up. “These are my terms.”

She slid it across the table toward Alric. Nikki leaned the other way, following its course along the smooth, glossy surface. Her handwriting was clear and full of pretty loops.

Alric picked up the paper, his brow furrowing as he looked over the writing. He placed it down again. “This is just a list of four names.”

Lina held her chin up high and straightened her shoulders. “That’s my family. My parents and my younger brother and sister. I’ll tell you everything I know. I’ll show you exactly where the Jaeggi Clan is. I’ll tell you everything about the protection wards, security system, and the guards. But you have to agree to rescue the four people on that list and to protect them from the Jaeggi.”

“I thought you had two older sisters as well,” Nikki said.

Sadness flashed across her young face for a moment before she put her mask in place again. “They won’t come. They’d never leave the clan. They…they believe in what Thomas Jaeggi says about the other mages and the dragons. They’d kill me, you, everyone in here rather than betray the clan.” She shook her head and sighed. “No, not those sisters. My parents think all of this is wrong. Stealing mages and draining their magical core. Stealing another person’s essence. My youngest sister is eight and my brother is six. They can still be saved.”

“What about this here?” Alric turned the paper back toward her and pointed to one name. “There’s an H in parenthesis next to this name.”

“My little brother is human, we believe. Or maybe his core is really broken. We don’t know. But I thought you should know I want you to save a human.”

Cameron made a little noise as he reached for Alric. “We have no problem helping a human.”

“But it’s good to know before we go in,” Roca murmured. He tapped the side of his nose as he smiled at Lina. “Humans smell different from mages. Something for our dragons to keep in mind when they go looking for him.”

“My siblings should be sticking close to my parents, but yes, he’s one of the few humans in the clan,” Lina said.

Alric pushed to his feet and paced a short distance away from the table. Nikki tensed, and Gunter grabbed their hand in both of his. Even Cameron looked worried as he watched his mate.

After nearly a minute, Alric shook his head at some thought and turned back to stare at Lina. “I will be frank with you, Miss Lina,” he started slowly. “Our intent is to use this information to attack and destroy your clan.”

Lina nodded. “I know. I know I don’t have any choice in the matter, but I don’t want them to be my clan. I don’t want anything to do with them. They deserve what they get for hurting so many people.”

“But the battle that comes with that means chaos, destruction, and death. You are requesting we find four people amidst thousands while we are fighting. I won’t make promises I can’t keep.”

The poor teenager’s shoulders slumped, and she nodded.

“But I can promise we will try our very best to find them. And if we do find them, we will protect them as if they were members of our own clans.”

“You will?” Lina gasped.

Alric nodded, and she roughly wiped tears from her sparkling eyes with the heels of her palms.

“Is there any way we could get them a message without the rest of the Jaeggi finding out?” Roca asked.

Lina slowly shook her head. “Cellphones are closely monitored, and calls are tracked. I don’t think we’d be able to call or text.”

Rodrigo’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “An old-fashioned letter would take too long and be too obvious.”

“What about email? No! Junk mail?” Cameron asked.

“Regular email would be monitored, but I doubt they pay attention to junk mail. There’s just too much of it.” Lina seemed to perk up the more she spoke. “My mom has an email account, and she gets a bunch of random emails each day from different retailers offering sales. She reads all of them. She says it makes her feel normal. Her little taste of the outside world.”

“Liebling?” Alric murmured.

“I’d need to work with Cassie and maybe even North to see what we could construct quickly that wouldn’t arouse suspicion, but I think we might be able to get a message to her parents without the rest of the Jaeggi finding it.” Cameron nodded and smiled at his mate. “Yes, I’m pretty sure we can if you give us a day or two. Lina, is there anyone else who wants to defect?”

“Yes, five families altogether. You’ll really help them too?”

Cameron’s eyes were on Alric’s, a silent communication going between them before Alric answered, “Yes. Anyone who wishes to leave, we will help.”

Alric turned his attention back to Lina. “We agree to your terms. We’ll do what we can to rescue and protect your parents and siblings. What can you tell us?”

“How many are in the Jaeggi Clan?” Chalo demanded.

“Where the hell are they?” Roca growled.

“Hey!” Nikki snapped, slamming their hand down on the table. They leaned forward to glare down the table at the earth and metal dragons. “She’s a kid. Give her a second.”

Both kings looked chastened while Rodrigo stifled a laugh. Nikki threw a warning look over his shoulder at Alric for good measure, and the dragon just grinned. They were all crazy.

“There’s roughly eighteen hundred in the clan total. I think last I heard, the main core of the clan was about thirteen hundred. Another four hundred are assigned to hunting and gathering supplies—both food and elements.” Lina paused and rubbed her forehead. “And then about eighty or so scouts. They’re the ones looking for other mages to bring back to the clan.”

“Do you know if they’re currently holding any other mages like me?” Nikki asked.

“A few,” she said, wincing. “Not as many as usual. They lost a lot in the attack in Czechia. With the clan scrambling, they haven’t brought many new ones in.”

“That’s good,” Rodrigo murmured. “If they don’t have a lot of mages on hand to drain, they might not have a lot of magical firepower to fight us with.”

“Where are they?” Alric demanded.

“And how do they even move that many people around efficiently?” Gunter said.

“With the portal.” Lina made it sound so easy.

Chalo tossed up his hands. “I thought you said the Jaeggi didn’t have much magic. They can make portals?”

Lina rolled her eyes as only a teenager could, and Nikki smothered a laugh.

“An internet portal. It’s a place where we can all log in, get information of where we are traveling to, when we’re supposed to leave, and what we’re supposed to bring. If we are ever separated from our clan, it’s the only way we can find each other again.” She turned her attention back to Alric. “They’re in the Alps in Italy. The closest town is Masseria, which is along the Rio Mareta near the Austrian border with Italy.”

“Impressive,” Rodrigo drawled.

“I was in training to be a runner, one of their supply gatherers. If the clan has to suddenly move, we’re taught to memorize critical pieces of information like location details in case another clan member can’t quickly fetch you.”

“That’s good. Thank you, Lina,” Cameron said with a warm smile.

“This is very helpful. We can pull everyone back to the castle and plan in safety,” Roca said.

Nikki’s heart sped up a little. They knew where the Jaeggi were. It wouldn’t be long now before Alric and the other kings cooked up a plan of attack. The battle was getting close, and there was no doubt in their mind Gunter was going to be right in the middle of it. His dragon was going to risk his life and fight the Jaeggi.

Yes, they wanted the Jaeggi wiped out once and for all, but…Nikki suddenly had a lot of people they wanted to protect. And the idea of going into battle where they could possibly be hurt didn’t sit well with Nikki. Revenge was battling it out with the need to keep people safe, and Nikki didn’t know which emotion would win.

“There’s just one thing,” Lina interrupted, seeming to cringe a little. “They won’t be at Masseria for long. Just one more week and then they are going to move again.”

“What?” Ravi gasped from the back of the room. Nikki jumped. Ravi could be incredibly loud without meaning to be. “Why so quickly?”

“The main host of the Jaeggi has been in the Alps location for over a month. Since the attack in Czechia, they’ve been waiting for everyone to gather before moving again.”

“Where are they moving next?” Cameron asked.

Lina shrugged. “They don’t tell us until moving day, and even then they might tell the groups a meet-up point but not the final destination. Only Thomas and his most trusted people know the final location.”

“Wait, you said they’ve been waiting for everyone. Does that mean the entire clan will be in one place in the next week?”

Lina nodded in answer to Alric’s question. “It doesn’t happen all that often or for long,” she replied.

“Then we have no choice. We need to strike before they have a chance to move and scatter yet again.” Alric paced back to his vacated seat and rested his hand on the back. “Cameron, take Lina and Nikki to see Cassie. Make plans to safely contact Lina’s family and then pull all the information you can from the portal.”

The consort nodded once, his expression serious and stern. “Got it.”

Alric looked at the three kings. “Contact your people to be ready. I’m calling a war council together this evening after dinner. We make final plans for our attack. We hit the Jaeggi’s current stronghold before they move again, and we will destroy them before they harm another mage or dragon. Gunter, inform Dieter and Lisette. They will need to be present as well.”

“As you wish, Hoheit.”

Nikki watched the almost feral smile spread across Alric’s mouth while gold flashed through his deep blue eyes. “We will finally defeat the Jaeggi and bring an end to this war after five hundred years.”

Nikki just prayed they got to keep their dragon when all was said and done.
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Gunter paused just past the threshold of the War Room, his stomach clenching around the remains of the dinner he’d picked at. Too much had been on his mind—both preparations and worries.

Nikki had barely spoken throughout the meal. They’d just huddled close, one hand resting lightly on Gunter’s thigh as if they expected him to fly away at any moment.

It had been on the tip of his tongue to tell Nikki not to worry, but that was foolish. Of course they would worry. Gunter couldn’t stop himself from worrying.

The worry grew worse now that he was in this room again. After the death of Alric’s father, they’d planned a final assault to end the war on the Jaeggi in this room.

More than five hundred years later, they were back to plan another final assault to end a war they’d thought long since buried and dead. He thought he’d be feeling more excitement and relief that they were all racing toward a conclusion to their troubles with the Jaeggi.

But all he felt was fear and dread. The last battle this size with the Jaeggi had resulted in the death of so many dragons and mages. The Burkhard fire dragons were so few now. The wind dragon numbers even smaller. The ranks of mages were the worst of all. How many people he regarded as family and friends were going to be lost in this battle?

His people finally had a chance to crawl back from the threat of extinction. If this battle went poorly for them, dragons could be lost from the world permanently.

Or maybe just fire dragons.

A large hand closed over his shoulder, and Gunter twisted around to see Dimitri standing beside him, a look of grim understanding in his eyes while one corner of his lips tilted up in a half smile. “They won’t win. We won’t let them,” Dimitri said in a low voice. “You have a new mate to return home to.”

“But can it be done without losing the rest of my family?”

Dimitri gave a little shrug that struck Gunter as so very Russian. “We will all be fighting to protect your family. We’re not leaving this in the hands of any old gods.”

Gunter wasn’t entirely sure that made him feel better, but he appreciated Dimitri’s effort. He forced a smile onto his lips and Dimitri grinned before slapping him on the back and walking to where Rodrigo stood talking with the other kings around the table.

At the very least, the mood seemed more hopeful than the last time all the dragon kings had been gathered in this room. The buzz of excitement was almost electric in the air, and Gunter could swear he felt the long-dead dragon kings and warriors who’d met in this room before watching over them.

He crossed to the table and chose an empty seat next to Dieter, who had a new legal pad and pair of pens set in front of him. Lisette sat across the table from him in Cameron’s customary seat. The consort was already stretched thin, darting between working with Cassie and North on the message for Lina’s parents, to meeting with the other mages to make preparations for both attack and eventual hospital duties, to working with the other dragons in drumming up yet more room to house the influx of dragons and mages inevitably arriving from Brazil and the Sodalicium.

One good thing was Nikki deciding to stick close to Cameron every step of the way. His mage was dug in and dedicated to protecting their new clan. Gunter couldn’t possibly be prouder.

Looking down the table, his gaze landed on the giant flat screen TV that had been brought into the room. Not only did they have the kings and their chief bodyguards in attendance, but they’d also conferenced in more dragons from the Ice, Earth, and Metal Clans. It also looked like there was a collection of mages gathered in front of a monitor from the Sodalicium.

“After so many years, it’s a little hard to believe there are still so many of us,” Dieter murmured.

“You know, love,” Lisette drawled from across the table, “after we deal with this dustup with the Jaeggi, we should look into going on an extended vacation. It would be an excellent chance to spend some time with the Sodalicium, swap spells, fly with some other dragons over new scenery.”

“Catch up on five centuries of gossip,” Dieter teased.

Lisette sniffed lightly, but her smile never wavered. “That is going to take a few months. You’ll need to warn Alric the clan will be in his hands and to stay out of trouble.”

“Sounds like a second honeymoon,” Gunter added.

“After so many centuries, I think we’re due for a second one,” Dieter agreed with a nod.

Gunter grinned at the dragon and his mate. He wanted this for them as much as he wanted to return to the loving arms of his own mate. He wanted Lisette and Dieter to feel at ease enough they could comfortably leave the castle and explore the world, visit with other clans, and not worry about the Jaeggi attacking or whether they would ever find a new mage.

“I promise, I’ll do everything in my power to assist Alric while you’re gone. You’ll have nothing to worry about.”

Lisette clucked her tongue at him and gave a little shake of her head. “I believe you’re going to have your hands full with Nikki, but I like how you think.”

Gunter’s reply was stopped in his throat as Alric moved to the head of the table and all the other dragons found their seats. Gunter quickly pulled his laptop from the bag he’d been carrying and opened it to the fresh page he’d created for his notes. Not only would he keep minutes of the meeting, documenting all the discussion and decisions to be shared with everyone later, but it was his job to chronicle the history of the clan. This was a moment he knew they’d all need to look back on later. He just prayed it was a moment of pride, a true turning point leading to a brighter future for dragons and mages.

He looked up at Alric, admiring his king’s poise and bearing. Alric stood straight, no lingering signs of pain or discomfort thanks to Sora and his parents’ continued treatment of his shoulder and spine. Gunter had caught a bit of a hushed conversation between Sora and Alric, the king demanding Sora push up his next treatment to tomorrow. The king fully planned to fly into battle with the rest of the dragons, and Gunter couldn’t have been more thrilled.

“We have waited five hundred years for this moment, my friends. We lost loved ones, friends, and even hope in those centuries.” Alric spoke softly, his deep voice winding its way through the room. He paused and his expression hardened with fierce determination. When he spoke again, his words rang out loud and true, sending a chill down Gunter’s spine. “But we have crawled back from the abyss. We have found mates. We have found lost friends. We have even found hope again. And in a matter of days, we will defeat the Jaeggi Clan once and for all.”

A battle cry thundered through the room, rattling the windows, and the table shook as fists pounded in answer. Every dragon and mage shouted, echoing Alric’s sentiment.

“I am issuing a full call-to-arms for all clans. Kings, you have been generous to the Burkhard Clan, but I must ask more of you in the coming days. Coordinate with your clans and bring as many dragons as you can spare to Burkhard Castle. As we must launch our attack within a week, the dragons will need to be airborne within the next twenty-four hours so they may have time to rest and prepare.”

“Consider it done,” Roca declared with an added thump of his fist on the table.

“Excellent. Give all final numbers and travel plans to Cameron. He’s coordinating sleeping arrangements.”

“What about mages?” Rodrigo asked.

Gunter’s fingers halted on the keys and he looked up to see Alric’s expression soften slightly. That was a complicated request.

“I cannot in good conscience ask any king to command a mage into battle. Some of us have so few and lost so many,” Alric replied with a weary shake of his head. “But any mage with battle experience who wishes to volunteer, they will be welcome in this fight. Any clan who cannot send a mage, we will also welcome any elemental supplies for spells, protective amulets, or wands that can be brought via dragon to the clan. I know this is short notice, but we will greatly appreciate anything sent to us.”

A female mage leaned extremely close to the camera so all they could see was her eyes and the bridge of her nose. “You are going to be swimming in healing balms and potions!” she promised. Gunter pressed his lips together to hold back his laugh. She had to be one of Sora’s relatives from the Abe Clan.

Alric bowed his head deeply to the mage. “We are grateful for such a gift.” When he straightened, he continued. “Please send a list of all elements, goods, and mages who will be arriving to Gunter, Melissande, and Lisette. They will oversee the coordination of the mages.”

Chalo leaned forward at the other end of the table so he could see Alric. He held up one hand. “We have dragons.” He paused and lifted up the other hand. “And we’ve got mages.” He loudly slapped them together and rubbed them like some evil villain. “How do we get rid of the Jaeggi?”

Smirking at the earth dragon, Alric finally sat in his chair and folded his hands together, looking a little evil genius himself. “I have both good news and bad news on that front. The good news is the Jaeggi are short on mages to drain for their magic. If we move quickly, there is a good chance we will be attacking at a time when their magic abilities will be at their lowest.”

Gunter smirked as he typed away.

“The bad news?” Dimitri inquired.

“After further consultation with Lina, she has detailed what she knows about the clan defenses. We have to assume as a teenager she likely doesn’t know the full extent, so we must plan for things to be far worse.” Alric paused and drew in a deep breath. “However, she was very clear about the ward forming a bubble over the clan’s stronghold. Anyone not affiliated with the clan will be unable to pass through. Any attacks will be deflected.”

“I’m assuming they would be able to attack us from within the safety of their ward,” Rodrigo grumbled.

Alric nodded. “Yes.”

“Then how do we take down the ward?”

“We’re still working on that. Lisette and the other mages are talking with Lina to get as much information from her as possible to determine the type of ward and how it has been constructed. They have two days to come up with a solution. If they cannot, I’ll be sending a pair of dragons and a mage to inspect the ward up close to see if they can learn what they must do to take it down.”

“If that doesn’t work, do we have any other options?” Rodrigo inquired.

“Only one that I can see,” Alric said slowly. His eyes flicked to Gunter, and Gunter’s heart froze in his chest. He couldn’t breathe. Alric wouldn’t dare ask…

“Our only other option is to send Lina inside to disable the ward, but I feel that is too risky. By the time we attack, there is a good chance the Jaeggi will have realized she has run away. Sending her in puts a child’s life in danger and I won’t do it.”

Gunter could breathe again, but the wave of relief did nothing to get rid of the heavy nausea sloshing in the pit of his stomach. What about Nikki? They’d been considered a part of the Jaeggi Clan for years. Could they get through the ward unimpeded?

Alric’s brief look meant he’d considered Nikki but tossed the idea away in the end. Gunter had never been so grateful for the kindness of his friend and king, but was he being selfish not wanting to risk Nikki’s life? Wouldn’t all this planning be for nothing if they couldn’t get through the ward?

