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Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons, had a duty to love and protect his people. All of his dragons, no matter how much they might irritate him. Like now. He reminded himself of that quite firmly.

Because he was about two seconds from wringing Ravi’s neck like a chicken’s.

“—I swear,” his friend and bodyguard said earnestly over the phone. Ravi seemed to realize Alric was about two seconds from bashing him over the head and then retreating to the castle. “It was a mage. A full-blown mage. Would I lie to you?”

“If it meant getting me out of the castle and into the festival, yes, yes you would.” Alric drew on his patience. It was currently in short supply. “If you smelled a mage, then where is she?”

“Have you seen the streets right now?” Ravi protested. “I can lose my own nose in this crowd! It’s why I called everyone down to search too. I mean, I’m totally happy to see everyone in the festival, don’t get me wrong, but I wouldn’t lie to you about spotting a mage. That’s beyond mean, and I’m not mean. Impulsive maybe. Perhaps a touch impatient, but I wouldn’t be mean, right? Right. She’s totally here, I swear on the left toe of my legless teddy bear. I’m just having a little difficulty picking the scent back up, but I swear to you she was near the beer stand, y’know, the one that’s across the street from the bakery and—”

“Ravi, breathe,” Baldewin reminded patiently from beside Alric.

Baldewin was always patient and calm. It was part of the reason why Alric had asked him to be his personal bodyguard so many years ago. That and people normally took one look at Baldewin and reconsidered whatever nefarious thing they had in mind. The man was over six feet of solid muscle and had a deadpan attitude that gave him the aura of an immovable object. Walls of concrete had more give than Baldewin. It was tempered by his good-natured humor, in evidence now in his grey-green eyes and the slight quirk of his full mouth. “You’re remembering to breathe, right?”

“Fuck you, people don’t forget to breathe while talking,” Ravi shot back.

There was a snort from Dieter. “I don’t believe you, young dragon. I’ve seen you almost pass out while talking a mile a minute.”

“I was concussed!” Ravi howled, a whine in the words.

“Ravi, focus.” Alric took in a deep breath himself, trying to scent the air without being obvious about it. The world at large thought dragons were extinct, and it was a rumor the remaining dragon clans encouraged for the simple fact that it made life a little easier.

Revealing himself at the festival was something he very much wanted to avoid.

The annual Dragon Festival was in full throttle, the city streets packed with an estimated fifty thousand people, and it was literal chaos. People from all around the world had gathered here for the three-day event. For a town that normally had only twenty-thousand inhabitants, the additional influx of people strained the seams to bursting.

Alric’s normal approach to surviving the Dragon Festival each year was to hide in his castle, in the mountains, with several bottles of select wine. He drank steadily through the event until it—and his hangover—had mercifully passed. He avoided the festival with more dedication than humanity would a plague.

And yet, here he was in the middle of it, on the streets, with people packed in against him on all sides. If Ravi had said anything aside from the word ‘mage’ he wouldn’t have moved from the castle. But that single word was enough to mobilize the entire clan.

They hadn’t seen a new mage in over five hundred years. Alric had prayed, and hoped, and searched for mages for so many years he’d almost given up on it entirely. Hearing of a mage here, so close to his home, was as incredible as it was odd. Why now? Why here? Surely it couldn’t be coincidence.

Assuming Ravi was right.

For the young dragon’s sake, he’d better be. Alric really would wring his neck if he’d gotten all of their hopes up for nothing.

Also, fortunately for Ravi, none of the revelers seemed to be paying much attention to them. They were too focused on enjoying the festival to the fullest. Dragon masks—most of them colorful, gaudy, and covered in sequins or glitter—were either on people’s heads or shoved to the side to give the wearer room to eat. People flocked to different stands offering merchandise and souvenirs. Mostly dragon-themed, naturally. The statues and pictures depicting the dragons were a little off, even accounting for artistic license.

Then again, the Dragon War had ended five hundred years ago, and the dragons had disappeared more or less at that time. Old records and depictions were all that modern people had to go off of. It made sense nothing was quite right.

Alric moved through the streets, trying to squeeze between groups of people, Baldewin his dedicated shadow. There was likely no danger here, but the royal bodyguards were not in the habit of letting their king wander around alone outside of the castle. And bodyguards came in handy. Alric may or may not have used his friend’s bulk as a trail blazer. Once or thrice.

He kept the phone to his ear, keeping tabs on people even as he scented the air with every breath. “Lisette, anything?”

His senior mage sounded a little dragony herself in frustration. “We’re getting readings of magic, yes. But there’s so many magical elements in play down there it’s like trying to find a particular drop of water in the ocean.”

“Would it help if I ordered all the dragons back out?”

“No, not really. Frankly, at this point I think you’ve got a better chance than we do of finding her. Our seeking spells just aren’t that accurate unless we have a focus.”

Alric grimly acknowledged this with a grunt. He knew that, all too well.

“I say keep searching. If Ravi’s caught her scent once, surely he can do it ag—”

“FOUND HIM!”

Alric’s head snapped up and in the direction he could hear Ravi. He’d been loud enough that even above the din the crowd was making he still heard the man’s voice. “Where?!”

“Front of Petratschek—excuse me, coming through, move, move, move!”

Alric wasn’t far from there. He and Baldewin moved as one, fighting through the crowd, trying to cross the small square parking lot and to the clinic in question. Even as he fought through the crowd, his mind couldn’t help but question the pronoun. Had Ravi said him? A male mage? It was rare—most mages were females—but not unheard of. Alric didn’t care, gender wasn’t relevant. Just finding a new mage was cause for celebration in and of itself.

It meant magic wasn’t dead after all.

It meant his people had a chance.

Between one heartbeat and the next, he spied Ravi. The little wind dragon was practically glommed onto a taller man, his slender frame vibrating with excitement. With his curly dark hair standing up in interesting angles, and the overwhelming words pouring out of his mouth in frantic German, he probably looked like someone wired…or on drugs.

At least, the man he held onto obviously had that impression. His body language shouted discomfort as he leaned away from Ravi, trying to pull his arm free.

Alric stole a moment to get the man’s measure, to catch his scent for himself before trying to pull Ravi off. The scent was strong, unmistakable—like the sky right before a storm, lightning poised to strike. That kind of charged, power-enriched air couldn’t belong to anyone else but a mage. Ravi was right on that, and Alric owed him an apology for accusing his excitable bodyguard of pranking him.

On the heels of that impression was another Alric hadn’t quite expected: the mage was attractive. He looked of Asian heritage, black hair swept back from his face in a romantic fall that brushed his collar, highlights of brown catching the rays of sunlight, flattering his olive skin. He was taller than Alric, athletic in build, dressed in jeans and a white, form-fitting button-up shirt.

Dragons were, by nature, pansexual. Alric had never really paused and thought about that much, or considered if he had a type. All he’d ever really wanted was a mate, consort, lover, and best friend. If that person came as male, female, non-binary, gender fluid, or something else entirely, he frankly did not care.

But hot Asian men wearing glasses? That could totally be his type.

Shaking his head, he pulled himself together and strode in. “Everyone, we’ve found him. Retreat to the castle.” Pocketing the phone, he ordered, “Ravi. Desist.”

Ravi, normally good about obeying orders, only turned his head, greeting Alric with a bright smile. “I told you I wasn’t pranking you!”

Ravi would never let them forget this. Sighing, he waved Baldewin forward. The bodyguard did so, wrapped Ravi up in a bear hug, and carted him off with Ravi kicking his legs and spluttering protests.

The mage watched this retreat, body language relaxing as his shoulders came down. In a very American accent, he said in English, “Phew, thanks. I was beginning to wonder what virgin I’d have to sacrifice to get him to let go.”

Alric didn’t know whether to feel bad or relieved that it was very likely the mage hadn’t understood a word Ravi had spewed at him. Pulling up every ounce of charm he possessed, Alric bent a smile on the mage. “Sorry for my friend, I think he’s enjoyed the festival too much.”

It was the right tactic. The mage relaxed his guard completely, returning his smile. “Oh, thank god, your English is amazing. Yeah, I think he mistook me for someone else? My German isn’t great, but I thought I caught something about magic? I’m assuming he’s a LARPer or something.”

Alric’s smile froze and twitched. Did this man not know he was a mage? How…How was that even possible?

Or was he pretending to be only human, as Alric himself was doing?

This would take more than a few minutes to figure out. And it did put a wrinkle in his first plan. He’d hoped to simply find a private setting to reveal himself as a dragon and then take the conversation from there. That option was clearly out. To buy himself a moment to think, he offered a hand. “I’m Alric Burkhard.”

The mage accepted the handshake with a firm one of his own. “Cameron Park, nice to meet you.”

“You’re here on holiday, I take it?”

“Yeah. I heard someone say one of the larger Dragon Festivals in Europe was here for some reason, so I decided to come and check it out.” Cameron looked about and shook his head in bemusement. “It’s been more than I bargained for. They weren’t kidding, this is quite the party. Why here, though, I don’t understand. Sonthofen’s not really that big. I figured Munich or even Berlin’s would be bigger.”

“It’s more the location.” Alric experienced a sinking feeling in his stomach. This young man was not aware at all of the significance of who he was—or who he spoke to. Alric needed to handle this carefully. He couldn’t lose his chance to win Cameron over by scaring him off. He absolutely must bring him into the clan somehow. Flying by the seat of his pants, he turned and indicated the Allgäuer Hochalpen mountains nearby. “In the mountains is Schloss Burkhard. Traditionally, the castle was believed to be the home of the Fire Dragon Clan.”

Cameron’s mouth formed an O in understanding. “Burkhard? Like your family name.” Alric only smiled in return. Better to simply evade this question than try to convince him he was a dragon. Cameron winked as if he was in on the joke, and Alric studiously ignored the stab of guilt that came from purposefully not correcting Cameron. The omission felt like a lie. “Gotcha. That makes more sense. But why not hold the festival up there?”

“It’s not open to the public. They choose to hold it here, nearby.”

“Huh. That’s interesting; no one mentioned that part.”

Alric extended a hand toward the festival. “Please, allow me to give you a proper tour of the area. I know it and its history well.”

Cameron’s interest visibly perked. “Oh, you’re a native here?”

“I am. I live in Burkhard Castle, in fact. I’m happy to play tour guide as an apology for Ravi.” Alric held his breath, fervently hoping his lure would work. If he could get Cameron to walk with him of his own accord, so much the better. He needed to spend time with this man if he was to foster a better connection with him. And he didn’t have much time if Cameron was simply passing through.

Cameron didn’t even hesitate. “Sure, I’d love to take you up on that. Frankly, it’s always so much better to get a native to show you around rather than a tour guide. You get to see the really cool out of the way stuff the professional tours never hit.”

Alric dared to breathe out. “I feel the same. Are you aware the city is very old?”

“No, really?”

“Indeed. Sonthofen was already inhabited during the Stone Age. It was settled by Germanic Alemans who first built at the foot of the Kalvarienberg—” Alric continued on, gently leading him through the crowd to the outside of the city center, partially so he could be heard without raising his voice. It was quite noisy in the middle of the festival throng. He tried not to ramble too much about the history. A hard thing to do, as he was quite keen on history himself. But that wasn’t the point of this. The point was to earn enough of Cameron’s trust so the mage could openly admit who he was. What he was.

Why did he hide it? Surely the name Burkhard meant something to him. The Fire Clan had been known to all the mages before the war. Cameron should have realized instantly that he was safe with Alric because he was a Burkhard. It didn’t make any sense to Alric. The dragons were very eager to find mages. Wasn’t the reverse true as well?

Then again, considering how the Dragon War ended, perhaps not.

He weaved in many a story of mages and dragons as they walked, watching Cameron’s expression keenly. Aside from interest, and curiosity, there was no other emotion, as if this didn’t connect to Cameron himself on a personal level. Alric wasn’t sure what to make of this, but it boded ill.

They came within eyesight of the ruins of the Burgruine Fluhenstein. It sat further up on the mountain slope, the walls still standing although the roof had given out ages ago. It looked blocky and imposing from one angle, but sad as well; a relic of a time gone by. Alric gestured up toward it. “A castle once stood there, although as you can see it’s completely in ruins now. It stood somewhere around 1360. The fire dragons lived there first, when they came to this area. They moved out only when a fire damaged most of the structure, deeming it impossible to repair.”

Cameron regarded him with a quizzical air. “The dragons are very real to you, huh.”

That wasn’t at all the reaction Alric was going for. He faced Cameron squarely, trying to read the man past his pleasant expression. “Do you not think of them as real?”

“I suppose they were. But I think of them in the same sense as dinosaurs, or Atlantis, or anything else that existed more than two hundred years ago. It was something of the past, not something to be considered in the future. But when I listen to you, I think of them as if they were here yesterday. It’s strange, but kinda nice. Makes me wish they were still around.”

Alric bit back a groan and his knees went a little weak as the enormity of the situation slammed down on him. Any mage worth his salt would know he was speaking with a dragon. If he didn’t know Alric was a dragon, didn’t know that dragons still existed, then there was an equally good chance he had no idea he was a mage.

Or perhaps he didn’t know the name of the fire dragons? Perhaps the name Burkhard meant nothing to him? Alric wasn’t sure what the situation was here. But if Cameron knew so little of his magical heritage, it did pose an issue. It left him with the very interesting question of how to convince someone of their own magic.

He’d love for someone to supply him the answer. Alric hadn’t a clue. “To me, they are very real. Perhaps as we tour the area, I can convince you of it.”

Cameron’s face lit up, a half-laugh in his mouth. “I’m ready to be convinced!”

“Well, I say that, but I’m not sure where to start with you. If you’re interested enough to climb up to the castle and see it, the trail isn’t that steep.”

“I take it that there’s no cars or trains going up that direction?”

“I’m afraid not. Just a hiking trail.”

“Maybe on a day when I haven’t had three beers.” Cameron patted his flat stomach. “I feel like I’m already making sloshing noises.”

“Shall we drink some water? We can discuss what might be the best move. There’s several interesting landmarks in the area.”

“Sure. Water’s a good idea at this point for me. And maybe some cheese. I’m told this area is famous for its cheese, but I haven’t tried it yet. I haven’t eaten much, just snacked.”

“In that case, let’s find lunch. Food and water would be wise, and it will get us away from the crowd for a while.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Alric looked about, getting both his bearings and seeing the options. “Are you interested in German food?”

“It’s been really good so far. Why, do you know a hole-in-the wall?”

Alric turned a mild frown at him, confused. “I’m sorry, a what?”

“Small restaurant that looks iffy on the outside but has all the yumminess on the inside,” Cameron clarified.

“Oh. Yes, I know a few. The Holzar-Schlemmer-Alm is nearby, and it’s quite good.”

Cameron gave him a wave. “Lead on, fearless leader! And don’t lose me in the crowd; I seriously doubt I can find you again.”

Alric might have been a touch too serious as he replied, “I won’t lose you.”
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If Alric Burkhard was fate’s way of giving him a hell of a send-off before entering a lifetime of boredom and monotony, Cameron would take it.

The man was simply stunning. While not tall, he had lovely broad shoulders and what looked to be a very fit body under all those expertly tailored clothes. He had the classic hard jaw, strong nose, and chiseled features of a European fairy tale prince. His thick hair had a perfect wave, and the dark locks were lightly sprinkled with grey. Cameron had to fist his hands at his sides to keep his fingers from running through it. That hair demanded to be touched.

But really it all came down to his eyes. Deep, piercing blue. The kind of blue he could just fall into and never find his way out of again. His eyes even had this strange gold ring around the iris that seemed to shimmer, but that had to be a trick of the light. The summer sun was beating down on them and even Cameron felt warm at last.

Yes, Alric was the whole delectable package, and Cameron’s libido wanted to unwrap him.

Not that he would.

Cameron didn’t jump into bed with random hot, older German strangers.

Even though it would be so wonderful if he did.

Clenching his teeth, he barely held back a growl at his own circling thoughts. Cameron was backpacking his way across Europe as a way to expand his horizons, lock down some good memories, and explore the world. This was not a sleep-his-way-across-Europe vacation.

Although, for Alric he might make an exception. He just had one burning question he needed an answer to.

Why was the sexy German hunk paying even the slightest bit of attention to him?

That’s what didn’t make any sense. Alric was charming, obviously, as Cameron kept getting sucked into the man’s pace. He found himself following without really questioning why. But what about Cameron had cemented Alric’s attention? He was just another American backpacker, hoping to find something of himself in all the ancient beauty. Maybe have a small adventure or two. Meet some interesting people.

And he’d definitely accomplished two of the three. That Ravi guy was certainly interesting, if a little crazy. He’d caught only a fraction of what the man was saying, but it was something about dragons and magic. Or something. Possibly not too surprising considering he was weaving through the first day of the Dragon Festival in Sonthofen.

His sister had tried to convince him to linger in Munich for another few days to enjoy the festival in the much larger city, but Cameron was done with oppressively large crowds and cities. He was anxious to get up into the nearby mountain ranges, renowned for their hiking trails.

The Allgäuer Hochalpen were rumored to be one of the last places on Earth the dragons had been spotted. Not that he was expecting to see a dragon soaring over his head when he reached one of the peaks. The last of the dragons had supposedly died out at the end of the war, but it would be interesting to soak in what they’d seen as they’d flown over the mountains and valleys.

And listening to Alric had made it all seem so much more real than it had ever been to him before. His family was full of old stories about mages and dragons. But then, his halmeoni—his grandmother—was most definitely off her rocker. Naturally, his twin sister Cassie believed every word of it, but not Cameron. There were no dragons or mages left in the world. Magic had died with the war.

If not, then it lived on only in the sound of Alric’s voice. It was the only way Cameron could explain losing hours of the day with this man. The Holzar-Schlemmer-Alm was the perfect hole-in-the-wall pub that wasn’t too crowded with people seeking a break from the throng and noise. They’d shared platters of food Cameron couldn’t even repeat the name of, but it didn’t matter. The spices and flavors dancing across his tongue were astounding.

Refueled, they headed back into the festival, wandering among the stalls and stopping to see performances here and there. Alric was his own personal tour guide, translator, and historian. He murmured endless secrets and little-known facts in his ear.

Shouting and laughter broke above the general noise of the festival. Cameron looked up in time to see a large, blond man jogging directly toward him while he was talking to someone over his shoulder. There wasn’t enough time to react or even move. Cameron just tensed, waiting for all three-hundred-plus pounds to plow right into him.

But instead of a crushing weight, a strong arm snaked around his waist and spun him out of the way. He blinked and found himself cuddled against Alric’s chest while the older man placed his body between Cameron and the would-be linebacker. Alric absorbed most of the hit, and Cameron hated to admit that he sighed like a Disney princess. It wasn’t just that Alric was sexy as hell, but he was also protective and smelled amazing. Cuddled against Alric for that brief moment, Cameron inhaled deeply, images of wonderfully warm, sunbaked stones and bread fresh out of the oven dancing through his head.

Alric glared over his shoulder at their near assailant before barking something at the man in angry German. Cameron’s grasp of the language didn’t extend much beyond asking directions, asking for the bathroom, and ordering food, but he didn’t need to be fluent to guess at what Alric was saying. The man paled and uttered a quick apology before hurrying away.

Those blue eyes turned their laser-like focus entirely on him. His face was a mask of intense concern that caused Cameron’s heart to stutter in his chest. “Are you alright?”

Cameron hummed softly, still enjoying the feel of Alric holding him close. “You smell like bread,” he murmured before his brain finally caught up with his tongue. Cameron blinked, replaying the moment in his head. Yep, he sounded like a freaking idiot, but he wasn’t going to complain because it brought the most wonderful surprised smile to Alric’s lips.

“I think you may be hungry again,” Alric teased.

To Cameron’s disappointment, Alric straightened, releasing him so that Cameron could step free of him. The moment Cameron was away from the strength and power of Alric’s frame, he felt decidedly cooler. Granted, summer weather in the Alps wasn’t exactly warm to begin with. Cameron had felt barely warm most of the day. It wasn’t that which made him feel bereft. It was something else. Alric’s release of him left a sort of echo…a disconnect. Certainly not as safe. Something in his animal brain demanded he move back into Alric’s arms.

But that was just silly. Alric was a stranger. A handsome, protective stranger, but still a stranger. Maybe he did need to eat.

“Would you have dinner with me? I know a place the locals enjoy. Another hole-in-the-wall that would get us away from most of these crowds,” Alric offered.

“Are you sure? I feel like I’ve monopolized your entire day.” Cameron wavered. He was torn over the words even as they left his mouth. He’d been enjoying his day with Alric and didn’t want to see him go just yet, but maybe it was for the best. He wasn’t thinking clearly at all where the man was concerned. Some distance would help him remember why he’d come to Europe in the first place.

“I’ve enjoyed showing you my home. It’s reminded me why I love it and have lived here so long. Please, a quiet dinner will help to refresh us both.”

Okay, so maybe somewhere a little quiet away from the noises and crowds did sound like a slice of heaven. He didn’t mind people, but a day spent in the middle of many thousands of them was starting to wear on him.

“That’d be great.”

Alric reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He hit a number and lifted it to his ear. The conversation was quick but sounded polite in comparison to telling the other man off. Cameron just wanted to watch him, admiring his confidence and the sense of authority rolling off him. It was nice. He was tired of people his own age who came off with a smug, know-it-all attitude. Alric’s quiet confidence was from years of experience. Was he older than Cameron had first thought? He’d thought maybe mid-thirties, but was he older, like in his forties?

Maybe it was the dark suit and tie that still appeared perfect despite the day of being jostled by the crowd. He couldn’t picture Alric in jeans and a T-shirt. Though, he wished he could picture the man naked.

Not that Cameron was looking for a Daddy. He was quite capable of managing his life on his own. He didn’t need anyone doing anything for him.

But there was no denying that it was nice to just relax and let someone else handle things for a little while.

The conversation was over in a few seconds, and Alric was returning his phone to his pocket. He looked at Cameron with a small smile and warmth in his dark eyes. “Shall we?”

“Who was that?”

“A friend. I asked him to go ahead of us and make sure a quiet table is reserved.”

“The owner won’t mind?”

Alric shook his head, a smile playing faintly on his lips. He deftly positioned Cameron on his left side while directing him away from the crowd and onto a quieter street, moving away from the heart of the festival. This wasn’t the first time Alric had done that. It was clear something was wrong with his left arm. He rarely used it and actually kept it tucked away behind his back, even when he gestured. Cameron wanted to ask, but he was sure anything out of his mouth would sound rude or make Alric uncomfortable.

But how he positioned Cameron was incredibly sweet and protective. He was keeping his stronger arm free to hold off the crowds and defend Cameron as needed.

They walked four blocks away from the main thoroughfare of the festival, the sounds of music and people growing fainter with each step. Streetlamps were starting to pop on to hold back the growing darkness. Cameron knew he should feel nervous about being in a city he didn’t know after dark, but he couldn’t summon up the logical fear. Not with Alric.

In the middle of a block, Alric started down what looked to be a dark alley, and Cameron’s self-preservations finally kicked in. Thank God.

“The restaurant is down this alley?” Cameron asked, hesitating on the sidewalk.

Alric flashed him a reassuring smile and motioned toward a set of stairs leading down into what looked like a basement for the building. “This place is a little more true to your description of hole-in-the-wall.”

“You do know that most horror movies include a part where the hero idiotically goes down into a basement,” Cameron muttered, still warring with himself over whether to continue or turn back. He refused to be too stupid to live.

“True. But most basements don’t lead to an ancient cave system that includes one of the best wine lists in the city.”

Fuck it. Call him stupid.

“The restaurant is in a cave?” Cameron asked, taking a small step forward.

“Yes. I think you’ll like it.” Alric extended his left hand to Cameron, beckoning him forward. Cameron couldn’t stop from locking his eyes on it, taking in the hint of old scars along the side of his hand. As if realizing what he’d done too late, Alric balled his hand into a fist and dropped it back to his side. A scowl marred his handsome face as he looked down at the ground. “But if you’d rather not…I can take you—”

“No, I want to see it,” Cameron said, quickly cutting him off. Alric had made himself vulnerable for Cameron. He’d done nothing all day to make Cameron question whether he was trustworthy. He’d protected him from the crowds, filled him with interesting information, and made him laugh. He gently placed his hand on Alric’s left shoulder and lightly squeezed. “I’ve never had dinner in a cave.”

The light returned to Alric’s eyes and he smiled. Cameron’s heart stupidly flipped over in his chest and he ignored it. He was not going to think about why he enjoyed making Alric smile.

“You will love this. I know it.”

Cameron followed him through and almost instantly felt better. The alley was narrow, certainly, but there was beautiful, rich murals painted on the walls. Some of it was breathtakingly stunning dragons in flight. Narrow alley, yes. Dark, crime-ridden alley? Obviously not. Maybe it was just his American instincts at play, here. Germany was, after all, one of the secure countries in the world.

Alric led the way down the stairs and into the building. There were more winding stairs and some enormous oak barrels that looked as if they stored wine or beer or maybe even whiskey. At the end were a few more stairs and then an arched entrance that led into what was clearly a cave, its rough-hewn stone walls alight with dancing candlelight. The air was several degrees cooler, chilling the sweat still coating his skin.

Cameron was in awe of the place. The ceiling was higher than he’d expected, disappearing into darkness, while the floor plan was largely open with a scattering of tables covered in pristine white cloths. More candles in hurricane glasses glowed on the tables. In the center of the room was a large bar made of hefty rough timbers and a sparkling rainbow of hundreds of bottles of alcohol.

But the true color came from the banners—dozens of colorful old banners emblazoned with images of dragons. There were more with strange symbols and images he felt sure were linked to mages, but he didn’t know what any of them meant. Just things he remembered from his childhood thanks to his grandmother’s crazy stories.

“What do you think?” Alric asked in a low voice.

“I’m expecting to see a dragon wander through blowing fire because these people are too close to his hoard,” Cameron said with a grin. The entire cave had a feeling of stepping back in time.

Alric snorted softly. “No self-respecting dragon would keep his hoard where humans could stumble across it.”

Cameron laughed and started to ask how Alric could be so confident when a short man in a smart suit hurried over to them, sidestepping a couple servers and a woman who looked to be the hostess. He immediately fell on Alric, fawning over him in a flurry of German like he was a prince visiting from his royal castle. Alric greeted him with his usual easy charm, his expression stoic but mildly friendly. Not quite the same smile he’d been flashing Cameron all day.

Not that Cameron cared.

Not really.

Cameron shivered, and Alric stopped the man mid-sentence, turning his full attention to Cameron. “Are you alright? Is it too cold in here?”

“Oh no! This is fine,” he quickly countered. He did not want to miss out on eating in a cave.

Alric nodded once. “I’ll have a Kuscheldecke brought for you.”

Before Cameron could even ask what that was, Alric was turning back and issuing quick orders to the man watching them. The man waved them on, snatching up two menus before leading them on a weaving path through the tables to a secluded booth near the back of the restaurant. The table afforded them a view of the entire place while partially shielding them from the view of the other diners.

This was starting to feel like a date.

But it wasn’t a date.

Couldn’t be a date.

Alric was just showing him around the city.

Cameron was leaving Sonthofen in a couple days. He’d never see Alric again.

He needed to get his head on straight.

“Um…restroom?” Cameron asked and then winced. “To clean up, after all the walking.”

Alric smiled at him and gave succinct directions to the bathrooms not too far from where they were seated. Cameron quickly darted away, a sigh of relief escaping him when he was finally inside the room.

After the sight of the old bar and stone walls, he’d not been sure what to expect for the bathroom, but he was relieved to find it completely modern with sensor-activated faucets, plush hand towels, and fine decorations.

Best of all, he was completely alone. Snagging his phone out of his pocket, he pulled up the messaging app. He didn’t have a single damn bar, which wasn’t surprising considering how far underground he was. However, the restaurant was providing free Wi-Fi.

Met hot guy in Sonthofen. Took me to dinner in an old dragon cave. Tell me not to be stupid. Really want to be stupid, Cameron quickly texted.

Cassie’s response was immediate and not at all helpful.

dragons didn’t live in caves

they built castles

Cameron rolled his eyes at his sister. Of course she focused on the dragon part of his story.

But she sent a second text a couple heartbeats later.

pic or it didn’t happen

Growling softly, Cameron pulled up his photo gallery and quickly flipped through it. He’d been snapping pictures on his phone all day. He was stunned he had any battery life left, but he thought he’d caught one that accidentally included Alric. Yep, there. The cathedral they’d stopped at. Cameron had grabbed a picture of it, but he’d also caught Alric smiling softly at him at the same time.

He hesitated. A part of him didn’t want to send it. Didn’t want to share Alric with anyone, not even his twin sister. And he shared everything with her.

That thought alone had him attaching the picture and sending it to her. He was being crazy. Setting the phone down on the counter, he quickly washed his hands and splashed some water on his face.

His phone started to ring. He looked down to find his sister was attempting to Facetime him instead of texting him back. Grabbing a hand towel, he quickly dried his hands so he could answer her call.

“Oh my GAWD, Cam!” she immediately shouted at him, her face filling his screen as if she were holding her phone incredibly close. “Are you shitting me? I’m ordering you to be stupid.” His sister had no filter. Everything just fell out of her mouth. Most of it at the exact wrong time. The bathroom door opened just as she loudly said, “You let that sexy man pin you to the nearest wall and you call him daddy or papa or whatever the fuck the Germans call their sugar daddies!”

Cameron’s cheeks blazed, and he punched the end call button over and over again until his sister’s screeching commands were at last silenced. He glanced up only long enough to confirm it wasn’t Alric who’d walked in on that. Luckily, it wasn’t.

Before tucking his phone away, he quickly shot off a text of shut up. I’ll report later, perv. He splashed more water on his face to help chase away the heat blazing in his cheeks before returning to the restaurant.

At the table, he found Alric seated with a bottle of wine already open and two glasses poured. In the open seat lay a thick, cream-colored blanket made of what had to be the softest wool he’d ever felt.

“When you said table blanket, I wasn’t sure what you’d meant,” he said in a low voice as he continued to stand by the booth, running his fingers over the woven material.

Alric deftly slid to his feet and stood beside Cameron. He picked up the blanket and motioned for Cameron to sit. “The restaurant is a local favorite, but many find the cave a bit chilly, so the owner teamed up with a local artisan to provide her handmade blankets to customers. I assure you that it is new and has never been used before.” Alric gave him a little smirk as he leaned down and spread the soft blanket across Cameron’s lap. “In truth, they never have a chance to be reused because the customers buy them along with their dinners.”

“I can see why. It’s beautiful and so soft.” Between Cassie’s lewd comments and Alric’s smiles, Cameron wasn’t feeling cold at all anymore, but he had no desire to part with this blanket either.

Alric returned to his seat, the candlelight making the man look even more handsome as it caressed the sharp planes of his face.

“I hope you don’t mind that I ordered some wine. It’s similar to what we had with lunch,” Alric said when Cameron continued to just stare at him like an idiot.

Cameron blinked and straightened. “No, that’s perfect. Thank you.” He had to get his freaking head together. It had to be from the crowded condition of the festival, or possibly moving into the cool, dark cave. Or his sister’s reaction to Alric. Or just too much of that sweet bread. God, how did he even have room to eat more?

But as he picked up the menu, his stomach rumbled, demanding to be given more offerings or it would embarrass him in front of the sexy man. They chatted about the food, and in the end, he let Alric order for him, trusting in his judgement.

Too quickly, they were alone again, but this time it felt different. The festival wasn’t around to distract them, no more historical monuments for Alric to explain. At lunch, Cameron had still been in tourist mode, wanting to learn everything he could about the city. But now…this romantic restaurant, the hushed atmosphere, it was like a date. And Cameron wasn’t great on dates.

“I feel like I’ve dominated the conversation all day,” Alric began, his expression a bit sheepish.

“Only because you’ve been a perfect tour guide.”

