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Prologue

In olden times, before there were really governments and kingdoms, those that had magic were simply known as ones blessed by the gods. They were advisors, shamans, healers to their clans.

It was the Saxons who changed how they were known. They came up with classifications, with gauges of strength, and determined which were talented enough to be only magicians, and which of them should be apprenticed in specific fields. Hence, galdere were born. With the advent of that classification, more structure and rules were imposed upon galdere.

As kingdoms rose and fell, the galdere grew impatient with how each government handled magic. Every kingdom seemed to have different opinions of how they should be treated, what rules they were to abide by. Monarchs in turn were just as frustrated as there was no way to truly capture or punish a galdere who had broken the law, as they were far more powerful than the average person. The frustration on both parties rose over the centuries until finally, a new accord was brought forth.

At the 1680 Convention of Newcastle upon Tyne, the birthplace of the galdere classification, a meeting was once again held. This time with the rulers of neighboring kingdoms. An agreement was reached—the galdere would form their own system of governing themselves and would work in step with the monarchs. The known world was divided up into different Regions for the galdere to manage. One man, the most powerful galdere of the time, was chosen to rule over all the Regions—the Praeses. He in turn chose handpicked people to rule over each Region, forming a magical governing body. It was here too that the Lists were made, a way to track criminals and those banned from working magic of all types. Those on the Lists were not trusted among galdere and while they were allowed to roam free, use of magic was strictly prohibited.

This system evolved over the years, but in essence, worked quite well in keeping rogue galdere in check. It also kept people from using magical abilities that they had no true vocation or training in. Since 1680, all seemed to go well with the galdere.

At least, until Nova Scotia was taken over by rogue galdere and became a lawless territory.

That’s when the trouble started.


One

Dag

Dag stared at the grey walls of his cell and resisted the urge to sigh. If he started, he’d be at it for the next decade. He’d known—just known—that healing someone in this town would get him in trouble. Healing without a license always got him in trouble. He knew this. He really did. He couldn’t seem to ignore the hopeless cases though.

A pregnant woman bleeding out in front of him, that was pretty hopeless.

Looking into her frightened eyes that pleaded for help, he couldn’t ignore her. Couldn’t ignore the twins she carried, the lives that were on the brink of winking out. So he’d stopped, he’d healed her, and his thanks for that? Iron cuffs on his wrists and a jail cell.

Damn his luck.

This time, the woman he’d saved was the daughter of a policeman. Whether that worked in Dag’s favor was yet to be seen. Galdere weren’t usually hauled in by regular law enforcement, but it sometimes happened in areas that didn’t have many galdere enforcers. Dag had escaped up to Nova Scotia on purpose because this Region hadn’t been stable for a century until recently. He’d hoped there wouldn’t be much of a galdere presence, giving him some breathing room.

No such luck, unfortunately. Despite not having jurisdiction over anything magical, the policemen in this area were well versed in magical law and quick to snap him up. He’d been hauled to this small, damp cell quickly enough, but he’d also been fed, given a thick blanket to ward off the chill, and hadn’t been beaten. All pluses. He’d take ’em. He’d prefer, of course, a key to the cuffs and someone looking the other way for five minutes, but barring that, he’d take the nicer treatment.

Sighing, he let his eyes slip closed, his head falling back to the cold stone wall he was leaning against. He sat on the bed, squeaky metal structure that it was, because it was marginally warmer than the stone floor. Although with the way it creaked and groaned at even a deep breath, he feared it wouldn’t bear his weight much longer. Dag had to wonder, how many times would it take of him ending up in a jail cell before he learned his lesson?

Mouth quirked in sardonic amusement, he answered himself honestly: at least once more.

The grating of a key in the iron door had him lifting his head. The first man through was the father policeman, a nice enough man named Tremblay who had a bad liver from all the drinking. His square face looked hopeful, oddly enough, which in turn made Dag hopeful. Maybe he’d get that key and five minutes after all.

Then another man stepped in behind him. On the surface, he was a nondescript looking fellow: five-foot-four, skin like polished ebony, dark hair cropped close, thin frame, not particularly handsome, just average features with startling light brown eyes that looked nearly gold. He wore a very nice three-piece suit in a dark navy pinstripe with a white shirt that made him seem sharp, professional.

He scared the shit out of Dag.

Fear beat in his chest like a living drum. Dag wanted to run. He dearly wanted to run more than anything else in his life. If he’d been able to do it, he would have taken off right that second. Shit, fuck, this was so bad. Being locked in this tiny cell with a powerful galdere was a death sentence. He wouldn’t even have a chance to run, would he?

Before he’d even registered what he was doing, Dag curled up tighter into the corner, pressing his back into the wall hard, wishing he’d go right through it. What the hell was Tremblay thinking, bringing a galdere in here?!

Accusingly, he rasped at the policeman, “I save your daughter and grandchildren and this is the thanks I get? Go to hell, old man.”

The galdere lifted both hands in a placating gesture. His voice was uncharacteristically deep and smooth for a man of his small stature. “I’m not here to harm you, I promise.”

Dag stared at him incredulously. “Right. I believe that. Next you’ll tell me the sun will stop in the sky and not rise tomorrow.”

A frown flickered over the galdere’s face. “Why would you think I’d harm you?”

“Oh, I don’t know, because every other galdere I’ve ever met has either scorned me or tried to strip me bare?” Dag shot back, and truly, this man was giving him the willies. He’d never seen such a powerful galdere, and Dag had traveled the length and breadth of the North American continent; he was no stranger to galdere. This average-looking man would put most of them to shame simply walking into the room. He could kill Dag outright and not leave a single speck of ash behind as evidence. He glowed with power, strongly enough it was almost blinding.

“He’s not here to harm you,” Tremblay promised earnestly, hands and expression encouraging Dag to relax. “This is Mægen Galdere Stefan Bjorne. He’s Mægen of Nova Scotia.”

The magical Mægen of Nova Scotia’s Region. Shit. This just got better and better. The magical world had leadership that worked hand in hand with a country’s governments. They ruled over anything magical, as the galdere of the world couldn’t be properly judged or contained by normal law. Mægen of Nova Scotia was the equivalent of saying he was the Prime Minister. The only man higher than him in this Magical Region was Dominus Leif Anlaf, the ruler of this Region.

Shit on a stick. He literally had one of the most magically powerful men in the world in this cell with him. Under Dag’s terror was a glum realization that he likely wouldn’t survive the day. Poor Tremblay had signed his death warrant and didn’t even seem to realize it. Dag swallowed hard, feeling like a ball of iron spikes had lodged in his throat. His only chance of living through the next hour was to make a break for it, and honestly, he didn’t see how.

From his leather briefcase, Bjorne pulled out a white paper bag with a logo on it and slowly held it out to Dag, advertising every move before he made it. Dag stared at the bag in confusion for a second before the scent of baked pastries hit his nose. Then his stomach growled, loudly, and he flushed a little. Bodies were damn inconvenient sometimes. His gaze flicked up to those golden eyes, and he found Bjorne smiling at him sympathetically.

“I interviewed your patient, and I figured you’d need more than the meal they provide here,” Bjorne said encouragingly. “Eat these, and we’ll talk, alright?”

“Did we not feed you enough?” Tremblay asked with open concern.

“Galdere eat far more than the average man,” Bjorne explained patiently to the policeman. “It takes so much energy on our parts to work any sort of magic, and that energy has to come from somewhere. We eat three times the amount of even the largest man and sleep twelve hours every night, just to keep up. After healing your daughter and grandchildren, it only makes sense he’s depleted of energy. He needs to eat.”

That was true enough. Dag’s stomach felt hollow as it gnawed on his own backbone. If the galdere was offering food, he might not have ill intentions after all? If nothing else, Dag wouldn’t die hungry. Okay, okay, calm down. He had to calm down and really look at this situation, not let fear color everything. If he didn’t think on his feet, he’d be a dead man. It was hard, so hard, but he took in three large breaths and tried to settle. He forced his terror aside and really looked at the galdere.

Huh. Nothing about him indicated an abusive man. Dag couldn’t look at someone and say ‘this is an axe murderer’ or ‘this man’s guilty of smuggling’ but still, he could get a general sense of people by studying their life energy. Actions reflected on the spirit well enough, especially on the body housing that spirit. Nothing about this man indicated anything bad. In fact…he glowed brilliantly, like a burning city. Only part of that glow was because of the magic housed within his small frame.

He might regret it, but Dag’s eyes and gut sense said this man could be trusted. He gingerly uncurled and took the offered food. Even through the white bag, he could feel the heat and realized the pastries were still warm. Unfolding it, he found three apple tarts sprinkled with white sugar. Dag couldn’t help himself, he bit savagely into the first one, devouring it in three quick bites, then attacked the next two without pause.

Bjorne took advantage of his preoccupation to settle on the edge of the bed, keeping two feet between them. Dag allowed this only because the man seemed genuinely anxious to not frighten him. He didn’t know what the man’s game was, but he recognized Bjorne wanted something and he didn’t intend to harm Dag to get it. And that was a sight better than any other interaction he’d had with a galdere.

The three pastries satisfied him—not enough, but it took the edge off. Dag folded the bag carefully and placed it on the thin mattress between them. Then he lifted his head and faced Bjorne squarely. “Thank you for the food.”

“You’re welcome,” Bjorne responded, eyes widening in slight surprise. He clearly didn’t expect such courtesy from Dag. “May I ask you some questions?”

Wow. Mægen of a Region, and yet he was still polite instead of throwing his not-insignificant political weight around? Bjorne was a rare breed. Then again, Dag had heard that Bjorne had only been in power here for two years. Maybe he’d not been in power long enough to be corrupted by it.

Dag had absolutely nothing to lose at this point and nodded permission.

“First, may I have your name?”

Well. Not many people started there. “Dag.”

“Just Dag?” Bjorne questioned knowingly.

Sighing, Dag elaborated, “Dag Gates.”

“That…is an unusual name.”

Dag decided not to tell him how he’d come by that unusual name. “I know.”

Apparently realizing he wouldn’t get anything more, Bjorne accepted it with a nod and moved on to his next question. “Have you been tested for magical talent before?”

Ah, finally, the expected question. “Yes. I failed.”

Bjorne pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Did you.”

“Obviously,” Dag snapped. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be going about healing people with no license.”

Not taking offense at his tone, Bjorne continued in that same thoughtful vein, “I took a look at Officer Tremblay’s daughter before coming here. That was exceptional healing on your part. I could barely tell she’d been injured at all. In fact, before my eyes, I saw the last traces of her injury heal completely. If I hadn’t had very trustworthy witnesses saying she’d been run over by a car, I wouldn’t believe she’d been in any danger today at all. Any galdere attempting that sort of spellwork would be flat on their backs for the next three days, completely drained, and here you sit. Slightly hungry. And you’re telling me that you were tested for talent, failed, and discarded?” Bjorne’s voice didn’t rise in volume, but it turned venomous and hard. “Please, do tell me the name of the rasshøl of a fool who made that mistake.”

Blinking, Dag took in the angry tension riding through that body and realized Bjorne was ready to bite someone’s head off. And it wasn’t his. Well, that was a nice change. “Uh, Olafsson was his name.”

“Olafsson,” Bjorne repeated with despair. “Of course it was.”

“You, ah, know him?”

“Know him, curse him, wish I could bury an axe in his face.” Bjorne waved this away as inconsequential for the moment. “Can I ask what your limitations are?”

What was with this overly polite man? Dag didn’t know how to respond to him. Usually people used fists to get answers, not pastries and polite words. He glanced at Tremblay, trying to tell if this was normal behavior for the galdere, and found Tremblay listening just as intently. He seemed to think a high-ranking galdere sitting on a criminal’s bed and feeding him pastries was nothing out of the ordinary. And where was Bjorne from? Definitely not from Canada. The accent wasn’t thick—far from it—but the English words were slightly stilted. Scandinavian, maybe?

Again, Dag reasoned that he had nothing to lose—might as well answer. “I’ve got basically four restrictions. I can’t heal the dead, not even the most recent dead.”

Bjorne nodded with perfect understanding, which was a relief, as that was the one point Dag had to argue the most with people. They seemed to think he could perform magical CPR. It didn’t work like that at all. If the person didn’t have any life energy for him to work with, there was nothing he could do.

“I can reattach limbs, but only within the first three or four hours,” Dag continued cautiously, as he still found this situation very strange. “After that, the limb deteriorates too much and is nearly impossible to attach correctly. I tried it once—the limb developed gangrene and fell off after about three weeks. Nothing I could do to stop it.”

Thin eyebrows shot directly into Bjorne’s hairline. “But you can attach them successfully, with no loss of function, if it’s within that four-hour time frame? How draining is that for you?”

“Depends on how clean the wound is. A neat slice, not too much trouble. If the limb is crushed and needs its own healing, that’s trickier. I can do a few a day, but not many. It’s too draining.”

Bjorne choked on his own tongue. “You can do more than one a day?! How many can you heal in a day?”

Was it that unusual, what he could do? Dag had always been told his magic was inferior to a proper galdere’s. He didn’t know what to think of Bjorne’s open astonishment. “Well, depends on what’s handed to me. You give me cases of internal injuries or infections, I can do maybe thirty? As long as I get enough to eat while…ah, you alright?”

Bjorne had both hands over his face, wheezing for breath. No, not wheezing—he was swearing viciously in a language Dag couldn’t identify. It took a long minute before Bjorne could force his hands down, and even then he didn’t look calm, his cheeks flushed with anger. “I’m not alright, but continue. What else can you not heal?”

“Ah, well, hereditary problems?” There was something else going on here, some thread Dag didn’t see under the conversation, but damn if he could figure it out. “Say, if a person is born blind, or if a limb isn’t formed right in the womb, nothing I can do about that. I can’t grow what’s missing, only repair what’s injured. I can’t do much about mental illnesses, either. Poisons I can do, if I have enough time to work with. With quick-acting poisons I generally can’t heal the body fast enough before their heart stops.”

Bjorne visibly reined in his response, staying calm and in control, although the way his hands clenched and unclenched in his lap gave away his emotions. “What else?”

“Uh, that’s it?” Dag splayed his hands in a shrug, as much as the cuffs would allow. “I haven’t found any limitations other than those. Not that I’ve healed all that much”—lies, he’d healed plenty in the poorer sections, where people didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth too hard—“but that’s the extent I know of.”

“That’s it,” Bjorne repeated hoarsely. “That’s the extent of your limitations. And you can do thirty cases a day, provided it’s within those confines. That leaves an incredible amount of things that you can heal.”

Dag shrugged again. “Yes.”

“Alright, Gates, listen to me. I don’t know your history with galdere, but clearly you’ve only encountered narrowminded teitinger who wouldn’t know talent if it bit them in the arse. I promise you I’m not of that ilk. You have, in fact, amazing talent. Talent we cannot equal. I need to see you in action. If you really can do everything you’ve outlined, then I can put in a petition today and get you a license.”

The words didn’t make any sense for a moment. They were too fantastical, something straight out of the childhood dreams that used to haunt Dag before he knew better. Then they did make sense and it was his turn to choke on his own breath. “A license?”

“It will only be good here in Nova Scotia,” Bjorne explained, tone apologetic, “and under my supervision, but at least here you can heal without violating any laws. I will, of course, work on getting you properly licensed outside of my Region, it just will take more time.”

The only thing Dag wanted was the chance to make a home for himself. He hadn’t had that in years. The words honestly sounded too good to be true. Dag had dreamed of it so often that hearing this promise sounded unrealistic, like nothing more than fantasy. He had to subtly pinch himself on the arm to make sure he wasn’t, in fact, dreaming. Bjorne shone with sincerity, not a trace of deception anywhere in his expression.

Could Dag actually trust this promise? He needed that license to get the chance, and if it was only good in this Region, he didn’t care. It was still a place he could put roots down. He saw only one flaw to this plan. The magical Regions didn’t occupy the same borders as the countries in the world, but they did mimic them to some degree. He was not Canadian and wasn’t sure if that would hamper Bjorne or not. Technically speaking, the Mægen of a Region worked hand in hand with that country’s government, after all. They weren’t completely separate from it.

“I’m, um, American though?”

“Are you? I thought your accent suggested such. It’s alright, we can still do it, just means more paperwork.”

That sounded promising. Dag had nothing against Canada except that it seemed to have far too much snow for his peace of mind. “What do you need me to do?”

“First”—Bjorne gestured toward the cuffs—“Officer Tremblay will remove those and put you in my custody. Then we’ll head straight for the nearest hospital and I will watch you in action for a few hours.”

Tremblay bent to unlock the cuffs and winked at Dag as he did it, as if to put any lingering fears to rest. Dag appreciated the effort, as this whole situation was so different from anything else he’d experienced in the past nine years, he didn’t know what to make of it. He rubbed at his wrists, absently healing the bruises the iron had left on his skin.

Bjorne snapped out and caught his hand, eyes trained on his skin. “You can heal yourself?!”

“Well, yes,” Dag answered in confusion. “Of course. Life energy is life energy, mine or someone else’s, makes no difference.”

“It makes all the difference,” Bjorne disagreed incredulously. “Wait, explain to me exactly how your ability works. Do you put a blanket spell on someone and trust your magic to heal them? Do you work on instinct?”

“Spell? Oh, you mean like galdere spells.” Dag ruffled a hand at the back of his head, absently thinking he should get his hair cut soon. He’d not seen a mirror in some time, but he felt more than a little shaggy, what with his hair falling down over his ears. He tried not to focus on the hand still holding his, because it felt deliciously warm. The only contact he had with people these days was during a healing, and it left him touch starved as a result. “I don’t use spells. I don’t have the training for it, and trust me, you don’t want me to sing. I can see a person’s life energy when I look at them. What I do is, I transfer some of my life energy into them, and then I can manipulate their life force into healing the body as necessary.”

Bjorne sat there like a statue, not blinking, barely breathing. “You. What?”

“Transfer my life energy into them and then use it to heal them?” Dag repeated uncertainly. Had that not been clear? He didn’t know how else to explain it, though.

Abruptly, Bjorne bent over and put his head between his knees, just breathing.

“Ah…I take it I’m not supposed to do that?” Dag offered, staring in bemusement at that dark head.

“How are you not dead?” Bjorne demanded of his knees. Abruptly, he lifted up again, repeating the demand as his voice rose an octave. “How are you not dead?! You’re perfectly healthy—well, you’re far too thin, you clearly haven’t been eating enough—but you’re using your own life energy to heal people and that shouldn’t be possible and, and…”

“I can’t actually do anything unless I transfer my energy to them, and it’s not much,” Dag answered the accusation. Was it an accusation?

“Show me,” Bjorne demanded, hopping to his feet. “I don’t think I’ll be able to wrap my head around this until you show me.”

That seemed reasonable enough. Dag swung his legs to the floor and gestured for the galdere to lead the way. “After you.”


Two

Stefan

Stefan Bjorne had seen a great deal of incredible things in his life, up to and including that nonsense last year at the Assembly of Domini, but watching Dag Gates take a man’s crippled legs and restore them to perfect health in a little less than an hour just about sent him to the floor. There were no spells for what Gates was doing. In fact, Stefan could only trace the process because he could follow the magical energy as Gates worked on his patient. Otherwise, he’d be as useless as any layman watching as the previously shriveled, crooked legs straightened and gained circulation and muscle tone once more.

That wasn’t the only thing Gates had done, either. He’d gone from one bed to another in the general ward, restoring blinded eyes, healing disfigured faces, clearing out a nasty lung infection from a taxi driver on death’s door, and all the while he’d had a smile and a gentle set of instructions for his patient. While they were almost immediately healed, he did caution them to wait. It was always something along the vein of: “Rest for an hour, let my magic do its work thoroughly, then you can go home. Don’t strain yourself, eat light meals today, sleep well, and you’ll be back to your usual self in the morning.”

As if they only needed sixteen hours to be perfectly healed. As if that was possible. But Stefan knew it to be possible, as he’d seen a woman only this morning already sitting up and talking as if she hadn’t been crushed half to death two hours previously.

After three hours of watching Gates go about healing thirteen people, Stefan came to two conclusions: One, Olafsson was a complete and utter imbecile who would make any village idiot look like a genius in comparison. Two, Stefan absolutely had to somehow convince both his Dominus and Gates to insert the healer into the Dominus’s castle in an official capacity. He had far too much talent for them to risk.

The physician on shift came to stand at Stefan’s side, watching Dag for a moment before muttering, “He’s making me look bad.”

“Landgrave,” Stefan retorted without heat, “he’s making us all look bad. I’ve never seen a galdere with this kind of healing ability.”

“If galdere had this kind of healing ability, there wouldn’t be doctors or hospitals to begin with,” Landgrave rejoined, still watching Dag’s every move. The elderly doctor shoved his glasses further up his nose before declaring, “I want him.”

Stefan did a slight double take. “He’s not licensed.”

“Then get him licensed and send him back here,” Landgrave ordered impatiently. The doctor was one of the first friends Stefan had made two years ago, when Stefan first came here, and he could read the doctor’s expression well enough. The man was dead serious. “Thirty-five years I’ve been doing this, and do you know how many patients I could have saved if I had him? You get him licensed and then you send him straight here.”

Lifting both hands in surrender, Stefan promised, “I’ll do my best. He’s very keen on being able to help people openly, I gathered that much. But for now, I think I’ve seen enough to make my case with Leif. Gates probably feels like the survivor of a minor famine at this point anyway. I need to stop him.”

“He’s handled all the truly serious cases, so you can go,” Landgrave said, as if Stefan needed his permission in the first place.

Dryly, Stefan deadpanned, “Why, thank you. Come on, Gates, I’ve seen enough. Come with me. We’ll head to the castle, you’ll eat in the kitchens, and I’ll report all of this to Dominus Leif.”

Gates paused in his stretch, straightening to give him a blank look. “Wait, did you say castle? Like, turrets-and-knights castle?”

The dumbfounded look on Gates’s face amused Stefan to no end. Then again, Americans didn’t really think in terms of castles, did they? “Yes, castle. Castle Wolveshire. I’m not sure if they felt it appropriate that the Dominus of Magic in Nova Scotia should live in a castle, or if it was the only building of the right size to suit our needs. But when Leif and I first came, that’s where we claimed home. Come, now, there’s plenty of room for one more. You’ll stay with us while we figure everything out.”

Gates followed along well enough, but that wary look was back. He stood hunched in on himself, head drawn in like he was braced for a hit. Stefan absolutely hated that look. It spoke of hardship and lean times Gates had lived through, and he shouldn’t have lived through anything like that, not with such remarkable talent. Stefan would absolutely murder Olafsson when he got his hands on him.

They gained the outside of the hospital and Stefan hailed a cab for them. He had a car but he always seemed to be hopping about and never had the time to park or retrieve a vehicle. Cabs suited him better. As they waited for a cab to pull up to the curb, Stefan got many a curious glance because of the shaggy man at his side. Gates looked like a bum who had murdered several people, so it was understandable.

Stefan ignored their curious onlookers in favor of asking more questions. “Have you any belongings to collect?”

“Just the backpack.”

Stefan eyed the bag slung on the man’s shoulder and frowned. That was all? “You always tell people to rest afterwards, usually for a short amount of time, which is incredible in and of itself, but still you tell them they must wait. Why?”

“Yeah, it’s necessary, especially for the more extensive injuries or if I’m healing bone.” Gates paused, forming his explanation. He had done that often, as if he had no desire to misspeak, waiting until he knew the right words before releasing them. “Let me offer an analogy. You’ve worked with wood glue before, right?”

“On occasion, yes.” Stefan ushered him into the back seat of the cab. To the driver, he directed, “Wolveshire Castle, please. Continue, Gates.”

“Say you’ve glued two pieces of wood together. Do you immediately trust its bond? Or do you let it sit overnight?”

“Normally I let it sit,” Stefan responded slowly, settling into the seat as the car accelerated. “I see. So your magic is like glue, then? Letting it properly bond gives it full strength?”

“Yes, exactly.” Gates gave him an uncertain glance as they left the main street and headed toward the countryside. “Are you sure about this, Mægen Bjorne? I’m not a proper galdere. They won’t want to give me a license.”

Something about the way Gates asked this question worried Stefan. Just what had this young man been told that he was so obviously certain he couldn’t get a license at all? “One way or another, we’ll sort it out.”

Gates gave a nod, accepting this, but the worry didn’t fade from his face.

Wolveshire Castle stood high on the hill overlooking Bras d’Or Lake. The long drive up the narrow driveway to reach it normally didn’t bother Stefan, but today it grated on him, as he wanted to report all of this to Leif as quickly as possible. He barely paid attention to Gates’s reaction to the towering building, except to see the man was nervous getting anywhere near it. Granted, the square building with its square towers on the sides, and all of the soldiers patrolling the grounds, might seem unnerving at first. The castle was set in a very picturesque area, but the guards made it seem like a mafia don’s house. Stefan, after two years of living there, found it normal.

The cab stopped near the side door and Stefan got out, paying the driver, barely resisting the urge to clamp a hand on Gates’s elbow. The man looked nervous enough to run. The last thing Stefan wanted to do was chase him.

They were stopped by Morin, one of the many guards Stefan was friends with, and the burly man took Gates in with a head-to-toe sweep before giving Stefan a dubious look. Granted, he had every right. Somewhere under that hair might be a good-looking man, but Gates unfortunately looked exactly as he was—a criminal on the run. His dark red hair was shaggy and unkempt, falling into his brown eyes and over his ears. Blood-splattered clothes hung on his thin frame, and while he was taller than most galdere, he was about average height of most Americans.

Stefan made his tone firm, borderline brusque, to get Morin’s attention firmly on him. “Morin, this is Dag Gates. He’s a healer of considerable talent and I want to recruit him. I need to confer immediately with Leif. Can you escort Gates to the kitchens, get him as much as he can eat, then take him to my tower, let him borrow some of my clothes—”

Gates made a sound of protest, jerking around to stare at him incredulously.

Ignoring him, Stefan continued, “—and get Miss Birgit to cut his hair, if she’s willing. Gates, don’t look at me like that, you could easily pass for a criminal or a beggar. Possibly both. I won’t have any luck convincing Leif you’re a healer with the way you look right now. We’re near enough in size my clothes won’t look too bad on you, and it’s better than the bloody rags you’re wearing now. Morin, please?”

“I’ll see to him,” Morin promised.

“Thank you.” Stefan gave Gates’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “Follow him, he’ll take good care of you. Oh, and Morin, if you see that rasshøl Olafsson, don’t let him anywhere near. Especially do not let Gates get kicked out of the castle.”

Morin, no fan of Olafsson’s in any respect, gave a firm nod. “I’ve not heard he’s in Nova Scotia, but I’ll make sure we avoid him.”

“I owe you.” With that last instruction given, Stefan hurried through the door, trying to think of where Leif would be at this time of day. It was midafternoon now, so perhaps his dreaded study?

Leif was one of the best rulers in the magical Regions, certainly the most just, but his scholastic skills were abysmal to say the least. He didn’t have the patience to sit behind a desk. He was too jittery to sit for long. Thankfully, Leif had good advisers that made up for his lack.

Stefan went through the wide hallways at a trot, dodging staff and guards alike, who gave him quick greetings that he returned. It took two flights of stairs before he gained the second level. To his relief, Leif’s study door stood wide open and he could hear the Dominus’s deep voice echoing down the hallway. He stepped through with a quick knock on the wooden door.

Leif cut quite the princely figure, even without all the fancy suits and ties. He was more casual today, wearing a simple green shirt over baggy pants stuffed into half-boots, his dark hair tied back at his nape in a simple fashion. He filled his clothes to nigh bursting, muscles clearly showing even with a simple motion such as turning. His face lit up in a smile as he spied Stefan. “Stef! You look like you ran all the way here. What is it?”

“I did run all the way here, and what I’m about to report is quite astonishing.” Stefan went directly to the side bar and poured himself a glass of water, as he frankly needed it. As he moved, he greeted Leif’s wife. “Jane, sorry for bursting in.”

“You normally do,” Jane responded in amusement. Her rich auburn hair spilled over one shoulder as she cocked her head in curiosity, green eyes sparkling in her heart-shaped face. “What is it this time, Stefan?”

“I had the most astonishing case reported to me this morning by the city police. Officer Tremblay—you remember him? The fellow who caught that would-be assassin last year? Yes, well, he sent me a note claiming that a man had healed his daughter after she was run over by a car. I thought it fantastical, but the man’s got a good head on his shoulders, so I went down to take a look for myself. I went to see his daughter first, and indeed, I could see that she’d been recently healed by magic, but I could not detect that any serious injury had been done to her. I had three eyewitnesses and a very bloody dress that attested, however, that she had been mortally wounded and in danger of not only losing her life but the twins she carries as well.”

Both rulers shared shocked expressions, as well they should. Stefan still reeled on some internal level.

“But she’s healed? Perfectly?” Jane demanded, leaning forward in her chair with both hands clasping the arm rests. “I thought such healing beyond a galdere?”

“It is. Mostly for the reason that I would have to cast spells blindly and hope I was casting the correct ones, but also because such healing is incredibly draining. I’d be endangering my own life trying to heal three others at once.” Stefan drained the glass and poured another, explaining rapidly as he did so. “And yet this man managed it and was only a little hungry afterwards. I interviewed him—his name is Dag Gates, by the by—and he’s definitely not a galdere. I don’t see that talent in him. He is, however, the most remarkable healer I’ve ever heard tell of. I took him with me to the hospital and had him demonstrate. I watched him heal thirteen people in three hours—”

Leif’s jaw dropped, eyes threatening to fall right out of his head. “What?!”

“I know, I know,” Stefan answered, agitated but somehow proud as well, which was ridiculous; he had no claim on Gates. “He healed everything from a man’s crushed legs to a bad lung infection. I actually stopped him before he got tired, as I didn’t want to wear him out. He claims he can keep going. In fact, there’s very little that he can’t heal. Doctor Landgrave is demanding his services immediately after watching him in action. Leif, it’s preposterous—this man has no formal training and yet he can show up almost every galdere in the known world when it comes to healing. Doctors can’t even begin to compare. Talent like that should not be wasted.”

Leif shared a speaking look with his wife. “I agree, if all you say is true, and I certainly don’t doubt you. What do you want me to do, Stefan?”

“Keep him. Help me get a license for him and offer him a job right here. Please,” Stefan implored of them both. “I know it’s unusual, to give a galdere’s license to a man who doesn’t have the talent of a galdere, but his healing craft well warrants one. More than that, the one thing that has always given me nightmares is something happening to you. Both of you. You know I’d give my life for you, Leif—”

“I know you would,” Leif assured him, brows furrowed as he thought hard, “although I’d really prefer if you didn’t risk that again.”

“But this way? This way I don’t have to risk it.” Stefan gestured vaguely toward the kitchens, where Gates was likely stuffing his face even now. “That man can heal basically anything but death without risking his own life in the process. Please, we must keep him. You’ll be so much safer if he’s here with us.”

Jane did not automatically agree. Instead, she sat back, a finger pressed thoughtfully to her lower lip. “How do you know we can trust this man?”

An excellent question. Stefan didn’t say something stupid like ‘instinct,’ even though his gut told him Gates didn’t have a malicious bone in his body. “All I know about this man is that he was passed over as a child when he shouldn’t have been. That he heals people even though he knows it’s illegal for him to do so and it’ll land him in jail. He was terrified when I first showed up, like a wounded animal. I think he’s been severely mistreated by galdere”—and that made Stefan’s blood boil because it should be the opposite, dammit, galdere were sworn to help, not harm—“and still he trusted me enough to heal in front of me. If that man has an agenda up his sleeve, I don’t see it.”

Leif regarded him for a long moment. “You think that if I extend an offer of a position here, he’ll serve me faithfully?”

“I will bet my eye teeth he’ll do so,” Stefan said. “But I’ll put a magical safeguard on him to prevent him from harming the two of you, if it’ll make you feel any better.”

“Provisionally, until we know more about this man, I think that a wise precaution,” Jane opined. “And I want to meet him, speak with him, before I make any decision.”

“Of course.” Stefan didn’t blame her for the precaution. “Morin has him now. I’ll track him down, bring him back up here shortly.”


Three

Dag

Dag couldn’t remember ever being full before. He had grown up in a variety of orphanages and foster homes, and none of them had really fed him enough. Between being a growing boy and the magical drain of healing, he’d never truly experienced the sensation of a full stomach. Not until this moment. He turned a brilliant smile on the head cook in the castle’s kitchen. “Miss Birgit, you’re an amazing cook. Thank you so much for the food.”

Birgit, who likely had children his age, gave him a kind smile in return. “I’m glad you’re full, but heavens, you eat like Stefan does. We have to keep a pot of soup on round-the-clock for that man alone.”

“He’s a galdere as well,” Morin said, sitting at the table and slurping his coffee.

Dag lifted his hands in protest. “No, no, I’m not a galdere. I don’t have the talent for that. I’m just a healer.”

“A healer Stefan’s keen on bringing into the castle,” Morin informed her in a knowing manner, and her dark eyes landed speculatively on Dag. “That’s galdere enough in my books.”

Dag didn’t know what else to say to that. Healing magic, or so Bjorne had explained to him, was the most complex magic. The hardest to do, the easiest to fumble. He’d been flabbergasted at all Dag could do, and eager to have Dag serve in the castle. Dag was flabbergasted by it all. If what he could do was so rare, so special, why had all of those other galdere been so quick to run him off?

Then again, he didn’t need to ask such an obvious question, did he? Jealousy or fear, that was why most men scorned another. Twenty-five years he’d been in this world, and it had been enough to teach him that lesson. It spoke well of Bjorne that he’d seen what Dag could do and didn’t fear him, didn’t harbor any envy. Instead, the man wanted to bring him into his own world, to protect the ones Bjorne was sworn to. It was the first time a person had ever reacted so.

Everything he’d seen of Bjorne that day inclined Dag to like him. He was patient, kind, and apparently very well-liked, as all the staff spoke well of him. Dag felt like he could trust the man, and it had been dog years since he’d felt like that about anyone. He prayed this all panned out well. Dag didn’t know how much more running he had in him.

“Dag,” Birgit called his attention back to her. “If you’re to meet our Dominus and Domina, why don’t we get you in some decent clothes and perhaps I can give you a haircut?”

“Please, if you don’t mind,” he replied hopefully. “My hair’s far too shaggy. I can heal that burn on your forearm before you start.”

She blinked at him, then turned her arm up to show the vertical patch of red skin. “Saw that, did you?”

“Occupational habit,” he responded with a simple shrug. In truth, he hadn’t even needed her to show him the burn to know it was there. Walking into the room had been enough of a visual. Holding out both hands, he requested gently, “May I?”

Birgit put her hand in his and watched in curiosity. “Will this hurt?”

People always asked him that. “No, it doesn’t hurt, just feels a little odd. Hold perfectly still for a moment.” He drew a trace of his life energy onto the skin nearby, then his sight went into the other spectrum that apparently only he could see. The world under the skin was red, with highways of blood vessels, of muscle and veins and the white of bone tied in with it all. For this, he didn’t need to go that deep, only as far as under the skin, healing the wound from the muscle layer and up. It took ten seconds, then he blinked back into the world and watched the last trace of pink fade from her skin.

“Now that,” a new voice from the doorway said, “was very impressive.”

Dag turned to regard the newcomer. Who was this? Not a Canadian, clearly, not with that accent. He sounded Slavic. Dag took in the pale blond hair in a styled sweep over his forehead, sharp grey eyes, fair skin. Very handsome, with a slim build and strong bone structure, probably midthirties. He had a very nice aura to him, too, glowing brightly.

“Oh, Mikkel, come in,” Birgit encouraged, then held out her arm to display it. “My, that was quick healing, thank you, Dag. I’ve never heard tell of healing like that before. No wonder Stefan’s so keen to have you with us.”

“Yes, that was amazing,” Mikkel agreed, coming around to stare at both the arm and Dag.

Dag didn’t know what to do with this praise. Most of the time, his healings had been furtive and quickly done so he could escape before anyone could put hands on him. It felt unnerving to do this openly, in a castle of all places, but he had to admit he liked the praise.

He ducked his head, feeling a little shy, but pleased. “Thank you.”

“Birgit,” Mikkel announced with a grin, “I have come with my bribe. It’s all in the car.”

“Bribe accepted,” Birgit responded fervently, already heading for the outside door. “Let’s fetch those in, girls. Wait a moment, Dag. I’ll cut your hair after I get this sorted.”

To her back, Mikkel called, “I bought it in bulk so we can all share!”

There was many a happy squeal from the kitchen hands at that.

So he was a salesman? Dag’s eyes skipped over him from head to toe in a quick study. Apparently a good salesman, from the way the man was dressed. The blue suede coat looked perfectly tailored to him, and flattering. His boots looked just on the other side of new—worn long enough to break in, but not worn out. He oddly wasn’t wearing a suit—wasn’t that standard for salesmen?—but nice slacks and a white shirt instead. It looked tailored to his lean body, too perfect a fit to be off the rack. Dag looked back up and he found that he’d been studied in turn, and there was a frown on the salesman’s face.

“I’m Mikkel Vinters. Any reason why you’re wearing bloody clothes in this fine kitchen?”

“Dag Gates. I healed a lot of people today.” He shrugged. “Blood and fluids are always part of it.”

“Huh. Well, would you like to sample the bribe?”

This made no sense to Dag. “What bribe?”

“That’s what we like to call it. I bring over specialty foods and ingredients from Norway and Sweden.” Mikkel’s grin was infectious. “In turn, Brigit makes me up my favorite dishes. It’s very tasty symbiotic relationship.”

“So I see.” Rather ingenious, too.

Mikkel looked him over again. “Do you have clothes to change into?”

“Uh…nothing clean,” Dag admitted.

“Hmm. Tell you what, let me bring clothes up for you. I can have someone deliver things from my store in your sizes.”

“Would you?” Morin asked him. “Stefan said to let Dag borrow things from him, but there’s a five inch height difference between them.”

“Yes, he’s surprisingly tall for a galdere,” Mikkel agreed thoughtfully, sizing Dag’s five-nine frame with his eyes again, although in a different manner this time. “What’s your sizes, Dag?”

Dag told him, and he gave a nod before making a call. “Hello, Stan? Yes, I need you to pull some men’s clothes for me and deliver them to the castle immediately. I need three of—”

Birgit appeared in the doorway and beckoned Mikkel out, an unasked question on her face.

Mikkel obeyed the silent summons, walking out with the phone still to his ear, issuing orders.

When he was safely out the door, Dag leaned in to inquire of Morin, “Who exactly is that?”

“Mikkel Vinters is one of the best international businessmen in the world,” Morin answered before taking another sip of his coffee. “He’s part of the Breiner Trading Company, basically one of the three people who run it. He came out here four months ago to start up a department store, which both the Nova Scotian government and Dominus Leif granted him permission to do with their blessings, and we’re all glad of it. Economy’s picked up since he came.”

Dag blinked, sure he’d missed something. “Just from one man?”

“No, man, from a whole business. And because Mikkel Vinters came here himself to start things up, other businessmen have taken his cue, and they’re flocking in as well. In return for all of his help, we buy everything we can from him, which works out very well. He’s got good quality everything. There’s nothing Mikkel Vinters can’t put his hands on.” Morin stopped speaking as the man himself came back in, a portfolio in hand.

“Right, I have ordered you three shirts, two pants, a pair of tennis shoes, wool socks, and a windbreaker. The weather’s fair these days though, so you likely won’t need it yet. It’ll all be delivered within twenty minutes. Can I ask a few questions while we wait?”

Dag felt every inch of his shabbiness in that moment and hunkered in on himself a little. Then he forced his shoulders back up. He’d gotten to this state helping people; there was nothing to be ashamed of in that. “Thank you very much, Mr. Vinters. I do appreciate the kindness.”

“How about we trade in information?” Mikkel offered, turning him around again. “I’m very curious about what I saw.”

Dag hadn’t survived this long on his own without recognizing when opportunity came knocking. “Tell you what, Mr. Vinters, let’s do this. Instead of putting all these clothes on Mægen Bjorne’s tab, why don’t you start one with me? I’ll offer you five healings in return, which you can call upon at will.”

Mikkel’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “And what can you heal?”

“I can’t heal”—Dag put a special emphasis on can’t—“death, hereditary conditions, any limb that’s been detached from the body for more than four hours, or quick-acting poisons.”

The businessman’s thin eyebrows shot straight into his hairline. “And how many can you heal in a day?”

“Thirty’s my personal best.” Dag stood there and waited, saw the quick calculations that flashed through the man’s mind, and knew he had him. This was a very good deal, and they both knew Mikkel would agree to it. Clearly, Mikkel was on good terms with the people in this castle and the magical community as a whole. If he was fostering such relationships himself instead of having some employee do it, that spoke well of him, and Dag wanted to get his foot in the door if he could. Always a good idea to have friends in high places.

Mikkel offered a hand to seal the deal and Dag took it firmly. “Done. How about a shower? I can shove the clothes into the bathroom when they arrive. Birgit, is there a space where he can wash up?”

“Yes, of course, but let me cut his hair first.” Birgit caught Dag’s arm and led him to the corner of the kitchen, away from the food preparation, and sat him down on a three-legged stool. “How do you want it, dear?”

“Don’t shear me like a sheep, otherwise I don’t care,” he answered truthfully.

“Well then, let me give you a little length on top to keep these gorgeous curls, but close cropped on the sides? That’s what we’ll do.”

Dag sat perfectly still as scissors and comb went about his head in competent movements. He watched the businessman from the corner of his eye as his hair fell away in chunks from his face. Interesting man. He had the rough hands of the working class, but the bearing and speech of the nouveau riche. Mikkel Vinters struck him as a largely good man with a heaping dose of scoundrel mixed in. But what was he doing here? Something about this didn’t add up.

The clothes delivery came in just as his haircut ended, which was good timing. Dag gathered up the shopping bag and went for a shower. Miss Birgit’s private room was just off the kitchen, and she shoved him in there with two towels when she was done. The shower was a nice enough size, if a little old in style, speaking of the nineties with all the brown and beige going on. Much like the kitchen, actually. He turned the water up as hot as it would go. Finding razors and shaving cream under the sink, he shaved first. It felt so much better to be clean shaven. Beards itched him half to death, but he didn’t always have the means to shave.

This was the first time in a while that he’d seen himself in a mirror. Properly, anyway. Good god, no wonder everyone kept trying to feed him. He was skin and bones right now. Shaving off the facial fur only emphasized how hollowed out his cheeks were. Dag was very grateful for a full stomach. He really had needed the food.

The razor made a rasping sound over his skin—a soothing noise. Dag couldn’t help but steal a glance toward the closed door. This was such a strange situation to find himself in. To be here, in a castle of all places. To meet a businessman as handsome as that one, and to be beholden to him. Dag would assume he was still in that dream except he’d nicked his jaw and bled a little, and that was proof enough this was reality.

Stepping under the hot spray of the shower felt like a homecoming. Dag hadn’t had a chance to properly wash in days, and he felt like moaning in bliss as he washed all of the crusty blood and dirt off, and cleaned his itching scalp. It took two thorough washings and three passes of shampoo before he was done, and only when he was sure he hadn’t missed a spot did he dare touch the new clothes.

It felt heavenly to be clean, with good clothes on, and he couldn’t help but smile at the room as he came back into the kitchen.

Everyone stopped and stared at him, astonished. Mikkel actually whistled. “Well, well, well. I’d not suspected something cute under all that blood and hair.”

Dag fought off a blush. He wasn’t used to getting compliments to begin with, but from a man who looked like a model? The words were all the more potent. “The clothes fit rather well, Mr. Vinters, thank you. I owe you five healings.”

“You certainly do,” Mikkel agreed thoughtfully. “And I have a thought in mind for paying it all quickly, but I understand that you’re to meet Dominus Leif today and become properly licensed? I’ll wait for that, then.”

“Probably for the best,” Dag admitted. “Just let me know. I’m assuming I’ll be staying in the castle, so you can find me here.”

The door to the kitchen opened, the one leading from the interior of the castle, and Bjorne stepped through. “Leif’s granted Gates an audience…” He trailed off as his eyes landed on Dag and his jaw dropped a little, golden eyes flaring wide.

“Doesn’t he look handsome?” Birgit asked, and there was something in her tone, some other meaning Dag couldn’t put a finger on.

It took a second, then Bjorne snapped his jaw back into place and he gave Dag a quick smile. “You look very nice. I must say though, anything’s an improvement over how I found you.”

“Can’t argue that,” Dag agreed ruefully.

“Mr. Vinters, greetings. I assume the new clothes came from you?” Bjorne inquired, already reaching for the wallet in his jacket pocket.

Mikkel held up a staying hand. “They did, but I’ve worked out payment with Gates. I assume he’ll be licensed today?”

“If we can agree to terms, yes, I expect we’ll be able to get him a provisional license,” Bjorne responded carefully.

Mikkel gave him a warm smile. “As charming as you are, I’m sure you’ll come to an agreement easily.”

From the way Bjorne cleared his throat and looked away, he wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

Was this…flirting? Oh-ho, so Mikkel was interested in Stefan. Well, who could blame him? Even Dag found Stefan Bjorne to be an interesting man, and of course Mikkel was both handsome and charming. It was an obvious match to Dag’s eyes.

Stefan, though, didn’t seem to know how to take this male attention. He wasn’t upset, but he seemed to duck around it. “Very well, if you have an agreement between you, I won’t argue. Gates, follow me. It’s time to speak with Leif and Jane.”

“Of course.” Dag gave the kitchen staff some last thank yous, and a nod to Mikkel, then followed Bjorne up. And it was certainly up. Three flights of stairs and down two very long hallways. The castle had looked large from the outside, but he was under the impression some spellwork hovered over the place, as it felt even larger on the inside.

It looked strangely settled, what with the tapestries and the coats of arms on the walls, but Dag knew it hadn’t been like this two years ago. Of all the magical Regions of the world, Nova Scotia had been the lawless one for a very long time. Generations, in fact. The Praeses had so despaired of the situation that he’d declared that whoever could enter Nova Scotia and hold it, as well as maintain order in it for a full year, would be declared the Dominus of Nova Scotia. More than a few people had tried it and lost their lives in the process. Up until two years ago, when a certain galdere by the name of Stefan Bjorne and a soldier named Leif Anlaf had taken the place by storm.

People hadn’t been entirely pleased. Unlike every other Dominus over a magical Region, Leif Anlaf didn’t have a magical bone in his body. It had made such waves that even while Dag was in America, he’d heard about it. The Praeses apparently didn’t care if Leif was magical or not as long as he could rule over the Region and do it well.

Anlaf and Bjorne proven to be an unbeatable combination, with Anlaf’s strategy and charm, and Bjorne’s magic and administrative talents. Two years they’d held Nova Scotia, and in that time, the place had seen prosperity for the first time in a hundred years. Without rogue galdere running around tearing the place apart, the Region could finally know peace. It was part of what had drawn Dag here. He had hoped he might be able to blend in with the fast-changing environment and earn a place to stay for a few months.

He hadn’t quite had this in mind. Not that he was complaining.

Bjorne didn’t even knock on the thick oak door before striding through. “Leif, Jane, this is Dag Gates.”

Dag took two seconds to study the people in the room. They certainly looked the part of a Dominus and his Domina—both poised, confident, beautiful people. They burned bright—not as brightly as Stefan Bjorne or that remarkable businessman downstairs, but still with considerable brilliance. He could also see that they were having trouble conceiving, and why, and what remedies had already been tried on Jane. Who was exactly the wrong person to treat, but he’d find the right timing for that conversation later. Ah, come to think of it, he’d failed to explain to Bjorne that he could see people’s energy from a distance. He’d have to mention that later as well.

Leif surprised him by coming straight up and offering a hand. “Leif Anlaf.”

Manners kicked in and Dag accepted that firm clasp automatically. “Dag Gates. Thank you for seeing me, Dominus Leif.”

Blue eyes narrowed for a moment, studying him, then Leif gave a last squeeze and let go. In accented English, he stated, “You’ve remarkable talent, or so Stefan tells me, and I don’t see the point in talent squandered. Come, sit, eat something. I’ve learned in my time with Stefan to feed galdere whenever possible, as you seem to be walking pits of despair.”

Despite the fact that Dag had just eaten, he eyed the sliced apples and cheese on the plate, the taste of them already filling his mouth. “Thank you. I’ll take a few slices.”

They all sat in plush chairs around a low, square table, Stefan choosing the chair beside Dag. Frankly, Dag wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He did like having at least one ally near him for moral support. On the other hand, Stefan was kind of Dag’s type, too, and it was hard to not focus on his awareness of the man. His attention kept snapping between Stefan and the two very powerful people sitting across from him.

You know what? Food. Food was easier to focus on. Dag popped an apple slice into his mouth, enjoying the tart sweetness, his eyes roving over the many books along the shelves, the map hanging above the fireplace, the respectable desk that didn’t seem to have much on it, and realized he was in fact in the Dominus’s study. Well. He hadn’t expected this intimate interview. Was this Bjorne’s doing, perhaps? Although Dominus Leif struck him as the sort of man who liked to know the people he dealt with. He was certainly direct, at least.

It was Jane who spoke, however, her voice mellow and lower in register than he’d expected, like a contralto singer. “Mr. Gates, we know so little about you. Can you tell me where you come from?”

Dag, expecting this sort of question, tried to answer with succinct honesty. “I’m from Tennessee, in fact. I don’t know who either of my parents are. I was in an orphanage the first ten years of my life, bounced around between foster homes after that. The last foster home I was in, they had a sheep farm. I started using my talent to keep the flock hale and hearty since my foster parents there were kind to me. A way of paying back. Word of that eventually got out, and a galdere named Olafsson came to test me. He failed me, said I didn’t have the talent, and then marked my name on the Lists.”

Leif rolled his eyes in despair. “Of course he did.”

For the first time, Bjorne looked disturbed. Dag gave him a twisted smile. That was the reason he doubted their ability to license him. Although if anyone could, it would be these people.

The Lists named any person with magical talent but no license, either through a lack of training or having a license revoked. Dag had tried working under different aliases because of the Lists—not that it had done him any good in the long run. He found Leif’s reaction to Olafsson interesting. Bjorne had reacted in a similar way. Neither liked the other galdere, and that spoke well for them, as Dag didn’t have a very high opinion of Olafsson either.

“My foster mother, Sarah, fell terribly ill one winter. I healed her, and the mayor reported me. I ran. I didn’t know what else to do. I’ve been running ever since.”

“Forgive me,” Jane said very gently, “but you don’t seem very old to me. How old are you?”

“Twenty-five, Domina,” he answered respectfully. Because he was so skinny and somewhat on the shorter side, Dag was often mistaken for younger. It didn’t bother him. Much.

“So you’ve been running for how long?”

“I was sixteen when I left.”

“So nine years.” Leif sat back in his chair, arms spread, hands pressed together in a ruminative pose. “Why do I have the feeling that the incident that brought you to our attention is not unusual?”

“It’s not,” Dag admitted with a long sigh. “I can’t seem to help myself.”

“If you knew you’d either be jailed or on the run after healing someone,” Leif asked, tone carefully neutral, “then why do it?”

Dag had expected that question. Hell, most people wondered that. Some days he wondered that. But he knew why, in the end. “Because it’s murder if I don’t.”

All three of them gave him a startled blink.

With a halfhearted shrug, Dag tried to explain, even though he was sure to make a hash of it. “Say you’re walking down the street and you see a man get shot. You see his life’s blood pouring out, you know he’s dying, but there’s not much you can do to save him, right? I see more than him bleeding out. I see his very life force draining from him. Only I, unlike you, see exactly what it will take to save him. And I know that I can do it. That it won’t even take me a half hour of time to put the man on his feet again. If I choose to keep walking, is there any difference, then, between me and the man who shot him in the first place?”

“So you’d rather sit in a cell with iron on your wrists than have a man’s ghost riding on your shoulders,” Bjorne summed up softly.

“That’s about the size of it,” Dag agreed, mouth kicked up ruefully to one side. “Not that I tend to stay in jails for very long, anyway. There’s always someone in the building who has a sick relative or friend that needs my help. For freedom and a five-minute head start, they’re willing to take the cuffs off. The last time I got out, it was actually due to an assassin. His partner was injured so he broke me free and even put me on a bus out of the city.”

“An assassin,” Jane repeated, as if she’d failed to hear that properly.

Dag unbent enough to give her a quick, fleeting grin. “I live an interesting life.”

With a decisive thump of his hand against the arm of the chair, Leif declared, “I like you. Dag Gates, if I offer you a license and a proper position in my Region, will you accept it?”

As much as he wanted to leap on that offer, Dag hadn’t survived this long without learning the ways of the world. He bit his tongue before he could blurt out something stupid. That question told him that even with his name on the Lists, Leif was sure he could still get him licensed. Bjorne seemed just as confident. For the first time in a long while, hope rose strong and fast.

Licking dry lips, he asked, “Dominus, it’s a fantastic offer and I wish to accept it. The Lists?”

“Stefan will work on clearing your name off of them. We’ll handle that.”

Dag believed that if anyone could, it would be these people. “Clarify for me the terms? Will I only be a healer for this household? Or will you allow me to work as a healer for the people in this Region?”

“I expect you to heal whomever needs healing,” Leif answered bluntly. “Do keep some energy in reserve, in case someone in my circle needs you, but I won’t sit on a resource my people need merely for my convenience.”

Relieved at that answer, Dag asked the only other question necessary. “What payment are you offering?”

“Room and board here in the castle—you’ll likely have the room under Stefan’s—plus a hundred thousand dollars a year in salary.”

Dag did a quick conversion in his head. At current conversion rates, that was about seventy-five thousand US dollars. Which was a nice sum, sure, but if he factored in the room and board? Without any rent, utility bills, or food to pay for, that came out as a very nice salary indeed. Some galdere didn’t get paid that well. Dag’s heart soared and he felt breathless, astounded at this very generous offer. Part of him felt vindicated, too. Finally, finally, someone saw his true worth and recognized him for it. “Dominus Leif, I accept the offer.”

“Good!” Pointing at Bjorne, Leif demanded, “Do whatever paperwork necessary to get him licensed.”

“I’ll have to do this provisionally,” Bjorne warned Dag, although a smile lurked. “There’s a few protocols to adhere to, and you’ll technically be working as my assistant for the next six months until I can put all the necessary notifications through. We’ll have something of a fight to get your name off the Lists, but I’m reasonably sure I can manage, it’ll just take some time. If you’re still alright with that?”

Dag nodded his head.

“I didn’t think you’d argue. Then, welcome to Nova Scotia.”


Four

Stefan

Stefan felt like he was scrambling for the rest of the day, although in the best of ways. He notified Tiffany, their head housekeeper, about Gates and requested the empty rooms under his in the tower be readied for their new resident healer. Then he sent notice into the city about Gates, started all the necessary paperwork for a temporary license, told their head accountant Kristina about a new employee to add to the books, put the normal protections in place about Gates, and so on and so forth. He ran about like a chicken with its head cut off until well after dinner, then went looking for his ‘assistant’ to make sure someone had actually shown him where his new room was.

To his surprise, Gates had taken the idea of having precautionary spells placed on him with aplomb. It appeared he thought little of it, trusting Stefan to a degree that seemed conversely suspicious. Something about that stirred Stefan’s curiosity. He’d definitely get to the bottom of it, one way or another. Gates also seemed to possess that magic something that drew people to him, as he’d barely been in the castle five hours and already everyone seemed intent on making friends with him. Birgit had actually sent out food baskets and snacks, and she didn’t even do that with Leif.

It certainly made tracking him down a challenge. Stefan found him, finally, in the stables assisting with a very tricky birth. One of their prized mares was apparently having a breech birth, but as Stefan hovered in the doorway, he saw the foal safely delivered, with Gates putting the new mother through some emergency healing before she bled out. Already at work, was he? Stefan wasn’t at all surprised. The man apparently had a soft spot the length and breadth of the country and couldn’t bypass anyone in trouble.

That might have gotten him into worlds of trouble in the past, but Stefan blessed the character trait, because if Gates had ignored the woman this morning, Stefan would never have discovered him. Having his talent nearby would definitely let Stefan sleep better at night because they were still plagued by the random assassin, and perhaps Gates could figure out why Leif and Jane weren’t conceiving.

Although, really, did he have to be good-looking? Stefan couldn’t describe the healer as handsome—he didn’t have the classical features to fit the definition. His bone structure was a touch too soft, eyes round and large, mouth too full. He looked cute, charming, infinitely touchable.

He was exactly Stefan’s type, dammit all to hell.

To make matters worse, everyone in the dægger’n castle apparently realized it. They knew Stefan very well after two years, and he kept getting these looks from them, as if they expected him to pursue the man. Which he wouldn’t. Because he wasn’t stupid, and scaring off a man who could do what Dag Gates could do was the height of stupidity.

He would be the man’s friend, his ally, his coworker. And that was very firmly where Stefan drew the line.

Unless, of course, Gates was like him and was gay, in which case…Stefan squashed that thought before it could take off with his common sense.

Gates stood up from the mare, caught sight of him, and gave him a tired grin. “Sorry, I know this isn’t what I agreed with Dominus Leif, but Mr. Nel was afraid we’d lose them otherwise.”

Stefan raised a hand to stop him. “You saved Jane’s favorite mare. I don’t think anyone will yell at you for helping. On the contrary, thank you for being willing to help with something that is technically outside of your job description. I do wish you’d not worn your new clothes to do it in, however.”

Glancing down, seeing that blood and whatever else soaked him through, Gates gave a resigned shrug. “It happens. Hopefully it will wash out.”

“In the interests of not incurring the wrath of the cleaning staff on your first day here, why don’t you step out and I’ll see if a good cleaning spell will remove it all?” Stefan offered. Because that was what friends did.

Gates stepped straight out and held his hands out a little to the side. “I’d appreciate it, thank you.”

Always so polite. Who had taught him that? Stefan had been rather appalled at the personal history he’d heard earlier, so neutrally delivered. A man this talented, this kind, didn’t even know who his parents were. He set the thought aside and sang two cleaning spells in quick succession, grunting in satisfaction when the blood and fluids sluiced away from Gates, the clothes drying.

Glancing down at himself, Gates gave him an engaging smile. “Brilliant. Thank you.”

That smile should be illegal, dammit. “Not at all. Has anyone shown you where your room is?”

“I got directions?”

“Did you eat dinner?”

“I did, yes.” As if on cue, Gates’s stomach rumbled petulantly. Flushing a little, he added dryly, “Which has now worn off.”

“The curse and price of magic,” Stefan responded in full understanding and sympathy. “Come, I haven’t eaten yet. Let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll explain a few things as we go.”

Gates fell into step with him and Stefan took a moment to organize how to say all he needed to without putting the man’s back up. The way he’d bartered with both Mikkel Vinters and Leif told Stefan a great deal about Gates’s pride. He wasn’t accustomed to someone else taking care of him—he preferred to make his own way. Stefan could respect that.

“First, a warning. Olafsson is not typically here in Nova Scotia, but he unfortunately visits rather often because of his position. I expect him here in about two months, actually. I will make sure your license is requested well before he shows his face, but if he tries to give you trouble about healing, ignore him. I’ll handle him.”

“And if he tries to interfere while I’m healing someone?” Gates asked cautiously.

“Exercise your best judgment. If you feel it necessary to knock him out, do so. But try not to do that for anything short of a life-or-death situation. It will make matters more complicated.” As much as Stefan loathed the man, he did have powerful connections, which unfortunately made him a powerful enemy. “Now, the rasshøl aside—”

“I’m sorry, the what?”

Stefan raised a hand in apology. “Sorry, my native tongue slips out sometimes. Asshole is what I meant.”

“Ah. Um, actually, where are you and Dominus Leif from? I can’t quite place the accent.”

And here Stefan had thought the entire world was aware of their origins. Well, Gates had been on the run for years, he’d likely only had sporadic contact with the news. “Norway. Jane is too. Anyway, there’s a few things I wish to work out with you. Leif was very pleased that you want to go about healing people—we all are. However, I don’t wish for you to tire yourself out needlessly.”

Accepting this with a slow dip of the chin, Gates thought for a moment before offering, “I’ve never had to pace myself before. I’m either thrown into a disaster situation, or I only have one or two people to heal. I think, considering the size of this Region, that the best thing I can do is establish a rule of thumb at the outset. If a person is in danger of losing life or limb, that’s when I should be called in.”

Stefan nearly breathed out a sigh of relief. With Gates’s lack of formal training, Stefan wasn’t sure if he knew how to pace himself. Stefan certainly hadn’t until he’d been a few years out of training. Gates apparently was an old soul, or at least had enough experience with his ability to know his limits and respect them. That made Stefan’s life in turn much easier. Although why Gates thought that only people in this Region would ask for help puzzled him. After the world learned of his talents, everyone would want a piece of him.

“I will get you a phone tomorrow so people can reach you easily in an emergency. If you can keep it on you, that would be best.”

“Yeah, okay,” Gates agreed readily. There was something in his expression that said he knew Stefan wanted to keep track of him for other reasons. But then, the man wasn’t a fool—of course Stefan had to keep an eye on him during this probationary period. They both knew that. “Do I need to take someone with me?”

“Me, in the beginning. I dearly wish to know how exactly you’re healing like this, and I must grasp precisely what you’re capable of. If you don’t mind someone watching over your shoulder?”

Gates waved this away. “That’s fine, I always have people watching. Usually the patient’s very upset friends or family.”

Yes, that was likely true. “After I gain a grasp on matters, you’re free to go wherever. We don’t need to put a guard on you unless you feel you need an assistant, in which case take whom you wish. Doctor Landgrave impressed on me that he wants you sooner rather than later, so we’ll start at the hospital.” Stefan led them to the kitchen. Even from outside the door, he could smell the rich scents of yeast, baking bread, and a soup simmering on a stove. “If today is any example, you’ll definitely need to get more clothes.”

“I’m rough on clothes,” Gates admitted with a forlorn expression. “I truly don’t wish to ruin these. They’re very nice. Perhaps I can find some things to work in from a second-hand shop? Do you guys have thrift stores up here?”

“We’ve got two in the city.”

“Then I’ll do some shopping once I’ve been paid.”

Birgit, bless her soul, had left all manner of food available to them, plus bowls, spoons, and some wine on the table. Both men fell on it like ravening wolves and the conversation naturally died as their mouths found another occupation. Between them, they consumed all three loaves of bread, the pot of soup, the bottle of wine, and what was left of a cold gooseberry pie. Stefan barely felt satisfied, but he stopped and let Gates finish the rest, as he clearly needed it more. He was unnaturally thin—painfully so—and the clothes gave him a deceptive look of volume that Stefan knew he didn’t have. When they got some more weight on the man, he would look more his age, and likely more attractive as well.

With his easygoing charm, position, and looks, Stefan gave it a week before the girls started chasing him.

Gates soaked up the last of the potato soup with a bit of bread, eyeing Stefan in an uncertain manner. “Ah, there’s two things I’m not sure…”

Any manner of things could have put that look on the man’s face. Stefan kept his expression open and inviting. “Yes?”

“First, can you not address me by Gates? It’s not really my name.”

Stefan tilted his head. “It’s not?”

“Well, it is, but…” He sighed, brown eyes shuttered behind his lids as he focused on the interior of his bowl. “Look, I was given to the orphanage without any information whatsoever. The orphanage was named after its founder, so any child who came in without a name was given that automatically. Gates. One of the staff members in the orphanage was a huge fantasy reader. She took the name of a main character she liked and gave it to me. Dag. Hence, Dag Gates.”

No wonder the name sat uneasily on him then, if he’d only been given a name on a whim and then had the name chain his talents ever since. “I see. Well, I’ll call you Dag if you call me Stefan.”

A warm smile lit up his face and he gave Stefan a thankful look that did funny things to Stefan’s chest. “Thank you. I probably should have said something earlier. It might make a difference with all that paperwork you have to do for me, but I couldn’t find the right timing to say it.”

It made a difference, but it didn’t as well. As long as Stefan had the legal name Dag was known by, the rest didn’t matter as much. “It’s fine. You said two things. What’s the other?”

“Ah, well…” He bit at his bottom lip before carefully phrasing, “I can see that Domina Jane has undergone a series of treatments to make her more fertile.”

Stefan blinked, taken aback by this. At no point had Dag ever come in physical contact with Jane, so how had he known that? “You can?”

“I, ah, have very good eyes.”

“Explain that.”

“People are visible to me—their life force, I mean.” Dag stopped, thought, his brows quirking together as he tried to explain what was likely instinctual for him. “I can see their energy moving, or when it snags up against an injury. It’s like a river flowing—I can see the rocks or the logs that jam up the flow. I can tell if there’s mud in the water, or if there’s a cesspool where there should be a fountainhead.”

Stefan tried to follow this explanation, felt like he could grasp what Dag sought to explain, but promised himself he’d teach Dag proper magical terms at their soonest convenience. “And how close do you need to be before you can see all of this?”

“Ah, in the same room? I think the farthest I’ve tried to see someone’s energy is twenty yards away. I might be able to go farther, but I’ve never needed to.”

The very breadth of what this man could do astounded Stefan. He could see all the possible applications of Dag’s eyesight alone and felt rather like a dragon being handed a new room of gold. It took effort to rein in his giddiness. “That is remarkable. Most galdere have to use spells to manage what nature’s gifted you with.”

“Can you explain what normal galdere do?” Dag asked. “I can’t see magic energy flow the way all of you can. Unless it’s directly related to life energy, it’s invisible to me. From my perspective, you sing a very beautiful song, usually in some minor key, and then, poof! Things happen.”

Stefan’s mouth twitched up involuntarily. “That seems to be the general consensus with people. Basically, everything in this world has inherent energy to it, even rocks. The more natural something is, the more inherent energy it has. The more processed it is by man’s hand, the harder it is to work with, but everything has energy. The song spell you hear is actually a set of instructions. What ingredients we need, what power needs to come from the elements we’re working with, what power can come from our own energy, and what needs to be accomplished.”

Dag sat back for a moment, mulling this over. “Huh. And why in song? Not that you don’t have a nice voice,” he hastily added, tone perfectly sincere. “It’s quite a fine one, really. But why do you have to sing the spells?”

Stefan didn’t know what to do with these casual compliments. Did Dag do this with everyone? Was that why half the castle wanted to befriend him already? “Thank you. Have you ever heard the sentiment that music is the language of the gods?”

“Ah, I have, actually.”

“Music is very much a universal language. Not just with people, but with all things. Music helps us relay what we need to the elements we’re working with. That, and I think it helps us keep the spells straight,” Stefan added more prosaically. “It’s easier to remember everything when it’s set to a melody.”

Dag grinned and chuffed a soft laugh, eyes crinkling up in the corners in a delightfully charming way. “Now that I buy.”

It made Stefan wonder, what would he look like laughing? A carefree, unguarded laugh?

Then he smacked himself mentally for the thought. Questions like that were dangerous and would surely get him in trouble sooner rather than later. “Alright, returning to your original point, you can see that Jane’s undergone fertilization treatment. You are correct, she has, by both a physician and myself. Not that it’s done any good.”

“You’re, ah, treating the wrong person,” Dag informed him with a wince. “Dominus Leif is the problem in this case.”

Stefan felt an instinctive need to defend his friend’s manhood and bit it back. “He’s healthy as a horse, though. Or so I thought.”

“No, his health is fine,” Dag assured him hastily. “It’s a different problem. His sperm count is too low, is all. It’s actually a very common problem with men. It won’t take me five minutes with him to fix it.”

That sounded good, at least. Although how Stefan would explain this to Leif without either embarrassing the man or putting his back up, that was the question. “If you know how to fix it, I assume you’ve done so before?”

“More than a few times,” Dag admitted. “I’ve found that the easiest way to handle the matter is to say that a man’s vitality has been blocked due to stress or being overworked, which prevents him from being fertile enough for impregnation. You’re not making it a matter of performance, that way, or suggesting impotence. Once I tweak him, he’ll be fine.”

“And it’s even true, after a fashion.” Stefan had never once considered Leif to be the factor, as the man could work any man in the country into the ground and then have the energy to go drinking afterwards. More fool him. He should know that not everything was as it seemed. “Allow me to find the right time to talk to him about all of that before you come to him.”

“Yes, of course. It will come better from you.”

That it would, although Stefan absolutely did not relish the upcoming conversation it would entail. “I’ll tell you when I’ve done so. Dag, I realize that much has changed for you today. I don’t wish to irresponsibly assume that I’ve thought of everything you need.”

Dag held up two hands in a staying motion. “Every person in this castle has been more than generous with me, you especially. If there’s anything else I lack, I now have the means to get it myself.”

He wouldn’t come to Stefan for anything. That’s what he meant. Stefan was of two minds about this. While he appreciated Dag’s independence, he didn’t want the man to feel that he had to take care of everything himself either. That led to dangerous situations, especially with Olafsson prone to popping in on a whim. “I expect you to come to me if something troubles you. Alright?”

“Okay,” Dag agreed with a nod.

Stefan had the distinct impression he had just been lied to. Then again, did it surprise him that Dag could lie with a straight face? Considering the life he’d lived for the past nine years, dodging people eager to clap him in irons? Stefan let it lie, for now, as he could prove the point to his skittish new friend later. “I’ll show you up to your room, then. You’re directly below me, and my door’s open to you, but don’t go to the top floor in the tower. That’s my workroom and there’s…delicate experiments that sometimes go wrong.”

“Mr. Nel already warned me that the last person who barged into your workroom was a giant purple frog for three days afterward.” Dag’s eyes sparkled with muted laughter.

Stefan sighed wearily. “The man enjoys telling that story far too much. But yes, things like that happen. Knocking on the door is fine, that’s safe, but don’t enter unless I give you explicit permission to do so. Understood? Do that and you’ll prove to be far smarter than half the castle.”

“I can do that,” Dag said, grinning. He stood, snagging an apple as he moved because of course he was still hungry, although hopefully the apple was for later, a midnight snack.

Stefan led the way up the stairs and hoped the impulsive decision to keep this man didn’t backfire on him.


Five

Dag

Dag woke up the next morning feeling vaguely out of sorts, half caught between sleeping and waking. He stared up at the patterned ceiling, with all of its borders and vines, very confused on where he was. Then the memory of the previous day hit him, and he had to lie there for a moment to let it all sink in.

He was a proper healer. In Nova Scotia.

It had felt somewhat surreal all day yesterday, but now that he’d slept on it? A spark of wonder had embedded itself in his chest overnight and sat there, warming him. It felt like Stefan had wrapped up a fantasy and handed it to him with a smile. More than that, it was such a relief. He no longer had to worry about where to sleep, where his next meal was coming from, or if someone was actively hunting for him. Dag was no longer in survival mode, and that was the best gift anyone had ever given him.

Stefan had handed him a paper that he’d explained was a temporary license stating that Dag was in training under Stefan and had the rights to work with moderate supervision. Dag had put effort into reading every single word on that paper, using a ruler to do it. His dyslexia had flared up something fierce but he’d managed it, beaming the whole time. That license meant he could get up, walk openly into town, and heal anyone he was of a mind to. And get paid for it instead of ending up in cuffs by the end of the day. If only Sarah could see him now.