In his gut, he knew Nikki would choose to go in. It was their decision to make, but it terrified him, and his nausea surged. It wasn’t Gunter’s right to stop Nikki from getting their revenge, but skies above, he wished he could.

“Once we have a way to take down the ward, the plan is to fly to the Jaeggi stronghold at night in four teams. Each team will have a mix of dragons from all the clans as well as mages. We will surround the entire town on all sides to make sure there is no escape this time. A fifth smaller team will be assigned to the recovery and removal of Lina’s family and the other five families. Are there any questions?”

Of course there were a lot of questions. Gunter tried to focus as best he could on the conversation, taking notes on everything, but some part of his mind kept dipping back to Nikki. He needed to get back to his mage and hold them for a little while. That would be enough to chase away these ugly thoughts of Nikki ever setting foot in Jaeggi territory again.

The idea of Nikki going into Jaeggi territory alone was terrifying. Gunter didn’t know what he’d do if he lost Nikki, but the fallout—emotionally speaking—would be brutal. Gunter couldn’t even imagine it. Didn’t want to, for that matter. He had to believe Nikki would be alright going once more into enemy territory.

Anything else was unacceptable.
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It was well after midnight when Gunter finally shuffled back to his rooms. Questions from everyone had eventually devolved into Roca and Chalo trying to one-up each other in who could send more dragons, mages, and supplies to Burkhard. Gunter was pretty sure it was Lisette who’d finally texted the queens, Anawarkhi and Diya, to chastise some sense into their mates.

Dieter then called for bottles of wine to be brought up from the king’s private reserve to soothe ruffled feathers and toast their plan to destroy the Jaeggi.

When it was clear serious discussion was at an end, Gunter had packed up his laptop and quietly slipped away. It was a momentous occasion, but he missed Nikki. He needed to wrap his arms around them more than he needed to be intoxicated with a bunch of dragons.

Just one problem.

Nikki wasn’t in their rooms.

Gunter normally wouldn’t be too worried about this. Nikki could very well be getting a snack, sneaking something out of the greenhouse, or any number of things. But any time Nikki was confronted with something Jaeggi, the mage emotionally took damage. And after spending a full afternoon speaking with Lina, reliving what those days must have been like with the Jaeggi, Gunter possessed no doubt they’d taken damage.

He’d hoped, truly, that after everything they’d done and said to each other, Nikki would feel stable enough to not feel the need to escape. But Nikki wasn’t here.

And Gunter had a feeling he knew where they probably were.

He hesitated a long time, just inside the threshold of the doorway, debating on what to do. On how to handle this. Gunter absolutely didn’t want to put more pressure on Nikki. He wanted to lower the wall, give Nikki the confidence that they could share anything with him.

If that was possible. Gunter was well aware there were no magic words that could readily fix trauma.

And then the dark suspicion he wasn’t enough for Nikki raised its head. Despite Nikki’s reassurances, maybe the reason Nikki felt the constant urge to escape was because they didn’t feel they were Gunter’s mate. If staying in Burkhard meant being reminded of the Jaeggi over and over, wouldn’t the logical choice be to leave? Nikki could escape over into the Americas and likely not have this problem. They could live a full, free life and never have to think of the Jaeggi again.

Gunter really hated his logical brain sometimes, but it was a real fear he couldn’t dismiss. He’d never said ‘I love you’ to his mage. He’d never once said they were mates. He’d been trying to give Nikki time. But had he given them too much time? Or not said enough?

He stood in the doorway, thinking it all through. It had been five minutes. It had been five eons. The time really didn’t matter. But he finally came to a conclusion and went for his desk drawer, yanking out the passport that had arrived for Nikki.

One more time, he’d give Nikki all the power, all the options.

And whatever Nikki decided, he’d abide.

Gunter tried the courtyard first, hoping to find them there, as it would mean Nikki was still in the castle. But he’d barely put a foot in it when he saw the garage door open, the little red car missing. Shit. Would Gunter need to chase after them? Although where Nikki would even go was a question. They weren’t perfectly comfortable driving yet, and the road up here had a lot of twists and turns.

Panic beat a live drum in his chest. Gunter was all set to sprint for his car when he realized the front gate was open, too. And from this angle, he could just see the back bumper of Nikki’s red car.

Thank god. At least they were still here.

Gunter ran that direction, moving quickly. The engine was off, at least, although what Nikki’s plan was, who knew. Gunter had never met a more unpredictable person in his life.

Rounding the side, Gunter called out hoarsely, “Nikki.”

Nikki’s head came up and around, their eyes widening as they took in Gunter. Immediately, they opened the door, but their expression was worried. Their entire body language looked tight and unhappy.

Gunter’s gut clenched in dread. He felt, pessimistically, as if his worst fears were about to be realized.

Before Nikki could get a word out, Gunter offered them the passport.

A slender hand took it, their eyes searching Gunter’s with no comprehension. “Why are you handing me this?”

“Nikki, if you need to go, you can go.” Gunter felt like he was choking on his own words, but they had to be said. “I know that being here, being faced with the Jaeggi on a continual basis, is hard for you. If you need to leave, you can.”

Nikki’s eyes grew round, mouth dropping for a moment. Then they looked at the passport in their hand as if not recognizing their own limb. “Do you want me to go?”

“No.” Gunter had never felt closer to tears in his life. Not since the destruction of his clan. He was terrified he was saying this all wrong. But Gunter only had the truth to offer. “No, I don’t want you to go. I love you. You’re my mate. I don’t know if you realize that. I want you to stay, but I keep finding you out here, like you want to leave—”

Nikki launched themself out of the car, catching Gunter around the neck and holding on tightly. “I’m not leaving. I love you. I’m not leaving.”

Gunter latched on, shuddering in relief. He buried his head in Nikki’s neck and breathed. It felt like the first time in ages he could take a full breath. Thank god. Thank anything anyone cared to name. He’d been praying for this answer. He’d dreaded he’d never hear it.

Nikki pressed several kisses to his forehead, cheeks, and one to Gunter’s mouth, their hands framing his face. There was a smile on Nikki’s face, one tempered with amusement. “You idiot. I knew you were my mate the first time we met on the battlefield.”

The events of the past several weeks spun in a lazy circle and then settled to form a rather different looking picture. Gunter was floored enough by those words he almost staggered in place. What, really?! “Is that why you stuck so stubbornly by me?”

“Of course. I didn’t really understand the feeling then, not at first. I just knew I wanted you, and I liked being with you. I felt very strongly you were the person I should be next to. But I’ve never been in any doubt you’re my mate, Gunter.”

If the wave of relief got any stronger, Gunter would turn into a puddle of it. Right here. He kissed his precious mage, relishing this moment. He’d spent five hundred years waiting for it, and it wasn’t at all what he envisioned, but Gunter finally had his mate in his arms. And he couldn’t complain.

“I love you,” Nikki told him firmly. They glanced back at the car, grimacing. “And I’m apparently scaring you really badly with this habit of mine. I promise you, sweetheart, I’m not trying to leave you. There’s nothing in heaven, hell, or on earth that can force me to leave you. That is absolutely not why I’m out here. I just have to know I can leave.”

“You’ve said this before. But I’m seeing a pattern develop here, Nikki, and it’s not a healthy one. Every time you encounter something that brings up bad memories, you feel the urge to escape. I don’t know if simply giving this time will help you. And…can I be perfectly honest?”

“I expect you to be.”

“This does scare me. It terrifies me. Part of me still fears you choosing not to stay, even though you’ve been adamant about staying with me. But the Jaeggi are constantly attacking us. The fear and anxiety they bring might drive you out. You’re strongly sure it won’t happen, and I believe you, intellectually. But my heart goes into palpitations when I don’t know where you are. I don’t know if I can handle multiple repetitions of this event without my heart failing. Because I don’t know if it’s just you needing a minute outside, or if the Jaeggi have gotten their hands on you again. And I can’t rest easy until I’ve laid eyes on you, made sure you’re safe.”

Nikki’s expression twisted. “I knew it bothered you. I didn’t think of it from that angle. Sorry, Gunter, truly.”

Gunter kissed them, softly. Because he couldn’t say it was alright—it wasn’t—but he wanted Nikki to know he wasn’t angry with them.

“Tori and I talked of me maybe seeing his therapist. I’ve thought it over…and I think it’s a good idea. I don’t know how to untangle myself. There’s a lot I want to work through.”

Gunter had hoped to talk Nikki around to the idea. Hearing them say it unprompted delighted him, as it meant Nikki really had come to terms with the idea on their own. That was the best mindset for therapy, no question. “I’m completely supportive of this idea. I’ll drive you in to the sessions myself until you’re completely comfortable driving. I might even join you on a few.”

“Yeah?” Nikki’s head canted to the side before nodding slowly. “That’ll be good.”

“For now, though, how about we go back inside?”

“I’m all for that. Uh, Gunter?” Nikki let go of his neck to give the car a sheepish look. “Can you put the car back into the garage for me? I got out here and realized I’m not all that comfortable backing it up, and there’s not really enough space to turn around here.”

“Oh. Is that why you were just sitting here?”

“Well, I was enjoying the view, too. I would have called you in a minute to come rescue me.”

Laughing, Gunter pressed a kiss against their forehead. “Yes, I’ll put it away for you. Then come back to the room. I want to spend time with you.”

Nikki perked up hopefully. “Sexy time?”

“If you like.” Gunter adored that expression. He was also rather heated up by it. Sexy time with Nikki was always good.

“How about I run ahead? I’ll be nice and naked on our bed by the time you get to me.”

Gunter didn’t even need to think about that one. He just slapped Nikki on the ass and urged, “Go.”

Laughing like the maniac they were, Nikki took off, running for their room.

Gunter had never parked a car so fast in his life. And he was practically sprinting back to their rooms, where he dove inside and promptly locked it. No interruptions tonight were allowed.

True to their word, Nikki was ensconced in the middle of the bed, bare-ass naked. They had lined up all the necessary goodies on top of the nightstand and were very carefully not touching themself. Both arms were behind Nikki’s head, displaying their body for Gunter’s pleasure. Anticipation and excitement alone had them half-hard.

Gunter drank in the sight of them and felt his mouth go a little dry. Damn, that was sexy. He kept his eyes glued to Nikki as he moved for the bed, all the while planning on what to do first. Gunter was desperate for Nikki but didn’t want this over too soon.

“And how,” Nikki asked huskily, “would you like to have me tonight?”

“Don’t ask complicated questions,” Gunter responded as he climbed onto the bed.

“Is that complicated?”

“Yes, because I want to do a lot of things with you, and I can’t figure out which one I want more.”

“Put them in order,” Nikki murmured, drawing him in while a hand carded through Gunter’s hair. “We’ll start at the top and work our way down.”

Gunter liked the idea. Quite a lot. He met Nikki partway in a kiss, their mouths fused together as their tongues dueled in a hot, slick glide.

As he kissed Nikki, he let his fingers glide down Nikki’s bare stomach and teased a little as he slid a palm down. Nikki sucked in a breath and released it again on a whimper as one fingertip grazed the head of their dick.

A slow grin spread across Gunter’s lips. Mate. Nikki was his mate. When the Jaeggi were done and the battle won, they would be bonded forever. He would have centuries to worship this body, to wring countless sounds of pleasure from them. He was tempted to wrap his tongue around Nikki’s cock just to feel them lose control again, to swallow down their spend since they seemed to enjoy it so much, but he wanted something more tonight.

Gunter kissed lower, pausing to lick and nibble at one nipple and then the other. Nikki’s fingers dug and twisted in his hair, holding him in place, causing a shudder to ripple down his spine.

Yes. That.

“Nikki,” he breathed hotly across damp flesh. “Will you fuck me?”

Nikki lurched up a little so they could look down at Gunter. “What? Really?” They gulped.

“I want to feel you inside me. Want you to make me yours.” Gunter needed that, actually. He needed Nikki proving they wanted him and wanted to claim him. Gunter craved the feeling more than any other just then.

Those hypnotic eyes seemed to glow with a hungry inner light. “Yes. I want that too.” They planted their palms on Gunter’s chest and pushed. Nikki suddenly ripped their hands away, nose wrinkling. “Gah. Clothes! Too many clothes. Off! Off! You need to be naked.”

Those were the kind of bossy commands Gunter enjoyed. With a laugh, Gunter rolled off the bed to his feet and quickly pulled at his clothes, tossing them haphazardly around the bedroom. Placing his glasses on the opposite nightstand for safekeeping, he crawled back across the bed, meeting Nikki halfway in a clash of teeth and tongues. He would never get enough of his mate. Every moment with them was filled with the unexpected. One second, they could be unsure and timid. In the next, they were fierce and confident.

Tonight, he tasted both sides in Nikki’s kiss.

Gunter pulled Nikki close, molding their bodies together so bare skin rubbed and tugged. Their cocks brushed, caressing each other. Gunter moaned while Nikki shivered and thrust against him.

“You feel so good. Smell so good,” Nikki muttered against his chest. Their wicked mouth moved over his skin, licking him as if they meant to eat him up.

“Where do you want me?” Gunter growled. They needed to move this along. As it was, he hung on to his self-control by threads. It wouldn’t take much to come by simply pinning Nikki to the mattress and frotting against them. Judging by the desperate pants puffing out of Nikki’s parted lips, Gunter was sure Nikki would follow right behind him.

“Lie on your back.”

Snatching one last kiss, Gunter flopped down in the center of the mattress. He grabbed one of the pillows and slipped it under his hips. Nikki crawled between his legs and held the jar of lube to their chest for a moment.

“Wow,” they breathed, and Gunter couldn’t help but preen a little bit. He wasn’t a muscular mountain like Baldewin or even Warin. He was more lean muscle like Alric, but without the regal charm and grace. All the same, it was nice to know his mate felt attracted to him.

“Do you approve of your dragon?” he teased.

Nikki nodded as they dropped a hand to his calf and slowly slid it up along the inside of his thigh. There was only the smallest brush against his sack and then the kiss of butterfly wings across his dick. Gunter squeezed his eyes shut and tried to mentally list all the mage clans in reverse alphabetical order to fight back his need to come. This might not have been the first time they’d had sex, but it was the first time they’d slowed down enough to allow Nikki to explore.

His mate was going to kill him.

Suddenly a slick finger was circling his hole and pressing for entrance. Gunter sucked in a harsh breath, his eyes flying open. Had he fucking blacked out? When had Nikki even opened the jar? Didn’t matter. Nikki pushed in, causing a painful burn. Gunter slowly released the breath and willed his body to relax.

“Stop?” Nikki asked even though they’d already frozen.

“Slow.” He huffed out a ragged laugh. “It has been a very, very long time.”

Nikki slipped their finger out and then pressed again, this time with significantly more lube. The burn was still there, but it had diminished. He didn’t want to scare Nikki from this, but before he could figure out what to say, all thoughts were scattered to the wind and a loud groan ripped from his throat. A long, wet tongue slid up the length of his dick while Nikki continued to stretch his hole. Pleasure spiderwebbed throughout his body.

When Gunter could suck in a breath, he looked down to find Nikki watching him with a particularly wicked Cheshire Cat grin. “You definitely liked that,” Nikki declared.

Gunter said something. Or made a noise as he dropped his head back to the pillows. His brain had stopped working. It was barely running his heart and lungs at this point and with good reason. All the blood in his body was now pooled in his hard, leaking cock.

Over the next several days—okay, so it was really only minutes, but Gunter was no longer thinking clearly—Nikki licked and sucked his dick like their one goal in life was to reduce his brain to pudding.

“Nikki!” Gunter pleaded when he could take no more. His entire body buzzed with the need to come. Muscles were pulled taut and sweat slicked his skin from head to toe. “I need you. Please, Liebling.”

“Thank god!” There were some quick movements Gunter couldn’t quite see, and then Nikki was edging closer, the head of their dick finally brushing against his ass. They pushed in and Gunter could only moan with joy, the sound echoed by Nikki.

Finally. Finally, he had his mate inside of him. There was some burn, but it only added to the exquisite pleasure streaking through him. He wrapped his fist around the base of his cock to stave off his rising orgasm.

Nikki groaned, their head falling back. Trembling fingers bit into his hips. “Gunter. Oh, Gunter. You’re…fuck…so tight.” Sweat slicked their brow and their eyes were so bright, like shining gems of amethyst. Everything about the mage’s posture screamed they were right on the edge, and yet they were still proceeding so slowly, trying to not hurt him.

“More, Nikki! I want all of you.”

Nikki pressed completely forward, and they both cried out in pleasure.

“Gunter!”

“Hard, Liebling. Fuck me hard. Make me yours!” Gunter stroked himself as Nikki started to thrust. For a moment, there was only the pounding of his heart in his ears, their matching ragged breaths, and the steady slap of sweaty skin.

He was full at last, both in body and in his heart. Ecstasy screamed through his veins and burned away nerve endings. He wanted this to last, wanted Nikki to never stop.

“I love you,” Nikki panted against his neck. “Fuck, how much I love you. And you’re mine. Mine, mine, and don’t ever doubt that again.”

Gunter’s dragon soared. It was precisely what Gunter needed to hear in that moment, and it tipped him emotionally over the edge.

He shouted again, muscles clamping down hard on Nikki’s cock as he shot thick ribbons of cum across his stomach. For a moment, the world turned into white sparkles, and the crackle of an electric charge filled the air. As it passed, he heard Nikki shout and felt the warm flood of their own spend into Gunter’s body. Marked. Owned. Claimed at last. Forever.

With a fractured whimper, Nikki collapsed on top of him. Gunter smiled a crooked smile because he couldn’t get his muscles to work quite right. Had he suffered a stroke from that orgasm? It would serve him right.

At least his arms functioned because he was able to pull the mage up his body until their head was resting on his shoulder. They were both a sweaty, cum-streaked mess, but Gunter couldn’t recall ever feeling happier in all his life. His Nikki was in his arms, in their bed, exactly where they belonged.