Alric chuckled. “But you said you’re here on vacation, correct? This isn’t part of…” He paused and frowned like he was searching for the right words. “It’s not part of a social media job where you post pictures of places you’ve been.”

“You’re adorable,” Cameron sighed before he could catch the words. He straightened, and Alric laughed. The sound was loud and deep, maybe even a little rusty, as if he didn’t laugh often.

“That sounded like something you say to a grandparent.”

Okay, so he might have meant it a little like that, but Cameron also meant it like he wanted to climb into Alric’s lap and cuddle the man while licking his neck. Not something he’d ever considered with his grandmother.

“No, I—” he started and then growled. “Vacation. I’m here on vacation.” It was better to drive around the train wreck instead of trying to pick it apart. “I just graduated with my masters in mechanical engineering a couple of weeks ago. My plan is to backpack across Europe and then start my new job in September.”

“Congratulations!” Alric said enthusiastically. The very kind man was thoughtfully dropping his adorable comment and moving on. “We should be celebrating. I’ll order some champagne.”

“No, that’s okay. The wine is perfect.”

Alric’s eyes narrowed on him, and he rested his arms on the table as he leaned closer. “I get the impression you don’t want to celebrate.”

Cameron opened his mouth, but no sound came out, so he closed it again and settled on a small shrug. His thoughts made him feel selfish and ungrateful for what he had.

“Cameron, please,” Alric prodded gently. “I won’t judge you. I’m also very unlikely to go whispering tales back to your friends and family.”

A snicker left him at the thought of Alric running off to his parents to share his darkest secret. Besides, it might be nice to at least say the words out loud just once.

“I don’t want to be a mechanical engineer,” Cameron said in a rush. As soon as the words left him, it was like a weight went flying off his chest. He breathed a little easier and even huffed out a relieved breath.

“Really? But a masters? That’s quite a bit of schooling. And that’s not an easy vocation.”

“But it was for me,” Cameron quickly said. “Or rather, it wasn’t nearly as hard as it should have been.” He sucked in a deep breath and released it slowly. “I’ve always been good at math and problem solving. Good at figuring things out. When it came time to go to college, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. None of the majors felt like a good fit. Like they didn’t fit who I was inside.” Cameron chanced a glance up at Alric to find the man staring intensely at him, as if Cameron was the only person in the world who existed.

“What made you choose this major?”

“My father. He’s a mechanical engineer. He pushed me into it. Good jobs, good money, and it’s something I’d be good at.”

“But it won’t make you happy.”

Cameron shrugged again. “Most people work their entire lives and aren’t happy at their jobs.”

“That doesn’t mean you should simply join them. What about your mother?”

“Psychiatrist. Another overachiever. She would have been happy if I followed in her footsteps, but I didn’t want to go to medical school. The only one sensible among us is my sister. She’s a software engineer and loves it.”

“You have a sister?” Alric demanded.

“Yeah,” Cameron said slowly, not quite sure why Alric seemed surprised. “Annoying as hell.”

His companion’s face immediately fell. “You’re not close?”

“Super close, actually. But then, most twins are.”

“Twins?” Alric just stared at him, his blue eyes stunned and wide. For a brief moment, Cameron swore he saw a ring of gold flash in Alric’s eyes. Trick of the candlelight, maybe? And why the extreme reaction over being a twin? Yes, twins were kind of rare, but certainly not unheard of.

“I’m sorry, Cameron,” Alric said, as if suddenly realizing he was acting strangely. “I’m glad you’re close to your sister and have someone you can talk to. My hope is that you find something that matches who you are in here.” Alric placed his hand over his heart and smiled. “You deserve to be happy.”

“Thanks. I guess that’s why I’m here…in Europe. I thought backpacking and seeing new places would help me get a little perspective. Figure some things out.”

“How long were you planning to be in Sonthofen?”

“Just another couple of days. I popped in for the festival and some hiking. From here, I’m heading west to Zurich and then I think maybe south to Turin.”

Alric’s expression turned dark and he shook his head. “That won’t do at all. Tomorrow, you must come with me to tour Burkhard Castle. It’s truly the crown jewel of the region. I’d hate for you to miss it.”

Cameron chewed on his bottom lip and bumped his glasses farther up his nose. It was tempting. He’d hoped to tour a few old castles while in Europe, and Alric had said Burkhard castle was closed to the public. It was a unique experience and it would give him a chance to see Alric one more time.

“You said it’s your family’s castle. You sure it’s not a problem for me to visit?”

“Absolutely not. You’d be most welcome.”

A sly smile spread across Cameron’s lips. “Will your friend be there too? Ravi?”

Alric sighed heavily. “Yes, but I promise to protect you from him.”

“Oh, he actually will be there? I was messing with you.”

“Ravi’s a member of my cl-ah, family. He lives at the castle as well.”

“Ah.” Cameron lifted up his wine glass and held it out to Alric. “Then I accept your offer to escort me through your castle.”

Alric’s smile was beautiful as he picked up his glass and lightly clinked it against Cameron’s. “Excellent. I believe you shall love it.”

Food started arriving, and they fell into easy conversation about less serious topics. Alric told him more stories about dragons and mages, explaining what the different banners meant. Cameron simply wanted to close his eyes, curl up in his blanket, and drift off with his full belly while listening to Alric’s wonderfully deep voice.

When the food was cleared away and the bottle of wine empty, Cameron found himself smiling and petting the blanket on his lap, so very tempted to buy it. Handmade from this soft wool, the blanket had to be incredibly expensive. He just couldn’t rationalize it.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I purchased the blanket for you,” Alric said as he slid out of his side of the booth.

Cameron’s head popped up and his mouth fell open. “What? Why?”

“Because I thought we had a very wonderful day, and I wanted you to have a memento of the day. Something to remember me and Sonthofen by.”

There was no way in hell he was ever going to forget Alric Burkhard.

“Alric…” he said, but couldn’t manage the rest of the words to tell him he shouldn’t have. He did appreciate it and had wanted the blanket desperately.

“If it’s too much to manage with your things, I can arrange to have it safely shipped to your home.”

Cameron’s fingers automatically tightened on the blanket. No way he was letting this thing out of his sight from now on. “Thank you. It’s perfect. It will keep me warm all across Europe and home again.”

Alric smiled, but there was a new stiffness to it. He helped Cameron fold the blanket again before they left the restaurant. They wandered to Cameron’s hotel. The noise of the festival still echoed through the city as people prepared to party late into the night. He was only slightly tempted to return to the celebration, but the weight of the food and the day of walking had left Cameron exhausted. He was ready to stretch out in bed and sleep for several hours.

At the entrance to the hotel, Alric stopped, his hands locked behind his back. He didn’t look happy to be leaving Cameron, but if he was worried for some particular reason, he kept it to himself.

“Thank you for an enjoyable day,” Alric said before Cameron could.

Cameron laughed. “You were the tour guide. I was the annoying American tourist.”

Alric’s smile became a little more genuine as he shrugged his broad shoulders. “You were a most pleasant and agreeable tourist. I was happy to show you my hometown.”

“And tomorrow you’re showing me your actual home.”

Alric nodded. “As well as protecting you from Ravi.”

Cameron snorted. “I might not need as much protecting since I know what to expect now.”

“You’d be surprised,” Alric muttered under his breath.

“Well…I guess I should…” Cameron took a hesitant step backward toward the lobby doors.

To his surprise, Alric bowed to him and smiled. “Until tomorrow, Cameron. Schlaf gut.”

“Goodnight, Alric,” he whispered, forcing himself to take another step away from the older man. Because if he didn’t, he was going to lean in and kiss him. It was entirely Alric’s fault, standing there looking like some ancient lord. His smile was all confidence and charm, and in that suit of his he looked like a model in search of a runway, which conversely sent Cameron’s mind straight into the gutter. Oh yeah, Alric needed to be kissed. Screw that, Cameron needed to be kissed by Alric.

But that was bad thinking. Alric was just a nice guy, and this had not been a date.

Nope, not a date.

And tomorrow was not a date.

Definitely wasn’t going to listen to any of Cassie’s suggestions either.

With all the willpower he could muster, Cameron turned and walked straight into the lobby, his mind still filled with visions of Alric. He clutched his blanket to his chest and allowed himself one more silly Disney princess sigh because Alric was so sigh-worthy.

Halfway to the elevators, a man stumbled across the floor and tumbled into him. Cameron grunted and stumbled a few steps under the man’s weight before catching himself on the wall. The smell of beer wafted around them, and a strange green flash of light came from something in the man’s hands. Definitely not a phone or a camera. Probably some light-up novelty purchased at the festival.

Before he could figure it out, the man pushed off him and continued toward the doors, swaying as he walked. Cameron quickly checked to make sure his phone and wallet were still in his pockets. All good. Not a crafty pickpocket. Just a drunken festival reveler.

It didn’t matter. Cameron continued on to the elevators and his own room. He had plans to curl up under his new blanket and dream about Alric’s smile until his appointment tomorrow.
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“So wait.” Cassie held up a hand, her image a little dark on his tiny screen, reflective of their different time zones. It was well into the night where she was. “You’re telling me that Hot and Serious is coming to get you for a private tour of his castle?”

“That’s what I’m saying, yes. And he’s not all serious. Sometimes he cracks a joke with a perfectly straight face. You know I have a weakness for deadpan humor.”

“You also remember that it’s the funny guys you have to watch out for? Because they make you laugh and laugh and laugh and then boom! You’re naked.”

“Like magic, huh.” Cameron was amused by this warning of hers. It wasn’t like she would know from personal experience, as Cassie had never been on a date with a man in her life. “Do you think that if I laugh at all of his jokes, I can get him naked sooner?”

“I’d freaking hope so. You need to get laid, bro. And that guy you showed me has Daddy written all over him.”

“I’m not sure if I’m into spanking, but I’d sure let him try. And that’s rich coming from you, by the way. Who hasn’t had a date in a year?”

“To be fair, the last time I was on a date, it was a disaster. She invited me back to her place so she could watch me pee on a towel.”

“I remember that. I remember you faking an emergency and running out, too. But still, you can’t swear off dating entirely because of one bad blind date.”

“And now you’re sounding like Eomma.”

Cameron winced. Their mother had definite opinions about them getting married. She had a schedule for it. Eomma didn’t really mind they were gay, that was just how things were, but not getting married before thirty? Out of the question. “Was I really? Sorry. Bad mouth.”

“Very bad mouth. Smack it. Anyway, we got sidetracked from the point I wanted to make. You sure this is safe? What if you’re going into his evil lair?”

“Well, that’s why I’m shooting you his address. I emailed it to you five minutes ago. If you don’t hear from me in six hours, send in the police.”

“Good, be sensible. I mean, get nookie if at all possible, but be sensible too. You’re kind of cute, and for some reason I like you. I’d hate to have to replace you.”

“Wow, I’m just feeling all the love over here.”

“As you should.” There was a beat. “Does he have a sister, by any chance?”

“Not that he’s mentioned, but I’ll keep an eye out for a hot German woman for you, okay?”

“Deal.” She let out an expansive yawn.

“Isn’t it like two a.m. your time? Why are you still awake?”

“I couldn’t put down the greatness that is The King.”

“Which is…what? Your latest K-drama obsession?”

“It’s seriously freaking amazing. You should watch it. It has Lee Min Ho in it.”

“I was all set to say no until you said that name. Damn, that man’s fine.”

“I know,” Cassie purred. “I need to get to bed, though.”

A red MINI Cooper with white racing stripes pulled up to the curb, and Alric stepped out with a wave and a stunning smile. Cameron smiled back a little helplessly. “Yeah, I need to go. He’s here. Talk to you later.”

“Stay safe, get nookie!”

“Totally the game plan. Go to bed, you’re dry drunk. Love you, bye.” Shaking his head, he pocketed the phone. His joking with his sister aside, he didn’t actually anticipate any nookie happening. A vacation fling was totally outside of his expectations. But flirting never hurt anything, right?

Cassie was crazy but right about the safety factor. Modern society never really talked about how men could get kidnapped, too. Cameron strangely felt like he could trust Alric, though. He had this sort of vibe. An aura, if you will, that spoke of confidence and calm authority.

Which meant he trusted the man enough to get into the car with him and go tour a privately owned castle. He was just leery enough to give someone else a heads-up in case something went wrong.

Alric held the door open for him. He was in one of those tailored outfits again, although no suitcoat today, just a fitted vest that hugged his body like a lover. Someone had to stop Alric from dressing like a damn model all the time. It played havoc on Cameron’s libido. Feeling a little like he was on a date, Cameron gave Alric a quick smile and slid in. He didn’t really think Alric was interested in him, though, which was why he had no expectations of nookie later. The man was charming, polite, but his flirtations were so low-grade Cameron wasn’t actually sure if he’d been flirting. Or if this was culture gap. It was a little sad, truth to tell. Something about the way Alric told him of local history, with the dragons and mages, was a little too…earnest? Insistent? It felt as if Alric wanted something else—to convince him that dragons were real. Why that was important, Cameron had no clue. But to Alric, it was.

His guide regained the driver’s seat, speaking as he put the seat belt on. “You were talking to your sister?”

“Yeah. I think she’s a little jealous I’m over here. She’s never been to Europe. I mentioned dragons and castles, and now I’m getting all the calls from her.” Cameron had never been in a MINI Cooper before, but it was a fun little car. The leather seats were comfortable, and it zipped around the corners without effort. When he got a job, Cameron might have to get himself one.

Alric shot him a look before taking the next road, heading toward the highway. “Your sister believes more readily than you in dragons?”

“Yeah. I guess I’m more practical than she is. While we were growing up, my halmeoni—ah, that is my grandmother—she told us a lot of stories.” Cameron almost left it at that, as he normally did, but this was a man who firmly believed in dragons and mages of long past. Cameron felt he could tell him things he normally wouldn’t. Or maybe it was the magic of speaking to a relative stranger he wouldn’t see again. Alric’s opinion of him and his family history wouldn’t matter much since he wouldn’t see the man again two days from now. “Halmeoni said our family used to be a mage family.”

Alric, for some reason, didn’t seem surprised by this. “She told you stories about it?”

“Yeah, a lot. She claims she watched her own mother work magic—little spells, nothing major. But still, magic. She’s very firm on this. I’m not sure if my parents have ever believed her, but my sister does.”

“May I ask, what is her family name?”

“Noh.”

“Ah, the Noh Clan. Your grandmother is correct. The Nohs have always produced mages.”

Cameron did a double-take, jerking around to stare at Alric’s profile in disbelief. “And how would you know that? Oh wait, is this because you know history?”

“In part.” Alric’s expression became downright enigmatic. He shifted gears seamlessly even as he took the ramp for the freeway. “The Noh Clan traditionally married into the Wind Dragon Clan, although not always. They lived and worked alongside them for centuries. We were never sure if the Noh Clan escaped the terrible aftermath of the Dragon War. I have records of the clan at the castle, if you want to see them?”

Cameron stared at him, flabbergasted. He’d never really thought much whether he believed Halmeoni. Well, as a child he had—he’d believed every word. As an adult, he’d shuffled them off as stories of another time, something that he hadn’t seen. They could be true, they could be exaggerations from a child who hadn’t understood what she saw. Either way, it didn’t impact his life, so why think about it? But if Alric was correct, well, it still wouldn’t change much, but wouldn’t it be cool? To know that his family once were that close to dragons.

A smile lit his face, and he half-laughed. “Wow. You know what? I think I do. If nothing else, I need to tell Halmeoni about this. She’ll flip.”

“It will be my pleasure to show you.” Alric hesitated a moment, eyeing him sideways before asking carefully, “Knowing that your family is magical, have you never wondered if you or your sister have magic yourselves?”

Snorting, Cameron shook his head no. “Wouldn’t I have had a moment where my magic went crazy, like it always does in the stories? Nothing like that ever happened to me.”

“No, magic doesn’t work like that. First of all, you must have power to draw from. A mage doesn’t carry much magical power in and of themselves. It was part of the reason why they were always willing to marry dragons. The bond between dragon and mage allowed them to have the resource of a dragon’s power. It made their magical core very strong.”

Cameron blinked at him, taking this in. “So…a bond between dragon and mage was something like hooking a mage up to a battery for life?”

Alric snorted, his smile becoming a little crooked. “Something like that, yes. And mages are able to work great magic, but they have to use the right components to do so. They have to direct their magic or link up with other mages to do the greater magics.” Alric’s enigmatic smile was back in full force. “To carry on your metaphor, it’s rather like the ability to design an engine. If you know nothing about engines, and never try to work on them, how do you know if you have the talent or not? But if you do learn properly about them, and use the correct power and resources, the engine will run.”

“Huh. No one ever mentioned any of that to me. Halmeoni seemed to think that magic just happened. But she also said her mother was paranoid about working magic, that she barely let anyone see her do it. She certainly wasn’t going to teach anyone else how. I think a lot of information got lost because of her attitude.”

“It only takes three generations for information to be lost.” Alric sighed, and with that sigh sounded a mountain’s worth of regret. “After so many mage clans were lost in the Dragon War, we believe the mages who survived went into hiding, possibly fearful of being hunted down. Even generations later, I cannot say your great-grandmother’s attitude was unreasonable.”

And that put it into perspective, didn’t it? Cameron couldn’t remember what set the Dragon War off to begin with. He wasn’t sure if his history class in high school ever covered the why. Just the destruction it’d brought about to the world, and how they’d lost both dragons and mages because of it. All he remembered was that when dragons and mages duked it out, things like the Sahara happened. Magic could be pretty destructive.

The rest of the conversation abruptly derailed as they ascended into the mountains. The Cooper climbed steadily, winding around the mountain road, and in between the evergreens, snatches of the castle revealed itself. Cameron almost put his nose to the glass trying to get a better look.

It stood like a fairytale, all white and pristine as it soared into the sky, the round towers at the top ending in conical tin roofs. It looked like something out of a child’s storybook, and Cameron had to blink several times to convince himself his eyes weren’t playing tricks. “Holy shit, Alric! That’s a stunning castle. And you live in it?”

“I do indeed, along with the rest of my family. It’s a very large building so it can accommodate all of us with ease.” His expression turned sad for a moment. “More than we currently have, in fact.”

Cameron sensed some tragic history behind that statement. He didn’t want to pry and reopen old wounds. So, he changed the topic a little to something else. “How long has the castle been standing? You said it was to replace the other one that burned down in 1300-something.”

“You’re correct. It was built late 1300 and finished in early 1400. So, some time.”

“The upkeep on this thing must be insane.”

“Oh, I have a little help on that. Fortunately.” Alric’s mouth grew in a smile that suggested he’d just told a joke, something Cameron didn’t know enough to get. “But there’s something up here that I want to show you—oh Scheiße.”

Cameron’s head snapped around to see what had caused Alric to swear. For a split second, he didn’t see anything and was confused. Then he saw it, soaring through the clear blue sky, angling down and toward their direction.

A dragon. In full flight.

“I told him not to do that,” Alric sighed, already sounding resigned.

Cameron wanted to say words. Many words. They garbled together, unable to release a single syllable; his eyes threatened to pop out of his head altogether. “Ashohjokjsdfronheeeeee—”

“Sorry, that’s Ravi. As I’m sure you’ve discovered, he’s impulsive.”

Not the question Cameron meant to ask, but crap on a stick, that was the same guy who’d glommed onto him yesterday?! But the guy yesterday had dark hair and a sort of Middle-Eastern look, and the dragon above his head was a slate blue, and those colors didn’t really match up, and why was Cameron thinking about colors of all things when he had a dragon literally flying overhead, and wow, brain, can we focus a little here on the important things?

Not good, Cameron was now babbling to himself in his own head.

Ravi the dragon landed behind them on the road and chased the car with a sort of joyful bound, like a puppy who’d been promised a walk. The ground seemed to tremble and bounce under the wheel each time Ravi’s large feet landed. Cameron twisted to watch him, jaw still dangling. My god, but look at him move, so fluidly like that. He completely missed it when they cleared the front gates of the castle and into the inner courtyard. He only knew they had suddenly parked, and that meant getting out, and Cameron had absolutely no intention of getting out while a dragon hovered nearby.

“Cameron?” Alric’s voice was gentle, a hand on his arm with the lightest pressure. “Cameron, would you like to get out?”

Speaking around a dry mouth, he croaked, “You know, I think my knees left for a different continent, so if it’s all the same to you, how about I just sit here for a while? Say, the rest of the year.”

“If you need a minute, certainly. I’ll be back for you once I’ve dealt with a certain creature who doesn’t know how to behave.” Alric opened the door and got out, immediately commanding in a firm voice, “Ravi. Down.”

Ravi obediently plopped down in front of the car, wings tucked in. Sitting like that, he was roughly the size of a cargo van, sans the tail swishing back and forth. “Hoheit, why are you treating me like a dog?” he asked, voice a little louder than a human voice could comfortably maintain.

“You are worse than a dog. A dog, at least, would obey me. You’ve alarmed him so thoroughly he doesn’t want to leave the car right now.”

Ravi’s large head ducked low, sinking toward his massive shoulders as if he was ashamed or embarrassed. “Oh. That’s my bad. I thought show was better than tell and it would convince him faster.” Tilting his head, Ravi addressed Cameron directly. “Sorry, Cameron. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

Cameron found his knees. Or his courage, or whatever it was. When Cameron was very young, maybe five, he’d been so excited about dragons. Everything he owned was dragons. When he’d finally learned at eight they didn’t exist any longer, he’d been so disappointed, he’d cried about it for days. Watching the blue dragon move, actually seeing the proof of it with his own eyes, he felt that giddy wonder of his five-year-old self spring up with a vengeance. No way could he sit still when a living, breathing dragon stood right there in front of him. He got out, his motions on autopilot, all of his attention on Ravi.

Dragons were real.

He nearly shook with the need to touch, wanting that tactile sense. His eyes roved over Ravi’s sleek form, taking in every detail. Ravi had his head canted invitingly, encouraging Cameron closer to touch.

Ravi was very much the western style, four-legged dragon, his body covered in a sleek hide-like tough leather with the slate blue of his skin darker in places, like near the juncture of his legs and under his chin. His head was small and slim, meaning it was probably the length and width of Cameron’s torso. Keen brown eyes observed him carefully. He kept very still, as if to not spook Cameron further. Cameron couldn’t help but reach out, and Ravi put his nose squarely into Cameron’s hand. It startled him further, the texture of the leathery scales, the heat of him.

A warm hand settled at the base of Cameron’s spine, and it settled there in support. “Cameron?”

“My god,” Cameron breathed, mind whirling as he slotted what he knew against what he was seeing with his own eyes. “The illustrations we have in the history books really don’t do dragons justice.” Another fact careened through his brain, ping-ponging about and demanding attention. Had Ravi addressed Alric as ‘Hoheit?’ It sounded like a title. For that matter, hadn’t Alric said from the very beginning that this castle had always been the home of the Fire Dragon Clan? And that Ravi was part of his family?

The realization hit him like lightning. Was he actually surrounded by dragons right now?

Turning his head, he looked at Alric as he never had before. Alric watched him with perhaps a hint of nerves in his eyes, but with that calm he always seemed to possess, body oriented toward Cameron like a stalwart bastion. Who was this man, really? “I’m sorry…Hoheit? What does that mean?”

Alric smiled a little. “I believe the nearest English equivalent is ‘sire.’” His expression became solemn as he bowed his head to Cameron. “I am Alric Burkhard, King of the Fire Dragons. You, sir, are in the heart of Fire Dragon territory.”

“Well,” Cameron’s mouth irreverently spat out, “I can see why you’re so sure dragons are still alive.”

Alric barked a laugh, his eyes crinkling up in an adorable way. “Indeed. Why don’t you come in? I still owe you a tour, and I think you want to sit down again.”

“Yeah,” Cameron agreed faintly. “Sitting down. Great idea. Let’s do that.”

“This way, please. Ravi, if you’d put the car away?”

“Sure.”

Cameron went where Alric led, turning toward a side door that he could see on the opposite side of the rather massive courtyard. Well, that made sense, didn’t it? The courtyard would have to be huge in order to accommodate a dragon’s wingspan, or several dragons coming in and out all at once. Cameron felt like he’d stepped back in time, seeing the little nicks and claw marks in the grey paving stones from where claws had dug in. Striding along with the dragon king at his side, who was dressed in modern clothes, didn’t seem to dispel the image much.

Oh damn. Alric. King. That was just now really sinking in, and really? The man who had charmed him into taking a tour and eating dinner with him was a king? Cameron couldn’t really wrap his head around it. Alric didn’t act kingly—not like you saw in the media, at least. Alric was entirely too...was human the right word?

There was a suspicious sound behind them that may or may not have been a car being physically lifted off the ground.

“You scratch my paint, you buy the car!” Alric called over his shoulder.

Ravi didn’t even sound concerned. “Pfft, like I’ve ever scratched your paint.”

Cameron couldn’t help but peek over his shoulder. Ravi had literally lifted the car up, hauling it like an oversized toy toward…the garage, he assumed. So, dragons were insanely strong. Check. Don’t piss off a dragon.

“Baldewin,” Alric greeted in a warm voice. “Come and properly meet Cameron.”

Oh, this was the other guy—dragon?—who had been with Alric the day before. He stood just inside the door leading into the castle interior, content to watch them come to him. If a wall could be given human form, then this was the man. He wasn’t particularly tall, a little over six foot, but he had a solid build that made him imposing. Cameron irreverently wondered if all dragons were good-looking, as Baldewin was no slouch in that department. He had a very different look than either Alric or Ravi, with amber skin and gorgeous grey-green eyes. The closely trimmed stubble beard and square dark glasses made him look like a hot college professor in search of a blackboard.

Not that any of Cameron’s professors had been that attractive.

Baldewin held out a hand, which Cameron took. He spoke in a deep voice, smooth on the surface but with a gravelly undercurrent that tantalized the ears. “Cameron. I’m very happy to see you. We all wanted to come out and greet you, but I think you’re overwhelmed as it is.”

Cameron managed a strained smile. “Yeah. You can safely say that.”

“I’ve hot tea and brownies waiting inside. Some comfort food might make it easier to adjust your world view.”

“Even if it doesn’t, I turn down brownies exactly never.”

With a subterranean chuckle, Baldewin turned and led the way.

If the exterior of the castle wowed Cameron, the interior threatened to melt his eyes. It was so incredibly detailed—every molding, every tile. Just stepping into the connecting hallway that led inside was full of carved wood paneling, wooden floors laid out in a cross-square pattern with inlays, and breathtaking murals painted on the walls depicting people feasting, riding, picnicking. Of dragons flying and soaring through skies with billowing white clouds. He could spend a year in this hallway alone trying to see every detail of it.

Just how much time had it taken to really build this castle? He felt like Alric’s answers before were too vague. Wait, should he be calling him King Alric? His Majesty? Cameron had zero clue on how to address dragon royalty. Which hadn’t seemed an oversight until precisely now.

He had no chance to ask before he was led into a room where Baldewin had obviously set up in. It was, like everything else, filled with carved wooden panels on the bottom half of the walls, the top section with gold filigree over the white in ornate contrast. The very center of the room held a round table with a red velvet tablecloth, a two-tier tray of brownies set on little paper doilies, and a tea set of white porcelain with gold trim ready to serve.

Alric pulled a chair out for him, which Cameron took thankfully. He really needed to sit and process all of this. Baldewin took the last empty chair after Alric settled next to Cameron.

Alric sat and poured a cup of tea before asking, “Sugar, cream?”

“Two sugars, thanks.” Should a king be serving him? The expression on Baldewin’s face said no. But he wasn’t about to argue.

Alric handed him the tea with a slight smile before pouring his own. “Baldewin, to catch you up, we discussed a bit of mage lines and dragons on the way up here. Cameron is of the Noh Clan.”

“Oh!” Baldewin’s face lit up in understanding. “That makes so much more sense.”

“I thought it might. But the family did little to pass down their history, so for his sake, I will speak of the basics. I don’t want him further confused.” Alric stirred his tea with an idle motion, speaking to Cameron directly. “I told you of how mages like to bond with dragons, and why.”

Cameron nodded, showing he was following.

“There is much to tell you on that score, but I will give the gist for now. What I said before is only one reason. We dragons can only bond—or marry as you humans like to put it—with mages. We cannot bond with each other. We cannot have children with each other. When a dragon meets the person they are supposed to marry—a fated mate, if you will—we know it. It might take days or weeks or even months for that realization to come, but we are sure of it once it does. But we’re hardly chaste until the right person comes along, as frankly we never know at what time that will happen.”

Baldewin snorted, helping himself to a brownie. “Dieter was three hundred and twenty when he met Lisette, if that tells you anything.”

Cameron had no idea who those two people were but took the point. “God, could you imagine being celibate that long, waiting for your fated mate?” Cameron murmured, talking mostly to himself. He shivered and saw a matching look of discomfort on Baldewin’s face. “So you date until you find the right person? I mean, that’s pretty obvious to me. Humans do that too.”

“Precisely. But it doesn’t always end well.” Alric sighed. “Many, many years ago, before the Dragon War, there was a young mage by the name of Kaiser Jaeggi who fell in love with a dragon. The two were lovers, a casual affair, as the dragon knew Kaiser wasn’t his fated mate. Then, one day, the dragon found who he was looking for. Naturally, he broke off the affair.” Alric paused, licking his lips. He looked uncomfortable and maybe even sad. “Some don’t handle such breakups well—in this case, the mage handled it very poorly indeed. He went mad, beyond heartbroken that he wasn’t the dragon’s choice. He became unhinged and chose to curse the mage lines.”

This rang a distant bell. Cameron felt like he’d heard part of this story before. “Wait. Wait, you’re telling me the Dragon War started because a guy was jilted?”

Grimacing, Baldewin answered around a mouthful of brownie. “Basically. He secretly took up a collection of every bit of blood he could lay hands on, targeting the larger of the mage clans. Five hundred years later, we’re still not entirely sure how he did it, but he cursed the lines and killed most of the mages overnight. Only the smaller magical clans remained, the ones he hadn’t targeted.”

“There were hundreds of smaller clans, but the Twenty-Six—the major clans—were wiped out overnight. In the wake of that destruction, dragons lost mates as well. Not to mention friends and companions.” Alric’s eyes closed, dark and pained. “It was what sent us to war against Kaiser’s clan. We couldn’t let what he had done stand. We fought him viciously and lost even more, as the dragons without their mages battled magic without protections. The war was brutal, horrifying, and at the end, the decimation was almost complete.”

Baldewin gave Alric a sad nod, a man who knew precisely what the other felt. “We lost whole clans of dragons, too. The smaller mage clans who survived the fallout went into hiding, fearing Kaiser might still be alive. Or that his surviving clan might go after them for revenge. We dragons have been searching for any members of the magical clans for centuries and haven’t had a speck of luck.”

“Until you.” Alric smiled at Cameron and it was like the sun peeking out from behind cloudy skies. “You’re the first mage we’ve seen in five hundred years, Cameron Park. And I cannot express how joyous we are to find you.”
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Alric hated indecision. But when he looked at Cameron’s wide-eyed, dazed expression—the young man clearly felt completely overwhelmed—Alric hesitated.

Was it all too much? Should he slow down? Maybe pause and tackle the rest of this information another day? It could be enough to know the real story behind what happened to dragons and his own people. That was more than enough for anyone to digest.

Ravi appearing in his dragon form had certainly helped clear away those lingering questions about whether dragons still existed.

And while Cameron might not be fond of his chosen profession, it was obvious he had a scientific, logical mind. He needed hard, irrefutable proof that dragons lived.

While he didn’t seem to be struggling with the dragon part of things, it appeared the idea of mages and Cameron’s own place in this world wasn’t clicking yet. When those final puzzle pieces fell into place in Cameron’s mind, Alric wasn’t sure if he should expect excitement or horror. He prayed for the former but wouldn’t count on it.