He often missed his foster mother. Sometimes he wondered if he’d be able to go back to Gates and see her. He’d left in a hurry after healing her, so it would be nice to verify she was alright. Perhaps in half a year, when his probation here was done, he’d be able to schedule two weeks off and visit.

He went out of his very nicely appointed bedroom and into the small sitting room attached. Someone had turned the heat up a notch, and the room had a nice warmth to it, combating the chill of the dark grey stone surrounding him on all sides. Dag stood there, enjoying the feeling of having actual rooms to his name, then went back to the bedroom and the small bathroom attached, getting ready for the day. He nearly hummed to himself as he shaved, combed his bed hair flat—or as flat as his rambunctious hair would go—and pulled on clean clothes.

As he dressed, he reflected on what he had learned yesterday. Stefan had been good about explaining the difference between what he did compared to Dag’s talent, and now that he knew what galdere talent consisted of, his own failure to make the cut made sense. Dag couldn’t carry a tune to save his life. He opened his mouth and dogs twenty miles away howled for mercy. He could certainly never hope to emulate Stefan. That had been amazing, to hear him sing those two spells. For someone so small, Stefan had a powerful voice, one any professional singer would envy. It had sent a shiver down Dag’s spine to listen to it, as if he were standing in an open field during a lightning storm. He’d almost begged the man to just sing, to let him listen a little longer. In fact, keeping his face straight and acting calm had been one of the finest performances Dag had ever produced in his life.

To hear that amazing galdere compliment Dag—at least where his magic was concerned—made him glow from the inside out. Aside from his foster parents, Dag had never been praised before, barely thanked, so he had to admit all of Stefan’s stunned reactions kind of went to his head. A lot. They went to his head a lot, who was he fooling? He could only hope that other galdere felt the same way, that he’d be able to have a license, even a provisional one. He’d like to repay the help he’d been given here.

Also, he hoped that by working together, he’d be able to become better friends with Stefan. He was such a good person. It was hard to be fully at ease with him, but that wasn’t Stefan’s fault. Dag was just a little too attracted. He felt jittery standing next to the man, but that was Dag’s business. He didn’t stand a chance with a man like Stefan Bjorne, but they could be friends, at least. No harm in that, right?

Feeling a little like someone out of a fairytale—the kind with the good endings—Dag stepped out the door and headed for the kitchens. He suspected Stefan’s tower room had been assigned such because of its proximity to the kitchen. They were literally right next to it. It certainly made things easier on Dag, as his stomach informed him that twelve hours between meals was preposterous and not to be borne. He patted it soothingly, promised at least six plates, and clomped happily down the stairs.

Birgit gave him a smile as he ducked into the kitchen, her hands busy as she laid bacon into a frying pan. The new pan from Vinters, Dag noted. “Well, there you are. Stefan’s come and gone. We were wondering when you’d get up.”

“Healing’s very draining,” Dag explained, coming around the big work table in the center of the room to fetch a plate off the hutch. “It’s not unusual for me to sleep twelve or even fourteen hour stretches if I’ve healed multiple people. Is that why everyone’s gone?”

“That’s why.” She kicked a stool out from under the table in invitation. “I’ve got biscuits and gravy, bacon, and I can scramble up six eggs for you. There’s muffins under that white cloth as well.”

That might tide him over, at least until lunch. Dag tucked into the offered food with relish. Warm, plentiful food was the best part about this whole job.

The cook put another serving of bacon on his plate, then moved the skillet off the stove and took a chair next to him. She had a set to her mouth that indicated she didn’t like what she was about to say but felt it necessary to say anyway. “Now, Dag, there’s something you should know about Stefan.”

Dag paused with bacon halfway to his mouth. Was she about to say what everyone had been dancing around yesterday?

“Our Stefan’s a good man, a kind one, as you saw yesterday. We bless his coming as much as Dominus Leif’s because, without him, we wouldn’t have the peace we’re enjoying now. So I hope the two of you can become very close.”

He blinked. Blinked again. Was she trying to say Dag should learn from Stefan? To not view him as a rival? It didn’t seem that way, but he wasn’t sure what she was trying to get at, either.

Birgit took his flabbergasted silence the wrong way and hastily assured him, “He won’t pressure you in the wrong way, don’t worry about that. You’re just the first galdere Stefan’s brought into the castle itself, and I see that he likes you, so you’re obviously special to him.”

Oh, so she was worried about a rivalry—not between him and Stefan but him and other galdere outside. Ahhh. That was a rather roundabout way of saying that, wasn’t it? “I don’t think you need to worry about it, Miss Birgit.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” She gave him a wicked smile. “You’ve become friends, then?”

“We’re both inclined to be friends, at least,” Dag answered cautiously. “I’m very grateful for everything he’s done for me, and he’s very keen on making me feel welcome here. I think we’ll certainly be friends.”

“Good.” Smiling like a proud mother, she hopped up again, fetching a plate of biscuits from the oven. “You come back here for all of your meals. Make sure to tell me if you’re hungry. I see you eat like he does, and it’s a full-time job keeping that one fed. You’ve already helped us here, which makes you welcome in my kitchen.”

Dag appreciated her sincerity and welcome more than words could express. It had been a long time since anyone had cared if he’d eaten or not. “Trust me, you’ll see me regularly. Stefan said I could go into the city and help today, as long as I left word of where I’ll be so he can find me in an emergency. I haven’t replaced my cell phone yet. I think I’ll start at the hospital with Dr. Landgrave unless there’s somewhere else that needs me more?”

“I believe Stefan has an itinerary for you,” she informed him. “Or at least, that’s what he mentioned to me over breakfast this morning.”

Did the man not sleep? Dag shook his head and focused on finishing up the rest of the food. Because Birgit was made of rainbows and kittens and starlight, she made up three large sandwiches for him, packing them with two apples, a large thermos of green tea, and a small pie on top. Dag knew it would tide him over—barely—until he made it back here for dinner. He might have to buy a snack along the way, but he appreciated the effort.

Stefan had his phone to his ear as he walked in to the kitchen. “I said thirty was the limit, not what you could sign him up for today. Thirty should be life-or-death situations. Calm down, Landgrave, you’re worse than a child with a new toy. Yes, he’s up. He’s finishing breakfast from the look of it. I’ll bring him in now. Bye.”

It took no imagination to put the pieces together. “Dr. Landgrave has patients he wants me to see this morning?”

“Many,” Stefan drawled. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.” Dag stood, taking his lunchbox with him and not at all surprised when Birgit handed Stefan an identical lunchbox.

Stefan led them out the back door and into the parking lot. With so many people living here, it was no wonder they had a parking lot. They hopped into a Jeep Cherokee, Stefan driving, and honestly Dag had never been in a vehicle as nice as this one. It felt like he was being chauffeured around, which kinda tickled his funny bone.

“Is there anything else you need to do while we’re out?” Stefan asked as he pulled on to the driveway.

“Phone, of course. Maybe more clothes?”

“Both good ideas. What happened to your phone? All you told me was that it died.”

“When I was healing the pregnant lady, it slid out of my pocket and dropped at precisely the wrong angle, then landed in a pool of blood.” Dag shrugged. “Sacrificed to a great cause?”

Stefan snorted, eyes crinkling up in amusement. “I suppose it was a worthy sacrifice. Alright, we’ll handle both while we’re out. I don’t want to wear you out this morning. I told Landgrave firmly that you’re only healing the desperate cases, and he said there’s twelve of those, so that’s all you’re doing.”

He wasn’t quite sure why Stefan was so adamant about this. “I, uh, can do more than that though…?”

Before he could trot out the full sentence, Stefan shook his head. “No. Frankly, Dag, you’re too thin. You need to take it easy until you’re back up to full health. I’m only bringing you out for two reasons. One, there are people who desperately need your help. Two, I need to evaluate your skills for a few days at least. If not for those two things, I’d have left you at the castle to lounge around and eat all day.”

Damn, but that did sound enticing. Like the best vacation ever.

It wasn’t a long trip in, maybe fifteen minutes, and Dag arrived at the hospital feeling really out of place. He’d never been invited to heal in an actual hospital like this. Not in a formal place with multiple wards and wings and all that. He wasn’t even wearing scrubs. Shouldn’t he be wearing scrubs for this?

Landgrave, at least, was delighted to see him. His craggy face lit up with a smile that stretched from ear to ear. With that expression, he looked like someone who had finally gotten his hands on the pot of leprechaun gold.

“Dag! You’re very welcome here.”

Was he absolutely sure this wasn’t some kind of fever dream…? A doctor was welcoming him in. It took him a second to find his voice. “Uh, thank you. Stefan mentioned you had some cases for me?”

“I do indeed. Let’s start with the hardest case first.” Landgrave got a hand on Dag’s arm and tugged him in the right direction. The white halls were wide, but people were coming down them pushing gurneys, holding clipboards, or hauling carts filled with supplies, so they had to dodge people as they moved. “I have a thirty-eight-year-old male who fell off his roof. He was apparently up there trying to fix the flashing around a chimney, didn’t have any safety harness on—”

Aw shit. Dag knew how this story would end.

“—and fell about twelve feet. He’s got multiple compound fractures in both legs, his pelvis is fractured, and the bottom three vertebrae of his spine are crammed into each other. Frankly, he’ll be a wheelchair user the rest of his life if not for you. Or at least, I hope you can fix this.”

That seemed to be a question, so Dag answered it, although with a wince. “I can. It might take more than one session with him, though. My main concern is the nerves. You said three compressed vertebrae, which means a lot of pinched nerves.”

Landgrave paused in front of the patient’s door and looked him dead in the eye. “But can you get him walking again?”

“Of course. It might take two days of work to manage it though. Depends on how bad the internal damage is.”

That was the right answer. Landgrave gave him a satisfied smile before opening the door. “Then let’s get to it. Hello, Murphy family. I bring good tidings of great joy.”

What was he, a Christmas miracle? Dag pinned a smile on his face as he followed. Stefan was right behind him and closed the door after they were all inside.

The man on the bed looked like he’d survived World War III and then decided to parachute out of a plane without the parachute just for kicks. There was nothing on him that wasn’t bruised, swollen, or wrapped in bandages. Looking at him and the obvious pain he was in, despite the painkillers, sent a sympathetic twinge through Dag’s body.

At the man’s side sat a very pretty woman who was in nurse scrubs. Her textured black hair had been scraped back into a hasty ponytail and she had dark circles under her brown eyes. She looked stressed, haggard, and ready to cry.

Landgrave put a hand on Dag’s shoulder as he did the introductions. “Dag, this is one of my nurses, Lydia, and her husband, Tom. Lydia, Tom, this is Dag Gates, a galdere healer.”

Dag really wished people would stop introducing him like that. He wasn’t a galdere.

“And Mægen Bjorne,” Landgrave tacked on. “But you can ignore him. He’s only here to observe.”

Neither of the Murphys seemed comfortable doing that and gave Stefan a cautious nod in greeting.

“I’m really here to observe,” Stefan assured them gently. “Dag’s healing talent is remarkable, something unheard of, and I’m here to watch and see how it works. We brought him in today partially so I can figure it out, but mostly to heal you, Mr. Murphy.”

It was hard to see past all the bruises, but Tom looked overwhelmed by this. “Can I be healed?”

“You can.” Dag stepped forward and gave the man his best smile. “I promise you this. It might take a few days—you’ve got a lot going on here—but by the weekend you’ll be walking.”

A tear teased out at the corner of the man’s eye and streamed down his cheek. “Walking? They said they might have to amputate my legs.”

Dag waved this off. “Naw. Not going to happen. Look, I won’t lie, you’re really not in great condition. But! I’ve seen and dealt with worse. It might take me two sessions to get you back on your feet, but what I want to do today is straighten out your bones. Get them all in the right position and healing. I might have to come back and deal with nerves being in the wrong spot; we’ll see on that. I don’t want to put your body through too much at once if I can help it. It’s already struggling and overwhelmed as it is.”

Lydia’s hand was tight on her husband’s, but her eyes were fixed on Dag. “But you can heal his legs and pelvis?”

“Yes, ma’am, that I can definitely do today. Tom, I won’t sugarcoat this—this is going to feel uncomfortable. Maybe even a little painful. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

“They’ve got me on such heavy-duty painkillers I probably won’t feel it,” Tom assured him. “Do it.”

“I like that attitude.” Dag turned to Stefan and said, “Unless something is seriously wrong, don’t pull me out.”

“I won’t,” Stefan assured him.

Okay, good. Dag took a seat in the only other empty chair and focused first on the pelvis. It would probably be the easiest of the bones to fix and would give Tom some relief. It had to hurt.

The world inside the skin was a different thing altogether. The white of bone, the red of blood, the pink of tissue, the spider-web of nerve endings going every which direction. It was easy to get lost in it. Dag paid strict attention to what he was doing, where in the body he needed to go next.

Both leg bones did indeed have complex fractures. Dag spent a good twenty minutes on each leg, just getting the bones knitted back together. Even then, he didn’t trust them—they’d need a good twenty-four hours to sit before Tom could even try to put weight on them. It was fine, though. He’d be able to use them again.

Then he went up to the vertebrae and nudged them back into place. Which was easier said than done—the nerves had gotten all tangled up in the bones and he had to shift them about a little to get the bones back into place. Ah, there. Well, hell, he already had half the nerves in place as it was, might as well finish the job. Okay, good, good, that was better.

Dag double-checked his work, making sure everything was in alignment and healing, then gave himself a mental pat on the back. That was fine, everything was good. Okay, time to pull out.

He did so with a loud exhalation, feeling disoriented for a second. A deep healing like that always gave him the same feeling as waking up from a very deep slumber. When he did look up, it was to see Stefan’s eyes locked on him.

“Good god,” Stefan breathed, his eyes wide with surprise. “The sheer power you put into that is breathtaking. You didn’t use this much power yesterday.”

“Heh. Didn’t need to yesterday, either.” Dag shrugged, as he didn’t know what else to say. He looked to Tom instead, who seemed a little nervous for some reason. “Don’t worry, I got it all done. Your bones are knitting back together as we speak. Your pelvis wasn’t even that bad, honestly—a little poke and it was happy to heal. I did have to move your nerves around and back into place because they were tangled around your vertebrae, which is going to hurt like a bitch later, sorry. But! On the plus side, I probably won’t have to heal you again in a second session. I’ll check in tomorrow to make sure everything’s healed the way it should. Sometimes the body compensates in ways we don’t want, but if that does happen, I can straighten it back out again. The important thing is this: do not try to walk today.”

Tom’s mouth dropped a little. “You make that sound like I can walk, though?”

“Not today you can’t.” Dag made his tone stern. He’d had overexuberant patients in the past who hadn’t listened to him, and he hated redoing his work. “Say, two days from now, you can try getting out of bed and walking. You’ll be back to normal by the weekend. Please, don’t try it today. Your body is still healing and my magic can only work so fast.”

Stefan pitched in. “Think of his magic like wood glue. You have to give it time to set and bond if it’s to hold properly.”

Oh, so Stefan had liked his analogy earlier, eh? Good, Dag would try to use it more often if it worked.

Lydia, at least, got it. She gave them a firm nod. “He won’t move a step from that bed. You trust me on that. Mr. Gates, thank you so much. We’d have been lost if you hadn’t come.”

“Happy to help,” Dag assured her. “Y’all sit tight. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you.”

Landgrave nudged him out of the chair and pulled him out into the hallway. Dag was happy to go as he wanted cases cleared out so he could go do his shopping.

“Where next?” he asked Landgrave as he followed him down the hallway.

“I got a request from another department when they heard you were coming today. Five-year-old little girl with an inoperable brain tumor.”

“Ouch. I just had a sympathetic twinge. Alright, let’s get to it.”


Six

Stefan

Stefan was absolutely in awe of Dag. Not just of his talent, either, but of his character. He’d rarely in his life met such a kind man, one with this type of quiet charm. He spoke in that Southern drawl that put people at ease, wearing a smile as he healed things that couldn’t normally be healed, with the promise of a brighter future. Stefan followed him around the hospital until nearly one in the afternoon, watching him put people back on their feet. Watching him cheat death and give the Grim Reaper the finger as he took on inoperable patients. It was beautiful to watch him work because he left nothing but joy in his wake.

He couldn’t even be envious of Dag. Stefan’s talent was entirely different, true enough, and he couldn’t begin to duplicate what Dag was doing. But how could he be jealous of a man who honestly wanted to help and nothing more? Who was criminally cute while doing it? So many times when Dag flashed that boyish smile, Stefan had to curl his fingers into his palms to keep from touching the man.

Why, why did Dag have to be so much Stefan’s type? It wasn’t fair.

Well, Mikkel was also very much Stefan’s type—he had a weakness for the bad boys—but…ugh, no, don’t think about that. That was a dangerous road to go down. Stefan knew that for a fact. He’d been down that road before and still bore the scar on his heart to prove it.

He pulled his head back into the immediate moment. He and Dag had left the hospital, eaten their packed lunches, and were on their way to buy Dag some more clothes. He should probably pay better attention since he was driving.

“I think scrubs would be a good thing to pick up,” Dag mused from the passenger seat. “If I’m going to continue working in the hospital.”

“You are, so it’s a good idea. Really good shoes, too. You’ll be on your feet a lot.”

“Trust me, I feel that already.” Dag made a noise as if to say something else only to audibly change it. “Uh, what…is that?”

Stefan slowed to a stop at the light and then looked where Dag pointed. Ah. That. “A remnant of the time before Leif and I took over this place.”

“It’s a crater in the ground,” Dag objected. “Just how bad was it?”

“Yes,” Stefan drawled darkly. “Whatever you’re imagining, it was that and likely worse. There were no laws here. Or at least, the galdere here thought the laws didn’t apply to them. The civil government did their best to contain it, but the situation was insane. Galdere ran around here like they owned the place and had the right to do whatever they pleased. They mostly moved in gangs, fighting over territory, or whatever they were in the mood to fight about. Vacant lots that are nothing but holes in the ground are just a small remnant of that time.”

Dag sat on that information for a moment while Stefan put the car back into motion. “I guess I never really understood why the galdere had their own governing body. Not until I saw this.”

“I don’t think most of the world really understands why, unless you’re a galdere yourself.” Stefan stole a glance at Dag. It was interesting that despite all of the talent Dag possessed, he really didn’t think of himself as magical. Olafsson was no doubt to blame for that. It made Stefan hate the man that much more.

“Galdere have so much raw power at their disposal, I suppose a police force would be hard pressed to stop them if they ever did go out of control. But how did Novia Scotia get so out of control to begin with?”

“Ah. Well, there was something of a rebellion up here. The previous Dominus of the Region was, how shall we put it, fucking corrupt. He was overthrown for good reason, but the problem was, there wasn’t anyone better than him trying to take power. After he was overthrown, any attempt to subdue the riots and rebels was overturned without any lasting success.”

“Until you and Dominus Leif came in?”

“Yes. We were the first to succeed, but we used an unconventional method. We won the people over first. The civilians who were suffering in this area and didn’t want any more trouble were the first to help us. We promised them we wouldn’t rest until things were put back to rights. They trusted us, and because of their aid, we were able to succeed.” Stefan had to add, a little wryly, “That, and Leif doesn’t know how to quit. He gets hyper fixated on things and won’t stop until it’s done.”

“Ah. That type.”

“That type. But it’s why we succeeded, because we had that driving force, and we all kind of got swept along in the wake of Hurricane Leif.”

There was the store for the hospital scrubs. Stefan had thought it was over here somewhere. He’d never stepped inside personally, but it was right next to his favorite bookstore, so he knew where it was.

Dag unbuckled his seatbelt and asked, “I know you’re happy to have won, but are you happy to stay?”

What an astute question. Stefan paused with his hand on the door, turning to give him a long study. “While I do miss my family and friends from home, I can honestly say that I wouldn’t trade this place for the world. What about you, Dag? Are you happy to be here?”

“This place has treated me with more kindness than anywhere else I’ve ever been. I’m really happy to be here.” Dag flashed him that thousand-watt smile before hopping out.

The smile was like a soft punch in the chest. Stefan had to take a breath and process it before he could move. Really, really unfair that Dag was so cute. He was supposed to keep his hands off this man? How? Stefan was not asking for a friend.

He shook it off and went into the store.

The place wasn’t busy—there wasn’t another customer in sight—but then again, it was an odd hour of the day to be shopping. Two store clerks were going about doing their own tasks. The place was well organized and brightly lit, scrubs of all sizes and colors on racks in orderly rows.

Dag paused at the first rack, looking perplexed. “Do…the different colors mean different things? I’ve never thought to ask that before now. I think most doctors and nurses wear either light blue or green, right?”

“From what I’ve seen.” Stefan was confused on that point himself.

Stefan looked around, saw a woman nearby who worked there, and went to her. “Excuse me?”

She turned, taking him in, then lit up with a smile. “Mægen! Welcome. What brings you here?”

Stefan was used to random strangers recognizing him and didn’t even blink. “Hello. I’m helping a friend shop. He’s set to work at the hospital and needs scrubs. Is there a specific color he needs?”

“Depends on what he is.” She waved hello at Dag. “Hi, sweetie. Which department are you working in?”

“Uhhh…” Dag’s eyes shot to Stefan’s, pleading for help.

“Dag’s a galdere healer,” Stefan smoothly answered. “He doesn’t have a specific department but goes where needed.”

Her eyes, already large in her heart-shaped face, went wide. “Oh! Another galdere, how exciting. In that case, wear what you want. Some departments have a specific color they want their staff to wear, but if you’re kind of a liaison, I think you can wear whatever. Will you be working with kids?”

“Uh, sometimes?”

She waved for him to follow her. “I have a whole line of cartoon scrubs. We’ve got Winnie the Pooh, Tigger, Mickey Mouse, Minecraft, and Marvel. What do you fancy?”

Stefan thought the Iron Man version looked rather cool, designed to resemble the top of the suit, but he wasn’t going to say anything. This was Dag’s decision.

Dag dove in, picking up different items, sometimes holding them up in a mirror nearby to see how he looked in them. He ended up picking out a selection—a little of everything—a good six sets, then stopped abruptly, conflicted. “I guess I only need two.”

Stefan had no idea what the hesitation was for, but two was not a good idea. He tried to encourage him. “With the way you ruin clothes, I would get more than two.”

Dag’s nose wrinkled up. “Damn, good point.”

“If you’re worried about the cost, don’t be, this falls under the ‘uniform’ category, so it’s a government expense.”

He visibly brightened. “Oh, okay. In that case, I’ll get all six.”

“Do try on one pair to check the fit,” Stefan encouraged him.

“Sure, that’s not a bad idea.” Dag took one—the Tigger set—and ducked into the changing room.

The clerk sidled up next to Stefan and batted her long eyelashes. “Mægen. Do you mind if I get a picture with you?”

Another request he got rather often. Stefan didn’t get why. He wasn’t remarkably handsome, after all, but for some reason people really liked posing with him. “Sure, that’s fine.”

She whipped her phone out and then ducked down—in the heels she was a good five inches taller—in order to catch them both in frame. “Oooh, thank you. I’m going to post this.”

The way she said that made him belatedly realize the obvious. “Um. You’re not by chance part of the fan club?”

“I am.” She beamed at him.

Dag stepped out of the room, a curious look on his face. “What fan club?”

Why did he have to step out right at this moment and catch that? As if Stefan’s fan club wasn’t embarrassing enough.

Of course, the clerk was all too happy to explain. “We have a fan club dedicated to Mægen Bjorne.”

Dag nodded as if this made perfect sense. (It didn’t.) “I get it. It’s because he’s good-looking, charming, and really nice. Right? That, and crazy powerful.”

She gave him a high five, smile stretched from ear to ear. “You do get it.”

Stefan felt a blush climb up his cheeks. Oh. Dag thought that of him? Well, that was flattering indeed. If only it wasn’t in this context. He just sighed, resigned. “You say that as if you don’t match that criteria perfectly. Alright, do those fit?”

Dag formed an okay with his fingers. “Perfectly. Which means I might be back in a month when I get some weight on me. But I’ll take these for now.”

“I’ll start ringing you up.” The clerk took the rest of the selection to the counter, a skip in her step as she went.

With a teasing grin, Dag waggled his eyebrows. “You’re embarrassed being so loved, aren’t you?”

“I didn’t do anything to deserve this,” Stefan complained. “I was just doing my job!”

“Yeah, too bad you’re sexy doing it. Them’s the breaks.” Still grinning, Dag turned and retreated to the changing room.

Um. Wait, so Dag thought Stefan was sexy? Since when? Did that mean he wasn’t straight? Oh. Maybe Stefan stood a chance with him after all…No, no, he shouldn’t make a move on Dag. That would make him uncomfortable since he was beholden to Stefan for protection.

Later though, when he found his feet here. Maybe then Stefan could try flirting?

He shook the thought off. It wasn’t something he could contemplate now.

Dag didn’t have his bank account set up yet so Stefan paid with his government card. Then they changed stores, traveling a little farther down the road to the mall. The mall was a one-stop shop for them at this point.

While walking across the parking lot, Stefan told Dag, “I think we should take this in logistical order. There’s a branch of the bank right inside the doors. We can start there, get your bank account set up, then hit the shoe store around the corner. Your new cell phone can be our last stop.”

“Um, I’ve thought this before, but is this really okay?”

Stefan had no idea what he meant by that. Or why that hesitant look was on his face. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve got to be a very busy man. But you’re spending all day on me.”

Ah. Well, true, Stefan had a lot on his plate, but nothing was higher priority than Dag right then. “I promise you it’s fine. Nothing is high priority right now and I’ve delegated tasks. I want to focus on you for the next week or two because I truly must understand how your talent works and get you licensed before trouble finds us. With my luck as it is, trouble always finds us.”

Dag’s tension eased into a small smile. He seemed pleased. “Okay, fair enough. Trouble likes to find me too, so any chance to nip it in the bud is fine by—”

The abrupt fear chasing over Dag’s face alarmed Stefan. Between one beat and the next, he went from smiling to dodging backward, body language advertising the desire to run. Stefan latched on to his hand, making sure he didn’t, even as Stefan twisted to see what could possibly have terrified Dag in such a short amount of time.

There was nothing there, just a few people coming in and out of the mall’s entrance, so what could—oh. Shit. Wait, that was Bailey. Bailey was one of the many galdere who worked directly for Stefan, so he knew the man well, was even on a friendly terms with him.

To Dag, though, he didn’t see a friendly galdere. He saw a possible threat. Just how many galdere had tried to harm him that his instinctive reaction upon seeing one was to run?

“Too many” was the only possible answer.

Stefan turned to put Dag at his back, his hold on the man’s hand firm even as he greeted Bailey. “Out shopping?”

“I was, got an anniversary coming up.” Bailey slowed to a stop, his eyes taking them both in, bushy dark brows rising slowly in surprise and conjecture. “Who’s this, a boyfriend?”

It was common knowledge that Stefan was gay, and with them holding hands like this, it was no wonder Bailey asked. “I could only wish. Dag Gates, this is Jeff Bailey, a galdere adjunct of my office.”

Dag’s fear subsided by half, but he kept hold of Stefan’s hand, the fingers borderline bruising. “Oh. Nice to meet you.”

Bailey clearly could read the body language and didn’t offer to shake hands. “Nice to meet you too. Dag Gates, huh? The healing galdere?”

Stefan gave him a nod in confirmation. “This is him. We’re getting him set up today.”

“Gotcha. Uh, about that.” Bailey leaned in a little to confide, “Been getting responses from your inquiry on licensing him, and they aren’t positive so far. You better take a look at that when you get back to the office.”

Dammit. Stefan hadn’t thought that would be easy—after all, Dag’s name was on the Lists—but still. “I will. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Sure thing. I’ll let you get back to shopping.” With a wave, he headed past them.

Dag’s unease noticeably faded as Bailey left them. Stefan really, truly despised that reaction. He hated to think this kind man had been hurt so many times that even the sight of another galdere would make fight-or-flight instincts kick in. That was some serious PTSD there, and Stefan wasn’t even sure how to help Dag through it.

Turning, he cupped Dag’s cheek with a palm, looking up into those still-rattled eyes. “Dag, I swear to you, the days you were hunted by other galdere are over. You will never, ever be in that danger again.”

Dag nodded a little against his hand but didn’t look completely sold.

It would take time to get past this fear. Stefan knew saying a few words wouldn’t be enough. Still, he needed to lay the foundation for trust and safety, and he had to start somewhere. For now, he let it go and tried to liven up the mood.

“Also, sorry Bailey mistook you as a boyfriend. I’m out, everyone knows about me, and for some reason they’re very invested in me finding someone.”

“Oh.” Dag blinked before his lips curved up in a shy way. “Well, uh, I’m also gay and didn’t mind?”

Oh REALLY now…No, Stefan, no, behave yourself. Behave. That meant he had a chance in the future, not that he could make a move right this second.

He purposely let go of Dag, although it took a few seconds to reclaim his hand because he didn’t actually want to let go. He smiled as he did and tried to put them back on track.

“Good to know. Alright, let’s get back to our mission. Also, what are your thoughts on dinner?”

“Food. Yes.”

Right, that had been a stupid question.


Seven

Dag

Run.

He had to run. Faster. Faster than this.

They’d catch him. If he didn’t hide, or get out, they’d catch him and strip him of magic.

Sounds of running footsteps chased him, the dark alley he ran in loudly echoing them. Dag felt his lungs burning for want of air, even though he gulped in breath after breath, but it wasn’t enough. He was slowing, he could feel it, his muscles giving out from exhaustion.

No, no, no! At this rate he’d be caught and if they caught him, there would be no one to help him. He put more effort into running. Faster, faster, faster—

With an abrupt thud, he fell. Dag twisted in panic, eyes shooting open.

Wait, where was he?

This wasn’t the alley. He was in a bedroom—a nice one—his lower body all tangled up in sheets. He lay on the cold floor and looked up in bewilderment before the obvious hit. Nightmare. Him being chased was only a nightmare. Or really, a gestalt between memory and dream.

Dammit.

With a sigh, he reached over and untangled his legs. Sweat dewed his temples and along his back, like he had actually run a marathon. The panic dreams were the absolute worst. They left him feeling drained and exhausted. Dag needed to have a serious talk with his subconscious because dreams like this were not nice. Apparently six days of safety wasn’t enough to stop them. Figured.

He threw the sheet back onto the bed before reaching under it, toward his stash of food. With the first paycheck he’d gotten, he’d bought a new evac bag and food. Maybe he wouldn’t need it—at least, Dag prayed he wouldn’t need it—but it was better to be safe than sorry. He couldn’t just let the food sit there or it would only go bad, so he’d keep a rotating stash of snacks just in case.

Right now it proved handy, because having the bread calmed him down. Bread was a comfort food to him. One of the few things that could really help staunch the hunger pangs.

Mmm, bread. French bread was the best.

There came a frantic knock on the door. “Dag!”

Stefan? He hastily swallowed what was in his mouth and called, “Enter!”

Stefan did, looking like he’d thrown on the first clothes at hand and then sprinted to Dag’s door. Which might actually be the case. He spied Dag on the floor with his bread, blinked at the sight, but didn’t comment.

“Dag, up, quickly. We’ve had a disaster with multiple casualties. We both need to respond.”

Oh shit, both of them? Dag tossed the bread on the bed, diving for the clothes in his dresser. “Two minutes and I’ll be downstairs.”

“Meet you at the car.”

Like a whirlwind, Stefan was gone.

Dag was good to his word. He yanked on clothes, shoes, grabbed his phone, then crammed the rest of the bread into his mouth as he ran down the stairs. He’d need the energy shortly. Dag was absolutely not the type who could skip breakfast.

Stefan had the car engine running when he got outside. Dag threw himself into the passenger seat and barely had the door shut when Stefan put the Jeep into reverse.

“Construction accident in the warehouse district,” Stefan explained without prompting, his foot heavy on the gas. “They were clearing out one of the older buildings—one that was dangerously half-destroyed—to build something new when the whole thing collapsed inward. There’s first responders and galdere on site, but it’s too much for them. They called us both in.”

“How big are we talking about?” Dag didn’t like the sound of this whatsoever.

Stefan’s tone was grim. “The warehouse took up a city block.”

Well. Damn. That was pretty big, alright. No wonder they were calling in help. What surprised Dag was that they had called in Stefan. Dag going made sense, of course he could heal people on site, but Stefan? Mægen of Nova Scotia? Surely someone else would be the right person to call in situations like this.

Unless Stefan really was that hands-on. Dag didn’t doubt that he was, now that he was thinking about it. Stefan was the type to invest himself personally in people. If he was this popular in Nova Scotia, so much so that he had his own fan club, then Dag was willing to bet he often did things like this. Stefan’s priority was people.

Dag looked at the galdere sideways and found his eyes lingering. The more he knew Stefan, the more handsome the man became. How could anyone not like him? If Dag wasn’t careful, he would develop an unholy crush on Stefan at this rate.

Through the judicious method of driving like a maniac, Stefan got them to the disaster in a little under ten minutes. Which felt like a small eternity. He parked behind a fire truck, the entire street filled with emergency vehicles. Dag scrambled out of the Jeep and around the front of it, and in so doing, got his first clear view of the area.

It honestly looked like a giant hand had grabbed the center part of the warehouse, picked it up, then thrown it back down again with force. Twisted I-beams stuck out from what remained of the roof, the block walls were all collapsed inward, jagged pieces of what must have been roofing or flooring sticking up at every angle. Dag, on seeing this, could only pray that people had survived.

Stefan grabbed Dag’s hand and towed him along as he headed straight for the front line. There was a fire burning along the right corner, so the firemen were fighting it, sending smoke and the sounds of hissing into the air, mixing with people calling out to each other. It was a din of madness.

“Rogers!” Stefan called ahead.

A Black man wearing a fireman’s uniform turned, spotted Stefan, and waved him in closer. “Bjorne, you made good time.”

“What’s the situation? How many injured?”

“I can’t give you an exact number. Anyone who knew who all was working on site is still in there or unconscious. We pulled three out—they’re with the EMTs—but there’s more under there. We can hear their groans. We just can’t figure out how to get to them without setting the rest of the debris toppling. Can you do something about it?”

“I can,” Stefan assured him. “I can disappear all the debris and lift it off them. Get the EMTs ready to go, and I need one specifically to assist Dag.”

Eh? Why him?

Rogers looked between them askance. “What?”

Pointing to Dag, Stefan rapidly explained, “Galdere healer. He can heal people on the spot, but he has no situational awareness while he’s working so I need someone keeping track of him while I help you.”

“Oh. Got it. Hang on.” Rogers turned, then bellowed, “MENDOZA!”

A short Hispanic woman jogged toward them. She had soot on her face, her fireman’s jacket covered in it, but she moved with purpose and energy, so she was clearly alright. “Yeah, Cap?”

“This is a galdere healer, Dag. You protect him and keep track of him while he’s working. Mægen Bjorne’s about to lift all the debris so we can pull people out.”

She gave a sharp nod to him before smiling at Dag. “You focus on work, I’ve got you.”

He actually did feel better about that. Mendoza had a nice glow to her. “Thanks, miss.”

“You’re welcome.”

Stefan stepped forward, humming as he did as if warming up his throat. Then he drew in a breath and sang strongly.

The hairs on the back of Dag’s arms lifted. Every time he heard Stefan sing, it was an amazing experience, no doubt about that. This time was different because of the sheer power the man was wielding. Dag could see it and it just about took his breath away. He’d known Stefan was powerful—anyone with magical sight could tell that—but it was like the difference between knowing the ocean had tremendous power and actually seeing a tidal wave in motion.

He now understood how Stefan was able to subdue an unruly Region. With power like that, no galdere would stand a chance against him. It was a wonder Stefan wasn’t arrogant, honestly. Most people would be twisted by this kind of power.

The song was short, barely a refrain, but in thirty seconds flat, all of the collapsed debris just…disappeared. Poof, gone. Like it hadn’t ever existed in the first place. In its wake were dust motes, smoke, and not much else. Except people, that is.

From here, Dag saw a dozen people collapsed on the ground. It took barely a sweep of his eyes to see who was the worst off, and then he took off running, slowing only to navigate the holes in the cement floor. Stefan’s voice followed him, rising in song once again. Probably to help put the fire out. The fact that he had energy to spare after doing this much was amazing.

Dag shook the thought off. He had no time for fangirling just now.

His first patient was a man with a bruised lung and three very broken ribs. Dag slid onto his knees next to the man, put both hands on him, and threw himself into the healing. He wasn’t aware of anything as he focused on putting ribs back into place and healing that bruised lung, as those two things were life-threatening if left alone. As soon as he had the man in a stable condition, he pulled back out to find that the EMTs were standing nearby with a stretcher, waiting on him.

“He’s good to move, but be careful with his torso.” Dag lifted up to his feet as he issued instructions, half his attention already on the next patient. “He had a bruised lung and three broken ribs, but I’ve set them all to rights. He’s going to need to stay still for the rest of the day. Also be careful of his right leg—that’s broken, I just can’t focus on it right now.”

“Got it,” the female EMT in front of him said. She looked a bit wide around the eyes at this litany, but she’d apparently been briefed enough to believe what Dag said.

He turned, spied the next patient—a woman with several injuries along her spine, ones that would leave her paralyzed if not treated—and went there.

Some people got off lightly in comparison to others. A broken leg, bruises, but nothing life-threatening. Dag let the EMTs deal with them, focusing on the people in critical condition. He went from one to the next, not pausing, only lingering long enough to instruct the EMTs how to handle them.

He lost all sense of time as he did this before abruptly coming to a halt, realizing that he was out of people to treat. Everyone else was on stretchers or already on their way to the hospital. He stopped dead, looking around, feeling a little disoriented. Not to mention hungry.

Mendoza patted him on the shoulder, beaming at him like he was the cutest thing on earth. “You are seriously badass.”

“Uh, thank you?” Dag had never in his life been described as such.

“No, seriously, you helped six people that either would have died en route or been paralyzed for life. You are one seriously badass galdere. I can see why Mægen Bjorne’s protective of you. Come on, I’ll take you back to him.”

He followed, taking stock of the scene. The fire was out, some of the emergency vehicles were gone, and it looked like they were in cleanup mode now. Mendoza—a grin on her face all the while—took him straight to Stefan, who was standing next to the fire captain.

Stefan welcomed them back with a warm smile. It did funny things inside Dag’s chest. It almost felt like Stefan was proud of him and, honestly, it gave Dag all the warm fuzzies. It made him want to do more to keep that smile on Stefan’s face. Which was a little silly—it wasn’t like Stefan had any claim on Dag or vice versa. Much as he might wistfully wish otherwise.

“Good work,” Stefan said. “The EMTs were threatening to adopt you as they left. Take it as high praise.”

Dag ducked his head, feeling a little shy. “I’m happy to help, as you know.”

Rogers took his helmet off long enough to smooth a hand over his bald head. “Truthfully, this would have gone a lot worse if not for both of you. We would have spent hours digging through the rubble trying to find people and lost some lives in the process. Because of you two, we didn’t suffer a single death. Thank you, truly.”

Lifting a staying hand, Stefan reminded him, “My job is to protect the people. You know you can always call on me.”

“I’m damn grateful I can. You make our jobs easier. I’ll focus now on cleanup, but thank you both, again.”

“You’re welcome.” Stefan looked straight at Mendoza. “Thank you so much for keeping track of him. It really helped.”

“Happy to do so, sir.” She gave Dag a pat on the shoulder. “See you around, Dag. Hope we can work together again.”

“You bet.” Dag gave a wave as she left. Awww, he’d made a friend. Maybe he should go to the fire hall at some point and give a proper introduction, just so they felt comfortable calling him.

Stefan threw a friendly arm around his shoulders. “Come on. I feel like brunch is calling us. I, for one, am starved.”

“Oh god, yes, fooooood.” Dag felt like he’d survived a minor famine. The bread of this morning was nothing more than a distant memory. “Uh, after food, hospital?”

“Only if there’s an emergency situation. I’ll call Landgrave after we eat and ask if he has any urgent cases you need to tackle. Otherwise, I’d say rest while you can.” Stefan waved to indicate the general area. “Better to rest when possible, considering you can be called in at any time.”

True enough. Dag still had some errands to run, too, things to help set up his life here. It was best to get that done while he had the time.


Eight

Mikkel

Setting up a new branch of the business was no easy task, so it was safe to say Mikkel was a mite busy. Business kept him away from the castle, but eventually he found the right excuse to take him back. It was even a good excuse. Mikkel was quite proud of it.

He hummed a little ditty to himself as he drove up the castle’s long, curving driveway. If he were to be honest, the sheep problem was not his real reason for coming back up here. He in fact had two other reasons.

One: Stefan Bjorne.

Two: Dag Gates.

He’d been interested in Bjorne since the moment he’d met the man. Stefan was handsome, powerful, and intelligent, which hit three of Mikkel’s weaknesses straight on the head. He also didn’t seem to be aware of Mikkel’s interest, but Mikkel hadn’t been really afforded the opportunity to flirt with him, so that was understandable. He would fix that shortly.

Now, on the other hand, Dag was cute, talented, and charming, which were three of Mikkel’s other weaknesses. Finding two men that were equally appealing and fun was a blessing he was not about to overlook. Since he had a promise in place with Dag for help, he’d bank on it and use the opportunity it presented to hopefully get closer to both men.

Such was his plan, anyway. He’d have to see if things would go as he wished or if he’d have to come up with Plan B.

As a frequent visitor here, he didn’t bother with the front door, but instead parked in the back and came through the kitchen. Being a smart man, he had presents in tow and a smile of greeting. There was Dag, seated at the kitchen table, inhaling a truly impressive amount of food. Where he put it all was the question, because the man was a walking beanpole. Mikkel was delighted to find him here though, as it made things easier on him.

“Birgit, Gates, morning. I hoped to catch you here. Are you licensed yet?”

“I’ve permission from Dominus Leif that allows me to work,” Dag answered, straightening on his stool. “Why, do you want to cash in that voucher already?”

“As it happens, I do, and perhaps extend it a little.” Setting his bundle on the table, he untied the top of it to show the contents. Inside was a selection of shirts, pants, two pairs of shoes, boxers still packaged, and a jacket.

Dag stood, pushing the plate aside, and rifled quickly through the selection. All of it was either denim or a cotton blend—the sort of clothing farmers wore because it was durable. Mikkel had figured out Dag’s sizes from the last time and ordered these things specifically. These were clearly new, sized perfectly for Dag, and the sort of clothing Dag would prefer to work in since he wouldn’t have to mourn the loss of them. Even the work boots looked serviceable and brand new.

Proving he wasn’t just a pretty face, Dag eyed him from the corner of his eye. “They’re very nice. And what is this going to cost me?”

“Here’s the thing,” Mikkel explained, propping one hip up against the table’s edge. “I’ve got a contract in for wool—did you know this area is known for its textiles? No? Bloody fortune of the stuff here, but the three farms I deal with report to me that almost all of their sheep are sick with something. Now, I have deadlines to meet, contracts to fulfill, and sick sheep. Not a good combination. I don’t expect you to heal three flocks of sheep, but if you could come figure out what’s ailing them and how to treat it, I’ll call it even.”

Dag only thought about it for a second before shrugging. “Alright, Mr. Vinters, you have a bargain. I need to inform Stefan before I leave, though. He might choose to go with us, as he’s still studying how my ability works.”

“That’s fine,” Mikkel assured him patiently.

“And I definitely want to change first,” Dag added, bundling the new clothes back up. “Because if I’m going to be tramping about in sheep pastures the rest of the day, I don’t want my nice clothes ruined. Miss Birgit, can I trouble you to pack a lunch for Mr. Vinters too?”

“No trouble at all,” the cook promised with a smile at Mikkel. “I’ll make one up for Stefan too, just in case.”

“Thank you.” Dag headed for the door. Then he stopped dead and turned, asking her, “Do you know where Stefan is?”

“Likely his workroom,” she answered with a worried look toward the ceiling. “Tread carefully, alright?”
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Bjorne accompanied Dag to the sheep farms. Mikkel wasn’t the least bit surprised by this. And certainly, the man had very good reason to accompany him, what with the provisional license still in process and his curiosity about the healer’s ability. He acted very professionally when Dag notified him, putting his work in a stasis spell of some sort and greeting Mikkel with a polite good morning.

So why did it feel like he was coming along as a chaperone for Dag?

Surely Mikkel’s reputation wasn’t that bad…No, it likely was. Only half deserved, but still.

Bjorne didn’t even seem to realize how obvious he was being. He kept right in Dag’s personal space, practically stomping all over his shadow, despite his very Norwegian upbringing. That alone said volumes, but he kept doing these little touches, too—a hand on Dag’s shoulder there, or leaning in to murmur something to him. It was highly interesting but also a little worrisome. He’d never responded like that to Mikkel, which meant Mikkel really had to up his game.

They sat in Mikkel’s very roomy SUV, his driver taking them at a good pace along the paved roads. Mikkel sat in the front seat and observed them through the rearview mirror. He had not gotten to his position in the trading company because of his natural talent with figures, or at least not solely because of that. It was his ability to read people, to put his finger on what they wanted, that was his true talent. And unless he was very much mistaken, Stefan Bjorne wanted Dag Gates, and not just in a professional way.

It was slight, but Mikkel could see it. No one would think to protect a man from another man, act like a chaperone like this, unless he felt threatened. Unless his own thoughts moved along those lines. He wouldn’t even let Mikkel sit next to Dag, for heaven’s sake.

Mikkel found the juxtaposition interesting because Bjorne didn’t seem to realize he’d caught Mikkel’s interest. There was something else about the man that drew Mikkel in—besides his danger factor—that he had a hard time putting his finger on. He’d met plenty of talented, intelligent, charismatic men before, and none of them had affected him the same way as Stefan Bjorne. Whenever Mikkel was near Bjorne, he itched to lay hands on him. To tease him, as dangerous as that might be. Was it just the challenge the man represented?

“How many sheep are infected?” Dag asked as the SUV took them past the last house in town.

Mikkel would much rather figure out this romantic mystery, but he pulled his thoughts back to business. “Some four hundred, or so it was reported to me. The problem lies in these three farms specifically because they specialize in colored wool.”

“Ahhh.” Dag nodded in complete understanding. “That would definitely explain your interest.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not following,” Bjorne admitted, head canted slightly to the side. “You mean these farms produce black wool?”

“In fact, sheep come in a variety of colors, although they’re rarer, and it’s harder to breed them,” Dag explained with all of the authority of a person who knew his business very well. “They can be blond, beige, red, brown, silver, and grey as well. Undyed, unprocessed, natural colored fleece is the easiest thing in the world for weavers to work with and is very popular in felt markets.”

“Right,” Bjorne remarked with a smile at the man. “You lived on a sheep farm at one point.”

“Yup.”

This was news to Mikkel, but he was glad to hear it, because that meant his healer was more of an expert on the situation than he’d expected. “In that case, you understand my predicament very well. I have a week to get these sheep shorn, their wool packed and shipped out. I already have one shipment locked in a warehouse on the docks, waiting on a health inspection, because of this outbreak. It’s eating steadily into my revenue, and I’ll take a loss if I don’t get this situation resolved soon.”

“I can sort the ill from the healthy, if they haven’t been sorted already, and determine the problem quickly,” Dag assured him. “Assuming I can locate the contamination point, we might be able to destroy that as well, prevent the disease from spreading further.”

“Music to my ears.” Mikkel inclined his head out the window and announced, “And that’s our first farm now.”

Dag immediately shifted, coming up between the seats to see through the front window, almost in Mikkel’s lap, which Mikkel certainly didn’t mind. A lapful of cute man was always a distinct pleasure, and he liked the clean, male scent coming off Dag very much. He smelled fuckalicious. Bjorne obviously did mind the position, as he visibly bit back a reproach. Dag failed to catch it, his eyes narrowed against the morning glare as he stared out over the softly rolling green hills. “Let me out here.”

Mikkel’s driver obediently pulled over and stopped on the side of the road. Dag lost no time in getting out, hopping the fence, and moving toward the sheep at a steady jog. Mikkel followed him immediately, as did Bjorne, and Mikkel called over to his driver, “Meet us at the main farmhouse.”

“Yes, sir.”

The grass was no longer wet with dew, thankfully, it being late enough in the morning for that to have burned off. The day was heating up—not terribly so, but a nice summer day with a gentle breeze. Mikkel watched out for dung, but other than that, moved readily through the fields. Bjorne kept up, although he had to nearly jog to manage it, as he was nearly a foot shorter than Mikkel’s six-two height. By the time he caught up with Dag, the other man was already kneeling next to a sheep with his head nearly buried in the fleece, frowning.

“What do you see, Dag?” When Bjorne didn’t get a response, he put a hand on the man’s shoulder, which made Dag visibly start. “What do you see?” he repeated patiently.

Craning his neck around, Dag replied with an unhappy downturn of his mouth, “They’ve got parasites in their intestinal tracts. It’s mixed in with a water source.”

Mikkel’s eyes flicked up and over, but no stream or river was anywhere nearby. What the devil?

Bjorne looked up too, frowned, and asked, “Are you sure?”

“Quite positive. I can flush their systems, that’s easy enough to do, but it’ll be pointless unless we find the source.”

“I’ll handle that,” Bjorne assured him. “You start in here, but within limits, okay? Keep a reserve of energy. I want to talk to the owners, but I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“I promise I will,” Dag swore faithfully.

Not at all pleased with this turn of events, the galdere moved around the gathered sheep, heading for the farmhouse. No doubt he would ask the owners where the sheep normally drank and do his own investigation. Mikkel delegated the task to him without a qualm and focused instead on the man still kneeling next to the sheep. “This won’t drain you?”

“No, not at all,” Dag answered absently. “I’m basically just telling their systems to clear out all of these pests. It’s a quick, painless thing, merely tedious as there’s so many of them. There you go, off with you now.”

The sheep moved off without even a murmur, moving three feet away before munching on a patch of clover.

Since Dag didn’t seem to mind the company or the questions, Mikkel followed him to the next sheep. “But you can’t handle all four hundred, correct?”

“Not in a day, no. But I won’t need to, really. I’ll clear out enough here that they can start the shearing, tell the owners how to get rid of the parasites, and then pull out to hit the next farm. It will help both of you with that bottom line.”

“I appreciate it, truly, although this is more than we bargained for.” Mikkel certainly wasn’t complaining but he did prefer to keep a bargain fair, especially in a Region where he was still making new contacts.

“I’ll get payment from the owners.” Dag cast him a quick smile and shrug. “And this falls under my orders from Dominus Leif, as well. Don’t worry, I’m not working for free.”

“Unlike a certain incident with a pregnant woman?” Mikkel gave him a challenging arch of the brow, amused when Dag looked slightly abashed. “Yes, I heard about the policeman’s daughter. I was actually in the jail myself at the time, overheard half of the conversation you had with Bjorne. Fascinating, truly.”

Dag’s eyes narrowed and he looked at Mikkel in consideration. “So us meeting at the castle kitchen wasn’t random coincidence, then.”

He was young but apparently not stupid. “I did have a delivery to make,” Mikkel deflected in a mild tone.

“Certainly,” Dag countered with saccharine sweetness. “Because the most powerful man in an international trading company makes deliveries himself.”

No, certainly not stupid. Mikkel grinned at him. “I’m also terribly, terribly curious sometimes.”

“Uh-huh.” Dag went back to curing sheep.

Mikkel did adore people who weren’t overly impressed with him. Grinning, he pulled out his phone, jotting down numbers on a memo pad as he calculated how much Dag could do today, how much wool that meant he could put on a ship. Not enough to completely save his profit margin, but he’d at least break even instead of taking a loss. He’d take it, all things considered. “So you’re the son of a shepherdess.”

“Not exactly. One of my foster parents had a sheep farm.”

An orphan? Interesting. “And you’re from somewhere in the United States,” Mikkel pressed, not deterred by that slightly evasive tone in the man’s voice.

“What gave it away? My charming Southern accent?”

So snarky. Mikkel did love a smart-mouthed man. “Do you prefer Dag or Gates?”

“Dag.” He stood, shooed the dozen sheep he’d touched off toward the other end of the pasture, then shot Mikkel a look. “Are you trying to be friends with me, Mr. Vinters?”

“Obviously. You’re a fascinating man and a good contact for me to have in these parts. I’d be stupid if I didn’t try to be friends. Stupidity is painful. I avoid it as much as possible.”

Snorting a laugh, Dag relaxed a hair and admitted, “I could use more friends. I’ve been in Nova Scotia a whole ten days and it’s been amazingly good to me so far, but it’s hard to stay in a place where you don’t have strong roots. So call me Dag, Mikkel.”

Mikkel almost felt bad for being such a playboy for a split second. He had those faint pangs of conscience from time to time, normally when he was dealing with kind people. Dag was very kind. No wonder Bjorne felt the need to protect him from Mikkel. Mikkel felt the need to protect Dag from himself, for that matter. Not that he would. “I shall. In the interests of our new friendship, let me ask how you’re doing. How is your new home?”

A genuine smile lit up Dag’s face. “I love it here. Everyone’s super kind and welcoming. I’ve been run kind of ragged, to be honest. I’m either a first responder or at the hospital half the time, but it’s exhilarating. To finally be able to heal openly.”

Mikkel took in the open joy on that face and felt his interest rise to another level. Oh. Oh my. He’d known Dag was cute, but now? Right now, in this moment, he was more than cute. He’d also given Mikkel more information than he’d apparently realized. “What do you mean first responder?”

“Did you hear about the warehouse that collapsed earlier this week?”

“I did, yes, my office building isn’t far from it. Wait, you were involved in that?”

“Stefan and I both were. Stefan cleared out all the debris in one whoosh”—Dag made a slashing sound with a wave of the hand, like a magical incantation with wand in hand—“which was crazy. Most of the building was collapsed. I’ve never seen a spell that powerful and it didn’t even exhaust him. He did two more spells after that without being winded. With all the debris gone, I was able to dive in with the EMTs and do emergency healing.”

So he’d been one of the people the newspaper article had mentioned. The one who had guaranteed not a single person died or suffered long-term effects from that terrible accident. What Stefan had done was incredible, of course, but he also knew Stefan Bjorne was capable of magic on that scale. What equally amazed him was how impressively Dag had handled the situation.

Cute, competent men were truly his weakness. He’d only had a surface interest in Dag right up until this moment, but now he really was invested in flirting.

Dag stopped, looked at the rest of the sheep, and grunted in satisfaction. “The rest of these are clean.”

“How are some of them infected but the rest aren’t?”

“My guess? They were split up into different pastures.” Dag gave an illustrative gesture toward the farm in general and the way the pastures were divided up by low rock walls. “It takes an acre to support ten sheep, more or less. You can’t put all of the sheep into one pasture, it will destroy the pasture. You have to split them up, rotate them. I’m guessing each section is about two acres, as I just healed twenty sheep, so it’s about right.”

“I’m very glad I had you for this job,” Mikkel stated with a heartfelt prayer of thanks to the trading gods. He flipped his phone around so Dag could see the notes. “Alright, this is what I have so far. Did I miss anything?”

An odd look came over Dag’s face and the open satisfaction he wore shunted off, shuttered behind an unreadable mask.

It took a moment of looking at that expression, the way his eyes flitted away, the slight slump in his shoulders. Then Mikkel concluded softly, “You can’t read this.”

Dag shook his head from side to side in silent confirmation. “I can, but…well, my dyslexia is kinda severe, so, um…”

Mikkel felt the strangest urge to apologize, which wasn’t something he felt inclined to do very often, but it would only serve to stick the other foot in his mouth if he did. Instead he took a different route entirely. “A man in your position absolutely must be literate. There’re ways to offset dyslexia, or so I’ve heard. I’ll invest in the right tools to help you and send them to the castle by the end of the week, alright?”

Dag’s head snapped up, those lovely brown eyes widening in astonishment. “Now wait, Mikkel, this isn’t something I should burden you with—”

“Burden? Who’s burdened? I’m just sending you a few gifts in exchange for your amazing help. No harm in that, is there? Does Bjorne know about this yet?”

“Ah, well.” Dag faltered, with a sheepish glance toward where the galdere had disappeared to. “Not yet. I haven’t found the right time to tell him.”

“Then I’ll take care of that, too. Tut tut, Dag, this is what friends do. We look out for each other.” In truth, Mikkel would enjoy tweaking the man’s nose immensely by showing that he knew something about Dag that Bjorne didn’t. If his suspicions were right, he wouldn’t take that well at all.

“No, really, I should—”

“FOUND THE SOURCE!”

Mikkel jolted. Bjorne stood outside the house, both hands cupped around his mouth. Just how loud could that man be? He’d sounded like a thunderclap.

Dag rubbed his hands together, already diverted to the problem at hand. “Excellent, let’s deal with that quickly and then switch farms. I hope it’s all tied into the same source. That would make this easier to deal with.”

“Heaven willing,” Mikkel agreed easily.


Nine

Dag

Dag followed Mikkel toward the river. It took him nothing more than a glance to confirm Stefan really had found the source. He gave Stefan a nod before stepping back and letting the galdere handle this. This was definitely outside of Dag’s expertise.

While Stefan sang a rather convoluted spell, Dag eyed Mikkel. He was not oblivious to the looks Mikkel had been giving Stefan. There was strong interest there. Mikkel didn’t seem to quite know how to approach him, which was understandable, as Stefan was rather guarded. Even with Dag he sometimes acted that way. Dag wasn’t quite sure why, but with every new day Stefan loosened up a bit more, so it could be that he was the type to take a while to warm up to people.

Honestly, Mikkel and Stefan would make a stunning couple. Talk about a power couple. Dag felt a pang in his chest thinking about it. He wasn’t oblivious enough to misunderstand why. He was attracted to both men. Of course, he didn’t stand a chance in hell with either of them, but his libido didn’t seem to understand that. Two good-looking men who treated him with respect and kindness was a unicorn in Dag’s world, so was it any wonder his hindbrain was getting the wrong idea?

Still, he knew it wasn’t going to happen. Also, it felt weird to feel that way about two people at once. Dag had always assumed he was a monogamous person, so he wasn’t sure how to take this two-way attraction.

Shaking it off mentally, he decided to help Mikkel a little. Maybe if Mikkel and Stefan got together, these feelings and weird ideas would die down. Dag could hope.

Taking a sliding half-step closer, he leaned in. “Mikkel, did you know that Stefan has a fan club?”

Mikkel tilted his head to regard him, a mischievous grin already taking over his face. “He does?”

“I think half of Nova Scotia belongs to it, too. There’s a group online.” Dag might have secretly joined it, too.

Mikkel whipped out his phone and unlocked it. “Where?”

Leaning in a little, Dag directed him on where to find it. Mikkel’s fingers were lightning quick typing it in and locating the group without issue. He promptly joined and was just as promptly accepted. Cackling a little maniacally, he then snapped a picture of Stefan working.

Stefan finished the song before turning, a quizzical quirk to his expression. “Did I just hear a camera shutter go off?”

“New membership tax,” Mikkel explained with barely a glance up from his screen.

“What new membership—” Stefan cut himself off with a groan, head flopping back dramatically. “Oh my god, you didn’t.”

“Wow, your fan club is huge.”

“Oh my god, you did. Mikkel! Why the hell would you join?”

Mikkel threw an arm around Dag’s shoulders and hugged him in, head tilted to rest on Dag’s for a moment. Dag startled, not expecting this overly friendly gesture. He felt a small thrill go through him at the touch, enjoying the press of that masculine body. Look, anyone this close to Mikkel and getting a hug would feel the same, Dag stood by this.

“Dag was kind enough to tell me about it.”

Stefan gave Dag quite the look for that. “You know I don’t like my fan club.”

In for a penny, in for a pound, as the saying goes. “I may have joined it too.”

Stefan groaned again, hand covering his eyes while he slumped forward. Was he blushing? The embarrassment was kinda cute, really. Like Stefan didn’t realize how loveable he was.

Letting go of Dag, Mikkel came in and gathered up Stefan in a hug. “There, there, let’s hug it out.”

For a moment, Dag was arrested by the sight of them together. Stefan’s force of personality made Dag overlook how short the man was, but when standing next to Mikkel like this, it was a stark contrast. Mikkel was a good head taller and had to bend to hug him. If ever there was an ‘opposites attract’ caught in a single moment of time, it was here. Even their skin tones were opposite—Stefan ebony dark, Mikkel fair as porcelain. It was an adorable picture, actually. They were so cute together it was almost criminal.

Dag secretly took a picture. Just for himself.

Stefan put up with the hug, definitely blushing now. He didn’t hug back, though. “Mikkel, do cease and desist. Also, both of you, get out of that club.”

Mikkel didn’t release him as he protested merrily, “I can’t. I’d have to declare undying hatred for you in order to do it. Membership rules. I like you too much to lie.”

The expression on Stefan’s face was doubting. All the doubt. Also, his bullshit meter seemed to climb steadily, as it should, since there was no such rule. Would Dag say that? Not on your life.

Businessman that he was, Mikkel was not done negotiating. “Besides, I’m sure you can agree with me that some people deserve fan clubs.”

“Oh?” Stefan eyed him suspiciously, head canted in challenge. “And why would I agree with you on that?”

“Because Dag deserves a club, don’t you think?”

Uh. What now? Like hell he did. Nothing about Dag warranted a fan club. Not a single damn thing.

For some inexplicable reason, Stefan looked at Mikkel like he’d just spouted wisdom of the ages.

“See?” Mikkel grinned like he knew he had him.

“Shall I do the honors or will you?” Stefan asked like this was a foregone conclusion.

Mikkel let him go, phone back in hand. “Oh, do allow me. I’ve got this.”

Dag sensed all the inevitability of this but he tried to stop it anyway. “Wait, wait, seriously?”

Stefan’s expression was so solemn it couldn’t be taken seriously. He was laughing on some internal level, his dancing eyes giving him away. “Seriously.”

The inevitable feeling was now dancing a tango line down Dag’s spine, but he kept trying. “I have done absolutely nothing to deserve a fan club.”

“Neither did I,” Stefan pointed out oh-so-reasonably, “but I got one anyway.”

“Uh, you conquered a Region that was out of control, that’s justification alone! I didn’t do anything like that!”

Mikkel didn’t look up from his phone, where he was typing happily away, while he talked. “No, you just go around healing injuries and diseases that modern medicine doesn’t have a prayer of curing. Totally different skillset but no less impressive. Also, you’re cute. Back me up on this, Stefan.”

“Oh, he’s criminally cute,” Stefan agreed without a beat of hesitation. “You do have a good eye for quality, Mikkel.”

“Of course I do. What kind of businessman would I be if I didn’t?”

Okay, now they were both pulling Dag’s leg. That’s all this was. Dag rolled his eyes and decided to let this go. “Uh-huh. You two are going to be in for a rude awakening when you’re the only members.”

For some reason, Stefan looked at him like Dag had spewed nonsense. “Might I remind you that everyone at the hospital takes off with you the second you breach the doors, the EMTs want to adopt you, and the kitchen staff think you walk on water?”

Uh. Shit. Dag had failed to think of the castle staff, most of whom were friends and would join the club to be supportive. Ah hell, Stefan made a good argument there. He now understood the slight embarrassment Stefan felt for his own fan club’s existence. Not enough for him to actually quit Stefan’s club, mind you, but he now empathized.

Mikkel gave a noise of satisfaction. “Group is now created. I’ll get pretty images and a banner up later.”

Stefan tilted his head to see the screen, probably to get the group’s name, then whipped his phone out. Three seconds later, “Joined.”

They were apparently having too much fun with this. Well, revenge was best served hot. Dag took his picture of Stefan and Mikkel standing together and promptly posted it to Stefan’s fan club. Ha, take that!

Pointing an accusing finger at him, Stefan demanded, “Stop taking pictures and posting them.”

Grinning, Dag stuck his tongue out at him. “Make me.”

Stefan lifted his phone and wagged it threateningly at him. “Two can now play this game.”

Oh, if they were going to play camera tag, Dag was down. He snapped another picture—not even a good one—just to throw the gauntlet down.

“You!”

Time to run. Dag took off with a cackle, heading for the gate. Stefan was in hot pursuit, Mikkel trailing along, laughing. He had no desire to stop anytime soon, not until he’d gotten Stefan and Mikkel at least three or four more times.

“You can’t run forever!” Stefan said while laughing, so he was clearly enjoying the moment.

They’d get back to work. Eventually.
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Mikkel had made good on his promise to help with Dag’s dyslexia. Two days after dealing with the sheep, he’d sent up a box full of things, including a special type of glasses, an e-reader with text-to-speech capability, and very comfortable headphones so he could indulge in audiobooks. It was a very thoughtful gift. Obviously Mikkel had done some research before buying anything. Dag had had no idea any of this existed, to be honest. He’d thought that was kind of the end of it, except Stefan had invited Dag into his workroom later that evening.

Dag sat in Stefan’s workroom, looking at the tablet, glasses, ruler, and notebook with some puzzlement. What was Stefan up to now? And why did he have the feeling that it had something to do with Mikkel? It must, considering Stefan had insisted Dag bring the glasses up with him.

“What are we doing?” Dag asked cautiously. He seriously had no clue.

Stefan gave him a smile, but it looked a little strained at the edges. Like he was unhappy about something but trying not to show it. “Dag, before I get into that, I want to assure you of something. You have an amazing, incredible talent. Literally something that is lifesaving. No one will look at you and see someone lacking. Alright? I don’t want you to think of yourself as a burden, or anything like that, just because you have dyslexia.”

He didn’t know how to respond to that. Dag had been left to struggle through school. He’d done well with math and science, but struggled in everything else because of all the reading. Sometimes he had a teacher who was kind enough to read the test questions out for him so he had a chance of actually testing well. Most of the time he was on his own, and the other students looked at him like he was stupid.

To hear Stefan say this really meant a lot to him, like someone was seeing him for his true worth. At the same time, he felt bad because something about his behavior had prompted Stefan to say this. “Did I do something…?”

“No,” Stefan assured him gently. “No, Dag, that’s not it. It’s not something you did. It’s something you should have done. You should have told me. I want to help you. You’re already doing so much for the people in my province, you’re helping people in ways that I can’t begin to emulate, and I want to return that favor. I want to be a strong support for you too. Won’t you let me?”

“But you’ve already helped me a lot,” Dag protested. The job, and the clothes, and…everything. He’d never been as secure as he was now.

Stefan waved this off. “The initial assistance I gave you was simply because you’re now one of my people. But you’re more than that to me. Aren’t you?”

Oh, how Dag wanted to misinterpret those words. He really, really wanted Stefan to be more than just an employer. Damn libido was full of ideas there. If only Stefan were a little less attractive, a little less kind, it would be easier. He wouldn’t be nearly as tempted. Dag grabbed hold of his fantasies and gave them a sharp yank back down to planet Earth. What Stefan meant was that he wanted to be friends.

And honestly, being friends with Stefan Bjorne sounded amazing.

A little shy, Dag admitted, “I’d really like to be.”

“Then we are.” The strain eased from Stefan’s smile and turned more genuine, golden eyes warm with affection. “Good, that’s settled. Now, tell me your history with dyslexia.”

“Honestly, I wasn’t even diagnosed with it until junior high school. Before then, I was accused of being lazy or not trying hard enough. No one really worked with me on it. After I got diagnosed, some of the teachers taught me a few strategies to work around it, but reading is still a struggle. Spelling is damn near impossible.”

“How severe are you on the scale?”

Dag grimaced. “I tip toward severe. Directions are a challenge because I can’t easily read the road signs, and when I’m really, really tired I can’t tell my left from my right. If not for GPS on my phone, I’d be utterly screwed.”

“Ah. Alright, what coping mechanisms do you have?”

“I think you’ve figured out one of them.” Dag pointed to the ruler. “The ruler helps. It keeps me from mixing up the words from the second line with the first. I used to cover up the next word in a sentence, too, to force my brain to slow down. I don’t need to as much anymore. I just take my time reading, and that helps.”

Stefan gave a slow nod, clearly taking in all of this information. “I read that the letters most dyslexic people struggle with are b, d, p, and g.”

“I hate them.” Dag spoke with feeling. He spoke from the depths of his soul. “They all look exactly the same to me. The English alphabet sucks.”

“My master makes the comment often that the English language is abysmal and needs to be fixed.”

“They are absolutely correct and I will support this effort.”

Stefan chuckled, eyes crinkling up at the corners. He was even cuter when he laughed. “I’m sure she’ll take the support. Alright, so have you tried the glasses before?”

“Uh, no. I didn’t even know this was a thing.” Dag picked them up and tried them on. They were a good fit, which was nice, but he still didn’t see how this helped any.

“My research has indicated that two things help with reading.” Stefan gestured toward the glasses. “A change in color is one of them. Blue-tinted glasses help the eye and brain make a better connection to what’s on the page. Also what helps are different fonts. A specific font called ‘OpenDyslexic’ is available in e-readers that spaces out the words and letters to make it easier for you to read.”

There was what, now? “Are you serious?”

Stefan picked up the tablet, opened it to a book, and handed it to Dag. Huh, sure enough, everything was more spaced out than usual. Not by a lot, but it was clearly enough to make a difference. Dag tried reading the first sentence and did so without nearly as much trouble as usual.

“How is it?” Stefan looked hopefully at him.

“I have never read a sentence that easily in my life.” It still wasn’t as fast as other people could read, but Dag also hadn’t been breaking his brain over the words. A slow smile dawned over his face. “Wow. Seriously, wow. Where was this ten years ago? I could have really used it then.”

“Technology and aids are advancing quickly on this front because so many people struggle with it.” Stefan gestured to the items on the table again. “I’m not going to throw this at you and assume it will do the trick, but I wanted to walk you through them now that Mikkel’s provided it all.”

“I really appreciate it.” Dag felt like he’d been handed life’s source code or something. “Having tools to hack my brain is seriously the best gift. I just…Stefan, can I hug you?”

Stefan startled a little, head coming back, and then he relaxed and opened both arms. “By all means.”

Dag went straight into those arms, hugging him tight around the shoulders for a long moment. His first irreverent thought was that Stefan smelled incredibly good. Was that aftershave or just clean skin? Whatever it was, it put a little spark in Dag’s system. Which he didn’t need, thank you very much.

Afraid of getting himself worked up, Dag didn’t linger in that hug as long as he wanted to. He pulled back, resuming his seat, and tried to keep his thoughts above his belt line. More than challenging, that last part.

Stefan was clearly still thinking of ramifications and questions, as he kept talking. “Dag, when you were tested, did Olafsson know you were a dyslexic person?”

“Uhh…yes? I think the mayor told him.”

“Did he at any point offer to read you the questions on the written exam?”

“No, he just shoved it at me. Gave me thirty minutes to answer everything.” Dag winced at the memory. “I barely got through half of it. I can tell from your expression you want to bury a second axe into Olafsson’s face.”

Stefan had his head in one hand. “Maybe a bazooka as a nice follow-up. I just…can’t fathom how he thought any of that was appropriate. To ignore such amazing talent just because you didn’t dot some i’s or cross some t’s is the height of stupidity. I’m afraid to ask: driver’s license?”

“Uh, well, I don’t have one. There wasn’t anyone to take me to the DMV. I know how to drive, I’m just not legal.”