“You…that…wow…” Nikki panted.

Gunter tried to laugh, but it came out soundless while his body shook. Apparently, he wasn’t much better off than Nikki, and he was supposed to be the one with more experience. Except all that experience went out the window when a dragon found his mate. Everything was bigger, better, more with a mate.

“I think…I think that was excellent practice for our honeymoon,” Gunter declared.

Nikki lifted their head and grinned. “Not bad for such an old dragon.”

Gunter tightened his arms around Nikki and rolled them onto their back. “Be careful with that old talk. I’ll have you know I’m in my prime now as a dragon.”

Stretching along Gunter, Nikki wrapped their arms around his neck and hooked a leg on his hip. “And what kind of a recovery time does a dragon in his prime need?”

Gunter could only lift his brows in surprise, his tongue completely tied at the sexy nymph in his arms.

“I’m thinking you need to fuck me now. So I can properly compare and figure out which I like best.”

Gunter captured Nikki’s puffy lips on a growling kiss while his dragon trumpeted with joy in his head. Yes, they were in agreement. He finally felt perfectly in sync with the person in his arms. They’d each found their mate, knew they belonged to each other, and there were no doubts throwing them out of step.

It was, in a word, blissful.

And entirely sexy. Gunter was all too happy to wallow in this moment with his mate.
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Nikki didn’t know why Cameron had gathered them together. It wasn’t just Nikki but Lina as well, and they were all sitting in Cameron’s workroom.

Normally, a mage’s workroom had a lot of herbs, spell ingredients, cauldrons—the usual. Cameron’s seemed more a hodgepodge of spell ingredients and machinery. Anyone into steampunk would take one look at this room and explode into an orgasm of happiness. Nikki had heard Cameron was an engineer by trade before discovering he was a mage. Looking at this room, that was totally believable. And Nikki was super glad they hadn’t been in this room on their initial investigation of mage workrooms—it would have sent them running for the hills.

The broken device Dimitri had brought back to Burkhard lay on Cameron’s table, looking very sad indeed. Nikki knew it all too well and stared at the machine in disgust, their skin crawling in memory of it being used on them. Cameron wouldn’t mind if Nikki took a sledgehammer to that thing, right?

Cameron gave them both a smile, expression warm and inviting. “Thanks for coming to talk to me. Something’s nagging at me, and I want a confirmation. Nikki, I suspect something like this machine was used on you?”

“Pretty regularly,” Nikki answered sourly. “I can destroy this later, right?”

“Absolutely. It’s not like we have any use for it. Explode it to your heart’s content.”

Oooh, explosions. Now there was a good idea. Nikki immediately started scheming.

“But the machine itself brings up a question.” Cameron’s attention bounced between them as he spoke, leaning over the table with arms braced on the stainless-steel surface. “Lina, from what I’ve seen, the Jaeggi use very limited spell ingredients. Nikki said the storerooms were never very large, something about the size of this room. Is that right?”

She dipped her head cautiously. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Now, see, I find that very, very curious. Look all around me, the variety of the spell ingredients I have. And I don’t even have a tenth of the common spell ingredients in here. This is for my personal use. But you’re telling me your entire clan was satisfied with this amount of spell ingredients?”

Nikki blinked, then looked around Cameron’s workroom with more care, evaluating. It was true, there were only about three hundred bottles and packages of elements in here. Lisette’s workroom had double the amount. Put in that perspective, it was very strange. As nomadic as the Jaeggi were, surely they couldn’t manage to do much with such a limited supply.

Lina’s eyes swept around the room once before coming back to Cameron. “It’s true, I’ve seen more elements here than I ever have before. More variety, too. I just assumed it was because the Burkhards are richer than my family. And you don’t have to move around, so you can stockpile things.”

“Is it just that, though? It can’t just be a matter of wealth. It’s not like we can buy spell ingredients. We have to harvest and grow them just like your family must need to. Magical stores aren’t a thing that exist right now.”

“Oh. I guess that’s true.” Lina looked around the room again, assessing. “But the way you do magic is totally different from us, too. I guess it makes sense.”

Cameron leaned in further. “Yes, that. Explain it to me better. How do the Jaeggi do magic?”

“It’s not like you do it. I’ve never seen someone combine so many spell ingredients and then just speak words and make things happen.” Lina gestured toward herself with a wave of her hand. “Every time Sora works on me, it takes me by surprise. I keep expecting him to pull out a device of some sort, but it never happens. Your workroom is the first one I’ve seen that looks more normal.”

Cameron’s eyes narrowed on her face, the cogs spinning in his head. “So this looks normal to you? All of this machinery?”

“Well, yeah?”

Nikki corrected her slowly, “But this isn’t normal. Cameron’s workroom doesn’t look like any other mage’s in Burkhard. I never spent any time in a Jaeggi’s workroom—I wasn’t allowed in there—so I didn’t see the difference there. But I get what you’re driving at, Cameron. The Jaeggi do magic completely different. They harvest magical energy through a machine like this, and then it’s stored in a battery, which is then plugged into different devices made for certain types of spell work. Mainly the larger spells, the ones that take more than one element to use. Like the big perimeter wards, things like that. All of the elements harvested are kept in glass vials that can be plugged into those devices, and they channel both energy and elements in order to enact spells.”

And it was something of a revelation to Nikki. The words had been floating around in their head for a while, the realization the Jaeggi stole their magical power. But for Nikki, for most of their life, the Jaeggi had been powerful. An enemy they couldn’t overcome.

And now, now Nikki realized it was a sham. A lie. Their magic wasn’t theirs at all. Nikki was far more powerful than any one Jaeggi mage. And wasn’t that a heady thought?

Nikki certainly enjoyed it. Very much.

Lina eyed him sideways and dipped her head in a slow nod. “Right. That’s not normal here? I mean, I know the harvesting of magic from another person isn’t normal, but the devices aren’t?”

“No.” Cameron looked triumphant for some reason. “No, not at all. We don’t need machinery to enact any spells. But that explains so, so much of what I’ve seen. Of the way the Jaeggi’s spells function. Shit, I think I’ve figured this out. Lina, one more question. You’ve got wards up around a city every time you’re in a new place, right?”

“Sure. That’s a given.”

“And there’s a specific machine to do the wards with, I assume?”

“Only way to do it.” Lina glanced between the two of them uncertainly. “Uh, wards aren’t powered by machines for you either?”

“No.” Cameron pounded a fist against the table, excited.

Nikki felt like Cameron had just realized something major. Damned if they knew what. Nikki had realized the differences before, of course. But in context, it didn’t seem to make much of a difference? The Jaeggi might be using machines, but it wasn’t like it changed the outcome any. They could still use magic, so what difference did it make?”

Cameron clearly didn’t see it that way. “Holy shit, there’s a way past that damn ward after all. Both of you, come with me, quick. We’ve got to talk to Alric.”

Nikki followed readily on Cameron’s heels, although they had to jog to manage it, as Cameron wasn’t walking but almost running up the halls. Cameron didn’t knock when he reached the king’s office, just burst straight through. “Alric! I’ve figured it out.”

Alric’s head came up and around, brows shooting up into his dark hair. He’d been in front of a map of Europe but abandoned it readily for Cameron. “Figured out what, Liebling?”

“The wards. The Jaeggi’s brand of magic. I’ve got it.” Cameron strode straight to him, not stopping until he had a hand resting on Alric’s hip. “The Jaeggi’s magical cores are broken, so it never made sense to me how they could manage any major spell work. It’s not like their magical cores function properly, after all. And them harvesting magic from other mages cemented that. But it didn’t click until I saw the device. I just spoke with Nikki and Lina, and they confirmed it for me: the Jaeggi use devices to do spells.”

Alric’s head snapped around to stare at both of them. “Devices?”

Lina didn’t seem comfortable answering—she shrank back a little—but Nikki had no problem explaining. “The Jaeggi have a variety of devices that use stored magical energy and simple spell ingredients in order to use spells. Their wards are the same, created and maintained by machines.”

“A machine?” Alric repeated, baffled.

“Alric, as strange as that is, think.” Cameron practically vibrated, his words tripping over themselves. “It’s a machine. A magical generator. That means there’s a single point of power, and if that’s the case, it gives us a clear target. Take out the generator, the wards go down. If we can slip even one person in, they can destroy it, and our problem disappears in a heartbeat.”

Alric’s gaze went back to his mate, his eyes going wide. Breathlessly, he repeated, “A ward powered by a generator…my god. You’re right, it presents an easy target.” He framed Cameron’s face with both hands and kissed him. “God, I love your mind. How did I get a mate so brilliant?”

“Lots of karma, my sexy husband.” Cameron beamed at him. “I don’t know who we’re going to send in there, it has to be someone the wards already recognize as a ‘friend,’ after all—”

Nikki immediately lifted a hand in the air. “I’ll go.”

Both of them looked around in surprise.

“You’ll go?” Lina asked uncertainly. “But Nikki, they know you escaped. If you show back up, the clan will know you’re there as an enemy.”

“Yes, but the wards aren’t changed every time they move,” Nikki pointed out reasonably. “The ward will reject anyone who’s not supposed to be in there, that’s how it’s set up. They had to do a specific spell on Ravi just to get him inside when they took him captive. It’s too complex to mess with easily. So I must be still registered as a friend to the ward. I’ll have to sneak in; it’s not like I can waltz in there. But I can explode the generator. Once it’s down, mages and dragons alike will be coming in on all sides, and I can retreat.”

“Gunter,” Alric finally said, “will skin me alive if I send you in there.”

Nikki didn’t discount that. Gunter would absolutely not be okay with this plan. But Nikki was determined to help. And who else could they send? The other rescued mages wouldn’t have anything to do with this—Nikki knew that for a fact. They were far more fragile than Nikki. And asking Lina to do it was just wrong on so many levels. She wasn’t even an adult yet.

It had to be Nikki. And as nerve-wracking as the idea was, Nikki felt excited too. It was a cloak-and-dagger situation, and Nikki liked sneaking around and blowing things up. It might be fun.

“We need to get in, Hoheit. And I’m the only person you can send,” they said confidently. “I promise to hold Gunter back.”

Alric passed a hand over his face. “Shit. I hate decisions like these. Nikki, I’m holding you in reserve for now. Let’s properly sit and plan this out. If we can figure out any other way, we’ll do that before I send you alone into enemy territory.”

That was fair. Nikki gave him a nod. “Okay.”

“Follow me back into the War Room.”

Uh. They had one of those?

Nikki gamely followed him, not really sure how to present themself. This was the first time they were going in offering a solution and not just information. Didn’t that call for presentations or something? All the meetings on TV had projectors and slides.

Although what Nikki would put in a PowerPoint presentation was anyone’s guess. Slide 1: How to make wards go boom.

Alric threw open a door and marched through it, proclaiming as he walked, “We have a possible solution. Cameron, explain it once again for them, please.”

Nikki didn’t really listen as Cameron repeated himself. They were mentally stuck on Slide 2.

Other than that, the War Room wasn’t nearly as impressive as the term made it sound. There wasn’t a single cannon, no bombs—although quite a few weapons hung on the walls. Those were cool. There were weapons Nikki couldn’t even put a name to, looking battle scarred and worn, as if they had been wielded in a war at one time. These weren’t just for display. In the center of the room was a huge, big-ass table, with a map currently stretched out on the top.

Personally speaking, Nikki felt the place could use a few more windows. It was strangely dim in here. Just saying.

Rodrigo spoke up as Cameron finished. “All of the Jaeggi spells? Are we sure on this?”

Cameron turned and gestured to Lina, who lingered near the door as if ready to make a break for it at any second. “Not all, but their major workings, like wards, are. I’ve just confirmed it with her. And Nikki. This really gives us an edge. We have a much better idea of what to guard against and how to overcome anything they throw at us. It also makes sense of my experience with them. No wonder they used the same sorts of spells repetitively. They literally have no leeway for creativity; they’re stuck with simple spells they can manage unless they create a machine for it.”

“And you’re sure about the ward being a generator?”

“Yes. Well, it functions like one, I should say. It’s a machine that activates and maintains a ward.”

Chalo gave a grunt. “Sounds like a generator to me. Alright, so we need someone registered as a friend to go in and take that thing down. Seems to me like we have very few options.”

Alric gave him a dip of the head. “There’s few I trust in high-stakes situations. And among the ones we rescued, only Nikki seems to have any real skills and backbone. They’ve already volunteered to go in and take it down. I’m…open to other suggestions, if anyone has one?”

Chalo’s wife, Diya, spoke up. “Why not the girl who sought us out? Lina Jaeggi, you can’t do this?”

Lina shook her head so vigorously it was in danger of coming right off. “I don’t know how to work the machine. I can’t begin to shut it off.”

Nikki lifted a hand. “I, on the other hand, have no problem with blowing it to hell. I’ve already done something similar once to get you inside a city.”

Turning, Alric gave them a long, level look. “That’s true, you have prior experience. I’m inclined to think you have the best chance of going in. But Nikki, you have to understand, if something happens to you, I am not explaining it to Gunter.”

“It’ll be fine, Hoheit.” Nikki grinned at him. And it wasn’t that they didn’t understand the dangers—they did. But Nikki had been waiting a tree’s age to get revenge on the Jaeggi. This seemed like the prime time for it. And they wanted closure, the chance to heal, without lye being rubbed into an open wound every time they turned around.

Besides, if Gunter got to go, Nikki got to go as well, dammit. He was not allowed to leave Nikki behind like a fainting damsel in distress or some shit.

Rodrigo wiped his hand over his face, looking to the far wall for a moment. “This sits ill with me, sending them in alone.”

“It doesn’t sit well with me, either,” Alric admitted. “We have no way of reaching Nikki if something goes wrong, no way of coming to the rescue. It’s incredibly risky.”

“I know that, Hoheit,” Nikki assured him, touched the man was so worried. This was a king who worried about his people.

Alric turned and looked them dead in the eye. “Do you?”

“Yes, I do. But I deserve a chance at revenge. And I’m your best shot of getting this done.”

“You’re right, on both accounts.”

Seeing he still didn’t like it, Nikki gave him a wink. “It just means I have to do it right the first time.”

A fist thumped the table, and Roca spoke firmly. “I like their attitude. Let’s get in there. I’m tired of the Jaeggi being a thorn in our collective sides. If we plan this well, we can get Nikki in before the Jaeggi know what has hit them.”

Nikki was all for that.
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This was a horrible idea.

How dare Alric even consider it, let alone put it before the other kings for a vote. It should never have been discussed. They should have come up with another solution.

Yes, Gunter was fine with Nikki going into battle with him. But the key words there were: with Gunter. Not going in alone. Just the idea of Nikki going in by themself was enough to make Gunter’s heart seize with panic.

Gunter didn’t know who to strangle first, Alric or Nikki.

Gunter paced their bedroom, vaguely aware Nikki sat on the end of the bed, watching him like a caged animal at the zoo. Not that he was acting much better than a wild, bloodthirsty beast.

“How could he betray me like that?” Gunter snarled for the third—or maybe fifth—time. “You’re my mate. If he’s plotting to put you in danger, to risk your life, he should have spoken to me first.”

Nikki barked out a loud, derisive laugh.

Gunter swung around to face Nikki and was shocked to find them glaring at him. Like he’d done something wrong.

“What?”

“Are you kidding me? You’re upset Alric didn’t consult you first about what I was willing to do? What I volunteered for? And yet, he failed to consult me about how you’ve volunteered to fly into battle against the Jaeggi. Last I checked, no one asked my feelings about that.”

“But, Liebling, it’s not the same thing.”

Nikki’s pale eyebrows flew up, and they hopped down from the bed. Shit. He’d very clearly stepped in it now. “Not the same thing?” Nikki repeated in a deceptively cool voice as they closed the distance between them. “How is it not the same thing? Because you’re a big, strong dragon and I’m just a lowly mage?”

“No! Of course not!”

“Because you’re older, wiser, more experienced?”

Okay, that was a tempting yes, but it also felt like a trap. “No.”

“Then what, Gunter? Why do you have autonomy over your person but I don’t? Why do you get a say in my decisions?”

Gunter stared at Nikki for a moment, his mouth hanging open, but no words came out. Even if he knew what to say, the sound couldn’t possibly crawl past the lump in his throat. His dragon was in full-blown panic mode, and his heart was breaking apart at the idea of Nikki sneaking into the Jaeggi encampment without anyone there to watch their back. He’d already been so close to losing Nikki once, before they’d even met. He’d battled with Nikki’s urges to leave for weeks before they finally pushed through it. Gunter had only just settled back into his own skin and felt like he’d finally won this amazing person over, and yet…and yet it was all being threatened again.

Gunter felt as if his heart rested on a house of cards.

After a moment, he stumbled over to a wingback chair and collapsed into it. He hung his head and blinked back the tears that had swelled, but a couple still escaped. He didn’t care.

“Nikki, I can’t lose you,” he whispered.

“Gunter—” Nikki started, but Gunter shook his head. He had to get this out. Even though he’d lost this fight, Nikki needed to understand.

“When I fly into battle, I will have my brothers at my back to help keep me safe. When you walk through that ward, there will be no one to protect you, and that idea is killing me and my dragon.” He lifted bleary eyes to take in Nikki’s worried expression. “My entire existence is dedicated to the protection of my mate. The idea of you going anywhere without me there to protect you is abhorrent. I’d rather die a million times protecting you than risk you getting hurt just once.”

“No.” Nikki’s voice cracked. They surged forward and clambered into Gunter’s lap, wrapping their arms and legs around him like a koala clinging to a tree. “No, you’re not allowed to die. You promised me centuries together. And we’ll have that. I promise you, I’m not being reckless. I’m buying us the chance we need to end this once and for all. And I have every intention of coming back to you.”