Picking up a spoon, he once again stirred his untouched tea. He glanced over at Cameron’s teacup to find it still full, and his brownie sat untouched on the plate. If Ravi had just waited, he might have been able to fill Cameron with chocolate, making him more malleable.

Right now, Cameron was listening to Baldewin talk about how few of the Fire Clan still existed. Not words he trusted himself to say without a heavy dose of bitterness. The shrinking of his people was thanks to his own failings. If his father was still alive, he would have found a way to locate the missing mages much more quickly. He would have kept the pervasive feeling of hopelessness at bay.

But after five hundred years, Alric struggled with feeling as if he were still racing to catch up with where he should be. Always a step behind, and his people were the ones who paid the price for all his inadequacies.

Today, that was all going to change.

Cameron was here now, and he even had a sister. They’d located two mages. If he could speak to Cameron’s grandmother, then she might be able to remember other people who could be linked to the Noh Clan. At long last, they had a thread to follow, and it could save them all.

It all started with Cameron. He had to understand his importance to them all.

“I just…I can’t believe this,” Cameron whispered in shock. “Has the Fire Clan always been in this area?” Thrusting his fingers through his hair, he tightly gripped his lovely silken locks and pulled. “I don’t remember reading that in my dragon studies class in high school. Damn that final’s phenomena. I swear I’ve forgotten ninety percent of what I learned in class.”

Baldewin chuckled, and a part of Alric wanted to send his old childhood friend away. Having Cameron all to himself yesterday had been an exciting dream Alric wasn’t ready to give up. That was unrealistic, though. He couldn’t monopolize him and shouldn’t try. Alric knew in his bones that Cameron was a mate to one of the Fire Clan. Quite possibly Ravi, considering their similar playfulness and his clan’s history of matching with the Wind Dragon Clan.

Or maybe Gunter. The royal researcher had a logical mind just like Cameron. A good leader would be sending for Gunter right this second so they could meet and learn more about each other.

“Hoheit?”

Alric’s head snapped up, and he straightened to find both Baldewin and Cameron watching him with questioning looks.

“Is everything well?” Baldewin asked, his eyes dipping to Alric’s hand.

Alric glanced down to find he’d bent the spoon he’d been holding nearly in half. Embarrassing. Forcing what was likely an unconvincing smile on his lips, Alric surreptitiously straightened the spoon again. “Forgive me. I was lost in thought for a moment. You were saying?”

“Baldewin was saying that Ravi is the only member of the Wind Clan living among the Fire Clan. That he was adopted at the end of the war. Is that normal?”

Alric shook his head. “Before the war, no. But the Dragon War and all its devastating consequences changed many things for us.” The fire in Alric’s chest was banked under the weight of loss that came with speaking about the war. “The various dragon clans didn’t always get along.”

Baldewin snorted. “The Fire and Ice Clans have never been too keen on each other.”

A small smile tilted up one corner of Alric’s mouth. “Still aren’t.” He looked over at Cameron and shrugged his right shoulder. “We don’t actively war…not anymore, but our clans have never been great friends. We’ve been accused of being impulsive hotheads.”

Cameron snickered as Alric had hoped. “I really can’t imagine anyone calling you impulsive. You seem to be very organized and have everything planned out.” Cameron narrowed his eyes, his smile growing. “I bet you even plan out what you’re going to wear for the entire week.”

Alric’s mouth fell open, and the room exploded with Baldewin’s laughter. His dear old friend rocked back in the chair, tears glistening in his eyes as he laughed. Even Cameron chuckled as he settled against the cushions of his chair, seeming to relax for the first time since arriving at the castle.

“I’m not quite that bad,” Alric said stiffly.

Baldewin wiped at the corner of his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “But I think you would be if we left you to your own devices for too long.”

Cameron made a low, tsking noise. “That sounds very un-Fire dragony.”

Alric wished they were alone so he could show Cameron how very impulsive he could be, but they were getting away from their topic and Alric had to be careful. There was no proof Cameron was his mate. He couldn’t stake a claim and muddle things when Cameron could so easily belong to one of his people. No one would cross him because he was the king, but nothing could make Alric deny one of his people the happiness of finding their mate, even if it meant giving up Cameron’s smiles.

“We were talking about mixing of the clans, I believe,” Alric said a little stiffly, putting them back on track. “Yes, it was rare, but more common now. With our numbers so greatly reduced, we had to band together for our own protection. There are two main clans now—the Fire Clan here in Europe and the Ice Clan in Brazil. We have Ravi of the Wind Clan, and it’s my understanding that the Ice Clan has also taken in a few dragons not of their clan.”

“That’s it?” Cameron demanded in horror.

“There’s the Lost Clan,” Baldewin added, and Alric couldn’t stop the scoffing noise that jumped from his throat.

“That’s more legend now than fact,” Alric muttered.

Baldewin frowned. “Some would say the same about the lost mage clans.” He made a small motion of his hand, waving it toward the seated mage right in front of him. Alric sighed and had to reluctantly agree his friend had a point.

“What? What’s the Lost Clan?”

“After the war, a group of dragons from a number of different clans banded together and flew far from here. They said they wanted to get as far from the memory of this tragedy as they possibly could. But that also meant moving away from their home territory as well as known locations for mages. It’s been centuries since we’ve heard from any of them, and there’s no proof that they even exist any longer.”

Alric stared at his now cold tea, images of that blood-drenched day flashing through his head. They had all been tired, bloody, and heartbroken at the end of the fight. They’d all suffered great losses and knew more losses were on the horizon with the absolute decimation of the mage clans. A part of Alric had wanted to fly off with them that day. To his great shame, he had to admit to himself that it wasn’t solely his duty that kept him in Europe with his clan. The inability to fly had kept him just as grounded.

“The Lost Clan contains members of all the dragon clans. Or at least, it did when it was formed,” Alric forced himself to continue.

“You…you remember it, don’t you? You were there.” Cameron’s tone was a sweet mix of compassion, horror, and awe. He reached across the table and placed his hand over Alric’s left in a gesture of empathy, but Alric could not stop his flinch at Cameron touching his scarred hand. Cameron immediately withdrew his hand and Alric cursed himself. Cameron hadn’t caused any pain, but those scars were an embarrassment. A constant reminder of his weakness and shortcomings as a leader and a dragon.

“Yes, I fought in the war. So did Baldewin. We were young dragons.”

Baldewin flashed him a small smile. “We’re still considered young dragons by some.”

“But we weren’t the only ones to survive,” Alric said gently, looking directly at Cameron.

The young man fidgeted in his chair, his eyes darting from Baldewin to Alric. “What?”

“Your clan obviously survived as well. You said yourself that your grandmother linked you to the Noh Clan. You’re a mage, Cameron.”

Cameron laughed, high-pitched and wobbly. He stood suddenly, rubbing his hands on his pants as if his palms were suddenly sweaty. “Yeah, no. That’s…I mean…in the car here, I told you that I’ve never done any magic. I can’t feel any magic. And my grandmother—don’t get me wrong, I love my grandmother—but she’s crazy. She’s told my sister and me insane stories all our lives.” He sat down in his chair again, his butt seeming to just barely catch the edge. Leaning forward, he stared intensely at Alric. “Take my parents, for example. There is absolutely nothing magical about my parents. They are as normal and boring as they come. And both of them are horrible cooks. Part of magic is putting things together for spells, right? If they could do magic, shouldn’t they naturally be good at cooking?”

“I don’t think it works that way,” Baldewin said with laughter lurking in his voice.

“Cameron, I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but it’s the truth,” Alric said gently. He wanted to reach across and take Cameron’s hand, but the man was so jumpy, he was afraid he’d jerk away from him. “You are a mage. I think your sister is a mage too. Your family could be the key to saving not only your clan, but mine as well.”

“Whoa!” Cameron leapt to his feet, but this time he was moving away from the table. In fact, he was backpedaling away from both Alric and Baldewin, holding his hands up as if he was suddenly afraid of them attacking him. Not that such a thing was even remotely possible. Right now, Cameron was the most precious thing in all his kingdom. Every dragon in Alric’s command would lay down their life to keep Cameron safe.

“Cam—”

“No!” Cameron interrupted Alric, his expression suddenly fierce. “This is-this is insane. You’re all very convincing. The-the dragon in the courtyard was really fucking convincing. But me a mage? That’s just bullshit. I’m not magical. My sister is not magical. My family isn’t magical, and it’s certainly not going to save dragons.”

“Cameron, you told me yourself that mechanical engineering isn’t a match for you. It doesn’t feel as if it fits who you are, but you have a gifted, analytical mind. I know you will be brilliant at crafting spells with just a little training.”

Cameron loudly snorted at him. “Yeah, my chosen profession isn’t a great fit, but that doesn’t mean I’m a mage. It means I should have done something else like coding or…or chemical engineering, I don’t know!” He threw his hands up in the air and paced away from Alric. As he did so, the scent of his magic grew stronger, sharper. Alric couldn’t see it, but he could certainly smell Cameron’s power flare.

The very power he denied having. Frustration and fear swirled in Alric’s chest. How to convince him? In that moment, Alric’s dragon lifted its head, drawn to the presence of a new mage. It scented curiously, interested. Alric paid it no heed, as his dragon could pay attention if it liked, but his focus was on the upset mage in front of him. “Please, Cameron. Just breathe deeply and calm yourself. Think this through. It’s not as scary as it might seem.”

“Not as scary?” Cameron scoffed, swinging back around suddenly to face him. “No, of course not. You’re only trying to tell me that everything I’ve known about myself and my family is wrong. Oh, and wait! I’m supposed to be the key to saving mages and dragons. Both people who have been extinct from the earth for FIVE HUNDRED YEARS!”

This was going very badly.

Alric mentally scrambled to think of something he could say that would calm Cameron down. He was too emotionally worked up. The young man simply needed to think this through.

But Cameron suddenly went completely still. He stared straight at Alric and Baldewin, his eyes narrowing, but Alric was sure he wasn’t actually looking at them. He was lost to his own thoughts.

“This is why you played tour guide yesterday,” Cameron said in a low, harsh voice that was almost a hiss. “It wasn’t about local pride or helping out a poor tourist. You don’t care about me at all. It’s all because of what you think I am.”

“No, Cameron….” Alric started, but the words died off in his throat as quickly as they’d started. How was he supposed to explain feelings he didn’t understand himself? How was he supposed to tell Cameron he would have happily shown him around the city just because he was a joy to be around, but it was unlikely they would have ever met in the first place without him being a mage?

“Unbelievable,” Cameron muttered. He ripped off his glasses and rubbed his eyes one at a time with the heel of his palm. “I just can’t believe this.”

“But it’s true. We haven’t lied to you,” Baldewin said.

“Why don’t you sit down and we can discuss this calmly some more,” Alric offered.

“No,” Cameron snapped, shoving his glasses back on his face. “I’ve heard plenty. I want to go back to my hotel.”

“Cameron—” Baldewin started, but Cameron was stubbornly shaking his head, his arms tightly folded across his chest.

Maybe he was right. A lot of information had been dumped on his head and was threatening to alter his entire world—how he saw his own future, possibly even how he saw himself. It was too much at once. Cameron was in no immediate danger, and they knew how to find him. A little space and time to think about this would do them all good.

“You’re right,” Alric declared, seeming to stun both Cameron and Baldewin. “You need some time to process all of this. I’ll take you to your hotel, and we can—”

“No—” Cameron said sharply before reining himself in. He studiously avoided looking at Alric. “Baldewin, please take me back.”

Sharp, searing pain shot through Alric’s chest, but he clenched his teeth, refusing to show how much Cameron’s rejection hurt him. It was understandable. Cameron felt used and betrayed. He didn’t want to be anywhere near Alric. It was probably for the best.

His dragon growled, irritated that this new, interesting person was suddenly going away. Alric firmly told it to hush. He didn’t need his dragon weighing in on things just then. It was complicated enough.

“Fine. Baldewin can take you,” Alric said, each word clipped and brisk.

Cameron’s shoulders immediately slumped in what Alric felt sure was relief.

“Hoheit?” Baldewin asked.

“Please see him safely to his hotel,” Alric ordered. He picked up his cold tea and forced himself to sip it. The issue was handled, and he had other important matters he needed to see to. After Cameron had time to think about what they’d discussed, they would speak more. Possibly he should introduce Cameron to Gunter. Two such intelligent, orderly minds would likely hit it right off. Gunter would be able to finish convincing Cameron of his heritage and possibly prove to be Cameron’s mate. Two birds, one stone. That was the efficient way a true leader managed his clan. None of this emotional nonsense and hesitation. A leader acted and always did what was in the best interest of his people. Not what he wanted.

Out of the corner of his eye, Alric watched Cameron march wordlessly out of the room. Baldewin lingered for only a second, a look of worry in his eyes before he followed on Cameron’s heels.

When the door closed behind his friend, Alric placed his cup back on his saucer with a loud clatter and sighed heavily. He absently rubbed his chest with his right hand, cursing himself and all his heavy-handed ways trying to manage Cameron. He never should have said the thing about saving the dragons and mages. Probably should have stuck with proposing that Cameron might be mage. Give him a chance to get used to the idea and discover it for himself.

But no, Alric had to be impatient. After five hundred years, couldn’t he afford to give Cameron at least a few days to get accustomed to the idea?

Of course he’d made a mess of it all.

His dragon grumbled again in agreement, wanting to follow Cameron and sniff him again. Possibly more, and would Alric move already? Alric gritted his teeth under the onslaught of images and emotions his dragon sent him.

No, he told his dragon self firmly.

Irritated, the dragon subsided grumpily.

The door opened again, and Alric immediately straightened, hope blooming for a second that Cameron had returned. It plummeted again at the sight of Dieter walking in. The lean man with steely grey and white hair had been his father’s right-hand man and advisor until his death. Not a day went by that Alric wasn’t grateful the dragon had survived the war. He’d had little idea of how to rule his people, but Dieter had always been there with a word of wisdom to whisper in his ear at just the right time.

Dieter paused in the act of closing the door to look at Alric, then finished closing the door with a low chuckle.

“What?” Alric snapped.

“Oh, I just have a feeling the meeting didn’t go so badly that it deserves that expression on your face.”

Alric growled low and shoved to his feet. He paced over to the far windows looking out across the valley. The one drawback to Dieter was that the man had known him since his birth. He knew Alric’s every mood. The man knew his mind even better than Alric did most days. That intimate knowledge had its uses, but mostly it was annoying as hell.

“You weren’t here. It was a disaster.”

“No, but I saw the mage marching down the hall, muttering to himself under his breath about annoying overgrown lizards and insufferable kings. It would have been a spectacular exit if he hadn’t taken a wrong turn and needed Baldewin to redirect him.”

Alric’s lips twitched against his will as the image flashed through his mind. Cameron was all brilliant emotion and vibrant energy. Matched with his equally brilliant mind, he was going to make someone a fantastic mate and be a stunningly skilled mage. The perfect addition to his clan.

Assuming Alric could still salvage this mess.

The start of Alric’s smile fell away, and his eyes followed a deep red dragon as it soared past his window. Its great wings were spread wide, catching the wind, lifting its large body higher to cut through the puffy white clouds. The cloaking spell set over the castle extended far into the air around them, giving the dragons some room to soar without the fear of detection. They all needed to stretch their wings on occasion.

Well, most of them.

“Eure Majestät, I’m sure it will all work out.”

“I made a mess of it, Dieter. He handled the dragon part of our talk well enough, but that was largely thanks to Ravi’s appearance. He refuses to believe he’s a mage or that he belongs with our clan.”

Dieter’s strong hand landed on Alric’s shoulder and squeezed, reminding him of his father’s reassuring touch. “And it is a lot for a man who thought he was human to swallow. In one afternoon, his world became much larger than he ever expected. The life he knew is forever changed. Give him a chance to think about it.”

“But what if he doesn’t? He refused to allow me to return him to his hotel. He doesn’t trust me.” Alric wished he could pull the words back as soon as they left his tongue. They revealed too much.

Dieter squeezed his shoulder again before patting him on the back a couple of times. “Or maybe he’s just upset with an insufferable king who’s trying to change his world. Maybe he feels too vulnerable right now and doesn’t trust himself with a certain king.”

“No, definitely not. He doesn’t trust me.”

Dieter clasped his hands behind his back and shrugged as he stood at the window with Alric. This tactic was way too familiar. It was Dieter’s way of completely disagreeing with Alric, but he was keeping his opinions to himself and allowing Alric to simply stew in his own frustrations until he finally admitted Dieter was right. Well, Dieter wasn’t right this time.

But what Alric felt or even what Cameron felt right now wasn’t important.

“He could change everything for our people. He even has a sister. A twin sister. What this could mean for us…for all our people…” Alric said softly.

“It will be great for everyone,” Dieter replied.

“Assuming I haven’t ruined it.” Dieter was the only person he felt comfortable sharing his fear and doubts with. His advisor was the only person with the experience who could help him be a better, smarter ruler.

“You haven’t.”

“If only I’d been more cautious. More patient. Given him more time to adjust to the idea.”

“What’s done is done. Learn from it. You’re wasting energy on something that can’t be changed now. You must turn your gaze forward and plan for the next step.”

Alric nodded. “You’re right. Baldewin will help calm him.”

“A passionate mage makes for an excellent mate,” Dieter declared as if it was already settled that Cameron would just come around and join their clan with no more problems.

“And he’s brilliant,” Alric quickly added. “During our walk yesterday, he was telling me all about his travels and the things he so clearly remembered. His mind is sharp. I know he’s going to take to magic so easily. He will just soak everything in and possibly even expand upon what we already know. Cameron will bring incredible strength to our clan and the mages. He would make an excellent mate for Gunter. Both of them are geniuses in their own right. They’re driven and determined. But then, we believe his line is from the Noh Clan. They are typically mated with the Wind Clan.”

Dieter cringed. “Possibly, but I’d hoped for someone with a firmer hand and calmer temperament when it came to Ravi’s mate. Pairing Ravi with Cameron’s clearly passionate nature seems dangerous.”

“Then Baldewin. He’s a calm and steady force. Not prone to emotional outbursts. He could be a rock for Cameron to lean on. Or maybe someone else from our clan. Most of our people are unmated.”

“Or maybe our king,” Dieter said, but Alric was already shaking his head. “You deserve a mate just as much as the rest of our people. It makes you stronger in ways that cannot be easily explained.”

He had to be careful wanting Cameron in any way. A mage wanting someone he couldn’t have was what led to the destruction of dragons and mages. Alric would not make the same mistake.

“It is as you’ve told me in the past—if it’s meant to be, then it will be. I need to direct my energies toward what is best for my people. I just pray that Baldewin can help calm Cameron.”

Because no matter what happened, he was not letting Cameron out of his sight again.
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Cameron sat in the passenger seat of the car fuming. He wasn’t sure who he was angrier with—Alric or himself. Alric was being stubborn and pushy, insistent on a topic Cameron couldn’t wrap his head around.

He’d been pushed so much in his life by loving, well-meaning people that it grated now when anyone did it. Take his engineering degree, for example. Here he was with a master’s in it, a decision that wasn’t really of his making, and it rankled. The moment they’d handed him the diploma, Cameron knew it had been a mistake. It wasn’t truly what he wanted.

And now here was Alric, pushing him to be something else. And for selfish reasons, too, as the man was only interested in trying to save his clan. Save from what, was the question he should have asked, but that was neither here nor there right now. He was too upset to care. Cameron hated him for that a little because the man had been personable and charming yesterday. But it was all with that agenda in mind. Cameron felt a little used.

But what burned the most was that for a moment, just a moment, he had wanted it to be true. Every kid dreamed of being something special, something magical and amazing. Cameron had dreamed of it through a good portion of his childhood, and his grandmother had fueled the dreams by telling him stories of what his ancestors had done. The magic they had wrought, the spells they could do, and how they’d lived with dragons. His parents had knocked sense back into him as he’d headed into his teen years, and the dreams had crumbled and faded. Hearing Alric speak to him so earnestly, he flashed back to those childhood daydreams. For an incredible moment, the future had been nothing but magic stretching out ahead of him.

Until reality came crashing back in.

Reality was a bitch.

Baldewin drove without saying a word, but the silence was judgy. Very judgy. Cameron glared at him from the corner of his eye. “You don’t like how I spoke to him.”

“He’s already feeling guilty about many things. He was afraid of overwhelming you with too much information. I’m sure that after your reaction, he’s convinced he did overwhelm you and is now kicking himself for it.”

Oh. Well, that took some of the wind out of Cameron’s sails. Only some, though; he was still pissed. He wasn’t sure how much to say to Baldewin. The man struck him as loyal to a fault. “What are you to him, precisely?”

“Technically, a retainer. I serve as head of security too. But we’ve known each other almost since diapers.”

“A childhood friend, huh.”

“Yes.” Baldewin shot him a measuring glance before his eyes returned to the twisting mountain road. “I know he seems stiff and formal with you. That’s his default with people he doesn’t know well.”

“Actually, the man was charming all day yesterday. It’s why he pissed me off so badly because I wouldn’t have followed him up here if he hadn’t been sort of…leading me on, I guess.”

Baldewin slowed for a curve, his head canted as if puzzled. “He was charming with you? Well now. That’s interesting. I’ve never seen him open up with someone he’s known less than a day.”

Cameron tumbled that through his head for a moment. Either Baldewin was playing him or…well, no, the man seemed perfectly sincere. And a little confused, truth be told. “So you think he actually does like me.”

“Yes. Answer me one question, did he laugh at any time yesterday?”

That was a weird question. “Sure. I’m a funny person.”

Baldewin let out a huff of astonishment. “Ravi is hysterical and can barely get him to crack a smile half the time. But you heard him laugh? Then yes, he likes you quite a bit.”

“Well shit. Now I feel like a jerk for blowing up at him.” The charm hadn’t been faked, but he’d still taken it personally and blown up at the man. Cameron sank into his seat, slouching a little. Maybe there was a hole somewhere he could crawl into and pull something over his head.

“I think he’ll understand your reaction. We did throw a lot at you all at once.”

Cameron rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “I could have reacted more maturely, though. It’s just…I’m really not magical, and I don’t appreciate you guys insisting that I am. I’m tired of people telling me what I should do and who I should be.”

Baldewin very carefully didn’t say anything in response to that.

Yeah, the dragon was obviously not willing to argue the point right now and piss Cameron off further. But Baldewin was pretty sure he was right. Cameron interpreted his silence for what it was.

Cameron was sure on this point, though. Growing up, he’d read many a book with a magical protagonist, wishing sometimes he’d wake up one morning with magical powers of his own. It’d never happened. It was part of why he didn’t like the stories Halmeoni told them as kids. All it did was feed false hopes.

His phone dinged and he checked it. The hell, why was Cassie messaging him when she’d likely only gotten two hours of sleep?

Are you getting nookie or do you need cops?

He responded, Why are you awake?

Too curious. So, nookie or cops?

He typed back. No nookie. No cops. He hesitated for a moment, finger hovered over the keypad on the screen before he continued: Turns out he’s a dragon.

Come again?

You read that right. He’s a dragon. There’s a clan of living fire dragons up here in the castle

DUDE IF YOU’RE PULLING MY LEG I WILL END YOU

No joke, not kidding, I will swear on Halmeoni’s purple hair, legit dragon clan

OMG

Yeah

OMG!!!

Yeah, I know I’m freaking out a little too. I will email you everything that happened so you can read it at work. Go back to sleep

No, wait, tell me one thing first. Why would they tell you? That they’re dragons?

Cameron sighed, closed his eyes, and struggled with answering. That was a whole other can of worms he didn’t feel emotionally up to opening right now. But she’d just call and pester him until he answered. Unlike himself, Cassie had never given up on magic being alive and well in the world. She was freaking out right now in a good sense.

Baldewin cast his phone a glance. “I see the word dragon on that screen; who are you telling about us?”

“Oh.” Shit, he likely shouldn’t be careless about who he told. Cameron mentally kicked himself for being an idiot. “Uh, I promise you won’t be mad about it. I only intend to tell family. I’m texting my sister Cassie right now.”

The big man’s expression cleared. “Ah, yes. The sister and grandmother you mentioned. We’d dearly love to talk to them.”

“Yeah, them. And the feeling will be mutual, trust me. Hang on, if I don’t text back in a minute she’ll fry my nuts.” Cameron tried to craft the most succinct reply he’d ever managed in his life. Turns out Halmeoni was right. We’re a magical family. Dragons mucho excited about meeting someone from Noh Clan.

Does that mean I get to meet them too? Cassie asked and the phone practically pulsed with her excitement.

They want to

I really want to. Let me figure stuff out.

In other words, Cassie would join him in Germany as soon as she could manage it. That figured. Cameron heartily wished that somehow, he could switch places with his twin right now. If Cassie were in his shoes, she’d already have jumped right in, no hesitation.

His mind circled back around, and Cameron questioned something he hadn’t had time to think of before. “Baldewin. Ravi found me first.”

“Yes?”

“But how did he find me? I mean, did you guys use a spell or something? You picked me out of the crowd somehow.”

Baldewin seemed happy to hear the question. “Our mages in the clan attempted a seeking spell, but it hadn’t locked on to you before Ravi found you. We can smell your magic.”

Cameron blinked at him. Then blinked again. “Uhh…you serious?”

“Quite serious.”

“Well, that puts a different spin on things. You’re literally saying I smell like magic to you?”

“Precisely as our other mages do. Yes. Your blood sings with it.” Baldewin shot him a slight smile, bordering on enigmatic. “You know that scent in the air, right before a major lightning storm sweeps through? Where it smells electrifying and moist and full of power? That’s what magic smells like.”

Cameron absorbed that information, sat with it for several seconds. So, it wasn’t like the spell they used had misfired or got tangled up and gave the wrong results. They weren’t relying on a spell at all, but their own senses. Kind of hard to argue with that. Cameron could see precisely one flaw in their logic.

“Okay, but—hear me out—but what if I’m not really magical? What if I’m more a recessive gene, a carrier of magic, but it’s not active in me?”

Baldewin was a good listener. He didn’t immediately shoot Cameron down but thought about it for a long moment. “I can see why you asked that question. I don’t believe that’s the case. People who are recessive carriers of magic don’t smell that way. They smell like your average human. We don’t detect anything from them.”

“Oh.” Cameron took in a deep breath, held it, let it out again. Okay, that was a more direct answer than he actually knew what to do with. His brain felt fit to bursting, like a water balloon on the edge of exploding. Maybe he should stop asking questions.

So, of course, his mouth immediately came out with another one. “Alric—should I be calling him the king or something? I never got to ask earlier.”

“No, it’s not necessary. He’s not truly a formal person. Unless he corrects you, feel free to use his name.”

“Okay, thanks, that worried me. Anyway, Alric hinted that things were wrong earlier. That mages are somehow important to you guys? Why? I don’t get the link.”

Baldewin shot him that measuring look again, as if weighing how much to tell him. “We don’t have time for a full explanation before reaching your hotel, but will a simple one suffice for now?”

“I think simple is all my brain can handle right now.”

“Very well. Dragons cannot have children with each other. It is only through mages that we are able to bear children.”

Cameron stared at him, a man waiting for a punch line. When none came, he blurted, “Wait, can male mages get pregnant?!” Cameron suddenly had a vision of himself nine months along and carrying twins and ye gods, no.

“What?” Baldewin responded in equal alarm and surprise. “No! No, I didn’t mean that. We have alternative, magical means for same sex couples to have children. It’s just that the majority of mages are female, you see. It’s predominantly through them that we have children. The other reason mages are so important is that dragons have no ability to work magic. So we only have the magics we do because of our mage clan members. Much of our protections and such come from our mages. Our numbers have dwindled badly over the years. We’re tough, but not immune to disease or injury. People sometimes get into accidents or contract a disease even magic can’t cure. And no mage mates means no children to replenish our population, and it is—” Baldewin sighed and for a moment looked a century older than the late thirties he appeared. “It breaks my heart, to tell you the truth. Our mages have always been a joy to us. Not only because they help us have children, but because of the magic and wonder they bring with them. Most of us have been without mates for over five hundred years. So few mages survived the war. We protect any we find automatically.”

“But I’m the first you’ve found in five hundred years, or so you said.”

“Correct. It gives me hope to see you. It means magic is trying to revive in the world again. We’ve perhaps latched onto you too strongly, and alarmed you in the process, but you understand now why we did? You—and probably your family as well—are a beacon of hope that we’d given up as lost.”

That did put it into perspective as nothing else had. He tried to put himself in their shoes. What would it be like to go years upon decades upon centuries, needing something desperately only to not find it? Where no matter how hard you looked, it was nowhere to be found? Would it be like googling something and getting a million hits in return? Congratulations, what you’re looking for is somewhere on Planet Earth. Good luck. Just the mental image of it left a bad taste in his mouth.

Did that mean he was more comfortable with everything dumped on him today? No way in hell. But he did feel like he at least understood where they were coming from.

Cameron felt like he’d exchanged one set of questions for another, but the hotel was already in sight and he didn’t have much time before Baldewin dropped him off. He didn’t even know where to begin on his second list of questions. But he did know that if he didn’t tell his grandmother about this shortly, she’d fly to Germany even with her bad knee just to whack him. So there was that to look forward to.

“I think I need time to process all of this before I’m ready to talk again.”

Baldewin gave him a hopeful smile, the curve of his mouth tentative, brows raised a little. “But you do want to talk again?”

“I have no choice on that, trust me. My sister’s already hyperventilating, she’s so excited, and my grandmother will be in the same boat as soon as I tell her.” Cameron wasn’t sure about his parents. They also viewed Halmeoni as crazy. Fifty-fifty odds they’d take it well. But that was a different problem for a different day. Not today, that was for sure.

“But do you want to talk about it again?” Baldewin asked in a strangely penetrating way.

Did he? Cameron’s brain swam with facts and questions, so it was a little hard to tell right now. “I guess I do. I want to understand it all better.”

“Then please talk with us again.” Baldewin slowed at the curb, coming to a stop in the passenger loading zone.

Cameron opened the door, got one foot out, and then stalled there. He did feel bad about snapping at Alric earlier. He felt like he owed the man an apology and maybe a second chance for them to get on a better footing. Cameron had dreamed about magic being real all throughout his childhood. It seemed a shame to reject it as an adult just because it didn’t sit well immediately.

Making a quick decision, he turned to look at Baldewin. “Tell Alric to come pick me up at nine a.m. And don’t be late.”

A smile bloomed over Baldewin’s face. “I’ll do that. Here, exchange numbers with me. Just in case.”

With a nod, he paused long enough to give his number to Baldewin and to program both Baldewin’s and Alric’s in return. Cameron got out, closing the door behind him, and immediately questioned himself. Did he seriously just tell a dragon king to not be late? Muttering to himself, he headed for the front lobby doors of the hotel. “I’ve either got bigger balls than I gave myself credit for or I’m crazy. The man can roast me if I piss him off. Suck in a breath and bam, charcoal.”

His phone rang, and he lifted it to see the caller. Halmeoni. Of course, it was. It figured she was still awake. He answered it with resignation. “What, did Cassie call you before going back to sleep?”

“Yes, because she’s a good grandchild,” Halmeoni answered in her cute, accented English. She sounded pissed enough to broil him over a spit right now, though. Her accent always got thicker when she was mad. “What’s this I hear about you meeting dragons?”

“Yeah…that just happened. I, uh, didn’t know they still were around?” Cameron picked his words carefully, as he was still passing people in the halls, and he didn’t want to speak carelessly. He sped up a little, trying to get to his room so he could talk freely.

Halmeoni sounded beyond excited. If she wasn’t bouncing in her favorite chair, he’d be surprised. “Which clan?”

“Hang on just one sec, I’m in the hallway and getting into my room.” He juggled phone and wallet, pulled out the electronic pass key, and let himself into the room. With the door closed behind him, he let out a breath of relief. “Fire Clan.”