“We’ll work on that.” Stefan still looked ticked. If Olafsson had been nearby at this moment, he’d be nice and crispy and probably missing his head. “In the meantime, I don’t want you lost. I know you have GPS on your phone, but this area is entirely new to you, and parts of it are still dangerous territory. I’ll assign a driver to you.”

Was that okay? Dag felt like he was being a burden. “Isn’t that too much trouble?”

Stefan reached out and ruffled his hair, that warm smile back on his face. “You can’t ever be too much trouble. Please, let me safeguard you.”

Well. Put like that, how did Dag even begin to argue?

“Before we start truly practicing and adjusting things to optimum efficiency, I think I should warn you. You are going to be tested again.”

Dag didn’t like the sound of this. “Um. Why?”

“Because, frankly, the first test isn’t to be trusted. I need a proper test done so I can show good results to the other galdere.” Stefan took Dag’s hand in his own, giving it a light and reassuring squeeze. “My own master is coming in to test you this time.”

Okay, that sounded a lot better than Dag had feared. Surely he could trust Stefan’s master. Especially with Stefan right there to ride herd on everything. “I’m not against that, but you can’t do it?”

“Conflict of interest, in this case, since I technically hired you.” Stefan shrugged apologetically. “Otherwise I’d do it.”

“Ah. Gotcha. Okay, that’s fine. When are they coming?”

“Soon. She said she’d wrap up some things and then hop on a plane. I expect her here within the next few days.”

“Okay. Um. I’m going to fail the test again, though.” Dag felt it only right to say that.

Stefan lifted a staying hand. “I know you won’t pass it completely. However, you should pass three out of the five indicators for magic, which is what I want to prove. If you test that high, it will tip the scales in our favor and give me the legal grounds necessary to remove your name from the Lists.”

“Ohhh. You’re that sure I’ll pass?”

“I am. You’ve already shown me you have much talent. I’ll make sure that when you take the written test, my aunt will read you the questions and you can type the answers.” Stefan indicated the tablet. “If you can have Spellcheck available, you won’t need to worry about misspellings.”

“Please and thank you.” He really was trying to think of everything, wasn’t he?

“Hand me your phone,” Stefan urged. “There’s a few apps I want you to try. Some speech-to-text ones that are designed for dyslexic people.”

“I’m game for that.” Dag promptly handed it over.

While Stefan worked on his phone, Dag studied him. He didn’t look at all put-upon or impatient, more pleased with himself that he was helping.

Dag tried to think of anyone in his life who had thought of him like this. Who had done their best to give Dag the best chance possible to succeed. He came up blank. No one had ever gone this far for him. It really meant the world to him.

It also made his crush on the man deepen that much more. Dag had been doing his best to stay in his lane on that, but dammit, the man was likable. He was the epitome of what Dag found attractive in men. His crush would spiral hopelessly out of control at this rate, and Dag didn’t have a prayer of stopping it.

Even if he and Stefan were only friends—and stayed as friends—he couldn’t begin to think of himself as shortchanged. Stefan Bjorne was the kind of friend who would move the world for you if you needed it moved. How could Dag possibly complain about that?

One thing was for sure though, he’d find a way to return the favor. Whatever Stefan wanted from him, he’d deliver on.


Ten

Mikkel

Mikkel sat at his desk, figuring up bills, not necessarily because he wanted to, but because he strongly suspected his new supervisor was stealing from him. The Swedes did not appreciate dishonesty—in fact, they didn’t tolerate it at all—and Mikkel was very much a stereotype of his countrymen in this respect. His employees were well paid, and he expected honesty and hard work in return. So far it all added up, but his sixth sense tingled, and he knew somewhere in the stack he’d find something that didn’t fit.

The situation with the sheep had been settled far more satisfactorily than he’d initially hoped for. After a full day tramping about with Dag and Stefan, and Mikkel only lightly flirting with Dag, he’d even gotten on a first-name basis with Stefan. Or at least, he’d called the man by his first name and Stefan hadn’t struck him with lightning or turned him into a toad. A win of sorts.

Mikkel tried to think of the last time he’d flirted like that, joking around and having a genuine moment of pure fun. Came up blank. Huh, interesting. Then again, those two broke all the usual rules for him. They were very unlike any other lover he’d had before. That might be why he’d found excuses to hug them both, to flirt and joke in that way instead of his usual tactics.

It had been a wholly satisfying moment, too. Usually he wasn’t satisfied until he had his quarry in his bed, but he hadn’t been frustrated on that day. He’d genuinely enjoyed the moment with them. The frustration was only setting in now because he couldn’t readily repeat the experience.

He stopped figuring for a moment, pencil poised over the bills. He hadn’t seen either man in five days, and that was also odd. When he found someone attractive, Mikkel never hesitated to pursue them. He didn’t stop until the initial interest waned or the other man strongly discouraged him. Neither of those had happened, so why hadn’t he pursued them? Well, granted, the idea of having more than one partner was avoided in most of the modern world. Canada did legally recognize such relationships, but even then it wasn’t carte blanche, but in specific legal ways. Perhaps even his libido recognized that trying to pursue two men here, in Nova Scotia, was a disaster best to be avoided.

The door to his temporary office opened and Ivar stomped in. Fifteen years he’d had Ivar with him, so he knew the man’s tread without having to look, and he knew that particular stomp very well. Ivar was pissed at something—likely him, although Mikkel held out hope that someone else had drawn his friend’s ire.

Ivar stomped right up to Mikkel’s L-shaped glass desk, planted his feet, crossed his arms over his muscled chest, and glared down at him. Forty years of interesting living had not left Ivar unmarked, leaving the man darkly tanned, strong in a sinewy way, and with a shock of white streaking along his right temple. He’d be hale enough if he didn’t stress about every little thing Mikkel did.

“The wool shipment’s set to go underway in an hour.”

That sounded like good news, not bad. Mikkel offered him a blinding smile. “Excellent! What were the shipping fines to expedite the shipment?”

“Didn’t spend a penny,” Ivar responded, glower impossibly deepening. “Didn’t need to. By the time I got down to the docks, the inspection was done and the bill was signed.”

What, now? There was no way an inspector had got around to their ship that quickly, not with all the other sheep farms and shipments demanding an inspection. “Well, I certainly didn’t pay anyone.”

“Oh, didn’t you?” Ivar took a folded bill from his front pocket and snapped it open, holding it so that Mikkel could read it.

He skipped over the formal language—no need to read any of that—and his eyes went down to the bottom right of the page, looking for the signature. Dag Gates. His lips parted in delight, beyond pleased to see that scrawled signature. Clearly Dag was already intent on returning the favor. He really was such a sweetheart of a man.

“Knew it,” Ivar grunted in dark satisfaction.

Oh, hell. Right. Ivar. Snapping his eyes up, he protested, “Now, wait. I didn’t bribe Dag. I didn’t have any idea he’d do this. It was just a favor in return for the glasses and E-book reader I gave him, I’m sure.”

“Glasses,” Ivar repeated, brows climbing in a way that suggested he had another piece of the puzzle and he’d figure out where to slot it shortly. “Blue-tinted glasses, right? Not just them but a tablet and headphones. I thought it odd you bought those, odder still you’d send them to the castle, but you sent a package and a letter. And one of them wasn’t addressed to Dag Gates. The letter was addressed to a Stefan Bjorne.”

Damn the man’s impeccable memory. Useful in a businessman, but truly a terrible quality in a friend. “I had to send something to Stefan, he’s the only one in the right position to help Dag. And I don’t know why I’m getting this fishy glower. If you ask me, it’s Stefan who has a crush on Dag, not that he seems to be aware of it yet—”

“Oh, there’s two of them,” Ivar said, rolling his eyes in despair.

“Now wait, Ivar, I never said—”

“Fifteen years I’ve known you,” Ivar said, rolling right over his protest as if he were barking aimlessly like a dog, “and you think I can’t see what’s right in front of my eyes. You’ve always had a hankering for the dangerous sort. The more dangerous, the more you like ’em. And you’ve a terrible, terrible weakness for threesomes, because heaven knows having one dangerous man in your bed isn’t enough for you, it has to be two. So here we have it—two dangerous men, one of whom can wink you out of existence if he’s of a mind to, the other who can likely stop your heart from across the room. And you’re out there buying presents for them. Oh, sure, nothing going on here, alright.”

“I haven’t even done anything,” Mikkel complained.

“Yet,” Ivar tacked on, tone uncompromising. Because he’d been friends with Mikkel going on almost two decades, he knew how to read him well. Unfortunately. “Kel, I’m going to say this. I’m going to say it not because I believe you’ll listen, but because I need the satisfaction of saying ‘I told you so’ later. Leave the two galdere alone.”

“I’m not dating either one of them,” Mikkel maintained firmly, and he wasn’t lying, he really wasn’t. Yes, Dag was the adorable, sweet-natured sort of man that drew his eye. And Stefan’s confidence and intelligence were certainly appealing. But still, he wasn’t doing anything worthy of a scolding. “I’m just making contacts. I’m allowed to make new friends, aren’t I?”

“Keep it at friends,” Ivar ordered firmly, although he gave a disbelieving snort, because he didn’t believe Mikkel any more than Mikkel believed Mikkel. “For once in your life, do something smart and don’t go beyond friends. If you get tangled up with two of Dominus Leif’s galdere, I won’t be able to pull your fat out of the fire.”

“Can’t you lecture me after I’ve actually done something wrong?”

“Think of this as a preemptive strike.”
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The problem with being lectured was that it gave Mikkel ideas. He truly hadn’t intended to pursue anyone before Ivar pinned him, but if he was going to be scolded for it, he might as well reap the benefits. He wasn’t serious at all in the pursuit, he just liked flirting with handsome men.

Not that either of them were handsome, per se. Not in the classical sense. Stefan Bjorne was too short for that, a touch too nondescript in features. Dag leaned more toward cute and cuddly. Both men’s true attractiveness came from their confidence, their intelligence, the very magic radiating from them in an aura. They walked through the world like open flames, drawing people to them like moths.

Mikkel stopped dead in the hallway for a moment and reflected that perhaps Ivar had a point about him being attracted to these two after all. Thinking poetically about someone was always a bad sign. He really had to kick this habit of pursuing powerful men; it would get him killed eventually.

Shaking the thought off, he kept walking. This morning, he not only wanted to send a thank you present to Dag for his help, but he wanted to confer with Stefan on a matter as well. He’d stop in at Scotia Square, see if anything caught his eye, then continue on to the castle.

Scotia Square was a slightly newer construction, and the buildings reflected that, with the concrete and glass exterior. All manner of shops, dining, and even offices could be found inside. It gave the buildings a clean, sleek feeling that Mikkel appreciated. He preferred it when things were efficient. He already had three different leasing agreements set up inside Scotia Square for that reason, as he wanted to move in here soon in order to work. That high-rise office building Ivar had stuck him in got cold and stuffy after a few hours. He wanted to be more in the heart of things.

He fully expected to find Stefan up at his workshop tower, so when he stepped into the dining court and found the galdere buying four flaky pastries, it startled him. He’d actually left the castle without Dag? Or at least, Mikkel didn’t see Dag anywhere.

Sidling up to the galdere, Mikkel handed over the money for the pastries before Stefan could juggle his purchase long enough to dig his wallet out. The teenager at the counter took the bills without a qualm. “Two more, please. Thank you.”

Stefan eyed him askance. “And good morning to you as well, Mr. Vinters.”

“Oh, come now, I think we’re past formality, don’t you?” Mikkel returned with a wink. “After all we’ve been through?”

Snorting, Stefan replied, deadpan, “Yes, because sliding about between smelly sheep while stepping in dung is a bonding experience.”

“Precisely. One mustn’t forget starting a Dag fan club. You are, after all, my cofounder.” Mikkel grinned at him. That polite mask of Stefan’s was hiding a grin, he just knew it, although getting the man to drop his guard would prove a challenge. Fortunately, Mikkel loved a good challenge. “I’m glad I caught you, actually. I have something to discuss.”

The hidden grin vanished. “Dag?”

Could he be more obvious about his crush?

Mikkel answered truthfully, “Only in part. Come, walk with me. He did me a good turn, signed a bill of health on an inspection, so I take it the aids I sent up are helping?”

“They help a great deal. He claims it takes half the struggle out of reading.” Grudgingly, Stefan inclined his head in thanks as they moved toward an empty table nearby. “It was kind of you to send everything. I hadn’t realized until I read your note that there was a problem.”

Yes, and that obviously grated, that Mikkel had picked up on something regarding Dag before Stefan had. He sidestepped to let a mother with three children by, then stayed sideways for another moment, letting the many sounds, voices, and scents prove a distraction from Stefan’s dip in mood. “Circumstances revealed it. He didn’t mean to confide a weakness to me. Still, I’m glad he’s overcoming it so quickly. I wanted to send a gift in thanks.”

“In thanks, is it?” Stefan carefully didn’t look at him, pulling a pastry out and biting into it with deliberation, not showing any emotion. The careful movements fully illustrated how he really felt, however.

Mikkel decided he’d quite like to pull the rug out from under this particular assumption of Stefan’s. He leaned in, sliding his hand to rest at the small of Stefan’s back, as he murmured near the man’s ear in a low, sultry tone, “Trust me, Stefan, if I were pursuing him, no one would be in any doubt of it.”

Startled, Stefan stopped chewing and stared up at him, those golden-brown eyes flaring a touch wide. He carefully swallowed and his surprise faded, replaced with something else Mikkel couldn’t quite identify. “Since when are the two of us on a first-name basis?”

“Since we spent a day covered in smelly wool and sheep dung and cofounded a club,” Mikkel responded, grinning at him in a manner he knew invited the other in on the joke. “Come now, you want to be friends with me. I’m a marvelous friend. I know all the best places to go, can get everyone to laugh even under appalling circumstances, and I’m highly protective of my friends. I think, all things considered, you and Dag need a friend like that.”

Pointing a finger at him, Stefan’s mouth widened in a smile of grim victory. “That. That’s what you’re really here for. You want to bargain with me. Why?”

Damn, the man was sharp. Then again, Mikkel shouldn’t underestimate him. He was half the reason Nova Scotia had peace at all, and he’d managed it by sheer intelligence and determination. That and a healthy dose of magical power. It might have been a little hard to focus right then because his hand was still resting on Stefan’s back, which distracted him. Mikkel liked the way that felt. Also, curiously, why hadn’t Stefan moved away from him? Stefan’s personal bubble was the size of a small country, but he was standing right there as if he didn’t mind this contact in the least.

He shook the thought off to ponder later and focused. “Alright, if you want me to be perfectly frank, I shall. I like peace, Stefan. I like Nova Scotia as it is now, because it’s profitable for me. I happen to think that if Leif Anlaf or you fall to an assassin’s bullet, that peace will quickly disappear. There’s many people who share that opinion. I’m sure you’re one of them. I recognize that the main reason you brought Dag in with you to the castle was to safeguard against assassination attempts.”

Stefan grimaced but didn’t disagree.

“I also recognize that while you’re keeping an eye on things politically, you’re too new at this. You’ve barely been in power two years, you don’t have much of a spy network set up, and you really don’t have the means to pay for one and run this Region at the same time. It’s hard to safeguard against a gun you don’t see coming. Now I”—Mikkel put a hand to his chest and dipped his head down to speak in a more confidential tone, still near Stefan’s ear—“have a very established, quite excellent network of spies. They report to me regularly about anything of interest. If I make your Dominus’s health interesting to me, so will they.”

He was too cautious of a man to agree on the spot. Still, Stefan cocked his head, body language saying he was open to the idea. “At what cost?”

“Trade rights, a few permits to build offices and warehouses here, things of that nature. I won’t charge you much because, as I said before, I like you and Leif Anlaf alive. It makes things easier on me. Keeping tabs on your petition for Dag’s license I’ll throw in for free.” Mikkel arched his brows and waited for that bait to be taken.

Stefan heaved a heavy sigh. “And how do you know about that?”

“Please, I’ve been around enough galdere to know you can’t just have Dominus Leif sign a document and Dag magically get a license. It has to go through a peer review of three other galdere. I also happen to know that he was passed over once as a child by that oaf Olafsson, which makes the whole process harder for you.” Mikkel had picked up sufficient hints spending that day around Dag to be able to read between the lines easily enough. He’d already sent inquiries out, actually, not that he intended to tell Stefan that yet.

The galdere looked away, down the crowded hallway, clearly thinking hard.

Fascinating. When they were talking of crown and country, Stefan admitted interest without a qualm, ready to hear terms and discuss. Mention Dag, and he shut down, his caution overtaking his interest. Mikkel didn’t think it was solely because the man liked Dag, but rather that something else was at play here. “What am I missing, Stefan?”

Stefan didn’t turn his head but those golden eyes shifted up to look at Mikkel.

“You’re highly protective of him, and you’ve barely known him two and a half weeks,” Mikkel observed, thinking aloud more than anything. “It’s not just because you’re attracted to him. There’s something else.”

Only now did Stefan shift, face hardening with suspicion as he moved away from Mikkel’s hand, going toe to toe with him, eyes studying, evaluating, as if he were trying to read Mikkel’s mind. “That’s the second time you’ve said that to me, Mikkel. Why do you make the assumption I’m attracted to Dag? Because it’s well known I’m gay?”

“My dear friend.” Mikkel leaned further in, which automatically made him loom instead, but Stefan didn’t seem the least bit intimidated. In fact, he actively moved into Mikkel’s space, giving it right back to him, and that was incredibly sexy. “I’m not saying it for such a pedestrian reason. Please. As if I’d be that stupid. I say it because I have two eyes in my head and they both work quite well. You watch him, covertly, whenever you think no one’s paying any attention.”

“My mistake, in that case,” Stefan shot back, flushed and disgruntled. “Because someone’s always watching.”

“Quite.” Mikkel had the most ridiculous urge to kiss the tip of the man’s nose. Mostly to pull his leg, granted, but he quelled the urge because, in this mood of Stefan’s, he’d be promptly turned into a frog. “And that was an admirable effort, trying to turn the subject, but I want an answer. Is Dag in danger?”

“Are you asking because you want him?” Stefan didn’t back down; he locked gazes with Mikkel, tone neutral even as his body language shouted defensive.

Again, this attempt to turn the conversation. Mikkel didn’t like it. The tactic spoke of things he’d rather not contemplate when it came to the sweet-natured Dag. “Stefan. Please don’t take me for an idiot. I know very well that if Dag is in trouble, you will guard his back, which means you’ll share the danger with him. Admirable, certainly, but I find this disquieting. You don’t seem to know who your enemies are, or at least, you haven’t numbered them all yet.”

That scored, as Stefan almost flinched before forcing himself still again.

“Yes, I thought so,” Mikkel said grimly. He did hate it when he was right, sometimes. “Let’s be clear on this, Mægen. I like Dag. I also happen to like you.”

Stefan rocked back on his heels, blinking, shocked enough to drop his defenses for a moment. “Me?”

“I find myself quite drawn to intelligent, powerful men,” Mikkel confided cheerfully. “You and Dag certainly qualify. I’d dearly like to know both of you better. I understand if you question my motives, but you can trust this much at least: I prefer you hale and hearty.”

Blowing out a breath, Stefan relaxed his stance, no longer combative but contemplative once more. He mulled this over for three full seconds before deciding to be frank. “After Olafsson tested him at sixteen, he put Dag’s name on the Lists.”

Mikkel whistled low, not happy to hear this bit of news. That would definitely make Stefan’s petition harder to ram through.

“And he’s unfortunately encountered other rasshøl galdere over the years,” Stefan tacked on unhappily, face darkening in anger. “He won’t tell me the details but when I first met him, he was so terrified of me that he was actively trying to push his back through a stone wall.”

“I think that says quite enough,” Mikkel observed in a tone he barely recognized as his own. He knew men were perfectly capable of every abuse, but to think of that kind-natured man being harmed by those more powerful than he…It made Mikkel contemplate murder and funeral arrangements.

“Doesn’t it?” Stefan agreed flatly. “You’re correct, I don’t know who all of our enemies are, and Dag’s not inclined to point fingers right now. I’m very concerned for his sake, but until someone actively comes after him, there’s not much I can do about it.”

But that didn’t apply to Mikkel. Stefan was a new player in the political game; he didn’t have much in the way of connections or political clout. The same could not be said of the businessman. Mikkel had connections—many of them—some not entirely legal or even ethical. He was perfectly inclined to use those connections.

He just needed an excuse.

“I’m a businessman. I need tit for tat. Get me an audience with Dominus Leif, Stefan. Do it quickly.”

Stefan nodded slowly, a thousand thoughts flashing across his face. “Either today or tomorrow. Just…have a care, Mikkel. Don’t drag yourself into our troubles.”

“No more than necessary,” Mikkel assured him airily. He might even mean it.


Eleven

Stefan

Stefan didn’t know what to make of Mikkel Vinters. He really didn’t. The man’s reputation was…well, not really repeatable in polite circles, to put it mildly. Leif had welcomed him because he was one of three men in the top trading house in the world. It would have been economic suicide to do otherwise. Stefan hadn’t really expected to trust him, but damn if he wasn’t doing just that.

The man’s lethal charm might be to blame for it. Stefan had a weakness for that, he knew he did, because Leif had the same sort of charm to him. No sane twenty-eight-year-old would listen to a twenty-seven-year-old’s plan to take over a dangerously volatile Region over a pint of ale and then immediately sign up for it without charm being involved. Leif could be so engaging, so enthusiastic, that he could cheerfully lead people to hell and they wouldn’t notice until their feet started burning. Stefan was not immune to it.

Mikkel might be Stefan’s kryptonite in a way. He’d tried to hold firm against the man because he knew he had a weakness for the bad boys, and the fallout from his last lover had almost emotionally destroyed him. Stefan didn’t need to repeat that life lesson, thanks muchly. If Mikkel had been merely the typical playboy, his firm stance might have held. But after a day of playing around, Stefan found his guarded walls lower, his attraction to the man growing.

He did not, however, believe it was only charm at play. Not with Mikkel Vinters. Sincerity was mixed in, and the sincerity was what had done Stefan in, at the end. He genuinely believed Mikkel wanted everyone alive and well in this country, and not just so he could further line his already fat wallet. The way he’d handled Dag’s dyslexia had been not only thoughtful but very tactful, his note to Stefan carefully worded to not embarrass anyone. Stefan had in fact read the note to Dag for that reason, and the other man had been touched and pleased by the businessman’s gift. Enough to apparently go and return the favor.

All of this totaled up to one conclusion: he needed to speak with Jane and Leif.

Leif chose to spend his mornings avoiding paperwork by beating up people in the training yard. Their captain of the guard could stand toe to toe with their warrior-Dominus—some days even beat him—but Leif generally overpowered everyone else. Stefan considered it a kindness on his part when he walked into the training yard and dragged him away. Most of the men sparring with Leif tended to agree, especially if Leif was in the mood to stay out there all day.

The yard’s dust kicked up in the breeze, swirling about, covering everyone in a fine layer of red dirt. Jane sensibly was not present, on her own pursuits, although a few people watched from the shaded portcullis. Leif stood in the center of three men, a staff in hand, whirling and attacking all three at once.

Coming to stand at the captain of the guard’s shoulder, Stefan greeted, “Claesson.”

“Bjorne,” Claesson returned in that voice that reminded Stefan of landslides. “He’s in a fine mood this morning.”

Yes, apparently. Leif had a grin stretched from ear to ear, so something good must have happened. “So I see.”

“That guy you brought on. Dag.” Claesson paused, made sure Leif wouldn’t accidentally break someone, then resumed. “Good man, that. He came over, introduced himself to all the guards, made sure we knew he’d heal us if we got injured. A few’ve gone to him.”

Stefan wasn’t at all surprised. “Good.”

“Did a few favors for the men, too,” Claesson continued with a thoughtful glance at Stefan. “Told us he could heal old scars. He wiped Dahlman’s scars clean off, like ink from a blotter.”

That he had not known Dag could do, although he really should have. If he could heal a man’s crushed legs, even after the injury was months old, why would skin-deep scars be a challenge? “I can’t imagine Dahlman without scars. What does he look like?”

“Ten years younger, but no prettier. He did it for a wedding present, actually, and Dahlman’s bride-to-be was ecstatic. Kissed the man right on the mouth, got him blushing. A good sort, our Dag. We’ll be keeping him.”

That had not been a question, just a statement of fact. Smart of Dag to win the guards over first. They’d certainly be loyal to him now, and quick to come to his defense. Stefan grinned back at the captain. “That we will. Claesson, I won’t lie, there might be some trouble coming our direction. Dag’s got enemies that don’t want him licensed.”

Claesson snorted, dismissing this. “Nova Scotia wouldn’t know what to do with itself if we didn’t have some sort of trouble brewing. You don’t mind him. We’ll look out for the man. I assume you came down here in search of that one?” He jerked his chin to indicate Leif.

“I did, actually.”

“Feel free to take him before he gets too rambunctious.”

Stefan took the hint and cupped his mouth with a hand before calling, “LEIF!”

Not being one to take distractions well, Leif still knocked all three sparring partners back before signaling a stop and turning to yell back, “I’ve only been out here three hours!”

Three hours. Those poor sods. “Come in anyway, I have something important to discuss.”

Grumbling, Leif handed off the staff to—wait, that was Dahlman. Good god, Stefan literally hadn’t recognized the man without those thick white scars wrapping around his bald head. He did look ten years younger without them, almost a different man. Dag had done good work.

Leif snagged up a towel, rubbing the worst of the sweat off his forehead, neck, and bare shoulders as he moved. Stefan waited until he got close enough, then hit him with a cleaning spell, as a sweaty Leif could make a dog whine for mercy. Leif grinned at him in thanks. “So what’s this about? Not trouble?”

“Potentially help for trouble,” Stefan answered, signaling for him to fall in step with him.

“That would be a nice change,” Leif remarked, shortening his stride to match Stefan’s as they entered the cooler interior of the castle. “Help from whom and for what, precisely?”

“Mikkel Vinters spoke to me not an hour past about forging an agreement with us. He has offered—at a price—the use of his information network.”

Leif paused midstride and looked at him sharply, eyebrows arching. “Did he, now. What’s the price?”

“Trade agreements, permits, things of that nature. He says”—and Stefan mostly believed him—“that he vastly prefers Nova Scotia under your rule, as it means peace, and peace means good business. He’s not keen on someone getting a bullet in your back. I think he’s making a few concessions to help avoid that.”

“I’m personally of the opinion that having access to the information network the Breiner Trading Company runs would be very much a blessing.” Leif cocked his head, blue eyes studying Stefan’s face. “So why are you hesitating?”

They’d known each other long enough to read the other very well. Stefan had no secrets from Leif, either, and answered forthrightly, “He’s showing an interest in Dag. And not in a commercial sense.”

“I see.” Leif walked along the hallway, exchanged a few passing greetings with the staff, and spoke again only at the next lull of people. “My impression of Mikkel Vinters is that he doesn’t know how to communicate without flirting.”

“It could well be just that.” Although Stefan wouldn’t bet on it. “He claims he wants to be friends with both of us.”

Leif paused, throwing him a considering glance. “You believe him.”

“I do. I think part of it is for commercial gain, as of course it would behoove him to be friends with us. But I honestly believe he likes Dag, enjoys his company. He’s been very…accommodating where Dag is concerned. He’s learned a little about the trouble Dag’s facing, and he’s volunteered to help combat it, at no cost to us.”

“At no cost to us,” Leif repeated, tone climbing in surprise. “From a businessman of his reputation, that’s saying quite a lot.”

“You’re telling me.” Stefan left it at that and gave Leif the opportunity to think about it. No matter what other people might think, Leif was not just brawn and no brain. He’d been the one who came up with the tactics to win Nova Scotia in the first place, not Stefan. Stefan had more training, more education, certainly. That didn’t make Leif stupid.

They stopped at the corner, Leif giving a decisive nod at his own conclusion. “Have him meet with us. It’s true that an alliance will benefit us both and I, for one, would love to have someone else fighting for Dag’s sake. He’s very much a boon to us.”

To Stefan’s knowledge, Dag and Leif had barely had more than two conversations between them. “Oh?”

Leaning in, Leif confided in barely more than a whisper, “He came and spoke with me first thing this morning. He examined both Jane and I, wanting to help with our conception problems. Turns out Jane’s fine, it’s my energy that’s in a snarled mess. Apparently the stress and work of running the place has put my internal energies out of balance. But he’s straightened me out, given me a schedule to train and eat specific things, and said that should do the trick.”

Ah, right, Dag had mentioned that to him. Stefan had forgotten to follow through on it but apparently Dag hadn’t and had said everything very diplomatically, as Leif smiled reporting this instead of looking embarrassed. “He did mention he thought he knew what the problem was. I’m glad he went to you. You hope to get your wife pregnant tonight, then?”

Leif grinned unrepentantly at him. “If I don’t, she’ll tackle me instead. If you want me to meet with the businessman, make sure it happens before dinner. It certainly won’t happen after.”

“Noted, Dominus,” Stefan drawled, lips quirked in an almost-smile.

“Now, if you’ll pardon me, I have six eggs to eat,” Leif announced and bounced toward the kitchen.

Six eggs? Hopefully Dag hadn’t made things up off the top of his head.

Although, really, Stefan wouldn’t put it past him.
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Mikkel

Mikkel left his meeting with Stefan and Leif Anlaf with a very warm, satisfied feeling. They’d talked for three hours, going through what both sides could do for the other, and they’d come up with an agreement with terms that satisfied all parties. Not every negotiation came out that way, Mikkel knew, but he enjoyed it when it did. It never worked well in his favor when he left ruffled feathers behind.

He drove the Aston Martin down the darkening streets of Halifax, heading for his office. He needed to put the agreement in his safe before retiring for the night. At this time of the night, there wasn’t much traffic—not that there was much to begin with. Not in comparison to other places he’d been. Nova Scotia had the air of a small town in some ways, with its older homes and buildings. He liked it for that reason. The pace felt slower here, even if that impression was something of a lie.

Actually, it was a complete lie. For most of its history, the magical community had been up in arms with the criminal base here, and there had been nothing peaceful about the Region until Leif Anlaf and Stefan took over.

Physical reminders of that lingered here and there. Half-decimated buildings, empty lots that were nothing more than craters, a few streets that were still questionably legal. Mikkel remembered the news reports and the live footage shown on social media from the days pre-Stefan, and it had looked like an active war was being waged here. No one had been safe, nothing had been sacred; it had been survival of the fittest and nothing more. To manage to create a peaceful environment within two years took more than magical power and strategy. It took business smarts and compassionate ruling.

Mikkel had met Leif Anlaf before, of course, but always in a rather formal setting. Tonight he’d seen the man’s real personality and understood why people were so incredibly loyal to him. He spoke to a person directly, not putting on any airs, adjusting his speech and manner to make the other more comfortable. That took talent, and charm, and Mikkel respected the hell out of him for doing it so smoothly. If he’d been like this two years ago as well, was it any wonder Stefan Bjorne had been charmed into partnering up with him?

Speaking of Stefan, he’d seemed a little uncertain still when it came to Mikkel’s intentions for Dag. He was a little cagey when the subject of Dag came up earlier, like he was feeling protective and possessive of the man. When Mikkel tried a little flirtation before leaving, Stefan had simply given him a wry smile and wished him good night. Of Mikkel’s intentions toward himself, the galdere apparently hadn’t given much thought at all. Which smarted. He had meant it when he said he liked both men equally. Ah well. Ivar was right, he really should stop flirting with men that could kill him from across the room. Eventually he’d flirt with the wrong man, and then where—

Wait, was that Dag? Granted, the lights were dim on the street, two of them on the verge of burning out. He was entering the area known for its less-than-legal activity, though, and that worried him. Nova Scotia didn’t have a legal sex trade, but still, the street Dag had turned down was Agricola Street, a red-light district territory. The glow from one of the street lights was just enough to touch the burnished head of hair, and he knew that lanky frame, that quick stride. What was Dag doing out here, at this time of night, heading for the pleasure district?

Too curious to leave it be, Mikkel pulled over in the first empty space and parked, getting out and hitting the key fob to lock the car. Hopefully it would still be there by the time he got back. He lengthened his stride to a jog until he caught up, then slung a companionable arm around the other’s thin shoulders. “For shame, Dag, if you wanted a quick tumble, you know I’d oblige you.”

Dag started at his touch, head snapping around, then he visibly relaxed. “Mikkel. I only wish I had time for a tumble. I’m actually here for an emergency.”

“Of course you are. And the reason you’re out here alone at night in the worst section of the city is…?” Mikkel trailed off invitingly, hoping Dag had realized what a stupid decision he’d made.

Dag didn’t seem to hear him, already focused on wherever he was heading. “Sorry, I’ll talk later, alright?”

“No, actually, you won’t,” Mikkel argued pleasantly, keeping up with him effortlessly. Dag might be taller than the average galdere, but that still made him shorter than average, and Mikkel’s long legs could keep up without trouble. “I’ll come with you. Lead on, käraste.”

Wait. What? Why had that word slipped out? He hadn’t meant to use an endearment. Mikkel prodded at his heart with a questioning poke but found no rationale, just a certainty that the word was right. Hmm, he’d have to think on this later.

Dag gave him a puzzled frown but wasn’t in the mood to banter or argue. He kept going, straight down the main street of the red-light district. The phone in his pocket buzzed and he answered it quickly. “Yes, I’m here. I think I’m on the right street? Wait, no, I see you in the doorway. Coming up.”

Mikkel was no stranger to a brothel, but he expected Dag to be, so he found it curious when Dag didn’t even blink as he went up the outside metal stairs two at a time. A policeman stood near the top of the stairs, and he looked familiar, although it took a moment for Mikkel to place him. The man whose daughter had been saved by Dag, unless Mikkel missed his guess.

“She’s in here. Quick, she’s lost a lot of blood already.”

Dag darted through the open door he was pointed to, already pulling off his jacket.

The apartment was cheap—threadbare carpet that had seen better days, old wallpaper peeling in strips—and it stank, a rank mixture of cigarette smoke, sex, sweat, and vomit, with cheap perfume thrown in. Over it all lay the thick metallic tang of fresh blood. It nearly gave Mikkel pause but Dag didn’t even blink, heading straight for the back bedroom. Not willing to leave him in this place alone, Mikkel followed and kept a sharp eye out for any general trouble.

Stepping in the bedroom behind him, Mikkel took one look and felt his stomach roll in revolt. He’d never seen anything quite this bad. The girl looked like a whirlwind with knives had attacked her, literally covered in slashes from head to toe, some of them dangerously deep. She was nothing but cuts and blood and, even with Dag’s ability, Mikkel didn’t know if she’d survive this. He did know that Dag’s clothes were going to be ruined by it, as the man gave no care for himself, instantly reaching for her.

Putting both hands on her, one on the shoulder, one on her thigh, Dag bent his head and went very still. Mikkel sensed that unlike the last time he’d seen the man work, Dag was entirely deaf to the outside world in that moment, lost to blood and skin and tissue.

There was another man in the room, an older man who could be anything from a friend to the girl’s father, who sat in the corner chair wringing his hands and looking shocked. Mikkel ignored him, regarding the policeman now standing at his side. “You’re Officer Tremblay, correct?”

“That’s me, sir,” Tremblay said with a considering look at him. “Mr. Mikkel Vinters, isn’t it? I’ve seen you in passing. What are you doing here?”

“Dag’s a friend,” Mikkel explained easily, used to giving the police what they needed to hear so they’d ignore him. “I saw him heading into the wrong section of the city and decided someone should make sure he got there in one piece.”

“I take that as a kindness, Mr. Vinters. Lord knows it’s not safe here. Dag’s got a good talent, but he’s not much of a fighter, and I’d rather he had someone watching his back while he’s in here. If I’d thought of it, I’d have sent a man to fetch and escort him here.” Tremblay was clearly kicking himself for not thinking of it earlier.

“How did you call for him, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Mægen Bjorne released his cell number to all of us first responders,” Tremblay explained, one eye still on the occupants in the bed. “We call for Dag when there’s an emergency, something we know the hospitals would struggle to treat. Bloody useful it’s been, I don’t mind telling you. Tonight isn’t the first time we’ve used it, and Dag always comes running, bless him.”

And wasn’t that like both men, to actively find ways to protect the people in this city? “What happened here, anyway?”

“You heard of coral fish poisoning?”

Mikkel let out a low whistle. He had, and never in a pleasant manner. Some idiot had discovered that if a man ate raw coral fish—just a slice—it worked like a hallucinogen. Once a person tried it, they became hopelessly addicted. The problem was, the people who tried it didn’t sit in a corner drooling on themselves. They had good highs or bad ones, and the bad ones often ended in violence.

“I have indeed, sorry to say. That’s what happened here?”

“Her client was high on it, came in to get some relief, decided he’d rather have her bloody instead.” Tremblay’s mouth set in a grim way. “If not for Dag, I’d be investigating this like a murder.”

Because without Dag, that’s what it would have been.

They fell quiet for a time, watching. The deepest wounds closed up first, then the shallower ones, although it was harder to tell with those because of all the blood. Wanting to feel useful, Mikkel found a basin of water and a towel, then started cleaning the girl up. Tremblay pitched in, finding more towels and another pitcher of water, both of them working around the areas Dag hadn’t healed up yet. Mikkel had no notion of how much time had passed—he guessed an hour—before the last of the slashes became pink lines.

Having no compunction about modesty, Mikkel helped strip the girl of the ruined dress and slid her into a comfortable looking robe. Dag stayed throughout, not even batting an eyelash, and that too was interesting.

Dag gave the girl instructions to go to the hospital for a blood transfusion, then rest for a day and drink and eat as much as she wished, with a promise that she could call for him again if she felt unwell. Tremblay thanked him, the girl hugged him tightly, then Dag staggered out the door. Literally. Mikkel caught him before he pitched headfirst down the stairs.

Catching on to his arms, Dag groaned. “Sorry. I’m a bit lightheaded.”

“You’re overworked and starved because you pushed yourself too hard today, you mean.” Mikkel tried not to snap, but even he could hear the unhappy note in his voice. “Come on, come eat with me.”

“No, clothes,” Dag said mournfully. He plucked at them, now stained with blood, especially around the cuffs. “I didn’t have time to change.”

“I promise to take you shopping properly tomorrow. Food, käraste, then I’ll take you home. No arguments.” Mikkel didn’t care at all that he was likely getting blood on him as well. He didn’t like the thin, bony press against him, or the way Dag stood shaking with exertion. He knew for a fact that Dag was under orders not to overexert himself. Just like he knew Dag would never be able to turn a blind eye to a scene like the one they’d just left.

Dag went willingly, leaning heavily against Mikkel as they left the building, then the red-light district altogether. Fortunately the area wasn’t too far away from Mikkel’s office, so he knew it well, including which restaurants would still serve food at this time of night. He poured Dag into his car, hushing the man when he protested about getting blood on the leather seats. As if leather seats were more important than Dag. Ludicrous.

The restaurant he had in mind was three streets over, on the respectable edge of town, a small hole in the wall that offered home-cooked fare. Mikkel parked in front, then quickly skipped around the hood so he could get a supportive arm around Dag’s waist. He hauled Dag along, straight to the Kountry Kitchen and into the nearest chair. At this time of night, only a lone man sat in the corner, likely a trucker. Every other booth and table sat empty, some of them even with the chairs up, ready for sweeping.

The woman who ran the place, a formidable figure who could match a blacksmith’s size, lumbered over to him. “Mikkel Vinters, I won’t hold with you seducing young’uns like this one, especially not with the shape he—why are you both covered in blood?” That last bit went up two octaves, into the realm of screaming toddlers.

“We’re not hurt, Mary,” Mikkel assured her hastily. “He’s a galdere healer, just saved a girl who was terribly slashed up, but now he’s drained and in desperate need of food.”

Mary had four children of her own and could accept the situation with a blink, maternal instincts already coming to the fore. She wiped her hands on the white apron tied around her waist, blowing a wisp of dark hair off her cheek before answering, “I’ve got precious little left at this time of night, but he can have what I do. I’ll bring you towels and water to wash with too.”

“I love you!” he called after her retreating back, which made her laugh.

Dag snorted, leaning in a weary, lopsided manner in the chair. “Do you tell everyone that?”

“Only women who can crush me. And people who feed me. They strangely tend to be the same people. I’m not sure how that works, but it’s not a fact I question much. How are you?”

“Not sure I can get up,” Dag admitted.

“That sounds like a personal problem, and you’re welcome for not making more jokes out of that, because you really walked into so many.”

Something that might have been a chuckle came from Dag.

Mary, bless her bleeding heart, came back with a tray laden with goodies. Shepherd’s pie, four rolls, half an apple pie, and a pitcher of water with a glass. She set it straight down on the table and Dag fell on it like a starving wolf. She watched him for a moment, nodded to herself, and retreated to the back, returning from the kitchen with another tray that had two loaves of bread, cured ham, and a wedge of cheese.

Mikkel had known, intellectually, that galdere could eat as much as four men. But watching the slim Dag pack away enough food to feed a table of men without even slowing down was quite the show. Even Mary was stunned by it, watching for the longest moment without offering a single word. It was no wonder Dag couldn’t keep any weight on him, if he ate like this after every major healing. He’d need to spend almost as much time eating as he did working to get ahead.

Mary’s brown eyes narrowed shrewdly and she asked Mikkel, “Is this the same healer that’s running all over Nova Scotia under Dominus Leif’s orders?”

“The very one. Dag Gates, this is Mary Tremblay.”

Dag paused with his mouth full, swallowed hard, and blinked up at her. “Any relation to Steena Tremblay?”

“My niece,” she said with a warm smile. “Which means your money is no good here, Galdere. She had her twins yesterday, you know, a pair of hearty boys who are perfectly healthy.”

He lit up in a smile of pure joy. “Did she really? Damn, I told her to call me if she needed help with the birth. It all went smoothly, then?”

Mikkel lost Mary’s response, that smile knocking the breath right out of him. Half covered in blood as he was, Dag shouldn’t be attractive, certainly not enough to have this strong effect on Mikkel. So why did he feel like someone had punched him in the gut and yanked on his heartstrings? Why did he feel this irresistible urge to cuddle Dag into him and stay there for the next decade?

“—doing going around with this scoundrel?” Mary asked with more concern than was warranted. Mikkel blinked back into the conversation. “Mikkel’s charming, I’ll grant you, but he’s the type to be morally sound and legally dubious.”

Wouldn’t be the first time someone had made that assumption. Should he be offended? Probably. Mikkel tried to look offended.

Dag didn’t look at all bothered by this, just cast him a warm smile. “That’s alright, I like him anyway.”

Mikkel wanted to point out to Mary that she had this entirely the wrong way around. Dag was far more dangerous than Mikkel with those smiles of his. He was trouble to a tee, and no one would expect it from him, which made it even more dangerous. Look at what he was doing to Mikkel, sitting there innocently with blood all over him and a smear of bread crumbs caught in his stubble. But Mikkel didn’t know how to explain without sounding either unhinged or besotted. “Finish up, I still need to get you home. Yes, Mary, his home, not my bed. I’m not suicidal. If he doesn’t show up soon, Mægen Bjorne will come after my head.”

That satisfied her, and she nodded, taking the empty dishes with her toward the kitchen.

“I don’t know why people don’t trust you,” Dag remarked around a mouthful of ham. “You’re actually one of the most trustworthy people I’ve met.”

Caught flat-footed, Mikkel stared at him, aghast. “That is a perfectly terrible thing to say, what’s wrong with you?”

Laughing, Dag grinned, wagging a finger at him. “No use pretending with me. I can see a man’s nature very clearly with these eyes of mine.”

Shit, could he really? For some reason that terrified Mikkel, that this man could see right through him. “You’re pulling my leg.”

“Am not.” Dag calmly cut himself a slice of cheese from the wedge. He was slowing down, a sure sign that he’d almost had enough to eat. “It startled Stefan, too, so this isn’t a galdere trait. It seems to be unique to me. But I can look at a person and tell you what’s wrong with them, if they’re healthy, and so on. I can see more than that, too. Say, for instance, they’re a drunkard. Or they’re abusive. I can see that.”

“The drunkard I can see, but how do you tell if they’re abusive?”

“Mmm, it’s a combination of things.” Dag pondered, no doubt thinking of how to explain. “The marks on his hands from where he hits someone else, of course, but more than that. Anger—long-sustained anger I mean—leaves a heavy mark on a person. It twists their mind, and it lingers unpleasantly in their muscle memory. There’s also the matter of their life force in general. A person with a depressed spirit casts very little glow, for instance. I can’t see everything about a person just by looking, of course, but I can get the gist if a person is trustworthy or not. You glow very fiercely to my eyes, like a burning bonfire.”

Mikkel had no idea what to do with this information. It fascinated him, hearing what Dag saw, but it unnerved him to hear himself described in such a fashion. “Is that why you trusted me so quickly?”

“Because I see that I can.” Dag shrugged, as if he didn’t find anything remarkable in what he’d said. “I saw it with Stefan, too. And Dominus Leif, Domina Jane, most of the people I’ve met here. It’s why I’m so glad I was offered a place here, that I can stay. It’s a wonderful place to be.” He paused, those brown eyes taking in Mikkel’s reaction, and he withdrew a little. “I’m sorry, I’ve scared you.”

“No,” Mikkel refuted with a dry mouth. “No, you haven’t scared me. I’m just trying to wrap my head around what you’ve told me and failing, is all. I’ll need to sleep on it, maybe douse my brain with a bottle of fine wine, and then I can accept it. Speaking of, does Stefan know you can do this?”

“To some degree? He’s asked me plenty of questions, and I’ve explained, but I don’t think he’s realized the full implications yet. Then again, he’s had a lot to do because of me, so he probably hasn’t had the time to think about it.”

Mikkel would likely think of nothing else for the rest of the night. For now, however, he needed to put Dag at ease with him again. He forcefully relaxed his shoulders, pulled a smile back on. “Well. It’s been an enlightening evening all around. I signed an agreement with Dominus Leif before stumbling into you, did you hear about that?”

“Not a word,” Dag admitted, interest perking. “What’s it about?”

He told him, in general terms, glad for the change of subject. Mary came back with towels and water and soap, and Dag got the worst of the blood off so he didn’t look like a murderer. Mikkel left Mary a sizable tip, since she wouldn’t let them pay for dinner, then bundled Dag back into his car, both of them talking of lighter subjects like sheep and trade and why couldn’t someone develop a soap that could get blood out of clothes? Should Dag only buy nothing but red clothes from now on, or black?

The conversation carried them to the castle door, where Dag sweetly thanked him for all of his help and said good night. Only when he left did Mikkel flop against the car’s seat. He knew precisely why Dag’s eyes unnerved him so much. His entire life, he had dealt truth with one hand and a bluff with another. His ability to charm people was deeply ingrained. And he liked his reputation, dammit. People thought twice before crossing him because of it. For a twenty-five-year-old to be able to simply look at him and see through him so easily…

Ivar really had a good point about flirting with dangerous men.


Twelve

Mikkel

Mikkel got all of two feet inside his door—never mind that it was a rented house, it was the principle of the thing. He paid for the rent, that made it his door—when he realized he had company. One boot toed off, he looked up and found Ivar, sitting for all the world at ease in the big armchair next to the fireplace. Incidentally Mikkel’s favorite chair in the whole house, but that was fine, he could lend it to his friend for a time. It did not, however, explain, “Why are you here at nearly midnight?”

“You were supposed to drop off the signed agreement to put in the safe roughly”—Ivar made a show of looking at the mantel clock—“oh, three hours ago. When you didn’t show there, I came to wait here, because this place is warmer than the office. And where have you been?”

“Helping a friend,” Mikkel responded brightly, with a smile too innocent to be real.

“Really,” Ivar drawled with a pointed look at Mikkel’s torso, arms, and legs. “To do what, bury a body?”

Kicking off his boots, Mikkel retorted, “I resent the implication that in the process of burying evidence I would create more evidence.”

“Surely I’ve taught you better,” Ivar agreed in a tone that didn’t signify agreement at all. “So if it wasn’t disposing of an unwanted corpse, then how else do you get that much blood on you without being hurt yourself? Unless, of course, you were out with a certain galdere healer.”

“Why are you asking me questions when you clearly know all the answers?” It had been a good day, all in all, but the realization of what Dag could see still unsettled him a mite. And maybe, if he was being honest with himself—he tried not to be, it was usually a painful process—he could admit his pride was smarting. Here he’d thought he’d charmed his way into Dag’s good graces and, in fact, his charm had been entirely superfluous. Either way, he did not want to banter with Ivar, he wanted his bed.

Ivar gave a put-upon sigh that made him look more like a father than an employee. “Kel, we all have our issues—”

“Right. When, exactly, will we be hitting yours, because this is starting to feel one-sided, and I resent that, there’s resentment here, and you need to develop some flaws or I’m going to rethink this relationship.”

Ignoring him through the ease of long practice, Ivar kept going. “And responsibility is tough—”

“I would not know.”

“—but can you please find another outlet?” Ivar finished, half pleading. “This habit of seducing men who can kill you with a thought is shortening my lifespan, never mind yours. You’re normally charming, but you do have moments when you irritate the fuck out of people, and it’s better all around if you don’t mess with men who can vanish you in those moments.”

Alright, that had been actual sincere worry. Mikkel threw himself into the matching armchair in front of the fire, appreciating being off his feet. His feet especially thanked him, throbbing in memory of all of the walking and standing and carrying he’d been forced to do today. And that was another thing—since when did he do anything that didn’t end with a fat bottom line?

“I was in a prostitute’s room with him.”

Blinking, Ivar took this in—or tried, then failed. “What?”

“Dag. He was called in by a policeman. A man high on coral fish slashed up one of the ladies, and I caught sight of him heading into the red-light district. I saw him go in, and you know what I did? I followed him. Because I was worried. Because I looked at him, so thin and obviously tired, and thought to myself that I couldn’t let him go in there alone because he’d become a victim too. So I followed him, and then I stayed and helped clean up that poor girl. She lived, by the way, won’t even have scars to show for it. Dag’s ability is amazing, I’ve never seen the like of it, or heard tale of it either. But afterward, he was so drained, nearly white with exhaustion. He almost pitched headfirst down the stairs. I dragged him to Mary’s and she fed him enough food to feed a small army and then I saw him properly home without even—” He clamped his mouth abruptly shut, afraid of how much he was revealing, not only to Ivar but to himself.

Ivar stared at him for a long moment, face inscrutable. “You like him.”

He genuinely did. Mikkel, as a rule, did not like people. Not like this, when he didn’t want anything from them but their company. It was telling that he’d gone so far out of his way to protect someone tonight without demanding some sort of recompense in return. “He trusts me.”

His long-term friend and employee sat back with a huff of astonishment. “Does he.”

“Those eyes of his, he can see a person’s life force, he explained it to me tonight. He can—” See me. Mikkel couldn’t force the words past a constricted throat. There’d been precious few people in his life who had looked at him, really looked, and found someone worth keeping. Ivar was one. His business partners others. “I reckon he got the measure of me in the first five minutes of our meeting.”

“You likely thought it was your charm,” Ivar drawled knowingly.

Snorting a laugh, Mikkel nodded and looked toward the fire. He found it hard to meet his friend’s eyes. “But you were right, earlier. About me liking both of them. I stumbled into Stefan at the mall. That’s how I got the meeting with Dominus Leif this afternoon. I felt like I was playing chess with him the entire time. It was hard not to grin at him. He’s a sharp man, that one. I had the worst instinct to kiss his nose, just to watch him wrinkle it.”

Ivar let out that parental sigh again. “You sure can pick ’em. Since you seem set on this road, a word of advice.”

“Don’t?” Mikkel guessed, mouth curling up in a humorless smile.

“Seems too late for that, from where I’m sitting. Instead, tread cautiously. You’ve got business waiting for you in Stockholm, right? Go take care of it. There and back, you’ll be gone at least two weeks. Give this time to cool off, find some perspective. Maybe you’ll discover that it’s only the chase that’s made them so alluring.”

Mikkel highly doubted that would work. Ivar was right in noting Mikkel’s penchant for dangerous men as lovers, but usually those dangerous men weren’t exactly law-abiding either. Dag and Stefan fell into a different bracket of alluring altogether, being a strange combination of dangerous and good men. That more than anything pulled him to them.

“You might be right,” Mikkel allowed. “Even if you’re wrong, it’s not business I can put off for much longer. I’ll take two more days here, get things started to honor the agreement I just signed for the company. Then we’ll go.”

“Best suggestion I’ve heard you make all year. I’ll get going, then. Sleep, I’ll help you get things sorted in the morning.” Ivar patted his shoulder as he moved past.

Mikkel appreciated the support, but he had a feeling he’d fail to live up to Ivar’s wishes.
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Dag

Dag rolled out of bed the next morning with a thump, not quite catching himself on the edge of the mattress before his knees hit the floor. He was so parched and famished that he literally felt dizzy. Not a good sign. He had seriously overdone it last night. Note to self, having someone just drop him off was not a good idea. If not for Mikkel’s intervention, how much worse off would he be this morning? The question didn’t bear consideration.

Like a snake shedding its skin, he managed to get his pajamas off and a clean pair of clothes on—the last pair of clean clothes. Damn, that wasn’t good. He’d have to deal with that at some point today. The cleaning staff at the castle had already washed their hands of him. Dag was entirely on his own in this regard. His hair was likely sticking up in every direction, but he couldn’t be bothered to worry about it until he got food in his stomach. He made it out his door but nearly slammed into the opposite wall.

He grabbed for the wall and had to stand there for a second, leaning against it heavily. He liked this wall. It was a nice wall. He should reward this wall. How did one reward a wall?

“Dag? Damn, you look like death warmed over.”

Turning his head, he saw Stefan at the base of the stairs, his expression worried. He rushed up two at a time, hands already reaching out to steady Dag.

Stefan was wise, a little older, and certainly smarter. Maybe he’d know. “How does one reward a wall?”

Catching Dag’s elbows, Stefan paused and gave him a funny look. “Reward the wall?”

“Right.” Dag nodded, then rethought that when his head nearly fell off. Why did dehydration feel remarkably like blood loss? “It’s a nice wall.”

“I’ve always been partial to it,” Stefan remarked, brows and eyes lifting in amusement. “It’s very wall-y, holding up the building and all. Dag, when was the last time you ate and how much?”

“Mikkel took me to dinner, about…” He actually didn’t know the time. “That time between dinner and midnight.”

“I see. And how much did you eat?”

“Lots,” Dag assured him earnestly. Then he added mournfully, “Not enough.”

“That much is obvious. Come down, now, let’s find food for you. I bet Birgit has several things tucked away with your name on them.” He got an arm around Dag’s waist, half lifting his weight onto himself, carrying him carefully down.

Dag had not appreciated how much strength was in that small body until just then. And he was warm, like a furnace. He’d thought at their first meeting that Stefan looked like a raging bonfire, but he felt like one as well. In the cold air of the stairwell, and feeling drained as he did, that felt very nice.

“You feel nice.”

Startled, Stefan’s head snapped around. “Uh, thank you?”

“You’re warm and strong, I didn’t realize, and you feel nice,” Dag tried to explain. “I was happy when you told me you were gay. I felt safer with you when you said that. I told myself not to flirt with you, I’m trying really hard on that, it’s just hard cause you’re really my type. But it’s nice that you like men, because men would want you, and you’re such a good person that you deserve someone. Make sure I meet them first though, I can tell you if they’re a good person or not. I don’t want you with a bad person.”

Stefan stopped dead and for some reason stared at him hard, for several long moments. “Dag. By any chance, are you the type of drunk who’s talkative?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never managed to get drunk before,” Dag answered honestly. His face scrunched up in memory. “I was in a drinking contest once, though. I won it, until they figured out I had some magic in me, then they tried to take the prize money away again. They felt like it was cheating for some reason. I had to run for it.”

“Well, it would be cheating,” Stefan explained, continuing down the stairs, although he kept glancing at Dag in thoughtful consideration. “Because galdere burn up fuel so quickly, it’s very hard to get us drunk.”

“Oh. I guess that makes sense. But I’m not drunk now.”

“No, you’re what I like to call ‘dry drunk’ where you’re so overextended you act like a drunk.”

Dag lost the train of the conversation because now he was in the right hallway to face the kitchen door, and all of those lovely food smells made his stomach rumble petulantly. Stefan took him straight through, waving away anyone who tried to come near or ask questions, seeing to Dag himself. Dag appreciated that because the food was lovely, but being coordinated enough to fetch it to the table seemed beyond his limbs at the moment.

Then food arrived and he couldn’t think of much else but inhaling it. And water—blissful, cool well water that slid down his throat and relieved that dry, parched feeling. And more food, and more water, until he felt stuffed to the gills and suspected he’d make sloshing noises when he walked. Only then did he feel rejuvenated, more aware in his own head. He looked around.

Stefan sat on the stool next to him, watching him carefully. “Alright now?”

Dag nearly blurted, “Did I just proposition you on the stairs” but bit it back. Stefan clearly realized he wasn’t entirely lucid this morning. “Yes, sorry. I thought I’d eaten enough last night to offset the drain.”

“Clearly you didn’t. And for the record, how many did you heal?” Stefan arched a slim, dark eyebrow more in rebuke than question.

“Twenty-three.” Which wasn’t anywhere near his personal best. “It’s just, well, four of the cases were particularly bad. The last one came in about nine o’clock, involving a woman who had been slashed thirty-six times.”

Stefan winced, and two people behind him audibly gasped. Dag shrugged, a little helplessly. “I couldn’t ignore her. She had maybe a half hour before she was dead by the time I arrived.”

The galdere looked away, then rubbed a hand over his face in a rough manner. “Dag, I’m not…I’m not reprimanding you. If you’re out healing people, I know it’s because they truly need your help. But I don’t like seeing you pale and swaying on your feet, either. You said Mikkel fed you and brought you home? Why was he with you?”

“He, ah, saw me enter the red-light district and was worried about me going in by myself. He escorted me in and out, hauled me to a place for dinner afterward.” And Dag seriously owed the man for that consideration. He didn’t want to think of what he would have been like either last night or this morning without that help.

“I see.” Stefan sat there, staring at the wood table for a long moment. “Dag. I think you are forever going to jump from one emergency to another. I don’t wish for you to be dependent upon others’ kindness to get the aid you need. I won’t be following you around as much, which means we really must get you a driver. Might I make a suggestion? I’d like to assign someone to both drive and assist you.”

Dag stared at him, nonplussed for a moment. An assistant? He’d never needed one before—well, could he actually say that? He’d always needed help, he’d just never been offered it. And he’d never been in this position before, where so many could draw upon his ability openly. He had a serious workload because of it and not always enough energy to manage.

“Who would possibly be interested in following me around all day?”

Something slapped him sharply in the back of the head. Flinching from the pain, he ducked, craning about to see who or what had hit him, only to find Birgit glaring down at him. “Oww! What was that for?”

“I heard a note in that voice I didn’t like.” Birgit glared at him like one would a child who had tracked mud into the house. “You’ve been here nearly three weeks, Dag Gates, and you’ve been a true friend to us ever since you stepped foot in this house. I won’t have you think we’re only tolerating or using you. Of course if you need help, we’ll provide it. Stefan, you check with our guards first, give them a chance to volunteer. You know one of them will.”

Stefan smiled at her and nodded in agreement. He looked vastly pleased with her response. “I’ll do that.”

Flabbergasted, Dag instinctively argued, “No, wait. Those men all have their own duties—oww!”

Birgit swung her hand back into position, a tic in the corner of her eye. “Don’t make me beat sense into you.”

Holding up both hands in surrender and defense against any other strikes, Dag made the sensible choice and squeaked, “Okay, okay.”

“Come along, Dag,” Stefan encouraged, gathering him up and practically shoving him out of the kitchen. He kept an arm around him long enough to gain the hallway before stepping neatly to the side and matching pace with him instead.

Dag found himself mourning the loss of that arm. He liked it when Stefan touched him. He liked being around the man, period. He was very soothing, grounding in a way Dag couldn’t fully explain. But he didn’t know how to tell Stefan any of that without making it sound like he wanted something else entirely. And certainly, the idea of being lovers held a considerable amount of appeal, but honestly, just trying to flirt with Stefan made him feel jittery. Dag’s experience with flirting was in the negative digits. How did he even approach someone like Stefan?

If Dag was to stand a prayer with this man, he really had to get his shit together.

“I’m glad Mikkel has consideration for your safety.”

Then why didn’t he sound happy about it? Dag could take an educated guess. “I, ah, heard of his reputation. I think I can guess why you’re worried about his interest in me, but it’s not like that.” Probably.

Stefan stopped dead and regarded him with that unreadable expression he wore sometimes. Dag hated it; he couldn’t begin to guess how Stefan felt when he pulled that mask on. “Oh?”

“I explained to you how my eyes work, right? Mikkel has a very strong aura to him, as bright as you or Dominus Leif or Domina Jane. He’s a scoundrel, sure, but he’s a trustworthy one. And I don’t think he’s really interested in me that way.” The idea was patently ludicrous. Why would he be? “More like he flirts as a way to communicate. And I think he actually does like me, a little, wants to be friends. But mostly because I’m a good connection for him to make.”

That did not reassure Stefan like he thought it would. Instead it made his mouth turn down, ever so slightly, in an unhappy fashion. “You’re very young to be this cynical.”

Snorting, Dag continued walking toward the guards’ barracks. “People only keep the ones who are useful to them, Stefan. I’m not a child, I understand that.”

Dead silence behind him.

When he realized he wasn’t being followed, Dag stopped and turned, wondering what was holding Stefan up. The galdere stared at him with a sort of appalled expression, the mask slipping. “Is that what you think of me too? That I only keep you here because you’re useful?”

Dag almost responded yes, of course, wasn’t that only natural? The words tangled on his tongue before he could voice them. He thought of all those times Stefan had patiently sat with him, for hours, working with him on his dyslexia. Of how they’d played camera tag in a pasture. Of how the man had gone looking for him this morning, worried. Stefan was consistently battling on his behalf to get him licensed as well, and maybe that was for professional reasons, but the effort he put into it couldn’t be explained by only that.

“At first. Not now. I think you truly want to be my friend.”

“I do,” Stefan admitted, voice strained. “You’ve no idea how much.”

A cynical part of his heart melted, just a touch. This. This was why he kept crushing on this man and falling a little deeper into that crush day by day. How could he not when Stefan so obviously liked him this much?

Dag grinned at him. “Yeah? Maybe I do, a little. Come on, let’s go talk to the guards, see if any are willing to be my shadow. And maybe you can help me get blood out of my clothes?”

Stefan smiled back, relieved, stretching out his legs to catch up with him. “Dag, don’t tell me you’ve ruined all of those clothes already.”

“Well…”


Thirteen

Stefan

Stefan frowned down at the email and absently wished he could take a club to some of these people’s heads. Even with his written report, a full diagnostic analysis of Dag’s magic, and three testimonies from witnesses of his healings, he’d still hit a solid wall of resistance. And now this fool actually dared accuse him of setting a “half-witted galdere amateur loose on the populace without care for the results.”

If the idiot weren’t halfway across the country, Stefan would find that club and apply it with judicious force.

One would think that with his position, Stefan wouldn’t have this much trouble licensing a single person. Unfortunately, that’s how powerful the Lists were. When galdere around the world finally got their act together during the 1900s and created their own councils, their own governing bodies, the Lists were one of the first things created. They wanted a way to track any rogue galdere to prevent them from abusing their magic. Stefan himself had put many a name on the Lists when he and Leif first took over Nova Scotia. The galdere here had been little better than a magical mafia. It had been a hard, bloody fight to tear them out of this area. More than a few galdere were still waiting in jail for their trials to finish. The cleanup wasn’t done yet.

The Lists were a powerful force, generally for the good of society as a whole, but right this moment Stefan would cheerfully shred them to itty bitty pieces. How did he get Dag’s name removed from them if no one was willing to look past the obvious?

He sat back with a sigh, feeling the stress of the situation knotting up his shoulders. Dammit, how was he supposed to help Dag through this? He wanted Dag to be free to work, to not worry about someone hunting him down. He’d do anything to take that fear off Dag’s soul.

The conversation they’d had the other morning in the hallway still disturbed Stefan. Dag’s confident claim that people only kept the ones useful to them had stabbed deep. Deeper than Dag had likely intended. Stefan never wanted Dag to think his motives were that shallow. That wasn’t at all the case. Stefan wanted a far deeper, truer relationship than that.

Dag seemed to be interested, since he was flirting. Which was heartening in the extreme. Stefan’s only question was the timing. He’d told himself he’d wait until Dag was properly on his feet before approaching the man. Should he wait a bit longer? Let Dag get settled in and confident here?

Stefan really, really didn’t want to wait any longer, so the devil on his shoulder was leaning the other direction. Could he? Could he really reveal his hand and try flirting with Dag? Was it safe to do that?

A knock sounded on the workroom door and he absently called, “Enter!”

“I’ve been warned three times on the way up here to not step in willy-nilly.” A deep voice rolled out in amusement. “So pardon the question, but is it safe to enter?”

His head jerked up and he blinked at Mikkel in surprise. What under the wide skies was he doing up here? “I’ve no ongoing experiments at the moment, so it’s safe. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Mikkel stepped in, his light grey eyes sweeping over the many jars of potions, potion ingredients straining the integrity of the shelves along the back wall, the scarred table in the center of the room that had seen better days, the spell designs and notes tacked along a cork board, and Stefan’s desk crammed under the deeply recessed window. The laptop on the desk seemed very out of place in comparison to the rest of it. Mikkel’s gaze stumbled on that for a second before continuing. “In other words, how in hell did I get up here without an escort? That’s adorable, Stefan, do you really think people are in the habit of dissuading me when I wish to go somewhere?”

“Not at all,” Stefan answered dryly. Mikkel might stride about with the confidence of a king, but he’d also earned that fairly, and he was actually more welcome throughout the world than most nobility. There were likely few places in the world that wouldn’t be eager to see him. “But I am surprised you took the effort to come all the way up here. Most people avoid my workroom.”

“Yes, I heard about the giant purple frog.” Mikkel’s eyes sparkled mischievously. “Was that done on purpose?”

“Complete accident, not that the victim in question will believe it.” Speaking with Mikkel was like fencing. He might throw out several ventures, perhaps even a lunge, but the man would likely parry the attacks several times before truly responding. Stefan turned and gestured him into a chair, sensing this might take a while.

Showing more guts than most of the castle, he didn’t question the safety of sitting in the workroom and settled into the chair, a man perfectly at ease. Or so it appeared on the surface. He seemed not as well rested as usual, his eyes tired, and he moved a touch slowly compared to his usual energy.

“I need to leave for business the day after tomorrow, attend to a few things,” Mikkel explained without preamble, “but I wanted to speak to you before I left. What can I do to help you?”

Stefan went very still. He knew this man’s reputation, knew from his own experience with him that Mikkel Vinters was very observant, but he’d never presented the man with anything other than a strong front. So how could he possibly know Stefan felt like he was drowning in problems and saw precious little that he could cling to in order to stay afloat?

“Don’t give me that look,” Mikkel chided, his gentle tone almost affectionate. “Few would know looking at you that there’s anything wrong, what with that golden mask you wear. But I am not most people and I can see the missing pieces well enough even if you managed to bluff me. Almost three weeks you’ve been working to get Dag a license, and he doesn’t have it yet, and that’s a ridiculous amount of time to pass without results. All you need is a peer review by three other galdere to sign off on him. I know you have more than two hundred in Halifax alone, most of them beholden to you, so if you haven’t gotten those signatures yet? Then there’s a problem. More than that, you look tired and there’s shadows under your eyes. It’s rather alarming, actually, I’ve never seen you anything less than perfectly put together.”

Stefan almost snorted, barely caught himself. “Clearly you never saw me two years ago, when we were tackling this place.”

“Is it on that same level, then?”

“Hardly.”

“Really? So the rumors I’ve heard of a certain Praeses’s son trying to discredit Dominus Leif isn’t something you’re worried about? Or the formal petition he’s put forth in front of the Praeses to have Dominus Leif’s status downgraded to that of a regent in Nova Scotia?”

The Praeses of All Magic ruled the Regions of the world with a sort of gentle mix between an iron fist and genial laissez-faire attitude. Stefan had only met the man on a few occasions but he knew that Praeses Aalam genuinely liked both Leif and him. Mostly because they’d stopped Nova Scotia from becoming a sinking bog of criminal activity. Aalam’s son, Sahad, did not share that opinion. He’d been one of the first to accept his father’s challenge, to see if he could take the Nova Scotia Region and hold it. He’d failed quite spectacularly in the first week. Very publicly, too. Sahad had proven to be a sore loser and often attempted something or other to discredit Leif.

This attempt was more serious than most, as it was a legal petition. Stefan almost gave Mikkel an airy reassurance and sent him on his way, but something stopped him. Dag had said earlier that Mikkel burned brightly in his vision, as brightly as Stefan did. That the man was worthy of trusting. Stefan didn’t quite see it, but he did see that Mikkel wished to help. Had in fact already promised to help. Dag trusted him, and that said a great deal to Stefan in return. If there was anyone to confide in, it would be this man.

“You’re certainly well informed. Yes, we were notified of it yesterday.”

“You’re concerned about it.”

“Yes and no.” Stefan closed his eyes, rubbing at the spot between them with a thumb and praying the twinges in his skull didn’t develop into a full headache. “No, I’m not worried about it because Sahad is the most useless windbag in the entire magical world. He knows how to make himself heard, but he has nothing of substance to say. His father is not at all inclined to dismiss Leif. He has a very high opinion of him, and no one wants to see Nova Scotia return to what it was. He won’t honor his son’s request.”

“But,” Mikkel filled in the rest with a tight smile, “you’re worried about how Sahad will retaliate.”

“He’s proven to be hotheaded. Reckless. Stupid. Those three things are not a good combination. I spend most of my time developing ever more complex wards, magical protections, and safeguards to put this castle under. He’s the main reason for it.”

“Then I’ll keep a very careful eye on him. If he makes another move against you, you’ll be the first to know.” In a very gentle tone, he pressed, “What else? Something else weighs on you, I think.”

Strange, how easy it was to confide in this man now that he’d started. What was it about him that inspired Stefan to think he really would help? “I’m having some difficulty removing Dag’s name from the Lists.”

Mikkel’s expression darkened as he swore. “Damn, still? I thought you were only getting initial resistance on this.”

“Unfortunately, no one’s willing to cross Olafsson. Every avenue I try is immediately blocked. I’m running out of ideas.”

“Olafsson the Oaf,” Mikkel sing-songed in disgust. “I’m still trying to divine whose wife he slept with to get his license.”

“Be fair,” Stefan returned in a mild tone, covering his own distaste of the man. “He has enough magic to be a galdere.”

“And all the skills of an eight-year-old,” Mikkel retorted. His fingers tapped out a staccato pattern on his thigh. “Alright, I see the problem. Do you have anyone who can help you with it?”

“Yes and no. I’ve contacted my master, Galdere Eline, and she’s arriving today to take a look at Dag herself. She’s got more seniority than Olafsson. I hope she can draw on two of her peers to overturn Olafsson’s stupidity and get Dag’s name removed. If she can somehow manage that, I won’t have nearly as much resistance to getting a license issued for him.”