Gunter held them tight, burying his face in their neck. He breathed in their sweet scent mixed with the charge of power that came from being a mage. He never wanted to go a day without their scent filling his nose, didn’t want to know a day where he didn’t feel Nikki’s arms around him or hear their wild laughter.

“I love you, Nikki. My joy. My reason for existing.”

“I love you, my Gunter. My dragon.” Nikki’s voice was muffled against his shoulder, and fingers dug into his back.

“I apologize for earlier. You’re right. This is your choice, and I have to respect your choice. You have a right to your revenge against the Jaeggi as much as I do. You have a right to get justice for all the other mages who were hurt and killed by the Jaeggi.”

Nikki lifted their head to meet his gaze. “You mean it?”

Gunter reached up and framed that beloved face tenderly. “I do. I will never be happy about this decision, but I will support you.”

Nikki slammed their mouths together in a brutal kiss. Gunter groaned as their tongues tangled together. He needed to get lost in the touch and taste of Nikki while his heart ached and pounded with fear.

Reluctantly, Gunter broke off the kiss as a new thought occurred to him. It might not make Nikki too happy, but it would give Gunter some peace of mind and could save Nikki’s life down the road.

“I have one request,” Gunter said quickly when Nikki tried to snag his mouth again.

“What?”

“I want to be bonded to you before the battle.” Nikki’s eyes went wide with surprise and Gunter knew he had to start talking fast. “I know you want a big, beautiful ceremony, and we will do that, but—”

“Yes.”

Gunter blinked. “Yes? Yes, you want a big ceremony?”

“No, yes,” Nikki laughed.

Gunter just blinked again. His brain had clearly broken at some point in the night. “You’re not making any sense.”

Nikki continued to laugh while they grabbed his face and kissed the corner of his mouth. “Yes, I will bond with you before the battle. But I also want a big, amazing ceremony later. You’re not getting out of that.”

“Really?” Gunter’s brain was never going to recover. He’d already mentally planned out four important bullet point arguments on why it was critical they bonded now rather than later. Nikki had agreed that easily?

“Yes, really. I want to be bonded to my dragon right now, forever and always.” Nikki’s nose wrinkled, and they twisted around to look at the clock on the nightstand. “But it’s already after nine in the evening, and tomorrow night we’re leaving to attack the Jaeggi. The preparations will keep everyone busy tomorrow.”

Gunter had been about to tell Nikki he was willing to move heaven and earth to get this done, but a brisk knocking at his door cut off his words. With a growl, he reluctantly detached Nikki from his person and crossed the room to answer the door. Now was not the time. Plans needed to be made, people rousted from their beds.

Pulling open the door, Gunter found Alric standing on the other side, looking worried and upset. Excellent! Just the dragon he needed.

Alric’s head popped up and he frowned. “Gunter, I thought we should talk about Nikki and—”

“I’m sorry, Hoheit, but we have no time to talk about that. You need to bond us. Now.”

“What?” Alric’s question came out as sort of a yelp as Gunter grabbed his right arm and hauled him into the room.

“Yes, Nikki is going to take down the ward. I’m angry, and there’s nothing I can do. But I can be bonded to them before that happens. Tonight.”

Alric sort of blinked mutely at him for several seconds, like his brain was struggling to catch up to events. Gunter had suffered from the same thing until he’d decided to just shut off his brain and let his heart handle decisions; at least until tomorrow.

“Now? Here?” Alric asked. “Just the three of us?”

“Couldn’t we invite the other dragons and mages?” Nikki asked as they crossed to the main living space of the apartment, their cellphone clutched tightly in both hands.

“That would be nice. Also, I wonder if the kitchen has any tarts or sweets. It’s not a bonding ceremony without something sweet.” Gunter’s hopeful look faded as he looked down at Nikki. “But it’s late. It would be difficult to pull people together, and then food too.”

Nikki’s face split into an enormous grin. “Not if I text Ravi.” They turned the phone screen around to face Gunter and Alric where they could clearly see Nikki’s text of:

HALP!!!!! Getting bonded to Gunter RIGHT NOW but I need my dragon and mage family with me.

Ravi had already replied with an explosion of hearts, crying, shouting, and other random emojis that had sort of devolved into gibberish. The translation being Ravi was excited and happy to help.

There was a rapid-fire knock on the door, but before Gunter could command the person to enter, Ravi burst through in a blur, swooping right past him to collide with Nikki.

“Really? Seriously? Tonight? You’re getting bonded tonight?”

“Good grief, Ravi. Did someone let you have caffeine again?” Alric muttered.

“Ha ha, Hoheit. Are you ready for this? I’m thinking we need to do this in the throne room. It’s the only room in the castle big enough to accommodate all the mages and dragons in the castle right now.”

Alric nodded. “That would be perfect. Start spreading the news. Get Cassie to help you. She’s good at those mass message things. Tell everyone they have twenty minutes to get down to the throne room.”

Ravi had already been moving for the door but stopped suddenly. “Twenty minutes? That’s it?”

“It’s getting late, and you know every bonding ceremony demands at least a small celebration afterward. The sooner we get them bonded, the sooner they can celebrate, and the less worried I will be about hungover dragons going into battle tomorrow night.”

The wind dragon darted off with a snicker, disappearing down the hall. Alric moved to follow him, his mind probably already on what he needed to prepare to bond them, but Gunter caught his hand.

Alric lifted questioning eyes, and for a moment, Gunter was simply overwhelmed. The world swirled around him. Mere minutes ago, he’d been in the middle of a full-blown panic over the idea of his mate waltzing into Jaeggi territory without protection. Now he was soaring above the clouds with the promise of finally being bonded to his mate. Everything about his life with Nikki was a roller-coaster ride, and he hoped that never changed.

“Alric, thank you,” he finally managed in a choked voice.

Alric pulled his hand free and wrapped Gunter in a tight hug. “You are my dear friend and brother. I am honored to serve you and your mate in this way.”

Gunter closed his eyes for a second and drew in a shuddering breath. Alric had been his friend and confidante for as long as he could remember. He didn’t know where he’d be without Alric in his life, and there was no better person in all the world to bond him to his mate.

With a shaky laugh, Alric released him and stepped back. His own blue eyes looked a little watery, and his smile was overly bright. “Nineteen minutes. The clock is ticking. Don’t be late,” he admonished, and disappeared out the door.

A loud squeal was Gunter’s only warning. He turned, and Nikki leapt into his arms. A laugh escaped him, and he spun them in a circle. In less than nineteen minutes, they’d stand before all the dragons and mages of Burkhard to proclaim their love and devotion to each other. Gunter couldn’t wait.
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It took quite a bit longer than twenty minutes to gather dragons and mages together in the throne room. Probably closer to forty, by Gunter’s judgement. But he couldn’t complain since he’d spotted several people in robes and pajamas, hair mussed and looking very confused about the entire proceeding. Nikki might have even squealed when they spotted Tori near the front of the gathering wearing a pair of white bunny slippers, but Gunter wasn’t sure since the slippers had pointed teeth and looked decidedly carnivorous.

The white room dotted with elegant pillars that stretched up three stories was a rarely used area of the castle, but it gave the event some much needed gravitas since Gunter’s panic was rushing the bonding along faster than Nikki had initially wished. Colorful pennants and banners hung from the ceiling as reminders of an era long gone from the world. Each carried the symbols of mage clans now extinct thanks to the Jaeggi, as well as some clans who’d survived.

Nikki seemed particularly pleased by the long red carpet edged with tiny gold dragons in flight. They lifted their chin and tried to take on a regal air, but the mage’s naturally vivacious personality quickly shone through with a large grin.

Gunter couldn’t hold back his own grin. He was bubbling over with joy. Not only was he with his mate, but they were surrounded by dragons. Easily three hundred now filled the room. And mages! So many mages. He’d not seen this many mages in one place since before the Dragon War.

It gave him hope.

But not as much as his Nikki. His mage was smart and feisty. They’d survived long enough to escape and to claim their dragon. Gunter just prayed they could do it one more time tomorrow night.

At the end of the aisle were three small steps leading up to a grand obsidian throne. Alric’s throne.

His king wasn’t currently seated. He was waiting at the top of the stairs with Cameron on his right. They were both dressed in their finest suits, looking very dapper despite the lack of notice. A step behind Alric stood the other three kings to bear witness and bless the ceremony. It was more than a little overwhelming but also touching.

Gunter had selected his favorite dark charcoal suit with a dove gray shirt and a vest stitched with red dragons. The thread even matched the shade of his own dragon. Nikki had chosen a flowing floor-length black skirt they’d recently ordered because it had the proper swirl factor when they turned, paired with a red shirt the same shade as Gunter’s dragon. Upon discovering Gunter’s red dragon vest, Nikki had announced they planned to order many more clothes that matched his dragon, because how else would the world know who Gunter belonged to? Gunter had merely smiled and nodded. He planned for all the world to know who his mage was.

They stopped before the king and consort, but really all Gunter saw was his best friend and the man who’d captured Alric’s heart. The man who’d healed wounds too deep for even the Abe Clan to cure. He swore Alric’s eyes seemed extra shiny, but that could have been his own teary eyes.

“Are you both ready?” Alric asked softly for just the two of them to hear.

Gunter nodded and then looked to Nikki, tightening his fingers around theirs. Nikki grinned back at him and nodded. The mage was so jubilant they practically glowed. They’d clearly taken time to prepare for this moment, as their hair was in a sleek waterfall over one shoulder, and subtle makeup highlighted their gorgeous purple eyes. They looked beautiful, and Gunter had the hardest time not staring.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice to celebrate this momentous occasion,” Alric started in a loud, booming voice that carried to the very back of the room. He lifted both hands in the air. “We are gathered for the bonding of Nikki Bos, child of Jan and Anika Bos of the most esteemed Bos Clan, to Gunter Burkhard, only son of Erik and Odessa Burkhard of the great fire dragons.”

Gunter sucked in a breath at the sound of his parents’ names. He hadn’t thought of them in years. They’d both died during the Dragon War, lost with so many other mages and dragons. His mother had been a member of the Mylonas Clan, a Greek major clan destroyed by the Jaeggi. He had to wonder what they would think of the mage standing at his side right now. Odessa would have doted on them.

“As King Alric Burkhard of the Fire Dragon Clan and representative of the four kings, I offer our most profound blessing on this couple. May the fires of their love burn brightly all through their days, filling their home with happiness and the laughter of children. May their heartaches be brief, softened by the love of family and friends.”

Nikki gave a little start when the three other kings said in unison, “May they be blessed.”

A new snap of magical energy filled the air, blanketing and protecting all who were gathered. The proceedings had just gotten the stamp of approval from all the dragon kings.

“Turn and take each other’s hands,” Alric instructed.

Gunter turned to his right and smiled when Nikki slid their smaller right hand into his left. The butterflies that had buffeted his stomach as they’d walked to the throne room were suddenly gone. So were all the gathered people. There was only Nikki in his world, and he was going to make Nikki his forever.

His vows swam to the forefront of his mind, as if they’d been waiting for Nikki to unlock them from his heart.

“I, Gunter Burkhard, vow to always love you with all my heart and my soul. I vow to devote my life to your happiness and the happiness of our children. I vow to lay down my life to keep you safe and protect you always. You are my happiness, my heart. You are the fire that keeps me warm, and the light that guides me home again.”

Tears slipped down Nikki’s cheeks one after another, but their smile never wavered. They then leaned over to Alric and asked in a somewhat loud whisper, “You’re gonna help me with this part, right? He didn’t give me time to memorize vows.”

A titter of laughter ran through the room, and even Alric looked like he was struggling to keep a straight face. “I’ve got your back,” Alric murmured. He then fed Nikki the vows line by line, but Gunter didn’t hear Alric’s voice. Only Nikki’s.

“I, Nikki Bos, vow to always love you with all my heart and my soul. I vow to devote my life to your happiness and the happiness of our children. I vow to lay down my life to keep you safe and protect you always. You are the joy from which our lives will grow and which gives my soul eternal life.”

Gunter’s heart stuttered in his chest, and he sucked in a breath. The magic in the air grew denser, and he could already feel the little ties looping between his heart and Nikki’s. There were only the final words of the spell to say.

With a little help from Cameron, Nikki smiled so widely fresh tears trickled down their cheeks, but their voice was loud and clear. “Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitar gev adi.”

I claim you as my mate and bind your soul to mine.

Gunter was confident no more beautiful words had ever been spoken by his mate. “Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitae,” he replied loud enough that all in the hall could hear.

I claim you as my mate and give my soul to you.

A flash of brilliant gold crossed Nikki’s gorgeous purple eyes, briefly changing them to gold coins that glowed with an inner light. Magical energy rushed like a torrent through Gunter’s right arm and through Nikki’s body to exit out his left, completing the circle and officially binding them together.

Gunter couldn’t wait a single second longer. He pulled Nikki forward and wrapped his arms around them before capturing their mouth in a blistering kiss. Both his emotions and Nikki’s rebounded between them, doubling and tripling until Gunter was sure he was drowning in pure love and joy. Nikki was truly and forever his at last.

Around them there was cheering and laughing and shouts of happiness, but it was just a dull roar in his ears.

Only when Alric finally patted him on the back did Gunter lift his head to look at his king’s smiling face.

“Come along, Gunter. There will be time for kissing later. We have a small celebration in the dining hall pulled together, and everyone wishes to congratulate you.”

All Gunter wanted to do was escape with his mate to their rooms and explore this new bond, but Alric was right. His mage deserved such a celebration, to be surrounded by their new family so that they knew how completely they were loved and accepted.

And then he planned to spend many hours showing Nikki how much he loved them.
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Nikki had done a lot of crazy things in their life. But this one, well….

What was that American saying? This one took the cake? That was an understatement. This one might well take the whole bakery.

Sneaking into a Jaeggi town in order to take down the ward sounded easy on paper. Well, okay, no, that was a lie. It didn’t even sound easy on paper. But Nikki hadn’t been properly braced for the reality of it. That became very obvious the moment they came within sight of the town. Nikki looked it over, and despite the fact it hadn’t been occupied for long, it had the Jaeggi stamp all over it. All of their towns looked similar to each other. Small, somewhat remote, and off the beaten path. There were signs of recent moves everywhere in the stacked boxes on the curb, new signs up for businesses, and a sort of organized chaos reflected in the buildings. Nikki had seen this exact thing a hundred times, at least.

There were a few other advantages in play too. Even before Nikki slid into town, their clan and the Sodalicium mages were already at work outside. The massive glamour they put over this area would make sure no human cops would respond to the shit show that was about to go down. For this, they didn’t want interruptions or well-intended law enforcement. And a ward would lay over the glamour, keeping everyone within.

This time, there was no possibility of escape.

And that made Nikki’s soul sing with demented joy.

Streetlights provided illumination, as did open doors, but there were a few spots not lit up. Nikki entered the ward from the darker side of town, the area the least occupied. The buildings were more rundown here, and they didn’t seem to be easily usable without some renovations. It could be why the Jaeggi were choosing not to utilize this section. Why fix something when you’d move within a few weeks, after all?

Nikki only paused once when reaching the edges of the ward. It was clearly visible to their eyes, thrumming with quiet power—like a translucent film blanketed the town in a dome overhead. Make or break, right here. If the Jaeggi had changed the ward’s parameters, Nikki had no hope of getting in. And then they were really screwed. As far as Nikki knew, there was no Plan B.

They tried a single finger first, poking at it gently, but there was no flashback. No shock. The finger slid through, in fact, and Nikki dared to put a whole hand in, eyeing the entire ward cautiously. Still nothing.

So, they really hadn’t changed parameters at all?

Maybe they thought those who’d escaped from them would never return of their own volition. Even so, this was incredibly stupid. Nikki would never have banked on that off chance. They knew the dragon kings certainly wouldn’t have. They were more careful with their clan’s lives than this.

But, as some ancient philosopher once said (Nikki had no idea who, frankly), never interrupt your enemy while they were making a mistake.

Or was it never correct your enemy while they made a mistake?

Nikki would look that up later. Things needed exploding first.

Alright, the ward was not an obstacle. Yay, Plan A! And score one for the good guys. Nikki slipped through, then hugged the shadows and walls as they made their way around the perimeter.

Because they’d had to explode things before to get out, Nikki knew a few things about the ward generator. Cameron had at first assumed it was a singular device, but in fact it was a series of devices all connected to each other to form a grid. It was why Nikki could explode one and open a gate on that first night of escape. Frankly, no one machine would have the power to protect an entire town—not and still stay portable in size. It would take a huge generator, something the size of a building, to be the singular power source of a ward.

All Nikki had to do was find one ward device. Just one, sabotage it, and then slip back out again.

Nikki and Cameron had put their heads together and cooked up a bomb with a timer on it. It was part magic, part tech, and the most steampunk thing Nikki had ever built. They were super proud of it and wanted to make many, many more. For reasons.

The bomb rode like a heavy weight in their messenger bag. Nikki felt it as they moved silently forward along the outer edges. After so many years of creeping around Jaeggi encampments, Nikki was an old hat at this. But it was still nerve-wracking because this wasn’t territory Nikki knew. At every corner, they had to stop and peer cautiously around it, making sure no one was nearby.

Time ticked away loudly in Nikki’s head, and that wasn’t a pleasant sensation, not at all. Gunter would start losing his shit soon. Nikki really wanted to head that off. Soothing an unhappy dragon was not on their list of plans for tonight. Really, it was in their best interest to get in and out quickly.

Nikki flitted between one building and another, and it was then that they saw it. The area was dim over here, the streetlamps not providing a lot of light, so their eyes almost slid right over it before Nikki registered what they were seeing.

A device connected into the ward, the ward projecting front and upwards, protecting the device behind it. To the untrained eye, it wasn’t obvious. Just a black box sitting there, looking remarkably like an old movie projector. It could well be that whomever had come up with the design had used an old movie projector as the base. It sat on a little metal platform only an inch off the gravel, as innocuous as it could be.