Halmeoni made a sound only dogs could hear. “Fire Clan! You’re sure?”

“Veeery sure, trust me on that. One of them went dragon form to prove it to me. Good god, Halmeoni, but they’re huge in dragon form!”

She cackled like a mad witch. “I’m so glad you finally believe me.”

Cameron really had no good defense there. So he chose not to comment. “Thing is, Halmeoni, they haven’t seen another mage in five hundred years.”

“WHAT!”

“Seriously. They’ve been looking this whole time, and right now their clan is in bad shape because no new mages. So they’re latching onto me pretty hard right now because apparently I smell strongly of magic?”

Her excitement somehow impossibly tripled. “So, you are a mage!”

“No,” he protested, exasperated as he dropped down to sit on the edge of the queen-sized bed. “I—”

“I always suspected you were. You and your sister. So analytical in how you think, and the way you see the world and can put the pieces together. A mage’s mind.”

“Will you please focus? The point is, the Noh Clan was known for magic, and once they put it together that I’m a descendent of that clan, and that I have family, they’re now very interested in meeting the rest of you.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. When Halmeoni spoke again, it was with all the wonder and joy of a small child. “They want to meet me too?”

Cameron smiled, a little helplessly, because it was cute how excited she was by all of this. And really, he felt like he was helping to make a dream come true for her. “They are literally on the edge of their seats, dying to meet you. They have so many questions for you.”

“Tell them I’ll look at flights. Damn, I need to get my hair redone first. The purple’s fading.”

Cameron felt like he needed to give the dragons here a head’s up.

Brace yourself. Halmeoni is coming.
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Alric drove up to Cameron’s hotel promptly at nine o’clock the next day, simply grateful that the man was willing to give him a second chance. He was going to take it a little slower this time. Move at a pace Cameron was comfortable with. He couldn’t afford to scare him off.

He touched his tie, making sure it was still perfectly in place. He was dreadfully overdressed for the final day of the festival, but Alric didn’t possess much in the way of casual wear. It was expected that he always appear pulled together. A show of strength. He wanted to at least present as someone his people could have confidence in.

The summer sun was only now warming the city as the shadows were chased away. It would be a pretty day, it seemed.

Alric had a speech in his head, an apology to give, but it faltered almost immediately as he pulled up to the front of the hotel. Cameron wasn’t sedately standing outside, oh no. He had a leg out like a woman showing off, pulling his pants up a bare inch to show a slice of ankle. It was such an absurd pose that Alric stared for a full second, befuddled, before bursting out laughing.

Cameron waggled his eyebrows in an outrageous manner as Alric pulled up and stopped. He opened the door, leaning around the side to give Alric an outrageous eyebrow waggle again. “You couldn’t help but stop for that sexy ankle, am I right?”

Alric’s helpless laughter continued. “Absolutely. The sexiness of your ankle did me in. A siren’s call too hard to resist.”

“I’ve got exceptional ankles, I know. I don’t unleash them on men often. Causes too many car accidents.” He hopped into the car, a smile on his face as if he knew he’d broken the ice and was smug about it.

Alric was so relieved at Cameron’s teasing he could have wept. Far too many hopes rested on Cameron, and their connection was far too tenuous to put much weight upon. Seeing him here, smiling, after he’d stormed out yesterday allayed his fears. Still, he felt the urge to clear the air, too. Not just leave things unspoken and swept under the rug. “About yesterday, I’m sorry things did not proceed how you’d likely hoped. I was too focused on discerning what you do know and what you didn’t, and failed to consider your own reaction to it all. I genuinely enjoyed spending the day with you, and would like very much to repeat it. If you wish, we can return to the castle for that tour. No talk of dragons or mages. Just you and me walking around the castle. Or Baldewin if you’d rather talk with him. Ravi can also be quite fun once you get used to him.”

Cameron stared at him for a second and then looked around them as if making sure no one was close enough to overhear him before he leaned close to say, “You’re not very bossy for a king. I thought kings were bossy.”

Alric sat startled for a second. All his grumbly thoughts about not wanting to share him with Baldewin or Ravi were completely forgotten. His dragon peeked its head up, intrigued by Cameron’s words. He wasn’t criticizing. No, that was clear with the playful smile on his lips. Cameron was teasing him.

Leaning in close so that his lips were just an inch from Cameron’s ear, Alric whispered, “I can be as bossy as you want me to be.”

Pulling back on a gasp, Cameron looked at him, his cheeks flushing beautifully before he started to laugh. Just maybe Alric had been forgiven.

As his laughter died away, Cameron shook his head. “No, I want to stay at the festival today.” Cameron ran his fingers through his hair, pushing it back off his forehead. “Yesterday…I’m sorry I lost my temper. I shouldn’t have. You’re just looking out for your people.”

“Thank you for giving me another chance. It might not seem like it, but I’m looking out for you too. I truly believe you are a mage. I think you’d enjoy learning magic, and as my advisor has pointed out to me on more than one occasion, finding your mate greatly improves your happiness.”

Cameron waved his hands at Alric and a nervous little laugh left his parted lips. “Let’s skip the mate talk for the moment. We can keep it to dragons and mages for now.”

“I think we can manage that.” He pulled the car around to the parking lot near the hotel, as that was the safest place to leave it with the festival going on. They got out there, locking the car with a click of the fob. “What would you like to see today?”

Cameron shrugged. “Let’s just wander the festival for now, peek in the artists’ stalls. I should get something for my sister since she’s upset that she’s not here meeting the dragons.”

“Your sister would be very welcome to visit Burkhard castle anytime she wishes,” Alric said smoothly. Alric started them down the block toward the heart of the festival thoroughfare. The foot traffic on the sidewalks was still relatively light, and most of it appeared to be families with young children.

Walking beside him, Cameron bumped him with his elbow and smirked. “Uh-huh. I’m sure that has nothing to do with the fact that you think my sister and I are mages.”

Alric tried to give his best innocent look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s just a nice, neighborly offer as your friend.”

Cameron cackled, the sound bouncing off the buildings around them. “First you offer to be bossy, and now you’re neighborly.”

Alric grinned at him, purposefully bumping him with his arm. “I’m trying to be charming, so you’ll forgive me for yesterday’s debacle. Is it working?”

Groaning, Cameron held up both of his hands as if in supplication. “No, not a charming Alric. I can’t handle it,” he pleaded between giggles. “You’re forgiven. Just turn off the charm.”

A bit of smugness swelled in Alric’s chest. He liked making Cameron smile. It was satisfying, for some reason. He wanted to keep Cameron laughing all day. However, he suspected it wouldn’t get him any closer to the young mage staying with them. To accomplish that, he needed Cameron to become invested in his lost heritage. And that meant talking about the very things that had upset him so much the previous day.

“It’s good to know that I have a secret weapon should I need it,” Alric murmured. He directed Cameron down another street, leading them to the main square for the festival with rows of vendor stalls. A stage was set up at the far end for local bands and performers, but it was still empty at the early hour. Colorful pennants flapped in the breeze that carried wonderful scents of coffee and cinnamon.

“I don’t think the world could handle a charming Alric,” Cameron said with a sly smile. He breathed deeply and sighed. “But if you want a secret weapon, all you need to do is feed me. I smell sugar, yeast, cinnamon, and coffee, and I want all of that.”

“Then you shall have all of that.” He placed a hand carefully against Cameron’s lower back, guiding him forward toward the food vendors.

“Maybe you’re wrong about the mage thing. Maybe I’m a dragon,” Cameron said.

“Really? Why do you think that?”

“Because I am endlessly hungry, and I figure I’m trying to fill a dragon-sized stomach.”

Alric huffed a laugh. “I’ll have you know that our appetites are generally human-sized. Except for Baldewin. I’ve seen him inhale enough food for three men while seated at a banquet. And Gunter. He gets caught up with his research and forgets to eat unless someone reminds him. Even then, he picks at food like a bird.”

“Gunter?”

“The royal historian. He makes chronicles of our history, but also conducts research into our past and tries to uncover knowledge that will help us find our lost mage clans.”

Cameron stopped walking, a small frown on his lips. “Royal historian. And Ravi is?”

“Ravi is a member of the royal guard.”

“And you’re king,” Cameron said, his voice dropping closer to a whisper.

“Yes.”

Cameron glanced around them. There were more people streaming around them, but they stood undisturbed like a large rock in the middle of a forest brook. “But no one is staring or whispering or even taking pictures when they see you. No one knows. Why? Why doesn’t anyone know dragons still exist?”

An old pain throbbed to life in Alric’s chest as his eyes strayed away from the man in front of him to the people passing them by, blissfully ignorant that the very thing they celebrated stood among them. But they weren’t really celebrating dragons. Just the end of them.

It had been a relatively easy decision at the end of the war. One of the few things he and Rodrigo, king of the Ice Clan, agreed on.

“We decided it was better for our kind to be forgotten,” Alric started. “We tried to keep the fighting away from human settlements and cities, but it wasn’t easy. Magic can wreak horrible devastation, and dragons…well, we’re not particularly small by any means. Countless humans lost their lives in a war that had nothing to do with them. When it was over, we thought it safer for humans if we stayed away from them as much as we could and let them think we were gone. This festival is a celebration of the end of our war. A celebration of our disappearance.”

Cameron reached out and laid his hand on Alric’s right arm. He tilted his head to the side, lowering it just enough that he could look directly into Alric’s eyes. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?” Cameron didn’t wait for his answer. He grabbed Alric’s hand and pulled him into the center of the square. “Look around you. Do you really think if humans were glad dragons were gone, we’d be celebrating you like this? I know the war stole from your family and friends, but I think you’ve let that suffering cloud your vision. These people aren’t celebrating your death. They are celebrating that you lived and soared above our heads with your beautiful wings sparkling in the sun.”

Alric snorted. “Our wings do not sparkle.”

Cameron leaned in close, his nose bumping against Alric’s. “Fine. Glint. Gleam. Shimmer. Twinkle.”

“I will allow gleam.”

Cameron groaned, but it was with a smile. “Whatever. My point is that humans wouldn’t dress up as dragons and dance around like idiots if we were glad you were dead.”

“It’s been my experience that humans don’t need much of a reason to dress up and dance like idiots.”

“I should have known the king of the dragons would be a royal pain in the ass.”

Cameron tried to walk away, but Alric caught his hand, pulling him back in with enough force that Cameron’s chest bumped against his own.

“And what does that make you, my mage? Magically stubborn?” Alric teased.

For a moment, he was only aware of how close Cameron was. His lips tilted in that teasing smirk were only inches from his own. A hint of cologne drifted around them mixed with sweat and something Alric was sure was purely Cameron. Combined with the scent of magic, like a storm unleashed, it was simply intoxicating. And then Cameron’s hand in his. Cameron hadn’t tried to pull away. Instead, he’d actually threaded his fingers with Alric’s, tightening their hold on each other.

“There is nothing magical about my stubbornness. I come by it naturally. My family has a long history of stubbornness.”

Alric chuckled. “I’m sure it has a long history of magic as well.”

Cameron stepped back and pointed a warning finger at him. “We’re not talking about that right now.” Cameron started to release his hand and walk away, but Alric tightened his fingers in Cameron’s, drawing the man’s dark eyes up to him.

“Thank you,” Alric said with a small bow of his head. “I always thought they’d be glad we were gone.”

“No. We’re just really glad you lived in the first place.” Cameron flashed him a tender smile and then shook his head as if trying to shed the seriousness of the moment. “But if you want to thank me, then you can thank me with some coffee. I didn’t have nearly enough caffeine to start my morning.”

“Your wish is my command,” Alric joked, directing them toward the nearest coffee and pastry vendor.

Cameron’s hand slid from his this time, and Alric found himself staring down at his own. He swore his skin felt cold without Cameron’s touch, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt cold like that. He liked holding Cameron’s hand. It had fit just perfectly against his own. He liked the slightly sweaty brush of his palm and the rough hints of callouses on the pads of his fingers. It was a good hand. A hand that belonged in his. His dragon rumbled an agreement, content with the contact like a cat would be in a sunny perch.

But he had no proof Cameron belonged to him. He could so easily belong to any other dragon, and he would not stand in the way of any of his people finding their mate.

The dragon side of his nature did not agree.

Alric mentally growled back a warning. He had to be careful. This was no time to let instincts make decisions.

Walking side by side, they headed deeper into the crowd. Naturally, the stall serving coffee and pastries was the busiest. There wasn’t so much a line as a thick gathering of people at least three deep in front of the booth. Alric frowned at the gathering. There was no sense in both of them wading into that mess. He glanced around the area before his eyes lit on the perfect spot.

“If you’d like to sit, there’s an open bench over there,” Alric offered, motioning toward a quiet little niche away from the main gathering of people and booths. “I’m happy to get coffee and pastries for us both.”

“You sure? You know I was just joking about getting me coffee,” Cameron said.

“I find I could use something sweet. I didn’t eat enough breakfast.”

Cameron smiled at him, poking his arm. “Silly dragon.”

Alric didn’t need for him to know that he’d lost his appetite this morning because of this meeting. Too much was riding on him convincing Cameron that he was a mage and belonged with the Fire Clan.

“Black with two sugars,” Cameron said and then wandered in the direction of the bench Alric had pointed out. “I’ll save you a seat.”

He could feel the smile on his lips as he stepped up to the gathering of customers. Alric was not one to just randomly smile. At least not since he’d been a very young dragon, but he couldn’t help it when he was around Cameron. He probably looked a little ridiculous. Maybe even besotted.

The smell of coffee and sugar drifted to his nose, drawing his attention from his thoughts to the stall. He wasn’t nearly tall enough to see over the crowd, but a pair of chalkboard menus displayed an array of pastries for sale.

Verdammt! He’d forgotten to ask what Cameron would like to eat. He could clearly recall everything Cameron had ordered the first day of the festival, but it had been such a vast array of things he couldn’t even guess at what Cameron might be in the mood for now. It was safer to just ask.

Stepping out of the gathering, he turned toward the bench only to find it empty. Cameron wasn’t anywhere in the area. Alric’s heart skipped a beat as he jogged over to the shaded area to make sure Cameron wasn’t hidden behind another tree or other festival goers. But he wasn’t.

The skip of his heart turned into a full-fledged run as he turned in place, his eyes skimming over hundreds of smiling faces in search of Cameron’s. He wouldn’t have left. No. He hadn’t run. There was no reason. They’d been laughing and joking.

And Cameron wouldn’t run. When he’d been upset, he’d faced Alric down, shouting at him and making demands.

But if he hadn’t run, did that mean he’d been taken? Why? And by whom? Did someone else know he was a mage? Was it just random luck that he’d been grabbed by some horrible human thief?

Alric rushed back into the crowd and shouted Cameron’s name, hoping that maybe he’d just walked over to a nearby stall to see the vendor’s wares, not expecting Alric to return so quickly. But there was still no sign of him. Alric cursed himself. He knew Cameron had his number, Baldewin had reported that, but he’d failed to give him Cameron’s number in return. And Alric needed it right now.

Palming his phone, Alric immediately called Baldewin while he still searched the immediate area.

“Is he still grumpy over yesterday?” Baldewin said by way of greeting.

“Cameron’s gone,” Alric blurted. “Tell me you are here at the festival.”

“We are. We’re a few blocks away from you. Wanted to give you some space.” His tone was immediately serious, ready to jump into a battle for Alric.

“Get here. I can’t find him. And call him, I don’t have his number.” Alric hurried toward the bench he’d pointed out only minutes ago. It was the last direction he’d seen Cameron walking in.

“I will. Do you think he went back to his hotel?”

“No, but send someone there just in case if he doesn’t pick up. I—” Alric stopped. He thought he’d heard something out of place. An awkward scrape of shoe on pavement. He strained, listening, wishing he could stop his own pounding heart.

“No!” It was Cameron. He knew the man’s voice. He sounded desperate, fighting something. The muffled shout came from down the block in the direction of a narrow alleyway.

“He’s in trouble. I’m heading toward the back of the supermarket. Find me!” Alric commanded as he took off running. He ended the call and shoved his phone back into his pocket. His old friend always had his back, and he would do it because Alric needed him. Cameron needed him.

Racing through the crowd, dodging people strolling idly along with children, Alric thought only of reaching Cameron. He never should have taken his eyes off the man. Never should have let even a foot of space come between them.

His skin itched and burned. His dragon wanted out. Wanted to climb over these buildings and shove cars out of his way until he found the bastards who dared to lay hands on his Cameron. His mage. Cameron said people celebrated that dragons existed, but if any harm came to the mage, he would remind them why humans feared dragons for so long.

As he reached the mouth of the alley, Alric saw a flash of…something—light, color—at the entrance to a connecting alleyway. It was so very brief that he wasn’t sure. Magic was in the air, too, the biting and acrid tang of it. But there were more sounds of a scuffle and then Cameron’s frantic voice. He couldn’t make out the words, but he didn’t need to.

Running down the narrow alley on the uneven cobblestones, Alric slid at the entrance of a new alley and spotted Cameron being forced down the narrow space by three men, toward a white van with the side door open. A fourth man stood in the opening with a black balaclava covering all but his eyes, urging his companions to hurry.

“Release him!” Alric roared as he charged down the alley.

Two of the men released Cameron and turned to intercept Alric. He spared only a glance at Cameron to see the mage fighting against his attacker’s hold, digging his feet in and doing anything possible to slow his progress toward the van.

One of them took something out of his pocket, throwing it at Alric. Instincts from five hundred years ago kicked in and he dodged the attack utterly, catching up a trash can lid and intercepting it before the spell could fully unfurl. The spell hit the lid and half-dissolved it, magic splattering against the wall of the building in a hiss as brick dissolved.

The only way to combat magic was to give them no room to cast it. Alric closed the distance in a leap, forcing them into close-quarter combat.

Turning his attention to the two men who’d reached him, he deftly dodged a wild haymaker from one man and slugged the other hard in the gut, doubling him over as the air left his lungs in a noisy rush.

Pain exploded across Alric’s face as the first man with a green mask and angry blue eyes recovered faster than Alric had expected. The second punch just barely missed his nose as Alric deflected most of it with his left arm. Pain spiderwebbed up his arm and across his shoulder, sizzling along the old wound. He refused to be slowed any further.

Snarling, he punched the green-masked assailant again, then grabbed a fistful of his grey T-shirt. He slung him into his companion, who was just straightening. Both men crashed into the wall and fell to the ground in a tangled heap.

Alric didn’t spare them another glance. He turned his attention toward Cameron to find the mage already running toward him. The man holding him was partially bent over as he hobbled toward the van, both hands cupping his dick and balls. The man in the van was jumping down to the sidewalk, but Alric wasn’t sure if he was helping his companion or coming after Cameron. The important thing was that they were outnumbered and Alric couldn’t be sure by how many. They needed to retreat and regroup. Cameron had to be protected at all costs.

The mage crashed into him, and his hands fluttered over Alric’s chest and arms as if trying to check him for injuries. Alric winced when Cameron gripped his left shoulder and Cameron immediately released him, which wasn’t what Alric wanted at all.

Grabbing Cameron’s hand, he pulled him down the alley, pausing only long enough to kick the green masked man in the head before he could regain his feet. They ran back toward the festival only to meet up with Baldewin, Warin, and Sasha at the mouth of the first alley they’d entered.

“Hoheit!” Baldewin gasped as they nearly ran into each other. His friend was careful to touch him only on his right side as he moved Alric over to a nearby wall to lean against. Alric released Cameron’s hand only long enough to wrap his arm around Cameron’s waist, pulling him tightly against his body. Right now, nothing was coming between him and the mage, not even his best friend.

“Down the alley. At least four of them. White van. I want to know who they are and why they grabbed Cameron,” Alric barked.

There was a grunt from Baldewin, and the two other guards darted down the alley, but Alric barely noticed it. His eyes were locked on Cameron, closely inspecting his face, his clothes. His hair was disheveled, his glasses knocked askew, and there looked to be a small bruise forming on his chin, but otherwise he looked okay. He also looked torn between shock and anger, and it was obvious Cameron was perfectly willing to jump right back into a fight if the attackers returned.

“Are you alright? Did they hurt you?” Alric asked.

“Fine. I’m fine,” Cameron panted. He lifted his trembling hand and carefully touched the side of Alric’s face. “But your jaw. And you’re bleeding a little from the corner of your mouth.”

“I’m okay. I promise.”

“Hoheit, you’re pale. Your arm?” Baldewin interjected in German, and Alric nearly growled at his old friend. Of course he would notice if Alric was in more pain than he was letting on. Sharp throbbing echoed down from his shoulder to his fingertips on his left side.

“Nothing Lisette can’t fix,” Alric replied in kind, narrowing his gaze at Baldewin. His friend wisely shut his mouth on this topic at least.

Alric turned his attention back to Cameron. The mage leaned against him, his own arm around Alric’s back as if he was afraid the dragon would release him. Not happening anytime soon. “Did you recognize any of those men? Did they say anything?”

“No. Nothing helpful. I have no idea why they grabbed me. It all happened so fast. I didn’t even see them approaching me. I was watching you in line.” To his surprise, Cameron chuckled. “Cassie is going to give me so much grief. Rescued by a dragon.”

Alric didn’t dare look too closely at the joy that gripped his heart at Cameron’s playful words. He was clearly joking, but Alric still loved the sound of it.

“I’ll always come for you, but for now, it would be much easier for both of us if you didn’t stray too far from me.”

“Speaking of, Hoheit,” Baldewin interjected. Alric glared at his friend, who was trying hard to hide his smile and failing pretty miserably. “We would be safer at the castle until we discover the reason behind this attack on Cameron.”

Cameron stiffened against Alric and loosened his hold on Alric’s waist. Alric wanted Cameron in Burkhard castle, but not like this. He’d wanted Cameron to come willingly.

“I know you didn’t want to go there today, but you will be safest there. No one can reach you.”

Warin and Sasha returned with grim expressions. “Tut mir leid, Majestät,” Warin apologized, looking pissed he had to report such negative news. “They’re long gone. We can’t track them, either.”

“Glamour or scent-dispelling spell, there’s something at work,” Sasha agreed, expression screwed up in a sour way. “But there’s nothing for us to track.”

Alric growled in annoyance. “They were well prepared, then. Thank you for trying. Cameron—” He turned his head to look at the mage still tucked up against him. Fresh alarm turned into dread at the idea that just a second later, Cameron would have been taken and Alric wouldn’t have any means of readily finding him. His tone became almost pleading. “I won’t force you. You won’t be my prisoner. If you’d rather return to your hotel room, I can assign guards to watch over you.”

Sucking in a deep breath, Cameron slowly released it and shook his head. “No, you’re right. The castle is the smarter option. We haven’t had a chance to talk yet, and it would be easier if we’re not looking over our shoulders. Plus, I have a feeling you’re more hurt than you let on. And you probably won’t allow this Lisette to care for you until you know I’m safe.”

Alric grinned at Cameron, not caring that it sent a fresh stab of pain through his face. “Is this your way of saying that I’m magically stubborn?”

Cameron groaned. “Yes, you are magically stubborn. Now, come along, dragon. Let’s get you fixed up. I think I want something stronger than that coffee you promised me.”

Alric pushed away from the wall, and they walked toward Cameron’s hotel with their arms wrapped around each other, while Baldewin, Warin and Sasha trailed behind them like an angry storm cloud. He didn’t know who was holding up whom, but Cameron didn’t seem ready to release him yet, and Alric was damn sure he wasn’t. Alric’s dragon side growled at just the idea of letting him go. It didn’t matter. Cameron was safe, and Alric would do whatever was necessary to make sure he stayed that way.

They had to split into two vehicles to drive back up to the castle, and Alric made sure to keep Cameron in the back seat with him. They didn’t discuss a great deal, too lost in their own thoughts to make much in the way of conversation. The one thing they truly wanted to know, they knew too little about.

Someone had called ahead, as by the time they reached the inner courtyard of the castle, it swarmed with activity. Alric saw two of his mages enhancing the ward around the castle, beefing up the level of security. Lisette and Dieter awaited, barely waiting for Baldewin to stop the car before Lisette opened the door and attempted to pull him out of it.

“How bad?” she demanded of him, thankfully in German. Lisette looked like one of those regal silver film stars, the aging beauty who played anything from the good witch to the evil stepmother. Her white hair was bobbed, which flattered her face, and she moved lithely as if age had never touched her.

Alric grimaced in pain, trying to move gingerly. His entire body flared in pain, radiating from his injured side. “Not good. Cameron’s chosen to stay with us. Baldewin, will you help him get settled?”

“Of course, Hoheit.” Baldewin immediately went around to the other side of the car. Cameron shot him an anxious look, and Alric squeezed his hand reassuringly before letting go, giving him over to Baldewin. Alric kept an ear trained on the two as Baldewin encouraged him to come out and follow him into the castle.

Assured that Cameron would be seen to, Alric moved cautiously out of the car, catching one of Dieter’s shoulders to help balance him. He felt almost nauseous under the pain.

Lisette looked him over and clucked her tongue. “Sasha reported what you did. I can’t chide you, considering you were rescuing Cameron, but I don’t like the pain I see on your face, either. I think you’ll need more than the pain-relieving salve.”

Alric’s mouth screwed up in a sorry semblance of a smile. “I won’t say no.”
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Cameron tipped his head back on the chair and breathed. Just breathed. God, what a whirlwind of a day. Baldewin had shown him into this room, and then less than subtly dropped the info bomb that he just happened to be in the same hallway as Alric’s bedroom. Not that Cameron wanted to think about that. For now, he was resting and unwinding.

It was a beautiful room, tamer than most of the castle, as it didn’t have gold filigree on the walls or the huge murals. A few tasteful seascapes, a thick rug on the floor, and a picture window facing outwards that let him see the full breadth of the mountains. The view especially helped, more than the tumbler of whiskey in his hands. He felt strangely exhausted by it all, emotionally drained after the intense scare, the adrenaline rush, and the worry over Alric.

It warmed him that Alric had dove in immediately to his aid, not thinking anything of his own safety in order to rescue Cameron. As much as Cameron hated seeing him hurt, it was beyond flattering that Alric thought so much of him that he’d jumped straight in.

But why was someone after Cameron to begin with?

He needed to talk this through. Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he Facetimed Cassie. It wasn’t until he started the call that he remembered the time difference. Oh hell, she was probably asleep right now.

Before he could hang up, Cassie answered with a groggy, “Whazzit?”

“Sorry, Cass. I forgot the time difference. I’ll call you again later.”

“Yeah, cool—wait, what’s wrong? You look like someone tap-danced on your grave.”

“Heh. Not a bad overall description.” Cameron ran a hand over his face. He shouldn’t have called her. Now she’d just be worried. Why didn’t he think of that? “Sorry, I’m alright, it’s just that something weird happened earlier.”

“Good weird? Bad weird? Magic weird?”

“Bad weird. I was out with Alric—”

“Wait, hot dragon king Alric?”

“Only one Alric, sis, focus. So I was out with him at the festival. I have a lot of questions still, and he agreed to talk with me there. He went to stand in line for food, and then bam! Four guys appear out of nowhere and grab me.”

Cassie’s voice rose to crescendo heights, expression incredulous. “YOU WERE ALMOST KIDNAPPED?!”

“Stop yelling,” he pleaded. “I’ve got a low-grade headache as it is. Yeah, almost. I put up a fight, Alric heard me and came immediately to help. We fought them off, they bailed and drove off in a van. They were using magic to try and blind me, kind of like a flash grenade. Let me tell you, very weird to see magic in action. I felt like I was on a CGI set for some urban fantasy movie. I barely ducked that one before they threw another spell at Alric, which he thankfully dodged, as it was kind of like an acid attack. Acid! They were going to melt him! Seriously, bad news. Sis, it was weird. Alric doesn’t know who they are.”

Cassie frowned fiercely, her eyes focusing on the air just past the phone. She was in comfortable sleep clothes, a loose shirt revealing one shoulder, blue hair sticking out on one side. She’d definitely been fast asleep. He glanced at the time on his phone and winced. It would be about four a.m. on the East Coast.

“Cam. Where are you now?”

“Their castle. Alric gave me the choice between guards at my hotel or coming here. I chose here.”

“Safer, yeah. I don’t imagine many people will beard a dragon in their own castle. Is he investigating?”

“The whole clan might be. They’re pretty upset, mostly about Alric getting hurt protecting me.”

“How bad is he?”

“Not bad. Baldewin said something to Alric in German, so I caught none of it. Alric shut him up pretty quickly. I gathered he was more hurt than he let on. I think he’s got some kind of old injury? I’ve seen hints of it. Anyway, their mage Lisette is seeing to him right now.”

Cassie’s brows twisted together. “He has an injury despite magic?”

“Yeah, magic isn’t the cure-all you’d think it is. His injury is not obvious, if that’s what you’re wondering. You can see the trace of a scar on his left hand, but that’s about all I’ve noticed. And the man can move like lightning when the situation calls for it.” At a cost. Alric’s three bodyguards now made more sense. If their king wasn’t fighting-fit, then of course they’d have bodyguards assigned to him.

“So…what are you going to do? Come home?”

“No.” The answer was instinctive, and it wasn’t until she asked that Cameron realized he’d already made up his mind.

Cassie’s head tipped, her expression intense. “Really.”

“Cass, I’m…god, this is hard to put into words. But I feel like I’ve just stepped through one of those magical portals you see in books and movies. I’m literally there, on the edge of wonder and enchantment. But because I’ve stepped through it, I can not only see everything on the other side, but everything there can see me. It’s a dual-edged sword. I can’t take it back now, either. It’s too late for that.”

“You’re pretty sure the guys that tried to grab you did it because you’re of the Noh Clan, aren’t you?”

“Well, let’s add this up, shall we? I’m ignored for twenty-three years, then I meet the Fire Dragon Clan. Fire Dragon Clan discovers I’m from magical family. I smell like magic. All within the space of three days, and for the first time in my life, someone tries to kidnap me. Coincidence? I think not.”

“Laid out like that, I see your point.” Her lips pursed.

“Be safe and keep your guard up, okay? I think life just took a plot twist.”

“About freaking time. I was getting bored.” She pointed a stern finger at him. “Be safe, stick with the dragons, and don’t get kidnapped.”

Cameron gave her a sloppy salute. “Will do.”

With the call ended, he set the phone aside and let his head drop back again. He did feel a little better after talking with his sister. Food needed to happen, though. His stomach was rumbling petulantly.

There was a light knock at the door. Turning his head, he called, “Enter!”

A white-haired woman named Lisette stepped through with a covered tray, a hopeful expression on her face. “How are you?”

“I’m alright.”

He’d met Lisette very briefly when they came in, but her focus had been on helping Alric. He’d barely gotten more than her name before Baldewin was ushering him away to this room while Alric was shooed in the opposite direction under the woman’s watchful eye. “Alric?”

“Will be fine. He’s resting at the moment. His old wound never healed right, and if he over-exerts himself, this happens.”

Cameron felt a little guilty. But he was glad to hear Alric was fine, or would be.

Lisette strode in, the hem of her green skirt swirling around her as she moved. She put the tray on the little round table near his chair, but her crystal blue eyes remained largely on him. “I’ve brought you Kartoffelpuffer.”

One deep breath was all it took for his taste buds to send up signal flags. That. Yes please. “It smells amazing, but I don’t know what that is.”

“Potato pancakes,” she translated with a smile, lifting off the cover. “I thought some comfort food might be in order.”

“God, yes, and thank you.” Cameron dug in with a sigh of bliss. They were warm and perfect on his tongue, with lovely flavor. He could eat his weight in these. “Please tell me you live off these here.”

“Some dragons try.”

Lisette turned to sit in the other wingback chair. She had a slight smile on her face that still somehow hinted at calculation. “Well, young mage. You’ve had quite the day.”

Cameron’s mouth was full, so he couldn’t protest her descriptor, but he frowned at her. It was a frown that relayed disapproval. And frustration. And many other things because he could frown with the best of them. He’d learned it at his father’s knee.