“Hmm.” Mikkel sat back for a moment, staring blankly straight ahead before blinking back into the present. “I’ve a few contacts as well who owe me a favor. I’ll call on them.”

“I’m sure Dag will appreciate it.” The words popped out of Stefan’s mouth before he could recall them. He internally winced. What was wrong with him? He sounded…jealous. And he wasn’t. Exactly. It grated that Mikkel was so obviously interested in Dag and that the interest was returned.

Mikkel arched an eyebrow in that amused and challenging way he had, clear grey eyes crinkling up in the corners. “If you think I’m doing this solely for Dag’s sake, you’re very mistaken.”

What…did that mean, exactly? Stefan frowned at him, instincts flaring. Mikkel was making it sound as if he was doing this for Stefan too, but Mikkel had shown no real interest in him. Oh certainly, the man flirted, but Mikkel would have to be dead before he stopped flirting with every male thing that moved.

“If I thought you’d agree, I’d ask you to dinner tonight.” Mikkel cocked a brow in challenge, smile a bit wry as it stretched over his face. “I don’t think you believe me when I flirt with you, though.”

He…wait, what? In what universe had Mikkel been genuinely flirting? Stefan studied his expression with growing bemusement. Mikkel leaned in slightly, eyes level with Stefan’s. What the hell, he actually did look sincere just then. “I thought you were interested in Dag.”

“I can be interested in two men at once, you know.”

Oh. Ohhhh. That was the missing piece that made sense of this. Mikkel was poly. Damn, why hadn’t Stefan remembered that? Now that he had, he wasn’t sure how to react to it, either. Stefan had never thought of himself as poly. Had never been interested in two men at once. And…damn, why was this so tempting? Stefan was apparently more attracted to Mikkel than he’d realized. He almost blurted out something, an affirmation, before his common sense could check it, catch those words before they left his mouth. It left him without any kind of articulate response.

“Uh…”

“You’re just as interested in Dag as I am,” Mikkel stated calmly, as if this was verified fact. “I’m putting this out there now—I want you both. I don’t want any misunderstandings on that.”

It was honestly a relief to have that out there. To hear it so plainly said. Stefan found himself unwinding a touch, able to give a response in return. “Thank you for saying that. I honestly didn’t know how to interpret your behavior before now.”

“I feared as much. How about dinner when I get back?” Mikkel’s expression was understanding. “I think I hit you with too much at once. I’ll let you think about it.”

“If you don’t mind.” Stefan really needed to think about it.

Shaking his head, Mikkel leaned forward. “Hold still. You’ve a streak of ink on your cheek.”

Stefan held still even though he wasn’t sure how wise that was. Whenever Mikkel touched him, even innocently like this, it always set off a spark within him. A tingling awareness that swept across his skin. He’d felt this before, this kind of attraction, knew how quickly it could crash and burn. He knew better than to be drawn to it. And yet his body thrummed happily whenever Mikkel touched him, his thumb rubbing off a streak of ink on his cheek, the lightly callused hand brushing against him. He swallowed hard and refused to turn his head into it, because it wasn’t a caress, and at this point it would be stupid for Stefan to tumble into bed with this man.

“I’ll send word to my own contacts,” Mikkel said, standing as if he hadn’t just turned Stefan’s world sideways for a moment. He drew a simple cloth bag from a jacket pocket. “So don’t stress about that, alright? And eat these. You’re too pale and I have a feeling you’ve lost weight in the past week.”

Taking the bag, he peeked inside and saliva instantly flooded his mouth. Candied pecans.

“I asked around”—Mikkel dropped the words casually—“and apparently galdere like nuts, sugar, and bread the best to recover with. Is that right?”

The thoughtfulness of this gesture was not lost on Stefan. He slowly rose to his feet, clutching the bag to his chest, confused now in a way he had never been. Mikkel had deliberately researched what foods to feed a galdere and then brought him a bag of candied pecans?

“Ah, yes. That’s typically the best foods for us to eat. Thank you.”

“Excellent. I’ll send some more your direction.” With a pleased nod, he reached out and clasped Stefan’s arm for a moment. It could have been a friendly, comradely gesture, but it didn’t feel that way at all.

“Wait, Mikkel.” He flung out a hand to stop the man, not quite touching. “You don’t need to worry about me. Or Dag. We’ve got a kitchen right below us, after all.”

“And yet,” Mikkel said, fixing him with a stern, unamused frown, “you and Dag both don’t look healthy to me. You’ve bruises under your eyes like one of those panda bears, and he’s thin enough I can count ribs on him. I think the two of you are so busy taking care of everyone else that you don’t have the time to see to yourselves.”

Stefan had no argument to that because it was true, after a fashion. He thought Mikkel might be exaggerating things, at least where he was concerned. Dag was still recuperating from years on the run without proper nourishment, so it made more sense with him.

“I’ll be gone two weeks or so,” Mikkel continued, frown deepening. “Take care of yourself in that time. I’ll send word of where I’ll be, and if you need my help on anything, tell me.”

This wasn’t flirting. Was this flirting? No, it wasn’t flirting, not in the way Stefan knew it. There was little lighthearted about this exchange, but it warmed and confused him more than casual flirting ever had. He found himself responding without truly thinking about what to say. “I will.”

“Good.”

Stefan saw him properly out and then stood there, staring down at the pecans with befuddlement. What had just happened? Mikkel was interested in him too? Yes, Mikkel had said that, but Stefan hadn’t taken it as wanting-to-date kind of interest. He’d taken it as I’d-like-to-be-friends kind of interest. But Mikkel clearly meant the former. He wanted a relationship with both him and Dag? Mikkel Vinters didn’t do lasting relationships, or so Stefan had heard, so he really didn’t know what the man’s end goal was.

In his thirty-two years, Stefan had only been lovers with someone twice, one of which had been a very short-lived affair that lasted three months. The other didn’t even bear thinking about. It had ended so disastrously it’d given Stefan PTSD. He avoided thinking about that time in his life as assiduously as a person would avoid a vat of acid.

He was not accustomed to handsome men flirting with him, to put it mildly, and he realized his flirtation skills were rusty and out of practice, as he rarely got to use them. Still, he thought he knew when someone was flirting with him, and this wasn’t quite…right.

The idea of being in a poly relationship with Mikkel and Dag though, that…He really didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hand, it was glorious temptation. On the other, Stefan had never succeeded in a relationship, so the idea of trying to balance two men at once unnerved him. It felt like a recipe for disaster, tempting though it might be.

It might be safer for him to turn Mikkel down. Mikkel was startlingly alike his last lover, at least in terms of charm and appeal, and Stefan knew men like Mikkel might be drawn to him at first, but they’d tire of him quickly. He was too straitlaced to keep their interest for long. His last lover had made that abundantly clear before leaving.

Still, the idea of not having Mikkel brought a pang to his heart. For the first time in his life, Stefan was honestly tempted to not make the responsible choice.
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Stefan went personally to the airport to pick up his master. They coordinated through cell phone so that he was at the right door to pick her up, and he briefly stepped out of the vehicle to help her get her bags in and steal a hug. They kept it brief because the pickup line was packed, and Stefan wanted her back at the castle before someone recognized him.

“Well!” Eline clicked her seatbelt as he put the Jeep into drive, tone a mite too cheerful. “And how cute is Dag?”

“Aunt, really?” Of course that would be the first question out of her mouth. Of course it was.

“I could tell in your voice that you think he’s cute, so don’t think about lying to me.”

He stole a glance at her even as he turned onto the highway. Stefan’s master was related to him through marriage and blood, as their family ties were a bit unusual.

She bore a passing resemblance to Stefan, actually—same short stature, dark hair in multiple thin braids caught in a ponytail, high forehead although she had a more petite frame. In personality though, she was very much like his mother. Which meant he had zero chance of derailing her from this topic.

Sighing, he gave up and answered, “He’s very cute.”

“And you’re pursuing him.”

“I am not.”

“Ah, so you’re being stupid about it.”

“He’s interested in someone else.”

“Stef, my darling apprentice, do stop letting eligible men be snatched away.”

And that was enough on that topic. “Aside from being cute, his talent is unheard of, as I mentioned before. I truly hope you can overturn his name being on the Lists. His testing was a bit problematic, so I hope that will help.”

“I’ll do my best but I won’t make promises until I can see him in person.”

Hence, she had flown out here. “That’s fine. I’ve arranged for him to come in this afternoon to see you. He’s at the hospital now, more than likely.”

“That’s fine. I’d rather hit the ground running. Now, tell me all that’s been going on here. The place looks so much better than it did two years ago.”

He started catching her up on recent events, and they chatted amiably on the drive back. She had a guest room all prepared for her, so Stefan led her there and let her freshen up, eat a hearty snack, and settle in some before coming up to his workroom.

Right on time, Dag returned. Dag entered Stefan’s workroom like an unwary fly into a spider’s web. Stefan had purposely not warned him how energetic Eline could be. Dag was shy with galdere as it was; it was better to have him nearby so Stefan could latch on to him.

Eline had been midsentence on his entrance, wildly gesturing, hands nearly knocking over the vials. She stopped mid-word when he entered, eyes taking him in from head to foot, practically dissecting him visually. “Is this him?”

“This is him,” Stefan assured her, waving Dag to enter. He kept a careful eye on Dag, but for once the man didn’t seem to be jumpy. Was it because Stefan was nearby? Or did Eline shine brightly enough to put Dag at ease? Either way, he was glad. “Dag Gates, this is Eline Bjorne, my master and aunt.”

“If you call me anything but my name, there will be pain in your immediate future,” she warned even as she held out a hand.

Dag clasped it, smiling in return. “Pleasure, Eline. Thank you very much for coming.”

“You’re very welcome,” she returned with some mild surprise. “My, you’re polite. I wish all men were as well raised. Come, sit. I want to properly examine you.”

He went to the stool she directed him to, but warned, “Just don’t ask me to sing. I’ve no talent in that regard.”

“Ah, really? It could be part of the reason Olafsson failed you, then. Not that the oaf has much of a leg to stand on, with that caterwauling he produces.” Eline sniffed and saw him properly seated before leaning over him, singing to herself softly, spells coming out and wrapping around him.

For the common layman, magic wasn’t visible. Of course, Stefan could clearly see what Eline was doing. These looked like Bindings, soft as ribbons, but with that amount of energy, they’d be as tough as iron chains.

Dag was so tense he almost trembled in place, the white of his eyes showing as he looked about himself, and he likely would have bolted for the door except Stefan caught his eye, giving him a reassuring nod that all was fine. He did feel bad for scaring Dag like this. Perhaps he should have explained it all better before they started.

Dag held still, trusting that Stefan would know better than Dag what his master-aunt was doing. Numbers and letters flowed along the white ribbons, etched in burning lines of blue fire. Eline liked the results, enough to get all wound up in knots and flapping her hands excitedly about further observation and pending results and, alarmingly, tissue samples.

Dag’s alarm rose another notch as he shot Stefan a pleading glance.

Stefan smoothly inserted himself between Eline and Dag, pulling his aunt away, at least far enough that Dag had breathing room. “Eline, you see that I’m correct in my analysis?”

“If anything, you might have understated the matter,” she responded with a click of her tongue. “I do like the energy readings and talent signatures I’m seeing, although they’re extremely lopsided. The reason he failed is quite clear, as he doesn’t have the roundness required of a galdere. Still, what he does have is astonishingly strong, and there’s two elements I’ve literally never heard tell of before.” Her dark eyes settled on Dag and she informed him bluntly, “You’re not eating enough.”

He sighed. “I’m trying.”

“It’s not so much that, as he’s recovering from years of not having enough to eat,” Stefan corrected her with a gentle look at Dag. “Trust me, after almost three weeks in Halifax, he has his own following. Mostly of mothers intent on feeding him. He can’t seem to take a walk in the city without someone shoving food into his hands.”

“I’m sleek and adorable, also kinda skinny. Some mothers take that as a challenge,” Dag explained with a grin.

Eline tapped a finger to her chin. “And yet you’re still underweight. It takes approximately eight thousand calories a day to support a healthy galdere. That’s roughly four times the amount of the average person, who needs only two thousand calories to sustain them. I’ll give you a list of the common foods we have a calorie number for. I want you to keep track of what you’re eating throughout the day, how much of it, and see what your calorie count is.”

Over her head, Stefan mouthed, I’ll help you.

Dag gave him a thankful nod and smile before refocusing on Eline. “You think I’m not eating enough?”

“I suspect that one of two things are happening. Either you need to consume more than eight thousand calories a day in order to regain the fat you lost, or your magic runs differently enough from ours that eight thousand calories is not sufficient. Either way, I want you to be more aware of what you’re eating and I want it charted so that we have an answer.”

“I can do that.”

Eline rocked back on her heels and watched him for another moment. “You have a remarkable amount of energy, and from all reports, an unheard-of talent. I don’t see why you should be denied the license to heal. I don’t wish to dissuade my former student from his efforts, but you might find it easier to get a license as a physician rather than a galdere.”

He hadn’t even thought of that. Blinking, Stefan considered the prospect. Would that work?

Dag wasn’t objecting, per se, but his brow was furrowed in confusion. “But don’t you have to attend a university for that?”

“Theoretically, yes. But considering what you can do, you might be able to take a practical exam and have them issue you a license.”

Maybe, true, but it irked Stefan that they’d be forced to ignore Dag’s magical talent because Olafsson screwed up.

As if sensing Stefan’s displeasure, she turned and wrinkled her nose at him. “Stop glaring, I didn’t say you should, I’m saying that we might need to explore the option if we can’t get the rest of these idiots to see sense. I’m personally of the opinion that the boy has more magic ability in his pinky than some people do in their entire bodies, and that should be acknowledged. I’ll help you as much as I can, but if we see no hope in the near future, don’t get bullish about it.”

It might come down to that. Stefan wasn’t willing to give up yet, but he would reserve it as Plan B.

“Regardless, we need to get Dag’s name removed from the Lists, otherwise no one will touch him,” Eline stated factually. “I’ll send some inquiries out to colleagues, see who’s interested in helping.”

Dag stood and gave her his best smile. “Thank you for your help.”

“Not at all,” Eline responded, still with that thoughtful look on her face. “I’ll be here a few days. The next time you step out to heal someone, take me along. I’d love to see you in action.”

“I will,” Dag promised. With a smile, he turned and left the room.

“He’s not at all what I was expecting,” Eline remarked idly after the door closed behind him.

Stefan sat in his chair to scribble a note to himself, a reminder to come up with a chart of food for Dag. He would need a good guide with the highest calorie counts if he were to make progress. Stefan had the memory of a leaking sieve at sea these days. If he didn’t write a note to himself, he wouldn’t remember it even an hour later. “What did you expect?”

“Not a young, charming, polite man, at least. So that’s your type, is it?”

His pen stopped mid-stroke, the ink forming a lopsided dot. Stefan lifted startled eyes to hers, nonplussed at her amusement. “Didn’t I tell you I wasn’t pursuing him?”

“Yes, but you want to. You hover. I’ve never seen you do that before. It’s actually quite amusing.”

Not her too. Stefan sighed and went back to writing his note. “You’re quite wrong.”

“I’m not,” she said, plopping onto the stool. “Are you in denial?”

No. He knew very well why she’d reached the conclusion she had. He tossed the pen onto the desk with more force than necessary. “I’m not in the habit of preying on people under my protection, Aunt.”

Eline reached over and smacked him sharply on the arm for that. “Don’t you dare call me that. I’m not old enough to be an aunt.”

“You’re old enough to have a graduated apprentice, aren’t you?” he returned. It forever bemused him, his aunt’s sore point about her age. She looked a decade younger than her years. He didn’t see what the fuss was all about.

“Barely,” she retorted, mouth still pursed unhappily. “And don’t try to change the subject. Stef, I know this might be a challenge for you, but can you please not be an idiot? Don’t sigh and roll your eyes at me, you know very well that you’re hopeless where men are concerned. You like him, you find him handsome and charming, and for once I’m inclined to agree that he’s a man worth pursuing. Unless he doesn’t like men?”

He did. Stefan wasn’t about to give her that ammunition.

“Oh, he does. Excellent. Stop dawdling, then. Get a move on before someone else snatches him up.”

“Do you read minds?” Stefan demanded wearily.

“No, just you,” she returned with a grin.

Stefan frowned at her grin. “I missed you. I’m not at all sure why I felt that way. I must have taken temporary leave of my senses.”

“I missed you too,” she responded, grin widening to a full smirk, her teeth very white against her ebony skin. “Your mother informs me that if you don’t visit home soon, she’ll give you grief over it. I told her I’d pass the threat along.”

Of course she had. His aunt and mother were as thick as thieves, much to the rest of the family’s dismay. Especially his poor father. The two women had been childhood best friends growing up and adulthood had not changed the relationship much. It made for interesting dynamics in the family, to say the least.

Stefan did miss his family wildly some days. “I think I can manage a brief visit during the winter holidays, assuming nothing alarming crops up between now and then.”

“And you can manage to get Dag settled?” she tacked on knowingly. “If you can’t come to us, maybe we’ll come to you.”

That idea hadn’t occurred to him, although it should have. He and his aunt aside, his family were performers. They owned and operated a theater company, to be precise, and often acted in their own original plays. They closed down for a month during the winter, which would give them time to properly visit. “I’d like that. I could show them all Nova Scotia that way.”

“Then maybe that’s what we’ll do. I’ll discuss it with them next time I see them. But Stef, I meant what I said.”

“About which part?”

“All of it. Don’t close your mind to the possibility of a physician’s license, and don’t close your mind to the possibility of having that young man as a partner. You’ll do both of you a disservice. At least try, hmm?”

The problem was she didn’t know about Mikkel, or his strange reactions to the man. Stefan still didn’t know what to feel about Mikkel’s expressed interest in having both of them, either. “I’ll think about it.”


Fourteen

Mikkel

Mikkel normally didn’t mind traveling, but this time the trip to Stockholm grated on him. He felt like he was wasting time on the open road. Or rather, it felt like he was losing a precious opportunity with every kilometer he put between himself and Nova Scotia. Which was patently ridiculous; it wasn’t like he couldn’t satisfy himself with someone else. From Stefan’s expression, he hadn’t known what to do with Mikkel’s invitation to dinner. Or his assertion that he liked Dag too. Mikkel had run into that reaction too many times to mistake it. Not everyone was poly by nature, and Mikkel respected that. Normally he would have shrugged this off and gone on his merry way. For some reason it was harder to do this time. Even he couldn’t explain why. Mikkel had never been short on interested partners, not even in his teens. Or he should say, especially in his teens. He was a little older, more mature, and more discerning now that he was thirty-six.

He arrived late enough at night that he grabbed something to go for dinner. He had a townhouse in Stockholm, it being his hometown, but he spent so little time there now that it didn’t feel like home anymore. The familiar surroundings were nice, at least, even if the place felt cold and empty. The bed, once he fell into it, accommodated him agreeably, so he had no reason to feel tired the next morning. Yet he did. Wanting to avoid everyone’s eyes, he went directly to the trading company office in the city at an earlier time than usual.

Stockholm, as a coastal city, saw more than its fair share of trade. It had unfortunately reached that time of year for road construction, since the roads were in desperate need of a repave. He had to avoid some machinery as he walked down Dock Way, heading toward their recently finished office building.

The place was as lively as ever. A hearty mix of cultures, including an overlap of languages, buzzed against his ears. He spotted several vendors along the streets, smelled their delicious baked wares, and came to the conclusion he’d definitely eat over here for lunch. Mikkel liked what he saw and enjoyed the vibe, as it spoke of growth and prosperity, two of a businessman’s buzzwords. It lightened his mood a little as he entered his office. Or what would be his office for the next two weeks.

He’d actually come to help out his business partner, as she felt overwhelmed trying to do the work of three people getting their warehouses back up and running after an internal fire had damaged half their stock. Mikkel owed her more than a few favors and was happy to repay her any chance he could. Besides, if he could get Stockholm back up and running, it would in turn help his branch in Nova Scotia, as Stockholm was their main headquarters.

Of course, that thought linked his mind directly to the two men he’d left behind, which was counterproductive. That was exactly why Mikkel was here, trying to put some mental distance between them. He sat in his office, looked about the many, many contracts that needed to be read or signed off on, the inventory reports stacked on both desks, and the correspondence listing against the wall, dangerously close to spilling onto the floor. He didn’t want to tackle any of it, he wanted to daydream about Dag and Stefan, which was entirely unhelpful, brain.

Maybe he should have brought Ivar along with him after all. He needed a slap to the head just then.

With a sharp, frustrated huff, he bent his mind and fingers to the work laid out on the desk in front of him. It took an hour of review for him to catch up to speed with what his partner had already accomplished while waiting on him, then he saw what else needed to happen this morning. First order of business: get those work crews paid, as he didn’t want them unhappy and rioting.

“Kel!” Mommo greeted in her whiskey-aged voice, moving with more speed than care, a truly unadvisable thing at her age. She went right into his office and plopped herself into the chair in front of the desk with the air of a woman about to hear all the juicy gossip. “Tell me about your men.”

“Let the record show,” Mikkel drawled to the air, “that I was working before this interruption—actually working, the thing people accuse me of not doing enough? I was doing it. This is an example I will point to often in the future when you hurl insults at my head and I will say, ‘You remember that time I was in my office, working like a diligent worker bee, and you started demanding gossip about something that didn’t exist?’ And if you try to deny it later, I will laugh in your face and drink your secret stash dry.”

Mommo was older than the hills, had raised three children, had sixteen grandchildren, and even she had trouble keeping track of the great-grandchildren. Her age reflected in the wrinkles, the stark whiteness of her hair, and most people didn’t even know her actual name because she had been called “grandmother” for so many decades. Mikkel was one of the few, but then, this woman had basically raised him. She took in his rambling with an impatient wave, blue eyes sparkling with delight and curiosity as she literally sat on the edge of her chair.

“Well? Ivar said your new agreement with the Nova Scotia Dominus was because of your men.”

Damn that man to the ninth circle of hell and may he hang like a tapestry on the devil’s walls. “Mommo, you read that agreement. Do you really believe it?”

“Yes, because you were generous with the terms,” she responded promptly.

“Really. Exclusive trade rights for the next ten years with the reigning family, import and export tariffs at only five percent, with permission to build four warehouses and an office building, plus the actual land to build the office on, and that’s generous with terms?”

“If you’d only agreed to give them access to our spy network in return, it might have been fair.” Mommo grinned like a garden gnome. “But then there’s the Dag Gates matter to consider.”

Mikkel balked, spluttering. “How the hell do you know anything about that? Dag wasn’t mentioned once in that agreement!”

“Raring.” Mommo gave him a pitying look. “Do you really imagine there is anything you do that Ivar isn’t aware of?”

“Yes,” he stated firmly. “Yes, there is, and even if there isn’t, don’t tell me otherwise. I’m enjoying the illusion.”

Mommo reached over to pat his hand, like a child who had lost his favorite toy, and that was just insulting, that’s what it was. Mikkel refused to be comforted. “You pulled a few strings before even leaving Nova Scotia to get a galdere license for one Dag Gates. Including cashing in a favor I wasn’t sure you would ever use. It’s really quite remarkable. I can’t remember the last time you looked out for someone’s welfare like this.”

Because it had been a moon’s age. She was right. He tried not to feel like he was being scolded. “Isn’t there someone else you can annoy? Friends, relatives, armed business rivals?”

Mommo pursed her lips and for a moment looked more like his mother than his friend and business partner. “Kel, I want you to understand something, because I think you’re finally at the point in your life to appreciate the advice. I want lasting happiness for you. I want you to have a dedicated partner that you actually want to go home to every night. I don’t understand your penchant for questionable men, nor do I understand why you like having two of them in your bed—”

“Really?” he drawled, waggling his eyebrows at her. “Because I seem to recall a few stories from your own youth—”

Cutting him off, she gave him a firm glower and continued serenely, “But from what Ivar tells me, this isn’t like your usual. They’re dangerous men because they’re galdere, but they’re also good men. Even more telling, you like them.”

“I do like people, Mommo.”

“No, not like this.”

No, not like this, she was right in that. Mikkel was generous with anyone who shared his bed—it was a natural thing to be so with a lover. But treating people to that same generosity when he hadn’t even kissed them? Unheard of. That’s what he was struggling with, because he did like them and he wasn’t quite sure what to do with that feeling.

If there was anyone in the world who could help advise him, it was likely this woman. She had lived and done it all. In a subdued voice, he admitted, “I’m worried about them.”

Mommo blinked as if a meteor had fallen from the sky and hit her square on the head. “You’re…worried. They’re galdere, raring, they can handle themselves.”

“That’s precisely the problem,” he argued, gaining volume and steam. “They’re galdere, which means they’re pulled in every possible direction from the time they awaken until they collapse. They don’t get enough to eat, even though I know they try, but I can count every rib on Dag, Stefan’s got permanent dark circles under his eyes, and neither of them will let me help them, which is maddening and, and…”

Propping her elbow on the edge of the desk, Mommo leaned her chin against it, staring at him in fascination. “Good heavens, you really do like them. I now understand why Ivar’s worried. How are they in bed?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Mikkel snapped at her waspishly.

“You’re acting like this and you’re not even lovers with them?!” She threw her head back and howled with laughter. “I can’t wait to see what you’re like after you have them, then!”

“It won’t happen.”

That made her choke on the laughter and Mommo’s head dropped back down. This time she looked properly concerned instead of entertained. “Why the devil not?”

“Because they don’t trust me.” He sighed, flopping back in his chair. Why couldn’t he just go back to numbers and figures and profit margins? Those weren’t liable to break his heart. “Well, no, Dag trusts me, interestingly enough—I must tell you about how his talent works, it’s fascinating—but he doesn’t trust that I mean it when I flirt with him. Stefan trusts me about as far as he can throw me, although he likes being around me, at least. I think he sees me as some sort of challenge.”

Mommo’s eyes narrowed in that way she had before going into a tough negotiation. “You’re giving up, then?”

“I don’t want to.” He sank further in his chair, not wanting to look up at her. The leather of the chair gave a mournful sigh, which he appreciated, as it suited his mood perfectly. “But I can’t see any hope in this situation. I tried asking Stefan out only to get a noncommittal answer. Dag doesn’t seem to believe I’m truly flirting with him. I can’t even get a basic foundation in place with them.”

“Hmmm. Raring, I’m about to give you some wonderful advice. Use the brain I know you have and take it.”

“Tell me,” he urged with a lopsided smile. “I’m all ears.”

“The one thing you’ve always lacked with your partners was long-term consistency. Everyone knew they’d have your attention the first month, but after that it was a crapshoot. You’ve known both of these men about a month, haven’t you?”

“More or less.”

“Now is your time to prove them wrong, then. Show consistent concern for their welfare, try to keep your lines of communication open. Sincerity is the fastest way to someone’s heart.”

He thought about that, thought about the amazing marriage this woman had had with her husband until they lost Rickard last year, and really, was there anyone who knew better than she how to make a lasting relationship? He didn’t know if he could have that with those two, but he certainly wanted a chance to try, and it grated that neither Dag nor Stefan seemed inclined to even give him that. “Sincerity, is it?”

She reached over and patted his hand again, this time not in a mocking way. “You’ll be fine. You’re handsome and charming and have a good heart.”

“I resent that insult,” he grumbled in a token protest. “I don’t know why you’re being so mean and insulting today. I came all the way to Stockholm just for you.”

“You’re a scoundrel, but one with a good heart, regardless.” She stood, made her way for the door, then paused to mention in an oh-so-casual tone, “By the by, we got in a gourmet food shipment this week that’s proven to be very, very popular with the galdere crowd. It’s a dark gourmet chocolate from the Swiss Alps. Apparently it does wonders for keeping their energy levels up.”

A slow grin stretched over his face. “You’re the best, Mommo. I love you.”

Chuckling, she waved as she left the office.

Chocolate, was it? He could take a hint when it was dropped right in front of him.
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Not being one to waste time on a good opportunity, Mikkel instantly sent a package of chocolate to both Stefan and Dag, notes for both men included, although he made sure to keep Dag’s note on the shorter side, so as to not break the man’s brain. He was still adapting to all of the aids, after all.

Then, of course, it was a waiting game to see if they liked it or if they’d respond. He had plenty to do to keep himself occupied, and Mikkel diligently applied himself to business because he wasn’t some lovelorn fool who pined for a man’s attention. The days passed readily enough, but he was still sharply aware of each day slipping past. On the fifth morning, a letter flew and tapped at his office window.

It could only be from Stefan, as galdere could turn paper letters into birds that would deliver themselves to the right person. He liked it infinitely better than if the man had sent an email. A smile stretching from ear to ear, Mikkel hopped up and opened the window, holding out a flat palm and watching the bird settle into his hand. When the magic registered his energy, it promptly unfolded itself from the origami construction and became a simple letter, folded and stamped with a wax seal. The wax seal was a very nice touch indeed. He cracked it open and read it through, smile growing.

Mikkel-

Our sincere thanks for the chocolate. It’s incredibly useful for keeping our energy levels up. Dag especially has been consuming it like air. I’ve resorted to hiding my share before he eats it and leaves me nothing but crumbs. Tell me how much it costs, as I need to order more. Not only to protect my own share, but mainly for Dag. He’s actually gained a pound of weight since eating it all, and that’s a miracle I thought I wouldn’t see for months.

Mikkel pumped a fist in the air in victory. Bless Mommo, she always had the best ideas. He vowed to himself he’d send them nothing less than ten pounds of chocolate.

We’ve encountered some progress and some frustrations since you left. My master came and evaluated Dag, spent three days shadowing him, and has declared herself satisfied that he should be licensed. She had a colleague come and visit, who declared the same. Unfortunately, that good progress has stalled, as we can’t seem to convince anyone else to sign off on the Retraction. As you know, we just need one more person, but sadly no one else in my acquaintance is willing to cross Olafsson. It’s enough to make one tempted to bash heads in.

My master suggested that perhaps we should pursue getting Dag a physician’s license. I’m inclined to think at this point that it might well be easier. Certainly we’d encounter less resistance from the rest of the magical community. But unfortunately, no medical board will consent to give a license with Dag’s name still on the Lists. They wouldn’t be willing to test the goodwill of the galdere and I can’t say that I blame them.

I’m afraid I’m at something of a loss. I hope that you have some measure of success where I’m stymied.

I trust that all goes well with your business? You left so abruptly, I wasn’t sure if it was because something dire had happened.

Regards,

Stefan Bjorne

Mikkel tapped the letter thoughtfully with a finger. It wasn’t a bad suggestion. He knew of a few physicians who owed the trading company a significant favor. Arranging a practical exam with one of them to sign a license for Dag wouldn’t be too difficult. Stefan was right, however, that they needed Dag’s name off the Lists first.

He tried not to read too much into Stefan’s concern about him. It could, after all, be nothing more than him being polite and friendly. The Norwegian culture was a very polite one, after all. That he wanted it to be something more was entirely his own problem. Sighing, he nearly set it aside before he realized that there was a second page to the letter and flipped the top page off to see what else was included.

This note was typed (likely so Dag could use autocorrect freely) but it still had a very personal touch to it. Feeling absurdly happy and fuzzy with it, he read through the short paragraph.

Dear Mikkel-

Thanks so much for the chocolate! It has a high calorie content, which is helpful. Miss Birgit and I experimented a bit with the chocolate. She made something she calls a ‘date ball’ with it. It mixes oats, dried dates, peanut butter, almond slivers, and chocolate together in a ball about the size of your fist. Very delicious. I can carry them everywhere. I thought, maybe other galdere would like them too? Tell me if you want the recipe. I hope everything’s okay on your end.

Dag

The recipe did sound intriguing, and delicious, and if galdere found it a good source of energy and food, he’d certainly be willing to market it and see what happened.

Mikkel stared at the two letters, so different in tone, so reflective of the men themselves. He missed them suddenly, fiercely, his heart nearly constricting with the emotion in a painful way. Ivar was wrong—this wasn’t the thrill of the chase. It wasn’t anything as petty as that. He’d only spent a week away from them and resented the distance more with each growing day.

“I miss you,” he whispered to both of them. And wasn’t that absurd? To miss people who weren’t even properly attached to him.

Well, fuck that. He wouldn’t let the possibility of having them slip through his fingers. There was nothing Mikkel Vinters couldn’t acquire when he set his mind to it. Ask anyone on the streets. It was about time he lived up to that reputation.

He folded up both letters carefully, putting them into his breast pocket. First, he had to send twenty pounds of chocolate to them and craft letters to them both to send along with it. Then he needed to focus on the inquiries he’d made. Mikkel had pulled some strings, but apparently he needed to revisit and pull a little harder.


Fifteen

Dag

Dag had meant it when he said he knew how to drive. Technically, he did. His last foster parents had let him drive the farm truck around on their property. But he also hadn’t been behind the wheel of a car since he was sixteen, so his memory on how to do everything was a tad shaky.

Dahlman took it upon himself to teach Dag how to drive again so he could get licensed. Which was very sweet of him, but the man clearly had never taught someone how to drive before, because he was not good at it.

“So on the right, you got the gas, yeah?” He leaned over the console divide of the sedan to point helpfully. “And the one next to it is the brake. You don’t use your left foot for the brake, you use your right for the brake and the gas. Remember that.”

To mess with him, Dag innocently asked, “Why?”

“Because you might get confused or alarmed and accidentally hit both at the same time.”

“What happens if I do that? Does the car take a screenshot?”

Rolling his eyes expressively, Dahlman snorted. “We got a comedian here. Alright, turn the engine on. Let’s try driving around the property some.”

That sounded good to Dag, so he got the car started up and very carefully began driving. It felt strange to be behind the wheel like this. The few times he’d been in a car the past ten years, he’d always been in the passenger seat. Most of the time, he’d been on a bus. Or a subway train.

Dahlman had taken him out to the back of the property, on an empty lot that they used for training maneuvers, so there was no one else around and not much for him to hit. Which was a relief because Dag was still getting used to the feeling of having a vehicle of this size under his control.

“Remember to give yourself some room on both sides,” Dahlman instructed as he went around a light post. “Swing wide. Watch out for that curb, too.”

“But curbs are like braille,” Dag protested innocently. “I know where the edge is.”

Dahlman let out a huff of mixed amusement and irritation. “You’re in a fine mood today, I see.”

He was, actually, although he should probably stop teasing before Dahlman gave up on him entirely.

They spent a good thirty minutes driving around the paved field until Dag felt comfortable. He’d gotten the hang of this again, mostly. Dahlman saw the confidence and encouraged him to drive back to the castle itself, which Dag rather cautiously did. They didn’t encounter much traffic on the way, and it was a ten-minute drive to the back parking lot.

Dag was careful pulling into a parking spot. Parking and backing up would be the two things he had to practice before the driver’s test, definitely—he was not confident in either of them. Phew, okay, he made it. Didn’t hit anything either, yay!

Someone opened the driver-side door. Dag only caught the eye-catching light of a galdere from the corner of his vision as the door opened, not a full-on view of the person, and instinct sent him damn near leaping into Dahlman’s lap. Fight-or-flight signals sent alarm skittering over his nerves, panic shooting up to close his throat.

“Kirsty!” Dahlman scolded. “Don’t spook him like that.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Calm down. Calm down, Dag. While she was a galdere, she worked for Stefan, which meant she was a colleague. Not a threat. Trouble was, his heart was still trying to beat its way out of his chest and he felt jittery, ready to run.

Kirsty gave him a glance like he was acting weird before addressing Dahlman, “We need a protection detail put together for tomorrow.”

“I already did that.”

“Well, you get to do it again. Larry called in sick. He’s got the flu.”

“Urgh, okay, we’re done here anyway.”

Dag was really, truly not comfortable with her leaning over him to have this conversation. He wished keenly that either Stefan or Mikkel was here. He always felt safe with both men and knew for a fact that no danger could touch him as long as he was with them.

Wait. Wait, what had his brain just entertained? Bad enough he was crushing on Stefan, but when had Mikkel joined the list? It was true, though. He knew Mikkel would protect him. He’d already done it once. He also knew that Mikkel and Stefan were actively working together to get his name off the Lists. Half of the reason for that no doubt was because Dag’s talent was useful and they wanted access to it. But Dag knew that wasn’t the only reason. Both men treated him with such open affection, such gentle concern, it was obvious they were working hard for his sake.

Dag had lived his life without any permanent ally in his corner, so having Stefan and Mikkel was like being given two miracles at once.

Kirsty finally backed out of the car and Dag lost no time in getting out himself. He gave Dahlman a thank you for the lesson, handed the keys over, and then tried to gracefully skedaddle for the castle’s back door. May have failed on the graceful part. He didn’t care enough about dignity to slow down. Having any galdere aside from Stefan that close to him was a ‘no thank you.’

His nerves were still skittering, instincts all over the place and not sure where to land. Dag wasn’t even sure where he was going, to be honest. His room, maybe? Anywhere he could stop and take a breath, get himself back under control. Right now it felt like he’d run a marathon while being chased by an angry bear.

Dag yanked open the door, intending to speed right upstairs, only to smack right into someone coming out. He had that instant panic again—bright, galdere, too close, too close—

Two hands he knew well caught him by the shoulders, steadied him before he could go backward off the short steps, the grip firm without being punishingly so.

“Dag. All right?”

Stefan. Oh thank fuck. Dag relaxed into those hands, all sense of panic fleeing instantly. He looked down into those golden-brown eyes, filled with concern, and somehow managed a smile.

“You’re not having a panic attack, are you?”

“No.” Although he’d been damn close to one.

He wanted to let the moment pass by, but some impulse brought him closer instead. He dropped his head onto Stefan’s shoulder and breathed, just breathed, for a long moment. He needed that grounding contact. He needed a minute of breathing in the clean, masculine scent of Stefan, of feeling those hands firm and protective on his arms. Just a minute, and he’d find his center again.

“I think you are not all right,” Stefan murmured near his ear.

“Sorry, I am, just…Kirsty unintentionally spooked me.” And had then proceeded to make it worse by leaning over him, but he wasn’t willing to say that much and get her into trouble. It wasn’t like she knew Dag’s history. She likely didn’t realize the damage she was doing by acting so.

Stefan didn’t say another word aside from an understanding ‘ah.’ He instead stepped in a bit closer, arms coming up around Dag’s shoulders in an embrace.

It startled Dag a little since Stefan was not really a hugger. He had a personal bubble the size of Texas. For him to encourage Dag to stay close like this was basically unheard of. Was it wrong of Dag to want to take advantage? It probably was. But damn, the temptation was almost too enticing to ignore.

He lingered in that warm embrace for a full minute before guilt started to seep in. Well, maybe not guilt, but a feeling that he’d taken advantage for long enough and he needed to step back now. Reluctance heavy in each movement, Dag straightened.

There was so much intelligence and compassion in those beautiful eyes. Dag felt ensnared by them. Overlayed with Stefan’s physical self was his soul, his very aura, and how brilliantly it shone. The northern lights wouldn’t begin to compare to this man. For a moment, just a moment, time slowed and stood still. A heat spread through Dag’s chest, an awareness of this man filtering through him like he’d rarely experienced before. His skin tingled because of it, his heart beating a touch harder. He wanted nothing more than to touch Stefan everywhere. To stay here, in these strong arms. Being held by Stefan was a mix of safety and desire that sent Dag’s head for a spin.

There was a look in Stefan’s eyes, something Dag had never seen aimed at him before. It was hard to define, hard to attach a single word to, but it made his breath seize in his throat. His fingers spasmed with the need to draw Stefan in even closer.

He was so beautiful, this man. Dag was still within the circle of his arms; it would be so easy to lift a hand, to trace that patrician nose, the firm jawline, to lean in and—

Stefan lifted up, lips finding Dag’s. Those soft lips were gentle as they teased at his, coaxing a response. Dag was helpless not to respond, shifting in closer as he kissed back. Even as he sank into the kiss, his hindbrain gibbered at him.

Oh my god, Stefan was interested in him?! Since when? This was not a rhetorical question, Dag really needed an answer. Also, yaaaaas. Damn this man could kiss. Dag would like to kiss him the rest of the day, please and thank you. Probably not the best location for it, granted. They were still in the hallway where anyone could discover them.

Shit. They were literally just standing in a hallway near the main door everyone used.

Common sense slammed back into him. What the hell was he thinking right now?

Dag cleared his throat, feeling his fair skin flush as he took a step backward. Seriously, the hell? First of all, Dag did not consent to these feelings today. Second, this was such a bad idea. Stefan was his boss. Flirting with the boss was never a good idea.

Stefan’s face fell into a light frown of displeasure.

He had to get out of here. Before he made a fool of himself. “Um, thanks for…just thanks.”

Not knowing what else to say, Dag skittered past him and hightailed it for his room. Only when he had the wooden door firmly closed behind him did he let out a pent-up breath. He leaned against the cool wood, back braced against the door, and groaned.

Dag proceeded to make noises only a dog could hear. He had many questions for his libido just then, most of them starting with “what the ever-loving hell?”

Dating Stefan was impossible. Alright? Impossible. The man was so, so far out of his league. That alone was reason enough to keep himself in check because trying anything with that man was doomed to fail.

Secondly, Dag really had no right to start anything with him because he had interesting feelings every time he was around Mikkel. Mikkel had the same effect on him that Stefan did, and that was…unfaithful? At least it felt weird to chase two men at once. Polyamory was a thing, Dag wasn’t knocking it by any means, he just didn’t think of himself as poly. Mikkel struck him as the type to have multiple lovers, but Stefan? Stefan didn’t.

Also, he felt guilty as hell for kissing Stefan. Like he’d cheated on Mikkel while doing it, which made absolutely NO sense whatsoever.

Ugh, this was all moot, why was he worrying about any of this? It didn’t matter. Mikkel was out of his league too. He didn’t deserve either man and there was no way in hell they would enter a serious relationship with him.

Dag thumped a hand over his heart, a light punishment even as he looked down. “I finally have a steady job, a nice place to live, and friends. Let’s stop being greedy for more, okay?”

The heart didn’t agree.

Well, maybe if he told himself another hundred times, Dag’s admonishment to himself would stick.


Sixteen

Stefan

Stefan read through the letter twice, the second time carefully considering the ramifications. The offer was a generous one, certainly, and Stefan had no desire to look a gift horse in the mouth. Since it came from Mikkel Vinters, he rather had to. Mikkel didn’t do anything unless he had at least three reasons for it. Unfortunately, Stefan could only think of two off the top of his head. What was he missing?

Frowning, he stared at it another moment. It was odd to get a physical letter these days, too. Mikkel had his email address, his cell number, so why not call? Text? Email? Although it was a nice personal touch, getting the letter along with the gourmet chocolates. It felt…Actually, that might be the problem. It felt rather like getting a gift from a lover.

Mikkel had been plain enough about what he wanted, and honestly, Stefan was still torn on how to respond to him. Now mixed in with all of that was what had happened with Dag the other day.

He didn’t regret kissing Dag. Not one iota. It had been a stunningly good kiss and he’d enjoyed every second of it. What he did regret was the timing. Stefan had the bad feeling he’d pushed Dag before the other man was ready. Dag had basically run from him after pulling away and that wasn’t a good sign.

Also, him kissing Dag while still sitting on Mikkel’s offer was the height of stupidity. He should have made a decision first before acting.

Stefan aimed yet another kick at his libido. Damn overactive thing, he shouldn’t have listened to it. Bad libido, bad. It had gotten him in trouble now.

Since their kiss, Stefan hadn’t seen Dag at all. Considering they used to run into each other several times in a day, that was suspicious in and of itself. He had a feeling Dag was avoiding him. Granted, things were awkward right now between them, but ignoring it all wouldn’t make the awkwardness go away. He really would have to find a solution to that. He just had to catch Dag first, long enough to talk to him.

But back to the matter at hand. He liked Mikkel’s offer. It sounded good on paper and would also give him the right excuse to talk to Dag, perhaps smooth things over. Stefan felt like he was still missing something, or at least something about this nagged at him.

Stefan blew out a breath and decided he might as well consult with people before making any assumptions on his own. He jogged down the stairs, leaving his workroom and heading for the training yard. Leif was no doubt there at this hour of the morning. Dag might have left already, so he’d need to track him down—he caught a glimpse of green from his peripheral vision and stopped abruptly before he plowed right into someone.

Jane stopped quickly too, her hand flinging out to steady herself on the wall. “Oh! Stefan, you startled me.”

“Sorry,” he apologized, anxiously making sure he hadn’t upset her system.

Pointing a finger at him, she ordered, “Stop that. You and Leif are terrible. I’m pregnant, not ill.”

“I think we’re both anxious about the morning sickness starting,” Stefan admitted wryly. Thanks to Dag’s interference, Jane was now expecting, and nearly two weeks along. Leif couldn’t have been more pleased, boasting to everyone about it, and Jane was relieved and happy. A nursery was already in progress right next to the couple’s bedroom. To say Stefan was in turn delighted for them would be a vast understatement.

Jane chuckled, eyes twinkling. “Is that what it is? I’m not even worried if that’s the case. Dag comes and checks on me every morning. If I do start feeling sick, he’ll take care of it.”

“You’ve seen him already this morning, then?”

“I have, why?”

“Then he’s likely already left for the city,” Stefan concluded. Damn, he’d hoped to catch him. “I just had a letter from Mikkel Vinters—”

“Oh, have you,” she drawled in that slightly irritating, knowing fashion women had.

Stefan paused and looked at her askance. “Why are you acting like that?”

Arching both brows at him, she looked like a woman drawing on a well of patience. “Stefan. Despite the fact we’ve only known each other for a year, I love you like a brother. So what I’m about to say is out of love.”

“Oh, this will be good,” Stefan muttered to himself, already resigned.

“Will you please get your head out of your ass?” Jane requested sweetly.

He rubbed at his forehead. Patience. He had some, somewhere. He might even be able to lay hands on it. “Not you too. I’m aware Mikkel is interested in me but—”

“That man wants to eat you up with a spoon,” Jane said, tone downright lecherous. Hearing a woman he basically regarded as a sister do that disturbed him on a fundamental level. “And I think he likes Dag too, but he might be flirting out of habit more than anything. He’s protective of Dag. We’re all protective of Dag—he’s been through too much in his life already, and we’d hate to lose him. You might be mistaking Mikkel’s intentions toward you because of it.”

Stefan did not believe that for a single second. He highly suspected it was wishful thinking on Jane’s part, as she was firmly on his side when it came to romantic things. Did he want to explain to her that Mikkel had candidly admitted he wanted both of them? Stefan considered having that conversation right here in the hallway. Gave it a hard pass.

Dismissing all of this with a wave of the hand, he asked, “Is Leif in the training yard?”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“I’m actually getting back to the original subject,” he denied mildly. “Mikkel Vinters has arranged something that might give us the final push we need for Dag. An acquaintance of mine, an American general by the name of Lennart, might be our in. Do you know him?”

“More by reputation than anything else, and yes, Leif is in the training yard.” Jane turned and moved in that direction, Stefan automatically falling into step with her. “He’s a staunch supporter of the galdere community. I met him once at a formal dinner. A gruff but charming man was my impression of him. He was actively working with the Praeses as a liaison until he was medically retired. I believe he was in a car accident some two years ago that left him paralyzed from the waist down.”

“You’re correct. He’s also an acquaintance of Mikkel’s”—who wasn’t?—“and Mikkel asked if he’d be willing to have Dag heal him. The general apparently agreed and promised he would bear witness to Dag’s ability in formal venues as well. He’s also arranged to have a galdere of his acquaintance by the name of Torkel come in and bear witness to Dag’s healing. If all goes as planned, Torkel will provide the final signature we need for the Retraction.”

“That all sounds excellent, so why are you frowning?”

Unease stirred in his gut, although Stefan couldn’t put a finger on why. Slowly, he admitted, “It means taking Dag to the United States. And I’d have to go with him. He’d be illegally healing someone without me there to supervise. I’m uneasy leaving Nova Scotia with him, what with Sahad still being an ass. The galdere here can protect you only so much against someone of his authority. Also, I’m concerned about Dag. I’m not sure how safe it is for him to leave Nova Scotia at all.”

“Leaving a protected place always leaves you open to attack,” Jane agreed, not making light of his concerns. “And with Dominus Sahad making such a fuss right now, it makes us all a little worried. I understand. I think in this case, however, we can borrow your aunt? She’d be willing to stand in for you while you’re gone, surely.”

She likely would. Eline enjoyed spending time in Nova Scotia and visited often, sometimes on the flimsiest of contexts. “If we ask her, I’ve no doubt she’ll come back. I suspect she’s looking for an excuse to move out this direction.”

“Then I’ll do my best to tempt her into staying,” Jane promised with a wicked gleam in her eye. “It would be nice to keep her, she’s quite formidable. If we do that, will it set your mind at ease?”

He nearly continued the argument but, in truth, he knew Mikkel Vinters wouldn’t let anything happen to them. He knew the dangers as well as Stefan, and if he’d made all of these arrangements, then he’d have protections in place as well. “Yes, I think so. I think at this juncture we can’t afford to lose this chance. I’ve exhausted all of my connections. I don’t know what else to try.”

“Then let’s follow Mikkel’s lead on this.” Putting a hand to his arm, she encouraged, “You go find Dag and fill him in. I’ll take care of Leif. There and back, you won’t be gone for more than a week, I think. That should be safe enough.”

For the pregnancy, she meant. “Dag swears you’re in the peak of health. I’m not even worried.”

With a roll of the eyes, Jane prayed, “From your lips to my husband’s ears.”
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Leif and Jane both thought it an excellent idea. They stamped a verbal ‘go!’ on the proposal. Which meant all Stefan had to do now was talk to Dag.

That was harder than it sounded.

He tried texting, got no response, decided a call wouldn’t be the right tactic, and finally settled on ambushing. Stefan was something of a pro at ambushes, after taking on a lawless Nova Scotia and all. First step: know your enemy’s routine. Second step: pinpoint an area they frequent.

For Dag, the answer to both was the kitchen.

Dag was known to get in pretty late in the evening these days. Ever since their kiss, anyway. Stefan settled at the kitchen table with a book and a plate of cookies. The kitchen was quiet at this point, as dinner had already been served, the cleanup done, and everyone gone to their own homes. It left him sitting in the silence, with only the dishwasher humming in the background. Quite peaceful, really, and a rare moment of silence for him.

Also informative. He’d chosen a book on building open polyamorous relationships since he knew so little about it. If he couldn’t answer Mikkel by the time they met up again, that was on him. Stefan refused to make any decisions until he had some facts under his belt.

He was into chapter three—really, this was so informative, there were worksheets and everything—when the kitchen door swung open. Stefan immediately looked up, hopeful.

His hopes were justified as Dag stepped in. He looked tired, feet dragging, his usual energy nowhere to be found. Well, he was normally tired after a long day, but this was more of a zombie shuffle impersonation. Stefan had a feeling he might have overdone it at the hospital. It was hard to enforce limits for Dag because he knew the situation was normally life or death for the healer’s patients.

Dag paused while closing the door, realizing in that moment Stefan was sitting there. A slow flush took over his cheeks.

Still awkward, eh? Well, Stefan wouldn’t let this stand. He held up the plate of cookies like a lure. “Macadamia nut cookies made this afternoon.”

“How dare you use my weakness against me.” Dag eyed the cookies, licking his lips.

Stefan held still, waiting, knowing he had Dag.

Sure enough, Dag closed the door and came straight to the table. He picked a cookie off the plate and consumed it in one bite.

Dag had definitely overdone it if he was that ravenous. Stefan swallowed his opening remark and instead put the plate down, poured Dag a glass of milk, and let him eat.

In something under five minutes, Dag consumed over a dozen cookies, then sat back like a man satisfied.

Trying not to sound accusing, Stefan phrased carefully, “You ate dinner, right?”

“Yeah, hospital staff fed me. I just had an emergency patient on my way out the door so dinner kind of went bye-bye. Um, thanks for these.”

Still couldn’t quite look Stefan in the eye. Dammit. Time to address this bluntly. Stefan took one of Dag’s hands in a gentle grip, ducking a little in an attempt to catch Dag’s eye and bring his head back up.

“Dag, I don’t want us awkward with each other. I’ll state this plainly. I like you. That kiss wasn’t a momentary impulse on my part.”

Now his head came up. Dag seemed at a loss for words, jaw dropping. “Oh.”

“It’s alright if you need to think about it. I feel like I should have waited a bit longer before telling you anything. I was trying to wait until you felt settled here, had your feet under you. I messed up the timing.”

“No, I—I just have a lot I’m wrestling with. I, um, shit, I don’t know what to say.”

“That’s fine.” Stefan meant it, though he’d wished for a different response. “Like I said, think about it. And don’t feel awkward with me or feel like you have to answer me the next time you see me. I don’t like that you’re avoiding me.”

Dag made an effort to meet his eyes. It didn’t look comfortable, but he did it. “Okay. Thanks. Is that why you were waiting on me here?”

“That’s only half the reason I waited here for you. The other half is something else entirely. Mikkel has arranged for something that might clear your name from the Lists.”

Dag seemed relieved at the change in subject. “Yeah, what?”

“There’s an American general who needs healing. He was in a bad accident some years ago that left him paralyzed from the waist down. We can have a galdere witness the healing and hopefully finish the signatures we need on the petition to have your name removed from the Lists. It will mean traveling down soon to Virginia.”

“I’m game.” Dag lit up in a smile, his tension dropping so he no longer sat so hunched in on himself. “Am I going alone?”

“No, I’ll go with you. Mikkel and I both will, I should say. I’ll need to in order to keep your supervision intact, and Mikkel of course was the one who arranged all of this.”

“Gotcha.”

“We’ll get more details from him but I wanted to clue you up first.”

“I do appreciate that. My schedule at the hospital is cray cray even on the best of days. Um. Thanks for this, Stefan. I know you’ve been putting in a crazy amount of work to help me. I don’t know what I can do to repay it.”

Now was not the time to kiss him again, no matter how Stefan’s instincts said otherwise. Still, he had to sit on his other hand to keep from reaching out and pulling Dag into his lap.

He managed a smile and let go instead. “It is my genuine pleasure. Don’t worry about that. Here, finish the cookies. I’m going to bed. See you tomorrow?”

Dag smiled back even as he reached for a cookie. “Yup, see you tomorrow.”

Rising, Stefan gave him another smile and then forced himself to walk out of the kitchen. That had gone well. It was best to leave when the mood was good rather than try and force anything more.

Besides, he had a book to finish and decisions to make.


Seventeen

Mikkel

Mikkel had his bags all packed, ready to leave for the tarmac the next day, when his phone rang. He scooped it off the bed and flipped it over to see the screen, a slow smile spreading over his face. Dag was calling.

Hopefully it was for a fun reason and not an emergency. “Käraste, hello! How are you?”

“Hi, Mikkel. You got a second?”

“For you, always.” He did sound a little concerned. Nervous, perhaps?

“So, uh, calling for a favor. You’ve got that healing of the general lined up—thank you again for that—but I’m not really, um, how do I say this? I’ve never been around bigwigs like that before except with Jane and Leif. And they’re lowkey kind of people.”

Mikkel was cottoning on to why Dag was nervous. “You’re calling for some etiquette lessons?”

“Please?”

He truly relished that Dag was comfortable enough to ask such a favor of him. “I’d be delighted. I will in fact be back in Nova Scotia tomorrow. How about dinner together once I’m back?”

“That sounds perfect. I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Thanks so much, Mikkel.”

“You are, as always, very welcome.” Mikkel blew a kiss before hanging up.

He tapped the phone into his palm, gears spinning wildly as he plotted. He had absolutely no intention of taking Dag on a dinner date without taking Stefan as well. That would send all the wrong signals to both men.

Besides, it was about time he made it very clear to them what he wanted.
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Mikkel rearranged things so he could leave that night instead of the next morning. For this, he wanted more time. He made arrangements through text with both men to pick them up for dinner a few hours after he was back. If there was a chance he could make headway, he wasn’t going to miss it due to bad timing.

When he swung by the castle to pick them up, he found Stefan and Dag waiting at the back door. Both of them were in suits, Dag’s a navy blue that looked quite sharp on him. He’d tamed his curls with some gel so that they fell in a casual sweep. Mikkel probably shouldn’t look at it and think “sex hair” but, well. He did. The redhead did look a little better than he’d last seen him, Dag clearly putting on a few pounds. He cleaned up very well. Mikkel’s fingers were twitching with the need to touch from the visual alone.

Stefan wore a dark green suit and black shirt, and he looked deliciously yummy in it. The contrast was the perfect complement to his dark skin. The man was downright edible right then. Damn, he would have to take these two on dates more often if he got this visual in return.

What interested him most was the body language between the two. They looked a little…awkward with each other? They weren’t talking at all, just standing there and not quite making eye contact. It looked very suspicious. What had happened between the two while Mikkel had been gone? It didn’t look like they’d had sex, but something had happened.

Hmmm, he’d have to get to the bottom of this. And capitalize on it, if he could.

He put the car in park but left the engine running. Stepping out, he gave them a wide smile. “Good evening, my loves, how are you doing this fine night?”

Dag lit up with a relieved expression. “Mikkel, you’re right on time. Do you have an idea of where we’re going?”

“I do, in fact. I made reservations.”

“Cool. I call shotgun.” Dag skipped right around the hood of the car, heading for the passenger side.

Mikkel was sorely tempted to catch Stefan before he could climb into the back and ask what had happened, but he sensed this was not the moment. He let it pass for now and instead climbed into the driver’s seat and got them on their way.

Stefan leaned in between the front seats to speak. “Did things go well? You got everything done?”

“I did, fortunately. My business partners can handle it from here. I can focus on the Nova Scotia branch again so I shan’t be leaving anytime in the near future.”

“Good!” Dag beamed at him. “I missed you while you were gone.”

He took heart in that and shot Dag a quick smile in return. “I missed you both too. I also had the time on the way back to do some thinking.”

“Yes, so have I,” Stefan chimed in. “There’s several things I want to do after we get the general on our side.”

Trust Stefan to think of things in advance. He was a strategist, after all. “The top of my list is Olafsson.”

There was a digestive pause.

“We have a murder list?” Stefan inquired dryly.

“Yes.”

“I was talking about a list of tasks, but we have a list for murder?”

“Of course. Olafsson shouldn’t be allowed to wander around free.”

Dag lifted a hand. “Hi, I’m Dag, and I approve this message.”

Mikkel chuckled. Such a sarcastic delight, that one. It made Mikkel want to kiss his nose.

“I suppose it won’t do to let Olafsson be,” Stefan mused. “After all, there’s no telling how many lives he’s ruined with his stupidity.”

“Exactly!” Mikkel knew he’d see the vision. “But it’s not something we need to focus on tonight. We can enjoy dinner and each other, worry about the rest tomorrow.”

“Yes, tomorrow is a magical day when everything gets done,” Dag drawled.

“Good thing we have a galdere in the car, isn’t it?”

Stefan snorted but he sounded more amused than anything.

The restaurant in question was very upscale, a Michelin three-star in a renovated townhouse near the downtown area. Rather than knocking all the walls down, the owners had embraced the individual rooms, so that any one room only held four tables or so. The front foyer actually held a sitting area with armchairs and a bookcase. Mikkel knew it rather well as he’d hosted a few business meetings here. For Dag’s purposes, it would suit nicely. They could claim a private dining room without any other customers.

Mikkel led them inside, giving his name to the hostess, and she led them into a private dining area on the second floor. From here, it gave a very nice view of the ocean, the setting sun washing everything in burnt orange, lavender, and navy blue. Mikkel requested a wine list, and she left them for a few minutes.

Mikkel caught Dag before he could sit. “If a lady is seated next to you, you must offer to push in her chair. Let’s practice on Stefan.”

Amenable, Stefan went into the right position.

“Note that he’s not putting his full body weight into the chair yet, as he’s waiting on you. Push it gently in; he’ll make the minor adjustments if necessary.”

Dag gamely put his hands on the back of the chair and slid it into place. A little more forcefully than necessary, but not overly so.

“Good, good.”

Stefan gave him an approving nod. “Try it again with Mikkel.”

Mikkel made it as easy for him as possible and the second time was much smoother. Dag was a quick study—this didn’t surprise him in the least.

Dag took a seat in between both men and didn’t seem to know what to do next.

The wine list arrived in that moment, so Mikkel let him be, ordering a white wine—in case of spills—for them before sending their waiter back. Menus were also dispensed.

Mikkel tried to tamp down his delight before it ran away with his common sense, but he was a bit too…How did the English put it? A bit too chuffed? Whatever the initial reason, he finally had these two on a date. Who could blame him for being giddy right now?

Still, he tried not to forget the original purpose of tonight and went back into teaching mode. “Truly formal events are rare these days, but they do still happen when you’re with peerage, royalty, or the American equivalent. You’re wise to learn it now. I don’t anticipate anything of that sort happening with the general, but you might well meet the Praeses after that, as he’ll no doubt want to meet you. In any case, if you do have dinner with someone else, this is about the level of formality to expect.”

Dag gave their surroundings a better look and nodded in understanding. “Okay. So where do I start…?”

Mikkel started with the basics. How to handle the cloth napkin, where to place it, then what silverware to use for what. He paused only when the waiter came back in with the wine, demonstrating to Dag how to first scent it, then taste it before approving the wine to be poured. They placed orders next, the waiter once again leaving.

Putting a hand to his forehead, Dag muttered, “I’m glad I thought to do this now. It’s a lot to remember.”

“You’ll have the whole night to practice,” Stefan encouraged gently. “And my assurance, too, that the first few meetings you have with the upper crust, I’ll be with you. I can guide you through it.”

“Myself as well,” Mikkel threw in, meaning every word of it. “You’ll be fine, käraste.”

Dag gave them both a smile, the warmth of it lifting the corners of his eyes. The candelabra near the window gave off a mellow glow, and by its light, Dag looked captivating. Candlelight suited him very well, warming his skin, highlighting those warm brown eyes. He was radiant when he smiled like this. “Thank you both. I’d really be lost without you.”

Unable to resist the impulse, Mikkel lifted Dag’s hand to his mouth and placed a soft kiss on his knuckles. As he did so, he met Dag’s beautiful brown eyes, saw the flush that spread over those fair cheeks, and thrilled at the obvious delight in those eyes. Oh yes, Dag was definitely attracted. Mikkel just had to capitalize on it.

“It is my pleasure,” he purred, tone throaty.

Oh, now that really hit the mark. Dag’s blush extended to his ears. Did he have a voice fetish? Mikkel could totally take advantage of that.

He didn’t want to push his luck, so he released Dag and sat back. Mikkel was very interested in Stefan’s reaction too, so he looked his direction, as he didn’t want the man to jump to conclusions he shouldn’t. Mikkel caught the tail end of a very interesting reaction. For a moment, just a split second, Stefan looked a bit cross-eyed. Something of a damn, that was hot expression. Then he blinked and his face smoothed out, becoming bland.

Ah-ha, wasn’t that interesting? Stefan had been defensive of Dag from the get-go, but if that reaction was anything to judge by, he’d mellowed. At least he liked watching Mikkel and Dag flirt too much to mind. If that was the case, then did Stefan believe what Mikkel had said to him earlier? If he was reading the signs right, there was a good chance they could all be in a throuple in the future. Hopefully the near future—he was rather anxious to get his hands on these two.

Alright, time to up his game once more. He directed his next sentence to both of them. “When you come to Arlington, I’ll need to leave a few hours ahead of you to open the house. You’ll be staying with me during this trip.”

Stefan’s head jerked back a notch, startled. “Why wouldn’t we be in a hotel for this?”

“My darling Stef, how dare you deprive me the pleasure of your company,” Mikkel chided, tone cheerful. “I’ll waste away pining for you. It’s an ugly sight, let’s not risk it.”

For some reason, Stefan didn’t believe him. “Were you born with that silver tongue or was that something you had to develop?”

“My business partners claim I have so much of a silver tongue I can French kiss a werewolf to death.”

Dag laughed so hard he almost choked on whatever was in his mouth. Hm, Mikkel could have timed that better.

“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to make you laugh.” Mikkel mostly meant it. Actually, he quite liked seeing Dag laugh—it wasn’t something he saw very often.

Swallowing and getting his breath back, Dag quirked a brow at him. “Previously, on bullshit…”

“Alright, fine, I meant to make you laugh, but not choke.”

“Now that I buy.”

He really did like how Dag never gave him any quarter. It was fun verbally sparring with him. As attracted as Mikkel felt to both men, it was their company that tipped the scales for him. He liked being around them, wanted them in his life.

By the end of dinner, Dag wasn’t nearly as nervous and seemed to have gotten a handle on everything. Mikkel paid the bill and they left in easy companionship. Were they done with the date?

Not quite.

That was to say, Mikkel still harbored suspicions, and because of his personality, he wasn’t about to let it go. Where was the fun in that, anyway?

He didn’t let on about his intentions on the drive back, keeping a lighthearted conversation going. Asking Dag how things were going was a good opening, as he always had an interesting story from work to tell.

“—so there I am, two weeks into working at the hospital, and my brain’s on the paperwork I’ll have to do later, but I’m still talking to the patient, right?” Dag sounded aggrieved at his past self. “And my mouth, traitorous bitch that it is, mixes up what I mean to say with the instructions I mean to write down, so instead of saying, ‘Thanks for your patience,’ instead I come out with ‘Thank you, stay moist.’”

Mikkel snickered, well able to picture this scene. “I bet that got a priceless reaction.”

“No one was sure what to say, not even me. The nurse started laughing at me though. She said tired doctors say malaphors like that all the time.”

“So, what you’re telling me is that you’re so bad at chess you’re losing at Yahtzee?”

Dag cracked up laughing.

From the back seat, Stefan deadpanned, “Makes sense, draw two.”

Having this moment with them made Mikkel even hungrier for more. For this to be a normal scene, with them teasing each other and laughing. If Mikkel had learned anything in life, it was this: if he could manage it once, he could do it again. One way or another, he’d keep moments like this in his life.

Unfortunately, the drive to the castle was far too short. Mikkel had to give them back. They’d all be busy tomorrow getting ready for the trip to America, and he knew that. He knew he’d have more time with them once they were at his house in Arlington. It was just hard to let go of them in this moment.

Perhaps it was this feeling wrangling in his chest, this need to hold on to them a little longer, that made him push his luck. Mikkel parked at the back door, the same spot he’d picked them up from, and got out with them. Before they could escape, he snagged each man via an arm around the waist—Stefan on the left, Dag on the right.

“What are you doing?” Stefan stood stiffly in his arm, although he didn’t outright reject it.

Dag also looked confused and stayed tense in Mikkel’s hold.

“Now, confess, you two.” Mikkel eyed them both in turn, brow cocked in challenge. “Something happened between you while I was gone.”

Stefan was enough of a politician to give him a bland expression in return. “Says who?”

“Me. Who can read between the lines quite easily, and Dag’s blush says volumes.” Knowing who would be the weaker link of the two, Mikkel prodded Dag. “Did you sleep together?”

“EHHHH.” Dag threw his hands up in a warding gesture. “Not that far!”

“Ah, a kiss, then.” Mikkel wasn’t the slightest bit upset about this. Only a touch jealous he had missed the moment.

“Um.” Dag’s blush wasn’t going anywhere soon.

“Ah, so a kiss it was. I find this very unfair. I feel left out.”

Dag looked incredulous, but Stefan, Stefan looked calculating. Like Mikkel had said something that only confirmed a suspicion. Then again, he had been frank about wanting them both, so it should have shown that Mikkel’s intentions were sincere.

Mikkel made sure to keep a firm hold on Stefan even as he leaned in closer to Dag. “Make it up to me.”

The poor flustered redhead didn’t seem to know what to do before Mikkel’s mouth captured his. He wasn’t about to make this a peck on the lips. Dag’s mouth was parted slightly in surprise and Mikkel took full advantage, snaring those soft lips with his and teasing them with the tip of his tongue.

The response was delightful. Dag made this soft, breathy little gasp and melted into him. Mikkel probably shouldn’t go down on him right here, on the back castle steps. Right? Probably a bad idea. Damn tempting though, with the way Dag responded. He’d be delicious once Mikkel got him into bed.

What pulled him back was the tug from his other side. Stefan was trying to slip free and that wouldn’t do at all. He refused to let either of these men go.

Lifting his head, Mikkel gave Dag a smirk. The man was breathing a touch hard, a little dazed and, damn, the sight of him like this was not encouraging Mikkel to behave any. If he hadn’t risked losing Stefan in this moment, he’d have dived right back in.

“Exquisite,” Mikkel purred at him, watched the way Dag’s eyes dilated in return. “I feel half vindicated. Now, Stefan, come here.”

From the way Stefan opened his mouth, he was all set to protest. Mikkel didn’t give him the chance. He bent, got his mouth sealed over Stefan’s, and felt the man jerk slightly in response. He wasn’t surprised enough to not kiss back, though. After that first second, Stefan settled into it. Kissing Dag was sweetness and softness. Kissing Stefan was like fire and need.

Damn, he really had to stop here, otherwise he’d take things way too far. It was hard, though. An exercise in willpower he didn’t actually want to accomplish.

Mikkel’s breath came a touch fast as he drew back, and it felt like he’d just sprinted, that’s how hard his heart beat against his ribs. Stefan looked just as affected, eyes dark with hunger, and he visibly controlled his expression before looking away. He did not, however, immediately withdraw from Mikkel’s arms.

For that matter, neither had Dag. In fact, Dag looked quite taken with the sight of them together, intrigued but also unsure on how to respond. Which was only fair since Mikkel had yet to properly talk to him about all of this.

These two might not be sure how to feel about things right now, but they both wanted Mikkel. For that matter, they both seemed to want each other, if they were kissing while he was gone. Mikkel could only pray it was a portent of things to come.

Either way, he’d pushed his luck far tonight and it was time to retreat, give them time to think about things. He let go very reluctantly, hands twitching with the phantom feeling of their warmth lingering on his skin.

“As much as I wish to stay, we all have things to do tomorrow. I’ll let you go for tonight. Sweet dreams, my loves.”

With a wink and a smile, he turned and got into the car. He waved as he put the car into drive, got waves in return, and didn’t give in to the temptation to put the car back into park and seduce them. For which he gave himself a pat on the back.

Alright, things had gone better than anticipated tonight. Step one of seducing them, complete.

Now, on to step two, which would hopefully happen at Arlington. And by hopefully, Mikkel meant it would damn well happen because he was determined to make an opportunity even if one didn’t present itself.


Eighteen

Dag

The next afternoon, they loaded into the car on the way to the airport. When Dag had first been told about all of this, he’d expected it to take weeks to plan out. Somewhat to his bemusement, he climbed into a private jet three days after Stefan informed him of the plan, bracing himself for the four-hour flight. It was sleek and modern in the interior, like a limo, with plush beige seats—certainly the best method he’d ever used to travel from one country to another. Since it had taken multiple buses and a boat ride to get to Nova Scotia in the first place, he felt very relieved at this mode of travel. It was much, much faster. Not to mention more comfortable.

They set off with a dull roar of the engines, his back pressing into the seat as the small jet lifted off into the sky. As the plane steadied out, Dag gave his companion a quick study from the side of his eyes. Stefan looked a little tired and strained around the edges. Then again, it made sense, as he’d had more to do than Dag to prepare for their trip. There was also last night to consider.