Creeping up, Nikki eyed their surroundings cautiously, but no one seemed to be nearby. Excellent. Wasting no time, they quickly knelt, drew out the timer, and placed it on the front side of the box, just to make it less obvious at a glance it had been monkeyed with. No one would be able to see it unless they were outside the ward looking in.

Good, done.

“—don’t unload that here, we need to get by!”

Nikki startled at the voice, sounding so close by. When had people come in this close?!

They skittered quickly backwards, into the side of the brick building, and hunkered in its shadow.

A car door opened and closed, more voices joining in, an argument in progress. It literally sounded as if it was at the front of the building Nikki now hid behind. Dammit.

Nikki’s eyes flew up, looking at the area just outside the ward. It was all open clearing there, no cover to be found anywhere. Not a wise idea to run that way, then. But the section Nikki had come in through, there had been a tree line. If Nikki could just retrace their steps for a minute, that was the much safer option. And they’d be closer to where Gunter sat waiting for them. Win, win.

Decided, Nikki turned, listened hard, but it seemed like the commotion out front kept people there. No one was coming this way. Nikki eased an eyeball around the corner, saw nothing except a moving truck, and decided to risk it. They sprinted to the next building and didn’t stop there, but kept going at a healthy jog until they reached the next corner.

It was definitely busier now than when Nikki had first come through. Why people were unloading this time of night, they had no idea, but it was troublesome. Nikki wasn’t sure if they could even get across this narrow alleyway and to the shadow of the next building without being spotted.

They peeked again. Yeah, no, that was a lot of people. And they were stacking things in the alleyway to offload the truck, so Nikki would be in plain sight if they tried to run now.

Damn, universe. How about cutting a mage some slack, yeah?

And seriously, people, it was bedtime. Go home. Bunch of workaholics.

The sound of a gun cocking froze Nikki in their tracks. That sounded like it was right behind them. Oh, please let that not be right behind them.

“Hello, Nikki.”

Shit. Oh fucking shit. Universe, you betrayer. Nikki turned, heart in their throat, and came face to face with their worst nightmare.

Thomas stood not ten feet away, gun pointed at them, a wild sort of glee written all over his face.

“Thomas,” Nikki greeted levelly. Their mind raced with possibilities. Maybe they could talk their way out of this? Even just a little bit? Because all Nikki needed was time. Time for the timer to go off, time for the calvary to ride to the rescue.

“Imagine my surprise when the alert went off that someone we knew had skittered back through the ward,” Thomas said, gleeful smile turning manic around the edges. Two lackeys, Emerson and Otto, stood with him but didn’t seem to notice, as their own expressions were a near match for it.

“Alert?” Nikki asked. Partially to keep him talking—which wasn’t hard; Thomas loved to talk—but partially because they were really curious.

“Sure. You didn’t think we’d not change the wards after you and the others left us, did you? Of course, we left your permissions in place, but we wanted to know if you returned, so we had an alert put on you. It would be stupid to do otherwise.”

“Very stupid,” Nikki agreed even while kicking themself. Alright, so maybe Nikki should have considered the possibility this had been something of a trap.

“What are you doing here, Nikki?”

“What, I can’t return to the clan who raised me?” Nikki tried bullshitting, even if it wasn’t likely to succeed. “You adopted me after my parents died, after all; this is the only home I’ve ever known.”

“He’s so full of it,” Emerson said to the other two.

Nikki immediately shot him the bird. “You know, Emmy, one of the reasons why I dislike you is that you never use the correct pronouns.”

“I don’t owe you any fucking respect, you weirdo.”

Maybe Gunter would do Nikki the favor of squashing Emerson. Emmy was just one of those people who would do better in life if they were a bug on a windshield.

“Now, now.” Thomas didn’t seem fazed by their banter. “It’s cute you’re trying to sell us on this lie, Nikki. But it is a lie, isn’t it?”

“Why would you think so?” It obviously was, but again, Nikki was quite keen on keeping them all talking. The timer was set to twenty minutes.

And twenty minutes was quite a lot of time when the bad guys had you.

Adrenaline raced through Nikki’s body, their heartbeat loud enough to sound like a war drum in their ears. Nikki had no idea what to say, how to buy them time, mind racing and reaching for words. They were really hoping Thomas wasn’t going to shoot. The fact he hadn’t already fired was a good sign. Thomas wanted to know why they were here. He was more interested in information than shooting Nikki for betraying the clan and escaping.

How long did Nikki have left on the bomb timer, that was the question. In all that had happened, time had become skewed, and Nikki couldn’t even begin to guess. It felt like a decade had passed since Thomas had shown up with that gun. But it couldn’t be that long, so maybe five minutes?

Ten?

Oh, ten minutes would be great. Please let it be ten minutes.

Thomas laughed, as if the question amused him.

“No, seriously, why would you think that?” Nikki pressed.

“Please. The device in Otto’s hand, don’t you recognize it?”

Nikki hadn’t paid any attention to Otto, standing in Thomas’s shadow and focused almost exclusively on a ray-gun looking device in his hand. Otto normally didn’t say a word to anyone; he was a grim-faced man who looked like no one had ever loved him.

But Nikki was paying attention now, keenly so. It looked rather like one of those magic detectors they used to test possible new mages. But something about it was different. It glowed a little differently to their eyes—as if it had not only Nikki’s magic, but possibly dragon’s breath as well? Something in there glowed red. “Uh, no? Why would I recognize that? What does it do?”

“Ah, of course, it is something rare. It’s something we had to develop after we had that last dragon with us. Prior to that, we had no need to test if someone was bonded to a dragon or not. My apologies, I forget you left us before this was made.”

Otto lifted the device in the air to display the screen. It showed a very vivid green, red hues swirling throughout, with the word Bonded in clear white lettering.

Oh. Yeah, that would make it pretty obvious.

They’d taken a typical mage-detector and tweaked it so it could detect dragon energy as well. Nikki had more than their fare share of that with Gunter’s bond tightly tied into their magic. It probably hadn’t taken the Jaeggi much time or ingenuity to make that tweak.

Damn. No wonder Nikki hadn’t been able to bullshit them even a little.

“You’re bonded to a dragon,” Thomas repeated, and his smile couldn’t even be called one anymore. It was a feral stretching of skin over teeth, like a predator faced with tender prey. “I’d love to know who. But there’s an easy way to find out, isn’t there? Because I’m sure, being so newly bonded, your dragon mate isn’t far away. Of course he isn’t, not with you in such a dangerous place like this.”

Nikki really didn’t like where this was going. Really, truly, this just sounded bad. They had magic and a spell element on them, as a sort of last resort thing. Nikki had come in prepared. But they really didn’t want to tip their hand, as what they’d been able to bring in with them was only enough to stop some bad guys. Not all bad guys. And it was flashy enough to call the whole place down on their head. Nikki would prefer for that to be Option B. And they would have already run for it except for that gun. Thomas might not be willing to shoot them right now, more interested in information, but that could easily change if Nikki tried to make a run for it.

Thomas was not exactly predictable some days.

And since the universe had apparently used up all of Nikki’s good luck for the evening, Nikki wasn’t about to push it.

Thomas gestured Emerson forward. “Grab him. Slap cuffs on him, I don’t trust him to not wiggle free of us somehow. He’s a slippery one.”

“You too?” Nikki groaned theatrically. “Come on, just one of you, use my correct pronouns! It’s not that hard!”

Emerson ignored them, coming around Nikki’s side to roughly grab both arms, slapping a zip tie around their wrists and tightly binding them together.

“It disturbs me you have these on hand,” Nikki said. “Like seriously, who just carries around zip ties the perfect size to use as handcuffs? I bet you’re a kinky motherfuc—ow! I need circulation, you know!”

Thomas came in closer, finally holstering the gun at his waist. “Aren’t you curious what we’re going to do with you?”

“It’s probably something bad,” Nikki said heavily, with a deep sigh that they felt to their core. They were a little scared because anyone in these guys’ custody had the right to be as nervous as a fluffy bunny in a wolves’ den, but having that backup plan also gave them enough confidence to stand their ground. “And I have anxiety already, so I don’t actually want to know.”

“Tsk, tsk.” Thomas wagged a finger at him.

Wait, people actually said that? Not just made the sound?

Focus, Nikki.

“I’m not doing anything bad to you,” Thomas corrected, and cackled a little. “I’m just going to take you back to your mate.”

For the second time that evening, Nikki felt a shot of cold terror stab through his chest.

Oh shit. Gunter.

This…would not end well.
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Gunter paced like a caged animal, back and forth, and he couldn’t seem to make himself stop. It was odd, as he wasn’t the one caged, of course. The Jaeggi town was the one under a restrictive ward. He’d shifted back into his human form the moment he landed with Nikki so he could hold them one last time before they slipped away on their mission. He’d remained human so he could pace without tripping over one of the many dragons who filled the forest around the Jaeggi town.

Well, maybe it was the secondary ward the Sodalicium’s mages had set up that made him feel this way, but he doubted it. Gunter glanced overhead. There was a faint shimmer there, just visible against the night sky, but you had to really look to see it. They’d done their magic well. This might well be the first large-scale magical working Europe had seen in centuries.

Restless, he looked the other way, checking everyone’s readiness. The vans to take the rescued Jaeggi were all waiting, drivers standing at the open doors, ready to load people in. Everyone taken from the Jaeggi tonight would go straight to the Sodalicium in India. With their magic so broken, that was the best place for them. The Abe would be able to heal them, put them back on the right path again.

And who better to keep an eye on them?

Gunter couldn’t focus on that, though. That was for after. What he wanted to know was where his mate was. His eyes stared at the Jaeggi town as if he could suddenly see through walls.

Even in the darkness, he could feel Alric and Baldewin’s eyes following his every step like he was the ticking time bomb. No one spoke to him, which was for the best. All he could do was pace and hold on to the tattered shreds of his patience.

Nikki, Nikki, Nikki.

It had been too long. Far too long. Nikki had said fifteen minutes, tops. A quick in and out, plant the timer, hoof it back to Gunter. Nikki had no intention of lingering inside and getting caught. It wasn’t like they had to go into the interior of the town, just the outskirts. They didn’t want to be there when the ward went down.

Even now, the entire town was surrounded with dragons and mages, ready to blaze the Jaeggi town to the ground. Nikki absolutely shouldn’t be caught in the crossfire.

Come on, Nikki. Come on. Where are you?

The itch pricking along his flesh was growing worse. At first, he’d thought it was his own anxiety, or his dragon’s relentless rage and frustration. But this was different. Outside of him.

No! This was coming from Nikki. The faint twangs of pain, of panic, didn’t make sense because they weren’t coming from his own body. They were coming from his mate through the bond.

Nikki was in trouble. Someone was hurting his Nikki.

Alric was right at his side, and his head turned sharply, snapping at Gunter in warning. “Be quiet, why are you growling like that?”

“Nikki’s in pain,” Gunter said, not even trying to keep his voice down. “They’ve been caught.”

As he spoke, his dragon clawed at the inside of his brain and body, leaving him feeling like talons were slicing through his organs in its desperation to break free. Claws were sprouting from his fingertips and scales were popping out across his flesh already. He couldn’t hold his dragon in for much longer. Cold logic and control were needed, but neither he nor his dragon gave a damn about either when it came to Nikki.

“You sure?”

“Panic, fear, determination—I’m feeling all of that from them. They’ve been caught.”

“Shit.” Alric stayed hunkered in dragon form a little longer, taking advantage of the trees. Then he shook himself from head to toe. “I have a feeling the game is up. If they caught Nikki, odds are they know the rest of us are here.”

“Or at least that some of us are here,” Baldewin corrected on his other side. “I wouldn’t barge out into view just yet, Hoheit. I doubt they’ve figured out they’re surrounded on all sides. We can’t tip our hand just yet.”

Alric grunted in agreement, but Gunter was barely keeping himself standing in place when all he wanted was to throw himself at the barrier.

Baldewin growled. “Did Nikki get the timer planted before they were found?”

That was the question. And Gunter prayed, as he’d never prayed before, that Nikki had been successful. Otherwise, Gunter had no way of reaching them. And that thought terrified him as nothing else could.

Losing Nikki when he’d only just found them—inconceivable. Gunter’s mind flinched from the possibility, unable to even consider it without shying violently away.

Gunter was out of sight, yes, but with a clear vantage point of the main road leading into the town. He’d positioned himself here for a reason, because he could both track Nikki’s approach into the town and also monitor the activity of people going in and out. He kept staring in the direction Nikki had disappeared, willing his mate to somehow burst through the ward, even if for a second. To escape for one moment, so Gunter could swoop in and cover them.

Come on, Nikki. Please, Liebling, come on.

Alric uttered a particularly foul curse. “They’ve caught on, alright.”

Cameron, sitting on Alric’s back, leaned forward in a creak of leather. “I can’t see like your dragon eyes can. Is that Nikki?”

Gunter’s head snapped around, back toward the main road, and he felt his heart seize up in his chest. For once he was not happy about having cat-like night vision.

No. God, no.

There was Nikki, alright, and held very strongly between two beefy men, Thomas right behind them. It seemed less a restraint and more a support, as Nikki was hunched over like their ribs were hurting, blood visibly trailing from a split cheek. Their eye was already blackening. Gunter’s eyes swept Nikki over from head to foot and back again, rage coursing through his system like quicksilver.

He didn’t think. Rational thought was past him by this point. The shift from human to dragon was over in a flash, and he bounded out of cover, his larger body eating up the distance in a blink. His dragon’s roar of rage and pain shook the earth and rent the air. He was a blur of crimson red streaking toward the town, claws and teeth bared. The ward separating them didn’t matter, the possibility of injury didn’t matter, all that mattered was reaching Nikki.

Naturally, the ward had different ideas. It stopped Gunter dead in his tracks with a solid pushback of power. Gunter snarled in frustration and threw himself bodily at the ward again, ignoring the sting of protesting skin and muscles. It didn’t do any good. The ward doubled down in return, pushing back harder. He clawed at it with his long, hooked black talons, and a shower of gold sparks burst into the air, and he made no progress. Gunter whipped around, teeth bared, not sure what else to do, how to get to Nikki, his desperation starting to override his common sense.

Backing up a step, he opened his mouth and roared his pain, shooting a molten blast of dragon fire at the barrier. Dragon fire, in the purest form, didn’t just burn red and orange. It was white and blue and gold with the different temperatures. Even his thick dragon hide felt the heat of it. But the barrier held, spreading the fire in a bright wave of white and blue across the town and then down into the surrounding woods.

Nothing worked. He couldn’t reach his mate. Thomas could kill Nikki right before his eyes and there was nothing he could do to stop him. Gunter and his dragon roared again, helplessness swamping his soul. Anything. At that second, he would give Thomas anything he wanted just to have his Nikki safe.

“Tsk, tsk, so hasty,” Thomas Jaeggi said with a wide smile. Truly, the man couldn’t look more overjoyed. But of course he would feel that way, as he thought he had the upper hand. “Nikki, do tell your dragon to calm down.”

Gunter could smell the blood and pain on Nikki, and it only lit the fire in him again. He went nose to nose with Thomas, as much as he could through the ward, and snarled, “Your clan already made the mistake once of messing with a dragon’s mate. Surely you can learn your lesson. Release them, now.”

“See?” Nikki said, challenging the ones holding their arms. “Gunter has no problem using my correct pronouns! It’s just a word, come on, you can do it.”

Hearing snark out of Nikki’s mouth was such a relief Gunter almost bowled over with it. Hurting, yes, Nikki was clearly that. But not down, not by a longshot. Their eyes met, Nikki grinning at Gunter as if this wasn’t even something to be worried about.

And Gunter wanted to do nothing more than catch his mate up and out of there. His mate was made of stronger stuff than he was.

“That’s not how the war started,” Thomas corrected stiffly. “It started because you dragons were too full of yourselves—”

“Do not preach to me of the war,” Gunter snapped. “I was there. You were not.”

Thomas went abruptly still. “You’re that old? In the histories we have, the dragons could live very long lives, but…that long? You don’t even look ancient. Your scales are still strongly crimson.”

“Looks about thirty-five or so in human form,” Nikki informed him, with a hint of a leer on their face. “And damn fine, too. And he does this thing, where he half-shifts, and the things this man does to me in bed, I’m telling you, it’s probably illegal in quite a few countries.”

The man on the right landed a punch into Nikki’s stomach to shut them up. Nikki doubled over, making a sound half keen, half cough.

Gunter’s rage doubled all over again and, despite knowing it wouldn’t do any good, he threw himself at the ward again, harder this time, perfectly willing to shatter bones if it could get him through and to Nikki.

“So much the mindless beast,” Thomas mocked.

“Hey, you have no room to say that,” Nikki returned, still gasping, eyes swimming with tears. Not unbowed in spirit, though, their tongue still sharp as ever. “Emmy’s over here throwing punches instead of using words. Use your words, Emmy, you can do it.”

He would get to Nikki. If he couldn’t tear through the barrier or burn through it, maybe he could go under it. Nikki had told him that in the old days, the ward around a building went into the ground and around, forming a perfect ball. It was possible in their haste the Jaeggi wouldn’t be able to make one so complete. There was a distinct possibility Gunter could dig his way under it. And he was perfectly willing to try, even if he did look like a dog trying to escape a fence.

Ignoring Thomas and his mocking, Gunter sank his claws into the earth, scooping out large brown chunks. He would dig however deep he needed to in order to reach his mate.

“Hey, Gunter,” Nikki called.

Gunter looked at them, trying not to let his own pain show. “Yes, Liebling?”

“What time is it?”

That one question stilled him as nothing else could. Because Nikki would only ask for one reason. “Did they catch you before or after?”

“After.” Nikki grinned at him, wagging both brows. “I’m good that way. So, baby, what time is it?”

“After?” Thomas started to look worried for the first time. His eyes darted between the two of them, the grin on his face fading. “After what? Nikki, what the hell did you do?”