The frown did not have its desired effect. She smiled in return, as if he’d said something particularly amusing. “I think you’re under the wrong impression about magic. Many are if they don’t grow up around people who actually practice it. It’s not a matter of waving your wand, speaking a spell, and poof! Things happen.”

Cameron felt his brain grind to a halt. Swallowing, he demanded, “Wait, that’s not how it works?”

“No, no. Perish the thought. Books and movies often make it sound as if you have a well of magical energy in you, and with the right talent and intent, magic will leap to obey you. But really, most mages have very little magical power to call their own. We have the talent, certainly, but our magical core is more like a conduit.”

“Like the grounding wire to a battery?” he asked slowly, wrapping his head around this new information. Alric had mentioned something about this too. He hadn’t elaborated on it much, though.

“Something like that. Although, we channel power.” She crossed her legs, hands resting on a slim book in her lap as if they had all the time in the world to discuss this. “Mages actually require quite a bit in order to do any working. I’m sure you’ve wondered why mages were always willing to partner with a dragon?”

“It did cross my mind. Alric said something about it, but he didn’t really elaborate.”

“I imagine he, as a dragon, doesn’t really understand it well enough to explain. But you see, when a mage forms a bond with a dragon, we gain access to all of their magical power. It’s readily at our use, and it boosts our own abilities by at least fifty percent.”

Cameron did and didn’t follow this. “So…you have to have something magically powerful to work with?”

“Forgive me, I’m not explaining this right. It’s been so long since I’ve taught a young mage, I think I’ve forgotten how.” Lisette took a moment, breathing in and rephrasing things. “Mages require magical elements in order to do any working. We build our spells, enchantments, and potions much like you would build a machine. It all has its own design, its own elements, and it has to be a cohesive force in order for it to work. Our magic is used to tie it all together and put it in motion.”

Cameron ate the last bite of potato pancake, chewing on both her words and the food. “So, say that I want to build a vehicle. I’d design it, gather the materials for it, and then I would use magic to assemble it?”

“Precisely. And drive it, presumably, but you take my point. We use many, many elements in order to build spells. Some elements don’t work with others. Some do. Build too lopsided of a spell, it will collapse and backfire. Or just fail to function.”

Cameron had always felt that because magic had never come to him before, because he’d never felt anything else but human, it wasn’t his. He’d often tried yelling made up magical incantations or mixing random things together as a kid, waiting for something magical to happen. Even in his make-believe, he’d kept hoping. Until hope couldn’t stand in the face of no results. It was why he’d gone the more practical route of engineering.

But from what Lisette said, it only made sense he’d been unable to do anything. Or feel anything. Of course he hadn’t, he hadn’t been in the right environment for it. Hadn’t possessed the necessary tools.

But it also harkened back to a time when he was very, very young. The memory was hazy, a little golden and fuzzy around the edges, worn by time and a youthful mind that didn’t comprehend what he was seeing. But it was there, half-recalled.

“When I was about six, I was at my great-grandmother’s house. It was the last summer before she died. I remember sitting in the kitchen with her, and she was mixing something at the table. In a bowl, the bowl she used for kimchi, though it didn’t smell like it. I asked what she was doing. She winked and said she was making something for her old bones. And she kept putting in strange things—drops from stoppered glass bottles lined up on the table. One of them glowed, softly, like the light from a firefly. There were pristine snowflakes in the other, despite the fact it was high June. The last was so bright I couldn’t look at it directly and it felt warm, like I was standing in a sunny spot. She drank it after she mixed it.”

Lisette’s expression lit up. “That was a working. She was potion-making, and it sounds like something for arthritis.”

“Oh. Yeah, her knees were bad by that point. Her hands, too.”

“So magic was practiced in your house?” Lisette asked intently, leaning forward.

“No, not at all,” Cameron denied with a shake of the head. “It was rare to see anything like that from my great-grandmother. She was nervous about doing that kind of thing in front of people, rarely let even anyone in the family see it. She was a touch out of it at the end of her life. Eomma…er...my mother said she had Alzheimer’s. I think she wasn’t as cautious that day. But my grandmother was never taught anything by her mother. My parents don’t really believe we have magic at all.”

Lisette winced. “Knowledge is so quickly lost in a family. It only takes three generations.”

“That’s what Alric said. It certainly did in mine.” Cameron set the tray further aside, freeing up his hands and lap. It bought him a second to think. Lisette’s explanation made sense of things, sure, but he didn’t really feel it yet. Feel connected to what she was saying. Didn’t magic require at least some belief? Cassie, yes, he could see his sister working magic left, right, and center. Halmeoni would be right there with her. But him?

Frankly, if proving he was a mage depended on him working a spell, they were all screwed. He had no faith he could do it.

“Lisette, is there some way you can prove if I’m a mage or not? I know the dragons smell magic on me, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I can work magic, right?”

“Fortunately, I anticipated you’d ask this question. Baldewin and Alric both said that you’re struggling with this.” She pulled her vest around and dipped her hand into a pocket. “I have here a device we use to detect magic in people. We use it for children so that we can readily discover the ones who need to be taught. It’s incredibly easy to use and one hundred percent accurate.”

“A magic litmus test?”

“That’s a good way to think of it. You’re either one or the other, young man. Magic or not. There’s no in-between on this.” She pulled out a small, triangular-shaped stone wrapped in three different types of wire. It hung from her hand on a leather thong. It looked like a cross between a steampunk fashion accessory and something a hippie would wear, as the wire didn’t just cross but had curves and designs in it much like a schematic would. And it glowed softly, a light all of its own.

“So how do I use it?” Cameron stared at it intently. He’d seen this very thing before. It escaped his immediate memory of where, though. Recently. Here, in Germany. Was he at the festival…? No, that didn’t sound quite right.

“Just put it into your hand.”

He reached for it, and she dropped it into his open palm. It barely touched skin before it flared a bright green, as bright as any LED flashlight. Cameron almost dropped it in surprise. “Whoa!”

“Well now. I think that’s a pretty definitive answer.” Lisette had the gall to look smug and not at all surprised.

Cameron stared at the stone in his hand, and he had to swallow twice before he could find words. Wha…no, seriously? The person who didn’t believe magic was a real thing anymore, who would have sworn three days ago it was a thing of the past, was a mage? “Seriously?!”

Lisette threw her head back and laughed, the sound a little scratchy but warm. “Ah, I should have taken a picture of your face. Such a Kodak moment!”

“No, but…seriously?!” Cameron felt his view of himself turn in a dizzying spin off to an angle. It wasn’t that this was upsetting—far from it. Part of Cameron was absolutely delighted. And incredulous. Possibly a little shock mixed in there. All of those childhood dreams rushed back, and it set up something of a dissonance. Cameron’s mind kept flipping between elation and skepticism.

“Adjust, Cameron. You’re a mage. You’re quite obviously a mage.”

His mouth irreverently blurted, “Oh god, Halmeoni’s never going to let me live this down. She’s sworn for years Cassie and I are mages, and I kept telling her she was crazy, and she’s never going to let me forget this.”

“I certainly wouldn’t.” Lisette’s grin might have been a bit evil. “Now, give that back. I just so happened to bring a magic primer with me, a beginner’s textbook, if you will. Don’t you want to start learning?”

Now wasn’t that a ridiculous question. But then, she’d known full well he was a mage, probably at their first meeting, as brief as that was. Of course she’d come prepared. Cameron was torn between wanting to sleep on it all and give his brain a chance to process it, and learning magic. Currently, learning magic was winning.

Curiosity. It did him in every time.

But as he handed the triangle back to her, he looked at it again, and the memory came back in a rush. “Lisette. I want to learn, but…I’ve seen that before.”

Her hand closed over both the triangle and his fingers, keeping him locked in place. Her eyes sharpened on his face. “Where? When?”

“Recently, actually. The hotel I’m staying at, I was crossing through the lobby and a guy was wearing it around his neck. It glowed like that, too.”

“Can you describe him?”

“Eh…not really? It was in passing; the guy had bumped into me by accident, I barely looked at his face. I just remember the triangle because it was a cool design and it was glowing, and I couldn’t immediately figure out why. It wasn’t like those battery-operated necklaces.” Cameron frowned at the triangle, and she let go of his fingers, taking it fully back and putting it in her pocket once more. “You said the dragons are looking for mages constantly. Is anyone else?”

“Not that I’m aware of. But someone clearly is if they have this. And it might explain why someone tried to take you today.”

That triangle took on a whole new meaning. “Because they detected I’m a mage? Damn. I’m not so happy about that.”

A dark cloud swept over Lisette’s face, as if she contemplated mayhem on some level. “Neither am I. Let me teach you some of the basics of spellcraft, young mage. I think you’ll need that sooner than later.”

“Yeah. I, uh, suddenly think that learning magic is a great idea.” Part of Cameron was still wrapping his head around the idea of him doing magic. That part would have to get over itself. He had too much proof that he was a mage. It was time to accept it and move forward. Only one problem that he could see (aside from accidentally setting something on fire or blowing it up). “Shouldn’t I report to Alric, though?”

“We will,” Lisette assured him. “But later. I’ll tell Baldewin tonight so that we’re more prepared. Right now, let me teach you. Leaving you ignorant is the worst possible choice at the moment.”

If he’d known magic when they tried to kidnap him earlier, Cameron would have been better equipped to fight them off. Alric wouldn’t have re-injured himself. Hell, he might have caught the bad guys and saved themselves the headache of wondering who was after him. Lisette had a good point.

Magic lesson first.
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With the potion, salve, and heat treatment, Alric’s injury subsided to a low-grade thrum, something on the level of a minor bruise. He’d wanted to go and check up on Cameron, but Dieter told him Lisette had gone in to speak with him. Alric felt it best to give them space. Instead, he retreated to his study to record every detail he could think of. It may or may not aid them later in finding the men.

Alric’s head came up as he heard the quick knock on the door. People traipsed through his study on a regular basis, and it had gotten to the point he could pinpoint who was about to barge in depending on their footsteps and their knock. The firm, but light stride accompanied by the swish of skirts, the solid no-nonsense rhythm of the knock on the wooden door, all of that spelled Lisette. “Enter, Lisette.”

She did so immediately, a troubled frown on her face. “Hoheit. I’m sorry to disturb you like this. But I think this takes priority.”

He waved her into the chair across from his desk. Alric didn’t always appreciate the interruptions, as often it meant losing his train of thought. But he did like speaking one on one with his people, so the chairs on the opposite side of his massive desk were comfortable and meant to encourage people to stay and talk. She settled into the embroidered chair like an actress posing for a picture. Lisette’s every movement was always a study in grace.

“I just left Cameron’s room, by the by.”

“Oh?” Alric’s head immediately popped up, all thoughts of his witness statement shunted to the side in an instant. “How is he?”

“Well, all things considered. Our young mage recognized this.” Settled, she pulled the Amulet of Noh out of her pocket and held it up in illustration.

Alric blinked at the triangular amulet, not following. “From his family’s history—?”

“No, Hoheit,” Lisette cut him off with a shake of the head. “I wish. No, he said he’s seen this very thing on a person at the hotel. That he bumped into them in the lobby, and it was hanging about their neck. He thought it a necklace at the time and only remarked on it because it glowed.”

The pieces fell together in a dizzying array. Alric slammed his hand against the desk, biting off an oath. “It wasn’t random, the attack on him. Cameron is being hunted.”

“Someone knows what he is. They picked up on it very quickly. That was my first thought as well. What I don’t understand is why and by who. The Ice Dragon Clan…?”

Alric’s eyes closed as he pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to think. “Dieter spoke with the king’s advisor. They know—or at least knew—nothing of him. Were incredibly happy to hear we’d found a mage, actually, and are supportive of it. It’s not them.”

“There is absolutely no other reason to want Cameron except for his magical prowess.” Lisette paused and perhaps smirked a bit. “Unless you’re an unmated dragon who has a penchant for smart young men in glasses.”

He opened one eye to stare at her. Alric absolutely didn’t want to know. That smirk of hers told him as much. So why he opened his mouth and asked was beyond him. “What are you suggesting?”

“Your eyes linger.” Lisette’s smirk widened to the point of blatant amusement. “I don’t blame you. He’s a very charming, vivacious man. He certainly would appeal to you, as you’ve always been drawn to the intellectual sort.”

“I think we’re getting off-topic.” Alric absolutely did not want to discuss this with her further. He couldn’t pursue Cameron like he wanted to. Doing so openly would put a stay on the rest of his clan, as they wouldn’t choose to cross him if he showed interest in someone. He had to give others the opportunity to approach Cameron. And doing so would likely lead to his own downfall.

Alric was aware he was a damaged man. No use denying the obvious. Cameron’s interest and flirting had been incredibly lovely, sparking life in Alric in a way no other had managed in years. Part of him wanted to wallow in that, to flirt back with Cameron. But he knew it would be all too selfish if he did so.

It pained him, an ache in his chest from that lost opportunity, but Alric was used to pain. Used to shoving aside his own wants and needs for the betterment of his clan. His mind stayed focused on the truly important thing, which was Cameron’s safety.

Lisette knew him too well. She read him effortlessly and tsked him in reprimand. “Really, Alric. You act like you’re a man past your prime when it’s quite the opposite. You need to pursue him.”

Groaning, Alric kept his temper in check. “Let’s focus first on his safety. The spells they used in the alley to snatch him, you’ve analyzed those?”

“Gunter and Jana have, yes. They’ve broken it down to the spell elements, and they’re tracing where those elements came from now. None of the spells were unique. We can’t tie it to any particular family.”

Before the war, each magical clan had their own specialties, their own spells and craft. They shared some with other families, but that knowledge was hoarded like a miser would gold. Such a practice turned out to their detriment. With the war, the clans’ knowledge died with them, a great deal having been passed down through oral tradition. What records they’d been able to recover weren’t comprehensive by any means.

Even five hundred years later, the few living mages were still reconstructing spells and potions, trying to recreate something they never knew how to do in practice. It was maddening, and the mages more than once had gatherings to mourn the loss of knowledge. Alric suspected it was more like a pity party with actual booze involved, but he did have survival skills. He never said that aloud.

The kidnappers had used common spells, eh. No way to track them through those, then. They’d have to rely on the spell elements and hope their origin would give some clue. Mages had always harvested elements close to home, as outsourcing other ingredients was problematic in various ways. The spell elements should give them a rough location of the culprits, if nothing else.

“I expect we’ll have something to go off of in a few days. We’ll need to start a proper investigation tomorrow.” Lisette put the amulet away in a pocket before folding her hands over her knee, that arch look back on her face. “My conversation with Cameron went very well, by the way. He’s more open to his own magic now. Or at least, he’s willing to think he can work magic himself. I’m not entirely sure where this mental block of his originated, but I assume it was instilled in him through his family. His great-grandmother apparently never worked magic in front of her family. He has only a single memory of her doing so.”

“So there was magical knowledge in his line at one point.” Alric’s eyes closed in fatalistic understanding. “But because she’d not passed it on, it was lost. He’d mentioned something about this to me, but hadn’t explained it.”

“His grandmother was apparently always adamant they were mages, but without any way to prove or demonstrate it…” Lisette trailed off with a grimace. “Cameron made noises along the lines of his sister and grandmother being mages, he’s sure on that. I think it’s because they have always believed in magic. Because he hasn’t, he feels he’s not magical in and of himself.”

“Belief doesn’t have anything to do with it, though,” Alric objected. His heart twinged. That amazing man didn’t believe himself magical? Didn’t believe in his own potential? Alric didn’t know off-hand how he could possibly help Cameron understand that he was all of that and more. That he could be anything he chose. He wasn’t confined to the limits he’d imposed upon himself.

God, no wonder Cameron had reacted so strongly when Alric pushed. It must have been like rubbing lye into an open wound.

“I know it doesn’t, and I think I’ve explained it in such a way that he now understands that.” Lisette’s lips pursed thoughtfully. “I approached it in a very scientific manner, as I thought it would go over better. What with his focus in engineering. He understood the basic concepts very quickly. It will be a pleasure to teach that one. Such an amazing, sharp mind.”

Alric could have told her that. Cameron was both astute and observant. There wasn’t much that went over his head. “But he believes it now?”

“I think it’s still settling in. He’s at least open to the idea and was reading over the primer book I gave him with great attention. Considering all that he has been through in the past few days, I wasn’t willing to beat him over the head with it.”

“That’s wise. I fear we’ve overwhelmed him in many ways.”

“Yes, quite. He keeps coming back and asking more questions, though.” Lisette gave a half-laugh, her eyes crinkling up into charming crow’s feet. “So, we haven’t done too badly. I’m very curious to meet the rest of his family. I have a feeling they’ll be just as keen as he is.”

“I hope so. More mages are always a blessing to any clan.”

“It is always our delight to be part of a clan, for that matter.” Lisette got that look again, as if she were going to scold or encourage him. Her mouth was open, framing the words, but fortunately a knock at the door interrupted her.

It wasn’t a knock he knew, but Alric recognized the scent. Cameron smelled of magic, yes, but also of citrus and sun. Alric’s dragon might like Cameron’s scent just a tad too much.

“Enter!”

The door swung open, and Cameron’s head popped around the frame, his hair brushing against his cheek at the movement. “Hey, sorry to interrupt. I had a question for Lisette.”

She turned and gestured him in. “What is it?”

“I, uh, okay this may be jumping the gun.” Cameron stepped fully in and eyed her uncertainly. “I read the first three chapters, and I have a grasp on what all is entailed for basic spells, but I wondered if I could maybe try something? Really basic, just a little spell. I think I need to prove to myself one way or another if I can actually work magic.”

Alric’s eyes shot to Lisette, praying she said yes. He hated this uncertainty he saw in Cameron. He wanted only confidence and an open path for the man.

Fortunately, Lisette smiled and immediately stood. “Of course. There are several simple spells you can do that only require one element to work. I can teach you the invocation for it. You said the first three chapters, so you covered invocations?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Excellent, then let’s work an invocation. Less prep that way.”

Alric felt a flash of something in his chest. It was a mix of selfish impulse and a desire to break down Cameron’s mental block. He stood and stepped around his desk, moving in closer to both mages. “How about a wind spell?”

“Oh?” Lisette knew him too well. She was already suspicious, and her eyes studied him, waiting for the other shoe to fall. “Yes, I suppose. We can light a candle, put it in front of an open window. Less chance of damage that way.”

Cameron followed this logic with a nod. “Sure, if I can blow out the candle, that’s pretty good evidence. Um, what element do I use to power the spell?”

“Why not dragon’s breath?” Alric pointed to himself with a genial smile. “Since I’m here and available.”

“That’s an element? Then sure, thanks.” Cameron looked nervous about this idea, but his shoulders were set. He was game to try.

If this took the worry and stress off of Cameron, Alric would be happy to supply him with dragon’s breath all night. Hopefully a single spell would be enough to settle the question, though.

Lisette lost no time in setting up a candle in the window, the glass panes swung outward. She lit the candle with a quick spoken word before pulling Cameron about to stand in front of it. “Now, I’m sure the primer covered this, but let me reiterate it. Spells aren’t just words. They’re directions. You are speaking to the element you want to use and directing it in the path of your making. In this case, you are calling on wind—vente—directing it forward—anti—and closing the spell—gev adi.”

“Vente anti gev adi,” Cameron repeated carefully.

“Close. Put more emphasis on the ‘v’ in vente. It’s not a soft sound.”

“Vente anti gev adi.”

“There you go.” With a supportive smile, Lisette asked, “Ready?”

“Yeah, I think so. Um, how do I draw dragon’s breath?”

Alric didn’t know what possessed him. Mischief, maybe, as he certainly felt mischievous. But despite all his internal admonishments, he wanted to touch this sweet-natured, brilliant man. Just a little. He was moving before he could re-think it. He caught Cameron’s head in a light but steady hand and tilted his face down, leaning in to kiss soft lips. He lingered there for a moment, unable to help himself. Damn, kissing this man was too sweet. Cameron was obviously startled, he didn’t kiss back, and still all Alric wanted to do was kiss him more. To stay like this, just a little longer.

But he couldn’t and shouldn’t.

Alric drew back, forcing himself to take a half-step away and out of Cameron’s personal space. He drew on a smile somehow, keeping the encounter light-hearted. “Speak your spell.”

Cameron looked a little wide-eyed, definitely dazed, and he swallowed visibly before he turned his head and focused on the candle. “Vente anti gev adi.”

The wind that rose up was immediate, strong enough to ruffle their hair and clothes. Alric knew dragon’s breath was one of the more powerful spell elements, but this much?

The candle went out immediately, the air rushing outwards harmlessly through the window. Then the candle itself knocked over, rolling a bit on its side in the open stone window casing. Cameron huffed out an astonished breath, his palm pressed to his chest. He couldn’t take his eyes from the candle. “I—I—holy shit, I really just did that, didn’t I?”

Lisette took his shoulder in one hand and gave him a gentle shake. “I told you. Has it settled in now?”

“I mean, I just blew over a candle with a few words from six feet away, so yeah, I believe it.” Cameron stared down at his own chest, hand still pressed there over his heart. “More than that, I felt it. A warm glow in my core, like I’d swallowed a pocket warmer or something. I felt lit up from within. That’s what using magic feels like?”

“Most of the time,” Lisette answered with an indulgent smile. “If it’s a major working, then the sensation is more powerful. Be careful when working magic. An unbound mage like you will suffer some fatigue after any working. And the major workings will be beyond you, until you’re bound to a dragon, so don’t attempt them.”

“Gotcha.” Cameron stopped and eyed them both sideways. “So…just checking…but does this mean I have to kiss a dragon every time I need a power boost for a spell? Because hot damn, I’m so okay with having to kiss handsome dragons. I will suffer that hardship.”

Alric felt his cheeks burn under a light blush. That was not at all the impression he’d been trying to give Cameron. It was just a stupid, selfish impulse on his part, but—Cameron thought him handsome? That was flattering. Alric felt his ego inflate a bit.

Read ‘a bit’ as enough to fill the room to bursting.

Lisette was two seconds from laughing outright. “You only need dragon’s breath if you’re working a wind-based spell.”

“In other words, no kissing dragons for every spell?” Cameron growled and mock-pouted. “Damn. Figures there’s a catch. You, sir, are a tease.”

Alric felt his blush deepen even as he defended himself. “I was trying to be helpful.”

Cameron wagged a chiding finger at him. “A terrible, terrible tease. You got my hopes up. For shame.”

Alric wanted to ask if that meant Cameron wouldn’t come to him again when he needed dragon’s breath. He couldn’t seem to get the words out. He didn’t want to hear the word ‘no’ from that mouth.

Lisette interjected patiently. “Do you want to try another spell?”

“You bet.” Cameron’s attention bounced back to her with the same energy and enthusiasm a golden retriever chased after a ball. “What else can I do at this stage? Without, you know, blowing something up or burning the castle down.”

“Quite a bit.” Lisette drew him by the arm toward the door. “Let’s go somewhere that’s set up for such lessons. We won’t do many, as it’s growing late, and you need to focus or risk something going wrong. Like burning the castle down.”

“It’s a very nice castle. I’d rather not.” Cameron went amiably along, that pep still in his stride, as if rest was the last thing on his mind.

“We rather share the opinion.” Lisette led the way out of the study without a backwards glance.

Alric could hear Cameron’s voice floating down the hallway, through the open door, asking many questions and Lisette’s voice answering them. He closed his eyes, listening far longer than he probably should have. A dragon’s hearing was excellent, and sounds echoed along the stone walls.

Who had he been trying to tease, kissing Cameron like that? What had his mind been trying to do? Because all it had done was give Alric a taste of something he couldn’t have. Cameron might think him handsome, but that didn’t make him interested.

Alric’s hand came up to his ruined arm, gripping the appendage hard enough to hurt. Not for the first time, he cursed it. It had robbed him of so much. Fighting ability, flight—and future. Because who could possibly want a damaged king?

He wallowed in that emotion for only a moment before shaking it off firmly. It was unbecoming, and he didn’t have time for that. Alric’s people relied on him being on top of matters and right now, safety took precedence. He’d finish writing that witness statement and then email the Ice Dragon Clan, alerting them to the possible dangers and that their new mage had been hunted. Maybe they’d discover something on their end.

That’s what he should be doing. Not dreaming of what-ifs and maybes.
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Alric stood in what he’d always thought of as the royal plotting room. His father had called it the War Room. Alric swore he could still feel his father in here, even after five centuries. But in those last days, it was the room he’d most frequently seen his father in as he met with the other clan leaders and strategized against Kaiser and the Jaeggi.

The room faced the south, and while large windows lined one wall, there never seemed to be enough light to fight back the dark shadows and brighten the space. The walls were a cool grey and covered in old weapons from eras long gone. All of them were battle scarred and told the stories of his clan. In the center was a long, dark wood table surrounded by chairs. Its surface brightly gleamed as if calling them to its sides.

For Alric, there had been no wars to strategize for, which made it all the worse since he felt like he was losing. But time was an enemy no one defeated. Not even long-lived dragons. With no mages, time was slowly eating away at their numbers, at their hope.

Cameron and his family could change everything for them. He had to believe that Cameron would not only find a mate within his clan, but that he could be the key to unlocking how they found more mages. If Cameron and his family existed with no knowledge of their heritage, then there had to be others just like them. And the Noh Clan excelled in seeking magic. If they could recover that lost knowledge, then they had a better chance of finding others.

For now, Alric just hoped Cameron was happy in the castle and wanted to stay.

The door opened, and Dieter stepped inside, followed by Gunter. The tall, lanky dragon with the fall of blond hair across his forehead looked flushed with excitement, his slate blue eyes sparkling as they darted around the room.

“Why am I the last to hear you’ve found a mage?” Gunter immediately demanded.

“Because you never pull your nose out of those dusty books. You need to crawl out of the dungeon more than once a year,” Dieter teased.

“It’s not a dungeon. It’s a library,” Gunter snapped.

“There are no windows.”

“Natural light can destroy old parchment, and most of those books and scrolls are several centuries old.”

“When was the last time you let your dragon fly?” Dieter demanded, and Gunter suddenly turned quiet, refusing to meet Alric’s or Dieter’s eyes.

“It’s a new moon tonight, Gunter. Stretch your wings over the mountain peaks. The fresh air will be good for your mind and body,” Alric said. Gunter’s head immediately popped up, and he opened his mouth to argue, but Alric just stared him down. “As your king, I ask that you stretch your wings.”

Gunter’s mouth snapped shut, and he gave a little grunt, not looking happy about it in the slightest. Dear god, was there no dragon in all his kingdom who wasn’t incredibly stubborn?

“I want your mind to be clear and sharp when you meet Cameron.”

“Is it true he also has a sister? Has she used magic yet?” Gunter asked. His displeasure about being away from his books seemed already forgotten in the face of their newest discovery.

“Yes, he does, and no, she hasn’t. But Cameron and Cassie are twins. I feel confident she just needs to be trained like Cameron.”

“Is she being brought to the castle?”

“Not yet. Right now, we are focusing on getting Cameron adjusted to the idea of being a mage and how he fits in our clan.”

Gunter huffed. “Hasn’t it been explained that this—being a mage—will be her work, her life? That Burkhard Castle and her clan are where she belongs?”

“Yes, it’s incredibly logical to toss your entire life aside because complete strangers have told you to,” Dieter said sarcastically. “Her brother was nearly kidnapped. Other than seeing Cameron safe, how much should she trust us with her life?”

Alric pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger before rubbing his eyes. Gunter could argue with the wall if he was in the mood. The dragon needed to fly, feel the cool winds racing across his scales and lifting his massive wings. Maybe Alric would send Baldewin or Ravi with him. It was clear he’d spent too many hours alone in the dun—library with his books.

Alric’s own dragon grumbled about stretching its own wings, and Alric hushed it.

The door opened again, revealing Baldewin and Ravi. They were all gathered at last. Alric pulled back his seat at the head of the table, while Dieter took his place on Alric’s immediate right. Baldewin took his normal place beside Dieter while Gunter and Ravi settled into seats on Alric’s left.

“Have you met him?” Gunter asked, looking over at Ravi.

“Cameron? Hell yeah! I found him,” he said with pride.

Gunter let out a soft huff and dropped back against his seat, glaring at the tabletop. The dragon truly hated being the last to get any bit of news, but that happened all too frequently because he didn’t leave his library.

“Yes, we’ve found a mage at last,” Alric started, pulling all their eyes to him. “But we’re not the only ones.”

“Fucking insane!” Ravi growled. “To take a mage from a dragon. Those idiots must have a death wish.”

“Or simply desperate.” But Ravi was right. It was ballsy as hell. No one with a brain in their head stole from a dragon. Not only was his kind territorial, but once they claimed something, there was no getting it away short of bloodshed. Alric clenched his right hand on the table, his dragon snarling a promise of rage and pain once they found the culprits.

“They clearly knew he was a mage. Cameron told Lisette he saw a green flash from a device when someone bumped into him in his hotel lobby and then again when he was grabbed off the street. That same device is in Lisette’s possession. It’s an Amulet of Noh.”

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Dieter grumbled in a low, deep voice. It was almost like great boulders crashing down a mountain. “If they’re mages and can use magic, why don’t we know about them? Why haven’t they come to us? Do they see us as a threat?”

“And what? You believe they were stealing Cameron away from Alric to protect him?” Gunter shot back incredulously.

Alric shook his head. “If that’s the case, they would have been better served simply talking to him. From what I saw, they had no interest in having a conversation with him. There was no gentleness in their handling of him.”

“What if they were sent by the Ice Clan?” Ravi suggested.

Dieter’s grey eyebrows shot straight to his hairline as he stared at the man. Lisette had made the same suggestion, which only made Alric sad. Yes, relations with the Ice Clan were generally strained. They heard rarely from the other clan, and while there was little love between them, it was hard to fathom the leader of the Ice Clan taking such evil steps.

“It’s no secret they are as desperate for mages as we are,” Ravi continued. “Maybe they’ve sent mages in our territory to spy, to steal away any mages who could join our clan. It’s far easier for a mage to hide in our lands than another dragon.”

Alric was already shaking his head. “No. We have no proof. With his clan desperate for mages as well, I can’t believe he would risk sending what few he has across the world to steal ours. This…this is something else, and we need to get to the bottom of it if we’re going to keep Cameron and any other mages safe. I’m addressing the clan today. It will be every dragon’s responsibility to protect all of our mages.”

“What about his sister?” Baldewin asked.

Alric frowned. “Cameron told her about the attempted kidnapping and warned her to take precautions. For now, I’m hoping these kidnappers don’t know Cameron’s name or about his family. He’s still learning to trust us. I don’t want to push too quickly, but I plan to broach the topic of bringing his sister to Burkhard.”

“If you want me to turn my charm on Cameron,” Ravi offered with a wide grin, “I would be happy to work my magic on the mage.” He relaxed in his chair and buffed his nails on his shirt.

It was on the tip of Alric’s tongue to snarl at Ravi that he didn’t want the young dragon anywhere near Cameron, but that would be wrong. Ravi could be Cameron’s mate, and he deserved a shot at discovering it.

“It’s probably best if you give him some space,” Baldewin chuckled, saving Alric the need to respond. “You’ve already scared him twice.”

“No!” Ravi cried.

“You can be overwhelming,” Gunter observed.

“And your dragon chased him,” Baldewin added.

Ravi sank a little lower in his chair, his face flushing. “I was excited,” he whispered.

“It’s fine, Ravi. He’s not scared of you,” Alric said, his heart going out to him. He could understand Ravi’s joy. Cameron was the first mage he was meeting outside of their clan. “Try speaking with him again tonight over dinner, alright? I think you haven’t crossed paths with him yet because he’s still wrapping his head around everything.”