At least, Dag blamed last night’s date for why he’d tossed and turned until midnight and woken up bleary-eyed this morning.

He’d not intended for it to be a date when he asked Mikkel for help. Mikkel had clearly not understood that or chosen to act differently, because it had totally, totally been a date. Even ending in a kiss. A scorching hot kiss. Just…what had Mikkel been playing at, anyway? Kissing them both like that? Dag didn’t know what to think of that.

Also, he wasn’t sure how to react around Stefan because he’d kissed Mikkel right in front of the man and enjoyed every second. For that matter, Stefan had kissed Mikkel and obviously liked it.

If someone could untangle this relationship triangle he’d suddenly tripped into, Dag would be assiduously grateful and promptly repay the favor. Please and thank you.

It felt awkward as hell just sitting there so he tried to think of a conversational topic. With galdere, food was always a guaranteed lure. Even though they’d eaten breakfast, Dag dug out one of the date balls Birgit had made him and offered it.

Stefan took it with a heartfelt, “Thank you. How did you know?”

“Whenever I see you looking like that, I assume you need chocolate, now,” Dag admitted with a shrug. “Why is it so addicting, anyway?”

“I have no idea. As long as we can keep laying hands on it, I’m not questioning it, either.” Stefan bit into the ball with a low moan of bliss. “Birgit is a culinary genius.”

“Amen,” Dag agreed instantly. The seat-belt sign went off and he unstrapped himself so that he could sit sideways in the seat, stretching out a little and getting comfortable, gaining a better angle to talk to Stefan with. “Eline was very happy with my report to her. She said the chocolate and the date balls were helping. I’ve gained weight, too.”

“I’ve noticed.” Stefan smiled at him, relaxing fully onto the seat. “We’ll need to buy you more clothes soon.”

That smile hit him hard. Dag really had to strangle the urge to give him a besotted smile in return. Dammit, why did the man have to be so naturally easy to like? He struggled with the realization that this amazing man wanted to date him. Then he threw Mikkel’s interest into the mix and his brain wanted to overload. This was not the time to think about it, though.

He wrenched his mind back to the conversation at hand. “Yes, well, I’m constantly having to buy clothes regardless. No loss there.”

“Yes, unfortunately your profession is very hard on clothing. And the spells I know are quite terrible about removing dried bloodstains. There’s always a residual stain left behind.” He shook his head in resignation. “I kept meaning to follow up with you about having an assistant. Has that been settled?”

“Not at all,” Dag said with a sigh. He dug out a date ball because just the reminder of it needed chocolate to soothe his irritation. “The guards have full schedules, and Claesson is happy to send someone out with me, but that becomes problematic. Not everyone is comfortable with what I do.”

Stefan quirked an eyebrow in bemusement. “Veteran soldiers are not comfortable at the sight of blood?”

“It’s not the blood,” Dag said in amusement. “It’s the other fluids. And seeing women half-dressed, or men half-dressed and in interesting conditions, shall we put it. Takes a different sort of numbness, I guess. But aside from driving me everywhere and following me around carrying food, they’re not sure how to be helpful. I have to walk each person through what I need, and so far, I haven’t drawn the same person twice.”

The galdere gave a low, thoughtful hum of understanding. “I see the problem. We do need to find someone permanent for you. Now that you’ve had experience with them, what qualities have you discovered you need from an assistant?”

“Someone who is absolutely not squeamish. About anything.” Dag ticked things off on his fingers. “Strong. Not only to carry about all of the food and water I need, but able to lift people physically. Sometimes the patient is not in a safe location, or I need them shifted so I can access their backs. Able to respond at all hours. Hmm, let me think. Someone kind. You have to be very kind and patient with people in this profession. Injured people are not pleasant to be around sometimes. Relatives of injured people even less so.”

“Hear, hear.” Stefan emulated him and stretched out as well, although he chose to put his feet on the chair under Dag’s knees. Dag liked it tremendously that he felt comfortable enough to encroach on Dag’s space without checking first. He may have frozen a little though, as any contact with Stefan made him jittery with feels. On the one hand, still awkward, on the other, he wasn’t about to say so and dissuade Stefan from coming close. “Maybe someone with fireman or EMT training? We’ll have to search properly when we get back.”

They flew in silence for a while before Dag worked up the courage to ask him a question that had been floating about in his head. “Stefan. Do you ever sing for the fun of it?”

Stefan regarded him quizzically for a moment before slowly answering, “I do, occasionally. Why?”

A little abashed to admit it out loud, Dag forced himself to say it anyway. “You have the most amazing voice. I like hearing it. I just wondered, since you have that ability to sing so well, if you ever did it for fun.”

Stefan opened his mouth, then closed it, still looking at Dag with an odd expression that the other couldn’t read. “Thank you. I rarely get complimented for my voice. But did no one tell you that I’m from a theatrical family?”

It was Dag’s turn to look at him strangely. Why wouldn’t people compliment him for his voice? Were they all idiots? Wait, what had he just said? “I thought all galdere were from galdere families.”

Snorting, Stefan said dryly, “Hardly. About half of us have no relatives at all that are galdere. The other half might have one or two in their family tree somewhere. Me, for instance, with Eline. But magical talent doesn’t seem to adhere to any particular family genetics. It goes where it suits.”

Fascinated, Dag pressed, “So you’re from a theatrical family. When did you know you had magic?”

“About six years old, I believe. I was shy of turning seven.” Seeing his interest, Stefan relaxed into spinning him the tale. “My family has been running a theater for generations in Norway. We’re all trained from nearly birth on how to perform. Dancing, acting, singing, and none of us have stage fright. I’m firmly convinced it’s bred out of our genetics. From the time I was four, I performed one of the warm-up acts or an intermediate one in between acts. Usually I sang. My father observed that whenever I did, the crowd grew very quiet, and that even the very back rows could hear me clearly. He thought it strange, and rightly so, because what sort of six-year-old possesses that kind of lungpower? I completely ignored the mic half the time. He called my aunt in—who’s his sister—to examine me. Of course she found me with awakening galdere powers and promptly took me in as an apprentice.”

“That explains why you sing so well,” Dag acknowledged. The thought of a six-year-old Stefan singing on a stage was perfectly adorable. If only he could sneak a peek into the past. Maybe someone had pictures? “You’ve a large family, then?”

“Huge. I’m the second son of eight children, my father has nine siblings, my mother six. All of my aunts and uncles have at least four children of their own. We can literally run an entire theater without hiring any outside help. Of course, holidays are complete madness, and there’s absolutely no quiet to be had, anywhere.” A fond smile crossed his face, so obviously the complaint wasn’t meant to be taken seriously. “They were proud of me becoming a licensed galdere, confused when I told them I’m gay, although supportive of me. The only time my parents have ever been cross with me was when I joined up with Leif to tackle Nova Scotia. Not that I blame them. Two young men with no resources and few allies taking on a place that had already killed a half dozen others, ones far more prepared than us, was beyond risky. Looking back on it, I’m not quite sure how we survived the first month.”

“Are they still angry with you about it?”

“Not as much now,” Stefan assured him. “They’ve met Leif and quite liked him. That helped. And of course, we successfully pulled off the impossible, which they’re very proud of. It’s only now gotten stable enough that I feel comfortable inviting them in for Christmas. Eline hinted that they all want to come visit. You might have a chance to meet everyone then.”

That sounded a little nerve-racking and wonderful at the same time. Dag had no experience with families, holidays, or anything of that ilk. Growing up, presents were a hit or miss thing depending on what foster family he was with. He had all sorts of childish fantasies about it even though the adult in him realized none of them would likely pan out in reality. “I’d like that.”

“And if you think I have a voice,” Stefan added in rich amusement, “you should hear my mother. She sings and birds stop to listen. It’s a shame she doesn’t have a magical fiber in her being, because if she did, I’m convinced she could move mountains.”

“I’d love to hear her.” Dag wished he could sing along too, but he wouldn’t inflict his voice on his worst enemies. Well, for Olafsson, he’d make an exception.

He liked this open mood of Stefan’s very much. He’d never seen the man so relaxed or with this type of time on his hands before. It gave him a rare opportunity to learn more about the man. Excited by the idea, he pressed, “Tell me how you and Leif took Nova Scotia. I mean, you’re both from Norway, so why go to Canada?”

Stefan rolled his eyes. “Good god, that’s a story for epic poems and tales. We’ll be here for three days if I start.”

“We have time,” Dag pointed out hopefully.

Expression softening, Stefan said, “I suppose we do, at that. It all started while I was two glasses into some excellent ale…”


Nineteen

Stefan

When they finally stepped out of the car at Arlington, Stefan felt like weeping in relief. His lower back did not appreciate sitting for the four hours straight that it took to get here. Nor did his thighs. Coupled with that was the awkwardness of having Dag one-on-one. Stefan mentally aimed a kick in Mikkel’s direction. He’d just had to kiss them both last night, hadn’t he? And then leave without explaining a damn thing to Dag.

Dag was obviously torn and confused on how to react to it all. Stefan wasn’t in any position to give assurances, either. Reading up on polyamory had answered some questions but hadn’t allayed any fears. Stefan had tossed and turned more than a few nights, wrestling with memories best forgotten, and in the end he’d realized that this was the perfect setup for heartbreak. He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that being lovers with Mikkel would result in disaster. Just like it had the last time he’d dated a playboy. And the idea of trying to date two men at once scared him right down to this marrow because he was sure to fuck that up.

As tempting as the offer was from Mikkel, Stefan needed to listen to past experience and common sense and tell the man a firm no.

Although that begged the question, what did he do about Dag? Dag, who was interested in them both?

Shit, this was becoming as convoluted and tangled in his head as a ball of yarn after a kitten got hold of it. How did he even begin to untangle this so that no one got hurt in the process?

Stefan gave himself a mental slap and focused. Later, he’d think about it later. Right now, they had a job to focus on.

Arlington, Virginia was a place Stefan had been to only three times before, every single time on business. He did not have an impression of the city as a whole, as he’d always been shuttled off to meetings on those previous trips. Being in the residential area surprised him. Especially considering how much Victorian architecture was here. It was all scrupulously well preserved, the streets without much of a yard between buildings, but what little there was had been cultivated to within an inch of its life. A picturesque place, certainly, but crowded. He preferred the openness of Nova Scotia.

The building they stopped at was not a Victorian build. It had a very modern sweep in the roof, which soared above them, the walls predominantly concrete and glass. It would look austere, but there were mature trees, including a Japanese red maple, that softened the lines of it and made the house look more like a conservatory instead.

Stefan was of two minds about staying here. The invitation from Mikkel had them staying at the man’s house in Alexandria, which Stefan had not been entirely comfortable with, but seeing this house? It brought home all over again that they’d be in this man’s house, his domain. Stefan felt awkwardness coming back to visit like that pesky quasi-friend that can’t take a hint. Dammit, why had he agreed to this?

Ivar met them at the front gate. Stefan had only met him twice, both times briefly, but he seemed to function as Mikkel’s right hand. He had the impression of a very stoic man who put up with Mikkel’s shenanigans with a long-suffering patience but otherwise respected his employer’s business sense immensely.

“Mægen Bjorne, Mr. Gates,” he greeted in a gravelly voice, holding the gate open. “We’ve been expecting you. That is to say, my employer has been expecting you with all of the anxious delight of a child on his birthday,” he added in a voice of doom. “Brace yourselves.”

“That sounds like Mikkel,” Dag responded with a chuckle. “He doesn’t seem to have any moderate setting.”

Dag barely had his feet on the ground when the door was flung open wide, Mikkel striding through with a broad smile on his face. “There you are!” he greeted, throwing both arms open wide. “Was it a good trip? Any trouble?”

“No trouble, and the most enjoyable trip I’ve ever been on,” Dag answered cheerfully. “Stef’s thoroughly sick of sitting, though.”

“I suspected you would be, which is why we’re taking a short walk around the neighborhood. My chef is currently cooking like a madman. I thought we’d eat outside, it’s the perfect weather for it. Chef makes marvelous noodle dishes. I figure I’ll only have to invest in stock for his grandchildren to keep him from throwing us all out after you’ve eaten him bare.” Mikkel swooped in on them, gathering them in with both arms into a group hug, then sighed like a man finally satisfied.

Stefan found himself pressed against a firm chest with no conscious decision of being there. His hands fetched up against Mikkel’s waist, not returning the embrace, not rejecting it—a strange limbo. It felt rather nice, actually, not that his screeching mind could settle enough to let his body enjoy it.

Excuse me, previous decision to not go along with this man, where’d you go? Yoo-hoo? Damn, nowhere to be found.

Dag, at least, seemed a bit shy in Mikkel’s arms, not able to meet the man’s eyes, but he wasn’t evading the hug, either.

Stefan tried to delicately extract himself from the one-armed hug, only to be hauled immediately back in. Short of being rude about it, he didn’t see a way to get away. Nor was he entirely sure he wanted to. How long had it been since someone had hugged him? He couldn’t remember.

“Are you hungry?” Mikkel asked them both, then immediately snorted. “I think that’s the stupidest question I’ve ever asked either of you. I know better. You’re both constantly hungry. Allow me to rephrase. Do you want to eat dinner now, or eat a snack and dinner later?”

“Dinner sounds delightful,” Dag responded hopefully, looking to Stefan for his opinion.

Stefan wasn’t particularly famished, but he liked the idea of walking and standing for a while, and it was always a good idea to feed Dag. “Dinner now sounds fine.”

“Excellent. Ivar, we’re off. Warn Chef he’s got thirty minutes before we return.”

Ivar gave him a long-suffering look. “Of course, sir.”

Not releasing his hold on either man, Mikkel pulled them into motion, striding out of the wrought iron gate and to the sidewalk. The width of the sidewalk was actually quite generous, giving enough room for three men to walk side by side and allow other people room to pass. Stefan felt conflicted about that, as he’d never walked openly on a man’s arm before in public, and he felt off-kilter from the experience. Part of him wished Mikkel would let go. The rest of him was enjoying the moment too much to even think of pulling free. His brain was not a quiet place right then. Stefan had to seriously ask himself what the hell he was doing. He knew Mikkel was off-limits. He knew this. Didn’t he? Hadn’t past experience proven that he was not a good match for the playboys? That they would tire of Stefan quickly?

It was just really hard to remember that lesson when Mikkel gave him that bone-melting smile.

Okay, self, at least try to hold firm. He tried to subtly extract himself again, only to be subtly hauled right back in, Mikkel’s arm firmly around his shoulders. Dammit. He shot the businessman a look, only to find Mikkel already studying him, his eyes thoughtful and serious. What…did that expression mean?

“Been a while since I’ve seen the DC area,” Dag remarked to them casually, his head turning to take in the quiet residential street. At this time of the afternoon, people were leaving work, the restaurants hitting their dinner hours, leaving them with relative peace. Only a few people walking dogs or jogging passed them, exchanging friendly nods of hello. With the summer sliding into fall, the day extended long enough that they still had plenty of daylight on the street, the warmth of it taking off the chill coming from the breeze.

“You’ve been here before?” Mikkel inquired. “No, stupid of me, of course you have. Nine years on the run, you’d pass through almost everywhere. DC’s a travel hub, you’d certainly go through it at some point.”

Dag seemed entirely comfortable under Mikkel’s arm as he pointed ahead of him. (Stefan was trying not to read too much into that and failing miserably because, after all, Dag was still acting awkward around Stefan.) “That, and there’s a section of the city down here with a subsidized rehab center. They’d let me work extra shifts there sometimes, whenever they could bribe the policemen to look the other way. I eventually got too well-known here so it became impossible to stay, which was a pity. I made the best money here. Before Dominus Leif took me in, at least.”

Stefan listened with acute interest. Dag so rarely spoke of his experiences while running, evading any questions posed to him. He suspected that Dag felt uncomfortable admitting to people in authority how many laws he’d broken as a teenager. Stefan certainly wouldn’t judge him for it, but he understood the hesitancy. That apparently didn’t apply to Mikkel, however. Then again, Mikkel was well known to bend, twist, evade, and manipulate the law to his own satisfaction. It made him much easier to be open with.

And Stefan refused to be jealous of that, dammit.

“Speaking of,” Dag continued thoughtfully, “when am I set to go heal the general?”

“Whenever you wish in the next three days,” Mikkel answered, sidestepping a little more to the right so that Dag wouldn’t be forced to walk through a shallow puddle. “I informed the general that you’re to arrive today, and he says he’s quite at your convenience.”

“Do you know anything about the accident that caused the injury?”

“I do. He told me the tale. He was apparently coming back from a meeting two years ago on a very rainy day. The road was washed out, the car flipped, and he was sent flying, only to have part of the car land on his legs. It broke both legs in several places and something in his back. Galdere immediately were called in to heal him, but their spells didn’t do anything but stop the pain and heal the bones, or so he informed me. He went to see several doctors, but they couldn’t find a way to mitigate the damage either. He hasn’t been able to feel or move his legs since.”

Dag sighed gustily. “I thought so. Damn fools. No offense to your profession, Stefan—”

“None taken,” Stefan assured him, half-knowing what Dag would say next.

“But galdere make the worst assumptions when healing people. They do as much harm as good.”

“Do explain this to me, käraste,” Mikkel requested, tone lilting up in curiosity.

Stefan knew how Dag would answer so he focused instead on their body language as they talked. Mikkel really was interested in the answer, focused on Dag. Even then, he kept his arm firm around Stefan. If only Mikkel would show favor of one over the other, perhaps Stefan would be able to hold his ground better, and not just get swept along at the man’s pace.

“When a galdere heals people, he only has a certain number of spells in his arsenal to do it with,” Dag explained patiently, the eyeroll audible in his voice. “You’d have the same result going to a quack doctor for a magic cure-all. Worse, they can’t see the life force of a person, or see the injuries in question, so they’re guessing which cure-all they need to use. It’s like blindfolding a person and setting them loose in a room with instructions to paint the walls. They have a basic idea of what you want done, but they’re just flailing around, they can’t actually see what they’re doing.”

“You told me that you see things that a galdere can’t”—Mikkel shot Stefan a considering look—“but I didn’t realize it was to that degree.”

“It’s why I’m pushing so hard to get him licensed,” Stefan answered that semi-question lurking on Mikkel’s face. “Because he’s so much more effective than other galdere healers. It’s a damn shame to restrain his talent.”

“Thank you, Stef.” Dag peeked around Mikkel’s chest to give him a wink. “But to get to my actual point, I think I need to at least see the general today. It might take me three days to undo all the damage the galdere managed, set things right, and get him up on his feet again. I pray that all they did was order the bones to heal, and they were set first, because at least that way they’ve not done him further damage. But I have a bad feeling that’s not the case, otherwise he’d at least have feeling in his legs.”

Mikkel paused at a side gate, and Stefan belatedly realized he’d taken them full circle and back to the house. Typing in a quick code on the security pad, Mikkel opened it and led them through into the small yard and very large deck. “Are you sure? You only just arrived.”

“I’ve been doing nothing all day, I’m actually antsy,” Dag explained. “I’d like to work. At the very least, I want to know what I’m getting into.”

“In that case, after we’ve eaten, I’ll send messages to both General Lennart and Galdere Torkel to tell them we’ll be there at seven o’clock. That should be enough time, I think.”

Stefan approached the long bar, inhaling deeply, taking in the four barstools and the most delicious smells of broth and simmering meat. The outside kitchen was well shaded by all of the trees, the sound of a water fountain nearby giving a soft trinkle of sound, quite pleasant on the ears and the perfect backdrop to this picturesque setting. Three bowls were set out already, and a large pot on standby over a gas flame, still simmering.

The heavyset man in a white chef’s apron standing behind the counter leaned his hands against the wooden counter and demanded in a gruff voice, “You eating or talking, Vinters?”

“Patrick, you’re charming as always.” Mikkel grinned at him, not at all put off by the frown on that craggy face. “I have two galdere guests with me. Assume they will eat everything you’ve prepared.”

Patrick took in both men, short and skinny, and guffawed. “I’m used to cooking for galdere, Vinters.”

“Trust me, those other galdere don’t hold a candle to Dag.”

“That’ll be a sight.” Patrick pointed them to chairs. “Sit, then. I have to see this.”

Sixteen bowls later, Patrick cried mercy. The bowls were ridiculously large, big enough to fit a grown man’s head in, but it hadn’t mattered. Dag consumed them anyway. Mikkel managed to get through half of his before he slid it across the bar, letting Dag finish it. Stefan only meant to have three bowls and be polite. He consumed six. A broth that good, with delectable noodles and succulent meat…He hadn’t been able to resist.

Dag slouched against Mikkel’s side, letting the other man support him. Stefan looked at the dreamy smile on that face and had to bite back a laugh. “You happy now, Dag?”

“Can’t talk,” Dag mumbled. “Food coma.”

Patrick’s eyes went from the empty pot to Dag, incredulous. “Where did all of that food go?”

“They’ll give you some sort of magical mumbo jumbo, all of it sounding logical, but the truth of it is,” Mikkel confided with a wink, “he has a hollow body. I will swear to this in a court of law. Invoice me as usual, Patrick.”

“Sure,” Patrick responded slowly, still staring at Dag as if he were an aberration.

Stefan caught Mikkel’s hand, stopping him. “I think, all things considered, this should be my treat.”

He blinked at him in befuddlement. “You want to buy dinner for us?”

What was this look about? Mikkel’s expression was completely nonplussed as if he couldn’t fathom why Stefan was saying this. Also perhaps…touched? There was a smile at the corners of his lips, a sort of baffled delight there. Like Stefan had done something that unexpectedly pleased him. “Yes, of course. You went through considerable effort for us. I think it only right I buy you a few dinners in return. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because no one ever offers to pay.” The odd look remained as Mikkel shrugged, carefully, not dislodging Dag. “I’m rich. People don’t think to pay for me.”

That bothered Stefan. Considerably. Mikkel was only ever generous with them. He no doubt reacted to other people in a similar way, and that was how he was rewarded for it? By being further taken advantage of? “Then shame on them. Here, Mr. Patrick, take my card. Send me the invoice. My compliments on the fare, it was perfectly delightful. If we haven’t traumatized you unduly, we might call upon you again before we leave.”

“Warn me so I can sell tickets,” Patrick retorted, grinning.

“Come on, Dag, up you come. You can rest for a bit before we go see the general.”

Dag grumbled, shifting off the barstool with all of the grace of a drunk sloth, but moved. “Am I making sloshing noises? I feel like I’m making sloshing noises.”

“Not audible from where I stand,” Mikkel assured him with an admirably straight face. “Can you walk or do I need to roll you?”

“You only think you’re joking,” Dag grumbled, moving carefully away from the bar. “Thank you, Chef.”

“Anytime, Galdere.”

They made their way to the back door, moving slower than before, as Dag apparently had gained an extra twenty pounds over the course of dinner. As they walked, Stefan found himself mourning that Mikkel didn’t haul them in for that somewhat awkward hug again. What was wrong with him? He shouldn’t let Mikkel set the pace like this. He needed to set the man straight before he fell too deeply into this hole of need and desire and couldn’t climb back out again.

The back room was made of all windows, stretching at least thirty feet up, with a stone tiled fireplace at the front of the room and a long stretch of white sectional for seating. It looked very sleek and modern, a reflection of Mikkel himself. Dag shuffled to the far side, where the ottoman was, and stretched out with a groan of pain. It amused Stefan to no end, as this was the first time that he’d seen Dag truly full. He laid a bet with himself that it wouldn’t last another hour, either. Not with Dag’s metabolism.

“I’ve been closely following Sahad’s petition,” Mikkel said to him as they settled on the couch nearby. Despite having so much space, they clustered together, Mikkel arranging it so that he sat close enough that some part of him brushed up against Stefan and Dag. He kept an arm around Dag’s shoulders, his thigh pressed up against Stefan’s. Stefan felt a warm tingle even through his clothes. The words were a welcome distraction and Stefan mercifully focused on them. “I forwarded all of this on to Dominus Leif, of course, but you were already on the plane. The long and short of it is, the petition has been processed through the court. The Praeses wanted to axe the thing before it could go anywhere, but even he has to observe legal procedure, so he let it process. It should be public by tomorrow, at which point he can dismiss it. Likely with prejudice.”

“Wait, what’s this about?” Dag demanded, alarmed.

Stefan leaned around Mikkel to see around the man, catching Dag’s eye. “Remember how I told you that in the early days, when the Praeses made that declaration that whoever could hold on to Nova Scotia could rule it? His eldest son, Sahad, was the first person to try. He had an army and everything and still spectacularly failed. I think he was sent running with his tail between his legs three days in. Ever since then, he’s been a sore loser where Leif is concerned. He’s constantly trying to unseat him, or get him dismissed, or something. Olafsson is his lap dog. We see the man so often because he’s out running around barking on Dominus Sahad’s orders.”

Mikkel snickered. “A more accurate description I’ve never heard. Sahad’s latest attempt was to get it passed that Dominus Leif is only to be the regent of Nova Scotia and that his children are not to inherit the place. But Praeses Aalam quite likes Leif—he’s not about to let that nonsense pass.”

“It just stirs up trouble and worry whenever Sahad tries anything,” Stefan assured Dag. It was half true, anyway. “We’re cautious about it because Sahad has the sense of a dying moth and the temper of a scorned lover.”

“He really does,” Mikkel agreed with a shake of the head. “Praeses Aalam has made noises about adopting Dominus Leif, for heaven’s sake. Antagonizing him by attacking Dominus Leif openly is not a good move.”

Stefan did a double take. “He has?”

“Yes, recently. You hadn’t heard?”

“We’re too far removed from DC, it hasn’t reached us yet,” Stefan said, still dumbfounded. He knew that in history, many powerful men had adopted sons and daughters without issue. Sometimes their own get were so incompetent that it would be a disaster to let them inherit anything. Instead, they would adopt adults with the right skills and talent, making them the heirs. It wasn’t that the idea didn’t have plenty of precedent, but the idea of an adult being adopted in this modern age threw Stefan for a mental loop. Although Leif would probably leap at the chance to have a real father figure in his life.

Dag brightened at this idea. “Do you really think the Praeses will do it?”

“At the rate his son is pissing him off?” Mikkel snorted, leaning farther into the couch cushions. “It’s more a matter of time than a question of if, to my mind. But I mention this as a warning. Sahad is dying to lay hands on some weakness right now. I’ve very carefully arranged all of this so that only a dozen people know that you’re here and why. Let’s keep this close to our chests until you’re safely back in Nova Scotia. I think it will get messy otherwise.”


Twenty

Dag

Dag heartily wished Mikkel had been the one to take him to the general’s house, but he’d been called out by a business partner for some sort of evening meeting. Mikkel had grumbled about evening meetings being of the devil, but he had gone. Instead, his assistant, Ivar, escorted them. Dag had the distinct impression Ivar didn’t like him much. It made him wary in the man’s company because he didn’t know why.

The general’s house was a well appointed one, a two-story Victorian in the classic style, a box shape with little trimming to it and round roofs. It looked too severe for Dag’s tastes, but it was the sort the rich tended to favor. Ivar knocked on the door, which an employee answered, and they were led inside without any fuss.

For once, Dag wore his good clothes. Not just because he was meeting someone very important, but he had the assurance that blood and fluids wouldn’t be involved in this healing. Old injuries never involved anything messy. At least, not on the outside. Stefan was also in a plain suit, the black on black sharp on him, and Dag had to remind himself constantly to not stare. The galdere followed him down the narrow, wallpapered hallway like a shadow, not saying a word.

Dag was admittedly nervous. Not because of the healing, he knew he could handle that, but it was everything else packaged in with this. Tonight’s events would be a catalyst of change for him. Hopefully. As long as things went according to plan. Mixed in with his nerves was the apprehension of healing here in the States. America had never looked kindly on him working on its soil. The memory of the last event was enough to make him nauseous and he had to swallow back bile. If not for Stefan right at his side, safeguarding him, Dag wouldn’t have found the strength necessary to do this.

They went into a bedroom that had likely been a parlor at some point, converted over for the general. Aside from a four-poster bed, a small table and chairs in front of the fireplace, and an armoire, no other furniture resided in the room. It made sense, of course—the man needed room to maneuver in the wheelchair. The hardwood floor was polished and clear of any obstacles, not even a rug on them.

Two people waited for him—the elderly general in his chair, and a woman of similar age standing next to him. His wife, likely. She looked respectable, with an ageless look to her that hinted at remarkable beauty in her youth.

“Mægen Bjorne, it’s been some time,” the general greeted in a slightly hoarse voice. He sounded as if he’d screamed himself raw, leaving him with this voice in his old age. Dag had expected a uniform, but the general wore a soft cashmere sweater and a throw rug tucked around his legs.

“Indeed it has, sir,” Stefan greeted, coming forward to clasp hands with him. A rare full smile was on his face. “I’m happy to see you now, in fact, as I can finally see you out of that dægger’n chair. You’ll pardon my language, Mrs. Lennart.”

“I will not, as it is a damn chair, and I want my husband out of it,” Mrs. Lennart rejoined tartly, then smiled. “How are you, Mægen Bjorne?”

“Well, thank you for asking. Please let me introduce my colleague.” Stefan turned and held out a hand, gesturing Dag closer. “This is Dag Gates.”

Dag gave them both a nod and offered a smile. “Hello.”

“Dag, this is General Han Lennart and his wife, Clarissa. They’re acquaintances of Leif and were very helpful to us two years ago,” Stefan stated, an acknowledgment and perhaps a reminder. Dag could hear the undertones well enough.

“A pleasure, Mr. Gates,” General Lennart greeted, eyes taking in Dag with some puzzlement. “I admit, you’re not quite what I expected.”

“I never am,” Dag admitted cheerfully, trying to set the man at ease. Perhaps himself, as well. “People hear ‘healer’ and expect some ancient geezer that spouts cryptic wisdom. Don’t worry, sir. I’m young, but I’ve been healing since I was six. Nineteen years of experience and magical sight will tell me what’s wrong with you and how to fix it.”

“And he’ll fix it,” Stefan promised faithfully. “There’s little that he can’t heal.”

“If I may?” Dag came in closer to kneel next to the man. He could see what was wrong, but with the way he was folded into the chair, it made things a little jumbled around the pelvic area. “This will be easier for me to see if you’re lying flat, sir.”

“Then let’s move to the bed,” Clarissa urged them. “Ivar, might I enlist your help?”

“Certainly,” Ivar agreed pleasantly.

No one ever expected Dag to be able to lift people, although they didn’t seem to share that opinion about Stefan, oddly enough. He tried to not meet Ivar’s eyes as he helped pull the general out of the chair and maneuver him onto the bed. The general went flat with a sigh, helping as he could to get himself settled. Dag stayed by the side of the bed, his hands flat on the man’s thigh and chest as he centered himself and got a good look.

Then he groaned.

Stefan moved to his side instantly. “What? What do you see?”

“Damn idiots—” he started, then bit his lip and cast Clarissa an apologetic look. When she waved him on impatiently, he continued, although censored himself better as he spoke. “They did exactly what I suspected. They ordered the bones to heal up and only bothered to set the legs before doing it. The spine near the pelvic area is fused together. In the process, it’s pinched several dozen nerves and distorted the muscle tissue there.”

Lennart regarded him with a dark look. “Young man, that doesn’t sound at all pleasant.”

“Sir, it’s no wonder you can’t feel anything. I would consider it a miracle if your body could under these circumstances.” Dag hated what he was about to say next, but it had to be said. “Normally my healing is painless. You feel the pressure of what I’m doing, which feels odd, but in this case I can’t promise something painless. I’ll try, but your spinal bones are literally jammed together in one huge knot, and I have to break them apart and loosen your nerves before I can straighten this mess out.”

Lennart caught his wrist, the grip tight. “Will I be able to walk afterwards?”

“Walk?” Dag repeated, eyebrows arched in challenge. “Sir, after I’m done, you’ll be able to run.”

The general’s dark eyes blazed. “Then do it. An old soldier like me isn’t afraid of pain.”

“Alright.” Feeling like he needed to set up a few more parameters, he turned to Stefan and Ivar. “This will take at least three hours, and I might have to come back in the morning and make sure it heals up properly, but I want to start in on this tonight.”

“If it’s all the same, then,” Ivar informed both men, “I’ll leave men outside waiting to escort you back. I think Kel might need me for that meeting, although the stubborn man won’t admit to it. I’ll come back for you myself in four hours if you haven’t returned to the house by then.”

“I’ll make sure he stops by that point and send you an update in two hours on our progress,” Stefan promised him, already shooing him out. “Go, go, we won’t need you hovering to get this done.”

With a nod to them and the general and his wife, Ivar took himself out of the room.

“After I’m finished, it’ll be best if you lie still for an hour at least,” Dag cautioned. He liked to get the words of warning out of the way in the beginning, as people tended to deal better when they knew what they were in for. “And don’t try to walk tonight. My magic is like glue. If you leave it setting for twelve hours, you have a much stronger bond. I’ll come check in the morning. You might be able to walk by then but please don’t try it tonight.”

“I can be patient,” Lennart promised him with transparent sincerity.

Praying he really would follow instructions—Dag hated redoing his work—he nodded. “You’re perfectly comfortable? Yes? Mrs. Lennart, he’ll be very thirsty during this process. If you could make sure that he has water on hand, that would be very helpful.”

“I’ll fetch a glass and pitcher.” She left the room in a flurry of skirts.

Stefan leaned in to murmur, “Ivar said Galdere Torkel should be here any minute, so don’t feel that you have to wait on him to start. I’ll handle him once he’s arrived.”

That had been Dag’s other worry. “Then I’ll start.”

The world under the skin was absorbing in a way that Dag never could fully explain to anyone else. He lost all sense of time down here, where blood vessels flowed and connected to each other, and bone stood out in sharp contrast to muscle. He broke apart the fused spinal column first, as gently as he could, although he felt the flinch of pain from the general. Absently muttering apologies, he kept going, shifting the pinched and damaged nerve endings out and back into place, then ordering the scar tissue in the muscle to dissolve. There, that was better. He could see blood properly flowing again. Now, as to the bones. No more fusing together, he chided them, stay in proper alignment and heal. He stayed, watching, satisfied when they began to obey, the calcification filling in the breaks and fractures.

He had the main parts more or less in order, but Dag didn’t want to assume he’d caught everything on the first try. That was sloppy. Better to start at the beginning and check everything through to the end. Besides, there was something about the general’s intestinal tract that didn’t look quite right. Had it been damaged as well in the accid—

A sharp slap to the head snapped him out of it. Skin smarting from the hit, he whirled to find Olafsson grinning at him, Stefan caught firmly in another galdere’s grip. “What the hell?”

“Caught you red-handed this time,” Olafsson sneered. He hadn’t aged well since Dag had seen him last, his features going more bulldog, jowls prominent, eyes a touch too narrow and close together. His body still looked strong and hearty, strong enough that Dag didn’t feel like he could wrestle with the man and win.

“What is going on here?” Clarissa demanded. “And what gives you the right to stop a man in the middle of a very delicate healing? You could have caused both of them serious injury!”

“Trust me, nothing serious about this,” Olafsson scoffed. “Torkel, throw them in the shed out back, that can hold them until we get some proper iron cuffs and can drag them to a jail. Jackson, take this one.”

“Galdere Olafsson, I strongly protest—” General Lennart started, voice rising in sharp command.

Dag didn’t get to hear the rest of it, as he was dragged bodily out of the room, Stefan ahead of him. He could see some sort of magical binding on Stefan already, constraining his magic. Damn, they must have gotten the drop on Stefan. And it would have been easy to do, as Torkel—Dag had to assume the mousy little man hauling Stefan along was Torkel—was supposed to be on their side. And no one thought Olafsson would show up.

But the guards? Where were the guards Ivar had left with them? Had they also been immobilized somehow? Dag didn’t see any sign of them. Or maybe they’d gone for help? Help would be lovely right now. He could feel panic building under his skin, a jittery feeling that made him want to run. Hide. Evade. He couldn’t, though, he couldn’t just leave and force Stefan to face them all. Dag shoved the feeling down, forced his way past it, because like hell would he make Stefan deal with all of this. This was not the time for a panic attack.

“This is unwise,” Stefan argued heatedly with Torkel even as they were pushed out of the house and into the paved back courtyard. “We’re authorized to be here. Olafsson’s authority won’t protect you in this case.”

The man holding Dag, Jackson, thought this funny. His laugh had an ugly edge to it. “We’re here under Dominus Sahad’s orders to prevent you from breaking the laws, Galdere. He knew you were up to something when you left Nova Scotia. Our Dominus is smarter than you give him credit for.”

Well, that explained how Olafsson knew to come here tonight. Just them leaving Nova Scotia had tipped their hand. Dag would curse it, but he couldn’t think of any words strong enough to express what he was feeling.

A squat, square building that looked like a gardening shed was apparently their destination. Another man with the Dominus’s grey-and-white uniform on threw open the door. Stefan resisted, for good reason. There was iron all inside the building and it wouldn’t be pleasant to sit in there with so much of it about them. Did they plan to just throw both Dag and Stefan in? Not try to strip them of magic first? Oh thank god, that was so much better than what Dag envisioned.

The guard drew his hand back, ready to strike Stefan, and Dag didn’t think. He threw himself forward, slapping his hand against the man’s chest, numbing it and both arms. They went abruptly lax at his sides and Torkel choked in horror.

“What did you do?”

Dag went toe to toe with Torkel, snarling, “You will not harm Stefan. Nothing excuses you from that. We’ll go in there, but you don’t try to hurt him again.”

Torkel’s eyes were wide in his face, still very alarmed, his eyes locked on the guard. In five minutes, the man would be fine, as Dag had to stay in contact for his magic to do anything, but Torkel didn’t need to know that.

Torkel nodded with a swallow.

With a firm hand, Jackson pushed them both inside brusquely. He only came in close enough to grab their cell phones before beating a hasty retreat. The door shut immediately behind them, iron and magic making sure it stayed shut, with Torkel sealing the door with a rough sounding spell-song.

“Well, this is a fine pickle,” Stefan said with a sigh. “Damn them for taking our phones, we can’t even call for help. We might be stuck here for a while.”

Dag grimaced. “Not my first choice on how to spend this evening, I must admit.” He looked about their “cell” with the scarred wooden walls and packed gardening tools hanging off hooks or leaning in the corners. He promptly made use of an unopened bale of straw to sit on, as did Stefan. At least the place smelled only musty and earthy. He’d stayed in worse places. “At least they just threw us into the shed.”

Stefan gave him an odd look. “What else did you expect them to do?”

“Strip us of magic.” The memory of it felt like iron hot talons against his magical core and he shuddered. It had been torturous, feeling magic ripped out of him forcefully like that.

Outrage filled Stefan’s face. “Wait, is that why you’re so nervous around all galdere? You expect them to do that to you?”

“Stefan, until I went to Nova Scotia, most of the galdere I met did.”

Stefan was utterly speechless. He lifted both hands to his face for a moment, horror playing over his features. “I should have asked you about this before. Dammit, Dag, you did nothing to deserve that. I promise you, you will never have that happen to you again.”

Dag believed Stefan would do everything he could to protect him. In turn, Dag would do the same to safeguard him. It helped take his anxiety down a notch. “I know you’ll protect me.”

“Damn straight I will.” Stefan still looked murderous. “I’ll follow up on this better when I can take notes. I want names of people that did this to you.”

“Fair enough.”

Silence fell for a moment before Stefan grimaced, trying to hug his arms closer to his body. “Did this used to be an icehouse?”

“It’s a gardening shed; it just feels extra chilly.” An errant shiver racked his body.

Almost in sympathetic response, Dag shivered too. Damn, it was cold in here. Cold enough to send a shudder dancing over his skin. He shifted in closer to Stefan almost automatically, seeking warmth, then hesitated mid-motion. He still felt awkward and unsure, and that kiss with Mikkel hadn’t helped matters. Dag wasn’t sure where he stood with either man just then. Stefan caught his hesitancy, gave him an impatient look, and lifted an arm to encourage him. Relieved, he promptly moved, a little surprised when their heads stayed on the same level. Well, then again, Dag’s height was all leg.

Stefan felt nice pressed up against him like this. He smelled good, too, like sandalwood and cedar. Dag pulled him in a little more snugly, pleased when Stefan put his head on Dag’s shoulder with no more than a sigh. Dag was perfectly thrilled with that response. Also, he might have promptly started plotting on how to get Stefan to cuddle more often. Priorities.

“Thank you,” Stefan said quietly. “For stopping him.”

“I couldn’t very well stand there and watch you be hurt,” Dag retorted. “And really, where does the man get off thinking that he can do whatever he likes to you? Who is Olafsson, anyway? All I know is that he’s a galdere who seems to have some political clout.”

“He doesn’t in and of himself, but he’s unfortunately related to the Praeses’s galdere councilor. The galdere’s wife’s younger brother, to be exact. Galdere Benedikt is not at all partial to him, there’s rumors he hates Olafsson’s guts, but unfortunately no one’s willing to cross the man and test that theory.”

“Politics,” Dag spat in disgust. “More evil is done in the name of not rocking the boat than anything else, I swear.”

“I can’t disagree with you. Which is a pity. I’d have fought our way free if it hadn’t put us both in danger. No need to, really. Patience on our part will win this battle. At the very least, I’m confident that Mikkel is coming after us.”

“Mikkel,” Dag said in realization. “Oh hell, he’s going to tear this place apart until he finds us. He might well go for Olafsson’s throat in the process. How long do you give it before he realizes something’s wrong?”

“I was supposed to check in with Ivar about fifteen minutes ago, so...maybe two hours at most?”

That didn’t seem quite right. Dag had promised it wouldn’t take more than three hours to heal the general, he’d already been here over two, and Mikkel was normally quick to realize when something went amiss. “I bet one.”

“You might be right. He’s…very careful with you.”

There was something in that tone, something that Dag heard and couldn’t let alone. “Stefan, it’s not only me he’s careful with.”

“It’s not the same,” Stefan said, tone wry. “Besides, I’m…not what he really wants. He just thinks he wants me.”

“He sends you chocolate by the pound, writes you letters, pulls political strings to help you, and you think he does all of that and isn’t interested in you?” Dag couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. To him, Mikkel’s interest in Stefan was very obvious, more obvious than the nose on his own face.

“I know he’s interested, it’s just…”

“Just?” Dag encouraged. He didn’t know why Stefan had this hesitation, but he wanted to get to the bottom of it.

“Dag, I’ve been with his type before. My last boyfriend was like him. It didn’t end well. I’m too straitlaced, too…too different. Mikkel will get frustrated and bored with me quickly if we get into a relationship.”
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What the hell had he just said? Dag kept trying to get it to compute, only to be greeted by static. What kind of shitty boyfriend had done so much damage to Stefan that he honestly thought a future relationship was doomed before even trying?

“You are absolutely not boring,” Dag blurted, too surprised to manage anything eloquent.

Stefan lifted his head to stare and Dag met his bewildered eyes. “I know you think that—”

“Stef, for god’s sakes, you are the opposite of boring. You have a fan club with thousands of members in it and that doesn’t tell you something?”

Stefan’s brows and mouth turned inward into a thoughtful frown. “Well, I suppose? I think that’s a little different, though.”

It was, but still, it should prove Dag’s point too. He looked at this amazing man that he had feelings for and realized that he hadn’t been seeing what he should have. For all that Stefan was powerful and confident, he was just a man. He had his own insecurities and history too. Dag might not have thought at first that he deserved this man, or Mikkel, but you know what? At least Dag would never make Stefan think he was worthless as a boyfriend. He could guarantee that.

Maybe, instead of focusing on his own insecurities, he should focus on making Stefan happy. That might be the better use of his energy and time.

“I’ve debated on whether to say this to you or not,” Stefan stated without segue. “But in the end, I think I better. Mikkel seems to think he’s gotten the message across to you but I don’t think he has. Dag, Mikkel wants both of us. He wants to be in a relationship with both of us.”

Dag stared at him. He could only think of the letters W, T, and F.

“I knew it,” Stefan muttered on a sigh. “He’s not flirting for the hell of it. He told me that point blank, that he wants us both. Dag, that shouldn’t surprise you. That man also sends you presents on a regular basis, pulls strings on your behalf, and is thoughtful of your well-being. He’s also very hands-on with you. I don’t know where this insecurity of yours is coming from, Dag, but it’s not helping you in this case. Either of you. You’re an attractive man with a very pleasant and engaging personality. Your healing talent aside, there’s plenty to draw a man’s attention. Trust me, he’s serious in his pursuit of you.”

Dag didn’t quite know what to make of this outburst. He believed it enough, at least, that to his mind Mikkel’s reaction to Dag was perfectly understandable. That floored Dag, as he’d never been considered attractive by anyone before. People liked him because he was handy, convenient. They didn’t find him handsome. They didn’t gravitate to him because they wanted to be more than friends.

He was happy about this, that two men he liked thought him desirable in some way, but lust aside, Dag didn’t know how a relationship between himself and Mikkel could possibly work out. He was too…different. Mikkel courted the favor of kings, presidents, the Praeses, and owned several multi-million-dollar homes; he couldn’t possibly think that Dag would be a good choice as a partner. Dag was beholden to people’s help, his name was on the fucking Lists—there wasn’t anything he could offer a potential partner. Especially not Mikkel Vinters. If asked even a month ago if this was viable, he’d have checked the person asking for a concussion.

But then Dag thought of that date. Of how much time, energy, and affection Mikkel had poured into their relationship so far. Had he been blind there, too, his own insecurities keeping him from seeing what was right in front of him? Oh damn, he really had been. Dag’s world tilted and then shook a bit around the corners as the pieces all fell into different slots than before, making up a very different picture.

Mikkel Vinters wanted them both. Hot. Damn. And Mikkel had said as much? “You’re not pulling my leg on that, are you?”

“I’m not. He was very frank about it all. It’s alright if you can’t agree, but you should know he’s serious.”

“You say that, but you don’t believe he’s serious about you,” Dag challenged. “He’s either serious about both of us or not at all. Which is it, Stefan?”

Grumbling, Stefan made a face at him. “Alright, fine, you’ve caught me.”

He’d figured as much. “You know, you’re saying all of this, but I think you like him. Confess, Stef, you have a thing for the bad boys.”

Stefan cleared his throat uncomfortably before he looked away and visibly smoothed his expression.

“You do,” Dag said in delight.

Growling, Stefan dropped the mask and shot him a glower. “You’re one to talk. You do as well.”

“He’s charming,” Dag defended himself, grinning. “And handsome.”

“And knows it,” Stefan grumbled to no one in particular. “I swear he uses both as weapons. I thank god that he likes us and wants to be helpful because if it were otherwise, we’d be even worse off than when we started this.”

True. Dag pulled Stefan back in, and the man cooperated with a sound that seemed suspiciously like a happy sigh. He really had to do something about this lack of skinship. Perhaps he should drop a pointed word in the businessman’s ear and encourage him to reach out to Stefan more. It couldn’t hurt.

At least now Dag knew where he stood with both men. He had no idea what the fuck to do about it, but he knew where he stood with them. It was a relief, really, and a better place than he’d started off in this morning. It just left the question of how did he respond? Dag really didn’t have an immediate, good answer to that. Stefan didn’t seem to either.

For now, at least, he could snuggle with the man for a while and wait for a rescue.


Twenty-one

Mikkel

Mikkel wasn’t asleep, but he had his eyes closed, waiting for the aspirin to kick in. Or for Dag to come and cure his headache. He really, really shouldn’t have accepted that drink Kennet offered him. His business partner loved to drink while talking business, but still, he should have politely turned it down. At least, the third glass he really should have turned down.

Abruptly, a hand landed on his shoulder, shaking him hard enough that for a paralyzing moment, he feared an earthquake. It took a moment to register Ivar leaning over him through the one eye he managed to wrench open. In a thick voice he pleaded, “Stoooop. My head is killing me.”

“Do I need to fetch you water?”

“Nothing I drink would bring me as much pleasure as my sheer and instant death just now.”

“So, a Bloody Mary, then.”

“Unless this is an actual emergency, leave me alone. The aspirin hasn’t kicked in yet.”

“Sit up, I need to talk to you properly.”

The alcohol was still in his system, not in a pleasant way, as his head clamored in a painful manner. It made Mikkel more snippy than usual. In an exquisitely polite tone, Mikkel informed him, “One wishes to acquaint your facial features with a fundamental item used in building walls. Repeatedly.”

Ivar stopped dead, translated that, and frowned. “Did you just tell me that you want to repeatedly hit me in the face with a brick?”

“If you understand that, why aren’t you going away?”

Swearing, he got a good grip on both of Mikkel’s shoulders and yanked him forcefully off the couch. Halfway off, his foot caught in the afghan throw and sent him tumbling to the carpet, where he landed jarringly against one knee and elbow. Hissing in pain, he untangled himself and said something that would have gotten him arrested in the Caribbean.

Ivar, apparently realizing that the expiration of his life was eminent, said the only thing that could save him. “I think Stefan and Dag are in trouble.”

Mikkel abruptly stilled, brain coming online despite the pain meds still processing. “Why?”

Dropping to his haunches, Ivar put them on the same level as he explained in a low, rapid voice, “That galdere who owed you a favor, Torkel? He went into the general’s house alright, but I had men watching just in case, and he went in with Olafsson. According to our watchers, the two acted chummy, so Olafsson clearly wormed his way in somehow. I got a report that there was some kind of noise and commotion from the backyard, but our men didn’t have a clear line of sight, so they’re not sure what’s going on. Olafsson has barred them from entering, too.”

“What about from Stefan, anything?” His gut was saying that things had gone sideways, terribly so. Even as he argued he got his feet under him, kicking off the blanket, reaching for the shoes he’d barely shucked a half hour ago.

“No, nothing. Mægen Bjorne promised he’d check in with us, that he’d pull Dag away and give him a break tonight, let things heal up a little and tackle it again in the morning if necessary. I should have heard something well before now.”

“Get me a guard together. Rouse Sigmund. We leave to fetch them in ten minutes.”

Ivar put a hand to his chest, staying him, a worried set to his mouth. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t go in, but is that best? To barge in?”

No. No, it wasn’t. Mikkel stopped, sucked in a breath, let it out slowly. He forced himself to think, to be rational and calm. “I need the agreement we have with Torkel, the jade talisman of the Praeses, and the signed pass from Dominus Leif. I’m drafting an email to Mommo and Kennet now explaining where I’m going and what I’m doing. If I’m not out in two hours, you send that email to them and tell them to use whatever force necessary to get us out.”

The grin on Ivar’s face would put angry sharks to shame. “That’s my boy. I’ll have everything ready to go in twenty minutes.”

Mikkel swore to himself silently that if any harm had been visited on either Stefan or Dag, heads would roll. He gave himself that moment, then he buried the anger, because anger wouldn’t help in this case, and applied himself to writing the most succinct email he’d ever typed in his life.
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It took precisely twenty-eight minutes to reach General Lennart’s house. Mikkel had a show of only five men following him, and they weren’t there for bodyguard duties so much as witnesses. He marched straight to that elaborate stained-glass door and pounded on it with a fist until a harried butler wrenched the front door open.

“I’ll see General Lennart now,” Mikkel informed him brusquely, muscling his way inside.

“Vinters!” a voice bellowed from the back room. “Is that you already?!”

“Yes!” Mikkel yelled back.

“Get in here and make sense of this nonsense!”

Lennart had called him on the way over here, and the man’s volume alone expressed that the general wasn’t at all happy with this intrusion. Mikkel hadn’t expected trouble from that quarter, the man was happy to have his legs back after all, but then he hadn’t expected trouble from Torkel either. He marched straight back and into the general’s bedroom. He was not in bed, not like the last time Mikkel had been there, but sitting up in a chair near the fireplace, a cane braced on the arms of the chair. The way he gripped it suggested that he’d use it as a weapon shortly unless the situation improved. Clarissa stood nearby, clearly willing to help.

Mikkel gave him a curt nod of greeting. “Clarissa. Han. If you’ve undone all of Dag’s hard work, he will not be pleased with you.”

“If I’ve been forced to damage myself again because of this tomfoolery,” Lennart snapped back, “then I’ll take it out on these two’s hides. Now, Vinters, explain what all of this is about. Olafsson claims Dag’s illegally here healing.”

“Not true,” Mikkel said, pinning a lethal glare on the man gloating nearby. Olafsson met his stare levelly, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. Torkel stood near the fire, shifting uneasily from foot to foot, his eyes darting between the three men. “Dag is under direct orders to come and heal you, Han. He is sanctioned to work under Mægen Bjorne’s authority and is currently under review for a license.”

“His name is on the Lists,” Olafsson caroled to him sweetly.

“You put it there,” Mikkel responded levelly.

Torkel’s eyes darted to Olafsson, alarm spreading over his face. Ah-ha, he had not known that. Mikkel hadn’t thought Olafsson had told the whole story. Torkel wouldn’t have naively followed the man’s lead if he’d known the full truth.

“I am here under Dominus Sahad’s authority to restrain Mægen Bjorne’s interference outside of Nova Scotia,” Olafsson informed him. “I have sanction to do so and you certainly don’t have authority to just willy-nilly bring in someone that has his name on the Lists.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find that my authority trumps yours in this case,” Mikkel argued, hand clenching into a fist at his sight. He so wished to punch that smug mouth. “In fact, you’re quite overstepping your bounds in this matter. You and Dominus Sahad would be better served minding your own damn business, but I suppose that’s impossible for you, if you wish to discredit Stefan and Dominus Leif enough to unseat them.”

Olafsson glowered now, his smugness vanishing. “You’re making accusations that you can’t prove, businessman.”

Oh, he would eat those words. “Then let’s talk about things I can prove. First”—he lifted the agreement with Torkel’s signature and stamp clearly visible at the bottom of the page—“I have a written agreement with Galdere Torkel that he would come here as a witness and examine Dag Gates’s ability. Finding that it was healing magic, he would agree to complete the Retraction by adding his signature to remove Dag Gates’s name from the Lists.”

Torkel winced, his head ducking down between his shoulders. “I, ah, did agree to that, but—”

Ignoring the stammering, Mikkel overrode him and kept going, lifting the second piece of paper. “Second, a signed letter of passage from Dominus Leif Anlaf stating his intent to share a precious resource, for the good of the galdere community, solely for the sake of honoring General Lennart.”

“An honor that I highly appreciate,” Lennart informed Olafsson and the cowering Torkel in a flat, black voice that promised pain and retribution later.

Clarissa added tartly, “And certainly more than we have been offered by the magical community until today.”

“And third”—Mikkel drew out the flat jade ingot, inscribed with the Praeses’s crest, and watched the blood drain out of both galdere’s faces—“I am under direct orders from the Praeses himself that if I ever find any means, magical or not magical, of restoring his allies’ health, that I am to use it immediately. He expressed specific concern for General Lennart, and I have been instructed that no expense should be spared in order to restore this man’s health.”

Silence abruptly fell in the room. Olafsson stared at the jade as if his eyes or senses had suddenly taken leave of him. Torkel appeared to be praying to be somewhere, anywhere else with the fervent passion of a sinner.

“Olafsson,” Lennart stated in the cold, final tones of a commanding officer, “you have precisely three seconds to leave my house before I have you cut down where you stand. You are in direct violation with a command from the Praeses and that is treason. You will remove yourself or I will have you removed.”

In pieces. The words floated about in the air, unsaid.

Swallowing hard, Olafsson shot Mikkel one last murderous look, then stalked out of the room at a near run.

Torkel made an aborted movement as if to follow before checking himself. Wetting dry lips, he offered, “I, ah, witnessed Mr. Gates’s talent. Very, ah, unusual but certainly magic. I can’t, um…I can’t say that he has the talent to be a galdere, however. I’m s-sorry, I can’t sign—” He cut himself off, choking as his eyes darted up to Mikkel’s and away again.

It took severe effort on his part—Mikkel felt like his very bones protested under the force of his restraint—but he didn’t kill the dumbom where he stood. “You deliberately brought in a person that you knew to be an adversary of mine. Words fail to describe how wroth I am with you in this moment. Understand that you will never be able to do business with us again.”

Flinching, Torkel nodded shakily in confirmation.

“If you will show me where Stefan and Dag are, and release them, I will not report your actions to the Praeses.” Mikkel nearly bit his tongue making that offer, but he had to get his men out somehow, and he didn’t have the authority to do it when a galdere had locked them in. For all he knew they were both under magical restraints of some kind, and he’d have to get Torkel to remove those.

Relieved at this offer, Torkel agreed instantly. “Yes, of course. I shall do that. They, um, they’re actually in the shed out back. We’d temporarily placed them there and sent for the guard.”

“Lead the way.”

Happy to move, Torkel darted out the door.

“Wait, Vinters.” Lennart lifted a staying hand, expression troubled. “I’ll write up my own statement of what happened tonight and send it to the Praeses. That young man has more healing power than anyone short of a demigod. It shouldn’t be squandered because of professional jealousy. And no matter what happens, I still owe you and the other two galdere a considerable favor for coming here despite the risks.”

Mikkel forced his mouth to move in a smile through the anger boiling in him. “Thank you, Han, that will help. And I’ll pass it along to Stefan and Dag. I’m sure they’ll be glad to hear you’re happy with the results, at least. Hell, Dag will probably come back and check on you before we leave.”

“Let me know if you need help,” Lennart urged. “I’ll send my own men as escort to take them safely back home, if it comes to that.”

“It might, and I will certainly call upon you if need be.”

“Good. Go on, then.”

He went, long legs eating up the ground. He saw none of the dim house as he passed various rooms, his sole focus on the moonlight streaming through the open door at the other end of the hallway. It felt briefly like freedom to have warm night air on his skin again, but he didn’t dwell on it, instead heading down the short stairs to the small, blocky building.

Torkel had lost no time in undoing the chains on the door, singing something rapidly under his breath. The door sprang open with a waft of cold air, Torkel tossed something in, then moved away again as Mikkel stepped half inside, frantically looking for his galdere. He heard Torkel beat a hasty retreat but spared no further attention for him. Stefan and Dag blinked owlishly back at him, their frames shivering hard in the cold. “Come out, quickly,” he urged them.

A bright smile lit up Dag’s face and he crowed to Stefan, “Less than an hour. I win.”

Stefan snorted, eyes crinkling up in a silent laugh, even as he used the key from Torkel to get the cuffs off. “I thought it would take at least another hour for him to bust in. More fool me.”

Had they bet on him coming for them? Not on whether he’d ride to the rescue, but how long it would take? That…made him ridiculously happy, actually. That faith of theirs that of course he’d come. He found himself grinning at them, his anger fading as he realized they might be cold, but they hadn’t been harmed. “I can’t believe you two. Betting on me, really? Just for that, I demand a kiss.”

Dag paused in the doorway, unable to get around his bulk, smirking up at him in open challenge. “A kiss? What are you, the white knight rescuing a damsel?”

“I realize that Olafsson isn’t a dragon, but he might as well be, with that foul breath of his.” Mikkel waggled his eyebrows, daring. “Come on, a kiss is your exit fee.”

“Your point about Olafsson is valid enough,” Dag retorted, already rising on tiptoes to reach him. “I resent the implication that I’m the damsel, though.”

Mikkel had some sort of witty retort for that, but he lost it when soft lips touched his. It was only for a moment, a soft caress, but it jolted right through him. Kissing Dag a second time shouldn’t affect him this much, should it? And yet a second kiss made him crave Dag all the more. He had to stop himself before he gathered Dag up and kissed him senseless. He blinked and Dag was under his arm and gone, spinning free.

“Just because you don’t want to be the damsel, doesn’t mean I will either,” Stefan informed Dag archly. “And for the record, Mikkel’s the worst possible nominee for a white knight.”

“True,” Dag agreed, amused. “But he is the hero of the day.”

“That, I can’t argue.” Stefan snagged Mikkel by the collar and hauled him down, closing the gap between them. He didn’t give a chaste kiss like Dag, but instead lingered a few moments, teasingly. Mikkel kissed him back, relishing every second of it, feeling a zing of pleasure skitter along his skin.

Damn, this was a mistake. He’d meant to steal a kiss and tease them a little, mostly to regain his own temper and reassure himself they were alright. Instead, it had only fueled his desire for them and all he wanted was a bed, lube, and a stout lock to keep all interruptions at bay.

In that moment, the thought slammed through Mikkel—this wasn’t a crush. This wasn’t lust. The reason why he moved heaven and earth for them, why he would fly to the rescue like this, was because at some point they’d stolen his heart. When his heart was calling like this, all he could do was answer.

Mikkel was, in a word, irrevocably in love with them.

Shit, what a moment to realize it.

Perhaps Dag sensed some part of his turmoil, as he came in close enough to brush sides with Mikkel, his hand rubbing soothing circles at the dip of his back. For his ears alone, Dag murmured, “We’re alright. Cold, hungry, very upset with the situation, but physically fine. You know I won’t let anyone hurt Stefan.”

“Or that I would let anyone hurt you,” Stefan riposted neatly. “Tell us the details of how you got us out later, Mikkel. For now, where can we safely go?”

He didn’t have them free quite yet. Mikkel gave himself a mental shake, pulling himself back to business. “My house. No one would dare cross me there. Come quickly before someone else tries something stupid.”

“Wait, I want to check in with General Lennart before we go.”

Mikkel nodded, unsurprised. “Do it fast.”
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Stefan

Back at Mikkel’s, they ended up in the kitchen because with both Stefan and Dag, kitchens tended to be their favorite room in the house. Any house. All houses, in fact. The chef had already gone home for the night but Mikkel comfortably moved about the space, pulling food out of the pantry and refrigerator, setting it out for them to devour. Which they did.

Stefan might have felt bad about it but Mikkel wore such a delighted smile as he watched Dag eat one plate after another that he couldn’t dredge up any guilt. Dag wouldn’t eat by himself, constantly putting food on Stefan’s plate as well as his own, so by default he ate too. But he hadn’t worked much magic today, so he didn’t feel the same craving as Dag, and eventually let the other man clean the table.

“Olafsson is such a bootlicking mongrel of Sahad’s, and Sahad is a general offense to humanity. It’s a shame their positions protect them. They need to be beaten for this,” Mikkel remarked. “Although I would feel sympathy for whoever did the deed, as their hands would likely get infected. Just talking to them makes me feel I’ve gained an infection in my brain.”

Grunting sourly, Stefan acknowledged, “I know the feeling. Olafsson said something about them watching us since we left Nova Scotia.”

“Hmm, yes, it doesn’t surprise me they have spies watching you. It’s more a surprise they were able to act quickly enough that they could intercept you at General Lennart’s.” Mikkel frowned at a far corner, his mind clearly rehashing events. “They’re not normally that quick on the uptake, which is the only reason why they haven’t been able to cause enough trouble to really warrant intervention. At least, before this point. They might well have overplayed their hand here.”

Stefan wanted to press, demand what Mikkel meant by that, as he clearly had a half-formed plan in mind.

Abruptly Mikkel leaned in and brushed a hand through Dag’s curly hair, smiling gently. “At least I was able to get you both out safely. Have you had enough, käraste?”

“I’m basically full,” Dag answered. He seemed unaware of how he leaned into the touch, or his happy expression as he turned up to look at Mikkel. “Thank you.”

“You are, as always, very welcome.”

Stefan wanted to either walk out of the room or push their faces together in a forced kiss, anything to break this emotional limbo they were in. His talk with Dag earlier had at least straightened things out on that end, but Dag hadn’t said anything indicating how he would respond in future. Of course, he was likely still mulling it over. Stefan, for his part, wanted things that weren’t wise to have. Seeing Mikkel come to the rescue tonight had only hammered it home how much he wanted this man. It wasn’t a comfortable thought. In fact, it made his anxiety and PTSD spike. He had to take deep, calming breaths to keep from coming out of his own skin.

Those clear grey eyes, so penetrating and observant, flickered over to him. “Stef, you didn’t eat much.”

“I’m not as hungry,” he managed to say calmly, his heart not betraying him through his voice. “I didn’t work any magic today, so it’s understandable.”

“Ah, true. Good, as long as you’re not holding back out of some silly sense of manners.” Mikkel took the chair at the head of the table, sitting close, his arm on the table in such a manner it felt like he was half-embracing both of them even without touching. “It occurs to me that I might not have asked enough questions. Something I said tonight startled Torkel, and evil men are habitual in their rule-breaking, so perhaps Olafsson has made errors before tonight that we can take advantage of. Dag, tell me about when you were examined by Olafsson. Spare no detail.”

Dag’s fingers idly played with an orange as he peeled it, brown eyes more golden in the mellow lighting of the open kitchen. He didn’t seem to understand the point of the question but shrugged and answered regardless. “I was sixteen, as I’ve said before. Sarah couldn’t come with me, she had the sheep to manage, so I went down into town myself. I went to the mayor because I didn’t know where else to go, and he sent me over to the church. Olafsson was already there waiting. He ran me through the four tests of singing, elemental awareness, magic sensitivity, and basic knowledge. He said I only had two of the four, asked for my full name, wrote it down. Said I was done, that I wasn’t to be a galdere, and to not use my strange abilities again.”

Stefan’s alarm grew at this recitation, as it included several details Dag had not mentioned before. “Wait, wait. You were in the church with Olafsson and there was no other adult present? No other galdere, no guardian for you?”

Uncertainly, Dag shook his head. “No one else. Just us two.”

Feeling three kinds of fool, Stefan slammed his forehead onto the table with more force than care. “I’m an idiot.”

“Uh, Stef? Mikkel, why is he doing that? And why are you also swearing?”

“Because we’re both idiots,” Mikkel growled. “Although please don’t beat your brain into the table, Stef, I like your head intact. I’m as much at fault as you. We really should have asked for more details before this.”

“I’m the one that’s to blame here,” Stefan disagreed against the wood, still mentally kicking himself. He lifted his head enough to drop it into his hand instead, his skin smarting on his forehead. Stupid brain. It took Mikkel to ask the obvious. “Dag, I’m sorry. It seems we’ve wasted a good deal of time and energy for little purpose.”

“Not necessarily,” Mikkel disagreed. “By bringing him here, I might have gotten the leverage we need. Dag, don’t frown, I’ll explain. When you were examined, by law you were required to have a guardian with you. Olafsson should have demanded someone be there, even if it was the mayor. He’s also required to have a peer review of at least two other galdere before placing your name on the Lists.”

“In the remote Regions, two’s allowed,” Stefan added, finally lifting his head to properly participate in the conversation. “But either way, he clearly violated the rules by not having anyone.”

Mikkel kept his voice gentle even though he was clearly angry on an internal level. “And—correct me if I’m wrong, Stef—because you still hit two out of the four exam points, he should have referred you to another profession that matched your skill set. By ignoring the applications of your ability, he’s violated the Edicts.”

Seeing Dag didn’t follow that last point, Stefan sought to explain. “Anyone with enough magical power in them, like you, can’t ignore it. They can’t just act as if they have no ability whatsoever. It would be like ignoring your right leg. He should have given you someone to instruct you, to help mentor you. The Edicts state that doing otherwise is a detriment not only to the child but the magical community as a whole. It leads to situations exactly like yours, where you’re hunted for no reason, and we lose access to an amazing talent that can help people. It’s why Eline was willing to sign, because her test on you showed that you had two of the four talents.”

Dag’s eyes darted between them, growing round as he put it all together. “So in other words, my name being on the Lists is illegal? He literally broke two laws examining me by myself and not giving me the right help?”

“Precisely.” Stefan felt relieved at this as it solved so many problems. “I’ll have to put together a petition to have it removed, you might need to give testimony of what happened—”

Mikkel held up a staying hand. “Wait, hjärtat—”

Stefan startled at the endearment. It was the first time Mikkel had called him that. The endearment gave him something of a rush and he had to swallow back a smile before it looked either besotted or demented.

Oblivious to his reaction, Mikkel kept speaking. “—let’s not rush into that just yet. I happen to have an audience with our Praeses the day after tomorrow. For a completely unrelated thing, but Praeses Aalam rarely sees me without his galdere councilor nearby. I might be able to squeeze this in, present it to them. In fact, it would be best if I could, as only Hama Benedikt has the seniority and ranking to deal with Olafsson.”

That was an excellent point. Stefan had to admit that would be the easier way to handle things. “Why doesn’t it surprise me that you have a direct line to the Praeses’s ear?”

“He regularly gets in trouble with his youngest wife,” Mikkel confided cheerfully. “I routinely help get him out of it. It’s a very lucrative loop I’ve found myself in.”

“Of course,” Stefan stated wryly. Was there any level of society that Mikkel couldn’t waltz through?

Dag blinked. “The Praeses has more than one wife?”

“He’s a Muslim from Sri Lanka,” Stefan explained to him. “It’s legal to have multiple wives there. The Praeses actually has three.”

For the very American Dag, that was a strange thought, and he blinked. “Huh. I didn’t know polygamy or polyamory was legal anywhere in the world.”

“A few places,” Mikkel returned, and there was a weighing gleam to his eye, as if he had learned something he could use later. “India, Singapore, Africa, and Malaysia to name a few. Mostly for the Muslim religion, no one else seems inclined to recognize it, although Canada’s starting to recognize polyamorous custody rights over children.”

That was news to Stefan. Then again, civil matters didn’t really fall under his jurisdiction. He presided over galdere law. “I think we got off track. Mikkel, we’ll try it your way first. It won’t do any harm and at the very least will alert them to the problem.”

“For now”—Dag lifted a hand to hide a yawn—“my bed is calling me. Thank you, both of you, for your help today.”

Mikkel stood as he did and maneuvered in for a long hug. “Good night, käraste, and sweet dreams.”

A little pink, Dag whispered a shy good night in return before shooting Stefan a speaking look then retreating from the kitchen. Stefan watched him go, and while he felt the drain of the day’s events, he knew he should say something now, as this opportunity of having Mikkel alone might not happen again for days. “Mikkel.”

Mikkel propped a hip against the table, watching him with open affection. “Yes, hjärtat?”

For his sanity, Stefan decided to ignore the endearments the businessman seemed to enjoy throwing his way. Unlike Dag, he knew what they meant, and calling Stefan “heart” was not appropriate. Why was the man such a bloody tease? “If you’re serious about Dag, you’re going to have to be more obvious about it. Stop skirting the issue and take him.”

Those grey eyes narrowed on him, studying, evaluating. Why did he have the feeling he was talking to Businessman Mikkel right then? “Why are you saying this?”

“I talked to him while in the shed. He didn’t realize you were pursuing both of us.”

That yanked the bland mask right off his face again. Incredulous, Mikkel blurted, “I thought I was obvious about that!”

“You were flirting. It doesn’t mean he took it seriously.” Stefan shook his head, not even surprised. Mikkel really had to be better about communicating than this.

For a moment, Mikkel looked away, running a hand through his blond hair in a frustrated gesture. “Dammit. Maybe I hadn’t said everything properly to him. I get a little tongue-tied around him sometimes. He’s so cute he takes my brain offline.”

Stefan nodded in complete understanding because he’d felt that way a time or two himself. “Dag’s cuteness should have criminal codes attached to it.”

“Glad you agree. So did you straighten him out?”

“I did. Or at least, I told him what you’d told me, that you want to date both of us. I think he’s still trying to wrap his head around it.”

Mikkel swore roundly, his head falling back. “That explains why I haven’t been able to make any progress with him. He always responds positively when I touch him, but…there are times that I look at Dag and the words ‘touch starved’ spring to mind.”