“All the things,” Nikki said with complete satisfaction.

Gunter obviously had no way of telling the time in his dragon form, so he turned his head and called back to the mages waiting out of sight, “What time is it?”

Alric stepped out into the open, Cameron still on his back, and the sight of them illuminated by mage light was an impressive one indeed. More glowing globes popped up from the other mages, outlining the forms of the other dragons gathered. It gave even Gunter chills for a moment, bringing up a half-forgotten memory of a time gone by when they’d gone to war, just like this, with mage and dragon riding in together.

“It’s 22:30 on the dot,” Cameron called to him, waving a phone over his head. “Why, did Nikki do the deed?”

“I did!” Nikki responded loudly, beaming.

“Did what, you little asshole?” Thomas rounded on him, shaking Nikki violently by both shoulders. “And how many of them are there?”

“We’re all here,” Alric stated calmly. It was a false calm, like the stillness before a mother storm. “We all came this time, Jaeggi.”

Thomas dropped Nikki’s shoulders, stepping back warily. “All? What do you mean by all? The dragons are decimated—”

Nikki laughed outright, making Gunter’s heart skip. “Wow, is your information terrible. You seriously fought with multiple clans’ dragons and didn’t realize? Green, red, white, grey, blue dragons and you thought they were all in the same clan?”

The look on Thomas’s face made it clear. He really had thought that.

For all that they had such little information on the Jaeggi, the reverse was apparently equally true. The Jaeggi had been so consumed with hiding, with their sneak attacks, they’d not gathered information on the dragons as they should have. With the Burkhards so close—and visible—they’d assumed all dragons must come from there.

Gunter would chastise them for the stupidity, but, well. It worked rather well in his favor, didn’t it?

With Alric having stepped out into the open, dragons and mages on all sides came out, walking at a menacing pace. Thomas’s eyes darted around, panic bulging in his eyes as he could clearly see dozens of dragons arrayed before the town, stretching out into the darkness. The defensive position of the town was no longer a refuge.

It was a trap.

Gunter would gloat, but he had more important things on his mind. A question burned on his tongue, demanding an answer. “Nikki. How long?”

“I don’t actually know,” Nikki admitted. They winced, sending an apologetic look his way. “I lost track of time pretty quickly, especially after they showed up. I was in maybe five, ten minutes when I found a good place to put it?”

Cameron, quick with the math, provided an answer before Gunter could calculate it all in his head. “At most, we’ve got maybe a minute.” With the ease of a man who had all the time in the world, Cameron leaned forward in his saddle. “Hey there, Thomas, long time no see. As thanks for your hospitality last time, let me explain. Nikki did us the favor of slipping in through the ward and planting a bomb on one of your ward generators.”

Gunter let out a low, deep chuckle as Thomas paled. Sweat broke out across his forehead and his eyes darted around as if he could spot the nasty device.

“Yes, bomb, you heard me right,” Cameron continued with wicked glee. “It’s on a timer, set to go off annnnny minute now. The bomb was designed by yours truly.” He paused with pride and mimicked shining his nails on his shirt. “It’s specifically made to shoot a high-voltage electric charge with a magic boost in either direction, like a power surge, to the generators connected to it. Which means, in layman’s terms, that once the bomb goes off—”

As if his words were a detonator, a concussive sound of noise and a bright burst of color blew out on the eastern side of the town. There was no mistaking it as anything other than a bomb going off.

At the same time, Gunter hunkered down, wings tucked in close, every muscle tightened like a spring, ready to launch himself right at Thomas. A cool, deadly smile spread across his lips, pulling back to reveal fangs as long as a man’s arm. No mercy. No forgiveness.

“—the entire ward is taken down with it,” Cameron finished, and the evil in his smile was clear for all to see.

The ward catastrophically failed, one generator after the next, the power surges taking out its neighbor without any failsafe to catch it. Precisely as designed. Gunter would kiss Cameron for his brilliance, but later.

As soon as the ward in front of him failed, he lunged forward, but Thomas was faster than expected. He shoved aside both the men holding Nikki and wrapped one meaty hand around their throat as he pulled them in front of his body as a shield. Nikki managed only a strangled yelp before they were silenced.

Gunter roared, slicing through one man with his talons and tossing him aside. He was vaguely aware of the man slamming like a ragdoll against the side of a building. The other man was snatched up by one of Gunter’s clanmates, his terrified screams silenced in an instant. Gunter didn’t care. His eyes were locked on Thomas as they backpedaled into the town.

Alric let loose a war cry from his long throat. It was a wordless, keening howl, a demand for blood and revenge. The sound of it reverberated in Gunter’s bones, calling to his instincts for violence and fire.

And all three hundred dragons answered.

The cry was like nothing else the world had ever experienced, not since the Dragon War. It echoed through the air, a tidal wave of sound rich with the promise of destruction. On instinct, every human in the vicinity cried out in panic and immediately turned to run, desperate for cover, or escape.

Except for Thomas Jaeggi.

He stood facing Gunter with an obstinate expression as he clung to Nikki like they were the only shield in existence that could keep him alive. And maybe so. At least until Gunter figured out how to pry his mate loose while at the same time eating the bastard.

“You think you’re going to kill me?” Thomas raged, his face turning a bright shade of red. He laughed, the ugly sound taking on a maniacal frantic edge. “You touch me and I will kill your mate.” Thomas squeezed Nikki’s throat tighter and Nikki gasped, clawing at Thomas’s hand with both of theirs.

Nikki’s pain and raw anger poured through Gunter. “Jaeggi scum! Release them! Release my mate!”

“How long can a dragon last after his mate has died?”

“Long enough to see every last Jaeggi wiped from the face of the Earth,” Gunter snarled.

“Thomas!”

Gunter reluctantly tore his gaze away from the leader of the Jaeggi to see a half dozen Jaeggi mages running toward them, offering support. He drew in a breath to release another roar of dragon fire at them, but one mage was already casting. He’d acted too late, and now he was trapped in the cage that had trapped them when Alric had raced to Cameron.

Electricity sizzled through scales and sliced into his wings. He roared in pain, and an answering scream rang out from Nikki. The more Gunter struggled, the more the cage cut into him.

“I’ve got him!” Cameron shouted from close by, and Gunter nearly wept with relief.

Mages from Burkhard and the other clans fired back spells and hammered at the Jaeggi as Cameron untangled the nasty weave of magic caging Gunter.

It took only a moment for the last of the spell to fall away, but that moment was long enough to push his Nikki over the edge. The mage slammed their elbow as hard as they could into Thomas’s stomach. The head mage grunted and hunched over, loosening their hold enough for Nikki to break free. Twisting, the mage kicked him as hard as they could square in the dick, sending Thomas howling to his knees.

With a wild grin, Nikki ran toward Gunter. “Now!” they shouted before dropping into an impressive slide that carried their slim body into cover under Gunter’s. He didn’t hesitate. Gunter let lose another roar of dragon fire that hammered the six mages and Thomas Jaeggi. Beside him, Alric joined in, enveloping the small group in fire so hot it blazed bright white.

Five of the six mages got their magic shield up in time, wrapping it around Thomas to protect him. The poor soul who was a shade too slow was reduced to a black smudge on the scorched earth.

Nikki flung both arms around Gunter’s neck, holding on tightly. “I’m alright, I’m alright.”

Gunter folded his wings around them, wincing against the fresh wounds created by the damn cage. It didn’t matter. He had his Nikki back, and he was never letting them out of his sight again. “You might be, but I’m not,” Gunter growled back. “You are never doing something like this again.”

“Not going to argue with you there.” Nikki grinned. “Thomas?”

“Alive, unfortunately.” But it wouldn’t be for much longer. The leader of the Jaeggi had no escape. His only hope was to take out as many mages and dragons with him as he could.

Nikki placed a hand on Gunter’s snout, caressing his gleaming red scales. There was a seriousness in their eyes he rarely saw. “Then let’s finish this. For all mages and dragons.”

Gunter pulled back his wings, allowing his stunning mate to step forward. The night sky was alight in a brilliant display of flashing colors and burning buildings as mages battled mages. Dragons swarmed the sky, their brilliant scales of green, blue, red, white, and grey flashing and sparkling in the light. The world had not seen a sight as this in five hundred years.

There was a flash of emerald green, and four enormous earth dragons slammed into the main square of the town. Around them, buildings trembled and crumbled, collapsing without being touched.

Fire dragons swooped across, raining fire on everything in their path, while sparkling white dragons followed, coating everything in crystalline ice.

Grey dragons raged and hammered into anything that moved, their steel-like scales protecting them from harm.

On the perimeter of the town in brilliant streaks of blue were the wind dragons, herding up any Jaeggi who tried to escape the net.

And in front of them, the man who’d tormented them all, who was directly responsible for the pain of their clanmates. A glittering gold shield formed a dome over Thomas and his mages, protecting them from dragon fire and magical harm. But it wouldn’t last. They all knew it. The Jaeggi had no ability to power the shield for long. Not without stealing more magical energy. Their broken, fractured magical cores couldn’t hold out for long. It was just a matter of waiting for their batteries to run out.

But no one wanted to wait.

They wanted vengeance now for all the dragons who had been lost in the war. For all the mages who’d been kidnapped, tortured, drained, and killed over the centuries. The living and the dead deserved peace at last.

“Hey, Nikki,” Cameron called.

Gunter looked over to find the mage had climbed down from his perch on Alric and was standing beside the dragon. In the consort’s hands were a glowing ball and prepared elements just waiting for a final shove from the mage. Gunter knew that spell, and he grinned toothily.

“You got one of those for me?” Nikki laughed, holding their hands up. Cameron nodded and tossed the ball to Nikki. Apparently, the mages had planned for this.

On Gunter’s right, Baldewin lumbered up and Tori slid from his back, pulling a similarly prepared spell from his messenger bag. The mage was windblown and streaked with soot—a side effect of riding a dragon into battle—but grinning as well.

“I’ve been waiting so long for this,” Tori said as he stepped up beside his dragon.

Nikki placed a hand on Gunter’s snout, drawing his gaze back to his mate. “Ready?”

“Everything that I am, I give to you, my mate,” Gunter said without reservation. All that he was, every beat of his heart, every ounce of fight in his soul, every breath in his lungs belonged to Nikki. Forever.

Gunter grunted at the first hard pull on his soul. All three mages cast the spell Cameron had designed more than a year ago that had saved Alric’s life and decimated much of the Jaeggi Clan. Nikki sucked down power like a starving man. Gunter couldn’t imagine where his slender little mage was storing it.

And then it burst out of them in brilliant red and gold. Nikki’s own dragon fire.

The spell slammed through the Jaeggi’s golden barrier as if it was tissue paper. The Jaeggi mages had no hope of standing against the combined power of three mated mages. Their screams shattered the air as they crumpled to the earth, broken and bleeding.

“For your crimes against dragons and mages, Thomas Jaeggi, we sentence you and your followers to death,” Alric intoned in a deep, ominous voice.

Thomas Jaeggi slightly swayed on his knees, his face bloody. But there was hatred burning in his eyes and twisting up his features. “Kill me, but this isn’t the end. Dragons don’t belong in this world. Mages will rise up. Mages will destroy you all!”

Gunter refused to hear another insane word from the madman. He roared with Alric and Baldewin, sending a blast of dragon fire straight from the ragged edges of his soul. It wasn’t enough to end his life. He had to erase him completely. His madness reminded him too much of Kaiser Jaeggi and the war that had killed his parents, his king, and countless other people he’d thought of as family. He destroyed this man and his followers for Ravi’s parents and all the lost wind dragons.

And he destroyed him for his mate, and all the pain Nikki had ever suffered at his hands.

When he finally ran out of fire, Gunter wobbled a little, but strong arms were there, wrapping around his neck, cuddling a sweet face against his scales. Nikki. His Nikki was safe and loved him.

Gunter stared at the charred earth for a long second. He’d dreamed of this day, when the Jaeggi were vanquished. When dragons no longer had to look over their shoulders or worry about mages being kidnapped. He’d expected to feel many emotions in this moment, when his dream became reality.

But really, the only thing he felt was a profound, bone-shaking relief.

Finally, it was over.

Their reign of terror was over. His clan and Nikki were safe.

In the end, that was all that really mattered.

There was a soft giggle and Gunter shifted his head enough to see Nikki’s mischievous grin. “You’re such hot stuff.”

Gunter wanted to say something equally playful, but his gaze was immediately drawn to the ugly bruises forming around Nikki’s throat and the dark smear of blood down their cheek. Teasing later. His mate needed proper care first.

Turning his head, he told Alric, “I want to get Nikki seen to. I’ll rejoin the battle afterward.”

“Assuming anything is left at that point,” Cameron said, cracking his neck to either side like a boxer getting ready to step into the ring. The consort jumped back into the leather harness with surprising ease and thrust one fist into the air. “Alright, sexy, charge!”

“Why am I your noble steed right now?” Alric sassed at him. He did move forward, though.

“You know, it’s funny, you’ve never complained the other times I’ve ridden you.”

Gunter ignored their banter as he turned, scooping Nikki up and quickly carting them out of the battlefield to where Sora was already set up with a mobile hospital. “How bad are you, Liebling?”

“Mostly bruises; it’s worse than it looks,” Nikki assured him, nuzzling against his scales. “I’m more worried about you, my dragon knight. You were so sexy defeating the enemy. I did good too, though, didn’t I?”

“You were fucking amazing. Never do it again, though, my heart can’t take it.”

“One epic battle is enough for me in my lifetime, promise.”

“Thank god.”

“But the explosion was so pretty. Cameron and I did a good job designing that timer.” Nikki’s voice got a dreamy quality to it. “Do you think Cameron would like to do more explosions with me?”

Gunter eyed them suspiciously. That…did not sound promising.
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Gunter hadn’t seen such utter destruction in many, many years. Since World War II, in fact. While it did bring up bad memories of the Dragon War, he couldn’t regret a single thing. In fact, looking about him, seeing the leveled buildings, the bodies on the streets, he only felt a grim satisfaction.

Finally, finally, his family was safe.

He sat on the back bumper of the mobile treatment van, watching as Sora finished applying a thick gel salve to Nikki’s ribs. In the short amount of time Nikki had been in Jaeggi hands, the two goons had worked them over good. No broken bones, fortunately, but many a bruise, and his ribs looked like a mottled battleground of purples and blues.

Sora had been distracted numerous times from treating Nikki as other injuries came in. The healer had deemed them a higher priority every time, pausing his treatment of Nikki and switching patients. Gunter had to bite his tongue time and again, reminding himself Nikki’s injuries weren’t life threatening. Just painful.

He still hated it, though. He’d always hate Nikki’s pain.

Nikki had shooed him out several times to go and join the battle, but it only worked the first two times because, after that, there was nothing left. Lina’s family was safe; she’d emailed them, orchestrated getting them out the second the ward was down. Ravi had helped get the other five families to safety, his speed essential in ensuring the side mission’s success. Really, all the wind dragons had helped with that. The kings had chosen to spare the children, as well, as they didn’t care for the taste of genocide in their mouth.

To those who had fought, no mercy had been shown.

And Gunter was fine with that.

Alric came limping up to the van, still in dragon form, with a worried Cameron walking with him. Gunter’s eyes swept over his king, and while it was obvious Alric had been in a fight with the soot clinging to him, it didn’t look like he’d suffered any injury. The limp was the only noticeable thing. And Gunter had a feeling he knew why Alric was limping.

“You overdid it, didn’t you?” Gunter accused him.

“Oh, he was having a ball, this one,” Cameron snarked, rolling his eyes. “Stomping around in there like he was Godzilla. I swear he was cackling at one point.”

“I didn’t cackle,” Alric defended himself mildly.

“Ha fuckity ha. I was on your back, dude. I heard the cackling.” Cameron came around the open van door and poked his head in. “Sora—oh, hey, Nikki, you doing okay?”

“Bruises merely,” Nikki said dismissively. “I’m almost good as new. Sora’s got magic goo.”

“It’s good-smelling magic goo, too,” Sora agreed blandly. There was a twinkle in his dark eyes as he slapped the rest of it onto Nikki and commanded sternly, “That has to dry. Do not put your shirt back on or lean on anything until I tell you to.”

“Sir, yes, sir.” Nikki gave him a sloppy salute.

The healer then stepped out, took one look at Alric, and sighed. “You really did overdo it, I can tell. Can you shift forms?”

“I wasn’t sure if it was safe to do so,” Alric admitted a little sheepishly. “It twinges like a bone’s trying to pop out.”

“For the love of—” Sora cut himself off and sighed. Deeply. As if the universe and stubborn dragons pained him. “Alright. Sit down, let me take a good look at this. Cameron, go find my mother; she was in the other black van, last I saw. I want a second opinion before I have him shift. Hoheit, if you’ve undone her hard work, you’ll hear about it. At length.”

“I may have gotten carried away.” Alric’s smile didn’t look as apologetic as he’d probably intended. There was a bit of a feral tooth in there. “But eradicating the danger my family’s been in for hundreds of years rather got to my head.”

“Yes, and I’m grateful for that. Ravi and I want to start a family soon.” Sora spoke his diagnostic spell, red lines growing and writing themselves along Alric’s skin. He pursed his lips as he looked them over.

Gunter tried to imagine Ravi and Sora with children. They’d be adorable, no doubt. Ravi was always adorable, especially when he was in the middle of doing something he really, really shouldn’t.

If Gunter had a dying wish, it was that the children would take after Sora. Because god knew, the world did not need more dragons with Ravi’s energy. Multiple Ravis in one castle was too much for any castle to bear.

Hear that, universe? Please and thank you.

Cameron came back quickly with Yuki in tow but apparently he had heard at least part of this comment, as he asked his dragon spouse hopefully, “Can we have a baby soon too? We’re swarming with mages and dragons, and the castle is safe as houses. Surely we can do that this year.”