“Luckily, Lisette has him well in hand on mages and magic,” Dieter interjected with a note of pride in his voice. Alric smiled. Dieter and Lisette had been married most of his life. With his own parents gone, they’d come to represent everything Alric dreamed of having with a mate—compassion, understanding, companionship, laughter, and love.

“And it is our job to make sure Cameron and all mages remain safe. Dieter, please reach out to the advisor for the Ice Clan. Request a meeting in regards to mages. I’ve sent an email to Rodrigo to inform him of the situation here, but we need a proper meeting to discuss matters. The discovery of Cameron and his family isn’t just good for the Fire Clan, but for all dragons and mages who might be hidden around the world. We need to share our knowledge.”

“I will see that it is done this evening, Hoheit.”

“I also want you working closely with Baldewin and his guards. We need spies sent into the surrounding cities. They’ve made a bold grab for Cameron once and have been watching him closely. I don’t think they’ll leave until they have proof Cameron has left the area as well. I want to know who they are and why they want Cameron.”

“It will be done,” Dieter agreed with a bow of his head.

Gunter leaned forward, resting both of his forearms on the table. His long fingers were threaded together. “What about a seeking spell?”

“Lisette and the other mages are gathering what information they can from Cameron about him and his family. So far, our seeking spells have been…inadequate. They’ve struggled to identify Cameron and have been blind to these other mages. I believe she’s hoping with Cameron’s help, they will be able to improve the spell.”

Gunter sighed heavily. “But that takes time.”

There was a soft knock at the door and Alric called for Lisette to enter. Lisette stepped in with a soft smile on her lips. Closing the door behind her, she breezed lightly into the room. At just the sight of his mate, Dieter sat up a little straighter in his chair, a look of pure joy lighting his face. Alric watched his advisor from the corner of his eye as she made her way around the table to his side. Dieter never stopped watching her the entire way.

That’s what Alric dreamed of. A love that never dimmed, never faded. He wanted a love that burned brightly for all his long years.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your meeting, Hoheit,” Lisette said as she came to stand between Dieter and Baldewin, her arm resting across Dieter’s shoulders. “I just wanted to tell you everyone is gathered in the hall for your address.”

Ravi sat up in his chair, staring down the table at Alric with interest. “Will Cameron be there as well?”

“Yes. It’s for the clan’s benefit as well as Cameron’s. He needs to see who we are, understand that we are a family, and we all will protect him.”

“Speaking of the young mage, will you bring him into the hall?” Dieter asked.

Alric shook his head before looking at Dieter’s mate. “Lisette, he trusts you. Would you bring him in?”

She smiled warmly at him. “I’d be happy to. Might I make another suggestion.”

“Of course.”

Her eyes narrowed on him in an instant, and her expression turned frighteningly serious. “Wear your bloody crown.”

Alric glared right back at her. He hated wearing that damn crown. It was only taken out for special occasions and state affairs like visiting dignitaries from other clans—not that it happened all that often. They were lucky to be on speaking terms with the Ice Clan.

“Lisette—”

“Don’t you ‘Lisette’ me. That sweet boy understands you’re the sexy man who rescued him and took him to a fancy restaurant. Now he needs to get a good glimpse of who you are to all of us. The true power and the strength of the Fire Clan.”

An old throb of pain went through his left arm, and Alric’s frown deepened. He had some serious doubts about Lisette’s description, but he kept them to himself. Now was not the time.

“Thank you for the suggestion,” Alric said tightly.

“And change your shirt.”

“What?” Alric looked down, plucking at his black shirt with his right hand. It was a nice, clean shirt. What was wrong with it?

“You’re the king of the Fire Dragon Clan, not some moody vampire prince. Wear something with a little color.”

Alric groaned, but he doubted anyone heard it over Baldewin, Gunter, and Ravi’s wild laughter. He’d blushed when Lisette had described him as sexy, but now he was just thoroughly embarrassed. He hadn’t sat in on a lot of meetings in this room with his father, but he couldn’t recall a single one where he’d been taken to task over his choice of clothing.

“Thank you, Lisette,” Alric ground out. She graced him with a smile and then walked back out of the room.

Alric pinned his advisor with a dark look the moment the door closed. The man appeared to be struggling to hold in his laughter. “Did she do this with my father?”

“No, your father always remembered to wear his crown,” Dieter replied, which only sent his friends into fresh peals of laughter. “But she did like to hound him about his shoes. Your father hated wearing shoes.”

A hint of a smile played across Alric’s lips. That he did remember about his father. The old king loved fancy clothes and shiny things but preferred to walk around barefoot.

Alric placed his right hand on the table and pushed to his feet. Everyone else rose at the same time. “Everyone has their assignments—”

“Hoheit?” Gunter interjected and Alric smiled.

“Sorry, Gunter. I want you to make yourself available to Dieter and Lisette. Anything they need researched, be ready. Also take note of anything interesting they might find. Maybe once she learns more about Cameron, his family, and their original clan, we might be able to do more about the seeking spell.”

Gunter nodded, his gaze distant as he mentally ran through all the books in the library. “Yes. Of course. I think I’ve run across some variations on the seeking spell that might be of use now.”

“Bring in help if you must. You’re not to spend all hours of the night and day digging through those books.”

“I’ll check on him between missions for Baldewin,” Ravi offered. Gunter did not look thrilled. Ravi was walking chaos, and Gunter did not like the dragon anywhere near his books.

“Thank you. I’ll see you all in the hall,” Alric murmured. The four men around the table bowed their heads and filed out of the room.

Once alone, Alric glanced down at his shirt and frowned. He did not dress like a moody vampire prince.
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Oh god, what had he gotten himself into?

Lisette had mentioned something about a clan meeting and that he should attend. She had made it sound like it wasn’t a big deal, but now he was standing near the front of the hall, looking around at all the people. There had to be more than fifty here. Fifty freaking dragons in one place! That was exciting and sad at the same time. Less than a week ago, he’d been sure they were extinct.

But his history class had taught him that at one time there had been thousands of dragons. Now Alric’s clan was down to just fifty.

And there were even fewer mages.

It was a miracle and a tragedy all wrapped into one.

His mind tossed that aside when he realized nearly every eye in the room was trained on him. No one looked hostile. Just extremely curious.

“Are you sure I should be here?” Cameron whispered when he leaned closer to Lisette.

“Oh, most definitely!” she replied with her usual warmth and cheer. “You don’t want to miss this.”

Cameron turned his eyes away from the people watching him to take in the vast room he stood in. He was in an honest-to-god throne room. It was enormous, with enough space to comfortably hold three times as many people. The walls were a pristine white while the ceiling soared at least three stories above his head. Dragons could have flown into the room if not for pillars that rose up at regular intervals. Pennants and banners hung from the ceiling similar to the ones he saw at the restaurant, but where those looked worn and faded with time, these looked brand new. No wonder Alric was so familiar with them and all their symbols.

Down the center of the room was a long red carpet with gold edging that looked like a line of tiny gold dragons in flight. It all led up four short stairs to a dais and a black throne easily three times the size of Alric.

Cameron leaned close to Lisette again. “Is…is that throne made of onyx?”

Lisette grinned broadly at him. “Solid obsidian.”

Of course, he thought, smirking at the throne. Obsidian was volcanic glass.

He wanted to make a comment, but the sound of doors opening at the back of the room had everyone turning at once. He couldn’t see who entered but he had a guess. Silence fell over the room, but it only lasted a couple of seconds and then it started.

Softly, like a low rumble, the chanting steadily grew. He couldn’t understand what they were saying. Did dragons have their own language? He’d never learned about that in school. It sounded old. Older than the stones that made this castle. Older than the mountains and the sky. He could feel the weight of the words down in his bones. The sound caused goosebumps to break out across his skin and his breath to catch in his throat.

The chanting grew louder as Alric walked slowly down the center aisle, his head held high and his shoulders back. A golden crown gleaming with rare gems winked in the sunlight pouring through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Cameron was speechless.

This was the man who’d walked through the festival, talking about dragons as if he didn’t have a care in the world. This was the man who’d treated him to a private dinner. The man who’d teased him until he blushed. Who’d rescued him, risking his own life.

He was a king.

A king to all of these people. No, dragons and mages.

A leader.

And it took only a brief glance at their faces as they watched their king approach the dais to see that they loved him. They respected him. They trusted him with their future.

As he reached the front of the room, Alric turned his head just slightly and looked straight at Cameron. The tiniest of smiles grew on his lips, and he winked. He fucking winked at Cameron as if he just knew Cameron’s knees were weak and his head was spinning. This was the man he’d daydreamed of kissing.

Holy shit! This was the man he’d shouted at.

The chanting stopped as Alric reached the top of the dais and turned to face the assembled people. He smiled at them for a moment before lifting his lovely voice so it carried across the vast room.

“My people, thank you so much for joining me today. I know you have busy lives you wish to return to, so I will keep this brief. I have two announcements to make that will have a great impact on our people.” He paused, and his smile turned into more of a smirk. “As they like to say, I have good news and bad news. First, the good. We have, at last, found a mage.”

The silence instantly turned into a roar of conversation as everyone started talking at once in what looked to be shock. Several people turned their gaze back to Cameron, and he desperately wanted to hide behind Lisette, but he was way too tall for that.

Alric let the conversation stretch for a couple of seconds before he lifted both hands above his head to get their attention. To his shock, Lisette grumbled something under her breath, glaring at him. It only took him a moment to realize she was glaring at his left arm. Cameron never saw him using it, but he had a feeling it had something to do with his scars. Yet, if he was in pain, it never showed in his face.

“People,” Alric said simply before lowering his arms again. Silence returned, and he smiled. “I would very much like for you to meet him.” Alric turned toward Cameron and extended his hand to him.

Oh, he could not possibly be thinking…

Lisette pressed her hand into Cameron’s back, giving him a little push toward the dais. “Go on. It’s okay.”

He wanted to hiss at her that this was insane. He wasn’t properly dressed with his shorts and T-shirt. That evil woman hadn’t warned him that he was going to be standing in front of the entire clan. Not that he had a single piece of clothing appropriate for such a meeting. Just his vacation gear from the hotel, and that consisted of jeans, shorts, T-shirts, and one passably nice sweater. What would these people think of him? They’d think he was the poorest, most pathetic mage in all the world, which wasn’t far from the truth.

But if he didn’t go, he’d hurt Alric’s feelings. He’d embarrass him. Disappoint him. Nothing in the world could get Cameron to do that.

So, with shaking legs, Cameron slowly climbed the dais, keeping his eyes on those stairs so he didn’t pull a Jennifer Lawrence at the Oscars and fall in front of all these people. As he reached Alric’s side, he stared into his beautiful deep blue eyes and the world fell away again. The king was back to being the man who’d made him laugh, his expression warm and encouraging.

“You’re perfect. I’ve got you,” Alric whispered, and despite his rising panic, Cameron believed him.

With Cameron positioned on Alric’s left, he turned and faced the crowd of dragons eagerly staring at him. Alric’s hand lightly touched his back as if the king just wanted to remind Cameron that he was right there and would always be there for him.

“My people, this is Cameron Park, and we believe his family is of the Noh Clan. His family knows little of their mage heritage, but Cameron has already begun working with Lisette. He’s eager to learn magic and the history of our peoples. When you see him around the castle, I hope you take a moment to make him feel welcome and a part of our clan. As we learn more about Cameron and his family, it is my belief that he will help us find more mages like him.”

Cheering filled the hall again, and Cameron was once again taken aback by the excitement and joy these people felt at seeing him and hearing Alric’s words.

“Unfortunately, my good news comes with a dire warning. Someone has tried to kidnap Cameron from under our noses. Dieter and Baldewin are leading an investigation into this group to uncover who they are and why they seek Cameron. Until we have our answers and eliminated this threat, we must be extra vigilant to protect all our mages both at the castle and outside. Any mage leaving the castle walls must be accompanied by at least two dragons at all times. I regret any inconvenience this may cause, but your lives are precious to us.”

Cameron’s heart skipped a beat when he looked up to find Alric staring at him as he finished speaking. Alric smiled softly at him and the grand room started to fade away again. He couldn’t understand how Alric did it. When he looked at him, everything seemed to fall away. When he was with Alric, he felt precious.

The king blinked, his eyes going wide for a second, as if he’d just realized he was staring at Cameron, and turned his attention back to his people.

“Thank you for your time. Please celebrate the arrival of Cameron and watch over each other as we search for more answers,” Alric finished.

There was some brief cheering before most of the dragons started filing out of the hall. However, many stayed behind and slowly approached the dais. They quickly bowed their heads to Alric, but their eyes were locked on Cameron as if they couldn’t quite believe he stood in front of them. With just the tiniest of urging from Alric, Cameron descended the stairs and greeted them. Everyone was incredibly kind and welcoming.

The names blurred a bit in his mind as they spoke, but after a moment Cameron found his own gaze drawn back to Alric. He glanced over his shoulder to find the king still standing where he’d left him, a broad smile on his lips, but there was something in his eyes, in the lines creeping out from them. And the faint lines around his mouth. Was he in pain? Was it from when he’d lifted his arm?

Had no one else noticed? Why wasn’t anyone helping their king if they loved him so much?

Cameron reluctantly looked at the other dragons, but he was simmering inside. Someone needed to take care of Alric, help him.

As the last of the dragons wished Cameron well, he started to turn toward Alric, but Lisette was already sweeping in to usher Cameron out a side door. He looked back to find Alric listening to an older man, a look of worry digging lines into his handsome face. The king was already at work again, protecting his people.

“He’s in pain, Lisette. I need to do something…” he whispered, finding it hard to draw his gaze from Alric.

The small woman at his side patted his arm. “I know, love. We’re going to fix him up. I promise.”

Some of the tension that had balled up in Cameron’s chest eased. Someone had to take care of that dragon.
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“You studied engineering in the United States?” Warin asked with interest. “That’s interesting. I don’t think we’ve ever had a mage who studied anything but magic.”

Cameron gave a noncommittal shrug, as he had no ready response to that. Warin seemed a nice enough guy. He was definitely good looking, black hair in a smooth fall past his shoulders, the lines of his face masculine and chiseled. He spoke and carried himself as if he were a relic of a time long past. Cameron kept wanting to put chainmail on him and give him a sword. He looked strangely naked without either.

This was the fourth dragon he’d found himself sitting and talking to. Alric had escorted him into the dining hall for dinner—and it was quite the feast with a wide selection of foods—and introduced him to several people before being pulled away. Cameron didn’t mind since Warin seemed really nice. The time he’d helped with the almost-kidnapping attempt, he’d been nice, at least.

The dining hall in the castle was massive. It looked like something out of one of those period movies, with the long tables stretching along the room, with a smaller and shorter table at the far end. Presumably for the reigning family.

Now knowing what he did about the history of the clan, it was sad to see so much empty space. It was at the peak of dinner hour, and yet most of this cavernous room wasn’t filled, people sitting here and there in groups. It should have been full with mages, dragons, children. Not like this.

“Someone mentioned you have a sister?” Warin asked, hope in his voice. “Will she join you here?”

“She really wants to, yeah. Her and my grandmother. They’re really excited about dragons still being alive. And possibly having magic of their own. I know you guys are really interested in meeting my sister, but I have to warn you, she’s one hundred percent gay. She won’t be interested in the guys that way. Like, happy to meet you and talk, no question, just not romantically interested.”

Warin shrugged, accepting this easily. “I think I can speak for us all when I say we want a mate. We’ve all dreamed of finding that person who’s meant for us. But we won’t begrudge a clanmate if you choose someone else instead.”

“Er…really?” People were generally more selfish than that.

A sad smile graced Warin’s face as he explained, “We’ve learned the lesson the hard way, you see. What jealousy can beget. Our clan was decimated because of one man who let himself be consumed with it. None of us needs a repeat. And I cannot begrudge another the happiness, in all truth. These people are brothers and sisters to me; I know the heartbreak they weather all too keenly.”

It was settled. Warin was the nicest guy ever. “Well, I hope you guys realize it’s not just me and my sister? I’ve got cousins, too.”

Warin’s face lit up. “Do you?”

“Three, to be precise. I’m not sure how we’ll get them over here, or if they’re magical—could be they aren’t. Who knows? But there’s more than just us.”

A weight dropped next to him on the bench, and Cameron turned his head to realize a woman he didn’t know had abruptly joined them.

“What’s this I hear about a sister and cousins?” she asked.

Warin waved a hand between them. “Cameron, this is Sasha. Sasha, Cameron. He just told me that he has a twin sister and three cousins.”

Sasha looked like a bodybuilder who could walk right into the Olympics and take the gold. Any gold. All the gold. She was beautiful, her blonde hair thick and luxurious, draped over one shoulder, eyes a stunning blue in an oval-shaped face. She also looked quite capable of snapping Cameron in half.

Right now, though, she looked as giddy as any child in a candy store. “That’s amazingly good news! I hope all of them can come.”

“My sister and grandmother hope to come, at least.” And Cassie would take one look at Sasha and climb her like a tree. Cameron decided to call it right now.

“They’ll be more than welcome. I’ll volunteer to guard them from the airport, bring them here.” Sasha nodded, already decided. “Maybe they’ll be here in time for game night. That would be an easy way to introduce your family to the clan.”

“That’s a good idea,” Warin approved heartily. To Cameron, he explained, “We do game night every two weeks. Sometimes we play hide and seek in the castle. Sometimes it’s board games. Ravi introduced PlayStations to us, so we’ve taken up LAN parties, too.”

“Alric plays DnD with his own group every Thursday,” Sasha threw in. “We have one other campaign going, I think. I don’t play myself, but isn’t Menno the DM?”

Cameron’s jaw dropped. “Get out. Your king plays DnD?”

Head canted, Sasha regarded him for a moment. “Is that how he strikes you? As serious? He can be, I suppose. He’s under a great deal of strain. But he does know how to have fun, too.”

“We haven’t seen him really smile much the past several decades,” Warin pointed out with a sigh. “He takes on too much responsibility, sometimes. He blames himself for not finding mages before this. As if he failed us by not doing so. I suppose right now, he does give off that impression.”

And then some. Cameron had seen him smile, though. And laugh. He’d been great fun on the two times they’d been out together. But then, that sort of made sense, in context. Of course Alric would be in lighter spirits. Cameron’s arrival had given him hope. Up until now, he’d likely felt he was in a dark tunnel and even the light at the end was just an oncoming train. Everyone dealt better with a bad situation when they at least had hope to cling to.

“It’s not that he struck me as this too-serious guy,” Cameron sought to explain to them. “He was fun while hanging out with me. I guess I didn’t expect a dragon to play Dungeons and Dragons.”

“Oh.” Sasha snorted, lifting her cup to her mouth for a sip. “Yeah, the irony of that still amuses me. Ravi was the one to bring the first edition book home, so many years ago. Took a while for it to catch on—the rules are rather intense—but people had fun playing it. I’m not sure how Alric got pulled in.”

“Ravi,” Warin stated confidently.

“What am I being blamed for?”

Cameron tilted his head back to see the dragon standing right behind him. “Corrupting Alric with DnD.”

“Ohhh. Yeah, that was me.” Ravi plopped down in the seat next to Cameron’s, a slice of cake in his hand. “I accept blame for that. Cam, Lisette wanted me to assure you, he’s good now.”

For a second, that didn’t connect. Then Cameron spotted Alric across the room and saw him turn to speak to someone. He displayed no sign of the pain from before, his movements far less stiff and more fluid. Oh good, so she had taken Alric aside at some point and done something to help him. A spell or a potion, who knew? Cameron made a mental note to ask later, as he was curious on the how-to. It was a relief, frankly. Cameron had hated seeing Alric be in pain and yet smile as if nothing was wrong.

“Did he overdo it again?” Warin asked in dismay.

“Yeah, I think this was more a leftover of saving Cam from the kidnappers,” Ravi confided. “We’d mostly gotten the kinks worked out after that fight, but it wasn’t something to be fixed in a day.”

Cameron listened to this exchange with intense interest. “Does Alric normally overdo it?”

Sasha waffled a hand back and forth. “He’s generally sensible enough not to. But sometimes, he gets in this weird mood where he has to prove something, or do something on his own, and he’ll reinjure himself. Drives us all crazy. The reason he’s got four retainers is because it takes four of them to support him.”

“Gunter doesn’t count,” Ravi denied, biting into his cake with relish. “He’s too much of a dungeon dweller. He’s only useful when Alric needs to send someone out to research.”

Cameron hadn’t met Gunter yet, only heard him referenced several times. He’d have to find a moment to do so. Right now, he didn’t want these three sidetracked. He was getting an entirely different view of Alric through their perspectives, and it fascinated him. “Four retainers? I know about Baldewin, but who else?”

“Me,” Ravi lifted a hand briefly in the air. “And Dieter, and of course Gunter. Dieter sort of inherited the position, as he was the previous king’s retainer. He helped Alric take over the role and then just stayed. Sometimes the only person Alric will listen to is Dieter. Alric chose the rest of us.”

“Indeed I did.” Alric came to stand at Warin’s side, looking them over with his mouth curled at the corners, indicating he was pleased to see Cameron surrounded by dragons. “Ravi I chose for his fighting prowess. You’ll discover he’s the fastest in the clan.”

“You chose me for my good looks and stunning personality too!” Ravi protested.

Alric’s eyes cut to him with such a deadpan expression Cameron snorted a laugh. Ignoring the dragon, he continued, “I asked Baldewin because I can trust him, and we’ve known each other so long that we can anticipate how the other wants things done. It’s turned out to be a very good decision. Gunter, I needed his mind. That said, he’ll surprise you by how well he fights.”

“He fights dirty,” Ravi confirmed, scraping up the last of his icing.

Sasha shuddered. “More like, he fights scary. You never know what strange move he’ll use to attack with. I swear he lies awake at night, thinking of how to be more efficient in killing things.”

“I think he actually does do that,” Ravi confirmed seriously. He shrugged it off just as easily.

Warin tilted his head back to look up. “Hoheit, I think Cameron should be pulled into game nights. It’s an excellent way for him to really make friends with people.”

“I quite agree. I’m not sure what the plan for the next game night is. Has anyone asked Ranulf?”

“No, we just thought of it,” Sasha explained.

“Ah.” Making a decision, Alric extended a hand to Cameron. “Come, let me introduce the two of you. It’ll be easier to ask him directly.”

“Yeah, okay.” Cameron popped up, coming around the very long table in order to reach Alric’s side. As he walked, the thought came to him that every moment he spent near Alric, his perception of the man changed. He’d initially only seen a very handsome man with a gentle smile. Now, when he looked at Alric, he saw not only the king, but the man himself—the flaws, strengths, and hopes that embodied this man. And the more he learned, the more interesting Alric became.

Cameron really disliked shallow people who had no hobbies or personality, like they were unformed lumps of clay. He’d unfortunately met a fair share of them in his life. Alric was anything but. The man was complex, and intriguing, and he really had to stop drawing Cameron’s attention like this. As it was, Cameron couldn’t tell if Alric shared the attraction. And if he did, why wasn’t he interested in making a damn move?

It was a little frustrating. Cameron felt the burn of it.

Alric drew him to another table and hailed a man who was built much like a tank on legs. Not fat, just solidly built and with a bushy beard halfway down his chest. “Ranulf.”

“Yes, Hoheit?”

“Our guest wishes to join in on game night.”

“We’d be happy to have him.” Ranulf left the chair with more agility than Cameron expected and came around to shake hands. “Hello, Cameron.”

“Cameron, this is Ranulf,” Alric finished the introduction. “He’s in charge of all the mechanics in the castle, including the vehicles. A very handy man. Ranulf, what game is set for this upcoming session?”

“Halo. We’ve not had a good Halo night in ages. You ever play that one, Cameron?”

“Me and every other boy in my generation, seems like,” Cameron answered with a laugh. “I haven’t picked it up in ages, though. Hopefully muscle memory comes back to me. What time?”

“We generally start at seven. We’ve got a gaming room set up in the right wing, up near Ravi’s room. I think we have enough controllers to go around.”

“Ranulf!” someone called.

Ranulf turned at the hail. “Oops, looks like something’s not working right. Give me just a minute, Cameron, Hoheit.”

“Sure.” Cameron watched him go for a moment. “So he’s sort of the clan’s handyman?”

“That’s a good way of thinking of it,” Alric agreed. “There’s little the man can’t fix.”

“I’ll remember that.” Turning back to Alric, he studied the man more carefully. What he saw, or rather the absence of it, relieved him. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

Alric’s expression turned puzzled. “I’ve been fine all day.”

Snorting, Cameron drawled, “Liiiies. Lies and slander. You were obviously in pain earlier when addressing the whole clan. We all picked up on it.”

The king went abruptly still, dark eyes sharp on Cameron. “How could you possibly tell?”

“You get little pain lines here,” Cameron lifted a hand and traced a line out away from Alric’s eye with his thumb, a gentle caress. Alric’s eyes darkened perceptibly at the touch, and wasn’t that fascinating? Playing with fire, Cameron upped the ante a bit and deliberately caressed the tip of Alric’s bottom lip as he traced another line around his mouth. “And here. I noticed them when I was standing next to you.”

“I see,” Alric replied, voice a touch hoarse. “My mistake. I thought I was hiding it well.”

“I really wish you hadn’t tried.” And look at that face. Alric clearly liked Cameron touching him. Cameron may or may not be oblivious at times (Cassie claimed he missed cues all the time) but right now? This moment? A blind eye couldn’t miss Alric’s reaction. The King of the Fire Dragons didn’t have as good of a poker face as he thought he did. And this close, there was no chance in hell Cameron could miss his reaction.

Alric was attracted alright. Cameron wished he understood why Alric wouldn’t make a move. Why he wouldn’t do more than this light, occasional flirtation that teased but promised nothing. What was holding the man back?

He didn’t know. But he’d figure it out. And if Alric was incapable of making a move, well, Cameron didn’t have a problem doing it instead. Alric was far too intriguing and sexy. Like hell would Cameron let the man slip away without even trying to date.

That would be too much of a waste.
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Cameron turned slowly in place, looking around himself in a hallway that looked remarkably like the hallway he’d just left. It wasn’t that he was lost, per se. It was just that he didn’t know where he was in this insanely large castle and had a limited grasp on how to get to his destination. And while he had a good sense of direction, generally speaking, this place made a labyrinth look like a child’s playground.

“The Burkhard Castle,” he muttered to himself sourly. “Brought to you by the letters W, T, and F. No, seriously, where the hell am I? I was over there”—he was pretty sure about that—“and that led from Lisette’s workroom, so…yeah, no, I’m not even going to pretend I have a clue. I am all out of clues. Right. So, that leaves the question of who can I text that will not make fun of me for this?”

He didn’t have a lot of options, mostly because he didn’t have a lot of phone numbers for people yet. Cameron was firmly against the option of wandering the hallways like a ghost, bemoaning his fate. Texting someone who was both kind and patient was the ticket.

Alric?

Hell, no, that would be super embarrassing and NOT the impression he wanted to leave on the man.

Ravi? Cameron didn’t have his number yet.

Warin—shit, also didn’t have his number.

Hmm, who did he have? Cameron had gone through a flurry of introductions and passing his phone to people, so he wasn’t actually sure who’s number he’d gotten. He unlocked it and started scrolling through his contacts. Okay, looked like he had Lisette and Baldewin. Lisette would be a given; of course she’d come after him.

Baldewin…hmm. Cameron didn’t have a lot of experience with Baldewin yet. He’d talked to the man maybe three times, but he had a good impression of him. Baldewin struck him as a solidly good guy who could always be depended on. Also, probably not the type to laugh at a guy who was lost in a castle.

Decided, Cameron texted him. Hey, Baldewin, I could use a little help.

Instead of getting a text back, Baldewin immediately called. “Ja, hallo,” Baldewin answered, sounding distracted.

Oh, maybe not a good time to ask for help. Cameron gamely asked anyway. “Hey, Baldewin. I’m, uh, maybe a little turned around?”

Baldewin went from distracted to focused in two seconds. “Turned around how?”

“Turned around in the castle, I mean. I took a wrong turn, I think?” Several wrong turns was more like it. “I’m not sure how to get to the dining room. I was heading there for lunch.”

“Ah. Well, look around and tell me what you see.”

Bless him for being one of those people who didn’t ask where he was. It irritated Cameron when people asked that after he said he was lost. “Okay, so I’m at a four-way. There’s stairs going up at the end of the hallway, and I can see the mountains out one window. Um, a painting of a dragon in flight along one wall, it’s a rather big picture.”

“Blue carpet runner on the floor?”

Cameron looked down. “Yup.”

“Ah, I know where you are.”

“Great! So how do I get to the dining room from here?”

“Why don’t you wait a moment? I’m not far away and I can walk up with you. I’d like lunch, too.”

“Even better.” Cameron really wanted to get to know the clan better. For one thing, it would be a waste not to. How many people got to meet and befriend dragons, especially in these modern times? But too, there was so much possibility here. Cameron wanted to investigate it.

And the best way to do that would be to make friends.

“Ah, there you are.”

Cameron heard the double echo of a voice coming through both the phone and his own ears. He turned and spotted Baldewin coming through some doorway that led to some place and seriously, didn’t they have a map of this place?

Ancestral home. Probably not. Dammit.

Baldewin pocketed his phone as he approached, stride easy. “Good news is, you’re not as lost as you think you are.”

“No, see, if you say that, it means I was really close to my destination this whole time, and it makes me feel even more like an idiot.”

A bright grin flashed on Baldewin’s amber face. “No, think of it as you were close, and you just second-guessed yourself. Come on, follow me, and you’ll see what I mean.”

Turning, he fell into step with the man. And this time, he paid strict attention where they were going. He had a master’s degree in engineering, for fuck’s sake. He could figure out one measly castle.

That would sound more impressive if the castle wasn’t currently winning.

“I’m a little surprised you texted me,” Baldewin admitted, head canted in curiosity.

“Well, you’re one of the few people I have a phone number for,” Cameron pointed out. Oooh, wait, this hallway actually looked right. And not just familiar because he’d been lost in it before.

“Truly? We’ll need to address that. There’s many here who would love to be on better terms with you.”

“Oh yeah?” Cameron’s stride got a bit of pep to it. “I’d like to make friends. Um, does everyone here speak English? Because my German is currently about thirty words.”

“We all do, yes. If you live long enough, you slowly conquer most of the main languages in the world.” Baldewin shrugged, as if this was a given. “So don’t hesitate to go up and speak to us. We can all understand you.”

“Awesomesauce. That was one of my concerns.” Cameron didn’t want to be one of those people, the ones who assumed you had to speak in their native tongue and didn’t try to meet you midway. “I should probably learn more German, though. All things considered.”

Baldewin looked cautiously hopeful. “Do you plan to stay with us, then?”

“I mean—look, can I be perfectly honest with you?”

“Please do.”

Something about the man invited sharing a confidence. Cameron’s mouth opened and far more than what he intended poured out of it. “The idea of going back to the US has no appeal for me, not really. I’d much prefer to stay here, study magic with Lisette, and get to know all of you. I’m trying not to let excitement overwhelm me and make my decisions because I can get so enthusiastic that I get in over my head too fast, but yeah. I’m really in no hurry to leave. It’s fascinating here. And I’d like to make friends with all of you, at the very least.”

Baldewin’s expression was soft and warm, beyond pleased. “We like you as well and would dearly like to be friends. You may stay as long as you wish. And please, feel free to ask me for help. To ask all of us for help. I still remember walking into various foreign countries and not knowing the language or the customs. It’s confusing and better navigated with a friend.”

“Thanks,” Cameron replied in relief. “I mean, danke. I’ve got to start using what German I do know.”

“We’ll teach you more as you go along,” Baldewin encouraged. “And I know that you texted me because I’m one of the phone numbers you have, and I’m glad for that. But let’s get you more phone numbers, ja?”

“Sounds great.”

“And do you have Alric’s phone number? I gave it to you; did you save it?”

“Oh, yeah, I did,” Cameron assured him.