“You too, huh?” Dag always reached out to people physically—handshakes, hugs, gentle taps against the shoulder or back as he passed by them. Stefan strongly suspected that touch was Dag’s love language and he’d not received enough of it.

“Alright,” Mikkel stated firmly, head coming back down, his expression determined. “I’ll change tactics with him and find a moment for a proper talk. Now, while we’re on the subject, tell me what’s blocking me from reaching you.”

Stefan’s eyes snapped up to his, startled. “What?”

“You heard me.” Mikkel closed in, movements as smooth as a predator cat on the prowl. “You’ve been keeping me at arm’s length like you’re afraid for some reason. So tell me how to reach you.”

Stefan found it suddenly difficult to swallow and his breath came quicker in his throat. Shit, so Mikkel had realized? Or at least sensed that it was fear keeping Stefan back from him? Was he so easy to read, then? Or was Mikkel paying that close attention?

Before he fully realized what Mikkel was about, the man had maneuvered so that he was standing right in front of Stefan, his legs caging Stefan’s, leaning in to put their faces within centimeters of each other’s. Having a man that close, the promise of intimacy, sent skitters along Stefan’s nerves. He’d been celibate for two years and felt every minute of that in this moment. This was madness. Stefan couldn’t allow this, no matter what his body wanted. Stefan couldn’t imagine trying to balance two lovers at once. He’d failed to manage even one—

Warm lips captured his and his thoughts fractured and skittered away. Instinct sent him pressing up, hands catching Mikkel’s collar as he deepened their contact. Yesss. Mikkel’s tongue darted out to tease at his lips, asking for entry, and he gave it with a groan. Damn, the man tasted fine. Two broad hands came up under Stefan’s thighs and he cooperated, lifting himself up to sit on the table, evening out their height. It seemed perfectly natural to hook his ankles behind the man’s back, draw him further in between his thighs. Mikkel pressed in, already half hard and ready, rocking his hips subtly. Such lovely friction. Stefan pulled him in tighter with a groan, hands clutching at the man’s nape and shoulders. The heat of a body pressed close felt so lovely, Stefan felt that clothes were a sin. Some part of his mind reminded him they were in the kitchen and stripping might not be the wisest thing.

For some stupid reason, Mikkel drew back, grinning. “Well. It seems that Dag’s not the only one who responds best to touch.”

The words were like an icy rush of water thrown in his face. Dammit, what the hell was he doing? Stefan dropped his hands, pushing against Mikkel’s chest, putting space between them.

“No.” Mikkel’s voice grew hard, frustrated. “Dammit, no, do not withdraw from me. Stef. Stefan!”

“This won’t work,” Stefan told him, wincing when his voice came out husky and aching. He cleared it, forced himself to at least appear in control once more. “Listen to me, I’m not…I’m not actually what you want. I know you think otherwise—”

“I know you’re speaking from fear,” Mikkel interrupted, refusing to budge, trying to stay planted right there between Stefan’s thighs. “I’m not alone in this, I know that you too want both of us, and for some reason, it scares you shitless. I don’t know your dating history, that’s true enough, but I can see you were hurt before. It’s obvious in how you flinch. Whatever that bastard did to you, that’s on him. It’s not a reflection on you. You are an incredible man who deserves the world.”

Mikkel seemed to mean every word. Stefan believed that he believed it, at least. Maybe choosing them both wouldn’t be a mistake, but…he did know that he couldn’t risk his heart on a casual love affair again. He’d already done it once and paid dearly for it. The price was too steep. And having Dag and Mikkel for only a short time, only to lose them both at once…that would destroy him. “I can’t. I’m sorry, I—”

Mikkel clearly felt frustrated, but he stopped, withdrawing. “No, I’m sorry I’m being pushy. I’m not trying to scare you, I got excited and impatient because it’s the first time you’ve ever given me any indication you want me.”

Stefan was a weak bastard, but he took advantage of Mikkel’s words and didn’t correct him. He breathed in the clean scent of the man and felt tears burn at the back of his eyes. Dammit, heart, what happened to liking one man at a time? Wasn’t that risky enough? Why two?

In lieu of an awkward pause, he muttered, “I’m not trying to give you false hope or play with your heart. Please believe that.”

“It’s alright. I know you’re not that kind of man,” Mikkel assured softly, the words warm and caressing against his skin. “I realize I’ve overwhelmed you at moments and given you few promises in turn. If we need to ease into this a little more, to assuage your fears, then I can do that for you. Do not think I’ve changed my mind. I haven’t, I promise you.”


Twenty-two

Dag

Dag focused on the book he was struggling to read. Certainly, with every book he read, he gained confidence as well as speed, and that encouraged him to keep going. It seemed the best way to occupy his time, what with Stefan still asleep and Mikkel running around doing business-related things. Or so Dag assumed. He hadn’t seen either man this morning. Ivar was the one who had shown him into a morning sunroom with an e-reader filled with books. A suspiciously tailored-to-Dag’s-preferences collection of books. With the e-reader already set to the right font and a set of blue-light glasses. Did Mikkel think of everything? He couldn’t find it in him to question the man’s motives. Sitting near the window in a patch of warm sunlight with books on hand was a delight Dag had never experienced. He quite liked it.

“Oh my. You must be one of them,” a creaking voice observed.

Looking up, he found a nearly ancient woman making her way slowly toward him, blue eyes studying him with keen interest. Dag cataloged her almost absently. Arthritis in her hands, knees, hips. Right elbow was strained and bruised, liver not quite functioning right. For her age, she was actually in very good health. Her hair was white and wispy, framing her face in a nice cut, a lovely pale blue business suit on that shouted that despite her age, this was a woman that worked, not just a grandmother.

“I’m Dag. Pleased to meet you.”

“I’m Mommo,” she introduced herself, dropping next to him on the couch with more force than grace. She beamed at him, as pleased as a grandmother with a new grandchild to tease. “And it’s very nice to meet you too, Dag. I understand from Kel that you’re a remarkable young man.”

What had Mikkel said…? With him, there was no knowing. Dag flushed a little from the praise. “He’s been very kind and helpful since I met him. I can see a few things are troubling you, do you mind…?”

Mommo blinked at him. “Well, I certainly don’t, but you don’t need to be beholden to me. You’re Kel’s guest, after all.”

“Nonsense, it won’t take any real effort on my part,” he assured her not-quite-truthfully. “And it will give you another twenty years, which I think is something that will please Mikkel enormously.”

Her eyes turned shrewd and he could see the businesswoman lurking behind the grandmotherly facade. “You’re not wrong on that. Alright, young man, I’d be very happy to have your help.”

Dag took her hand gently, smoothing some of his life force into her with a sweep of his thumb, then focused for several minutes. First on her joints, as those would take the pain away from her first, then on that bruised elbow, finally on the liver. It was mostly age and too much alcohol that had damaged it. He had to flush it out, rejuvenate the cells. Of course, at her age, the body’s ability to repair itself had slowed considerably. He had to apply more of his energy to make up the difference.

When he blinked back to himself, he caught her wide eyes and grinned. “You feel the difference already.”

“I do,” she marveled, returning his grin. She flexed her free hand, testing it, beaming down at the digits. “And I certainly feel twenty years younger. What an amazing ability. Kel was not exaggerating. You’re being denied a license to heal even when you can do something like this?”

Shrugging, Dag responded, “I have friends working on the problem.”

“You just gained one more,” Mommo informed him archly. “I won’t stay quiet now that I’ve experienced it for myself. For now, what can I do to repay you?”

“Please, Mommo, I wouldn’t dream of taking payment from you. You’re precious to Mikkel. Of course I’d help you.”

She patted his cheek and gave him a soft smile. “I do see why he adores you. Although with that attitude, you’ll be rooked soundly in the first day, staying in this house. No, child, you tell me what I can do to return the favor.”

Dag nearly protested again, then thought better of it. There was something he wanted, something he wasn’t able to manage with his own resources, and she wouldn’t let this rest until he’d given her some means of repayment. “In truth, I’ve wanted to send something to my foster parents. They’re in Gates, a very small town in Tennessee, and I’m not sure how to manage it. They always have a house full of foster kids and they need a lot of stuff.”

“Well, you’re certainly speaking to the right person. What do you wish to send them?”

“A selection of clothes, some kitchen items, new toys, maybe some mattresses as the ones for the bunk beds are worn out,” he rattled off, as he’d thought about this more than once. “It’s hard for them to manage all of that with their finances. If the mattresses are too much, I understand—”

“You come with me shopping,” Mommo instructed him, clasping both of his hands in hers. “And you pick out what you want to send, and I’ll make sure it arrives.”

Relieved, he squeezed her hands in turn. “Thank you so much.”

Mommo smiled back but that shrewd light hadn’t left her eyes. “So you, too, were raised by a woman that wasn’t tied to you by blood?”

The way she asked that suggested something to Dag’s mind that he didn’t particularly like. “Mikkel too?”

“Yes. I ended up raising him, which probably wasn’t the best scenario, although he’ll swear to anyone listening I was the best mother ever.” She snorted, amused and perhaps more than a touch pleased by that. “I took Kel in at eight years old. He hasn’t mentioned any of this to you, has he?”

Dag shook his head, interest climbing. He’d not, and Dag probably didn’t have the right to hear such personal history, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop her either.

“Mikkel is the fourth of seven children,” Mommo informed him, expression growing sad as she started the tale. “His parents were both dirt poor. When he turned eight, they got to the point that they couldn’t afford to feed all of the children anymore. They’d barely been managing at all. Mikkel had turned pickpocket at six in order to survive. But when he turned eight, his sister was fifteen, and a beauty. His parents decided to turn her into a prostitute.”

Wincing, Dag hoped this story didn’t go the way he feared it would.

“Kel took exception to that, as he’d been stealing for years to help feed everyone, and there his parents were, trying to sell off his beloved sister. He took her from the house, straight to a bakery in town, convinced the manager to hire her. The bakery was in the habit of donating its leftovers at the end of the night so she was able to bring it home, feed the family. Kel either had the gift of trading even then, or the manager took pity on them, as he agreed. It was barely enough to make his parents change their minds. But I think Kel saw the handwriting on the wall, he knew that he’d only saved one sibling. That he couldn’t just continue to steal petty change and his parents be willing to take it. There were still more sisters, and younger brothers to think of. So he went hunting for his own way to make a living.”

Wasn’t that like Mikkel, to do that? Although what kind of a scrappy eight-year-old took responsibility for an older sibling? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Dag sensed where this story was going by the way Mommo warmed to the tale, her expression lighter and happier now. “You?”

“Me. The little scamp picked my pocket—I never even felt the lift, but don’t tell him that, I have a reputation to uphold—and then he danced twenty feet ahead of me on the street and held it up for me to see. He told me that I obviously needed an apprentice as quick as him, and he’d give me my money back, but only if I agreed to take him on.” Reminiscing like this, she clearly relived the moment in her mind’s eye, as an indulgent smile crossed her face. “Little scamp. I was torn between hitting him and laughing.”

“I can see why you might wrestle with the urge,” Dag acknowledged ruefully. “You took him on, then.”

“I did. Best decision I ever made, I think. I’m a businesswoman, so I’m not sure why he chose me to approach. He knew who I was though, he’d done his research in that regard. He wanted to learn from me. I didn’t have the heart to turn him away. One look at the child was enough to know his circumstances. Not that I knew what to do with an apprentice, really, and the paperwork, ay! To get custody of him was no mean feat. But it was worth every bit of trouble. He grew up so fast, applied himself to everything I taught him. He even did side trading with his own money, built up a nest egg, and rescued each of his siblings in turn by finding them a trade school to go to. One of them even went to college. Not one of them was turned into a sex worker or became a criminal, and that was no mean feat. People always assumed I helped him do it, but I didn’t need to. Mikkel managed it all on his own.”

“Not true,” Mikkel objected from the doorway. Dag turned to find him propped with his shoulders against the frame, acting as if he’d been there an hour instead of a minute. He wore a light grey suit that looked tailored to him, like a model stepping off a fashion shoot. Sometimes he was so artfully gorgeous that he stole Dag’s breath, like now. It almost hurt to look at him. “You gave me the resources and knowledge I needed to make a small fortune. That was immensely helpful.”

Mommo sassed back, “As if you wouldn’t have managed it without me. And where have you been?”

“Sending off detailed reports to Dominus Leif about what happened last night,” he answered, coming all the way in to drop an affectionate kiss on her forehead. “Along with suggestions on what I’d like to do to Olafsson.”

“He’s not at all joking,” Mommo confided to Dag, reading his alarm.

Mikkel shifted around to sit behind Dag, arms around his waist and chin propped on top of Dag’s head. Dag went still, a little startled at the move, but he had to admit he enjoyed the contact. “Am I a headrest, then?”

“You are,” Mikkel confirmed with a happy sigh. “You’re the perfect height for it. You healed Mommo’s joints, I take it?”

Dag’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “How did you know?”

“I didn’t. I just know you. You’re like one of those obsessive picture-straighteners, the ones that have to straighten any crooked painting they spot. If you see someone hurting, you can’t help but fix it.”

Well. That was flattering. Dag didn’t know how to respond to it, though.

Mommo watched them with an indulgent smile that seemed to suggest things. Dag wanted to protest, explain to her that they weren’t like that, but sensed it wouldn’t go over well. Well, actually, Mikkel had initiated dating so maybe they kinda were? This was making Dag’s head hurt.

“I actually got an email back from the Praeses’s assistant asking me to meet him this afternoon instead of tomorrow,” Mikkel informed them both, not moving from his perch. “So I think he’s ready to take some of my suggestions where Olafsson’s concerned. At any rate, Dag, its not safe for you to venture out of the house at the moment. If you do, make sure Ivar goes with you—”

“I’m taking him shopping,” Mommo informed him. “He’ll be safe enough with me.”

“Ah. True, he will be.”

Dag found that exchange interesting. Then again, not even a Dominus of a Region was fool enough to mess directly with these two. They held considerable economic power and the Praeses’s direct favor. Sahad would commit political suicide by hassling Mommo or Mikkel. Dag almost wished he’d try it.

“Mommo,” Mikkel continued thoughtfully, snugging Dag more firmly into his lap. “I have a feeling we won’t be able to get Dag licensed with the galdere. That physician on the US licensing board that’s sweet on you, Ridgeway. Do you think he’ll consent to a practical exam?”

“I think he’ll cry tears of joy having someone with Dag’s ability,” Mommo answered with a wink at Dag. “I’ll send him an email. You think you can get Dag’s name off the Lists, then?”

“It’s actually on there illegally. Olafsson broke two laws putting it on there to begin with.”

Mommo’s expression lit up with evil delight. “Did he. That’s lovely news.”

“Isn’t it?” Mikkel agreed, cackling. “I do adore my enemies when they make stupid mistakes. Dag, I’ll leave you with Mommo. I’ve actually got to leave soon for my appointment with the Praeses.”

Dag patted the arms around his waist. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

“We certainly will be and don’t need your hovering,” Mommo informed her adopted son. “Shoo.”
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Mikkel

“Mikkel Vinters to see our Praeses,” the secretary at the door intoned in the most monotone voice Mikkel had ever heard.

“Kel’s here?” Praeses Aalam’s voice lilted up in delight. “Excellent, send him in!”

He entered the lushly appointed office with a steady stride, not letting his nerves show. The first time he’d met Aalam, he’d been fourteen, the newly appointed Praeses just turned thirty-one. He hadn’t changed at all in the years since, except the man had abandoned the beard he’d sported at thirty-one. Many people assumed the Praeses was one of those people who never quite managed to grow up, clinging to childish behaviors and pursuits. Mikkel had no doubt that the man enjoyed his behaviors and pursuits, but was not fool enough to believe that was the sum total of him. Not considering how well he managed the galdere Regions of the world.

The Praeses of Magic lounged on a chaise, his shoes kicked off to the floor, suit coat tossed aside onto a nearby table, a bowl of grapes in his lap. His dark eyes sparkled with childlike glee, transforming his face from its severe, patrician features into those of puckish mischief. To his right sat the Hama of Magic, as soberly restrained as his Praeses was loose, dressed in a dark suit that only made his pale skin look paler, and sitting upright in his chair, although he’d relaxed enough to cross his legs. For Benedikt, that was impressive.

“Kel,” Aalam greeted with outspread hands. “My dear fellow, you have the most impeccable timing. When I got your email earlier, I nearly wept for joy.”

“Praeses, Hama Benedikt, a pleasure to see you, as always.” Mikkel guessed dryly, “You’re in trouble with your wife again, I take it.”

“How am I supposed to notice if she cuts off an inch of her hair?” Aalam mourned with perfect puppy eyes. “She wears it up most of the time!”

Kali was ten years younger than her husband, the youngest of the wives, and she leaned toward the dramatic. Mikkel had become good friends with the Praeses because he handily put his hands on the present that always soothed her ire. “Fortunately for you, in my travels I found a complete set of R.K. Narayan’s books autographed by the man himself. They’re even in good condition, although not quite mint.”

“You are my favorite person ever,” Aalam declared. “Er, aside from my beautiful wives, of course. Here, let me see them.”

Mikkel deposited all nine leather-bound books onto the table in front of him before taking the chair the Praeses waved him to. Aalam abandoned his bowl, placing it next to his legs on the chaise, fetching the first book from the top and examining it closely. “Excellent. She actually prefers books that aren’t pristine, they’re more sentimental to her for some reason. But you likely know that, you scoundrel.”

Not able to refute it, Mikkel grinned and shrugged. “I’d be out of business shortly if I didn’t know what people want.”

“True enough.” A hint of shrewdness entered his eyes as the Praeses shot him an evaluating look. “And if you found me such a present before I even knew to ask for it, it suggests that you have a favor to ask of me. Well? Out with it, Kel.”

“There’s a…situation I might need your influence on,” Mikkel admitted. “But you had a reason for calling me here, didn’t you?”

“I called you here because my son is screaming that you’re directly interfering with galdere dealings.” Aalam lifted an eyebrow at him. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“Yes, actually,” Mikkel admitted evenly, his eyes not flinching. “I do. I wanted to speak to you about it. Well, and Hama Benedikt, as it involves him directly as well. It falls more in his jurisdiction, but it affects you too, as it involves an order that you gave me.”

Benedikt cleared his throat, an idle sound only meant to draw attention to himself. “Does this have anything to do with the report that I received yesterday from General Lennart regarding his remarkable healing and recovery?”

“The same,” Mikkel admitted evenly.

Aalam stopped fondling the books and gave him a speculative look. “I understand that Benedikt’s brother-in-law—”

“Please stop referring to him that way,” Benedikt cut in wearily, looking pained. “I don’t actually like to remember he’s related to me.”

“—was there for some reason,” the Praeses finished blithely, as if he hadn’t deliberately tweaked the other’s nose.

“He was there because he put himself there, supposedly under the orders of Dominus Sahad,” Mikkel responded, suppressing the urge to growl. “They interrupted Dag during the healing. Praeses, can I tell this story from the beginning?”

“Usually the best place to start,” Aalam allowed, replacing the book onto the stack.

“The healer in question is Dag Gates, originally from Tennessee. He’s a man from very humble beginnings, and an orphan. At sixteen he was examined by Olafsson. I’m not saying that Dag has all of the talent necessary to be a galdere”—Mikkel knew better than to exaggerate or skirt around the truth at this juncture, it would not serve him well later— “but there’s several problems with the examination. First, he was alone when examined. No parent or guardian was with him. Second, even though his magical ability is limited to only healing, he’s fully capable of restoring limbs, reversing poisons, and saving a life on the verge of expiration. None of this was taken into consideration, nor was he trained on how to control what magic he has, but instead he was immediately placed onto the Lists. Third, and most damningly, his placement upon the Lists was not witnessed by another galdere.”

Benedikt groaned.

With a wary eye on him, Aalam slowly admitted, “That sounds problematic.”

“Olafsson managed to break three rules and violate one of the Edicts all in one examination,” Benedikt growled, his eyes focused on the heavens as he visibly prayed for patience and strength. Either that, or for lightning to strike Olafsson dead, it was hard to tell. “That odious twit.”

“That’s an insult to pregnant goldfish,” Mikkel objected, managing a tight grin. If he didn’t keep his sense of humor, he’d likely say something unforgiveable in this meeting.

Aalam blinked at him. “Pregnant goldfish? Is that really what ‘twit’ means? Pregnant goldfish?”

“Yes, it is,” Benedikt answered wearily, “And I must confess, even a pregnant goldfish would likely have better sense. So what you’re saying, Mr. Vinters, is that this Dag Gates’s name being on the Lists is illegal to begin with.”

“I think even you can’t argue otherwise.”

Benedikt grimaced. “I unfortunately can’t. But you also are very frank that he doesn’t have the ability to become a galdere.”

“Even Dag freely admits that. After hearing him sing a line, I am heartrendingly grateful for it. The man couldn’t carry a tune to save a nation.”

“Now wait,” Aalam objected, waving both men down. “Wait, I have an email from Lennart himself saying that he was walking this morning. Walking after two years of being stuck in a chair. Not a single galdere in my Regions could manage to restore the man, and you two are telling me that his healer doesn’t have the ability to be a galdere? Benedikt, I wouldn’t dream of telling you your business—”

“You do that on a consistent basis,” Benedikt retorted without heat.

“—but there’s something very strange and backward about this. And you, Mikkel, is this man a friend of yours or not?”

“Very much a friend,” Mikkel assured him firmly. “Praeses, I’m not trying to force an agenda here. I just want Dag’s name off the Lists. Even if the galdere community can’t accept him, that’s fine. I know that the medical community will take him as one of their own. He can’t even take the exam for a license because of the Lists, however.”

Aalam stared at him, flabbergasted. “Mikkel. This is the first time in our entire acquaintance that you haven’t demanded the moon from me. You’re actually being quite reasonable. It’s conversely scaring me. What do you actually want?”

Snorting, Mikkel acknowledged the man had a point. “What I want is Dag’s future, free and clear. If you choose to punish Olafsson for his part in all of this, I would take it as a personal favor. The man’s enmity has cost Dag dearly. And frankly, I don’t think he should be allowed to examine anyone ever again. He’s clearly not trustworthy.”

“Either way, he’s not going to,” Benedikt assured him darkly. “And I’m going to have someone review every examination Olafsson sat in on. Just in case. Praeses, I realize that this young healer has restored General Lennart to health, and I think that’s admirable and certainly worthy of praise. I can’t give him a position that even he doesn’t think he’s earned, however. That will clash with the Edicts.”

Aalam flapped a hand at this. “I won’t demand the impossible, but I still wish to reward that young man. To come and heal Lennart, even with his name on the Lists, that takes courage. I admire that kind of guts. On this I remain firm, however. You will remove his name from the Lists.”

Having no issue with this, Benedikt nodded sharply, and with that gesture, half of the nervous tension strangling Mikkel’s heart eased. “His name was illegally placed on the Lists to begin with; now that I know about it, it must be removed.”

It took serious effort, but Mikkel didn’t grab the man and kiss him for that statement. He had a feeling it would be counterproductive.

Aalam smiled, childlike once more now that he’d gotten his way. “Kel, how did you meet this Dag?”

“Dominus Leif took him in, Praeses,” Mikkel answered, choosing his words carefully. “Mægen Stefan Bjorne discovered Dag’s ability and brought him to Dominus Leif, to be precise. Dominus Leif and Stefan have been dedicated in their pursuit of getting Dag properly licensed. They wish to use his abilities to help their own people. As you know, I’ve been expanding business in Nova Scotia, and I met him while working there. Dominus Leif very kindly agreed to let me borrow Dag for General Lennart’s sake, and Stefan accompanied him to properly supervise to keep the Edicts.”

“So he was supervised,” Benedikt muttered in relief. “That makes my stance easier to argue. Of course Bjorne would have the sense to keep everything legal, he’s good at that.”

“Leif sent him to you.” Aalam smiled affectionately. “I do grow fonder of that man every day. He’s infinitely more reliable than my own fool son.”

Mikkel bit his tongue, hard. Some things needed to stay rhetorical.

“Well, now we seem like ungrateful sods,” Benedikt grumbled with another prayer to the heavens. This one was definitely for lightning. “On top of putting me in an embarrassing position, that twit has also made it a difficult one. I’ll have to find a proper way to apologize to both Bjorne and Dominus Leif for this fiasco. Not to mention that young man, Dag.”

“Perhaps a letter of introduction to the Canadian Medical Board for Dag would suffice as an apology?” Mikkel suggested innocently.

“Ha!” Aalam jabbed a finger at him. “I knew it would come sooner or later. That’s what you’re after, isn’t it? You know very well that the Canadian Medical Board won’t ignore him if I’m the one signing that letter.”

“It would soothe Dominus Leif’s ire as well, to have his judgment acknowledged as wise,” Mikkel added smoothly.

Grinning from ear to ear like a drunken gnome, Aalam observed to Benedikt, “He’s such a scoundrel. I never win with him. I don’t even try anymore.”

“Try,” Benedikt advised flatly. “Praeses.”

“No, I’m not inclined to do it, not this time,” Aalam said cheerfully. “Writing that letter kills several birds with one stone. It repays the young man for his services, it irritates and embarrasses Olafsson—always a pleasure, that—and it ensures Leif and Bjorne aren’t mad at me. I don’t want them mad at me, there’s no one in the world to replace them in Nova Scotia. I wouldn’t even want to try. So a letter he shall have. I’ll also pay him for his time and travel expenses, that’s only fair, and publicly announce my thanks to him so that everyone knows who healed Lennart. There, Mikkel, does that satisfy you?”

It actually did. But Mikkel wouldn’t be himself if he didn’t try to push for that little extra. “It’s exquisitely generous of you, of course.”

“But?” Aalam waggled a finger at him. “I hear the ‘but.’ What else do you want, you greedy rascal?”

“I believe there is something you can grant Dag that he would appreciate very much. Give him the ability to travel the length and breadth of the world, through every Region, at will, with nothing hindering him. He wants to reach all of those who need him. Surely, Praeses, you can grant that wish? A pass issued in your name will let him cross all borders without question.” Mikkel held the Praeses’s eyes and waited.

Aalam’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. He shared a speaking glance with Benedikt, who looked equally suspicious. “You’ve never asked me for that.”

“I’ve never needed it,” Mikkel countered, tone even.

The Praeses sat there, stumped, knowing that there was something else to this request, but unable to guess. “Who is this man to you, really?”

“My friend. You, of all people, understand what it means to be my friend.”

Aalam’s suspicion relaxed into a smile and nod. “That I do. You’re a true friend. I could wish for more just like you. Alright, Kel, I’ll grant his wish, and all of yours. I’ll send a letter to Leif and a present as well, to thank him and apologize for all the hullabaloo.”

Reminded, Mikkel tacked on, “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but he and his wife are expecting. She’s now nearly a month along.”

“Really?” Aalam slapped a hand on his thigh, lit up in delight. “I’m relieved. I knew they were having some trouble conceiving. Wait, is that this Dag fellow’s doing too?”

“It is.”

“I’ll have to doubly reward him before all of this is done. I’ll send along an appr—no, better, you know what they’ll likely want. Go buy them several things in my name and send them along. Tell them I’ll hold a feast in the child’s honor when it’s born.”

“That will make them very happy. I’ll be sure to do so.”


Twenty-three

Dag

Dag cozied up with Mommo on the couch, picking things out on a tablet from her catalog of items. It was quite fun, virtual shopping. Dag had never done it before. He’d never had a long-term address to make it feasible, for one thing. He could see why people got addicted to it.

They were debating which toys would be the better buy—really, Dag was trying to keep her within a certain budget, a budget that Mommo seemed invested in destroying—when he heard the front door open and Mikkel call out a greeting to Stefan. Oh, was he back already?

The answer was quick to arrive as both men walked into the sunroom to join them. At their entrance, both Dag and Mommo looked up expectantly.

With considerable fanfare and the showmanship of an actor, Mikkel withdrew two letters from his inside breast pocket and waved them in the air. “Dag Gates. I am pleased to inform you that as of an hour ago, your name has been officially Rescinded from the Lists.”

Dag stared at him, perfectly speechless, not even breathing. He’d done it? The thing that had bound Dag down like a wretched beast for years, sent him running like a fugitive his entire adult life, and it was…gone? Was this how Atlas felt when the weight of the world was suddenly taken off his shoulders? It was so liberating, Dag felt lightheaded, like he might fly away at any moment. Then he shook himself out of his dazed state and launched straight into Mikkel’s arms, drawing the man down and planting a firm kiss on his mouth. Mikkel chuckled and returned it. “You’re very welcome.”

“You are the most amazing man and I owe you,” Dag breathed against his mouth. He nearly vibrated with joy and relief.

It wasn’t enough to thank only Mikkel. He might have put the final nail into it, but it was Stefan who’d laid the groundwork in many ways. Besides, he needed to include Stefan in this joy. It felt intrinsically wrong not to. Turning, Dag grabbed Stefan firmly around the shoulders and hugged him tight enough to restrict Stefan’s breathing. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

“I didn’t do it,” Stefan reminded him, but hugged him back, clearly in no hurry to let go.

“You and Mikkel both got me to this point,” Dag argued vehemently, impossibly tightening his hold. “I wouldn’t have been able to manage any of this. You found me. You kept me safe through all of this.”

“I really wouldn’t have been able to manage it all without you,” Mikkel chimed in, his hand cradling the back of Stefan’s head in a soft caress. “I wouldn’t have even known Dag existed without you. It took both of us to manage this. Thank you for that. And thank you, Dag, for your patience. I know it must have been frustrating at times.”

“It was, but I can’t complain, I saw how hard you two were fighting for me.” Dag leaned back enough to put a hand at the small of Mikkel’s back, drawing him into the embrace. “Tell me everything. How did you manage it so quickly? You said you were only going to report the matter.”

“Yes, well, I did report it. And both the Praeses and Hama Benedikt were fuming and ready to strangle Olafsson by the time I was done. Here, let’s sit. I’ll spin you the tale.”

Stefan had to let go of Dag for them to move, but Dag wasn’t inclined to let either man go far. He was in such a buoyant mood, drawing them to sit down near him, almost within touching distance. Stefan seemed to share his joy and relief as a smile stretched from ear to ear. It had certainly been a rough road and he, for one, was heartily glad to see the end of it.

Like a natural-born storyteller, Mikkel spun out the tale, unfolding the letters and showing them as he did so. Mommo listened just as raptly as the men, her blue eyes alight with happiness. When Mikkel finished, she took the last letter, the one signed by the Praeses, and read it over. “This will certainly make the Canadian Medical Board sign off on you, Dag. I might not need to pull any favors after all.”

Taking the letter from her with reverent hands, Dag traced a shaking finger over the signature and stamped golden seal at the bottom of the page. “It’s…I never dreamed of this.”

“One thing, Dag.” Mikkel’s expression went mischievous. He clearly had one more trick to show his audience. “The Praeses was so delighted about you healing General Lennart, he wanted to reward you. Removing your name from the Lists, and all of that, he felt that was just your due. But coming to help Lennart even when you were wanted, that was something that he felt should be acknowledged. He liked your guts. So this”—he pulled from his coat pocket a platinum talisman dangling from a silver chain and handed it over with both hands—“is just for you.”

Dag took it reverently, his eyes wide, once again barely remembering to breathe. “Is…is this…”

“A travel pass.” Mikkel smoothed Dag’s hair back from his face, expression warm with affection. “It will admit you to anywhere in the world, past any border. I told him, of all the things he could offer you, this was what you wanted most.”

Dag clutched it to his chest with both hands, eyes bright with unshed tears. Of all things to give him, this meant almost as much as having his name off the Lists. This was a measure of safety and security he’d not thought to ask for, and it would give him nothing but inner peace in the future. “Thank you. I know you finagled this in somehow, Kel. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome,” Mikkel responded gently.

Mommo put an arm around Dag’s shoulders and counseled, “Make sure to wear this at all times. No need to lose it. But Dag, you take my advice, and work up a letter of thanks for the Praeses. He likes it when people express gratitude. You have a good opportunity here to make a connection with him and that will help you in the future.”

Dag met her eyes and nodded firmly. “I’ll do that. Will you help me, Mommo?”

“Of course, child. But first, let’s get your examination scheduled. I want you properly licensed before something else happens and we’re caught in a dire situation again. I’ve had enough of this foolishness.”

On that, Dag heartily agreed.
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With the not-inconsiderable resources at their disposal, Dag’s practical examination with the Canadian Medical Board was set up very quickly. As an afterthought of sorts, Mikkel also arranged for an examination with the United States Medical Board so that Dag could legally practice in his home country as well. In the course of two days, Dag was examined, passed on the spot, licensed in the US, and then had three jobs assigned to him. He made time to return to General Lennart’s to do a recheck, heartily glad that the general hadn’t done himself further damage that night. By the time he was done with all of it, Dag’s head spun and he felt like he’d been around the DC area at least three times.

Stefan eventually put his foot down and proclaimed they had to go back to Nova Scotia—they’d already been gone longer than anticipated, after all. Dag gratefully agreed as he wanted to be back home.

And wasn’t that a strange thought? That Nova Scotia now felt like ‘home.’

The only reason he wasn’t looking forward to the trip back was that there was something strange between Stefan and Mikkel. Neither man would speak of it in front of him, so Dag couldn’t quite put his finger on what, but it was there whenever they looked at each other. He sensed that perhaps Mikkel had pressed his pursuit and Stefan had balked. Dag really hoped he was wrong on that, but unfortunately, he had the sinking feeling he was right.

The trip promised to be awkward beyond belief, but fortunately it didn’t turn out that way. Mikkel was charming and full of stories, drawing even Stefan out of his funk, and it soon became a battle between the three of them for the most absurd situations they’d ever experienced. Dag initially thought he could top them, but both Stefan and Mikkel had lived through interesting times. It made the trip go by in a blur of laughter. He was more than a little sad when Halifax’s airport came into view.

A car was waiting for them at the airport, ready to take them away. Claesson had come himself to get them, and he took over the little luggage that they had. Mikkel had his own vehicle pull up, and he loaded into it before he poked his head out of the door to say, “I’ll see you both sooner or later, I expect. Go sit in a hot tub, work those kinks out.”

“Don’t say the word ‘sit.’” Stefan groaned, bending backward, trying to release tension. He moaned in relief when Dag put a hand to his back and unknotted his muscles. “Bless you, Dag.”

“It’s what I’m here for,” Dag responded with a cheeky wink. “Thanks, Mikkel.”

With a final wave, Mikkel retreated back inside, the door shutting behind him.

Dag put a hand to his own back, unknotting tense muscles before sliding into the dark interior of the SUV. “I think I’ll check in with Domina Jane before finding dinner. I want to make sure she and the baby are alright.”

“Not a bad notion,” Stefan agreed, sliding in next to him. “I’ll check in with Leif. I want an update.”

Stefan wouldn’t say it, but Dag knew that he would report what Mikkel’s spies had informed them of before leaving. Dominus Sahad had been embarrassed and infuriated that his proposal to make Leif a regent was shot unceremoniously down. He’d also loudly protested Dag’s reward from the Praeses, for which he’d been publicly scolded, and that didn’t help soothe the Dominus’s temper any at all. Everyone was holding their collective breaths, waiting to see how the Dominus would retaliate to all of that. They knew he would. He always did. It was just a question of how, when, and where.

Personally, Dag hoped Sahad would give them plenty of warning by doing something stupid first and he’d have the decency to wait two days so Dag could recover from the trip. That wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

They arrived at the castle without fanfare, half of the lights on at this early hour of the evening. Dag hauled his bag inside to his room, finding that someone had cleaned while he was gone, thankfully. Tossing it into the corner, he went hunting for Jane, his stomach rumbling a little as he moved. He patted it, promised dinner, but wanted to check in with her first.

He found Jane in the nursery, or at least what would be the nursery when they were done with it. It was nothing more than a bare room with freshly painted walls at the moment, sketches along the top of it of different fairy tales. Dag had heard all about the painter Jane had hired to create stunning murals on her baby’s walls. The sketches by themselves were impressive—he couldn’t wait to see the final result.

Jane stood in the center of the room, mouth pursed, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Spying him in the doorway, her expression morphed into delight. “You’re back! I heard that you’re licensed now, is it true?”

“A physician’s license,” he confirmed with a wide smile. “For the US, anyway. Canada’s examination is for next week. Not what Stefan wanted, but I couldn’t frankly care less, as long as I get to heal people. It’s packed in my suitcase still. I’ll have to show you later.”

“Yes, do. Where’s Stefan?”

“Went to check in with Dominus Leif,” he answered, crossing to her. “I see you and the baby are fine. No trouble while I was gone?”

“Not a bit. Well, for some reason the smell of milk makes me nauseous, but nothing other than that.”

“I think that’s part and parcel of pregnancy.” Dag made a show of looking her over, more for her and Leif’s peace of mind than anything. After all, he could see everything he needed to from the doorway. “Yes, you’re both fine. Your hormones are rapidly changing, hence the nausea, but there’s no real helping that.”

“I can avoid milk for a while, it’s not anything challenging,” Jane assured him. “As you said, strange tastes are just part of pregnancy. I’ll tell Leif you examined us, though. Maybe the man will stop worrying that way. I swear, for such a hardened soldier, he does fret like a mother hen.”

Dag knew her to not be exaggerating. “He does at that. Well. I’m going for dinner, then a hot bath, then bed. It was a good trip, but exhausting, and I feel the distinct need to be horizontal for a while.”

“Go,” Jane encouraged. “Don’t let me stop you.”

With a wave to her, Dag retreated back downstairs and to the kitchens, where of course food was waiting for him. He ate dinner at the table, regaling Miss Birgit with the full tale and proudly telling anyone that asked that he was now licensed. It turned into a minor celebration with a cake being baked, which he happily devoured a slice of.

The hour grew later than he planned, so by the time he dragged himself upstairs, he no longer had the energy to draw a bath. He washed up with a quick shower instead, threw on a loose pair of pants, and went to bed with his hair still damp.

It seemed his head had barely touched the pillow when the phone next to his bed started screeching like a damned soul. Jerking upright, it took a second to get his eyes unglued and open, then he fumbled out of the blankets, his feet hitting the floor with more force than grace. As he pried his eyes open, he heard the blaring alarm, not that he knew what this particular tone meant. Years of responding to emergency situations had Dag moving before his brain even woke up properly and he scrambled for his phone.

“This is Dag,” he answered, already reaching for shoes.

“Code Blue at IWK Children’s Hospital. Child, age eight, survivor of car accident. He’s not stable, we need you here immediately.”

Shit. “On my way.” Dag threw on the first shirt and jacket he could put hands on, then grabbed his keys and wallet as he stumbled out of his room, more stumbling down the stairs than sprinting them. As he ran down the hallway, he spied Morin, who looked anxious, and he waved an assurance. “Code Blue at IWK, I’ll drive myself in.”

Relieved, the man nodded and went back to his patrolling.

Dag climbed into the car Leif had given him, a Jeep actually—which he was sure was some sort of inside joke about him being American among the canucks, but whatever—and fired up the engine. He sped out of the castle grounds as fast as he dared, as a code blue meant time was against him and he was already twenty minutes out. Maybe he should stay closer to the town center, all things considered. Although he’d hate to lose his proximity to Stefan.

And the kitchens.

The wind ruffled through his hair, cold at this time of night. Maybe grabbing an open top Jeep hadn’t been the smartest decision. An SUV’s headlights flooded over him, their brights on, and he squinted against the glare, honking his horn in protest. The vehicle swerved a little and he swore, trying to duck around them on the narrow road. Was the idiot drunk? On his cell?

Then the SUV swerved into his lane at the last second, speeding up, and his heart leaped into his throat. Even as Dag desperately turned the wheel, trying to put the passenger side between them, he knew he wouldn’t make it. The sound of metal crunching against metal was distant over the roar in his ears. Something cold and hard hit him in the chest. Dag spun sideways at the impact, not really registering anything at first, the pain blooming two seconds later. He stared down at himself—or tried—but something liquid was in his eyes, and he couldn’t see. Lifting an arm, he winced, pain shooting up. His mind was in a daze but the healer in him cataloged the symptoms, the shock, what the pain meant.

The Jeep hadn’t protected him. He was broken on the inside, bones and organs rupturing. With almost clinical observation, his brain cataloged the damage and informed him that he wasn’t going to live through this. Darkness ate around his vision and he sagged in the seatbelt, his vision fading as he blacked out. He had no time for thoughts, for breath, for wishes, nothing. He didn’t even feel it when his head hit pavement.


Twenty-four

Stefan

Stefan had spent two years creating a series of shields, barriers, and alarms into the castle’s magical protective ward. He’d spun it as delicately and intricately as a spider’s web. It was one of the reasons why he slept so soundly at night, knowing that everyone he held precious to him in this Region slept under his protection.

No anti-magic talisman in the world could breach one of Stefan’s barriers.

Because of that faith, he slept deeply and well. It was a struggle to wake him on any given morning. It took probably longer than it should have for him to claw his way through dreamland and become conscious enough to realize his cell phone was ringing. It had an angry tone to it, as if it had been ringing for some time and he’d failed to notice it. Groaning—this better not be an emergency, dammit—he picked it up off his nightstand, flipping to see the screen. Landgrave? Why was Landgrave calling at nearly eleven at night? A foreboding pitch of ice grew in his stomach as he swiped to answer the call.

“Landgrave.”

“Stefan, you need to get down here immediately. Dag was in a bad car accident.”

All of the blood drained out of Stefan’s head, leaving him dizzy. “How bad?”

“He’s…in really bad shape. It was a head-on collision. Stefan, hurry, there’s not much I can do for him. He’s barely stable.”

“Shit. On my way.” He threw on pants, a sweater, shoes, and grabbed a jacket as he raced out of the door and to his sedan parked outside. He was Dag’s emergency point of contact. Of course, Landgrave would contact him regardless, but the way the doctor had requested his help said that modern medicine couldn’t help Dag. Landgrave expected Stefan to somehow bridge the gap, to magic the injuries away. Stefan would do it in a heartbeat if he had any idea how to. Which he didn’t. He raced by the guards and staff, running harder than he had in his entire life. Even as he flew by people, he heard them call out questions, and he didn’t have the breath or wit to answer. A mantra ran through his terrified mind like a rat caught in a maze: not Dag. Please, not Dag.

The sedan roared as he gunned it out of the parking lot, racing down the dark streets and to the hospital. It normally took twenty minutes to get there, but with Stefan’s reckless driving, he planned to get there in ten. Even as he drove, however, a niggling thought raced through his head.

Mikkel.

No matter his own complicated feelings on the matter, shouldn’t he tell Mikkel? Knowing how the man felt about Dag? He couldn’t…After everything that Mikkel had done for both of them, he couldn’t discount Mikkel’s feelings. His own complicated emotions aside, he couldn’t hurt Mikkel like this. With one eye on the road, he pulled his cell phone out and punched in Mikkel’s number, putting the call on Bluetooth.

“Well, hello, hjärtat, I never expected you to call this late.”

“Kel”—he had to swallow twice, and he could hear from the tense breath on the other end of the line that Mikkel had picked up on his emotions—“Dag was in a bad car accident. He’s in the ER.”

“Meet you there.” The call abruptly ended.

Shit, he hoped he’d done the right thing. No time to question it now, all he could do was get there and hope that he had some flash of genius to get Dag through this. He didn’t think Landgrave was exaggerating or overstating matters. The man had been in the ER for ten years and he wasn’t given to the dramatic.

He pulled up to the ER in a screech of tires, threw the car in park, then sprinted through the glass sliding doors. He paid no attention to the people in the waiting room, slumped over and in pain, waiting to be seen. He didn’t even stop at the reception desk, just kept going, knowing that Landgrave would be waiting for him outside Dag’s room.

Stefan spied him in the next second, the doctor pacing back and forth, and lifted a hand. “Landgrave!”

“Stefan, thank god,” Landgrave blurted out, grabbing him by the wrist and hauling him into the room. “I cannot help him. He’s got two broken legs, four fractured ribs, I think his spleen has ruptured, his right lung is threatening to collapse, and he’s got one hell of a split on the side of his head. Bone’s visible. He’s probably bleeding internally but I literally cannot get him onto the table in this condition. He’s deeply in shock. If we don’t get him stable somehow, there’s no way to cut him open.”

Stefan heard all of the words, absorbed them, but he couldn’t look at Landgrave. All of his attention centered on Dag. Someone had put Dag flat on his back, his pants and shirt cut off of him for access, and a hastily wrapped bandage was around his head, already soaked with blood. Temporary splints were on both legs, a neck brace on him, another around his rib cage, and he was hooked up to both an IV and a heart monitor. An oxygen mask obscured half his face. Stefan wasn’t a doctor, but the numbers and lines on the screen didn’t look promising. Half of Dag was skinned up from road rash, angry and bloody. A nurse stood by, hooking up a blood bag, but with a hopeless look on his face. That expression told Stefan that the nurse too knew the odds were slim of Dag coming out of this alive.

And the terror of it ate through Stefan’s heart.

Landgrave’s hand landed on his shoulder, shaking him. “Can you heal this?”

More than anything, he wished to nod, wished to say of course he could. Tears in his eyes, he shook his head. “I can’t begin to. This is far outside my ability. Landgrave, what do you need to operate on him?”

“A freaking miracle.” Landgrave sighed, all hope slipping from his expression. “Damn. Fucking damn. I know you said healing isn’t your thing, but I’d hoped…We’ll try. Stefan, we’ll try. I’ll get a surgery room prepped as soon as I can, it’s just not good odds for him. Even if he pulls through the surgery, he’s so damaged on the inside, I don’t give him good odds of surviving the night.”

Stefan flinched at those words, eyes burning with unshed tears. He went forward, taking the only part of Dag that wasn’t an open wound, clasping his wrist tightly. Dag felt cold, little better than ice. Blood loss? Or was it because he’d been left injured out on an open road before someone found him?

Landgrave read him like an open book and left, clasping Stefan hard on the shoulder before going. He didn’t say a word, his grief silent as he quietly left the room, closing the door behind him. Stefan tried not to read too much into that, tried not to think that Landgrave was giving him the privacy to say any last goodbyes, but it was too obvious to ignore.

Tears tracked down his cheeks, but he dashed them quickly off. He didn’t have time for regrets, for wishes, or any other sentimental thing. He had to think of a way to save Dag.

His energy was somewhat drained after all the traveling he’d done today. He hadn’t eaten much, either, which didn’t help in this moment. Even at full health though, he wouldn’t have the magical power needed to tackle this. Closing up open wounds, healing bones, Stefan was reasonably sure he could do that. But the internal injuries? How did he begin to combat those? He didn’t even know what to heal. And what about Dag’s head? If his head had been impacted to the point it was an open wound, wouldn’t that mean he was hemorrhaging internally? Stefan didn’t know enough anatomy to make even educated guesses.

Stefan had never prayed for a miracle as hard as he did now, not even during the insanity two years ago when he and Leif had taken over this crazy place. Dag lay far too still under his hands, and he didn’t need the others’ eyes to tell that in an hour, maybe less, Dag would be dead.

And Stefan didn’t know what the fuck he could do to stop it.

The door burst open but he didn’t even glance behind him, because it didn’t matter who came in—they wouldn’t be able to help. No one could heal Dag but Dag, and he wasn’t in any shape to do it. That thought seemed to lead to something, a tantalizing idea just out of reach, but it eluded Stefan. It felt important—

A hand landed on his shoulder, shockingly hot against his cold skin. “Stefan.”

Mikkel. That brought his head up, even though he didn’t want to, because he knew Mikkel cared deeply for Dag. The man was a notorious playboy, but his care for Dag was sincere, Stefan could see that. He saw it now, concern in those clear grey eyes, fear settling in the corners of his mouth although he kept his emotions in check.

The words tumbled out of Stefan unbidden. “I’m sorry. I’m losing him, I can’t heal this.”

“Give me the problem,” Mikkel requested, tone even, his grip on Stefan tightening. “Why can’t you?”

It wasn’t a slap in the face but a straight inquiry. Stefan found he could answer because of that. “He’s got two broken legs, four fractured ribs, a ruptured spleen, his right lung is threatening to collapse, and an open head wound. Dr. Landgrave believes he might be bleeding internally. His body is in severe shock. They can’t operate on him under these conditions, the surgery will likely kill him.”

“If you can’t heal him, who can?” Mikkel demanded. “Tell me who to get.”

Mikkel dealt in a land of connections, of hard figures, where he could move people and pieces about with equal ease and get the result he wanted. Stefan only wished that the world always worked that way. Shaking his head, he whispered, “There isn’t anyone. The only person who can heal Dag is Dag himself.”

“And there’s no way to rouse him? Wake him so he can do the job?”

“Possibly. I have an invigoration spell I could use, but he wouldn’t have the energy necessary—” Stefan’s mouth abruptly went still as that elusive thought from earlier hit him with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. Yes. That was it. That was the solution he needed. It was two kinds of illegal, of course, but did it matter? If Dag died, he’d take Stefan’s heart with him, and Stefan would rather go to the grave with Dag than survive the fallout.

“You just thought of a solution,” Mikkel urged, tone lilting up in hope. “What?”

Wetting dry lips, Stefan looked up into his face once more. “You’ve heard of Bindings?”

Mikkel went very still, expression enigmatic. “I have. That thing where married couples bind their life forces together, becoming inseparable. You mean to bind him to you?”

“It will give him the energy he needs to heal himself, to survive.” Although god knew what Dag would think of it all later. Stefan had no idea how Dag really felt about him. He knew Dag was interested, attracted, but that was a far cry from the deep emotion that brought people into a Binding. There was no guarantee Dag would look upon this favorably. How painful it would be to be so closely Bound to someone who couldn’t love him as Stefan needed, he didn’t know. He did know it was better than the alternative. And that was all he really needed to know. Making a snap decision, he reached for the chair nearby, as he had to be perfectly stable while doing the Bindings—he couldn’t risk an upset balance. “Mikkel, leave. You shouldn’t witness this.”

The businessman’s brows slammed together. “Let’s get this straight right now, Mægen. I’m not leaving the two of you, not with one on his deathbed and the other looking ready to pass out. You need me with you. It’s about time you took me seriously anyway.”

Either Stefan’s attention was so fractured because of the situation that he couldn’t make sense of Mikkel’s words, or the man just plain wasn’t making sense. “What?”

“I love him too, Stef,” Mikkel said with a soft smile. “I love you both. You’re not doing this without me.”

For a moment, a startling moment, Stefan felt as if the world had tilted up on its axis and spun the other way around. He couldn’t possibly mean it, could he? Mikkel had been frank enough in his desires, but when had it become a matter of the heart as well?

He shook the question off as unimportant because at the moment, it was. Mikkel was being perfectly clear: he loved both of them. Mikkel knew what he was about to do, what it meant, and still he stayed. No, demanded to be included. “What I’m about to do is highly illegal.”

Mikkel snorted, reaching for the other chair. “Like I care.”

Right, he should have expected that answer. “The last time I made a life-altering decision, I was mostly drunk.”

Despite the situation, Mikkel grinned at him, almost carefree. “This time you’re completely sober.”

“I think I prefer being drunk,” Stefan decided, voice faint. “Less anxiety that way. Are you absolutely, positively sure? This will last for our lifetimes.”

“Yes,” Mikkel answered firmly.

“Then the rest of it we’ll talk about later”—oh god would they ever talk about it later—“and you can take his right hand now. Are you ready?”

Mikkel, bless him, kept his answer short and concise as he settled into the chair next to him and took up Dag’s hand. “Yes.”

“I’ll need to start the bond first, give him strength, but when I nod, put your free hand on top of mine. We need to keep a complete circle between us until it’s finished.”

“Got it.” He focused on Dag, taking in a breath, as if needing a moment.

Stefan certainly wished he had that luxury, only Dag didn’t, because they didn’t have time to debate or do things over. He drew in a deep breath, gaining the lungpower necessary to sustain the lengthier notes this spell required. Then he sang the rather wordy incantation to begin the Binding process, placing one hand over Dag’s heart, feeling the weak heartbeat with very real fear. He put his free hand over Mikkel’s heart, the beat strong and fast in comparison. The Binding spell spun about them, glowing in lines of gold and red, twining their life forces together. It was beautifully intricate and ethereal, like nothing else he had ever seen. He could see it reach out in both directions, from him to Dag, from Dag to Mikkel, from Mikkel back to Stefan. A full loop. It felt strange—a tingling awareness building in the back of his mind as two other people’s lives crammed inside—exciting in the best sense. When Stefan sang and held the last note of the spell, that tangible thread cemented.

The excitement crashed down as he gained a very clear picture of how close Dag lingered at death’s door. What should have been a strong thread of red was instead a thin string of pink. He nodded quickly to Mikkel, his full concentration on feeding as much life energy into Dag as possible. He’d need it very soon.

Mikkel lost no time in putting his free hand over Stefan’s. “Dag,” Mikkel called strongly. “Dag, you need to wake up. Heal yourself. Dag!”

It took considerable effort to keep this flow of open energy going. As soon as Mikkel put his hand over Stefan’s, the flow became that much easier to maintain. Well, no, more than that. Mikkel had more energy to spare than either of them. It felt like drinking from the fountain of youth. With that spare energy, he used a brief invigoration spell to jolt Dag. The other’s brown eyes sprang open and he sucked in a breath, only to cough and grimace in pain when it jarred the open wound. “Dag, heal yourself,” Stefan pleaded. “Please, quickly. I can’t maintain this.”

Dag’s eyes sought out his, then Mikkel’s, and even in his state he seemed to realize what was going on. He looked amazed but perplexed as his eyes took in the energy lines swirling in and through him. Stefan expected questions, but Dag asked none, his eyes falling to half-mast as he focused. He lifted a hand and grasped the one Stefan had over his heart. Under Stefan’s watchful gaze, he saw the energy swirling about in Dag’s body, working on the internal injuries first if the areas were any indication. Then Dag’s eyes closed entirely and he went very still.

“He’s not sleeping,” Mikkel observed, his voice strained and taut.

“No, he’s focusing on all of the internal injuries.” Whether he could heal everything in time, that was Stefan’s worry. He knew Dag could heal wounds readily enough, but even at their first meeting, he’d been frank about his success rate on serious cases. “Get ready to help him up, he’ll likely want all of these temporary casts off.”

Mikkel gave him a swift smile at the hopeful instruction. “Just give the word.”

Time ticked by in agonizing increments. One second. Two. Five seconds. A minute. Five minutes. Ten. Twenty. An hour. Through it all Dag lay still, although his brows knitted together in concentration. Stefan went back to praying to any deity he thought might be listening. Please, Dag. Don’t die like this, not before he had the chance at least to say how he felt. It didn’t matter if the feelings were returned, it truly didn’t, just survive this.

Dag abruptly flailed upright, and Mikkel caught him, an arm around his shoulders, shoving the washbasin in front of his face. Stefan yanked up the oxygen mask just in time. Dag used the basin promptly, spewing out what looked like black blood. Stefan grabbed a carafe of water and a glass, pouring some sloppily into it, catching Dag’s neck in support to help him drink and wash the blood out of his mouth. Dag did so twice before he pushed both away from him.

Shoving the basin onto the floor, Mikkel smoothed hair back from Dag’s face, eyes searching him anxiously. “Alright?”

“I’ll live,” Dag rasped, leaning heavily against him. His eyes went to Stefan’s and his confusion was clear. “Stef, what the hell did you do?”

“The only thing I could do,” Stefan replied with a helpless shrug. The full impact of his choice hit him with all the weight of a lead waterfall and he couldn’t meet either of their eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry. I should have asked. I know I should have asked—”

Mikkel caught his hand, squeezed it reassuringly. “Stop, Stef. I don’t think he’ll be upset about it. I’m certainly not. Dag, you’ve heard of Bindings?”

It took no more than a blink for Dag to put it all together. “Is that what this is? Wait, you Bound all three of us?”

“Now, käraste, you’d be bored without me,” Mikkel responded cheerfully. He planted a sound kiss on Dag’s forehead and beamed at Stefan. “I’m here to keep you both fed and entertained.”

Dag’s mouth opened and closed like a landed fish, and he kept making croaking sounds, but no words emerged. Stefan shrugged helplessly back in response because even though he’d just lived through it, he had no idea how he’d managed to make the choices he had. “It seemed like a good idea at the time” was not likely what either man wanted to hear. It was truly regrettable that he hadn’t been drunk while making this decision. He could have used the excuse of beer right then. All he could respond to Dag’s incredulous look with was another shrug.

Mikkel’s smile shifted into something warm and affectionate. “I’m almost glad this happened, in a way. I wasn’t sure how to get through to either one of you. Dag, beloved, how are you feeling?”

“Very confused,” Dag admitted frankly.

“I meant physically.”

“Oh. Uh, give me another hour for my organs and bones to fully heal, then I’ll need to eat. Should probably stay in bed until morning.”

Mikkel waggled his eyebrows in a lecherous manner. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Stefan smacked him in the arm. Could the man not be serious for more than five minutes? “Will you stop?”

“Never.” As quickly as he teased, Mikkel’s demeanor flipped to being somber once more. “Dag, let’s get these casts off you. That’s safe to do, right? Good. Neck brace first, I know how uncomfortable those things are.”

“Wait, what about the code blue?” Dag’s brows furrowed, anxious.

This was news to Stefan. “What code blue?”

“I got a call, a code blue was happening. It’s why I headed in.”

Landgrave had mentioned nothing about this. “I’ll check on it, but Dag, you’re not in a state to respond anyway.”

Dag grimaced. “Guess that’s true.”

This workaholic, seriously. Stefan wasn’t sure who was worse, himself or Dag.

Mikkel brought them back on track. “Stef, can you—perfect, thanks. Is it safe to take off the rest—”

The door burst open and Olafsson strode through with two guards at his heels. He took one look at the three men on the bed before turning to Stefan with evil, smug satisfaction. “I knew it. I could feel it clear across on the other side of the city. Alright, Stefan Bjorne, come with me.”

Stefan stared at him and knew he didn’t have a single leg to stand on in defense. This, too, was a price to pay for his recklessness. How Olafsson was here, he didn’t know. No, wait, he likely did. With Dominus Sahad angry and humiliated, he’d no doubt sent Olafsson here with some method of retaliation. Of course the man arrived at exactly the wrong time and caught Stefan like this. Olafsson’s timing was always impeccable, damn him.

He could feel the others’ confusion and alarm as Stefan got slowly off the bed, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at them. It would possibly give the game away. Olafsson was intent on dragging Stefan away, but there was still a chance, at least as long as he left Mikkel free. He walked steadily for the door.

“Stef, what the hell is going on?” Dag demanded in a hard voice.

“Our law-abiding Stef broke several laws,” Mikkel explained in a quick undertone. “Otherwise he’d be telling Olafsson to choke on his own tongue. Stefan!”

He couldn’t say it would be alright, he couldn’t force those words out of his mouth, but he turned his head just enough to catch Mikkel’s eye, hoping his expression relayed everything it needed to as he ordered them both, “Take care of each other.”

Then Olafsson, impatient, grabbed Stefan’s arm, threw a locking spell over his magic, and jerked him out the door.


Twenty-five

Dag

Dag watched Stefan go and felt the urge to murder someone. Preferably Olafsson, although he could cheerfully strangle Stefan right now as well. His friend—technically husband, as the Bindings were more legally sound than marriage vows—had clearly not explained all of the pitfalls of this before launching into it. Not that he’d had time to, but still, a word of caution wouldn’t have been amiss.

And wasn’t that an insane thought, right there. He was married. To two men. He really didn’t know how to react to that yet. His brain was spinning so wildly that he felt lightheaded. Bindings were permanent, weren’t they? Dag had heard stuff about them through the years, although without formal training, he didn’t know fact from fiction.

He was confused but not angry about it. The situation had been beyond dire, granted, and he fully understood why Stefan had made the decision to link him and Dag together. There would have been no way for Stefan to heal him, and Dag certainly couldn’t have managed it without another’s strength. But how did Mikkel get roped into this?!

He turned to Mikkel, who was watching the open doorway with a calculating look. “Kel, would you please explain what the hell is going on?”

At that question, his head came around, his attention on Dag for a long moment. Mikkel kept his expression smooth, but Dag could read under that mask well enough. Mikkel was very worried and obviously torn on which direction to go, whether it was safe to chase after Stefan in that moment or if he needed to stay with Dag. He spoke carefully, each word weighed and measured. “Stefan called me and reported you’d been in a bad car accident and were in the ER. I raced here, found Stefan had already arrived. You were dying. Stefan had no faith that he could heal you. The doctors couldn’t even operate because you weren’t stable enough for it. He said the only one that could heal you was you yourself.”

Nodding, Dag accepted that, as it was simple truth. Even with all of Stefan’s genius and power, this situation would have been beyond him. “Okay, and…?”

“He said the only thing he could do was give you the energy to heal yourself, and of course there’s only one way to do that: Bindings. Dag…” Mikkel paused and studied him carefully. “You do realize that Stefan’s crazy in love with you, right?”

Dag let his eyes slip closed for a moment. Had he known that? No. Had he suspected that his friend’s regard for him went deeper than friendship? Yes. Only a blind man wouldn’t have noticed. Stefan had done so much for him, after all. “I knew he cared deeply about me. I wasn’t sure how deeply.”

“Well, he’s crazy in love with you,” Mikkel confirmed, mouth twisting up in a wry smile. “As much as I’m in love with you.”

That was not the answer he’d expected. Since when had both men gone from interested to in love? Dag was not asking for a friend, here, he really wanted this answered. He stared back at Mikkel, flabbergasted, mouth working but no sound emerging. The Bindings…the Bindings weren’t just to save him?

Both men actually meant them?

“Dag?” Mikkel prompted, waving a hand in front of his eyes. “I think I broke him. Dag, you still with me?”

“You love me.” Dag swallowed, trying to clear the constriction in his throat. His heart thumped a mile a minute, a curious sense of elation coursing through his veins like quicksilver.

Carefully cradling his head with one hand, Mikkel smiled down at him with the most tender expression he’d ever seen on the man’s face, grey eyes shining with the love he’d just professed to. “Is that really so hard to believe?”

No. Yes. No. Maybe. Dag wasn’t even sure what to think of this. Dag could see the Bindings between them clearly enough, the strength of them despite his deplorable state, and they gave him as much courage as the man seated at his side.

An irreverent part of his brain observed that Stefan’s earlier statement had been right. Mikkel had been serious in his pursuit of him. Dag had spent most of his life not properly loved by anyone, so to hear that two of the men he admired and liked most wanted him so strongly they’d gamble their lives for his, well. He didn’t know how to accept it. He only knew that he desperately wanted to, that if he had a chance to have everything, then he’d take it despite the possible pitfalls. “I want you both. I think I was a little scared even trying for it, but if you’re both this sure? Then I can only try my best to respond in kind.”

“I think Stefan is equally torn up about it,” Mikkel confided, smile stretching out into an outright grin. “My poor, sweet babies, I have so much to teach both of you. But we’ll discuss that later, when you’re both with me. Are you alright with this, Dag?”

“‘Alright’ is not sufficient for what I’m feeling.” Dag struggled upright, and Mikkel helped him, sliding a hand behind his back and shoulders to support him. He took advantage of the man’s proximity to raise the hand not covered in a cast to catch Mikkel’s head and hold it still. Carefully, because he wasn’t confident or practiced in kissing, he leaned in and kissed Mikkel gently on the lips.

The most stunning, brilliant joy lit Mikkel’s face. He pressed in and kissed Dag with sweet heat, tenderly conveying to him every fear, every ounce of love and relief he felt that Dag was with him. Dag could actually feel that, not only in the way the man held him, but along the bond. The emotion sparked where they were connected and that was incredibly heady stuff.

Mikkel didn’t linger there, pulling back after a minute, his forehead resting against Dag’s. In a hoarse whisper, he breathed, “Thank you.”

“That’s my line, isn’t it?” Dag kept hold of him, half-convinced this was all a dream. He might have a good case for it except that Stefan wasn’t with them. Pulling back another few inches, he went back to pressing matters. “Stefan.”

“I know. We’ll need to act fast to save him. I promise to fill you in on everything properly, but for now, what you need to know is we both love you, I love both of you, I’m pretty sure Stefan loves me as well but he’s nervous about it, we’ll need to work him through it. Got all that? Good. Now, as for the laws that he broke, I’m not a lawyer—”

Dag snorted at this. “You’re worse than a lawyer. You’re a man who knows how to skirt through the loopholes of the law, don’t try to pull one over on me.”

“You do know me so well,” Mikkel purred, delighted. “It’s very sexy of you, but stop distracting me. As I said, I’m no lawyer, but I believe that in this case, Stefan broke two laws to save your hide. First, as you know, polygamy isn’t legal in Canada. By Binding to you like this, he’s basically married both of us. And second, he didn’t get your consent before performing the Binding, which is a huge taboo.”

That all sounded very problematic. Fortunately, Dag thought he could solve at least one part of that problem. “They’re hauling him off for a judicial review and trial, right?”

“Likely to occur within the next few hours, or however fast Olafsson can get five more galdere to come and sit in judgment,” Mikkel confirmed darkly. “I really want to know how Olafsson is here, with this suspiciously impeccable timing. But I think I need to solve that mystery later. For now, let’s focus on thwarting him. I believe if we go in there and lie convincingly enough that he had consent, on both our parts, we can get at least one charge dismissed. As for the other, well, how does Leif feel about his best friend being gay?”

“He doesn’t care one way or another, just wants Stef happy, why?”

“I do believe it’s time that Leif is caught up on matters, don’t you?”
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Mikkel let Dr. Landgrave and two nurses into the room—the monitors had been going haywire earlier, they were justifiably concerned—and Dag put up with their fussing. While they checked him over, Mikkel retreated into the hallway and called Ivar first, explained the situation in terse sentences, and demanded clothes and food for Dag. Ivar really wanted to ask more questions, Mikkel could tell, but he truly didn’t have the time to explain everything in depth right now. As it was, they’d be delayed at the hospital for a while yet. They wouldn’t be able to move until they had Dag at least fed. He was drawing on energy strongly from both Mikkel and Stefan through the Bindings in order to stay awake. It was imperative that Dag stay upright for the next few hours if they were to free Stefan. The minutes ticked by in an audible click-click in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t regret the five minutes he took to confess his heart to Dag. Not when it reassured him that Dag accepted him. He only wished Stefan had been here to get the same assurance.

Dr. Landgrave stepped out with the nurses and paused to give Mikkel a nod of assurance. The relief on the man’s face was blatant. “He’s fine. As expected of Dag, a measly car wreck isn’t going to keep him down. Whatever he tells you in terms of care, follow to the letter, he knows better than I do at this point. Also, he’s not allowed back in here to work for two weeks. No matter what emergencies happen. He has to heal completely and regain his energy before it’s safe for him to work.”

“I’ll remember that when he starts arguing with us later. Thank you, Doctor.”

“If anything does happen, press the call button, we’ll be here immediately to help.” Landgrave gave him a nod before moving on down the hallway.

That did reassure him but Mikkel was still in crisis mode. They had to get Stefan back, after all. He moved back into the room, closing the door, and called Leif next.

“Vinters,” Leif answered with a groan. “A bit late for—wait. Tell me this isn’t an emergency.”

“It’s an emergency,” Mikkel said grimly. He kept the phone between him and Dag, and on speaker, so his husband could participate. (His brain wanted to go off into la-la land and croon ‘husband’ a few thousand times. He jerked roughly back on topic because now was Not The Time.) “I have you on speaker with Dag. Succinct version: Dag was in a bad car accident over an hour ago. Stefan Bound all three of us in order to save him. Olafsson somehow miraculously was in the right place at the wrong time, felt it, and immediately grabbed Stefan for violating however many rules he violated.”

Leif swore long and creatively. “Let me get this straight. You, Dag, and Stefan are all now Bound to each other?”

“Yes.”

“And where did Olafsson take him?”

“No idea. I have Ivar working on that.”

“Dag, were you aware enough during this procedure to know what they were doing?”

Dag’s face wrinkled up in a grimace. “Only sort of. Stefan woke me with a spell so I could heal myself. I saw the Bindings, I just didn’t understand what they were until Mikkel explained.”

“So Stefan did not get your consent first.”

“No, but Dominus, I’m not upset about this. I don’t…” Here Dag blushed as he met Mikkel’s eyes. “I don’t want to break the Bindings.”

Mikkel realized the situation wasn’t right for it, but he wanted to kiss Dag all over again for that statement. He really had been worried about what Dag thought of all this. He seemed more than overwhelmed. Which was fair, as Mikkel was overwhelmed and he’d been awake and consenting through the whole process. It assuaged his heart that Dag hadn’t once looked upset or suggested that he was unhappy with how things had turned out. The only thing he was focused on was getting Stefan back, which was understandable. That was Mikkel’s focus too at the moment.

There was an audible hiccup on the other end. “I see.” Leif clearly had more questions and an avid curiosity, but he didn’t voice them. “Alright. Apparently I need to make a new law and make it valid tonight. Vinters, I’ll also see if I can locate Stefan. We’ll get him back quickly, I swear it. Dag, can you move yet?”

“Mikkel’s got food and clothes coming to me. I think by the time I’ve eaten and gotten a shower, I can safely move. I’m healing faster than normal.” Dag’s mouth lifted in a crooked smile, because obviously with two sets of life energy available to him, he’d heal faster.

“Alright. I might call again to get more particulars, but I have what I need for the moment. Keep me updated.”

Mikkel hung up and set the phone aside. His mind was on practicalities as he addressed the casts still on Dag’s legs and right arm. “Can we remove those yet?”

“Yes, but I shouldn’t put any weight on my legs.”

“What if I carry you into the shower? You can wash up while waiting for our delivery.”

Dag grimaced agreement. “Please. All of this dried blood is itchy.”

“I bet.” Mikkel carefully removed the casts, thankful all of them were of the strap-on variety. He left Dag on the bed long enough to move into the en suite bathroom and start the shower running, letting the water warm up. He stepped back out and pulled his sweater over his head, toeing off his shoes. A startled squeak from the bed stopped him mid-motion, his hands on his waistband. Looking over his shoulder, he found Dag staring at his naked back with a comical mix of appreciation and trepidation. Amused, he pointed out to his new husband, “Käraste, I can’t afford to get my clothes wet, and you’ll need support in the shower.”

“Right,” Dag croaked.

That was interesting. Dag was acting like he’d never…Come to think of it, had he ever been with someone before? Dag was the only one he didn’t have any sense of a dating history for. Surely not… “Dag, you have seen a naked man before?”

“Well, yeah,” Dag admitted, color rising in a hot wave up his cheeks. “But they were typically bleeding or something.”

Mikkel’s eyebrows rose steadily as the implications hit. “You’ve never been with a man before.”

Cheeks now a molten red, he shook his head, eyes darting away from Mikkel.

Oh my. Mikkel licked his lips with anticipation. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

Dag shot him a Look. “Really? I tell you I’m a virgin, and that’s your response?”

“I’ve never been with a virgin before,” Mikkel mused to himself, resuming his stripping. “But teaching you all about the pleasure of your own body? That will be exquisite fun. Wait until Stefan hears this. Don’t worry, käraste, I promise not to overwhelm you the first night.”