Alric looked wistful himself. “I’d certainly like at least one this year.”

Yuki was quick to join Sora’s side, and she had an eerily similar look on her face, with the pursed lips and narrowed eyes. “We’ll of course help you to have a child, but for the love of god, Alric. You nearly undid all of the good healing you’ve managed in the past several months! Your poor muscles are inflamed and swollen right now. It’s so inflamed it’s trying to put your socket out of joint.”

“I didn’t know inflammation could do that,” Cameron said somewhat rhetorically. His expression was a fine balance between exasperation and worry. “Alric, I knew you should have stopped while you were ahead.”

“Apparently,” Alric said on a sigh. “I’ll heal from this, though.”

“You will,” Yuki agreed, then exchanged a long look with her son, a silent conversation between them before she tacked on, “But I think bed rest for two days will help. And no, Cameron, I don’t mean that kind of bed rest.”

Cameron wrinkled his nose at her. “Booo. Kill joy.”

“Yes, I live to be a cockblocker. Alric, I think it’s safe for you to shift. We’ll get something cool and soothing against that shoulder and let you sit the rest of this one out. Cameron?”

“I’ll handle the rest, don’t worry. We’re in cleanup mode, anyway, it’s not like anything major is going down.”

“HOHEIT!” Baldewin waved a hand overhead. “I need authorization on the Jaeggi vehicles leaving!”

“I spoke too soon.” Cameron shook his head, already resigned.

“I can handle them,” Alric offered.

“No, you can sit there and look pretty. I’ve got this.” Cameron headed for the main road, positioning himself to intercept them.

Gunter watched him go, a proud smile on his face. Cameron was so different than the young man they’d all met at the festival. He’d grown into his role as consort very well. He now thought nothing of stepping in front of cameras or speaking with figures of authority. He did it with a charming smile, disarming people into agreeing with him before they quite knew what they were doing.

Alric really had done well choosing this one.

Apparently thinking along the same lines, Alric turned his head to watch him go, a proud smile on his face. “Look at him. No hesitation. I want to be out of here sooner rather than later. It’ll be less obvious if we can leave this area before dawn’s light. Call Rodrigo for me, get a status update.” “Sure.” Gunter pulled his phone out to make the call.

Rodrigo answered on the first ring. “Hello?”

“How are things in there? Hoheit wants a status update.”

“We should be able to leave in the next hour,” Rodrigo assured him, the sound choppy with background noises. “We ice dragons have subdued most of the fire. It’s just the front section that still needs to be put out. We’ll have it done before they can get set up.”

“Good, I’ll pass that along. Everything else alright in there?”

“Seems to be. How is Alric?”

“He’s overworked his shoulder to the point that he’s on medical orders to sit the rest of this out.”

“Ah, understood. Tell Alric not to worry, we can take care of this.”

“Thanks.” Gunter hung up and relayed to Alric, “Rodrigo’s got it under control.”

“I heard him clearly enough.” Alric finally shifted back to human form, wincing as he did. It had to be painful, with his joints so inflamed.

Gunter moved out of the way, and Nikki joined him, shirt in hand while the magic goo finished drying. They removed themselves a few feet to give Alric some privacy but maintain a perimeter so no one else could just walk up and disturb the treatment in progress.

Nikki leaned their head against Gunter’s shoulder, nuzzling for a second. “How are you feeling about all of this?”

“I am…relieved.” Gunter paused, staring at the town still burning in sections, the area crawling with dragons and mages. “It’s surreal, honestly. I never knew how to picture this day. In my dreams, I saw it play out in so many ways. I thought I might feel victorious, or viciously self-righteous that it was us who won in the end. But all I really feel right now is grim relief.”

“They can’t hurt us anymore,” Nikki whispered.

“They can’t hurt us anymore,” Gunter repeated, and a weight lifted off his heart as he said the words aloud. “And in the end, that’s all I really wanted. Safety for my family. For me. Revenge didn’t matter to me as much as that.”

“Yeah. I hate what they did to my parents. How much we lost, as a world, as a magical community, because of them. They have a lot to answer for. But I feel like they did answer for it all, tonight. And with them gone, we can rebuild. You’re right, it’s just a relief at this point.”

Gunter was glad they felt the same way. He turned his head and kissed Nikki on the forehead. “How’re your ribs?”

“A lot better. Sora’s really amazing. And I think I’m dry enough to put the shirt back on, which I have to tell you, it’s cold out here. I really want the shirt back on.”

Gunter hadn’t noticed the cold. But he was also built to be warm at all times. He bent and checked Nikki’s goop by the illumination of the van lights, found it had dried, and helped Nikki put the shirt back on. Then he snuggled his mate in, sharing body heat so Nikki warmed up faster.

Nikki was happy to snuggle, wrapping both arms around his waist. “Gunter.”

“Yes, Liebling?”

“You were so cool back there, facing Thomas down. I honestly thought you’d break bones, you were slamming yourself so hard into the ward. How many bones were you planning to break, trying to get to me?”

Gunter thought about that for a second. “Two hundred and thirty-six bones in a dragon’s body.”

Nikki made a choked sound, part laugh, part something else entirely. “You crazy person. I love you for it. You seriously love me like no one else ever has.”

“You make it easy.” Gunter tilted their face up for another kiss.

Nikki grinned back up at him, eyes alight with joy. “You’re taking the words right out of my mouth. But Gunter, something you said to Thomas bugs me.”

“Yes, and what’s that?”

“Uh…I never really got your age? Like, were you serious when you said you were alive during the Dragon War?”

“I was, yes. I was young, but old enough to participate in the war.”

Nikki’s eyes crossed. “I feel like someone just took a chair to my back. Seriously?! But you have no issue with the fact that I’m so much younger?”

“I waited a long, long time for you, little one. You were worth every second of the wait. And the only complaint I have about you is that you like exploding things too much for my comfort.”

Nikki laughed, the joy in the sound infectious. “But it’s so much fun! Come to the dark side, Gunter. You get to see all sorts of pretty explosions.”

“How about we find you another hobby?”

“Oooh, you can give me a baby, how’s that? That’ll keep me occupied for at least a few decades.”

Gunter’s eyes widened at the mental image. Him and Nikki. With a baby. Oh god, what if they inherited Nikki’s gorgeous purple eyes? Or the sass Gunter enjoyed so much?

The prospect of children had faded very early on for Gunter. His clan had been so focused on survival, finding mages had taken all precedence. But with his mate in his arms, looking at him with such eagerness, that long-lost hope came rushing back in full force.

A baby.

A child of his own.

Gunter could only answer one way. “We’ll have to wait. Alric and Cameron take precedence, but…after them.”

“I’ll arm wrestle Ravi for the next shot at the incubators.” Nikki bounced in place a little before smacking a kiss on Gunter’s mouth. “We can start in on the nursery in the meantime. Lots of kids, okay? I’m talking a dozen.”

“A dozen—?!” Gunter spluttered. “No! Nikki, I love you, but no. How about two?”

“Two? Two?! Hell no, we’ve got a clan to rebuild, but I can compromise. I can come down to ten.”

Gunter passed a hand over his face. Ten. Ten little Nikkis running around.

No, pretty sure the world would not survive.

“We’ve got time to discuss this,” Gunter finally said. “It’ll be a good year yet before we can use the incubators again.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

And maybe by that point, Gunter could talk his mate down to a reasonable number. Like three.

Anything over six was a very firm no. He was absolutely not budging on that.
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Gunter was up to something.

Nikki wasn’t sure exactly what their dragon was up to, but they could feel the excited, nervous energy bubbling in him ever since they’d finished dinner and were strolling back to their rooms.

Tonight was going to be their first real night of just staying in and enjoying some time alone since the Jaeggi battle nearly a week ago. With the Jaeggi defeated, there were new mages to be settled, wounds to be healed, and critical information to be gathered before many of the dragons from both the Ice Dragon Clan and the Sodalicium returned home. Nikki had also started therapy this past week. Well, Gunter and Nikki, really. Gunter wanted to be supportive and part of the process, and Nikki really appreciated that. Some of this was so hard to talk about, and if not for Gunter solidly at their side, Nikki wasn’t sure if they would have managed it.

Their days had been filled with constant work. Gunter was interviewing every mage and dragon he could lay his hands on so that the information could be properly entered into books and databases. Their dragon was determined to record as much of the lost information as he could from before the Dragon War.

At the same time, Nikki had been bouncing between all the little mage groups. Each of the different clans were holding special classes and seminars to teach what they knew. Most days Nikki felt like their head was going to explode. And that was when they weren’t helping Sora with his patients and Tori in the greenhouses.

Then, after dinner each night, there were parties. It was like the different dragon clans were trying to outdo each other with their insanity. Though, Nikki was still saying Ravi had won with his version of dragon Twister that had the added bonus of being a drinking game for mages. They had to do a shot every time a dragon fell over. Nikki didn’t remember a lot of that night.

But after days of hard work and nights of boisterous revelry, Nikki was looking forward to snuggling with their dragon. Maybe watching a movie. And then, sex. Yes, definitely sex.

As soon as they reached their apartment and Gunter closed the door behind them, Nikki spun on their heel, arms crossed over their chest and eyes narrowed.

“Alright, out with it. What are you plotting?” Nikki demanded.

A slow smile curled Gunter’s lips, and he closed the distance between them, placing a kiss on the center of their forehead. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t try to be coy with me, Mr. Dragon. I know you. I’m your mate, officially, now. I can feel you plotting something. I thought we were just going to have a quiet night in, just the two of us.”

“We are,” Gunter agreed lightly. He started toward the walk-in closet, pulling at his tie as he went.

Nikki huffed and grumbled about sneaky dragons as they followed on his heels. Some of the huffiness might have left as they watched Gunter slide off his tie and carefully hang it up in its very specific place on the tie rack. He then shed his suit jacket and hung it up before unbuttoning the top couple of buttons on his shirt.

There was something about watching Gunter undress that made them feel warm and fuzzy. Determined not to get sidetracked by his striptease, Nikki forced their eyes away from Gunter’s long, dexterous fingers.

“You’re not off the hook. What are you scheming? Do I need to call Ravi for help dragging it out of you?”

Gunter threw them a dark, warning look. “That’s just mean.”

“And you’re keeping secrets.” Nikki walked into the closet and wrapped their arms around Gunter’s waist, snuggling their face into his chest. In their best pouty voice, Nikki said, “I’m your mate. You’re not supposed to keep secrets from me.”

Gunter chuckled and hugged them. “That’s just it, little one. I realized tonight that in all the chaos of our bonding and the battle with the Jaeggi, I’m still keeping a very big secret from you, and it’s time I shared it.”

Nikki’s head popped up. “Really? What’s the secret?”

“My hoard,” Gunter said simply.

Nikki might have squealed. They might have squealed at such a high pitch only dogs could hear it. Though, judging by Gunter’s wince, dragons could hear it too. Excitement was a super-bouncy ball ricocheting through their body.

“Your hoard? You’re going to show me your hoard?” Nikki lunged up on their tiptoes, gripping Gunter’s shoulders. “I’ll get to see it.”

“Of course. You’re my mate. My hoard belongs to you now. I trust you completely with it.”

Shit. That got Nikki right in the feels. Nikki wrapped their arms around Gunter’s neck and pressed their face into his shoulder. There were all kinds of whispers among the mages about the dragons and their hoards. Few people knew what was in them, and the only people to ever see them were the dragon owner and their mate.

Once Nikki had learned hoards were real and didn’t necessarily contain gold and gems like in the silly fairytales, they’d wondered endlessly about what was in Gunter’s. Maybe books? But Gunter had books all over the apartment, and he spent his day surrounded by books.

Tie pins?

Shoes? One look around the closet proved the man was a total shoe whore.

A collection of furs? His dragon did like soft things.

“Can we see it now?” Nikki begged, releasing him at last.

“That was my plan.”

Threading their fingers together, Gunter led them out of the closet and through the main living space into a smaller room that served as Gunter’s personal library. The walls were covered in books. A comfortable couch and chair along with a couple of end tables filled the room. It was a perfect reading spot Nikki had enjoyed on more than one occasion.

Gunter took them to the far wall where he stopped and hooked his index finger on a thick tome titled The Complete History of the Fall of the Roman Empire Volume 1 in worn gold letters. Gunter grinned as he pulled on the book, tilting it forward as if he meant to pull it down from the shelf.

Not this. This dusty old book couldn’t be Gunter’s hoard.

The thought had barely formed in Nikki head when they heard a soft, mechanical click in the wall.

No!

The shelf swung a few inches out from the wall, and Nikki gasped.

“You have a secret room with a secret door!”

Gunter’s grin was smug now. “A dragon has to protect his hoard somehow.”

They stepped back so Gunter could swing the door open the rest of the way. He waved for Nikki to precede him into the room.

Nikki practically skipped as they went through the secret door into the hidden room. It was a little bigger than they were expecting, almost the size of their bedroom. Three of the walls were covered in floor-to-ceiling shelves. The shelves were covered in models of every size and time period. One wall was all planes. A second wall was covered in cars and other wheeled vehicles. And the third wall was all ships. Even some in gleaming bottles.

The fourth wall had been painted to look like a sky at sunset. A long, narrow table sat in front of it and was covered in little buildings filled with hundreds of intricate details.

The center of the room held a comfortable looking couch as well as a table and chair covered in various tools and paints.

Nikki spun to face Gunter, who watched them with a cautious expression. “You’ve made all of these? You collect models?”

“I do. I started with the ships and then moved on to planes and cars. More recently, I’ve found myself getting lost in miniature houses and buildings. Putting all the pieces together and getting everything just so helps me relax and clear my mind after a long day.”

“It’s amazing.” Nikki slowly walked past the cars, moving toward the ships. The craftsmanship and details were astounding.

“Really? You don’t think it’s too nerdy?”

Nikki wasn’t sure if there had been a small waver in Gunter’s voice or something of an anxious tremor in their connection, but his dragon was honestly worried about what Nikki thought. The idea was absurd. He loved everything about Gunter. Everything.

“No! Why are you saying nerdy like it’s a bad thing? I love it. I could spend all day in here looking at what you’ve created. It’s amazing.”

Gunter’s shoulders relaxed a little, and his smile became a less tense. “I was afraid you were expecting stacks of gold coins and strings of pearls. Dragons tended to get away from that after the invention of the stock market.”

“Nope, this is way more interesting.” Nikki grabbed Gunter’s hand. “Show me the latest thing you’ve made.”

Gunter showed them over to the long table and pointed to a tiny little coffee shop complete with a chalkboard sign with daily specials and a little glass case filled with pastries.

Nikki leaned close to inspect all the details while Gunter stepped behind them, rubbing his hand up and down their spine in the most distracting caress. Nikki really did want to take an interest in Gunter’s hobby hoard, but it was hard when Gunter was touching them like this. They’d been running all day and had enjoyed no more than a few stolen kisses at the beginning and end of meals. Nikki needed their mate, but it was wrong not to properly appreciate Gunter’s hoard first. They didn’t want Gunter to think they didn’t love it all.

“Gunter,” Nikki said in a near growl. “That’s a little distracting.”

“Is it?” Gunter replied in a light voice. On the next pass, Gunter’s hand slipped under Nikki’s shirt, caressing bare skin.

Nikki shivered and stood so that they were pressed against Gunter’s front. “If you keep that up, I’m going to beg you to make love to me in your hoard.”

“Ahh, but then you will have figured out the other part of my plan.” Gunter dipped his head to lick along Nikki’s neck. His hand slipped around to their chest and plucked on one nipple while his other hand massaged their steadily hardening dick through their jeans.

A long moan escaped Nikki’s lips and their eyes slid shut under the assault. Every touch from Gunter was perfect and left them wanting more. Hands danced expertly over their body while his devilish mouth kissed, nibbled, and sucked up their neck. And they still needed more.

“Tell me you have lube in here. I need you,” Nikki whimpered.

Gunter swore softly, his hot breath brushing against their wet throat and sending chills down their body. “I’ll be right back.”

The dragon darted away, running back through the secret doorway and through the apartment toward their bedroom. Nikki wasn’t about to stand idle waiting for him to return. They whipped their shirt over their head and were about to throw it but stopped at the last second. If the shirt hit any of Gunter’s lovely models and broke something, Nikki would feel incredibly guilty. These were Gunter’s treasures, after all.

Very carefully, Nikki folded up the shirt and placed it on the floor before attacking their jeans. Sex in here was going to be so fun, but it couldn’t be reckless. That was saved for the rest of the apartment…and other fun places in the castle.

When Gunter returned, he was shoeless and shirtless. His pants were open and hanging low on his hips. In his hand was the pretty crystal container of lube that usually rested in the drawer in Gunter’s nightstand.

“You started without me.”

Nikki was naked down to their pretty pink jockstrap. All their clothes were neatly folded and stacked in the corner so they couldn’t be tripped over. They slid one hand down their chest to slip inside the cute jockstrap Gunter had gotten them, stroking their cock while delivering their most sultry look. “You started stripping without me, too.”

“I was helping.” Gunter placed the lube jar on a small circular end table by the couch and pulled Nikki in close, capturing their lips in a possessive, needy kiss. Nikki moaned into his mouth, leaning all their weight against Gunter. Every time they touched, Nikki was completely lost. Nothing in the world had ever felt as good as Gunter’s hands, mouth, cock, and well…everything. They just wanted to get lost in an endless fog of pleasure.

But there was one thing better than drowning in their mate, and that was making Gunter lose his mind.

Breaking off the kiss, Nikki pulled back and smirked. “Get naked and sit on the couch.”

Gunter lifted an eyebrow but continued to smile with his slightly puffy lips. “You have an idea?”

Nikki licked their lips, letting their smirk turn so very dirty. “I want to ride my dragon.”

Gunter’s eyes widened with a flash of gold along with an echo of a happy roar through their connection. Oh, yeah. Gunter’s dragon was onboard too.