There was an arch to Baldewin’s eyebrow that spoke volumes. “You can call him, too. In situations like this, I mean. He’ll be happy to aid you.”

Cameron was shaking his head repetitively before Baldewin could even finish. “Yeah, no. No way. Not the impression I want to leave on the man, him finding me wandering around like a mindless zombie in his castle. Hard pass on that.”

Baldewin looked satisfied for some reason, and was that a smirk playing around the corners of his mouth? “You’re attracted to him, then.”

“Uh, duh? The man’s sex on legs, what is not to like?”

That bright smile was back as Baldewin chuckled. “Ah, Cameron. I’m glad you think of him that way. And that you’re frank about it.”

“I’m firmly of the opinion that we, as human beings, don’t compliment each other enough. And it doesn’t lead to good things. Take you, for instance. You’re fucking yummy, but when’s the last time you heard that?”

Baldewin stopped dead in his tracks and looked at Cameron with wide grey-green eyes. “I am?”

“See?” Cameron threw his hands out, vindicated. “No one should be uncertain about their own appeal. Especially you, man, that’s just sad. Every single dragon I’ve met so far has been really attractive in their own ways, and I bet half of you aren’t really aware of that. And if you think I’m vocal about this stuff, you should try my sister. When she gets here, you’re going to be loaded with compliments.”

Baldewin stared at him for a moment, perplexed. “Thank you. For the compliment. And I love how you think, young mage. We indeed don’t tell others often enough that they’re beautiful. We don’t compliment each other at all.”

“It’s not healthy.” Cameron shook his head and got them back in motion. “When Cassie was about thirteen, and puberty started, she hit this stage where her stomach pooched out a bit. All the hormones and changes, y’know? But she was getting flack about it from everyone, and it really hit her hard. I started telling her she was beautiful on a near daily basis. And because I did, I started to notice no one else really complimented friends and family. And I thought, there’s no way that’s a good thing. So I did it with everyone. And y’know, it made people really happy.”

“I see why he’s drawn so much,” Baldewin murmured in a rhetorical sort of tone.

“Sorry?”

“I hope you compliment Alric especially. He doesn’t think of himself as an attractive person.”

It was Cameron’s turn to stop dead. “Excuse me, what?! Okay, that’s just wrong. That’s a fucking crime against humanity. Alric’s so hot that my sister, who’s very gay, volunteered to call him Daddy.”

Baldewin snorted a laugh, eyes twinkling. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m so not kidding. I will compliment that man until words pour out of his ears.”

“Do it,” Baldewin encouraged. “And next time you’re lost, call him. I’ll of course come to your rescue too, but he likes to help you.”

Cameron really didn’t like the idea of making a bad impression but…well, it was true that an easy way to connect to someone was by either helping them or accepting help. Maybe Baldewin had a good point there. “Yeah…yeah, okay. In the meantime, lunch?”

“Certainly.” Baldewin led him through a doorway, into a hallway showcasing more wood carvings than white walls, and pointed to a doorway at the far end. “Dining hall is through that door. See? I told you, you were close.”

“Okay, that’s just embarrassing.” Cameron growled in disgust. “I was literally two hallways away.”

“While we eat, I’ll try to draw up a quick map for you,” Baldewin promised as he led the way.

“I’ll take it.” Cameron wasn’t too proud to ignore a map when offered.

He shook the melancholic thought off and went to a more immediate concern—namely his stomach. The food was good here. Cameron recognized only some of it, but the smells were always enticing. As he queued up at the buffet table, he glimpsed through the open door leading into the massive kitchen and saw a familiar face. “Oh hey, Gisa, I didn’t know you were back there.”

“My day to cook,” she called back to him as she carried a tray of freshly baked rolls out. “We all take turns here. Well, almost all. Gunter is absolutely not to be trusted in the kitchen.”

“Bad cook?” Cameron guessed.

“No, he’s excellent when he’s paying attention. But he’ll often get an idea mid-process and abandon everything on the stove. After he set off the fire alarms for the third time, we let him buy us dinner.” Gisa pushed short blond hair out of her face, tucking it behind an ear and smiling at him. “How’re the magic lessons going?”

Gisa was one of his practice partners when Lisette taught him a spell. She was one of the youngest mages in the castle (not including Cameron) although he hadn’t dared ask her age yet. Much older than him, regardless. He answered her as he loaded up a plate with anything that looked delectable. Which was pretty much everything. “Going good. You up for practicing more tonight?”

“Hmm, I actually have plans. But Carla made noises about helping you learn a few things.”

“Carla?” Cameron had no idea who that was. He’d met most of the mages in the clan so far, but not all. He was given to understand they had six in total; he’d just not met the others.

“I’ll introduce you to her,” Baldewin offered, snagging two of the rolls. “She’s sitting right over there. Let’s get some more names and phone numbers in that phone of yours, shall we?”

“Sounds great.”

Gisa shooed him on with a smile. “I’ll help you train tomorrow, though, okay?”

Remembering at the last second, he used one of those German-English crossover words. “Super.”

Gisa high-fived him for that.

“Hallo, Carla, Velten, can we join you?” Baldewin inquired as he strode for the nearest table.

“Sure, do. I haven’t had a chance to meet Cameron properly yet.”

Cameron took in the woman that had answered—Carla?—and gave her his best smile. “Yeah, I got brief names and faces and nothing really stuck. Hi.”

“Hi yourself.” The man waved him to the chair across the table from him. “I’m Velten. Wilkommen, young mage. We’re very happy to see you.”

“Dankeschön,” Cameron responded and was proud of himself for mostly saying that correctly. From what he could see, Velten was definitely dragon, and another one of those good-looking types. He stole a few glances as he set his plate down on the table and got situated in the padded chair.

“I’m Carla,” the mage introduced herself, with a nod of the head to him. Her dark hair swayed over her shoulder and she pushed it back, keeping it out of her food. “Nice to meet you, Cameron. Lisette mentioned you’re taking well to the lessons. Do you enjoy it?”

“Love every second of it.” Cameron tried not to sound like a giddy five-year-old with a new pony, but he was pretty sure he failed. “It’s like this incredible puzzle where you can put all of these different pieces together and come out with different results. I haven’t had this much fun since I was introduced to Legos.”

Carla laughed outright, shaking with it. “Oh my god, that is the best description. I need to use that. So often, you know, people assume we use magic because it’s necessary. The books and movies always have us doing magic for some grand purpose. But few of them convey that it is fun. The creation of anything with magic is wholly satisfying.”

“Yes, exactly. I’m still reveling in it. Lisette mentioned each magical clan sort of had their own specialties? Can I ask what your clan’s specialty was?”

Baldewin cleared his throat and gave Cameron a pointed look. “I can see how you keep walking away from a conversation without getting anyone’s numbers.”

Oh. Ohhh yeah, that was the goal when sitting down with these two. “I would have remembered. Eventually.”

Baldewin shook his head and explained to the other two, “He’s meeting people slowly and trying to get contact information for everyone. Carla, you especially I think he should be able to contact.”

“Absolutely, I’d love to teach him what I know too.” Carla immediately pulled a phone out of her back pocket and opened it. “Cameron, give me your number first.”

Cameron quite happily did so.
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With some smugness, Cameron went to the dining hall after his magic lesson that afternoon and didn’t get lost in the process, thank you very much. He could neither confirm nor deny needing Baldewin’s map once.

Dinner was easier this time as he recognized more faces, knew more names. People invited him to come and sit, and he was happy to do so. They talked more of game night, and asked how he was settling in, do you have anything you’re not sure about? Can we help with anything?

Cameron warmed to their obvious interest and concern. Their sincerity was clear, and he basked in it a little. People were just so welcoming here. And friendly. And cool. Cameron wanted to be friends with all of them.

While lingering over an after-dinner coffee, Dieter came and touched him lightly on the shoulder. “Cameron, may I have some of your time?”

“Sure, what’s up?” Cameron turned in his chair, tilting his head up to face him better. He didn’t know Dieter well; he’d talked to him maybe three times, all in passing. But he knew Dieter to be Alric’s right hand and well respected.

“Alric and I want to go over your family line with you,” Dieter explained.

Oh right, Alric had mentioned that. Tracing Cameron’s family line might help them track down other mages not in his immediate branch of the family. Considering how vital that was, Cameron had no problem helping them. “Okay. Lead the way. It was nice chatting with you guys. See you at game night?”

“Game night,” the table chorused in agreement.

As Cameron kept in step with him, Dieter explained in his gravelly voice, “We have a genealogy room specifically for ancestry research. It’s right above Gunter’s research room, in fact. Some of our records are so old there is no copy of them, although we’re attempting to rectify that by scanning them in digitally.”

“Backing things up is never a bad idea,” Cameron observed.

“That’s part of our reason.” Dieter took the next hallway to the left and started leading them down. “The other part is that we’re trying to share what information we have with the Ice Clan. We’re not always on good terms with them, but in this, we have a shared passion. We want to find the mages of this generation. Tracing their families is one of the best ways we know to go about it.”

“Fair enough. I’m surprised you didn’t look at my family before this.”

“We did, in fact. But I believe it was six, seven generations ago. No one was magically active then.”

“Huh. Does magic skip generations like that?”

“It can. It’s part of what makes this so frustrating. And why very little is guaranteed.”

Cameron ruminated on that for a moment, turning it over in his head as he went down a set of stairs and into yet another hallway that looked similar to the one he’d just left. “Alric mentioned once that because I was a twin, he was sure that Cassie had magic too. Is that a genetic rule?”

“It seems to be. Twins are always magical. It’s very, very rare for us to see a male mage who isn’t a twin. It does happen, but I think I’ve only seen it twice in my lifetime.”

“Duuuude.” Cameron let out a whistle. “That’s saying something. I can see why this search has been so frustrating for all of you, then.”

“In older times,” Dieter’s expression turned wistful, “it wasn’t so problematic. Magic was alive and recognized then. If you were magical, you had a clan to go to. Dragon clans at the very least. We didn’t have to hunt for mages like we do now. It was far easier.”

Cameron didn’t know how to respond to that. Except to say, “Well, maybe my family has more mages than I suspect.”

“We all hope for such to be the case.” Dieter flashed him a smile before he opened the door and ushered Cameron in. “Hoheit, we are here.”

“Excellent. Cameron, welcome. Do you have a little time to spare?”

Remembering what Baldewin had said before, Cameron made sure to use a compliment. “I always have time for a handsome man.”

Alric flushed a little. He sat at a polished wooden table, a laptop in front of him and a stack of very old books next to him. Cameron’s compliment wasn’t baseless, as Alric did look yummy. He wore a dark grey cable-knit sweater that did delectable things to his complexion and made Cameron’s fingers itch to card through his hair. Maybe he’d find a way do that.

“Then please, join me.” Alric indicated the chair next to his.

Cameron did so, but warned, “I don’t actually know that much genealogy off the top of my head. Halmeoni’s the one who keeps track of it for my family. If you really want to dive into this, it’s best to get her on the phone with us.”

“But isn’t it late, where she is?”

“Nah, it’s only early afternoon. She’s most likely watching TV.” Cameron leaned a little into Alric’s side so he could pull his phone out of his pocket. Why yes, he did do that deliberately. And Alric smelled amazing. “I like your cologne, by the way.”

A trace of color painted high on Alric’s cheeks, and he couldn’t seem to quite meet Cameron’s eyes. “I’m not wearing any.”

“Is that right?” Cameron wanted to pinch his cheeks, and ruffle his hair, and maybe squeeze him. How did this man stay adorable like this? It killed Cameron slowly that he couldn’t mess with him like he wanted to. They’d need to be a little closer, Cameron judged. “Then definitely don’t wear any.”

Alric turned a little redder.

Mindful that Dieter watched them—and the man’s eyebrows were in his hairline, eyes amused and a little wide-eyed—Cameron decided to let Alric off the hook. For now. Hopefully he’d gotten his point across that he liked what he saw. He pinged his grandmother via chat. Poke.

The response was in seconds. Poke. What’s up, favorite grandson?

Dragons want to trace our family tree, Cameron typed back. Call?

Halmeoni broke speed records, she called so quickly. Cameron bit back a chuckle as he accepted the call and Facetimed her. “Hey, Halmeoni. This is King Alric”—he panned the phone so she could see Alric—“and this is Dieter. Meet Noh Ha Na.”

“Lady Noh,” Dieter responded with a polite inclination of the head. “I’m honored. Is this a bad time to ask for your help? We can do this on a different day.”

“No, no, I was just watching boring television. This is far more interesting. And important. Cameron mentioned to me the importance of genealogy when it comes to the magical clans. Just one moment, I’ll fetch my books. How far back do you need to trace?”

“It’s not a matter of how far back,” Alric explained. He took the phone from Cameron so he could prop it up against the stacked books. “It’s the side-branches. We’ve looked at your family before, the main descendants, but no one showed any talent.”

“This was about six generations ago, Halmeoni,” Cameron tacked on. “And we’re not main, right? You told me that once.”

“No, dear, we’re a side branch,” her voice floated back to them. “Hold on one moment, I’ve got this all in binders; I can fill in the gaps, I think.”

Yeah…this was going to take a while.


[image: ]


Cameron blew out a breath, a little nervous about this whole idea. Baldewin and Ravi had talked him into coming out onto the playing field with them. Apparently, back in the old days when they had lots of mages and dragons, they had their own sport. They’d explained the rules, and it kind of sounded like Quidditch and soccer combined. The dragons had a ball they tried to get through multiple hoops around the field, goalies guarded each one, and mages flew with the dragons, both trying to knock the other players in the air off-kilter, but get their own balls in through the hoops. It sounded totally fun, but now they didn’t have enough people to form two teams, which was sad.

At any rate, they wanted to both give Cameron a chance to fine tune his magical control by throwing a ball around and give them all a chance to cut loose and have a little fun. Cameron perched up in the stands next to one of the goals to give himself the right vantage point, and both Baldewin and Ravi were in full dragon form. He’d not seen Baldewin’s dragon form before. It was rather impressive, truth to tell, sort of matching the man’s human form. He looked solid, like a scaley bulldozer, his skin so dark in hue to look blood red. Stretched out, he could probably measure a football field in wingspan alone. Cameron felt like taking a picture, then gave into the impulse of snapping a shot of them lazily doing loops around the field, ready for Cameron to get the massive red ball into the air.

The ball was built for abuse, that was obvious. It was made of metal with a thick rubber coating. And it still had some questionable dents in its sides. Cameron sucked in another breath, and spoke the spell. “Vente anti gev adi.”

The ball shot up straight into the air, soaring high above his head. Ravi shot past him in a blur of blue, snatching up the ball and heading straight for the goal.

Cameron had been told Ravi was the fastest in the clan, but Baldewin was no slouch in that department either. He chased right on Ravi’s tail, almost biting at it. No wait, he was biting at it.

“No biting!” Ravi called back.

“There are so many bad jokes I could make,” Cameron laughed, watching them zoom for the goal. “Oh my god, seriously. It’s a shame they can’t hear me up there otherwise I’d let loose.”

Ravi got the ball into the hoop, Baldewin having to swerve at the last second to avoid sending himself into the same hoop. Then they looped around in a tight circle, and the ball was tossed back to Cameron.

This too, he had to use a wind spell for, as the ball would flatten him or break an arm otherwise. Cameron aimed the spell dead center of the ball, batting it back. “Vente anti gev adi!”

It went harder and farther than he intended to, and he winced a little. Cameron was channeling the fresh mountain air to power the spells, and it was strong today, gusty. He’d misjudged the power level a little. It was a two in power, sure, but a storm was coming in, and so it was edging closer to a three. Maybe a 2.5 or something.

The ball almost went out of bounds—which said something; this field was the size of five football fields combined, at least—but Baldewin was in the right position to catch it. He caught it handily and started to swoop for the goal, forcing Ravi into defense. Or at least, that was likely his goal. It didn’t work out that way as Ravi zoomed past him, swiping the ball out with a knock of his nose and catching it before it fell more than a few feet.

“Ravi!” Baldewin growled in frustration, chasing after him. And as close as he was to Ravi’s side, he couldn’t seem to quite get far enough ahead of him to actually snatch the ball back.

Cameron sniggered. Ravi was definitely good at this game. No wonder he’d been so excited when asking Cameron if he wanted to come play. Baldewin had probably come along just for shits and giggles, but he was totally into it now. What would it be like to have two full teams again? To be able to play this properly with them? Cameron was almost wistful thinking about it, but really, there was a good chance in the near future, it wouldn’t be just a pipe dream.

The more he stayed here, the more he interacted with everyone, the more certain Cameron became. He was in the right place. He loved it here, and the friends he’d made were awesome. The magic called to him strongly, no doubt about that. He probably would stay for that reason alone. But it was times like now, when he got to play a game of ball with two dragons, that really sold him on the idea of staying.

Ravi got the ball in through the goal, and Cameron snapped out of the thought, focusing more on the here and now. Baldewin growled again in frustration even as Ravi tossed the ball back to Cameron to get it back into play.

This time, Cameron got a better feel for the wind, on how much to channel into the spell. He had better control over the ball as he shot it back into the air. “Vente anti gev adi!”

Perfect. The ball went up precisely between the two of them. Not that it helped Baldewin any. Ravi still beat him to it, basically twirling mid-air like a ballerina, claw swiping the ball handily out of the air before he tucked it into his chest and shot off for the goal.

Baldewin didn’t even try to chase him. He flapped massive wings, hovering, then dove for Cameron.

Cameron let out a squeak as Baldewin caught him up in a strong grip, lifting him out of the stands completely. Cameron clung to him in a death grip, but Baldewin had him, tucked in safely against his chest.

“I call advantage!” Baldewin stated smugly.

“That’s not advantage, that’s fucking cheating!” Ravi snarked back, looping back with the ball still tucked into his chest. “Put him back!”

Now that Cameron was up in the air like this, flying, he couldn’t imagine getting back on the ground. It was exhilarating up here, the wind caressing through his hair like a lover’s hand, ruffling his clothes and putting a wide smile on his face. “Baldewin, don’t you dare. Two on one, Ravi! Man up!”

“Oh, you’re both going down,” Ravi promised with a feral smile on his face.
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Alric stood on the balcony and watched the three play with a faint smile curving up the corners of his mouth. It had been ages since anyone used the field, so that alone made him happy. But seeing Cameron out there, using his magic just to play, was a relief. The man who’d been so adamant about not being a mage was now out there using wind spells to play ball with two dragons. The thought amused him.

And it was a relief, too, to see Cameron getting along so well with them. Alric wanted him to form close ties here, to make friends—to fall in love with someone. As a king, he needed to keep this mage. As a man, it was bittersweet in the extreme to watch Cameron laugh and play with his clanmates and know that eventually, Cameron would fall for someone. That he would have to watch it happen.

As hard as it was to watch in some ways, as much as it twisted at his heart, this was good. Cameron needed this sort of fun interaction. Alric had no intention of interfering with it. But it didn’t hurt to watch, right? Cameron’s obvious joy and amusement was too captivating for him to walk away just yet.

“There’s my wandering student. I wondered where he’d gotten off to.” Lisette came to stand at Alric’s side, shaking her head. “He’s a bit too green to be using wind spells like that. Although I suppose it’s good practice.”

“He seems to be doing rather well at it.”

“Hasn’t sent the ball out of bounds yet, at least.” Lisette pursed her lips, judging. “Ah, I say that, and he nearly does. Well, judging how much power to draw and use is part of it all. And he can’t kill anyone with that ball, so I suppose it’s fine to let them have their fun.”

“Rather my thought on it.” Alric kept his hands in his pockets and continued to watch.

“Poor Baldewin. He’s never been able to quite keep up with Ravi’s speed.” Lisette chuckled, obviously able to hear the growls of frustration even from here.

“There’s very few in this clan who can.” Wind dragons were normally the fastest of them all. It wasn’t a surprise Ravi could outfly the clan. Something about their more streamlined build, the larger wingspan proportions, helped their speed.

“If those three are keen on picking the sport back up, maybe we can modify the game rules and create smaller teams,” Lisette suggested. “Especially if we find more mages, I think it’s possible to re-create the old days. Although the field will need some renovations, as it’s been left alone to the elements too long.”

“That would be nice,” Alric agreed, a touch nostalgic. “We’ve not played in ages. I’m not sure if I even remember the rules anymore.”

“Hmm, yes, we might have to dig out the old rule books and refresh our memories.” Lisette regarded him from the side of her eye. “And why exactly are you watching from here? You could be in the bleachers next to Cameron if you wanted to watch.”

Alric carefully didn’t look at her. “Cameron needs more one-on-one interaction with the rest of the clan that doesn’t involve me.”

“In other words, you’re trying to shove him off on other people and see if he clicks with someone else? Alric, really,” Lisette sighed as if he were a particularly dense student and she wanted to smack sense into him. “Do you not see how that boy looks at you?”

He did, but…. “I can’t monopolize him. It would be unfair. Every single person in this clan will give way if I make my interest too obvious.”

“Ugh, I hate this responsible side of your nature. Will you just—oh dear.”

Alric’s head snapped around as he caught that worried tone in her voice. In the split second he’d taken his eyes off the players, Baldewin had swooped down and caught Cameron up. Even as he watched, Baldewin lifted them both back into the sky. Alric’s stomach dropped out. Sure, the game called for the mages to fly with the dragons, but that was with harnesses to keep the mages locked in. To prevent anyone from slipping and falling.

Baldewin wore no such harness.

Agitation rose hard and fast, and Alric shifted uneasily under it. His dragon reared its head, regarding the possible danger Cameron was in, and growled out its own displeasure. What was Baldewin thinking? Alric expected this kind of behavior of Ravi, not Baldewin.

“He’s always been too competitive,” Lisette muttered, already turning for the nearest staircase at a half-jog. “But really, I expect him to have better sense than this.”

Alric followed right at her heels, feeling better about her obvious concern. See, it wasn’t just him overreacting. Lisette was of the same mind.

It took them several minutes to cross the distance between garden and game field, and Alric kept his eyes mostly on Cameron the entire time. It felt like his heart lived in his throat. He believed firmly Baldewin would keep hold on Cameron, that his friend would keep him safe. But the chance of an accidental slip kept Alric’s nerves on edge.

He knew precisely how much damage could be caused in a moment, after all.

Lisette marched onto the field like a drill sergeant on the warpath. She lifted both hands, calling on the wind herself, and then chopped it in a sharp motion downwards. “Vente descen gev adi!”

Both Ravi and Baldewin’s heads snapped downwards as the long-distance smack reached them, Lisette’s wind slapping them on the top of their heads. They stopped fighting over the ball and turned, hovering in place.

“What was that for!” Ravi complained to her.

She yelled back, “You don’t take a young mage who has no knowledge of cushioning spells up in the air without a harness, ihr Vollpfosten! Bring him back down this instant!”

Sheepishly, Baldewin drifted back down and gently landed, settling carefully before he released Cameron to stand on his own two feet. Cameron also looked a bit sheepish, as if only then realizing the possible danger.

Alric regarded all three of them and wanted to bash heads together. Why were younger men always so reckless with their safety? Did they truly believe no danger could come to them?

“Baldewin, I know you have better sense than this,” Lisette chided, her hands on both hips. “Pray use it. Alric’s heart was in his throat watching you pick Cameron up like that.”

He couldn’t dispute that. It had been.

“Kindly don’t give our king heart failure,” Lisette continued, and Baldewin looked properly abashed now.

Baldewin gave him a duck of the head. “Tut mir leid.”

With a sigh, Alric nodded, accepting this.

“And Cameron, I think it’s fine to play this game with them,” Lisette continued, still in drill sergeant mode. “But if you’re going up, we have harnesses for it, so have someone put a harness on first before you fly.”

“Oh.” Cameron blinked, and it was obvious no one had mentioned the harnesses to him. “Sure.”

Shaking her head, Lisette turned sharply on a heel and marched back into the castle, muttering to herself as she went. Ravi gathered up the ball and sheepishly carried it back to the equipment locker. Baldewin followed him for absolutely no reason Alric could discern. Making a clean escape, eh?

He’d definitely have to talk to those two later about this. But for now, Alric let it go.

Cameron was more than a little windblown, hair in a sexy disarray around his face, a flush of color in his cheeks. He came up to Alric and put his palm directly on Alric’s chest, brow quirked. “Wow, I can feel it thumping. I really did scare you. Sorry.”

He couldn’t resist putting his own hand over Cameron’s, holding him there a little longer. He liked Cameron touching him, especially right now, with his heart still racing. “I’m glad you were having fun, truly. Just next time, take more precautions?”

“Absolutely promise.” Cameron’s eyes were sharp on him, evaluating, and Alric wasn’t sure what he saw in his face. But something of Alric’s worry must have shown through as Cameron’s expression softened. “I think I owe you a drink for that scare. Is there a bar somewhere in the castle?”

There was. Alric had no intention of going there and potentially sharing him with other people. Not just then. Not when he needed ten minutes with Cameron and a little peace after that heart-stopping display. “I’ve got a mini-bar in my study.”

“Even better. I’m a little tired after playing with magic. I could use a few minutes off my feet. Not that I know how to get there from here.” Cameron made a face. “I’m still learning the ins and outs of the castle. Lead me?”

“Of course.” Alric reluctantly let go of his hand and half-turned to show the way.

Cameron dropped his hand and closed it over Alric’s, the grip light and easy. It felt incredibly nice, really. Alric hadn’t held hands with another man in so long that he’d forgotten the simple pleasure it brought. And Cameron’s hand felt good, the slender fingers confident as they wrapped around his own.

There was absolutely no need to hold hands as Alric led him through the castle.

He kept hold of Cameron’s hand anyway.
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Lately Cameron felt like he was back in school in some ways, off to attend a lecture. A personal, one-on-one lecture with a master in a field he actually wanted to study.

That first time he’d called on wind had been eye-opening in more than one way. It had felt incredible, of course, to feel magic coursing through him. Literally coursing through his body like he was a conduit of electricity. Cameron suspected he’d be chasing the high of that moment for the rest of his life.

But in that moment, too, his mind had opened to a possibility he had closed off. With those self-imposed restrictions blown out of the water, Cameron finally understood why engineering had appealed to him but had never satisfied him. It was similar to magic in a sense. Taking multiple elements and designing them in such a way that they worked to fulfill a purpose—that was similar. It just wasn’t what he was made to do. What he’d always been meant to do.

Cameron had taken this European trip as a reward to himself for finishing a master’s he hadn’t actually wanted to do. Never did he imagine it would lead him to what he was born for. Thank god he’d gone despite the expense.

Lisette brought him into her workroom, which was starting to feel like a second home after all the hours he’d spent in here. It looked something like a cross between a library, chemistry lab, and a storage room for hazardous materials. She had a fridge in one corner, stainless-steel counters wrapping around in a U-shape, and another stainless-steel island in the middle with deep, double sinks. Her desk and the shelves holding all the materials dominated the other side of the rectangular room, away from this area.

Cameron suspected there was a reason for the divide. The designs carved into the walls, floor, and ceiling forming a magical barrier between the two spoke volumes. It wasn’t active now—he could cross readily over it—but if something did go down, that magical barrier would snap up in a heartbeat.

“You’ve picked up invocation very well,” Lisette told him with a proud smile over her shoulder. She led the way to the island and the barstools tucked in there. “I’ve discovered that the main stumbling block in teaching invocation is always the language, but anyone who is bilingual has an easier time of it. You speak something aside from English?”

“Korean. Not completely fluent in it, we mostly learned it to speak with family. But yeah.”

“That’s helped you in this case.” She took a stool and sat, perfectly at ease. Her eyes remained on him as he also sat. “I thought we’d start in on the basics of potions today, as Alric needs another batch. It’s a simple enough potion to make, and heaven knows he needs it on a consistent basis.”

This seemed a good opening to ask the question plaguing Cameron. “The injury he sustained…I was told it was from the war?”

“I won’t tell you the full tale. That’s his to speak of.” Her lips pursed, and she unbent enough to admit, “It’s rather extensive. He suffered the brunt of a spell, and it ripped into the musculature and ligaments on his left side. You’ve seen traces of the scar on his hand and wrist?”

Cameron nodded, his inner vision filled with an idea of what must have happened. His own body ached in sympathetic reaction. God, that must have been so painful.

“It’s much worse and more extensive than that. It extends up to the back of his neck, over his entire shoulder blade, and spiderwebs down over his spine and toward his waist. In dragon form, his wing is deformed. He can’t fly with it at all. In human form, he has little strength in the appendage. His movement is also limited in some ways. He never picks up anything with that hand, not anything with weight to it, anyway.”

The litany was horrifying. Cameron ached for the man, as that had to be beyond difficult. Everyday life had to be tough when he was in that much pain. But he’d never let on. Cameron had noticed he always used his right hand for everything. It wasn’t until the fight with the guys who’d tried to kidnap him—holy mother of— “Wait, he fought off those guys to rescue me with that kind of injury?!”

“You’re that precious to him,” Lisette answered simply, her hands splayed. “And it’s not that he has no strength at all, just not the strength he was born with.”

Hell, no wonder the fight had taken so much out of Alric.

If this was Lisette’s way of giving Cameron the opportunity to help Alric in return, to balance those scales a little, he was game. And even if that wasn’t her plan, Cameron wanted to capitalize on the opportunity. “Okay, so potion. Is this a pain reliever?”

“Yes. It also warms the muscles and ligaments. The potion is more of a salve, something we topically apply to the area to keep him from stiffening up.”

“How often do you apply it?”

“Once a day. Generally in the morning, which is partially why I brought you in so early. We’re out at the moment. Well, there’s a trace amount in the bottom of the jar, but it’s not enough to cover everything. Since we can mix this up in five minutes, I think we should try to catch Alric before he leaves his bedroom.”

“Okay.” Cameron looked around and didn’t see a single ingredient out. The counters were perfectly clear. “So where do we start?”

“Let’s assemble ingredients. We’ll need reflected sunlight, untouched snowflake, distilled frankincense, and carrier oil.”

Cameron followed her to the shelves on the other side of the room. Everything was clearly labeled in neat print (in German, natch), the jars ranging in size and opacity of glass. Some of them sparked and flamed, others were still. Lisette pointed to the jars he needed to pull. A few jars reverberated, as if the contents were too powerful to be contained by mere glass. Cameron eyed those uncertainly, not at all sure if he should be ready to duck and cover.

Fortunately, they were on the other side from those, and the jars he pulled were much tamer.

“Now, review for me. You learned the power levels for each type of element. Elements commonly found in nature are…?”

“A one in power. Anything with inherent power to it will be a two.”

“Very good. And the elements in your hands?”

Cameron regarded the two jars. “I would think reflected sunlight and untouched snow isn’t common-common, so maybe a two?”

“Excellent. You’re correct. What about the distilled frankincense?”

“Well, you just said distilled, so I would think a two as well.”

“Correct. I’ve distilled this down to enhance its potency. And the carrier oil?”

“One, unless you’ve done something to it.”

“I have not.” Lisette went back to the island. “You’ll discover as you go that most potions generally have between three to five ingredients. Never more than six. Part of that is because most potion ingredients are powerful and you can’t mix too many together.”

Right, he remembered reading about this. It had been interesting to him and one of the facets of magic that made perfect sense. “I can see that. Anything over a twelve in power is an anti-spell, right? So if you have six ingredients all mixed together, and they’re all at least a two in power, you’re in anti-spell territory.”

“Close to it.” Lisette put the jars down and regarded him, her head canted. “So that made sense to you, did it?”

“Sure. It’s like making sure you don’t have too much power going through an engine. Too much power would tear it apart.”

Lisette gave him a nod, pleased. “Your engineering background is making this easier on you. Anti-spells often have a tendency to backfire on the caster. They’re unstable by nature and generally result in either complete failure or explosions. That said, there are always magicians who try for them, and sometimes they do succeed. I personally wouldn’t gamble on it, though.”