“I don’t believe you,” Dag retorted, arms crossed defensively over his chest.

“Probably wise,” Mikkel agreed cheerfully. Pulling off his boxers, he left his clothes on the visitor’s chair and turned, fully aware of what he was doing. It probably wasn’t the right time to tease, especially with Stefan still under Olafsson’s thumb, but he didn’t want Dag to focus on that. It would only worry him. They’d get Stefan back—Leif would make sure of it. Mikkel just had to support Dag through the next however-many hours it took to manage that.

Dag was trying not to look, he really was, but his eyes betrayed him and swept Mikkel from head to foot. He went impossibly redder, attention lingering over Mikkel’s groin. Liked what he saw, did he? Mikkel went through some effort to stay fit. It was nice that Dag found him physically attractive. He was experienced enough to know that visually appealing and attractive were two very different things.

“Alright, your turn.” Mikkel went straight to him, utterly unselfconscious as he moved. Dag looked on the verge of expiring from mortification, but Mikkel didn’t draw attention to that as he pulled the hospital gown and blood-soaked boxers carefully off Dag.

Cautious to not put any pressure on bones still healing, he lifted Dag into his arms, catching a frown before it could crease his face. His Dag was still too thin; there was barely any fat to be found on him. He really had to see to that later, make sure that Dag had enough to eat. Two weeks of not working, of just recovering, should help with that.

Carrying him in through the bathroom, he shut the door behind them with a kick of his foot, then lowered him gently to the hospital stool inside of the shower stall. Dag let go of him as he sat, turning into the warm spray.

Mikkel spotted a washcloth and grabbed it, then a bar of soap, and leaned over Dag to start carefully washing the remains of the road rash away. It came off easily, revealing healthy pink skin behind. Seeing that Dag was still a little embarrassed by all of this, he tried joking with him. “This was not what I had in mind for our first shower together. I promise the next one will be much more fun.”

That worked. Dag’s cheeks faded to a slight pink as he grinned up at him. “Of course it will. Kel, can I ask something?”

“You can ask anything.”

“I heard rumors that you like threesomes. That you’re usually in a polyamorous arrangement of some sort. Is…” Dag blew out a breath. “I’m not sure how to ask this. You didn’t hesitate to pursue me and Stefan at the same time. Is polyamory just natural for you?”

That was an excellent question. Mikkel had been asked it before, multiple times, but he’d never really felt like he’d found a way to explain it. He focused on Dag’s arm as he responded. “I suppose it is. I’ve tried monogamy before, but it was a disaster every time. I think I’m a bit much for one person to handle. It usually works out better if I have two partners. And honestly, käraste, I wouldn’t have been able to choose between you and Stefan. I love you both equally.”

Dag sat on this answer for a while, thoughtful. “I didn’t think I was poly in any sense, but…well, that was before I met you and Stefan. I wouldn’t have been able to choose between you either. But I’m worried how Stefan will take this.”

“I am too, a little,” Mikkel confessed. He paused and knelt in front of Dag, hands lingering lightly on his knees. “I know he’s been very unsure about trying to date us. I fear there’s some dark history behind it. He was the one that called me. I only knew you were in the hospital because of him. I told him upfront that I loved both of you when he told me his plan to Bind to you. I demanded to be part of it. He didn’t argue with me. He just did it.”

Dag studied him, eyes searching his face. “You think he did it for my sake, don’t you?”

Mikkel feared exactly that. Stefan was the practical sort, after all; if it was a matter of not having enough energy to save Dag on his own, he’d make the decision to bring in Mikkel too. Decisions made rashly like this, in fear, were often regretted later. Mikkel could only pray right now Stefan wouldn’t come to regret what he’d done tonight. “I could murder Olafsson. His rotten timing was impeccable.”

“Kel, I don’t think Stefan accepted you just for me,” Dag assured him, caressing his cheek with gentle fingers. “He likes you. He’s attracted to you. He’s told me that.”

But Dag didn’t know that Mikkel had already been rejected by Stefan once. Mikkel really, really didn’t understand why Stefan had acted as he had tonight. But this was not the moment to question it. He didn’t need to add to Dag’s worries and they had food coming soon. Best to finish this shower quickly. “We’ll sort it out. Is your head healed enough to wash?”


Twenty-six

Mikkel

Mikkel loved his two men, he really did, but there were times he could cheerfully shake both of them. Now would be one of those times. Dag was dead set on going and getting Stefan himself, never mind that he had to hang on to Mikkel in order to stay upright. It was all Mikkel could do to get food down him and get him in decent clothes. Stefan wasn’t even trying to use his connection with Leif to get him out of this mess, and really, what did Stefan expect them to do without him? Did he really think that the Bindings were just to save Dag’s life? That he somehow deserved the punishment because he didn’t get Dag’s consent first?

No, that was probably exactly what Stefan thought. Which was utterly foolish, because it meant languishing in a prison instead of being properly by his new husbands’ sides, as he was supposed to be. Mikkel promised himself he’d get some delectable silk ties, some lube, and then very thoroughly educate the galdere on what it meant to be Mikkel’s. Dag would likely help with enthusiasm. Scratch that, he definitely would, as soon as they got Stefan back.

Because Olafsson was an odorous malcontent and a lump of foul deformity, he managed to pull together a quorum of galdere in six hours, set for the ungodly hour of six a.m. He gave no public notice of the trial and no indication of where it would be held, which was an adorable attempt to keep Mikkel out of the proceedings. But the man still stupidly reserved a conference room in a hotel and had it catered with coffee and hors d’oeuvres to be brought up for the judges, which meant the staff of the hotel knew, which meant Mikkel knew. If Olafsson didn’t think of people like furniture, he wouldn’t have left such an obvious trail.

It was incredibly early in the morning for a trial of this sort. Even the birds were barely awake. Mikkel thought it was a testament to not only how visible Stefan’s position was in the magical world, that he’d be so instantly called to trial, but also of Olafsson’s influence. He’d been very careful to put this trial together quickly, before any allies could reach Stefan.

Or at least, he’d tried. Olafsson looked stupid in his astonishment when Mikkel wheeled Dag into the conference room, Leif and Jane striding in behind them. Mikkel took in the room in a blink of the eye. No windows, no means of escape aside from the door, a table shoved into the middle of the room with six cushioned chairs, all filled with older galdere who looked like decrepit crows. Stefan stood with iron bindings on his wrists, staring steadfastly at the floor, at least until their entrance. He was still in the blood-soaked clothes from the night before, unshaven, and he looked gaunt from hunger. Not at his best, and the sight of him made Mikkel’s blood boil over in anger. Then Stefan’s head snapped up, took in the sight of them, and his expression shifted from tense to angry.

The galdere seated at the center of the table half-rose from his chair. “I say, what’s the meaning of this intrusion, this is a—”

Ignoring him utterly, Stefan headed straight for them. “Dag, what are you doing out of bed? Mikkel, he’s paler than a ghost, are you both insane?”

Dag pushed his way up to his feet and got a firm hold on Stefan’s arm, pulling him in closer. “You stupid idiot, you really think I can lie down somewhere while you’re on trial?”

“I expect you to be more careful with your health, considering I nearly killed all three of us trying to save you,” Stefan snapped back. The chains on his wrists cracked audibly as he wrenched them apart, but Stefan didn’t even seem to be aware of what he’d done as he put a supportive arm around Dag’s waist. “Mikkel, push—why are you looking at me like that?”

Mikkel tried to get his expression back under control, but to see his galdere casually snap iron chains, which were supposed to lock a galdere away from any magic, was as alarming as it was sexy as fuck. It might, however, have done them a disservice, as the galdere watching the proceedings were dumbfounded at this casual show of strength. “Hjärtat, do you realize what you just did?” Mikkel asked quietly.

“The chains,” Dag hissed at Stefan.

Stefan glanced down at his own hands, now free of iron, and blanched. “Oh.”

“‘Oh,’ he says,” Leif muttered in despair. “I know Bindings are supposed to make both partners stronger, but apparently when there’s three of you, it goes to the extreme. Dag, sit down before he does anything else he shouldn’t.” Acting like the Dominus he was, Leif strode forward to address the galdere with a commanding voice. “Galdere, I’d welcome you to my Region but unfortunately you came without an invitation, to put one of my own on trial, without notifying me. You also chose to do it on the very night that a dear friend had a terrible accident, ignoring the heightened state of security and bulling your way in. This is a grave oversight on your parts, as it means I’m not in a tolerant mood with any of you.”

“Dominus Leif, you must understand—”

Mikkel ignored the excuses flying about and got Stefan and Dag both chairs before they fell down, which they thankfully took without argument. Then he stayed planted right behind them, an arm on either of their shoulders, and felt infinitely better for the contact. Bindings supposedly encouraged physical touch, and Mikkel certainly felt the draw of it. Not that it mattered much, truly, as he desired both men fervently. And he’d much rather have them both in bed and resting after their ordeal, which meant he needed to clear up this matter quickly.

“Enough!” Leif roared, and the galdere flinched and quieted. With his massive build and thunderous voice, Leif could intimidate even galdere into forgetting who was actually the strongest fighter in the room. “Let me be clear on this. You want to prosecute my mægen on points of law, then by all means, go ahead, but let’s be clear on which laws. The laws of this Region are not yours to uphold.”

Olafsson scoffed. “Dominus Leif, you cannot imagine we would ignore a man breaking the law so openly and using magic to do it!”

Leif met him look for look, the stare as challenging as any lion that had spotted his prey. “I repeat, the laws of neither Canada or the Nova Scotia Region are yours to uphold. Or judge. But very well, if you insist on pursuing this because magic was involved, I’ll indulge you. You say that a man marrying more than one other man is illegal. In my Region, it is not.”

As of an hour ago, in fact. Leif sure moved quickly when he needed to. Mikkel admired the efficiency.

Olafsson, knowing the laws well, glared at him. “Dominus, you cannot change the laws to suit your friend!”

“Olafsson,” Leif growled back, as menacing as a cornered wolf, “the only reason Nova Scotia has laws is because of Stefan Bjorne. The right of one person to marry another does not infringe upon the personal rights of other citizens, therefore it should not be illegal for a man to marry a man, or for a woman to marry a woman, or any combination of genders in a polyamorous relationship. Whatever your opinion on it”—and Leif’s tone made it clear that Olafsson’s opinion was of equal worth to a fly’s fart—“the law in Nova Scotia is set on this matter.”

The galdere at the far end, who looked barely one step away from slipping into a grave, thumped the table with a flat hand. “Dominus Leif, no man may Bind himself to more than a single partner!”

“Bindings have the same weight and meaning as a marriage,” Leif argued. “And our Praeses has three wives. If he can do that, then I don’t understand why the rest of the people in the world should be restricted to one. Unless, of course, you want to march over to Praeses Aalam and haul him to trial for breaking the law?”

None of the galdere answered that. In fact, they looked ill at the thought, as well they should. The Praeses did not suffer fools. Mikkel wished they’d try it though, so he could watch like a fly on the wall. It would be vastly entertaining.

“As long as all are consenting and happy in marriage, or Binding, I don’t care who is with who in my Region,” Leif concluded firmly. “The offense of breaking the law with magic is thereby moot. The last accusation, that of a Binding without consent, you’ll have to take up with the men themselves.”

Right, that was Mikkel’s cue. Stefan was fundamentally incapable of telling a lie. That meant it was up to him and Dag to straighten this mess out. Stefan moved to stand and Mikkel shoved him back down before leaning next to his ear and whispering, “If you try to stand or say another word in the next ten minutes, I will do perfectly evil things to you. I’ll handle this.”

Because Stefan was also fundamentally stubborn and disobedient, he tried to stand anyway. “No, but Mikkel—”

Dag dragged him forcefully back down. “Stay still, Stef.”

Trusting Dag to handle their stubborn Stefan, Mikkel came around them to stand in front of the table. “Gentlemen. I’m Mikkel Vinters. As Dag isn’t really up to standing at the moment, I’ll serve as witness for the events leading up to all of this.”

Olafsson thumped a fist against the table and pointed a stern finger at him, the man’s eyes glaring. “You may not speak for either of them.”

“On the contrary, a husband may testify for his spouse,” Mikkel argued in a pleasant tone. He had to cut the knees out from under this snake quickly before the other galdere could rally a good defense, otherwise they’d be here all day arguing. “And that’s doubly true for spouses Bound. You can all clearly see the Bindings between us, which means you can’t deny my ability to testify on their behalf, so unless you want to pay the rather hefty fine for lying in a court of law? No? Then pray let’s continue. The Bindings, I admit, were not discussed at all before today. We were dating each other, certainly, but the Bindings weren’t something we considered until seven hours ago. Dag—Dag Gates, for the record—was in a terrible head-on collision earlier this evening. Stefan told me frankly that the odds of him being able to heal Dag successfully were slim to none. Dag was inoperable by the time he reached the ER. We both felt that if nothing was done, Dag would die within the hour. We knew Dag could heal himself, if he had the energy and awareness necessary, but there was only one way we knew of to manage that. Stefan hit Dag with an invigorating spell and we quickly explained matters to Dag—”

Unfortunately the galdere in the center of the table lifted his bushy eyebrows and looked past Mikkel to Dag. “Is this true, young man?”

“It is, sir,” Dag answered firmly. Being an accomplished liar, he didn’t try to elaborate, just let the words hover in the air.

Not satisfied with this answer, Olafsson demanded, “They asked if you’d Bind with them? Both of them? And you agreed?”

“Yes.” Dag matched him glare for glare, and despite the obvious pallor of his skin, it was Olafsson who looked uneasy.

Stefan stirred, watching Dag from the corner of his eye, and Mikkel prayed he’d keep his tongue and expressions in check to avoid giving the game away. He moved on, not willing to linger on this point. “Dag was straining to heal himself, but he managed to straighten himself out. We barely had two minutes with him when Galdere Olafsson barged in and hauled Stefan away, and gentlemen, I’m severely unhappy about that. Dag and Stefan have been run through the grinder today, they need rest, not a trial. Everyone was fully consenting through the whole process”—what a whopper of a lie—“and we’re all happily Bound to each other. Now, can you please release Stefan so we can go home and get the rest we deserve?”

“Young man,” the ancient mummy in the corner spoke again, breath wheezing, “I don’t think you understand the way Bindings work. To have two people love each other so constantly that they can be Bound for the rest of their lives with no regrets is rare, and now you expect me to believe that three men can somehow pull that off?”

Mikkel opened his mouth to retort, but Dag was the one who stood, stalking to Mikkel’s side, flaring up in anger. “I just had two amazing men gamble their very lives on mine,” Dag snarled, expression rolling like a storm, “knowing full well that I could have dragged them into the grave after me, so don’t you dare speak to me of constancy. If that wasn’t a declaration of undying love, then nothing else qualifies.”

Mikkel put an arm around Dag as if showing affection while subtly giving him much-needed support. “Well said, käraste.”

The mummy looked a little abashed and clamped his mouth shut.

“I believe that in order for a case of abuse to go to trial in a Binding, one of the people in the Binding must testify of it.” Stefan left the chair and stood on Dag’s other side, his resolution clear to see as he faced the galdere down. Mikkel could have wept in relief to see his usual Stefan back in place, no longer uncertain, but steady on his course. “I do not testify to that. Dag doesn’t. Mikkel doesn’t. So on what basis, gentlemen, are you accusing me?”

The galdere glanced at each other, some of them entering low-voiced conversations behind their hands, but no one seemed to have a response to Stefan’s question. Olafsson was gaping like the halfwit he was, not able to think of a counterargument. Mikkel hid a smirk. Being gracious in victory was a virtue—not one he exercised very often, but today seemed a good day for it.

No one looked happy, but the galdere in the center—Mikkel suspected him to be the chairman of this quorum—finally sighed. “If there is no basis for the accusation, no witnesses, and no laws broken, then certainly we have no way of conducting a trial. The case against Stefan Bjorne is dismissed.”

Mikkel lost no time in spinning Dag around and pushing him straight back into his wheelchair. The man did not have the strength to be standing; he swayed openly on his feet. With him settled, Jane came over to lean in and get a hug in. She whispered in his ear, pressing something into his hand, and gave Dag a wink. For some reason, that made Dag blush madly, but he grinned back up at her.

Beyond curious, Mikkel studied her, and part of him expected it when she leaned in and whispered near his ear, “I truly believe that you must be madly in love with them to do something this crazy, but you understand that if you hurt either of them, I will end you.”

Grinning, he pulled back and gave her a wink. “Of course.”

“Good.” Satisfied, she hauled Stefan into a hug, whispering something into his ear as well, only giving way for Leif. Stefan thanked Leif and Jane for their assistance. Dag stopped when Stefan did, watching steadily, unwilling to move until Stefan rejoined them. Part of Mikkel chafed at the delay, as he could feel Dag’s energy draining out of him, but the other part of him agreed. They’d go nowhere without Stefan.

Perhaps Stefan sensed this, or shared in it, as he didn’t linger and joined them quickly enough. Dag lifted what Jane had given him, showing off key cards, and tilted his head enough to meet Mikkel’s eyes. “Room 304.”

“Bless that woman.” Mikkel had not wanted to haul Dag outside in the cold again on a morning like this, as he knew the man’s energy reserves had to be almost tapped out. Staying the night in the hotel sounded like a saner option. No one said a word on the way up to the suite, not until they had Dag inside and the door firmly bolted against any other unwelcome intruders.

It was a nice suite, as they went, likely a honeymoon suite—scratch that, it definitely was. Jane evidently had a wicked sense of humor. The California king-size bed had chocolates draped along the cover, and Mikkel caught a glimpse of a shower inside the bathroom that could hold a small orgy. He paused the wheelchair next to the bed and swept all of the chocolates off into Dag’s eager hands. Stefan stole several of them, inhaling more than chewing. Mikkel worried he hadn’t been fed after being taken from them. “Room service?”

“God yes,” Stefan agreed fervently. “Where’s the menu?”

Dag spied it first, pointing to where it leaned against the coffee maker. Stefan snatched it up, holding it so that he and Dag could both see it. It took perhaps fifteen seconds, Dag still eating chocolates by the handful, before Dag nodded to himself. In a perfectly serious voice, he informed Mikkel, “I want all of column A.”

“I’ll take B,” Stefan agreed, just as deadpan serious. “Hell, forget it, I’ll order the whole menu. Mikkel has a chance of eating something that way.”

True, he was rather hungry himself, as it was very early in the morning and he’d used up energy he didn’t really have keeping awake all night. He’d not eaten at the hospital, more focused on feeding Dag. “Kind of you, hjärtat. Here, I’ll place the order.”

Only with the chocolates consumed did Dag willingly leave the wheelchair, propped up on a mound of pillows. Mikkel placed the order before joining him, crossing his legs comfortably, while Stefan sat on the other side of the bed, one leg tucked up under the other, and demanded, “Alright, we’re now safe. I need answers. Since when did Dag agree to all of this?”

“Don’t be an idiot, Stef,” Dag growled in exasperation. “Of course I’m not going to let you go to prison for saving my life.”

“I can’t believe the two of you told such bald-faced lies,” Stefan bemoaned.

“That shouldn’t surprise you, hjärtat. I lie all the time,” Mikkel said in patent amusement. “In this case, I hardly told one. I just stretched the truth in interesting ways.”

“I did,” Dag admitted without a qualm, “but it wasn’t much of one. If you had asked me, Stef, if you’d had the time to explain it all and asked for my opinion, my answer wouldn’t have been any different.”

Stefan stared at him with his heart in his eyes, utterly speechless.

Mikkel dearly wanted to say something at this juncture, but his opinion wasn’t important at the moment. Both of these men knew he loved them deeply. It was how Dag felt about Stefan that was the unsteady link in their relationship.

Taking Stefan’s hand with one of his own, Dag held on in a nearly white-knuckled grip. “Stef, I realized a while ago that I’m attracted to you. About the same time I realized I’m attracted to Mikkel. And I didn’t know what to do with that knowledge, that I could like two men at once. I was still trying to wrap my head around it. Now, suddenly, I’m handed both of you and, I’ll be honest, I’m reeling from that. I can’t swear undying love to either of you right now, but I care for you, I like you, I want both of you. And because of what you did, I now have a lifetime to learn how to properly love both of you. Is that enough?”

Tears were thick in Stefan’s eyes, but he was robbed of words. He nodded jerkily before collapsing against Dag’s chest. Dag folded him in, kissing the top of his head. For their sakes, Mikkel heaved a silent breath of relief. Bless Dag for being so honest and open about his emotions. Stefan needed that more than anything. It was a relief on his side, too, knowing Dag had meant those words for him as well. A lifetime to learn how to properly love each other sounded perfect to him.

Those warm brown eyes caught his, and Dag extended his free arm in clear invitation. Mikkel hoped he wouldn’t invite him in like that if he were still healing, but was too selfish to ask, because the past twelve hours had been simply hellish and he needed a good cuddle with both of his men just then. He rolled in, letting his head rest on Dag’s shoulder, putting an arm around Stefan’s waist. Ah, finally. This was exactly where he’d wanted to be for the past six hours. The past month, in fact.

He lasted about five minutes before he couldn’t help himself. “I know you’re not up for it today, Dag, so let’s focus on consummating our marriage tomorrow, alright?”

Dag snorted a laugh, but Stefan popped his head up to glare at him. “Really? That’s the first thing that springs to mind?”

“Excuse me, I’m in bed with my two very sexy husbands, what other thoughts am I supposed to be having?” Mikkel tried not to grin, he really did, but Stefan looked both outraged and intrigued, and Dag was laughing, so a grin slipped out regardless.

“Why do we like him, again?” Stefan asked Dag.

“Because we have a thing for the bad boys. We discussed this, remember?” Dag reminded him, still chuckling.

This was news to Mikkel. “When did you discuss this? Why wasn’t I included in the discussion? I really should have been included, that’s important information for me to have.”

“When we were in that stupid shed at General Lennart’s,” Stefan answered forthrightly, brow arched an nth degree in challenge. “Obviously you weren’t included, and no. No, you should not have been included, as that conversation would have inflated your already dangerously large ego.”

“The upshot to it was, we both apparently have bad taste in men,” Dag whispered to him with an impish wink.

“You certainly do, käraste,” Mikkel agreed readily. “I’m almost embarrassed for both your sakes, but it’s alright, I love you anyway.”
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Stefan

With the emotional rollercoaster of the day and the drain on their life force to heal Dag, it wasn’t any wonder that both Dag and Mikkel fell asleep quickly. The very second they had their bellies full (and the hotel’s kitchens almost cried mercy), their hunger and tension drained away. Dag was asleep within seconds of his head hitting the pillow. Mikkel wasn’t far behind him. Stefan truly wanted to join them but he couldn’t yet. He needed to have a proper talk with Leif first. That thirty-second exchange after the trial had not put any of his friend’s concerns to rest, and that needed to be sorted before Leif got any strange ideas in his head.

He knew he should move. With every second that he lay on the bed, the mattress gained a firmer grip on him. Still, he couldn’t quite bring himself to lift off just yet. The sight in front of his eyes entranced him.

Dag lay curled on his right side, breathing so deep it borderlined a snore. Snug against his back was Mikkel, his left arm around the other man’s chest, also deeply asleep. Both men were usually so guarded during the day, tense with worries, their thoughts not easily displayed on their faces. Like this, they looked so young and vulnerable, so infinitely precious. It brought a lump to his throat when he realized he’d been so close to losing them.

Bless Mikkel for barging in as he did, for not giving up on either of them. Stefan felt more than a stirring of guilt remembering how he’d rejected Mikkel before, so sure the man was crazy for trying to take them both on at once. Logically speaking, without Mikkel, Stefan and Dag would have died today. Neither man had had the energy to complete the healing. Dag would have failed to heal himself and dragged Stefan straight into the grave after him. It was Mikkel, his powerful life force, that had kept them away from that bleak future.

He still had fears lurking, ready to pounce, as Stefan didn’t know what the hell he was doing. Still…after the events of last night and this morning, this was so much more preferable. His eyes drifted shut for a moment, recalling what Dag had said to him not an hour ago. A lifetime to love you both properly. That sounded blissful to Stefan. Hopefully he could return as much as he was given.

Carefully, he shifted out of the bed, snagging one of the key cards and slipping silently out of the room. The other two never even stirred. Stefan hoped he’d be out and back again before anyone noticed him missing.

It took a bit of hunting, as Stefan had never been in this hotel, but he found a quiet spot near the indoor pool on the main floor. He curled up in one of the lounge chairs, his phone in hand. He sank into the chair feeling a decade older than his thirty-two years. Fuck, but what a day it had been, only part of it good. Although the good outweighed the bad by a country mile.

Staring at the phone, he paused with his finger hovering over the screen. Odd, he suddenly felt nervous about this conversation, which was ridiculous. There was precious little in this world that he couldn’t say to Leif.

Shaking the strange mood off, Stefan pushed the call button and vaguely hoped he wasn’t disturbing his friend. The hour was early, and he didn’t wish to wake the sleeping Jane. Pregnant women needed their sleep.

The phone rang twice before Leif answered in a low voice, “Stefan. How’s Dag?”

“Fully healed, dead asleep. Mikkel’s watching over him.” Although the businessman was also fully asleep at the moment. “He told me what you did, how you helped. Thank you, Leif.”

Leif battered this aside. “After everything you’ve sacrificed to help me, I’m honestly grateful for a chance to return the favor. I’m just not entirely sure I did you much of a favor. Was this what you wanted, Stef?”

All things considered, Stefan felt that a fair enough question to ask. Emotion threatened to clog his throat and he had to clear it before he could respond. “Yes.”

Because Leif was Leif, he didn’t accept that blanket assurance. “I know you did this to save Dag. I’m not blind, my friend. If you need to break the Bindings, I’ll help you do it.”

The offer rocked Stefan, turning him speechless for a long moment. Very, very rarely did two partners decide to break the Bindings. It was not an easy or inexpensive prospect. Depending upon the strength of the bond, it could take anywhere between a month to a full year to recuperate from it and, either way, it cost a Dominus’s ransom. This offer was not lightly given.

Stefan shook his head vehemently. “No. No, I don’t wish for that. Leif…I do want them. I just didn’t think I could have them, not like this.”

Leif was silent as he contemplated Stefan’s answer for a moment before finally offering, “I know that it’s possible to love two people at once. I didn’t imagine you were capable of it, I admit. You’ve always been a very monogamous man. You’re happy with how things turned out, then?”

“Yes. I…” He stumbled, searching for words. He never seemed to have the right words at times like these. His brain cottoned on to a scrap of a song, and he asked, “You remember that ballad we sang, that first night we claimed the castle? The last stanza of it, how the song ends: ‘Across rolling plains, along vast seas, joy abounds, unleashed.’ That. I feel I’m on the cusp of that, of joy unleashed.” Stefan’s eyes went blind, envisioning the future, his mind taking him elsewhere for a moment. “We don’t have it now, we’re finding our footing with each other, learning how to bring the others into our own lives, learning how to be in each other’s. But I see the potential for it, for unfettered joy. I want it so badly I can barely breathe.”

“Then take it,” Leif encouraged softly. “Firmly, with both hands. Fight off any who try to snatch it from you. You’ve earned happiness, more than any other man I know.”

Leif understood. Well, not entirely, but he understood that Stefan wanted this, and as always, he supported him. “Have I ever told you how glad I am that you came up to me that night and talked me into this madness?”

Chuckling, Leif retorted, “You could stand to mention it more often. Off with you, go back to your men. I only needed to know that you were alright.”

“I’m a damn sight better than alright,” Stefan returned with a grin.

“I want to investigate matters today, so try to come home before it gets too late, okay?” Leif sounded concerned. “What troubles me is Olafsson’s timing in coming here. Why would he arrive in Nova Scotia when he did? It was nearly eleven when Dag made it to the hospital, and he was right on your heels. That seems very suspicious to me.”

“To me as well,” Stefan admitted. “I’ve no doubt that with Mikkel’s spies and our own inquiries, we’ll get to the bottom of it quickly. I don’t want to leave that question lingering.”

“Nor do I. Although it can stand to wait until later today. God knows we all need the rest.”

Stefan heartily agreed with that. He felt weary to the bone. “I’ll help, of course. Bye for now.”

“Bye.”

He retreated back to the room, opening the door silently, stealing inside and latching it firmly shut after him. He had one shoe off, another in hand when he happened to glance toward the bed and realized Mikkel was watching him.

“Everything alright?” Mikkel asked softly, the words barely stirring the quiet.

“Just needed to check in with Leif,” Stefan assured him. He stripped off his shirt and pants, leaving him in underwear. They had no luggage to speak of and he wouldn’t worry about it now. He couldn’t sleep in jeans. Exhaustion weighed on him, tugging him inexorably toward the bed.

Mikkel lifted the blanket in invitation and he promptly took it, scooting in close enough that he could press up against Dag, cradling him against his chest. Dag shifted in closer with a deep, happy sigh. For that matter, Stefan felt better for the contact. The Bindings would be tugging them into close proximity, especially at first, and he had no intention of fighting it.

He almost hesitated, then scolded himself for it, as Mikkel didn’t need his doubts and uncertainties. Especially not right now. Stefan deliberately reached over to rest his right hand on Mikkel’s hip, holding him in with them. He didn’t miss the smile that crossed over the man’s face. For the first time since they’d met, Mikkel looked pleased and content.

Good, maybe he’d gotten the message across that he accepted Mikkel as fully as he did Dag. Or perhaps he was worried about nothing. That was far more likely; Stefan tended to overanalyze things that no one else even remembered.

His eyes slipped shut, the peace and warmth radiating around him, tugging him firmly into the land of dreams.


Twenty-seven

Dag

Dag woke up to an entirely different world than he’d ever experienced before.

For one thing, he had a very sexy man plastered against his back, emitting deep breathing sounds that sounded suspiciously like snoring, practically radiating heat. Dag had shoved the blankets down to his waist at some point during the night to combat it. Mikkel had an octopus in his ancestry somewhere, as he was firmly latched onto Dag and not letting go anytime soon.

A foot away from him on the bed lay Stefan, lying on his side facing both of them, peacefully asleep. Dag studied that face, taking it in as he had never dared to before. The dark, ebony skin, wide lips, high cheekbones, textured dark hair cropped close. Stefan Bjorne was a nice-looking man, no one could refute that. As dark as Mikkel was fair, the two of them polar opposites in looks. Dag, not being one to hold to a particular type, had found them equally handsome and equally unattainable. And now he was married to both of them.

Husbands.

He’d been trying to wrap his head around it since the night before, but he’d been so exhausted and stressed, between the almost-dying-healing-bonding situation and then immediately racing off to rescue Stefan, that he hadn’t managed two thoughts strung together before falling asleep. Dag didn’t think he’d succeeded in really convincing himself it was real yet. Somehow, lying in bed with these men failed to convince him; instead it gave him further proof that it had to be a fantasy. As much as he’d desired them, it was this that he wanted first and foremost: domestic bliss.

Although he’d gladly take the hot sex, no question.

Stefan’s eyes fluttered open, foggy at first as sleep chased him to the waking world, then more alert as he realized Dag was looking back at him. Reaching out, he put a hand against Dag’s forehead, checking for a fever, then dropped it to gently caress Dag’s face instead. “Morning,” he rasped, voice still thick with sleep.

“Good morning,” Dag responded softly, not wanting to wake Mikkel yet. Had they really slept the day away? Damn, it looked like they had. Well, all three of them were that exhausted. The sleep had been necessary.

He caught Stefan’s hand and put a kiss in the palm, lips lingering. Stefan’s breath caught a little in his throat at the gesture, lips curving in a pleased way. For the first time in weeks, Dag could give in to an impulse, and he wrapped a hand around Stefan’s neck, pulling the man to him so he could kiss him.

Stefan returned the gentle kiss with sweet heat, lips teasing and taking, showing Dag silently how to really kiss. Dag liked this immensely, lips caught and caressing, hot breath mingling. Stefan was very eloquent as he kissed, speaking of emotions he’d probably never say aloud—need and fear and love you. Dag tried to say it back, kissing just as fervently, hands tugging Stefan in closer to his body.

At his back, Mikkel shifted and a tongue and set of teeth caught his earlobe, worrying at it gently. “What a wonderful way to wake up,” his husband purred into his ear. “Shame you’re not up for anything more athletic.”

Dag was highly disappointed by that as well, but his body was clearly not ready for that. Physically, everything was back where it was supposed to be, but he had no energy to even really move. And his stomach would start legal actions soon if he didn’t feed it. Regretfully, he disengaged from the kiss with Stefan, and the galdere smiled ruefully back at him.

“I’m just as starved,” Stefan admitted to him. “But I had to kiss you first.”

“Of course, there’s priorities in life,” Mikkel acknowledged mock-cheerfully. “I’ll fetch us breakfast from the complimentary bar. Or at least, the first round so you have enough energy to drag yourselves out of here and to the nearest restaurant.”

Dag caught him before Mikkel could roll out of bed, dragging him down and giving his other husband a brief and thorough kiss. “Morning to you too.”

Mikkel’s grey eyes darkened to slate, hunger glowing in them. “Good morning, käraste. Hold that thought. I’ll kiss you properly when you have the energy for it. Don’t either of you move.”

As Mikkel pulled on his shirt and shoes, Dag observed teasingly to Stefan, “Breakfast in bed served by a sexy man. I can get used to this.”

“Right?” Stefan agreed, winking at him. “Clearly, I’m a genius for agreeing to have him in with us.”

Mikkel chuckled as he left the room, the sound of it echoing up and down the hallway.

As he left, Stefan’s mood shifted, his eyes darting away to the far wall. “Sorry I didn’t stay closer.”

Cocking his head, Dag ran that through his mind three times, but it still didn’t make any sense. Either he wasn’t as awake as he thought he was, or Stefan was being more cryptic than usual. “Closer?”

“I can’t sleep pressed up against someone else,” Stefan continued, as if Dag understood what he meant. “It’s too…sorry.”

Ah. That’s what he meant. “Stef, I’m not upset by that.”

Dark eyes darted back up to his, evaluating him. “You’re not?”

He had the feeling Stefan had been raked over the coals about this by a previous lover. Dag mentally aimed a curse in the man’s direction. “No. I’m not really used to sleeping next to someone else either. If I hadn’t been so exhausted, I might not have fallen asleep easily with Mikkel pressed up against me like that. It’s the heartbeat in your ear, and the way someone’s body moves with their breathing, right? It’s all distracting, makes it hard for your mind to settle.”

Abject relief swept over Stefan’s face and the tension fled his body, relaxing his shoulders so that he curled up trustingly against Dag. “Yes, precisely. It’s…bothered people before. But I really can’t sleep with someone touching me.”

“It’s fine,” Dag assured him, aiming another curse toward every one of Stefan’s previous lovers. He kept a smile on his face, caressing the man’s side in a soothing gesture. “I won’t take it for a lack of affection. Actually, it might be a good thing. Mikkel is definitely a cuddler, and if both of you pressed up against me, I’d wake up in a pool of sweat. You both run hot.”

“We do,” Stefan acknowledged, as if only now picturing this. “True, it’s probably best this way. At least, as long as Mikkel thinks the same.”

Hopefully he would. Mikkel was… Something was off there. Dag had sensed it yesterday, and what Mikkel had said to him after Stefan was dragged away from them bothered him a great deal, like an itch raising welts under his skin. “I’m pretty sure Stefan loves me as well, but he’s nervous about it, we’ll need to work him through it,” Mikkel had said. What in hell did that mean? Didn’t Mikkel understand that what Stefan had done, Binding them like this, was the epitome of a confession for a galdere? It couldn’t be more clear-cut than this.

Dag opened his mouth to ask but couldn’t get the question out before they heard a friendly knock on the door.

Stefan rolled out of bed, tugged on jeans and a shirt, then answered it, revealing Leif. “Can I come in?”

Turning, Stefan gestured for Leif to enter.

Dag sat up, propping himself up against the headboard, feeling a little embarrassed about being caught without a shirt on and in bed in front of his Dominus. Leif didn’t seem to find anything odd about it, as he comfortably tucked one leg up under the other as he sat on the edge of the bed, his eyes taking them both in. “Dag. I’m very glad to see you up and in one piece.”

A wide smile bloomed over his face. “Me too, Dominus. Thank you for all of the help earlier. I don’t think I properly said that.”

Leif waved this aside. “You did, but in truth, I did it more for Stefan than either you or Mikkel.”

He could accept that. After all, Leif was basically family to Stefan. Of course he’d move for his sake more than anyone else’s.

“Is everything alright?” Stefan asked him, coming around to sit next to Dag.

“A few things about Dag’s accident bothered me. I had someone take a look at the vehicle, and the traffic cameras in the area, and it looks like someone deliberately aimed for his Jeep before running off.”

Dag felt the phantom aches of the accident with the reminder and a shudder went through him. “He did. Or at least, it looked that way to me.”

Stefan’s hand reached for his, gripping strongly, and the murderous expression that crossed the man’s face promised pain. “So this wasn’t an accident. Was there anything about the vehicle we could trace?”

“License plates had been removed, which was the other reason I figured this wasn’t an accident. But the front of the SUV had a moose bumper on it—”

Confused, Dag lifted a staying hand. “A what?”

“Grille guard,” Stefan translated the Canadian term.

“Oh. Like on the cop cars?” Dag hadn’t seen that in the darkness, but it made sense.

“This version was more than the typical moose bumper. It didn’t actually fit the size of the vehicle, it was too large for it,” Leif continued, a nerve ticking at his jaw. “I think we might be able to track down the SUV because of that. That kind of bad custom work stands out.”

Dag certainly hoped so. “But that means someone is deliberately gunning for me.”

Stefan’s hold on him tightened to almost bruising force. “Yes. Dag, you go nowhere alone after this, not until we figure out who’s after you.”

“And why.” Leif rubbed at his temples and Dag saw the strain and exhaustion riding under the man’s anger. He had clearly been working nearly non-stop since the trial. “To add to this, the Code Blue call Dag received was fake. The hospital did not call him in. Someone spoofed the call to lure him out. It’s even more suspiciously timed considering what Olafsson was doing here yesterday. Vinters’s assistant, Ivar, came and helped me sort out the information, and I had a little chat with Olafsson this morning.” Leif made a face, as sour as if he’d swallowed a carton of rotten lemons. “He apparently had a real reason to be up here and not just to take advantage of last night’s events. He came to issue a challenge on behalf of his Dominus. I have been martially challenged for my right to rule Nova Scotia.”

Dag blinked at him. Martially challenged? As in, a duel to settle the matter? They still did things like that in the modern age? “Is Sahad stupid?” he blurted out without meaning to.

Both men turned a smile on him. Stefan actually chuckled, very softly. “Yes, actually, but I’m curious why that came out of your mouth?”

“Because he is stupid,” Mikkel announced dryly as he shouldered the door fully open, bringing in a tray of delectable pastries and steaming cups of coffee. “Dominus Leif, morning.”

“Morning, Vinters,” Leif responded in kind, shifting to allow Mikkel room to put the tray on the bed.

“Praeses Aalam has announced point blank that he likes having Dominus Leif in charge of Nova Scotia,” Mikkel continued as he set the tray carefully down, the china clinking together, “that he will not rescind his appointment of Leif without very good reason—anything short of death or treason being insufficient—and still his stupid son bulls ahead. Dominus Leif, is Olafsson only here for that?”

“Such a challenge has to be delivered in person, by either the man himself or one of his people.” Leif shrugged, expression saying he didn’t believe for a second that was everything. “However, I do find the attack on Dag to be highly suspect. I wouldn’t put it past the man to set that up, just because Dag embarrassed him, and he’s petty enough to want revenge. Now, of course, he has something else he can use as leverage.”

“Our Bindings,” Stefan murmured, expression troubled.

“This might not be the leverage Sahad thinks it is,” Mikkel said, handing a cup of coffee to Dag. “The Praeses is not really picky about things like that. He routinely teases me about having multiple partners.”

Dag sipped at his coffee and regarded Mikkel thoughtfully. Now being in a polyamorous relationship himself, he could appreciate the nuances of it all a bit more. Not that he was magically accustomed to it overnight—far from it. He still reeled on some level that Mikkel could fall for both him and Stefan at the same time. It seemed ludicrous. They were such polar opposites, after all. Seriously, what was Mikkel’s type?

He would contemplate that later. Food took priority now. He picked up the first pastry at hand and bit into the soft, flaky crust of it with a moan of pleasure.

As he stuffed his face, Leif turned to Mikkel and filled him in. “I’m not sure if you’ve spoken to your assistant yet, but we believe that Dag was hit on purpose.”

Mikkel stiffened, his head snapping around, a feral growl coming out of his throat. “Why?”

Dag startled at this enraged reaction. He’d seen Mikkel upset before, but never like this. He’d give a feral wolf a run for its money with that expression. He knew that Mikkel didn’t always think of the law as something to be obeyed. As upset as Stefan had been, Dag trusted him to work within the bounds of the law. He was under no such illusion with Mikkel. Instinctively, he snagged the man’s arm, drawing him in.

Leaning in, Mikkel brushed a kiss over his forehead and whispered, “Don’t worry, käraste, I won’t do anything stupid.”

“Please don’t,” Stefan pleaded. “I can’t do any more trials or threats of prison. That was nerve-racking enough the first time.”

Leif took in their dynamics with quirked brows, apparently finding their interactions interesting. Clearing his throat, he drew their attention back to him in order to continue. “I went over this with them, but the vehicle that hit Dag sped up and swerved toward him, had a grille bumper, and the license plates were removed. I suspect Olafsson because of the timing, but of course we have no proof of that. The police are even now hunting this down, and I hope that they can figure it out quickly. Until then, I don’t want Dag alone. I certainly don’t want him in a car unless he’s got bodyguards and magical protections on the vehicle.”

“I’ll see to that,” Stefan swore to Dag and Mikkel both. “Dag, I know you’re healed, but doing all of that taxed your body to its limit. I don’t want you going out for at least two days. Eat, sleep, recover is your song for the next few days, alright?”

That actually sounded blissful to Dag. He’d never been able to have any sort of vacation or rest period in his life. It was a constant struggle on a daily basis just to eat until he’d landed here. “You’ll get no arguments from me.”

“I can work from the castle for the next two days,” Mikkel assured them all. “Ivar will help me remote in. Stefan, Dag, I normally wouldn’t rush this, but all things considered, I want us to focus on getting the marriage paperwork done in the next two days. If—heaven forbid—something happens to either of you, we need to have the right to make medical decisions. I don’t want to be withheld from you because we didn’t fill out a few forms.”

Stefan nodded, but he groaned as he did it. “I’m going to have to create some of the forms first, I imagine. Polyamory itself isn’t legal for same-sex couples anywhere in the world. Not even in the Regions. Bindings between three people didn’t exist before last night either. Scratch that, I’ll need to make multiple forms first.”

Lifting another staying hand, Dag questioned this, as it didn’t make sense that they could do everything legally. Not on the civil side. The Regions were for magical practitioners; they had little weight on government matters. “Leif, I know you made things legal for us, but can we actually be considered legally married? According to Canadian government?”

“Yes, in fact. I might have asked them very, very nicely,” Leif admitted with a smirk.

Stefan tempered this by adding, “They’ve actually been debating this very question for a while. They started acknowledging more than two parents for custody over a single child a few years ago.”

“And they don’t want to upset Leif or Stefan by saying no. Especially Stefan. The Canadian government has a bit of hero worship where both of you are concerned.” Mikkel eyed them all as he said the thing they were all thinking. “I think they feel like they owe both of you too much and this is a wonderful way to return the favor.”

Darkly amused by this, Stefan nodded in agreement and shrugged. “Probably. It still doesn’t negate that I’ll need to create the forms for both the Region and Canada in order to make this even possible.”

“You handle the Region paperwork, I’ll handle Canada’s,” Mikkel offered with an empathetic grimace. “Dag, if you could field the phone calls? Because I have no doubt this will take many, many phone calls.”

Dag appreciated the delicate way his husband worked him into matters while sidestepping his dyslexia. “I’ll be happy to.”

“You say that now,” Leif warned in amusement. “Trust me, it won’t be any fun. I’ll help you three as I can, of course. For now, Jane is bringing you all a change of clothes, and Morin swears he’ll drive you wherever you need to go. Please don’t fight him on this.”

“I don’t have any intention to,” Dag promised. He’d fought enough battles in his life. If there was help to be had, he’d take it. “Um, Dominus Leif—”

Leif held up a hand. “Just Leif, Dag. You married my best friend, that makes you family.”

Bemused by this, he stopped short and blinked at the man. The full ramifications of that statement hit and he jerked his head in both directions, looking at the men sitting on either side of him. “Shit, I married into two different families.”

Mikkel laughed outright. “A great deal of family, in fact. Brothers, sisters and sisters-in-law, nephews, nieces, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins—and that’s just on my side.”

“I can give you a run for your money on how much family I have,” Stefan retorted with a level look at Mikkel. “And may I remind you that you, too, have gained all of my family as well?”

Mikkel blinked. Then swore. “How big is yours?”

“My family runs an entire theater troupe without hiring outside help. Does that answer your question?” Stefan’s eyes sparkled in amusement.

“So, so many phone calls,” Mikkel mourned.

Dag, as nerve-racking as it all felt, was actually looking forward to it. “But…they’re not going to give you grief for this, right?”

“No, just descend en masse to meet you both,” Stefan promised him, sounding resigned already. “Which is why I vote we call them later. For now—” A knock on the door interrupted him. “That must be Jane.”

Leif got up to answer and admitted his wife with a sweet kiss. Morin was right behind her with a rolling suitcase, which he propped up on the table at the foot of the bed. Jane leaned in to hug Stefan, then Dag, and to Mikkel’s bemusement, him as well. With hugs dispensed, she sat on the end of the bed and looked them over, her relief nearly palpable. “Well. Stefan, when I told you to get your head out of your ass, you certainly did it with style.”

For some reason, this made Stefan groan. “Of course that’s the first thing you say to me.”

“Naturally,” Jane agreed without batting an eye. “Dag, how are you this morning? You look much better.”

“A good long sleep helped, but I’m under orders from my husbands to take it easy for two weeks.” Dag enjoyed saying ‘husbands’ far too much. He had a feeling he’d sneak that word in often over the upcoming days. Weeks. Months. Quite possibly years.

“Good. I brought you some clothes and there’s a huge breakfast waiting for you at the castle if you can last that long. The entire staff is anxious to see you. And feed you.”

That sounded heavenly to Dag. Fooood. “Then, um, let me take a quick shower first.”

“Absolutely, we’ll see you at home.” Jane leaned in to hug him again, warm and smelling faintly of citrus. She whispered low against his ear, “And no matter what anyone says to you, be happy.”

Dag grinned, hugging her back. “Don’t worry about that.” He wasn’t about to let any naysayers burst his bubble. He was happy and he refused to move from cloud nine until he absolutely had to.


Twenty-eight

Mikkel

Mikkel had never minded paperwork much. It was part and parcel of being a businessman, after all, and running an international business produced reams of paperwork. Mikkel took in the multiple forms—some of which required being filled out in triplicate, heaven help them—with a sort of resigned humor. They settled into Dag’s sitting room, as it was the only area to work in the castle that gave them space to stretch out in and privacy to handle matters. Some kind soul in the Canadian governmental office created a quick and dirty version of the forms for them and then emailed them to Mikkel. He printed off the forms, then filled in the required information, learning a great deal in the process about both of his husbands.

As much as he’d pursued them, it was only now that he was learning basic things. Birthdays, for instance. Birthplaces. Stefan had been born in Oslo, Norway. Dag had been born in Gates, Tennessee, a town that didn’t even have a thousand people to it, under a midwife. In fact, Dag proved the hardest to do the paperwork for as he barely had more than a birth certificate. The orphanages hadn’t done any of Dag’s paperwork and he’d been on the run since high school. Mikkel actually had to backtrack and request his social security number from the United States government before he could even fill out the rest of the Canadian forms. Dag didn’t have a copy of it or even remember the number. And he still had to do the name change form, as Dag wanted to take Mikkel and Stefan’s names on in hyphen form instead of keeping ‘Gates.’ It made Mikkel ridiculously happy. Happy enough he was considering tagging Stefan’s onto his own as well.

Considering Mikkel and Dag would both stay in Nova Scotia—for Stefan’s sake—Mikkel realized that they’d have to start the paperwork to make Dag a dual citizen sooner rather than later. Perhaps for Mikkel as well. But that was a different fight for a different day.

Halfway through straightening out Dag’s paperwork, his new husband dropped onto the couch next to him, cuddling in against his side as he spoke to Mommo on the phone. Mikkel lifted an arm up, drawing him in further, and Dag lifted his face in a sweet smile. That smile drew Mikkel in and he kissed Dag chastely, watched the man soften noticeably, and felt his own heart tingle in response. Damn, why was he so cute?

“Yes, Mommo,” Dag responded to something Mikkel’s mother-business partner said. “Smug doesn’t begin to cover it. Sure, he’s sitting right next to me. Here.”

Mikkel accepted the phone and put it up to his ear. “Hello, Mommo.”

“You do sound smug.”

“I have a right to be, don’t you think?” Mikkel retorted, stealing another kiss from Dag.

“Yes, I suppose.” She was definitely chortling. “Although I don’t think this is how you planned things to go.”

That sobered him up quickly. “No. No, it wasn’t, and I rather wish it had gone according to plan instead. It would have saved us all some pain. Not to mention panic. Still, we have Dag, and I can’t regret that.”

“I’m quite delighted by that, myself. I wanted another cute son-in-law and instead you’ve given me two of them. How is your Stefan holding up?”

That was very much the question. Mikkel shot the man a look through the French doors. Stefan had retreated to the balcony outside so he could argue—loudly—with someone over the phone without hampering Dag’s phone call. “He’s drained from yesterday, in more ways than one. Relieved and delighted to have Dag with us, of course. But there’s more than one thing to worry about now and I can see the weight on him.”

“We’ll help as we can from here. Give me Dag’s sizes, he’ll need better clothes than he normally wears. He’ll be in the public eye quite a bit in the next few months.”

This was why he adored Mommo. “I’ll email them to you. Thank you.”

“Kel”—she hesitated, a note of caution in her voice—“you do know that you need to call your siblings sooner rather than later? There’s been quite a bit of fuss already on the internet about your Bindings.”

Sighing, he let his head drop back for a moment, eyes closed. He had a good relationship with most of his siblings, although a few didn’t approve of his choice in lovers. They tolerated it for his sake, but that was usually as far as it went. Mikkel was happy to spread the news to some of them, reluctant to do so with others. “Yes. I know. I’ll start calling tonight.”

“Good. And if you need to send Dag somewhere safer, I’ll open the house here in Stockholm for you.”

“Mommo, what would I do without you?”

“It’s a terrifying question. Let’s not ask it. Give me back to Dag now. I want to ask him more questions.”

Mikkel blew a kiss into the phone, heard her laugh, then handed it over. Dag accepted it and went cheerfully back to chatting with his—actually, Mikkel had no idea what Mommo was to Dag. Mother-in-law? Cohort in crime? Those two were thick as thieves most days. Stefan was more reticent around Mommo, but even they seemed to have a good opinion of each other. When Stefan warmed up properly to her, it would likely spell Mikkel’s doom.

The thought nearly put a smile on his face, and he went back to watching Stefan through the glass. The man was pacing back and forth now, gesturing wildly with his hands. Whatever point he was arguing, the other party might as well give in. Stefan was insanely stubborn when set on a course.

Despite sleeping on it, Mikkel didn’t fully understand why Stefan had agreed to pull him into the Bindings. Or rather, he could only think of two reasons, neither of them acceptable to his heart, because neither of them was what he needed. The first reason was practical: Stefan did not have the energy required to bring a man back from the brink of death on his own, not and maintain an open energy transfer while performing a complicated spell like the Bindings. It was too much for one man to handle. The strain would have broken him and spelled a death sentence for both him and Dag. Mikkel’s energy had been vital to keeping them all out of the grave. The galdere would have been quick to do the math and realize the obvious. Mikkel didn’t mind that much—he was a practical man himself, and he preferred both men alive.

The second reason was what hurt him. Stefan had been perfectly frank from the beginning that Dag liked Mikkel. He’d never even pretended otherwise. Mikkel was almost positive that Stefan had agreed to bring Mikkel into the Bindings for Dag’s sake. And purely for Dag’s sake.

In the three days of them being Bound, Stefan had touched him precisely once. And that had included Dag. He had exchanged many hugs, cuddles, and kisses with Dag, but he’d never approached Mikkel. Never said anything to him that wasn’t of a practical nature.

The absence of affection was very loud.

Mikkel was stymied. He didn’t quite know what to do to win Stefan over. That late night conversation they’d had in the kitchen in Arlington replayed through his mind often. Stefan had rejected him then, and without a real explanation of why. They’d kissed several times, there was desire there, but still Stefan kept him at arm’s length. Mikkel didn’t understand that yet. He was still missing a piece to make sense of it, but that didn’t change the obvious: given a choice, he wasn’t Stefan’s.

The Bindings encouraged them to stay close to each other. Not just proximity, but touch. Skinship. Mikkel practically itched to lay hands on Stefan, to scoop him up and pin him against a wall, put his mouth on all of that lovely dark skin. Would Stefan welcome that? Or not?

It frustrated him immensely that he didn’t know the answer.

Never one to sit still, Mikkel pushed himself off the couch and slipped through the French doors, closing them behind him. Stefan glanced in his direction, rolled his eyes at something the other person said on the phone, and responded tartly, “I don’t care what Galdere Olafsson said. He doesn’t have authority in this Region. No, I don’t care if he is speaking with Sahad’s voice, it doesn’t change matters. Sahad has no jurisdiction in this Region either. You listen to me. If you really think you can deny me the ability to register my Bindings just because Olafsson looked at you funny, then you can go find a different Region to live in. Yes, Dominus Leif will back me up on that. He made this legal yesterday. No. No, you do not get to review this or deny my application. I think you forget who you’re speaking to.” Stefan’s voice hardened as his expression contorted into an angry snarl. “I am THE galdere of this Region. Mægen of Nova Scotia. Do you really want to go toe to toe with me on this? File the damn paperwork. You have six hours. If I don’t see it live in the system by tonight, you won’t like the consequences.” Stefan viciously stabbed the phone to end the call.

Mikkel put a hand on the back of Stefan’s neck, kneading the tense muscles there, putting more force behind it when he felt nothing but rock-hard tension. “Are they truly fighting you?”

“Only the bigoted idiots.” Stefan sighed, leaning into the pressure for a moment. “I didn’t expect this much resistance, honestly. It makes me wonder how far Sahad’s influence goes.”

“It could have nothing to do with him,” Mikkel pointed out. “Not for every person. You always have those who have strong opinions about same-sex couples, and it has nothing to do with politics.”

“True.” Sighing, Stefan stepped away from him, putting his back to the balcony railing, leaning against it. He looked tired, and for good reason, dark circles under his eyes. “I’m going to steal an hour and go spell a car so Dag can leave the castle safely if we need to go somewhere.”

Mikkel felt his withdrawal on an almost visceral level. He flinched like someone had ripped a Band-Aid off his skin, felt his heart smarting. He normally wasn’t so sensitive that every shift and facial expression from someone else impacted him emotionally. Was it the Bindings amplifying everything?

Perhaps something showed on his face, as Stefan reached out, snagging his hand in a gentle grip. “Don’t look like that. It’s giving me trouble right now because of the idiots, but I’m glad you’re Bound to both of us.”

He meant it. Just not how Mikkel needed him to mean it. From somewhere, he found a smile and dragged it on. “I think we all feel that way at the moment. Go handle the car. I’ll have Dag’s paperwork sorted out in a minute and then we can sign everything and get our marriage application in to the Canadian office.”

Sighing, Stefan headed inside. “At least the car will be easy.”

As he passed through the room, Dag put a hand over the bottom of the phone and ordered, “Stef, go eat something.”

“Back at you,” Stefan retorted as he sailed through into the hallway.

Mikkel took a minute to rearrange his face into pleasant lines. He absolutely couldn’t worry Dag. That wasn’t what his young husband needed right then. They had enough worrying Dag as it was. He returned to the couch and the stack of paperwork still waiting on him, not surprised when Dag snuggled back in against his side.

It would be alright, he promised himself, staring blindly at the laptop screen for a moment. It would be alright. They just needed time to find their footing. Stefan wasn’t one to throw himself into relationships, even being Bound didn’t change that. If Mikkel gave them all time, they’d find their balance.

God, he hoped so.
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Dag

Dag didn’t know what was wrong. But something was terribly wrong, and it wasn’t getting any better.

He wished he could say it was Olafsson’s and Sahad’s fault. That, at least, he knew how to combat. Unfortunately, this problem was much closer to home. He’d noticed it yesterday, the first real day they’d been together without death hanging over their heads. Stefan had been a little standoffish with them, locked into his own head, but he responded readily whenever Dag reached out to him. He responded to Mikkel, too, but he never initiated.

And that seemed to disturb Mikkel deeply.

Dag’s love language was touch, but not on the same scale as Mikkel. The man was very demonstrative and cuddly. He didn’t like being separated from either of his husbands for lengthy amounts of time. Dag had realized that early on, so he indulged the man whenever possible. Stefan, however, didn’t make any casual pets or touches. Dag had no idea why. He could see the damage it was wreaking on Mikkel and knew that if someone didn’t interfere soon and straighten them out, it would cause significant harm.

Two days they lived in each other’s pockets as they did all of the paperwork and got Dag’s citizenship issues straightened out. A large order of clothes—basically a new wardrobe—came in for Dag, some of it accompanied by a tailor to get the suits fitted. He’d only worn a suit once before, but putting it on, he liked the looks he got from his men. It felt empowering to have their sharp interest. In between dealing with clothes, they rearranged Stefan’s bedroom and crammed another wardrobe in to make room for all three men’s belongings. Fortunately, neither Mikkel nor Dag had much here, and it all fit. Still, Dag foresaw that changing, and soon. Mikkel was already making noises about getting their own house or having one built nearby.

In those two days, Dag tried to find a time to speak to Stefan when Mikkel couldn’t overhear. On the third morning, Mikkel’s nerve broke. Dag saw it for what it was: Mikkel needed space from Stefan before his heart could be mangled any further. He made an excuse about needing a few hours at the office downtown and took off before Stefan could even get out of the shower.

Dammit. Dag watched him go, unease beating a tempo in his chest. This had to be resolved, now. Today. If they got any further off on the wrong foot, it would be a disaster.

Dag had to take the opportunity presented. Mikkel might make noises about work to do, but he knew the man well enough to guess that wouldn’t last more than a few hours, and then he’d find some excuse to come back to them. The last two days had been fraught with tension and emotions, their Bindings weren’t at all settled or harmonious, and the combination of that would tug Mikkel back to them like a yo-yo on a string. With all of that in mind, Dag caught Stefan as soon as he stepped out of the bathroom. “Stef.”

“I can practically feel you vibrating,” Stefan responded warily, eyeing him. “You’re making me nervous. What?”

“You have to talk to Kel.”

Stefan blew out a breath and looked away from him.

That was not a yes. Dag resisted the urge to grab his husband’s shoulders and start shaking sense into him. “The day we bonded, right after you were taken from us, Kel said something that…well, it scares me. I won’t lie. He said that he loved both of us, he knew you loved me, but that you were afraid for some reason and he wasn’t sure why.”

A wince crossed Stefan’s face. “Did he really say that?”

“Stef, I know you like him, that you’re attracted to him strongly, but he doesn’t know that.” Dag cradled his head with both hands, drawing his face up so he could meet his eyes, those dark eyes so full of uncertainty. “Listen to me. I can’t be the balancing point between you two. You’ll tear us all apart if you try. I realize that until three days ago you didn’t know how much you could trust him, but that’s changed. You obviously trusted him enough to bring him into the Binding, right?”

“I wasn’t being rational.” Stefan sighed, eyes closing in a pained manner. “I was desperate to save you, he was desperate to save you, I just reacted.”

“Yes, and now you’re overthinking it,” Dag responded, exasperated. “You have a very bad habit of doing that, and right now really isn’t the time. I’m not demanding you fall in love with Kel this minute. But at least go to him and reassure him that you’re just as happy to be Bound to him as you are to me. He can’t feel the odd man out, alright? He can’t feel that he doesn’t really have you.”

Because Stefan wasn’t an idiot, he didn’t try to argue the assumption Dag made that he did want Mikkel. Or that he needed time, or anything else along those lines. He looked at Dag, and in those eyes was a very real fear. “It’s…”

“What?” Dag urged in a gentle tone. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know how to convince him that I didn’t accept him for your sake,” Stefan whispered, voice hoarse. “I don’t know how to say to him, ‘I want you too’ and get him to believe it. I hesitated too long in answering him, and now…”

Now it made sense, this hesitation he saw in Stefan. He’d already tried, and failed, and now he was lost, uncertain on what to do next. Dag saw the problem, but he didn’t know if he had a good solution. “Stef, you remember how you kissed me after we were Bound?”

Snorting, Stefan responded dryly, “I’m hardly likely to forget that any time before the grave.”

“I don’t think you know how expressive you are when you kiss. I could tell every emotion you felt. My advice? Kiss the man. Pour everything into it. Even if you can’t get it physically across, the Bindings will carry the emotion through. As new as they are, they’ll still respond if you’re focused enough.”

Brows furrowing a little, Stefan asked slowly, “Are you sure?”

Overanalyzing again. Dag lost patience with the argument, snagged him by the back of the neck and hauled him in. Stefan jolted as Dag took his mouth in a firm and very thorough kiss. Dag made sure to pour everything he was feeling into it, and he felt the spark along their bond, knew his emotions were hitting as well. Stefan nearly shook in his arms, gasping for breath when Dag finally released him. “Satisfied?”

“I believe you,” Stefan whispered, eyes wide. “Dægger’n, that’s intense.”

Arching both brows, Dag drawled, “Brace yourself. I’m absolutely positive that as soon as Kel learns how to do that, he’s going to use it ruthlessly against us. In bed especially.”

Stefan licked his lips. “Looking forward to it. Right. It seems I have a man to straighten out. Dag, one thing. I don’t want to start this on the wrong footing. We really…we really jumped ahead of ourselves on this. Not that I regret it, but I feel like we need to sit down and talk about things properly. Tonight, okay?”

“Tonight,” Dag swore vehemently. “And I think we need to give ourselves some ground rules. But to answer your non-question, yes, I’m perfectly alright if you need to seduce him without me there. In fact, it might be the only way to get through to him. I won’t be jealous. Much.”

With a brief grin, Stefan pressed another kiss against his mouth. “I’ll be back.”
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Stefan

Stefan kicked himself all the way out the door, chasing after Mikkel. It was sad that it took the youngest of them, the one with the least experience in relationships, to talk sense. Of course, Dag had never had his heart broken, either. He still found it easy to speak openly of his feelings. Mikkel had been through too many heartbreaks, and Stefan had his own relationship trauma, so maybe it was just as well they had Dag with them to keep their relationship from sinking like a rat-infested ship.

Despite how quickly Stefan moved, he didn’t catch up with Mikkel outside and ended up driving to Mikkel’s office. The multi-story glass high-rise was cold on the inside, and so bland that it felt vaguely unsettling. Stefan couldn’t imagine his very passionate husband working in such an environment for long. Surely this was a temporary stopgap until he could get an office built.

He went up to the third story, toward the corner office Mikkel claimed. Unfortunately, Ivar stepped out as Stefan walked in, and the glower on the man’s face was silent proof of how bad Mikkel was faring.

Wincing—he was doing a lot of that this morning—Stefan promised Ivar in a low tone, “I’ll fix it.”

“You’d better,” Ivar growled back. “I’ll make sure you’re not interrupted.”

“Thank you.” Stefan slipped through the open office door and shut it behind him, locking it for good measure, and only then lifted his eyes to meet Mikkel’s.

That damned cheerful mask of his was on full force as Mikkel greeted, “Fancy meeting you here. What’s the matter?”

“You.”

For a second, Mikkel’s mask faltered, revealing uncertainty and pain, just a blip, there was a sharp intake of breath, and then that charming facade doubled in force. His smile was a blinding illusion for any naive enough to fall for it. “What are you saying, I’m being a perfect angel, aren’t I?”

“Yes, that’s exactly the problem.” Stefan went to him, coming around the desk, and this time he didn’t hesitate because apparently it was the hesitation that so disturbed Mikkel. He wrapped an arm around his waist, brushed a thumb along that firm jawline, and felt more than saw Mikkel startle at this possessive mood. “You’re a rogue. You’re our rogue, and the past two days you’ve been the exact opposite. You’ve managed to thoroughly scare both of us and I’m sorry, so sorry, because it’s me that drove you to that, into being something other than yourself.”

The mask finally slipped, then Mikkel relaxed just a touch, and it disappeared without a trace. It left him looking tired, his body language slumped, almost…defeated? “Damn. I thought I was doing so well.”

“You were, and please stop, it’s very alarming watching you tiptoe around us.” Stefan still didn’t know how to phrase this, but he had to try, even if the words didn’t come out right. “Dag repeated what you said to him, after I was taken to stand trial. I’ll make this clear right now. I didn’t accept you for his sake. Well, I half accepted it for his sake, but the other half was entirely mine.”

The trader was in Mikkel’s eyes, the one that calculated, weighed, connected things. Only this time it didn’t add up and his confusion mounted. “I don’t understand. You’ve never once accepted me, so why—”

Frustrated, Stefan tangled his hand in the hair at the nape of Mikkel’s neck and drew him sharply down, rising up on tiptoes to close the gap in their height, and took Mikkel’s mouth without any mercy. He sucked the man’s bottom lip into his mouth, toyed with it, caught his tongue, making the kiss hot and wet and filthy. He tried to show him how much he needed him. Mikkel responded, hesitantly, then with growing enthusiasm until he had both hands under Stefan’s thighs, lifting him up and into the embrace.

They broke apart to breathe, Mikkel stunned and panting, hope dawning. He practically glowed under the force of it, and Stefan kicked himself again for not doing this earlier. He could have saved them all two days of angst if he had. In case he hadn’t completely gotten the message across, he said firmly, “I want you. As much as I want him. I couldn’t deny what I felt for you even though I tried. Kel, my dating history is best used for bad examples. The idea of loving two men, of being enough for both of you, scares me down to my toes. I think you’ve seen that fear. It has nothing to do with you, what you’ve done and said, alright? It’s all trauma talking. I’m working through that, just…promise me one thing?”

“Anything, hjärtat. What?”

“Don’t grow bored with me. Don’t…leave us.” Stefan tried not to sound like he was begging but he had a feeling the desperation leaked into his voice. His fear was a palpable thing, like a heartbeat in his chest. He didn’t know how to explain that if he lost Mikkel and Dag now, it would break him like nothing else could.

Mikkel leaned down to tease a kiss across his mouth, the gesture one of pure affection. “One day, when you know me far better than you do now, you’ll realize how groundless that fear is. For now, I’ll assure you of this: my heart will stop beating long before I grow tired of you.”

He believed him. Stefan believed him because he could feel it along the bond. The force of Mikkel’s emotions, the strength of them. It felt like he’d caught lightning in a jar, that was how powerful and pure they were. Stefan rocked under the emotion, swept up in it like a tidal wave, his own joy rising up to meet it.

“Oh,” Mikkel murmured in wonder, eyes widening. “I felt that.”

“The bond,” Stefan breathed, lips curving up. “The bond conveys what we truly feel. Feel this, Kel, and don’t doubt again why I Bound all three of us.”

Mikkel’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. He scooped Stefan up into a tight embrace and they held each other for a long moment, needing that contact. The nervous tension that had carried Stefan here finally drained away, leaving him content in his husband’s arms.

When they’d settled a little, he drew his head back to speak. “Dag made a suggestion, and I think it a good one. Tonight, we want to sit down and create some ground rules. I think we need them.”

“Rules,” Mikkel repeated, making a childish face. “Why did I fall in love with such rule-abiding men? You both adore rules. It’s not healthy.”

Stefan reached up, straining a little, to catch an earlobe and worry it for a moment before whispering into his ear, “I think you’ll like some of them.”

“You are a terrible tease,” Mikkel said, delighted, “And if some of those rules don’t involve sex, I will be very upset with both of you. Very. Upset.”

“Noted, kjære.” Stefan brushed a kiss along his jaw before retreating a few inches, mostly so he could see those expressive, mercurial eyes. “You be thinking about your rules, we’ll be thinking about ours, and we’ll discuss it over dinner. Alright?”

“If you think I’ll last till dinner, you are very much mistaken.” Mikkel waggled his eyebrows, lecherous and teasing.

It would probably be more like lunch. Stefan promised himself to think quickly. “One more thing before I let you get back to work. Dag won’t ask for this, but…I think he’d like a wedding ring.”

Mikkel cocked his head, considering, grey eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I think he isn’t the only one.”

Flushing, Stefan nearly ducked his head to hide his expression, then forced it back up again. No, dammit, if he was to be honest with his husband, it had to start sometime, and now was exactly the right time. “Truthfully? I like the idea too. But Dag…I think Dag needs it. He’s never had family before, and I think sometimes he feels like he’s caught in a dream, one he’ll wake up from. The ring will help settle him, give him something physical to hold on to.”

“Ah. I hadn’t considered it from that angle.” Mikkel relaxed his hold on Stefan but kept him close, his eyes drifting up to the ceiling as he thought. “If I give you the metal, can you craft us rings?”

“Yes, certainly.” Stefan saw where he was going with this and grinned. “Have Dag design them, you supply the material, me craft them?”

“That way they’re ours, yes. And Dag’s a decent hand at art.”

“Better than me,” Stefan acknowledged without a qualm. “Alright, I’ll tell him. I’ll need gold, or platinum.”

“I’ll take care of it. And Stef.” Mikkel nuzzled in, hugging him firmly. “Thank you. For being selfish.”

“I didn’t have much choice, did I? I risked breaking three hearts if I was anything else.”

“I love you,” Mikkel whispered the words against his skin, a soft caress.

Stefan smiled without even thinking about it, turning his head to kiss Mikkel’s cheek. “I know. Keep loving me, Kel. I’ll catch up eventually.”


Twenty-nine

Dag

Dag stared at the message on his cell phone with a silly grin. Both Stefan and Mikkel used emojis a great deal when messaging him, to make sure he understood. Stefan had sent a very cheesy one of two rabbits kissing each other. So they’d kissed and made up, had they? He was relieved.

No, even relieved was too light a word to use. That could have been disastrous. Dag felt as if he’d dodged a bullet for all of their sakes.

A knock sounded at the door, and he absently bade, “Come in!”

Ivar strode through with yet more paperwork tucked into a folder. His face was entirely unreadable and Dag winced, then tried to hide the reaction. He was truly not good at dealing with this man. Ivar always gave him the impression that he disliked Dag heartily or that Dag had failed to meet some sort of standard. Granted, Dag failed at most people’s standards. If that was all, he could understand and accept it. He just had the feeling it was more.

“I’ve got paperwork for you to sign, mostly to start your dual citizenship.” Ivar started spreading it out over the table.

Dag almost let it be. He bit his tongue several times, ready to ride out the awkwardness of this man helping him, but in the end he couldn’t do it. Ivar was a crucial part of Mikkel’s life, not only in business, and if Ivar hated him, then Dag needed to know. They both had to face it and come to some sort of understanding or it would cause trouble later.