Gunter shoved his pants and underwear down and stepped out of them as he crossed to the pale maroon couch. He dropped down in the middle, legs spread, and arms along the back of the sofa. His beautiful cock was hard and pointed toward his flat stomach, demanding Nikki’s attention. Part of Nikki wanted to drop to their knees and lick it like a dragon popsicle.

But their cock was also aching, and they felt so very empty. No, riding Gunter was going to be so much more fun.

Nikki stripped off the jockstrap and picked up the jar before climbing into Gunter’s lap, facing him. Their heart hammered in their chest, and it was hard to draw in a full breath. They dipped their fingers into the lube, coating them. They then held it out to Gunter. “I want you to prep me while I prep you.”

A low groan rumbled in Gunter’s throat, and he shifted his hips so his dick rubbed against Nikki’s, sending a thrill through them. Gunter dipped his fingers in the lube and Nikki leaned over to place the jar back on the table. As they shifted back, a long, slick finger slid along their crack, sending a shiver through them.

Grinning, Nikki reached between them and wrapped their fingers around Gunter’s cock. More sounds of pleasure escaped Gunter as Nikki stroked him, but they could barely concentrate as Gunter pressed a finger inside them. The slight burn was exquisite.

With his free hand, Gunter cupped the side of their face and pulled them in for a scorching kiss. Oh god, it was so much. They could come just like this. They pushed back, taking all of Gunter’s finger and still wanting more. Their own fingers tightened around Gunter, stroking him a little faster.

One finger became two and then three. Still not enough. They needed their dragon. Now.

“Please, Gunter,” Nikki whimpered, lips brushing against his as they begged for more.

“Yes,” Gunter grunted. He knocked Nikki’s hand away and shifted so the head of his dick pressed against their hole, demanding entrance. Nikki was only too happy to let him inside.

They slid slowly onto Gunter, the stretch, burn, and absolute fullness knocking the breath from their lungs. Gunter swore, but he didn’t try to control Nikki’s descent. His hands gripped their hips to steady them, but that was all. Nikki was in control and they loved it.

With one hand holding Gunter’s shoulder, Nikki experimented moving slowly up and then slamming down fast, then slow up and down. Maybe a little roll of the hips. All of it had Gunter swearing and sweating and begging as their ass caressed his dick.

“So sexy. Everything about you is so sexy,” Gunter gritted out.

“I feel sexy and powerful when I’m with you,” Nikki said breathlessly. They were so lost in pleasing Gunter, driving him straight to the edge, they’d not realized how close they were to coming. The electric tingle was building at the base of their spine, and they just needed a little more to go flying.

“So perfect. I love you, Nikki. Love you so very much,” Gunter roughly whispered.

Gunter’s words cracked their control. “Fuck! Gunter, please.”

The dragon thrust his hips upward, driving in deep while his fingers dug in hard enough to bruise. But it was enough to make them shatter. Nikki screamed as their orgasm exploded like a thousand fireworks through their body. Gunter continued to slam hard into their pulsing body and quickly followed with his own shouts.

Nikki collapsed on Gunter’s chest, their breathing ragged and the world spinning. The stickiness between them was proof Nikki had managed to come without touching their own dick. They would have laughed if they could catch their breath. Their mate was too sexy for their own good.

“Expert. Dragon. Rider,” Gunter panted.

Nikki cackled and kissed the little spot behind Gunter’s ear that always made their dragon purr. Of course, they could already hear Gunter’s dragon rumbling happily in their head.

They didn’t know how long they stayed cuddled up, but Nikki’s legs were starting to cramp, and there was a chance they were going to be stuck together. Reluctantly, Nikki lifted their head and grinned at their mate. “You’re amazing.”

Gunter’s returning smile was softer and sweeter. “So are you. I was just thinking, I’ll never be able to work in this room without thinking of us on this couch.”

“That is a very good memory to have.”

“I have a feeling I won’t be building much; I’ll be spending more time looking for you to relive the memory.”

Something warm and fuzzy unfurled in Nikki’s chest. They leaned in to kiss the tip of Gunter’s nose. “Then I guess I’ll just have to stay close so you can always find me.”

“This is an excellent plan.”

“I love you, my sexy dragon.”

“And I love you, my explosive mage.”
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Six months later…

Gunter rolled his eyes at himself as he trudged up the stairs to what had once been the ballroom. Why he’d thought to check the mage workshop or the greenhouse for Nikki was beyond him. The sun was setting, and his mate liked to end the day in one place.

The nursery.

From the doorway, it took Gunter only a second to spot the lithe blond standing beside Sora and Ravi as the wind dragon cooed and made funny faces at the large bassinet-shaped incubator. Even from across the room, Gunter could see the warm golden glow that surrounded it, protecting and nurturing the occupants inside.

Gunter quietly crossed the room and stopped at the overstuffed chair currently occupied by Sora’s mother, Yuki. While it took a minimum of seven mages constantly feeding a single incubator energy, usually only one or two mages were present most of the time to watch over the infants.

“How are the little ones doing today?” he asked, barely talking over a whisper. There was something about the atmosphere that demanded a low speaking voice.

Yuki looked up from her knitting and smiled. “Less trouble than the parents.”

Gunter bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing and admired the tiny booty she was working on. In the past five months, Yuki had pretty much moved into the nursery and produced a steady stream of booties, caps, sweaters, and blankets, as if the little ones were in danger of freezing to death once they came out of the incubators. Well, at least one of them definitely wouldn’t.

Gunter gazed around the room, smiling at the transformation that had taken place. Several shelves had been moved in along with a couple of sturdy tables. The shelves were stocked with countless magical supplies, while the tables were used for pulling together those spells.

Another corner had been filled with two large, comfortable couches and three matching chairs for the visitors and the mages on duty.

While all of that didn’t exactly demand a lot of space, the red dragon currently curled around one of the incubators did.

From the moment his and Cameron’s child had been conceived, Alric’s dragon had become demanding and outright stubborn. Nearly half of every day, Alric spent it in dragon form with his large body almost completely wrapped around the incubator. As it was, a mage had to step over his tail to approach the bassinet.

But even from across the room, Alric looked like he was at peace. A dragony smile was on his lips, his eyes closed, and his mate sat on the floor with him, leaning against his side. It had been so long since a fire dragon had been born, and even longer since an incubator had been used, he wasn’t quite sure if this was normal behavior. Ravi didn’t feel the same need to spend his days in dragon form wrapped around his children’s bassinet.

“Alric give you any trouble today?” Gunter asked. He smirked as one eyelid rose to reveal a large, slitted blue eye glaring at him.

Yuki made a dismissive noise. “He’s a pussy cat. My son is the handful.”

“All I said was I wasn’t sure if you were keeping it warm enough for them,” Sora said huffily. “They’re wind dragons. They won’t have the same internal body temperature as a fire dragon.”

It was becoming harder and harder not to laugh. However, his own mate had noticed his presence, so he stepped away from Yuki and walked over to join Nikki with Sora and Ravi.

“Are you done causing mischief?” Nikki asked with a lift of one arched and delicate blond brow.

“I was only trying to tease Alric. Ruffling Sora’s feathers was just a bonus.”

Nikki huffed but quieted the moment Gunter stepped up behind them and wrapped his arms around their waist. He looked down at the twins sleeping within the bassinet. They were pointed in opposite directions like a little yin and yang, but it looked as if they were holdings hands. They were both still bald, but Gunter was expecting both children to be born with thick black hair like their parents.

They were hitting right about the five-month mark. Despite Cameron’s demands to have babies right after defeating the Jaeggi, it had taken them roughly a month to make all the necessary preparations. At least half of the dragons had left over the past few months, but many lingered. Gunter suspected they were waiting to welcome the new baby dragons into the world.

Gunter couldn’t deny he tingled with excitement to hear them take their first breaths out of the incubator, their first giggles, even their first cries. Sasha had been the last dragon born to the Burkhard Clan, and that had been more than four hundred years ago. The castle needed to ring with the cries and laughter of children again.

“They’re beautiful,” Gunter murmured.

“Of course they are,” Ravi replied with a wide grin. “They look like him.” He pointed at the mage at his side, the mate who made the wind dragon shine even brighter.

“Oh, no. They’ve definitely got your nose,” Sora whispered, pointing to the baby on the left.

Ravi leaned in a little closer, squinting. “You think?”

“I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” called a happy voice. They all turned to see Sora’s father, Ryu, practically dance into the ballroom while waving one arm in the air. “I’ve got the names. Augustus and Julia!”

“As in Caesar?” Sora choked out.

“You want to name your grandkids after salad?” Ravi demanded.

“No,” Sora said flatly, still watching his father’s approach.

Ravi shook his head. “Next thing you know, he’s gonna want to call them Ranch and Thousand Island.”

Gunter nearly choked on his laughter and had to step away from the bassinet. Nikki followed him, snickering softly. Since the children had been conceived, Ryu and Yuki had been helping to come up with names for their grandchildren. From Gunter’s understanding, nothing had made the short list yet.

With his arm around Nikki’s shoulder, he helped his mate step over Alric’s tail so they could approach the bassinet of the Burkhard heir. At the same time, Cameron pushed to his feet and joined them by the incubator to smile at his child. Alric stirred slowly, yawning wide enough to reveal teeth and fangs.

“They’ve been a bit fussy and restless today,” Cameron murmured. He smiled over his shoulder at his mate. “Alric thinks our baby can sense the snow falling outside and wants to play in it like all good little fire dragons.”

“Soon, little one,” Nikki cooed. “Soon we’ll make all the snow people and have snowball fights.”

Gunter’s heart swelled to see the look of pure joy and love on Nikki’s face. Soon, they would have their own little one to love and spoil. There had been some initial talk of having children immediately, but that talk quieted when Alric and Cameron conceived. Gunter had a feeling it was the fear of caring for something so small and fragile, but Gunter didn’t doubt Nikki would want one for their family. They were still talking about the number. Nikki had budged so far as to come down one. Gunter didn’t know if he had the energy for nine children, but his mate was enthusiastic and apparently determined.

Finding his mate was not the only reason he’d come to the ballroom. Gunter turned his attention to the dragon watching his child with such happiness and serenity. “I spoke briefly with King Rodrigo and Queen Ha Na this afternoon.” He paused and looked at Cameron. “She sends her love and promises to make the return trip to Burkhard a month before your child is scheduled to be born.”

“Oh good,” Cameron muttered. “Then she’ll be able to tell me how to raise our child in person rather than sending us both a dozen texts each day with parenting advice.”

Gunter wasn’t touching that one with a ten-foot pole. “The reason for the king’s call, Hoheit,” he started, and then paused.

“Really, Alric.” Cameron shook his head at the dragon. “You could at least change back into your human form while Gunter’s discussing clan business. You’ve been hiding out in here most of the day.”

The dragon huffed, but Alric did shift into his human form. He straightened his tie before wrapping his arms around his mate. “I haven’t been hiding. I’ve been protecting our child.”

Cameron said nothing. He simply smiled and wrapped his arms around his mate’s shoulders, pressing his forehead to the side of Alric’s head.

“Sorry about that, Gunter. What did Rodrigo want?”

“Not a problem. It seems the Valerii are having some troubles. He wouldn’t give me or Dieter any specifics,” Gunter relayed. He’d just happened to be in Dieter’s office, going over some reports, when Rodrigo had called. Gunter had offered to deliver the message since he was on his way to locate his own mate.

“Does he need some assistance? I can talk with Baldewin and have some dragons in the air first thing in the morning.”

Gunter swelled with pride at his king’s ready assistance. They’d come a very long way from the old days of clans barely speaking to each other. Now, they were friends as well as allies, where they would both offer ready assistance.

“Not that I’m aware of. I think he just wishes to discuss the matter with you first. He was wondering if you’d be available for a call later this evening. I think he mentioned after you had dinner.”

Alric nodded. “I’ll text him shortly. Tell him I’ll be available for him. Thank you for relaying the message.”

“Do you need anything else this evening, Hoheit?”

Alric shook his head. “No, thank you. Go spend some time with your mate.”

What an excellent-sounding idea. Gunter caught Nikki’s hand, and they smiled up at him. Was that a hint of mischief in their eyes? With that look they would be lucky if they made it back to their apartment. It was more likely they were going to end up in a broom closet again.

“Gunter, I’ve been thinking,” Nikki said as they stepped out of the ballroom hand in hand.

“You’ll understand if this concerns me.”

Nikki ignored the teasing and continued, “I really think I need my own space to grow more trees. My alder tree and I have talked about this, and there needs to be more room. I think I’ve figured out how to shape the wood for wands and such. But if I’m going to be doing that for the other mages, I’ll need more than one tree to work from.”

Gunter’s head snapped around. “Do you really think you figured it out?”

“I actually convinced the alder to give me a branch the other day. No tools, it just dropped it in my hand. So yeah, pretty sure I can do this.”

Gunter’s smile took over his face. “I knew you could figure it out. I’ll speak with Tori, see if there’s space you can expand into. Nikki, I’m so excited for this!”

Nikki’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “Me too. And the more I think of all the mages coming to us, and how they’ll need wands crafted just for them, the more excited I become.”

“The world will be filled with mages again.”

“And hope. With mages and dragons comes magic and hope.”

Gunter stopped in the middle of the hall and pulled his wonderful mate into his arms. Leaning down, he pressed a kiss to their lips, his heart swelling with a love he’d never thought he’d get to feel. Yes, the dragons—and maybe even the world—had found hope again.

And it’d all started because a man who didn’t know he was a mage went to a festival.
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Scales ’N’ Spells is now complete, but the dragon party isn’t over! We are launching Wings ’N’ Wands in November 2022, which will follow the adventures of the Valerii Ice Dragon clan. Be sure to pre-order Ruins now!
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Burkhard Clan

Fire Dragons

Alric – King of the Fire Dragons, mate to Cameron

Baldewin – retainer, head of security, mate to Tori

Dieter – King’s advisor, mate to Lisette

Gris – head chef

Griswold – Alric’s father, killed during the Dragon War

Gunter – retainer, royal researcher, mate to Nikki

Johanna – Alric’s mother, killed during the Dragon War

Karl – mate to Melissande

Menno

Ranulf – castle handyman

Ravi – retainer, personal guard for Rodrigo, mate to Sora

Sandor

Sasha – guard, mate to Cassie

Warin – retainer, guard, mate to North

Mages

Cameron – Consort, mate to Alric

Carla

Cassie – twin sister of Cameron, mate to Sasha

Earl – North’s grandfather

Elissa

Gisa

Ha Na – grandmother of Cassie and Cameron, mate to Rodrigo

Jana

Lisette – head mage, mate to Dieter

Melissane – mate to Karl

Nestori “Tori” – mate to Baldewin

Nikki – rescued Jaeggi mage, mate to Gunter

North – mate to Warin

Valerii Clan

Ice Dragons

Rodrigo – King of the Ice Dragon, mate to Ha Na

Thiago – King’s advisor

Dimitri - ice dragon security

Mages

Evora – head mage, mate to Thiago

Panu - adopted from Taavi Clan in Finland

Sofi – adopted from Taavi Clan in Finland

“Lost Clan” aka Sodalicium

Wind Dragons

Marut – Ravi’s father, killed during the Dragon War

Kamala – Ravi’s mother, killed during the Dragon War

Balin Yamuna – head of the Yamuna Clan in “Lost Clan”

Sahan Yamuna – cousin of Ravi

Chandi Yamuna – daughter of Balin

Earth Dragons

Chalo – King of the Earth Dragons

Diya – Queen of the Earth Dragons

Metal Dragons

Roca Mayta – King of the Metal Dragons

Anawarkhi “Ana” – Queen of the Metal Dragons

Mages

Sora – Abe clan, son of Ryu and Yuki

Ryu – Abe clan, father of Sora, mate of Yuki

Yuki – Abe clan, mother of Sora, mate of Ryu

Mage Clan Outside of Dragons

Taavi Clan in Finland

Mathilda – head mage, leader of clan

Yoshua – Tori’s father

Jona – Tori’s mother

Jarvi

Verner

Tanja

Markku

Kirisi
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To all interested parties, we invite you to come and see if you’re a mage! Or possibly a dragon, I don’t want to limit people. Do you think you have magical blood in your ancestry? Why not try and see if you’re magical yourself?

We have a website so that you can test the theory. Just click the link below and discover more about you – and us! Bios for the Burkhards are up on the site as well.

Come, my pretties, into our lair of dragons and magic.

AreYouAMage.com

Cam: Cassie, that wasn’t at all professional sounding.

Cassie: Pfft, who wants professional. We’re mages. Not a PR firm.

Cam: Why did anyone agree to put you in charge of this?

Cassie: Because I know how to build a website. And I called dibs.
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AJ Sherwood

AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group: AJ’s Gentlemen!

The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA

Jon's Mysteries

Mack's Marvelous Manifestations

Mage's Guide to Human Familiars

Gay 4 Renovations

Jocelynn Drake

New York Times Bestselling author Jocelynn Drake loves a good story, whether she is reading it or writing one of her own. Over the years, her stories have allowed her to explore space, talk to dragons, dodge bullets with assassins, hang with vampires, and fall in love again and again.

This former Kentucky girl has moved up, down, and across the U.S. with her husband. Recently, they’ve settled near the Rockies.

She has written roughly eighty novels spanning urban fantasy, romantic suspense, and paranormal romance. For a full listing of all her tales, check out JocelynnDrake.com

Lords of Discord (vampires)

The Godstone Saga (gods & dragons)

Weavers Circle (warlocks)

Exit Strategy (assassins)

Shadow Elite (mercenaries)

Ward Security (bodyguards)


Also by AJ Sherwood and Jocelynn Drake



Scales ’N’ Spells Series

Origin

Breath

Wish: A Novella

Blood

Embers

Wings ’N’ Wands

Dawn: A Prequel Novella

Ruins
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