“Ivar. Have I done something to make you hate me?”

With his back to Dag, Ivar stood frozen for a moment, then he let out a gusty sigh, shoulders slumping for a moment. “It’s not what you’ve done, Gates. It’s what you have the power to do.”

Dag’s brows compressed into a frown, as that made no sense to him. “Come again?”

Turning, Ivar regarded him with that same expressionless mask as before. Dag couldn’t begin to guess whether he was angry, frustrated, or mentally plotting funeral arrangements. “First time he spoke of you, I could see it. Kel’s had lovers before, but they were amusements to him. He didn’t invest anything in them, and when they left, it didn’t even cause a ripple. I’ve never seen him work so hard to win someone over as he did with you. And Stefan Bjorne. Do you even see everything Mikkel’s done for you?”

It hit him, as subtly as a two-by-four to the back of his head. “You think I’ll hurt him.”

“You could destroy him,” Ivar rasped, anger grating along the edges of the words. “You don’t even think about it.”

“Of course I don’t,” Dag snapped back, affronted that this was Ivar’s opinion of him. “I’m not focused on destroying him, I want to do the exact opposite! For god’s sake, Ivar. Even if I wasn’t Bound to the man, I wouldn’t hurt him!”

“Not on purpose,” Ivar acknowledged grimly. “You’re too softhearted to do that. I believe that. But you don’t love him—”

“The hell I don’t!” Dag was as surprised as Ivar when those words popped out of his mouth. He hadn’t thought of his own feelings in those terms before, and even after having said them, he wasn’t entirely certain. He’d never been in love before. He had no baseline for comparison. But when he thought of Mikkel, all sorts of emotions swam to the surface—affection, worry, lust, trust, need. If that wasn’t love, then Dag was sure he was halfway there, at the very least.

The first hint of emotion tilted Ivar’s eyes up at the corners, as if on an internal level the man was smiling. “Do you?”

Dag rubbed at his face with both hands, wondering if he could somehow kick Ivar out long enough for him to come to terms with this new revelation. Probably not. “Mikkel is extremely loveable, this shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

“He’s also an arrogant prat. I know, I’ve been stuck with him for fifteen years. You wouldn’t accept him before all of this went down, so what changed?”

Feeling that honesty might get him somewhere better than a pat answer, Dag confessed in a small voice, “I didn’t think I deserved him. I thought he and Stefan were a better match.”

“From an outside perspective, you’re not wrong. And there’ll be more than one person who will look at you sideways, wondering what you did to seduce your way into Mikkel’s bed.” Ivar’s tone delivered this more as a warning, and his shrug indicated he didn’t agree with those shallow people. “But I think he needs someone like you, Gates. He needs someone who can see right through him and find him loveable anyway.”

Did this mean that Ivar didn’t hate him? The conversation had taken so many twists and turns Dag wasn’t sure. “So you don’t have anything against me?”

“No. Just…have a care. I know his reputation paints him otherwise, but Mikkel’s never really known real romantic love before. He’s suffered more loss in his short life than anyone should experience.”

Yes, Dag had gotten that sense. No one searched for love as doggedly as Mikkel unless suffering from the dearth of it. Dag knew that himself painfully well.

A quick knock at the door sounded Jane’s entrance, but she only took one step inside of the room before she caught on to the atmosphere. Glancing between both men, she paused, biting at her bottom lip uncertainly. “Sorry. I have a feeling I entered at the wrong time.”

“No.” Dag forced his mouth into the general shape of a smile. He was grateful for the interruption and didn’t want her to run away. “What is it?”

“Trouble,” Jane informed him, grimacing. “Our favorite idiot Dominus is demanding that you, Stefan, and Mikkel all report to the Praeses for a trial.”

Dag sat up straight, alarmed. “Trial? On what, our Bindings? But we already went through a trial on that!”

“I know. But he claims a marriage between three men, especially a Binding, is illegal and shouldn’t be allowed. That Leif’s ruling on the matter wasn’t based on sound principles.” Jane rolled her eyes expressively. “And yes, the irony of him saying that isn’t lost on me, considering his father has three wives.”

“That’s according to Muslim law, though,” Ivar interjected, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I think it’s the same-sex part of it that he’s actually balking at.”

“In this age?” Dag muttered, exasperated. “Aren’t we past such stupidity by now?”

“Apparently not,” Jane rejoined in dark humor. “Anyway, the Praeses has demanded that all parties report to him in Arlington. He wants to sort this out all at once. Leif and I have been summoned too, I think so he can handle the accusation of his son’s in reference to Leif.”

“Well, this will be a party.” Dag wasn’t looking forward to it, either. “When do we need to leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. The Praeses has sent a plane to fetch us.” Jane announced this as happily as she would a march to the guillotine.

Dag was suddenly glad for all the new clothes that had arrived. He would apparently need those suits sooner rather than later. His phone rang in his hand and Dag looked down with faint surprise to find Stefan calling. Answering it, he waved as Jane took herself off again. “Hi, Stef.”

“I can tell from your tone. You’ve heard already?”

“Jane just told me.”

“Damnit, I wanted to tell you.” Stefan growled out a resigned sigh. “Dag, I don’t want you to worry about this. Technically, we bent a few laws—”

“Understatement of the century, right there,” Dag couldn’t help but insert in dark amusement.

Ignoring that, Stefan continued levelly, “—but we were also tried for this already and found not guilty. I think Sahad will use this as an excuse, as Leif turned down his challenge.”

Dag blinked. He hadn’t heard that at all. “He did? When?”

“The very minute Olafsson issued it, I believe. I don’t think anyone actually expected him to accept, not even Sahad. We both believe that Sahad’s challenge was a diversion and nothing more.”

“Stefan, you’re telling me not to worry, but on the other hand you’re also saying they’re up to something and you’re not sure what.” Dag felt unease settle over him like a damp blanket.

Stefan sighed again, gustily. “He’s always up to something. Usually something stupid. But we’ve got strong support. The Praeses likes us more than his own son, and that’s why I’m telling you—don’t worry. Whatever it is they’re up to, we’ll manage it. The summons now is because the Praeses is tired of dealing with this shit remotely and wants us all in the same room so he can sort matters and put an end to the nonsense.”

In a slightly faint voice, Mikkel pitched in, “It’s alright, I’ve already got someone making discreet inquires. We’ll know what we’re walking into shortly.”

That actually did make Dag feel better. “Are you both on your way back now?”

“Yes,” Stefan confirmed. “We need to pack and get ready for tomorrow, after all. See you soon, kjære.”

“Okay. Bye.” Dag hung up then belatedly realized he probably should have used some endearment himself. Dammit. He wasn’t used to being in a relationship. This would take adjustment on his part.

“They’re coming now, I take it.” Ivar shuffled all the paperwork back into the folder. “In that case, this can wait. I’ll help you three pack.”

Dag had packed for the trip to DC but that was kind of a different kettle of fish. This time, he was packing to meet the most important person in the magical world. He didn’t have a clue what to bring. He usually shoved everything he owned into a duffle bag and left in a hurry, which was not the same thing at all. Truthfully, he admitted, “I’d love the help. I’m not sure what to wear for a meeting like this.”

“Suits,” Ivar answered bluntly. He relaxed another hair, regarding Dag thoughtfully. “Gates. Answer one question for me.”

“Sure.” Dag held his breath and hoped that whatever question it was, would put Ivar more firmly in the ‘friendly’ camp.

“Why change your name?” Ivar tapped the paperwork under his hand with a finger. “I noticed it earlier. You applied for a name change to Vinters-Bjorne.”

Of all the question to ask, why did he have to pick the painful one? “Gates isn’t my name, Ivar. It’s a name the orphanage gave it to me for lack of anything better. But more than that, I want to be linked to Mikkel and Stefan. Am I not theirs?”

Ivar softened visibly, and for the first time in Dag’s presence, actually smiled. It was barely more than an upturn of the corners of his mouth, but it was a smile regardless. “I think I finally understand why he fell for you so hard. Alright, young healer, get off that couch. Let me coach you on how to meet presidents and rulers.”

Relieved, Dag grinned back. “Please. What’s the first rule?”

Ivar walked him through everything, then again, and even did a role-play version of it to settle it in Dag’s mind. He felt, not comfortable, but at least less like his nerves were stretched taut like piano wires, sure he wouldn’t completely embarrass either of his husbands come tomorrow.

Mikkel and Stefan entered as they were finishing, watching approvingly for a moment, before coming all the way in. Dag turned to greet them, getting a quick kiss from both men before Mikkel tucked him under his arm, bringing him in close. It felt comfortable to stand there, so he did, although he kept an eye on Stefan to make sure the other man didn’t feel left out. In these early days especially, he had to be careful of that.

To his employee, Mikkel instructed, “Call ahead and get the Arlington house set up for us. I’ll handle the rest of this. You got the paperwork started for Dag?”

“No time,” Ivar said. “We’d barely been here five minutes when Domina Jane came in with the news. I thought it better to coach him first.”

Grimacing, Mikkel said under his breath, “Too many things to do. Alright, we’ll tackle it later. Go deal with the house, I’ll take over here. Dag, käraste, which of the suits fit you best?”

Ivar went out, closing the door behind him, muttering something indistinguishable under his breath as he went. The solid door cut off the sound before Dag could figure it out.

“The navy blue one with the pinstripe,” Dag answered promptly. That one fit like a dream, actually, almost as comfortable as jeans would be. “Is that good enough?”

“It’s perfect,” Mikkel assured him. “Just for the record, this was not what I’d planned for this afternoon. I’d planned for hot sex.”

Dag snickered. That didn’t surprise him at all.

With a twinkle in his eye, Stefan drawled, “There’s lube and condoms stashed in the couch cushions if you want a quickie.”

Mikkel bent an evil eye on his husband. “You’re teasing me. Dammit, you’re not joking, you really do have them stashed in there. When did you do that?”

“That’s entirely for me to know and you to find out,” Stefan said, smirking.

That actually reminded Dag. He caught both men’s arms and drew them to the couch, and they went willingly enough, if confused. “Leave the packing be for a minute. I want to have that conversation before we get our wires crossed again.”

“Rules, you mean,” Mikkel filled in with a resigned sigh. “You two enjoy rules far too much. Alright, fine, but no more than five.”

“I think five’s all we need,” Stefan opined as he settled onto the couch. Stefan caught Dag before he could settle on the floor, as he intended, and instead brought him in to sit on his own knee. Dag felt a little awkward doing it—he was taller than the other man, after all, and he’d never sat on someone’s lap in his life—but Stefan didn’t let him squirm his way out of it. He apparently liked Dag there.

Mikkel sat sideways on the couch so that he could comfortably put an arm around Stefan’s shoulders and his free hand on Dag’s thigh. Dag felt the bond between them thrum a little in happiness at having everyone nearby and physically connected. Alright, maybe Stefan knew what he was doing, having Dag sit like this. He made an effort to get comfortable, putting his own arm around Stefan’s shoulder and along the top of Mikkel’s. There, that was better.

“Alright, first rule,” Dag started off with a firm look at both men. “Because you’re both bad at this: communication. Talk to each other, don’t assume.”

With a shrug, Mikkel admitted wryly to Stefan, “He unfortunately has a point.”

Stefan dipped his head in a sour nod. “I think we can all agree we need rule one. Dag, I have a feeling you’ve thought about this more than we’ve had a chance to. Do you have a rule two?”

“Yes, but not anything past that,” Dag admitted frankly. “Rule two: it’s not math.”

Arching a dark brow at him, Stefan requested, “Explain that one.”

“Anything and everything we do, it’s not math.” Dag sought to clarify. He didn’t know how to really put what he instinctively felt into words, although he gamely tried. That was the second problem he saw between Stefan and Mikkel, and he wanted it sorted before it really became a problem. “If we feel like kissing one person, then do it. But don’t feel like you have to kiss the other person immediately as well. Our affection for each other shouldn’t be balanced and weighed out, it shouldn’t be forced. Sometimes we’re in the mood to touch, sometimes we’re not. Mikkel likes to cuddle in bed, Stefan’s not really comfortable with it. I’m not going to take it as a lack of affection because I’ve got one husband plastered against me but not the other. Am I making any sense?”

“A great deal,” Mikkel assured him. He studied Stefan thoughtfully, his thumb rubbing an idle circle against Dag’s thigh. “He’s entirely right and wise to realize this now. That was going to be my first rule, in fact. But let’s touch on this a bit more deeply. Stef, I’ve noticed you have a larger personal zone than either of us.”

“I do,” Stefan admitted, a touch sheepish. “It’s not that you’re not welcome to come inside that personal bubble, I’m just not accustomed to people being in it with me. And I really can’t sleep with someone touching me. I spent too many formative years with a foot jabbing against my face, I guess.”

Dag beamed at them. There, they were already communicating better. Thank god he’d kicked Stefan after Mikkel this morning. It clearly had done the trick.

“I see. I’m glad to know it,” Mikkel reassured Stefan, and Dag felt him relax noticeably that Mikkel didn’t take offense at this. “Dag, I take your meaning, and it’s a good rule. If rule two is being broken then how do you two want to handle it?”

“Rule one,” Dag said firmly. “Talk about it. Don’t let it fester to the explosion point.”

Taking in a breath, Stefan let it out in a slow stream. “This will be hard at first. I think Dag’s rules are good, don’t mistake me, but we either have bad experiences or none at all in relationships between the three of us. So I think rule three should be this: It’s not us against each other. It’s us against the problem.”

“Well said, hjärtat.” Mikkel pressed a quick kiss against Stefan’s forehead. “Smart of you to say that. That’s precisely what it is. We are forever each other’s support, and we shouldn’t forget that. Now, I think it’s my turn for a rule.”

“I promised him at least one rule about sex,” Stefan confided to Dag, making him snicker.

With a wicked grin, Mikkel leaned in, eyebrows waggling. “So you did. This ties in to rule two a little—I don’t want us to hesitate in making love to each other. My career demands that I’m away, sometimes for weeks at a time. Stefan, Dag, you’re both out and about just as much. I think it will frustrate us if we’re constantly trying to organize three people in the same place at the same time, and that will lead to bad feelings. If we find the opportunity to have blistering sex, even if one of us is missing, take it. Just also take a picture and send it to the missing person so they feel included and know exactly what the others are up to.”

“Or a live video feed?” Dag couldn’t believe those words had left his mouth. He clamped it shut and blushed when Mikkel hooted in laughter.

“I knew I liked you for a reason,” Mikkel said, still laughing. “Yes, my innocent, or that. Especially that, if there’s a chance to do it. Can we all agree on this?”

Dag felt it was a good rule, but he wasn’t sure what Stefan would make of it. One glance was all it took to reassure him. Stefan looked intrigued, a hint of a rakish grin tilting his mouth up. “Yes, I can agree,” Stefan responded, then pulled Mikkel into him enough to whisper against his ear, “But do try to stay home as much as you can. I much prefer you in person over a tiny screen.”

Mikkel’s eyes darkened in lust. “And that’s enough talking. Dag, lock the door. I’m done waiting, I need both of you.”

Wetting his lips in anticipation, Dag immediately sprang up and went for the door. He’d never had sex before, certainly never had two men in his bed at once, so he wasn’t at all sure what to anticipate, but he did know this: he was probably going to come his brains out.


Thirty

Stefan

Stefan wasn’t quite sure what to do next, honestly, as he’d never tried to coordinate sex between three people before. Fortunately, Mikkel seemed to realize he would need to take lead this first time, as he leaned in and kissed Stefan with sweet intensity before pulling back and whispering, “Dag sandwich?”

Returning that evil, seductive grin, Stefan agreed promptly, “Dag sandwich.”

“Now wait a minute,” Dag protested faintly, stopping dead in his tracks in the middle of the room. “Shouldn’t you take it easy on the virgin in the room? You know, not completely overwhelm me?”

“That sounds less fun,” Mikkel informed him, the grin now downright lecherous.

Wait, Dag was a virgin? This was news to Stefan. He mentally revised his plan to something less adventuresome. The last thing he wanted to do was push Dag. Having sex with two men for his first time was nerve-racking enough, after all.

Dag’s expression was a comical mix of lust and nerves. He was interested, definitely, his cheeks flushed, but his wide brown eyes gave his nervousness away. Stefan sensed he should probably mediate, at least a little. “Mikkel, how versatile are you?”

“I like it either way,” Mikkel answered. “You?”

“I prefer to top,” Stefan admitted, “but occasionally I get in the mood to bottom. I don’t mind doing it now.”

Mikkel’s mouth screwed up to the side as he considered. “I’d rather do something we all enjoy, especially this first time. For now, everyone get naked.”

He seemed to have some sort of game plan in development. Stefan stood from the couch and drew his shirt up over his head. As it hit the floor, he realized that Dag was frozen again, but the lust had faded, his bottom lip caught between his teeth. Having an idea of what it was, Stefan crossed to him, tilting up to kiss Dag gently. “It’s alright. Trust us.”

Blowing out a breath, Dag stared at the floor. “It’s just, I’m not the beautiful one in this relationship—”

“Horseshit,” Mikkel stated bluntly, cutting him off.

Startled, Dag’s eyes flew up to meet his.

“What our husband is so delicately trying to say,” Stefan translated, deadpan, “is that we’ve always found you charming. I, at least, had the worst time keeping my hands off you the first time I saw you smile in the kitchen.”

Mikkel looked at Stefan in mild interest. “You too, huh? I thought it was just me. Trust me, Dag, I’ve seen you naked once. I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time fantasizing about it since. Now, off with the clothes. I promise”—he waggled his eyebrows mischievously—“I’ll make it worth your while.”

Sucking in a breath, Dag found his courage and yanked his shirt off with more speed than grace. Stefan gave him no time to freeze or second-guess himself, capturing Dag’s head with a strong hand and drawing him down so that Stefan could reach his mouth. He kissed him hungrily, drawing their chests together so that bare skin could meet. They both groaned at the contact, Dag responding more enthusiastically, happily letting Stefan’s tongue invade his mouth.

He could feel Mikkel’s hands slide around Dag’s middle, reaching for his waistband, and Stefan shifted his hips back enough that Mikkel had room to work with. Dag’s jeans were pushed down to his thighs, pooling right above his knees. He knew the instant that Mikkel got a hand on his cock, as Dag broke their kiss with a groan, arching. Stefan watched for a moment as Mikkel steadily stroked Dag, making him flush and pant. “He’s incredibly responsive.”

“I know,” Mikkel agreed with a rich chuckle. “This will be such fun. Get his pants off.”

Stefan actually had to go for Dag’s shoes first, and it took a little coordinating, which Dag tried to be helpful with, although he kept losing the thread because Mikkel refused to let go of him. Stefan would have complained, but seeing Dag half lost to pleasure tempered his exasperation. When he finally did have Dag stripped of everything, he paused to look. Still on the thin side, but god, all of that lovely pale skin stretched out in front of him was very nice indeed. And were those freckles along his hips? Stefan pressed a kiss to them, lingering. Mikkel touched the back of his head, caressing, and he turned his face to kiss the man’s wrist in return.

But in this position, it was impossible to not be tempted by other things. Stefan felt he deserved a turn and batted Mikkel’s hand away so that he could take that lovely cock into his mouth.

“Oh shit,” Dag exclaimed, breathless, his hands immediately latching onto Stefan’s head. “Damn, that’s good.”

Anchoring himself with one hand around Dag’s thigh, he used the other to keep Dag’s cock steady, running his tongue slowly from base to tip on the underside. Dag hissed in a breath, then another, sharper as Mikkel’s hands drifted up to play with his nipples.

“So incredibly responsive,” Mikkel purred. “Lean against me, Dag, that’s it. I’ll brace you.”

Assured Mikkel had him, Stefan focused on driving Dag wild. Dag was uncut—not a surprise as he’d been born under a midwife—and it gave Stefan a little room to play. He slipped the hood back before running the tip of his tongue around the crown in a slow, leisurely glide. Dag went taut under his hands, breath stuttering. Oh, he liked that. Stefan did it again, applying the barest hint of pressure, his free hand gliding up to gently roll both balls.

Dag jerked, his cock hardening even further, pre-come slipping out to bead Stefan’s tongue with bitter drops. Dag might not last long at this rate, but Stefan was fine with getting him off first. Dag had a point about not overwhelming him on this first round. He turned his eyes up and found that Dag’s were screwed shut, a flush from his collarbones up staining his skin.

He watched as Mikkel slicked two of his own fingers with saliva, then dropped them down behind Dag’s back. Apparently, Mikkel was not a fan of the ‘don’t overwhelm Dag’ agenda this evening. He knew the instant that Mikkel fingered Dag’s entrance, as Dag’s eyes flew open wide and a shudder went through him.

“Do you like it?” Mikkel asked in a husky voice against Dag’s temple. “Having a part of me in you, stroking you…just…so.”

Dag arched and screamed, his grip on Stefan becoming borderline punishing. Found his prostate, eh? Stefan could tell Dag was about at his limit, so he upped his suction, relaxing his throat enough that Dag could fuck his mouth. Not that Dag seemed inclined to, but with a little encouragement from Stefan, he found a quick rhythm, a shallow rocking of his hips. Dag tried to speak—a warning no doubt—but it was so garbled Stefan couldn’t make out a single word. It wasn’t necessary anyway. Stefan was perfectly willing to swallow.

Abruptly, a jet of cum hit the back of Stefan’s throat and he swallowed reflexively, taking it down, allowing Dag to soften in his mouth.

“Whoa,” Mikkel warned, catching Dag firmly around the hips as his knees gave out. “Let’s move this to the bed, Stefan.”

Drawing back, Stefan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, studying the two men still standing above him. Getting off his knees sounded good—the carpet wasn’t thick enough to stay there for long—but he had to admire the view. They were so incredibly beautiful like this, flushed with passion and confident in their desire. It made Stefan’s fingers twitch with the need to touch, his hindbrain spinning with all sorts of deliciously sinful ideas of what to do next. Dag looked blissed out, his entire weight leaning against Mikkel, eyes shut as he caught his breath. “So how was it, Dag? Getting a blow job and fingered at the same time?”

Dag gave a thumbs-up with both hands. “Ten stars. Would recommend.”

Snorting, Stefan caught Mikkel’s eye, both of them amused but pleased with this answer. “Good to hear. Mikkel, get him. I’ll turn down the covers.”

Behind him, he could hear it when Mikkel literally swept Dag off his feet. “Whoa! I’m not a fainting damsel in distress.”

“No, but your legs are shaking,” Mikkel responded pleasantly.

“You look very smug about that. For good reason, grant you.”

Stefan quickly stripped the covers down on Dag’s bed to the footboard, transferring condoms and lube from the nightstand drawer where he’d stashed them to the surface for easier reach. As Mikkel put Dag down on the sheets, Stefan toed his shoes off and got pants, boxers, and socks out of the way. Stefan wasn’t as body shy as Dag, he knew that he had his own appeal, but he did understand Dag’s objection. Mikkel was definitely the beautiful one in this relationship, and seeing all of that fair skin and muscle made him lick his lips in anticipation.

Of course, Mikkel caught his look of admiration, lips curling up in a feline manner. “How about it, Stefan? Want to take me?”

“That is quite possibly the stupidest question you have ever asked me,” Stefan informed him, coming around the bed to draw Mikkel sharply toward him with a snug arm around his waist.

Laughing, Mikkel leaned obligingly down so Stefan could kiss him. It vaguely irritated Stefan that both of his husbands had several inches on him. He clearly needed to invest in step stools. Many step stools. He lost the train of thought as Mikkel dominated his mouth, a frisson of want and need curling low in his groin. Taking Dag to the peak of pleasure had been enjoyable, but it wasn’t quite the same as the anticipation of being balls deep in Mikkel’s lovely ass.

He silently directed Mikkel onto the bed, his head toward the footboard, drawing him up onto his knees so that Dag could have an unimpeded view of what he would do next. Dag reclined half on the pillows, still recovering, eyes bright with interest as he watched. To him, Stefan admitted, “I’m a terrible bottom because I’m not interested in receiving pleasure as much as I like to give it. I have to be in a very lazy mood to let someone else top. That, and when I do have a man as fine as this one in bed with me”—He stroked a hand along Mikkel’s flank, grinning as Mikkel turned his head to wink at him—“I do so enjoy turning his brain off.”

“Oh?” Mikkel taunted, grey eyes sparkling in amusement. “I’d like to see you tr—fuck.”

Stefan kept his tongue in between Mikkel’s cheeks, internally grinning like the Cheshire Cat. He stroked the flat of his tongue against Mikkel’s taint again, taking his time with it, feeling Mikkel squirm under his hands. The sheets abruptly went taut as Mikkel’s hands dug into them, breath hitching.

“I’d say you succeeded,” Dag commented. “In fact, I want in on this action. Revenge is best served hot.”

Not sure quite what he had in mind, Stefan kept an ear out for Dag as the other man shifted on the bed. He didn’t let it distract him—he had his own mission in mind. Firming his tongue, he darted it in and out, a gentle fuck, pleased when Mikkel started swearing in his native tongue. He loved that, apparently. Stefan tucked it away as a mental note. Mostly he enjoyed the moment. He’d been secretly dreaming of taking Mikkel apart, of watching this man beg for mercy under him. The reality of this moment was exquisite indeed. He felt Mikkel shiver in pleasure and he lifted his head enough to see that Dag had squirmed under his hips, taking Mikkel’s cock in his mouth.

“Shit, you’re a fast learner,” Mikkel panted, head hanging between his hands. “You’re both driving me insane.”

That sounded like high praise to his ears. Stefan snagged the lube from the nightstand, coating his fingers and warming them up for a moment before sliding one digit in, crooking it as he did so to graze Mikkel’s prostate.

Mikkel groaned loud and low. “Dammit, Stefan, get in me.”

Draping half along his back, Stefan murmured against a bare shoulder, “Not yet.”

“Either get in me now or stop Dag,” Mikkel demanded, voice hoarse. “I can’t last much longer.”

Ah, that was the problem. Stefan supposed they couldn’t have Olympic sex the rest of the day anyway. He could draw things out and truly tease Mikkel later. He slipped a second finger in, scissoring, making sure that Mikkel was ready for him. Tilting up, he reached for the condom packages on the nightstand.

With an audible pop, Dag freed his mouth and informed them, “Forgot to mention, we don’t need condoms.”

Halting in mid-motion, Stefan bent over to see Dag, still under Mikkel’s hips. “We don’t?”

“I can see STDs,” Dag explained patiently. “We’re all clear.”

“Ah. In that case, Mikkel, your call.”

“Bare,” Mikkel was quick to demand. “I want skin.”

That sounded fine to him. Stefan tolerated condoms but he preferred to feel his partner. Leaving the condoms be, he maneuvered in between Mikkel’s legs, spreading his cheeks open, and guided the head of his cock just inside that puckered opening. He knew Dag had gone back to sucking Mikkel, could see the strain of holding back in Mikkel’s body, but didn’t rush his entrance. Even though Dag could heal him, Stefan never wanted to injure his lover.

They both gave a happy sigh when Stefan pushed slowly, gently all the way in. Mikkel felt blissfully hot and tight—perfect. Stefan had to rein himself in before he thrust wildly.

“Move,” Mikkel begged him. “And Dag, so help me, if you don’t stop, I’m coming down your throat.”

Dag laughed, the sound muffled around the cock in his mouth, but didn’t move away. Apparently he took that as a challenge.

Easing back out, Stefan pressed in again, trying to angle to hit Mikkel’s prostate. Mikkel’s head jerked, a hoarse shout tearing from his throat. Found it. Pleased, Stefan watched as he shuttled in and out, his pace quickening, gaining a rhythm, both hands clamped around Mikkel’s hips. Mikkel didn’t move with him, likely to avoid choking Dag, but the sounds he uttered showed how much he loved it. Sweat dewed on Stefan’s skin, and he could feel his balls tightening and gathering up toward his body. His climax was threatening, but he couldn’t release yet. He didn’t want to. He’d wanted this very thing for far too long.

“Dag!” Mikkel warned sharply.

Quickly pulling away, Dag rolled free, and just in time. Stefan felt it when Mikkel climaxed hard, shaking with the force of it. He closed his eyes under the rush of his own climax, strong enough that his vision darkened, hips stuttering as he slammed into that tight heat. Mikkel collapsed under him, Stefan a second behind, draped over his back, lungs pulling like a smith’s bellows.

“Damn, that was hot.” Dag’s hands came up to stroke both of their backs, the touch gentle. “Let me get something to clean you up with. I would say don’t move…but I don’t think either of you will for a few minutes.”

Mikkel vibrated with a smothered chuckle. “He’s not wrong. Alright, Stef?”

“Alright is not the right word. Too mild.” Turning his head, he placed a kiss on Mikkel’s back. “I didn’t hurt you?”

“Not a bit.” Mikkel gave a pleased sigh. “And for the record, feel free to do that anytime.”

“Noted. Although we should probably let Dag have a go at you next. He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

Returning from the en suite bathroom, Dag informed him dryly, “After watching you two? I think I have an idea. Come on, Stef, roll off. Let me clean you both up.”

Very gently, Stefan pulled free, an eagle eye on Mikkel, but he saw no discomfort when he disengaged. Pleased, he took the towel from Dag and cleaned Mikkel up, then himself, tossing it through the open bathroom door when done. Mikkel flopped onto his back and drew them both in on either side, cuddling. Stefan snuggled in, his free hand finding and clasping Dag’s, meeting those warm brown eyes and seeing the affection and happiness there.

“You’re both practically purring,” Mikkel stated in open satisfaction.

“Of course we are,” Dag responded, leaning up to kiss Mikkel’s chin. “This is precisely where we’ve wanted to be for weeks now.”

Stefan couldn’t refute that. If he’d possessed any idea that it would be like this, that he could have such joy by selfishly taking both men, he wouldn’t have hesitated. “Dag. There was one thing we talked about earlier that we need to run past you. Wedding rings?”

As expected, Dag lit up hopefully. “Yes? I’d like one, at least.”

“We all do, käraste,” Mikkel assured him. “Our thought was, I provide the metal, you design them, Stefan crafts them.”

Stefan expected an agreement but instead Dag looked bashful. Narrowing his eyes, he studied that expression for a moment. “You’ve already designed them, haven’t you?”

Not looking at either of them, Dag admitted sheepishly, “I might have been bored yesterday and was looking at rings online…and then started doodling…”

Chuckling, Mikkel pulled him to drop a kiss on top of that curly head. “You are a treasure, Dag. At least we have one romantic in the group. Alright, I’ll have Ivar fetch us some metal tonight. Stefan, you said this won’t take long?”

“Half an hour, more or less. I’ll need your fingers to make sure they’re sized right.” Stefan was very happy to do it tonight. They’d all feel better with wedding bands before facing their Praeses tomorrow. “For now, shower? And we really should start packing.”

Mikkel’s head turned toward the bathroom door, looking contemplative. “Can we fit three people in the shower?”

In a very Mikkel manner, Dag rolled free, waggling his eyebrows in invitation as he extended a hand to both of them. “There’s only one way to find out.”


Thirty-one

Mikkel

Mikkel knew that despite his words of reassurance, both of his husbands were nervous. For slightly different reasons, granted. Stefan didn’t like the summons, assumed that it meant trouble for them. Dag feared the same but he was also worried about meeting a powerful man. Why, Mikkel wasn’t sure, as Dag possessed a natural allure that any snake charmer would pay a small fortune for. Dag had a way of seeing the person themselves, ignoring the title and position, and responding accordingly. That sincerity disarmed people all of the time. Mikkel himself was no exception.

They were mid-flight now, thousands of feet in the air and flying toward Washington DC’s airport. Leif and Jane were set to follow in a separate plane, as they’d needed to do something this morning before they could fly out. Mikkel had made this flight many times, although not usually coming from Canada, so he ignored the view out of the window. His attention was on Dag, who was practicing how to escort someone, of all things, and Stefan, who was coaching him. It gave him pleasure, watching two men he loved and adored above all else standing close together and speaking in intimate tones. The platinum wedding bands on their fingers glinted in the mellow lighting of the plane as they moved their hands, and that pleased him, too, seeing physical proof they were tied to him.

The first few days, Mikkel had worried how Dag would take all of this. He hadn’t expected the man to demand the bond to be broken or anything like that, but Dag was the only one of the three who hadn’t had a choice, who hadn’t been consulted, who hadn’t been able to say a single word of agreement. It had to grate on some level, or so Mikkel assumed. If their roles were reversed, Mikkel certainly would have issue with it. But Dag didn’t seem to care about that. And truthfully? Mikkel was glad. It was one less thing for him to worry about. The last thing he ever wanted was either of his husbands upset with him.

Ivar caught his eye from the opposite side of the private jet and motioned him over. Unbuckling, Mikkel slid across and down a row, taking the seat next to his assistant. “Good news?”

“I think so?” Ivar handed him a tablet with an email displayed on the screen.

Mikkel read it through quickly, letting out a soundless whistle. “The Praeses wants to meet us privately first. Interesting. To get the story straight before he has to deal with his son?”

“That’s my guess. I think he’s trying to carefully maneuver around stepping on Dominus Leif’s and Mægen Bjorne’s toes too. There’s a lot of political landmines in this.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” Mikkel groaned in agreement. He really hadn’t expected things to pan out the way they had. In fact, he’d give his eye teeth to change it, although he wouldn’t change the outcome. Never that. His eyes darted up to the two heads bent together and he let out a soft breath. Whatever the meeting was like, he’d bull through it. “The meeting is set for an hour after we land. That doesn’t give us much time.”

“We’ll make it,” Ivar assured him blithely, taking the tablet back. “I’ve arranged for two cars. We’ll take one directly to the Praeses’s embassy.”

“And hope the traffic gods are kind.” Mikkel harbored severe doubts on that score. They’d land midafternoon, so they might be able to get from airport to embassy without needing a sacrifice to appease the traffic gods, but he wouldn’t bet his first child on it.

“I have all the paperwork submitted for your name change, and Dag’s,” Ivar informed him, abruptly changing the subject. “You’ll get the paperwork back in two to six weeks, or so they tell me. Why change yours too?”

Mikkel gave him a questioning look. “When my husband does something sweet and romantic, you don’t think I’ll reciprocate? Besides, Stefan’s doing it too. We might as well all match.”

“Mikkel Vinters-Bjorne is a mouthful,” Ivar grumbled. “And I’ll have to redo all of your business cards, letterhead, and everything else.”

That was not the true complaint. Mikkel wasn’t sure what Ivar really took issue with, just that there was something that bothered Ivar. “What are you really unhappy about?”

Ivar refused to meet his eyes, looking dead ahead. “Not unhappy. Worried. You haven’t called all of your siblings yet, have you?”

Mikkel’s brain short-circuited as he realized what he meant and it took concentrated effort for him not to growl. “Ivar. You really think I’m worried about what they’ll say?”

“You always put a strong front on it, about how you don’t care what they think, but you do care what they think.”

“I don’t,” Mikkel retorted harshly. “The siblings you’re worried about only see me once a year, if that. They can accept my husbands or not, their choice.”

“Kel, stop being stupidly stubborn—”

“Unless you wish for your throat area to be better acquainted with my partially oxidized tool of slicing purposes, I suggest that you refrain from actively utilizing your vocal cords and remove yourself from my sight.”

Wincing, Ivar held up both hands. “Hear me out. You know they’re going to chase after you and make a stink. All I’m saying is—”

“I would have died,” Mikkel overrode him, voice harsh. When Ivar’s eyes snapped up to his, he continued, struggling to keep his voice down. This wasn’t something he wanted either Stefan or Dag to know. “If Dag had been less skilled, if Stefan had had less energy to work with, I would have died by being Bound to them. Dag would have dragged us both into the grave after him. And it would have been preferable to me, to die with them, because my heart no longer remembers how to live in this world without them. Is that clear enough for you? I don’t care what the fuck my siblings have to say about this.”

Ivar held up both hands in surrender, mouth open, but he had no chance to utter a word. Dag appeared out of thin air, pulling Mikkel against his chest, one hand soothing against his back. “Shh. Calm down. Ivar, I have no idea what you said to him, but you apologize now, and if you upset him again, there will be hell to pay.”

Mikkel blinked at hearing this ferocious tone from his gentle-natured husband. He hadn’t thought Dag had a ferocious bone in his body until this moment. And they’d kept their voices down, so how in the world had—the bond. Of course. It would have relayed his agitation to Dag and Stefan clearly.

Glancing up, he found Stefan leaning over the seats in front of them, giving Ivar the stink eye. Ivar audibly gulped facing two upset galdere. “Dammit. Why do you always have to go after the dangerous ones?”

Mikkel’s irritation eased and he snuggled into Dag’s chest, wrapping both arms around that slender waist. “Why? I think it’s brilliant.”

“Of course you do, you skitstövel,” Ivar swore at him. “He’s on your side!”

Mikkel tilted his head just enough to give Ivar an arch look, his expression conveying, Yes, exactly my point. Ivar received the message loud and clear as he glowered back at him.

“Well, Ivar?” Stefan purred in a dangerous tone. “What did you say to him that got his hackles up so?”

Resigned to the inevitable, Ivar admitted with an anticipatory wince, “I suggested he should have waited to change his name until he’d had a chance to tell all of his siblings. Some of them can be quite troublesome.”

Stefan’s expression went pitch black. Truly, his rage was a thing of beauty, it was so pure in its intensity. “How much trouble?”

“Not as much as he’s insinuating,” Mikkel grumbled while still cuddling with Dag.

Ivar gulped like a landed fish and rolled his eyes beseechingly toward Mikkel, who didn’t actually want to bail the man out—he was still upset with him, after all—but his assistant truly did look pitiful. Like a whipped dog.

Having some pity, Mikkel admitted, “They can be unpleasant about things sometimes. But it’s not something I’m going to worry about at the moment. Even if they can’t accept it, I only see them when I choose to and that’s not often these days. It’s definitely not something I want to worry about right now. Ignore it. Let’s rest for a while before we land. It’ll be hectic once we arrive.” He stood and drew them both back to their seats, this time joining them. Dag and Stefan still seemed irritated, so he gave each of them a kiss them and reassured them that it would be fine. He didn’t think they entirely bought it, but they were willing to let things lie. For now.

They stayed together until the plane landed. Reaching the humid air outside of the airport was something of a relief after being in canned air-conditioning for most of the morning. They’d eaten on the plane, of course, as not feeding his galdere lunch was simply not an option. Still, Ivar’s car service had been given a heads-up, and fruit and energy bars were available along with bottles of water in the long SUV limousine. Dag looked around the plush interior as he settled along the side, a little wide-eyed. Mikkel belatedly realized this was likely the first time Dag had been in a limo.

He really looked forward to spoiling Dag rotten. At this stage especially it would be so very easy.

They zipped through afternoon traffic—Mikkel used zipped very sardonically—with not much in the way of conversation in the car. Stefan was still glaring at Ivar, Ivar was carefully focusing on his tablet, and Dag focused on systematically eating everything in the complimentary bar. Nerves? Or just Dag being the usual bottomless pit? Mikkel couldn’t quite discern which.

It was with relief that Mikkel saw the Contact Point Embassy come into view. Made of beige stone, it was sandwiched in between two other buildings, looking rather Victorian with its wrought iron balustrade and the multiple windows on all three levels. Nothing about it suggested it was an embassy except the flag flying just to the side of the black front door.

Dag stepped out smoothly enough, but he stopped on the sidewalk, looking up at the building, and Mikkel could see his nerves descend upon him like a tidal wave at that point. Coming up to his side, he put a hand at the small of Dag’s back and leaned in to murmur near his forehead, “It’ll be alright, käraste.”

His husband gulped in a breath, then lifted his chin. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
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Dag

Dag was so not ready.

He was a country boy from a small town in Tennessee, for heaven’s sake, why was he here? Meeting the most powerful man in the entire magical community? If it wasn’t for the fact that it would directly impact both Stefan and Mikkel, he would have tried running for it. Well, alright, no. He was tired of living his life on the run. It was just that his lizard brain was panicking, that was all.

Mikkel led the way confidently through the front door, stopping at the front desk. The foyer had pale wooden floors, white walls, and an ornate staircase that wrapped up the left-hand side, leading toward the second story. The building was clearly over a hundred years old with all of the elaborate trim and woodwork, although it didn’t smell that way. In fact, the only thing he could smell was the strong scent of lemon beeswax. Dag clipped on the visitor’s badge issued to him, managed a smile at the woman in the blue sari behind the desk, and followed closely on Mikkel’s heels as he went up the stairs.

He tried to distract himself by watching his husbands. At the moment, it wasn’t a hard thing to do, as they looked very fine all cleaned up like this. Mikkel was in his favorite light grey suit, a three-piece with a dark blue tie, and he looked like a runway model in search of a red carpet to walk. Stefan was in severe, unapologetic black from vest to tie to shirt, but on him it looked incredibly sharp. Even with his panicking lizard brain, Dag’s libido was throwing up suggestions of finding some empty room and stripping those suits off them.

Warm fingers caught his and Dag glanced over at Stefan, who gave him a reassuring nod. Taking some comfort in that, Dag nodded back, but they didn’t have time for anything else. The first door at the head of the stairs stood open, an assistant waiting for them—a dour-faced man who appeared as if he’d had his personality removed at birth. He double-checked their badges before going through the minimally furnished room and to a door on the other side.

“Mr. Mikkel Vinters, Mægen Stefan Bjorne, Dr. Dag Gates—”

Dag jolted. Even though he’d passed the practical for the United States Medical Board, it was the first time he’d been addressed as doctor. But he was, wasn’t he? The thought caused him to smile.

“—to see the Praeses.”

“Excellent! Send them all in,” a warm tenor voice encouraged.

Two men waited for them on the other side of the door. One of them, wearing a white sarong, looked every inch as Mikkel had described him: a middle-aged man with childlike expressions and with the mahogany skin tone of his native Sri Lanka. The man standing next to him was in a dark suit, as pressed and somber as an undertaker, looking vaguely washed out under the bright lights. Hama Benedikt, or so Dag assumed.

“Come in, gentlemen, come in,” the Praeses encouraged them, eyes alight with curiosity as he looked them over. “I am sorry to have yanked you abruptly here, but I’m tired of this ridiculous farce of my son’s, and I have questions that need answers before I can come down on a ruling. First, though—Benedikt, what are you doing?”

Hama Benedikt’s eyes and finger moved as he traced the lines, back and forth, back and forth.

“You look like you’re following the path of a bumblebee,” Praeses Aalam complained to him. “What are you looking at?”

“They’re Bound,” Benedikt responded slowly, eyes growing as wide as saucers. “All three of them are Bound.”

“So Olafsson wasn’t making up lies?” Praeses Aalam breathed in astonishment. He sang a quick spell, giving himself the sight necessary to study the life lines of the Binding, then studied each in turn, which made Dag extremely nervous. He didn’t know how the Praeses was going to take this at all, and he was the one person in the Regions who could command them to break the Bindings.

Instead of seeming upset, he looked smugly satisfied. “Kel, I always knew you were a man of stamina.”

“Sir!” Hama Benedikt rebuked.

“I have multiple wives, that takes energy!” Praeses Aalam shot back indignantly.

Mikkel burst out laughing, head thrown back. Dag could only blink. That was his response? Praeses Aalam didn’t seem at all displeased.

“At least try to ask him a respectable question as to his motivations,” Hama Benedikt counseled between clenched teeth.

Rolling his eyes, Praeses Aalam played along. “Kel, why did you Bind to these two?”

“Because I love them,” Mikkel answered simply, mirth still sparkling in his eyes.

“There, see?” Praeses Aalam flapped a hand at Mikkel even as he faced his councilor down. “A perfectly legitimate reason. Although, really, I’m surprised that a man with your reputation would settle down, Kel. That’s actually the most surprising part of this.”

Hama Benedikt looked on the verge of washing his hands of the whole conversation but gave it one more try anyway. “Sir, might I point out that Bindings are not allowed between three individuals?”

Praeses Aalam pondered that for a moment, inclining his head to accept the point, then said, “Mikkel would be ballsy enough to introduce me to them even if he broke several laws. Stefan Bjorne, however, is the most law-abiding man I’ve ever heard of, and he wouldn’t be standing calmly in front of me if he was even pondering bending one. At a guess, I would say that Leif made this legal in Nova Scotia. Am I correct?”

Eyebrows climbing into his hair, Stefan acknowledged slowly, “You are, sir.”

“It has been my experience,” Praeses Aalam observed to the room in general, “that Leif’s decisions inevitably end with happy people. Happy people don’t break laws or find mischief to get into. Happy people mean peaceful times in my Regions. It’s quite a simple equation. I’m not inclined to question a good decision when it’s clearly working, nor am I inclined to upset multiple people who I happen to like by questioning their decisions. I trust these people to run my Region. They do it quite successfully. I’m not going to insult them or me by questioning who they choose to share their lives with. Is that clear enough for you, Benedikt?”

Throwing his hands into the air, Hama Benedikt announced, “I don’t care. Do whatever you wish. You always do anyway. I don’t know why I even bother.”

“I wonder too. All it does is give you grey hairs.” Praeses Aalam focused on Dag, tapping a finger against the chair in a thoughtful manner. “Dr. Gates. Your case has, in fact, opened up a type of Pandora’s box. We’ve discovered all sorts of illegal activity in regard to testing young potential galdere. Some of them are much like you, with healing abilities. None quite of your skill level yet, but still with commendable talent and power. Because of that, we have decided to create another classification of galdere. Haelan.”

Dag wasn’t surprised to hear there were others like him, he’d heard tales of that on the street, but Praeses Aalam telling him that he was creating a whole new type of galdere because of them? That almost sent him to the floor in shock. He squeaked out, “Excuse me?!”

“Haelan,” Stefan murmured, an approving smile tilting his mouth up. “Healer. Very appropriate.”

“I thought so. Think of it as something of an apology for not being recognized as a galdere. In my eyes, you very much are one.”

Dag was so overwhelmed by this he felt tongue-tied. It took him a minute to find words in his head and connect them to his mouth. “Thank you. You really have no idea how much that means to me.”

Praeses Aalam winked at him. “My pleasure. I hope this makes it clear to the magical community as a whole how valuable you are. Now, Mikkel, all of your declarations of love to the contrary, I know you didn’t do it just for that. So sit down, tell me the tale, and spare no details.”


Thirty-two

Stefan

For all of his easygoing charm, Praeses Aalam asked very pertinent questions. Stefan answered half of them, Mikkel largely taking the other half, with Dag saying as little as possible. Stefan sensed that Dag was more than overwhelmed at this meeting, and he wanted to let the other two do the talking, which Stefan was fine with. There would no doubt come a day when Dag wouldn’t think anything of speaking with political leaders, but today was clearly not that day.

They sat on the couch together, Stefan subtly keeping his arm around Dag’s waist, a silent show of support. Mikkel was not so subtle about it, as he had his hand on Dag’s, his free hand gesturing as he spoke. Neither of their leaders called them on it, or even blinked, which wasn’t all that surprising. Newly bonded couples liked to stay in physical contact with each other, after all. Everyone understood that.

When they finished, Aalam sat back, fingers steepled together in front of his mouth. He sat there for a long moment before asking, “Haelan Gates, do you know who hit you?”

Dag shook his head in a taut motion. “No. We’re still investigating that.”

“The police have tracked down the vehicle,” Stefan offered in the heavy atmosphere. “It was abandoned some two miles farther down the road from the scene of the accident. They’ve found no prints in the vehicle, but they hope to learn who bought it when they track down who did the custom work.”

“I see.” Aalam released a heavy breath. “I do not like this, my friends. You are good to my people, and myself, and you cause no trouble. You have no idea how rare that is in my world. But instead of being rewarded for this, you are attacked, time and again. I highly suspect my son is behind this, as he’s been…irate as of late. I do not like this at all. Even if he is not behind your attack, Dr. Gates, he’s adamant about breaking the Bindings between you three, and he’s pushing it forward for only the pettiest of reasons. I have clearly tested my son’s character with too much power. He has not come through the test with good results.”

Stefan thought that was the most charitable thing that anyone had said of Sahad in recent memory. He had to bite his tongue to keep from agreeing.

Regarding them equally, Aalam gave them a smile mixed with resignation. “It hurts me doubly so because he accuses you of a crime that he knows—”

The door burst open, the assistant outside protesting and being thoroughly ignored by a man in a dark suit. He looked to be in his early twenties, his resemblance to Aalam striking, and although Stefan had never met him in person, he knew who it was. Sahad. A snarl twisted the man’s face, turning his handsome features into a grotesque rendering. His eyes landed on the three men still seated on the couch and his ire magnified tenfold.

Stefan shifted subtly, ready to spring forward at a moment’s notice. Men that angry did not always settle for airing their displeasure in words. He felt Dag and Mikkel doing the same, uneasy at Sahad’s abrupt intrusion.

Pinning his father in place with a heated glare, Sahad growled, “I tell you these three broke two laws and you invite them in for tea?”

“Which laws?” Aalam responded with false calm, meeting his son’s anger without flinching. “The one your pet galdere accused them of? Or the one he illegally set Haelan Gates up for?”

Sahad flinched, ever so minutely, then settled into a bullish stance. “You cannot allow them to be Bound like this!”

“Why not? It’s not only perfectly legal in their Region, but it’s a representation of my own goals. Goals I’ve pursued for several decades.” Aalam’s tone hardened, his features falling into a neutral mask that barely concealed his own ire. “Goals you know very well about.”

“Whatever your wishes, it’s still illegal!” Sahad shot back.

“Let’s be clear on this, Dominus Sahad,” Benedikt interjected smoothly. Stefan noted that he, too, was on the edge of his seat now, ready to spring into action. He didn’t trust Sahad either, eh? “They are not on trial. They’ve already faced a trial for this and won. They were invited here so we could hear the entire story, so that we may address it properly. That is all.”

Sahad rocked back on his heels, spluttering for words. “You can’t be serious! After all they’ve done!”

The Praeses of All Magic stood, deliberately emphasizing every move, and as he came up to his full height, he dominated the room. The power pouring off him in a visible aura was insane, stopping Stefan dead in his tracks for a moment. Any galdere would take one look at him and immediately backpedal for safety. Stefan’s nerves jittered in alarm, his survival instincts clamoring for him to grab Dag and Mikkel and get out. NOW.

Even Sahad swallowed hard, eyes flaring wide, sensing the rage coming from Aalam in open waves. Aalam stalked menacingly forward, fists clenched in rage. “What they have done? What they have done is nothing compared to what you have done. You shame me, Sahad.”

Sahad bristled like an attacked porcupine, jabbing a finger toward his father’s chest. Stefan saw magic start to swirl around him, an obvious sign that Sahad was losing control of his own magic. He mentally readied a spell, ready to intervene. And it was obvious that this was building to the point that someone would have to intervene.

“You—” Sahad hissed, voice climbing in octaves like a steaming tea pot. “I have done nothing to shame you!”

“Attacking the Dominus of a Region out of jealousy,” Aalam listed off, voice sounding like a cracked whip as he curtly spat the words out, expression cold. “Arranging a car accident to kill Haelan Gates—”

Sahad startled, eyes darting to Dag, and it was clear he hadn’t expected anyone to put that together. It wasn’t so much guilt on his face as surprise they knew. A cold rage swept through Stefan at his expression. This lickspittle son of a bitch was behind Dag’s accident?!

“You little shit.” Mikkel jerked to his feet, hands clenched at his sides. “Ditt jävla ålahuvud! You think it’s alright to kill a man to save face?!”

Not quite looking at any of them, Sahad stuttered out, “I didn’t arrange that.”

“Perhaps not, but you know who did, and you didn’t turn him in, you didn’t punish him,” his father shot back. “You are as guilty as the man who did it! I have no faith in your judgment, Sahad. You force good men to guard against you, to jump through hoops in the law, to defend their loved ones. You challenge my Dominus even though he has excelled where all others failed. You are a terrible leader. As of this moment, you are stripped of your position and barred from ever holding a place of power in the Regions again.”

The entire room went dead silent. Even Stefan was shocked by this. He knew Aalam was upset with his son, that he didn’t like what Sahad was doing, but Stefan had expected mediation. Not for Sahad to be disinherited and cut off completely.

Sahad went wild, his body so tense he nearly bowed under the strain, his face screwed up in a manner that made him seem possessed. His magic flared, as out of control as any typhoon, the force of it strong enough that even the nonmagical people in the room flinched instinctively. Stefan lunged in front of Mikkel and Dag, throwing up a protective shield as strong as he could forge on the fly. His throat hummed as he sang, the words nearly tumbling over each other.

Benedikt was half in front of Aalam, also protective in his stance, although he seemed more outraged than afraid. “Sahad, stand down! What the hell are you playing at, throwing that kind of magic around?”

Ignoring him utterly, Sahad turned to stare at Stefan, panting harshly. “You. You’re the reason he’s turned against me.”

He knew what Sahad would do before he even opened his mouth. There was no sanity in Sahad’s expression, no trace of reason in his dark eyes. He was madness and pain. As he opened his mouth in a scream, Stefan unleashed two spells in quick succession. The first anchored the barrier he’d put his husbands in, freeing him to move. Then he rolled to the right, hopping over the back of the couch and drawing Sahad’s attention away from the rest of the men. As he moved, he sang a second spell, putting up an individual shield around himself. He’d need it very soon.

“Sahad!” Aalam thundered, tone incredulous. “You cannot attack someone on embassy grounds!”

The words sailed over Sahad’s head, not penetrating. He couldn’t care less what his father was saying. Eyes too bright, he screamed more than sang his attack, throwing lines of fire at Stefan.

Sahad was a pretty duelist, a man who knew his craft in theory but had only sparred to stay in practice. He didn’t compare to the years of experience Stefan had, fighting side by side with Leif against rogue galdere. The fire hit Stefan’s shields and fizzled as Stefan absorbed the spell’s power, giving him not only the time he needed to get the full incantation out but a nice boost of energy as well. There was a dark satisfaction curling the corners of his mouth up as he sang the final note.

In the visible spectrum, it didn’t look like Stefan’s spell had any effect. It didn’t shoot out lines of fire, or throw Sahad back into the wall, or anything as showy as that. Benedikt and Aalam, however, saw clearly what he had done, and Benedikt chuckled.

“Very effective, Bjorne.”

“Why thank you, Hama,” Stefan acknowledged, deadpan.

“I don’t get it,” Mikkel started, then paused.

Sahad put both hands around his own throat, choking, his color rising so he went into various shades of purple. His mouth moved but not a single sound emerged. The glare he shot Stefan was venomous.

“It’s very hard to cast spells when you’re mute,” Stefan observed to his husbands. He felt cocky enough to wink, which got Dag to grin at him. Dag still looked a little pale, either at the news or seeing Stefan suddenly attacked. It could be either—a reminder of a time when Dag had been at the mercy of a stronger magician. Stefan wanted nothing more than to take them all somewhere quieter and cuddle and breathe for a while. Unfortunately, that couldn’t happen yet. He relaxed the barrier he had around his husbands so they could move. Then, rather reluctantly, released the spell so Sahad could breathe. He rather liked him not breathing, personally, but needs must.

Benedikt went straight for Sahad and put a binding spell on both of his wrists, briskly informing him after slapping it on, “You’ve now violated embassy policy and are guilty of magical battery and assault on a Mægen of the Regions as well as his nonmagical spouses. Well done, you idiot. I’m calling for the guard now. If your father has any mercy for you, he’ll call for a lawyer.”

“Oh no,” Aalam said with saccharine sweetness. “I’ll call his mother. He can explain all about why he needs a lawyer to her. If she still feels charitable about him afterward, she can call for one.”

Sahad went from purple to sheet white. Clearly, he feared his mother more than his father.

With a firm grip, Benedikt wrestled the now shaking Sahad out of the door. Stefan didn’t breathe easily until he was gone.

“Thank you, Bjorne,” Aalam said, his words sad and resigned. “I had hoped to avoid this very thing by calling you all in separately. Sadly, my son has more temper than sense.”

“He’s a grown man, Praeses,” Stefan responded evenly, having some sympathy for his leader. “He’s responsible for his own actions.”

“Thank you for your understanding.” Aalam stared through the open door for a moment, then his shoulders slumped. “And now I find that once again, I have a Region in need of a ruler.”

Feeling eyes on him, he glanced around. Mikkel stared at him with a mischievous look, eyebrows waggling. Stefan knew what he was thinking and glared back, expression hopefully relaying that if Mikkel even thought of volunteering Stefan for the job, there would be pain for his foreseeable future. Mikkel caught his meaning as he winked before smoothing his face and offering to Aalam, “We’ll tell Leif and Jane to not expect a meeting with you today, alright? You have enough to handle.”

“Thank you, my friend. And I promise you, I will have Olafsson locked up this very afternoon. It’s taken time for me to gather all the necessary evidence to indict him. Even if he is not behind Dr. Gates’s accident—and I suspect he is—I have enough other crimes that I can prove him culpable in. I’ll drag who is responsible out of my son and make sure they, too, are behind bars.”

That was enough for Stefan. He had no doubt Olafsson would sing like a canary about his other crimes once interrogated. After all, his protection was gone.

“Thank you, Praeses,” Dag responded, heartfelt.

Stefan echoed the sentiment. “Thank you, sir. Please, let us help you if we can.”

Aalam finally faced him, a faint smile on his face. “Thank you, Bjorne.”
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Mikkel

They chose to fly home that night rather than stay in DC. No one was really comfortable staying in that hotbed of politics, and Mikkel was of the opinion that the more distance between them and the Praeses’s family right now, the better. Not that anyone blamed Dag, Stefan, or himself for the mess Sahad had created. But still.

There was some cause for celebration, of course. Having a title for Dag, for him to be properly recognized by the magical community, was a huge win. Mikkel was both proud and happy for his husband’s sake. After all that Dag had survived, he deserved this at the very least. Once they were home, Mikkel would throw a proper celebration.

He sat in the window seat, blindly staring out as his hand gently carded through Dag’s hair. His husband had fallen asleep stretched out over the chairs, his head pillowed on Mikkel’s lap. Dag hadn’t slept well the night before, too worried about today, and Mikkel let him sleep. His galdere husbands needed sleep as much as food, and the rest would do him good.

Not that he could get Stefan to do likewise.

His Stefan was a worrier. Mikkel had only recently realized this, but it became clearer by the day. His nature of looking for problems often solved things before they could gain any headway, and it might be occupational habit considering his position as mægen, but it didn’t change things. Stefan liked to have every problem solved, and he’d worry and pick at something until he had it settled to his satisfaction.

“Yes,” Stefan said in a low tone, coming from the back of the plane to sit in the seat across from his husbands. “He’s sleeping now, but I’ll tell him when he wakes up. Thank you.” Hanging up, he put the phone aside and regarded Dag with relief clear in his gold-brown eyes. “Olafsson confessed to being the one to run Dag over.”

Mikkel let out a low breath. Finally, they had an answer to that question. “I’m surprised he confessed so easily.”

“I understand he did it to further drag Sahad down with him,” Stefan informed him drolly. “No love is currently lost between those two. Sahad claims he didn’t give Olafsson the order, but Olafsson said he was commanded to ‘Bring Stefan Bjorne and Dag Gates down by any means necessary,’ and he was following orders when he tried to kill Dag. I think the man’s petty enough to take revenge, so his take on the order might be skewed, but it doesn’t really matter what his motivations were in the long run.”

“No,” Mikkel agreed softly, anger still burning like a hot coal in his gut. “His actions are what’s important. They’ll be put on trial for this, of course. You’re more familiar with galdere law than I am—what sentences do you think they’ll get?”

“Life.” Stefan’s smile was razor-sharp, coldly satisfied. “They’ve got too many offenses stacked up. They won’t be able to get out of prison before they’re a hundred. I’m personally relieved. They’ve done quite enough damage.”

Mikkel agreed wholeheartedly. That they had, and not just to Dag. His eyes fell to the man still soundly asleep in his lap, so sweet and trusting, and his heart ached at all that Dag had suffered. It was so senseless. He never should have been on the run, forced to heal illegally to survive, or sleep on the streets like a bum. Mikkel wished, for his sake, that any other galdere but Olafsson had been the one to test Dag. And yet…and yet if he hadn’t been the one, would Mikkel have ever met Dag? Would Stefan?

Selfish he may have been, but he couldn’t un-wish this.

“The last time I was on a plane with you, flying toward Canada, I was half-convinced I’d ruined everything,” Stefan said, his eyes focused on the window. His mouth twisted up in a wry manner. “And now I’m married to both of you, eager to be home again. Strange how life goes.”

“Do you still harbor those same doubts?” Mikkel had heard an answer from him, but he wanted to allay fears if they still nagged at Stefan.

Stefan hesitated, eyeing him for a moment, before responding. “Rule one?”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Mikkel assured him, meaning it. “I just don’t want to give your fears any opening.”

Blowing out a breath, Stefan dropped his gaze to his fingers, fidgeting with his ring idly, spinning it around and around. “I told you the bare bones of this. I’ve only been in love once before. My last lover was a bit like you. Sophisticated, charming, playful in a bad-boy way. After dating for a year, he moved in with me, then left within three months. I was too boring and straitlaced for him, he said. After the fact, I realized he was a gaslighting, manipulative bastard. He did everything in his power to destroy my self esteem. It took therapy to get to a stable place again and I still flinch sometimes.”

Mikkel couldn’t imagine it. Having Stefan only to decide he was “too boring.” Mikkel made a mental note to look the man up—it shouldn’t prove difficult—and do something utterly vile to him.

“The loss of him threw me into a depressive spiral for months,” Stefan continued, then strangely smiled. “It was in that state Leif found me, talked me into conquering Nova Scotia. So I suppose it turned out for the best, in a sense. But when I met you, I felt like history would only repeat itself if I gave in to you. Although, damn, you made it hard to resist.”

Well, Mikkel couldn’t let that slide. “Stefan, you’re many things, but you’re never boring. It was your intelligence, your drive, that attracted me to you to begin with.”

Stefan studied him in that penetrating manner he had. “I’ve wondered this before. Dag and I are so opposite in looks, after all. What is your type?”

“Intelligent and dangerous.” Mikkel grinned when Stefan snorted. “I don’t really have a physical type, practically everyone is attractive to me in their own fashion. It’s a man’s personality and intelligence that draws my attention. My friends and business partners will be relieved that the men I did finally fall for are good ones, and not people who will drag me into some criminal thing.”

“Dag’s our rule breaker, and even he only does it out of the best of intentions.” Shaking his head, Stefan leaned in to sneak a quick kiss. “I had no faith I could really be loved. I’m very happy you and Dag proved me wrong.”

Mikkel couldn’t let that pass. Catching Stefan’s hand, he pressed a kiss against his wedding ring. “Thank you for having the courage to accept me, despite all your doubts. I won’t let you regret it.”

Pulling Mikkel’s hand up to his cheek, Stefan nuzzled into it, perfectly content. “I know.”


Epilogue

Dag

Four months later

When Stefan had warned Dag that he had a lot of family, he hadn’t been kidding.

Even Castle Wolveshire, as large as it was, had a hard time holding all of their guests. The main room was filled to the point of overflowing, the more limber and younger generation choosing the floor in front of the fireplace to sit and chat. Granted, some of them were Mikkel’s family—they’d flown in the day before, three of his sisters and a brother—all of them here for Christmas. Dag’s head swam with names and faces and he had no faith he’d retain any of them by the time people left again.

“So my little brother married a doctor,” the woman on his right stated, sliding onto the couch next to him. Dag knew her to be Mikkel’s sister—with that burnished blonde hair and blue eyes, she couldn’t be anything else—Siri? Sigrid? Sofia, that was it. “I’m a bit surprised. With his history, I expected either an assassin or a politician.”

Dag blinked, taken aback by this. “That’s quite the gamut.”

Shrugging, she twisted a lock of perfectly curled hair around her finger, eyeing him thoughtfully. “None of us could figure out Mikkel’s taste in men other than ‘pretty and dangerous.’ You’re not at all what we expected. We’re happy though, as you’re by far the best man he’s brought home. You and Stefan, I should say.”

“I’d be flattered,” Dag responded dryly, “but it sounds like that wasn’t much of a mark to reach.”

Snickering, she wisely chose to sip at her drink, some pink cocktail mixture that tasted oddly like cotton candy. Dag had downed three earlier, not that he felt the slightest bit of their effects.

“Did you settle on an assistant?”

“In the end, I actually hired two. One of them has day shift, the other night shift. Since I sometimes get called out in the middle of the night.”

“Ahhh. Smart. And one can cover for the other in case of sickness and whatnot.”

“Exactly.” Dag felt like it had been a smart decision. Stefan had encouraged him to hire two people, so he didn’t worry about the cost.

Sipping again, she looked over the rim of the glass with laughing eyes. “I found your fan club, by the way.”

Dag’s eyes narrowed, suspicions rising. “Found or was helpfully pointed in the right direction?”

“Mikkel might have given me a hint. It’s quite large. Almost as large as Stefan’s. There’s a lot of cross-posting in there, too.”

He wasn’t the least bit surprised by that. Mostly because he contributed many pictures of Stefan and Mikkel to encourage the cross-posting. He liked to brag about his husbands, sue him. “Tell me you didn’t join.”

“Of course I did. It’s a great way to keep track of my brother since he’s so terrible at keeping us up to date on things. In fact, the whole family has.”

Dag slumped, glum. Of course they had. Why had he expected anything different?

“How did you three end up together, anyway? Kel told us the story of the Binding, but isn’t it illegal?”

Her brother had clearly not followed up on the first round of announcements, when he had informed his siblings he was now a married man. “Yes, well, that’s a story in and of itself. The short version is, Leif made it legal for us.”

Sofia lifted both eyebrows in surprise. “I imagine there’s many people not happy about that.”

Waffling a hand back and forth, Dag admitted, “It’s mixed. The people in Nova Scotia, at least, don’t really care. They want Stef to be happy. In fact, they’re quite adamant that he deserves to be happy, and once he made it clear we were what he found essential to that happiness, well. That was that. Day before yesterday, I had someone give me grief over having two husbands, and three complete strangers got right in his face and browbeat him until he left me alone. It was quite something.”

Sofia’s eyebrows stayed lifted, slowly climbing the rest of the way into her hairline. “And the rest of the world is just following suit?”

“The Praeses has actually been advocating for some time that all polyamorous pairings should be able to marry. He’s been a staunch ally in this and no one’s willing to cross him. Argue, yes, but not actively move against his decision. If a Dominus of any Region decides to follow Leif’s example, the Praeses will back them up.” Dag shifted a little as Mikkel joined him on the other side, sliding in so that he could put an arm comfortably around Dag’s shoulders.

“I think it’s a matter of time.” Mikkel picked up the explanation smoothly for his sister. “The rest of the world will follow suit eventually. Canada was already on the way to doing so before we barged into the picture.”

“Yes, well, they’re more progressive in some ways than the rest of the world.” Sofia eyed her brother thoughtfully. “I must say, I’ve never seen you so relaxed. It’s nice, Kel. I initially thought you were crazy, marrying and Binding to two men, but at least you picked these two. We all like them.” Sofia followed that up with a wink at Dag, showing she was at least half teasing.

“I’m of course relieved,” Mikkel drawled, also half teasing. “Oh, sounds like the songbirds have started up.”

Dag craned his neck toward the open door leading into the music room. Apparently, when the Bjorne family got together, music happened. But this time, he could clearly hear Stefan in the mix of voices. He’d never heard his husband sing for the fun of it, and almost as if he answered a siren’s call, he automatically left the couch so he could get a better look. Mikkel followed him, apparently just as curious, and they fetched to a stop right inside the music room. Going any farther would have exceeded the capacity of the room. Stefan was in the middle of the group, his father at the piano, standing next to his mother and siblings as they sang “Tanenbaum.”

Stefan caught sight of them and winked, not pausing in the carol as they sang. He was alight with simple happiness, practically glowing under the force of it, an irrepressible smile on his face. Watching him, Dag felt the urge to kiss him senseless. He might have, if it wouldn’t have interrupted the moment.

“He’s gorgeous like this, isn’t he?” Mikkel sighed near his ear. He put both arms around Dag’s waist, loosely holding him, and Dag leaned back into that broad chest with a happy sound. “Did you know he could sing like this?”

“Not really. He told me he sometimes sings for fun, but I’ve never heard him do it. He’s as good as a pro, isn’t he?”

“Better than some of them, really. It’s almost a shame he’s a galdere.” Mikkel hummed thoughtfully, more felt than heard. “We’ll need to spend more holidays with his family, I think. He’s clearly missed them.”

Yes, Dag saw that too. Stefan was lighter in spirits now than he’d ever been since Dag met him. Granted, they’d all been under a great deal of stress since Dag’s arrival in Novia Scotia, but still.

“We’ll go down and see your foster parents soon as well,” Mikkel promised against his ear. “I know you’re worried about them.”

He really did have the sweetest husbands ever. Dag turned his head to nuzzle against Mikkel’s jaw, nearly purring in contentment. “Thanks.”

“Anytime, käraste.”

Reminded, Dag finally asked a question that had bothered him for months. “What does that mean, anyway?”

“Hmm? Ah, it means ‘dearest,’” Mikkel translated. “It’s a traditional thing to call a lover, or spouse.”

Blinking, Dag thought about that for a moment. “And hjärtat?”

“‘The heart’ is the literal translation.”

Dag’s eyes grew round. “But you’ve called us that almost since the beginning. Surely you didn’t know even then that we’d end up together?”

“Hoped,” Mikkel corrected softly, a gentle curve to his mouth. “I hoped for it.”

He stared at his husband, perfectly speechless. How in the world had he drawn this man’s attention back then? Dag had been a hot mess when he’d first met Mikkel. When he’d met Stefan too, for that matter. It didn’t make any sense to Dag at all that these two men loved him so strongly. He blessed his good fortune; he wasn’t about to argue it, it just didn’t make sense to him.

That must have shown on his face as Mikkel leaned in and kissed his nose, eyes crinkling up in a grin. “Don’t ask me why. My heart looked at you both and knew. Some of the best things in life defy explanation.”

Returning that smile, Dag snuggled into Mikkel’s chest and watched Stefan sing, perfectly, incandescently happy. “I can’t argue that.”


Dictionary

Norwegian

Rasshøl – asshole, motherfucker

Teitinger - bastards

Dægger’n – damn

Kjære – dearest one to me

Swedish

Käraste – dearest

Dumbom - idiot

Raring - darling

Hjärtat – heart

Skitstövel – dirty boot (insult)

Ditt jävla ålahuvud – You fucking eel head


Thank you for reading The Magic That Binds! It’s been a long time coming, and I hope it was worth the wait. Don’t worry, I’m not done with these three just yet.

Want more poly, magic bonds, human familiars, and sass? Check out:

A Mage’s Guide to Human Familiars

And you can pre-order Wicky’s book A Mage’s Guide to Wicky HERE!

In the mood for magic? Have you tried the series Jocelynn Drake and I created with dragons, mages, and fated mates? Dive into an epic urban fantasy complete with castles, hoards, and secret clans!

Origin

And check out my Patreon HERE!
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book!

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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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 LGBTQIA+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

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 and her Patreon!
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