“Seems like a really poor bet to make to me.” Cameron imagined he’d have to be very desperate or crazy to try it. Mostly crazy. “Okay, so if everything here is a two in power, except the carrier oil, then it’s a seven in power altogether?”

“Correct. We don’t try to force something to be higher in power. It often has the opposite result of our goal. We instead focus on blending together elements that work well together.” Lisette pointed to each in turn. “The reflected sunlight works in conjunction with the frankincense to warm and relax the muscles. The untouched snow cools the inflamed areas and soothes the pain. The carrier oil is a vehicle to mix everything together and apply it to the skin.”

“And I speak a spell to put it together?”

“Not all potions require it. But it does work better in this case if a mage applies it, as our magic can give a gentle boost to the salve.”

Cameron thought about that for a moment. It would be hard to apply something on your own back, especially if it took up most of the left side. Alric struck him as fairly independent though, and extremely shy about letting anyone see his injured body. His suspicions stirred. “Is that really what it is? Or is that what you tell Alric so you can apply it for him?”

“You’re sharp,” Lisette approved, eyes twinkling. “I’ll let you apply this after we’re done making it.”

Oh-ho. Why him and not her? Unless…more suspicions stirred. “Lisette, by any chance, are you trying to play matchmaker?”

Lisette kept her expression prim even as she pulled out a stone mixing bowl from underneath the counter. “Stone works best for potion making. Polished stone, that is.”

Cameron made a mental note even as he pressed for the information he really wanted to know. Because he needed to get to the bottom of this before he dug himself into an embarrassing corner. “I’m asking because I honestly can’t read the man. He’s giving me very mixed signals.”

Her eyes cut to his face, examining him. “Are you interested in him, then?”

“Excuse you, the man’s so hot it’s a wonder he doesn’t set things on fire. Me—I’m talking about setting me on fire. And he’s charming, like seriously did he kiss the stone at Blarney Castle? And he’s protective and alpha in the very best of ways, not to mention he gave me that sweet, teasing kiss, and if you hadn’t been in the room with us at the time, I so would have jumped him.”

“You should have done it anyway,” Lisette answered baldly, eyebrow arched.

“Ha! So he is interested! Damn, I wish he wasn’t so hard to read.” Cameron considered all of this for a moment, running it through his head to see how viable it sounded. Alric would tease and flirt one second, disappear the next. Cameron had never dealt with a man who did this push-and-pull before. Or maybe it wasn’t even that. Maybe it was a culture gap? Did Alric possibly think Cameron was just flirty by nature and wasn’t really interested? There was also quite a bit of an age gap between them; maybe Alric thought him too young? But no, he’d kissed Cameron, so that couldn’t be it.

Was it because he hadn’t kissed back? Cameron hadn’t meant to give the wrong idea; he’d just been startled. And then magic. Magic was very distracting. But he’d strongly hinted about kissing dragons more and that Alric was handsome, trying to get his interest across. And still, Alric hadn’t made a move.

Cameron suspected something else was at work here. And he had a very dark suspicion as to what the hold-up was. “Lisette. Correct me if I’m wrong, okay? But you said Alric was body shy. Baldewin told me Alric doesn’t think of himself as attractive. And the man doesn’t seem to know how to approach me. Is this”—Cameron waved a hand toward his own left side in illustration—“the issue?”

Lisette sighed, her shoulders slumping for a moment. “He won’t say as much to any of us. Not even to Baldewin, and he and Baldewin have no secrets. But that’s what we suspect, yes. At least part of it.”

“And the reason you’re encouraging me is because he’s interested?”

“Yes. I think he likes you a great deal.” Lisette shot him a look as she opened the jar of carrier oil. “I do hope you’re good at taking the initiative. Now, focus. We are losing time. And the measurements on potions must be precise.”

Cameron focused and made notes. He’d been using the note section of his daily planner so far, but he really needed something else—an actual notebook for this sort of thing. Did mages in this day and time have grimoires? If they didn’t, could he convince people it needed to make a comeback? Because Cameron so wanted a grimoire.

The potion was easy to make. It reminded him of his halmeoni’s mixture of essential oils, actually. They poured it into a glass container with a screw top lid and then more or less speed-walked back up to the king’s wing of the castle. Lisette didn’t do more than briefly knock before sailing through. “Alric! I have your salve.”

“Thank you,” Alric’s voice floated toward her, sounding relieved. “There wasn’t much left in this jar. And I’m due for a—oh.”

Cameron rounded the open door leading into the king’s bedroom, and he could tell Alric was flustered and embarrassed to have him in there. The king was half-dressed, black slacks on and a shirt hanging on the tri-standing mirror nearby. Alric was expecting the salve, yes, and had stayed in this half-dressed state. But he did not want Cameron to see him shirtless, that was clear. The man couldn’t meet his eyes and he sat stiffly, head turning away.

Oh yes. Cameron saw the problem. He wished Alric would look at him because then he’d see that Cameron absolutely wasn’t disappointed. The damage on the left side was extensive, yes. The lines of injury were red in parts, puckered where things hadn’t healed right. The white lines of scars wrapped around his arm like a lightning strike across his skin. They didn’t detract from him—they enhanced the rest of his taut body. Alric clearly exercised on a regular basis, and it left him toned in a perfectly yummy way.

Was Cameron drooling? He might be drooling. Also, he really wanted to lick a nipple.

But Alric was getting stiffer and more uncomfortable by the nanosecond, and that had to stop. Cameron put on a cheerful tone and strode right in as if he were oblivious to Alric’s unease. “I hope you don’t mind if I practice on you. I mixed this one up myself.”

That brought Alric’s head up a notch. “You did? You’re learning potions already?”

“Yeah, Lisette said this one wasn’t complicated, and she wanted to introduce potion making to me.” He screwed off the lid and knelt just off to Alric’s side, dipping his fingers generously into the jar. How did he ease Alric’s tension? How did he communicate that he liked the look of this man and the scars were absolutely not a deterrent?

First order of business, activate the salve. “Fekats gev adi.”

The salve sparked briefly, the magic mixing in like glitter. He scooped a generous amount onto his fingers. Fortunately, Cameron’s mouth had never had a problem supplying words. He touched three fingers to the top of the shoulder and then jumped. “Damn, you’re hot! I mean, you’re hot in that sense too, but I didn’t realize dragons ran this warm all the time. I find the inside of the castle a little cold, and you’re sitting here shirtless like it’s nothing and you’re still warm. This is unfair.”

Alric’s attention was on him now, and was that a blush heating the man’s cheeks? Making the King of the Fire Dragons blush was kind of fun and very adorable. Cameron would so be doing that more often. “It’s common for the fire dragons to be warm generally, yes. We carry a great deal of heat with us.”

“Makes sense.” Cameron smoothed oil over Alric’s shoulder, dipped his hand in for more oil, and kept going, keeping a weather eye on Alric’s expression as he did so. He didn’t want to cause pain, but wasn’t sure how much pressure to apply, either. He didn’t see any hint of discomfort on his face, so he figured he’d gotten it correct.

Lisette cleared her throat. “It seems that Cameron has this well in hand. I’ll leave it to you, Cameron.”

“Sure.” Yes! The chaperone had left the room. Now Cameron had a chance to get some game on. He waited until he heard her high heels on the wooden floor in the hallway outside before speaking again. “I imagine your right side is trying to compensate for the left, so I’ll oil up that side too, okay?”

Alric was back to shifting uncomfortably. “No, that’s fine. I’m taking away time you should be spending with the rest of the clan and your studies. If you’ll leave the jar with me, I can—”

Cameron needed a clue by four. So he could hit Alric over the head with it. Right, time to change tactics. He shouldn’t try to come on as nurturing. Make this sexy. “Alric. You ever have this fantasy you think will never come true?”

Alric paused, studying him as if Cameron was a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out. “I think we all have those.”

“Well, mine involves a sexy man—older men are my preference, by the way—and oil, and a little privacy.” He dipped his fingers in again, this time soothing the oil directly over Alric’s chest with both hands, looking the man dead in the eye as he rubbed the oil into his skin with a firm sweep of his palms. Alric’s breath audibly hitched in his throat, and he stared back as if mesmerized. Cameron murmured in a low voice, “Let me indulge, okay?”

Alric’s voice was husky as he breathed, “As you will.”
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Alric’s body burned. Every seductive pass of Cameron’s amazing hands left Alric aching to pull Cameron closer. He wanted to claim his mouth in a deep, drugging kiss that would finally wipe away his knowing little smirk. The man massaging tense muscles was well aware of how he was driving Alric crazy. It was all Alric could do to hold back the moan rising in his throat.

He was fairly certain all the blood in his body had flooded south to his throbbing cock pressed against the front of his slacks, demanding to have a turn with Cameron’s magical hands and that wonderfully slick oil.

To have those long, nimble fingers wrap around him and—

No! No thinking about that.

Clenching his teeth, Alric fisted his right hand at his side, inwardly praying Cameron didn’t notice the fine trembling of his muscles as he struggled to get control of himself.

Of course, that wasn’t possible.

Cameron chuckled softly, his warm breath brushing against Alric’s bare neck. Goosebumps broke out across his flesh, and Alric sucked in a breath through his teeth.

“Relax,” Cameron murmured. “The point of the massage is to help you relax. Make you feel good.”

“Would you be able to relax if someone was doing this to you?” Alric asked, his voice little more than a harsh growl.

Cameron hummed as if he was giving it some thought. He bent, dipping his fingers into the oil again. Moving behind Alric, he cradled his neck on either side, gently massaging muscles there before sweeping down across his chest. Alric’s nipples hardened to painful points, and there was no stopping the quick breath he sharply sucked in. This wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t stop how his body reacted to each amazing caress. He could only control what he did about it. And right now, he was going to sit there and take it because it made Cameron happy.

Alright, fine, he might be enjoying it too. A little.

“Just anyone massaging me?” Cameron asked.

Rage scorched through Alric’s body, and he glared at the wall in front of him at the thought of anyone putting their hands on Cameron. No one should touch him. Just Alric. Only Alric. Scheiße, and that was his dragon flaring up with possessiveness. Alric shoved it back down mentally.

“Whoa! You just got really warm,” Cameron gasped, his hands leaving Alric for a moment. “Are you okay?”

Alric nearly groaned at himself. “Yes. Of course. Hot flash,” he muttered and then rolled his eyes at himself. A fucking hot flash? Wonderful. That was really sexy. Now he was a menopausal woman.

Cameron’s hands tentatively returned to his shoulders, resuming their slow course over Alric’s bare skin. “I’m guessing that’s a dragon thing. Hot flashes. I bet you would be amazing to snuggle with at night, all warm and toasty. My feet would never be cold with you.”

Images of a naked Cameron stretched out beside him, wrapped in his arms, their bodies pressed flush from toes to lips, crowded into his brain, and his cock throbbed a happy yes. Alric closed his eyes and clamped his mouth shut when his tongue fought to offer his bed up to Cameron any time he wanted.

This was wrong. Cameron could belong to another dragon, and he was sitting here basking in the man’s slippery touch over his body. He was imagining kissing him, sinking deep into him until Cameron screamed his name over and over again.

But it wasn’t enough to simply fuck him and claim him.

Alric wanted Cameron to claim him as well. He wanted Cameron to trust him, believe in him, place his life into Alric’s hands and know that Alric would always keep him safe. He wanted Cameron to fight for Alric.

Beautiful, sweet, funny Cameron couldn’t possibly be his. Alric was too dark, too weak. He didn’t deserve someone as perfect as Cameron. The mage likely belonged to Gunter—they both had brilliantly sharp minds. Or maybe he was Ravi’s mate—they both had a playful, free sense of humor.

There were at least a dozen other dragons who would be a better match for Cameron and here Alric sat, greedy and selfish, loving every pass of his wonderful hands over his skin. He was stealing from another member of his clan. A lump of self-loathing formed in his throat. This behavior started the war, and he would not be like Kaiser.

Closing his eyes, Alric parted his lips to finally ask Cameron to stop, but the mage pressed his cheek to the side of Alric’s head, his lips brushing against the shell of his ear. “Shhh…relax. Remember, this is for me. You promised to give me my fantasy.”

Alric managed a small nod as Cameron’s wicked hands slid down his chest and across his flat stomach, dancing so damn close to the waistband of his slacks. Just another inch or so and Cameron’s fingers—

“But you asked me a question,” Cameron started again, dragging his hands up Alric’s chest. His index fingers lingered on Alric’s nipples, circling them slowly a few times before moving back up to his shoulders. Alric couldn’t remember what they’d been talking about at all. “Relaxing if just anyone was massaging me? No, I don’t think I could.”

Right. Alric’s destructive thoughts had spiraled out of control when he’d thought about someone else placing their hands on Cameron.

“But if it was you?” Cameron hummed, and this time the sound was of pure pleasure. “I think that would be amazing. You’ve got amazing hands.”

Just the mention of hands had Alric instinctively pulling his left hand toward his lap. There was no hiding it or his scars from Cameron when his upper half was naked like this. He would love to massage Cameron, to rub away all his tension and worries, but there was so little strength in his left hand. Cameron deserved—

“No,” Cameron said sharply. “I can practically hear the evil thoughts in your head.” Cameron slid back around to face him and snagged Alric’s left hand in his. The mage’s gaze was hard and fierce, holding Alric’s eyes captive while he lifted Alric’s scarred hand to his lips and brushed the lightest kiss across his knuckles. “A massage from you would be perfect. I know it.”

Alric couldn’t look away from Cameron’s brown eyes as the mage squatted to dip his free hand into the oil. He spread it across Alric’s left hand and worked it up his arm, fingers digging deep to knead injured and worn muscles. There was no stopping the moan of intense relief that broke from Alric’s lips, and Cameron smiled.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Cameron purred.

That wicked smile had Alric’s dragon perking its head up. He rumbled in his chest, and one word repeated with a fiery urgency. Mine.

His dragon wanted Cameron. Wanted to claim him, drag him off to his secret hoard, and hide him away from the world.

Well, his dragon needed to get used to disappointment. Just because he wanted Cameron didn’t mean he got to keep him. If they weren’t mates, then there was no changing it. He’d have to give Cameron up.

“Would you give me a massage if I was injured?” Cameron asked.

Alric’s head snapped up, and he blinked. At least a little blood was left in his brain. “Of course. Anything you need.”

Cameron sighed extravagantly and stood up. “Thank god. You see, I bumped into my doorframe this morning when I was heading to see Lisette.” He bent his forearm, holding it up so Alric could see it. “I know you can’t see a bruise, but I swear it’s coming.” His skin looked pristine and flawless to Alric, but if Cameron said he was injured then Alric would do anything to help him feel better.

A smirk lifted one corner of his mouth, and he dragged his eyes up to Cameron’s face. “You bruised your arm?”

The mage nodded, his smile so very dirty. “Yes, and I need a massage. The bruise must have pinched something because I kind of ache everywhere.”

“Mmm...so not just your arm?”

Cameron shook his head. “Everywhere,” he repeated in a low, husky voice that did things to Alric’s cock.

A loud knock on the chamber door had Cameron guiltily jumping backward and Alric shoving to his feet.

“What?” Alric snarled.

The door opened, and Dieter stepped over the threshold. “Forgive the intrusion, Hoheit, but I’ve received a message from King Rodrigo of the Ice Clan.”

Cameron sighed beside him. “Duty calls.” Alric looked at his lovely smile. “It’s tough being king.” He winked and strolled out of the room, calling over his shoulder, “Don’t worry. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

Alric flopped down onto his stool. Oh god. How the hell was he supposed to keep his hands to himself if Cameron took it upon himself to massage Alric with the oil every morning?

Dieter cleared his throat, reminding Alric that he was still waiting for an answer.

“Ten minutes, Dieter. I’ll meet you in my office in ten minutes,” Alric said as evenly as he could manage.

“Very good, Hoheit.”

The second the door closed behind Dieter, Alric was back on his feet, marching straight into his private bathroom. As he crossed into the luxurious room, he had his pants torn open and his straining cock in his right fist. There was no getting rid of this on its own.

Sitting on the edge of the counter, Alric groaned as he stroked himself. It didn’t take much. His mind was a blur of images. His own fantasies. Cameron on his knees in front of him. Cameron’s hand wrapped around him while he leaned in and whispered dirty desires in his ears. Cameron stretched out on his bed, arms reaching for him, begging for Alric to take him.

Just a few strokes, and his orgasm barreled through him. Nerve-endings tingled and he gasped, coming so fucking hard blackness crept into the edges of his vision.

For a moment, he sat gasping on the edge of the sink, his left hand gripping the counter, trying to steady him.

And Cameron was supposed to massage the oil on him each morning?

He was so fucked.
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“Cam!”

Cameron turned at the hail. He had been crossing the courtyard but paused, waving back as Ravi jogged to him. “Hey.”

“You’re going out?” Ravi asked in worry.

“Well, I’m kind of running low on a few essentials,” Cameron explained to him with spread hands. “I packed for a two-week vacation, not an extended stay. I thought I’d ask someone to drive me into town and guard me.” Well, he wasn’t too low thanks to the castle having nearly everything, but after being in the castle eight days, Cameron needed to just get out and stretch his legs.

“Ohhh. I can do that.” Ravi bounced a bit on his toes as he admitted frankly, “Alric’s given firm orders that we’re to protect you. You have priority if you want to go anywhere.”

“Um, thanks?” Cameron felt like that should be flattering but really, it was weird. Having a bodyguard available to him who was also a dragon was just really, really weird. He felt like an imposition, and it wasn’t a comfortable feeling. “I only need about two hours or so.”

“You can take as long as you’d like,” Ravi assured him cheerfully. “I’m tired of being stuck in the castle.”

“Oh. Well in that case, let’s definitely get some fresh air.”

“Wait right there. I’ll grab one of the cars.” Ravi darted off to the garage. He returned in under a minute with a Jeep, one of the more modern versions with an enclosed hard top.

Cameron hopped in, still buckling as Ravi headed for the main gates. “Do we need to alert anyone?”

“I texted Baldewin as I grabbed the keys, no worries.”

Ravi darted him a quick, hopeful look as they passed through the gates. “So, you really intend to stay? You don’t want to return to your home?”

“Eh, not really. I mean, I have friends I’ll miss in the States, and of course, I’ll want to visit family too, but…I don’t know how to explain this and have it make sense.”

Ravi made an encouraging noise.

Heartened by it, Cameron wet his lips and tried. “I went to Berkley for my master’s and when I did that, the world changed on me. I visited my hometown during the summers to find that most of my friends were gone and had no intention of coming back. My sister went to school in Massachusetts. I felt uprooted after that. There’s not anything pulling me back to the US. But here—god, Ravi. It’s like I finally found where I was supposed to be all along. It’s this incredible feeling of belonging, like I’m rooted to the ground. I didn’t realize how disconnected I was in the US until I came here and met all of you.”

Ravi nodded as if this made perfect sense and Cameron wasn’t waxing poetic. “Yes, I understand that. I felt the same before Alric invited me into his clan. It was such a relief to find a home truly my own and not one I was trying to fit into.”

“Yes,” Cameron said with relief. “That’s it exactly. So I want to stay, but so much has been thrown at me that I’m also kind of overwhelmed on where to start. I’m trying to take this one thing at a time.”

“Perfectly understandable.” Ravi slowed to take a curve, his eyes on the road but his head cocked as if he were thinking about something. “I think shopping and getting a few things is a good step. Alric wants you to be comfortable here, and I think he’s giving you some space to work through it all before formally inviting you in.”

That was one of the questions lurking in Cameron’s head, and he was glad someone had finally voiced it. “So, there is a formal invitation to be issued?”

“Absolutely, yes. And Alric will be happy to issue it to you when he feels you want it. He’s not pushy, our king. Not unless the situation calls for it.”

Cameron was of the opinion Alric could be pushier. He really didn’t know where he stood with the man. In fact, this might be a good opportunity to ask some questions. Ravi was a chatterbox, after all. “Yeah, I’ve got that impression off of him. Hey, Ravi, clear something up for me. Sometimes, being near Alric is Mixed Signals Central, and I really don’t know which way the man will jump.”

“Yeah?” Ravi encouraged. “Like when? How?”

“So, like the first time I worked magic, he offered a bit of dragon’s breath to do a spell with. And he kissed me to give me the breath. And it wasn’t just a peck, it was this body-tingling, sensual caress, and I went a little gooey.”

“I love the gooey kisses,” Ravi sighed, but his eyes were sharp on Cameron. “Really? My stiff king did that? Ohhhh, this is interesting. What else has he done?”

“I may have taken advantage of Lisette’s order to put oil on him and sexed it up a bit. And I swear to you, the man looked like he wanted to pounce and eat me right there. But he didn’t make a move.” Cameron spread his hands. “I thought I was pretty fucking obvious, but I can’t seem to pinpoint if he’s really interested or not. Or if he’s just enjoying the flirting but isn’t interested. Sometimes straight guys do that, just flirt to mess around. But my gaydar’s going a bit haywire around him. Is Alric gay?”

“Pansexual. All dragons are.”

Cameron blinked at him. “Get out. All of you?”

“All of us.” Ravi shrugged as if this wasn’t anything to be surprised by. “We’re just made that way. I can’t think of a single exception to that rule. I think part of it is that we never know what gender our true mate will be, and so dragons are just naturally open to any possibility.”

Fascinating. Cameron was truly intrigued by this turn in the conversation. “Baldewin said something to me about needing mages to have kids with, so I guess I assumed you guys were mostly straight.”

Ravi snorted. “Not at all the case. The majority of mages are female, that much is true. I’d say about eighty percent of mages are women. Male or nonbinary mages are in the minority there. It’s why when I first picked up your scent, I assumed you female.”

Cameron felt the world tilt a little bit more on him. “Whoa. Seriously? Most of them are women? No wonder Alric was excited to hear I have a twin sister, then.”

“It really makes sense to me. When we do see male or nonbinary mages, they’re generally a twin. Or at least, every male mage I’ve known was a twin.” Ravi thought about it for another moment before offering, “If you’re curious, you should ask Gunter about it. He knows more than I do.”

“I will totally do that. I suddenly have a lot of questions about this.”

“I bet. And as for Alric, trust me, he’s interested. I’m not sure why he’s holding back, either. But it’s obvious to all of us that he’s interested. Do not let up on him, okay? I honestly cannot remember the last time he even flirted with a guy. Could be he’s out of practice.”

“Oh. Yeah, I didn’t think of that. I thought maybe culture gap?”

“Maybe also playing into it. My advice? Go for it, be even more obvious. And he does better if you say things outright instead of hinting through actions.”

“That…is very good to know. Thanks.”

“My pleasure. Hopefully soon to be yours.” Ravi slowed at a cross-road and stopped. Mischief danced across his face as he turned to look at Cameron. “I know you said you wanted to go into town….”

Cameron eyed him suspiciously. Should he trust that expression? “Yes, and?”

“Well, do you want to blow off a little steam first?”

Oh, it might be the fun kind of mischief. “Sure? What do you have in mind?”

Gesturing off to the left road, Ravi explained in growing excitement, “There’s a spot over here where paragliders go. You want to do a little skydiving? I can catch you.”

“Wait.” Cameron held up a hand. “Wait, you’re suggesting I jump off a cliff and freefall, and trust you to catch me? In dragon form?”

Ravi waggled his eyebrows outrageously.

“That is by far the stupidest thing I’ve heard suggested all year.” Cameron pointed toward the cliffs. “Let’s do it.”

Ravi cackled as he made the turn.

Cameron belatedly realized that he maybe should have asked a few more questions. “You have done this before?”

“Of course! And think of it this way, it’s good practice. If we’re ever in a situation where you need to run for it, you can call for a pickup and throw yourself into the air. Easier for us to catch you than land and try to take off again.”

That all sounded valid enough. It didn’t explain the smirk on Ravi’s face. “It’s a total adrenaline rush for you. Isn’t it?”

Ravi tossed a hand. “That goes without saying. Don’t worry, I’ve never missed. Even if by some bad luck I do, you’ll have a parachute. You’ll get safely to the ground.”

That all sounded reasonable enough to Cameron. And fun. And frankly, he could use some fun about now. “Then let’s do it.”

They may or may not have skipped out of the Jeep once they arrived. And there may have been nothing more than a minute crash course of how to operate the parachute. It came down to ‘pull this cord, bend your knees, and roll as you land.’ Cameron’s caution didn’t get a chance to say much in between Ravi’s quick explanation. There wasn’t anyone else out here, just a locked building with parachutes lined up along the wall, some hang-gliding equipment. It looked like a storage container left up here for people’s convenience instead of an actual shop. “Is this in your clan’s territory?”

“Hmm? Oh, sure. We sky-dive with our mages, this is our storage cache for the gear.”

Ravi went dragon and then shook like a dog exiting a bath. He looked around, getting his bearings, and his tail lashed side to side in a happy wag. “It always feels so good letting loose like this.”

“I bet. Does it feel like you’re too confined in human form?”

Ravi cocked his giant head, thinking about it. The morning sun touched his skin and for a moment his blue hide looked gilded, like something out of a painting. “Not really the way I’d describe it. It’s more I’m aware of my other form, and sometimes it feels claustrophobic to stay only in one. Switching back and forth between them feels more natural.”

That was interesting. Cameron hadn’t been at the castle all that long, granted, but he’d seen almost every dragon’s form at this point. A lot of them went for evening flights. All but one—Alric. It was a rotten shame the king wouldn’t even change over. Perhaps hiding his scars under clothes felt more comfortable to him. Cameron wished he could ask, wished he could talk this over with Alric, but they weren’t nearly intimate enough to do so.

The thought was lost as Ravi moved toward the cliff’s edge. This side of the mountain range had very little in the way of trees, the valley below opening up to a wide sweep of grass and a picturesque lake at the bottom. It was the perfect place to fly through, without any trees to trip a person up. Cameron doubled back to put his glasses in the Jeep, just in case. It would be a pain to lose them out here.

“Let me get airborne first,” Ravi instructed, wings spreading. “I’ll shout when it’s safe for you to jump.”

The timing on this would have to be rather close. But Ravi was the expert, having done this before. “Okay.”

With a strong upthrust of wings, Ravi threw himself off the ledge and caught an air current. He let out a whoop as he gained altitude and speed. Cameron lifted a hand to his eyes to watch him go, shielding it from the morning sun.

Ravi came around in a deft circle and then bellowed, “GO!”

Cameron’s adrenaline spiked as he raced for the edge, throwing himself off with a whoop. The air rushed past his ears, eyes watering under the force of it. The exhilaration swept through him like a typhoon. Cameron felt like laughing, it was so freeing being in the air like this.

Strong claws caught him against a firm chest, jerking him to a stop, and then Ravi swept upwards, his wings beating hard. Cameron clutched what he could of Ravi’s arm, laughing like a loon. “Oh my god, that was amazing!”

“Let’s do it again!” Ravi called back, just as delighted.

“Of course we’re doing it again!” What was he, crazy? Cameron could do this all morning. Maybe all day.

Ravi deposited him back on the cliff, then hopped back into the air. Cameron was off as soon as Ravi barked out the first syllable. This time, he did a flip off the cliff, daring to do something he’d never quite managed to land in a pool. But he didn’t have water to slap at him out here.

Ravi was laughing as he caught him. “Six points for acrobatics!”

“Bastard! That was worth an eight at least!”

Ravi kept laughing, the tone a bit evil. He dropped Cameron off again, taking into the skies. Cameron eyed the edge of the cliff, trying to think of a way to improve that flip. He wasn’t a natural athlete or anything, and he’d never done gymnastics before. Just messed around in a pool with Cassie and a diving board. Hmm, what to do?

His head came up, and he focused more intently on Ravi. The dragon had said something, but the wind snatched half of it away. Something about behind? Behind him? Cameron half-turned, but only got that far before an arm banded strongly around his chest, pulling him back from the cliff’s edge. He would have fought it but he recognized the scent of the man holding him.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing,” Alric growled into his ear.

Uh-oh. Cameron got the distinct impression he was in trouble. “Um, skydiving?”

Alric turned him sharply, hitting the belts of the parachute open and pulling it off with no finesse. There was a sharp, angry tension in his jaw as he worked on them. Cameron wasn’t sure why he was so mad but meekly helped get the parachute off.

Holding it up like a dirty dishrag, Alric growled, “Did you think it was safe because you were wearing this?”

“Um, yes?” Cameron thought that was rather obvious.

Alric closed his eyes, breathing deeply and visibly reaching for patience. “Cameron. A parachute only operates at certain altitudes. Anything less than two thousand feet above ground level, it’s not safe to deploy. You’re at two thousand eight hundred while standing on this cliff. You lose altitude the minute you jump off. What altitude do you think you’re at when Ravi catches you?”

He eyed the distance he normally fell, made some guesstimates, and winced. “Yeah, probably not two thousand. And all the equipment was right here, so I thought it was safe.”

Alric sighed again, deeply, more resigned than angry now. “This is where they land. They store their gear here for convenience. They launch from the top of the Alps, not here. The top is eight thousand feet elevation.”

“Oh. Uh, oops? In my defense, I’ve never gone skydiving before.”

“So this was Ravi’s idea?”

Cameron didn’t actually want to throw his friend under the bus and winced again. “Maybe?”

“Baldewin.” Alric straightened to full height, face set, practically radiating with angry tension. “I want Ravi beheaded the second he lands.”

Cameron started panicking. Now wait, wasn’t that a bit harsh?!

Baldewin, on the other hand, snorted. “I’ll have to catch him first.” He turned and yelled in German, “Da hast du dir schön was eingebrockt!”

A whine came back from Ravi. “Ich hatte keine Ahnung!”

Cameron couldn’t follow what they were saying and pleaded with Alric, “It might have been his idea, but I agreed to it.”

Alric rubbed at his temple like he was fighting off a headache. “I won’t actually kill him for this. He says he didn’t know about the altitude requirement either. Which I believe, as he’s never worn a parachute in his life. But please, the next time Ravi suggests something that sounds like a good idea, pass it by me first? He doesn’t really understand what danger means.”

That promise potentially got them both out of trouble. Cameron nodded vigorously. “Cross my heart. But how did you know we’re out here?”

“I have a secondary guard who shadows you if you leave the castle. Just in case. They reported it to me.” Alric had a strange quirk to his mouth. If Cameron didn’t know better, he would say the man was sardonically amused. “And please, for the sake of my heart, can you find something more peaceful to do for the rest of the day?”

“I can absolutely find something,” Cameron promised faithfully. He eyed Alric, wishing he could hug the dragon king. The man looked like he needed a hug. And it would be nice, snuggling into the man and enjoying that firm body for a few seconds. Or minutes.

But since he was the reason Alric was stressed out, he probably shouldn’t ask.
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The shopping was put aside for the day as they went back to the castle. It didn’t seem the right time to go into town, considering it was semi-dangerous. Cameron didn’t actually want to give Alric heart failure. It could wait another day or two.

Ravi refused to get back into the vehicles, choosing instead to fly back. He likely realized Alric hadn’t relinquished the idea of beheading quite yet.

Cameron wasn’t sure what to do for the rest of the day, but he did still want to ask Gunter those questions. So when Alric went back inside the castle, he snagged Baldewin’s arm. “Hey, Baldewin.”

Baldewin stopped, turning to look at him. “Yes?”

“Can you introduce me to Gunter?”

Baldewin’s head canted a little. “You haven’t met Gunter yet?”

“I don’t remember doing that, no,” Cameron replied with a shrug. “Ravi and I were talking about mages, and how few of them were men, and that Gunter would know more about it. I kind of want to ask some questions.”

“Gunter is very much the person to ask,” Baldewin agreed readily. “And now that I think about it, I shouldn’t be surprised you haven’t met each other yet. He’s usually holed up with his research. Right now, he’s trying to pinpoint with the mages where those spells came from.”

Right, Lisette had said she was trying her own method of tracking down Cameron’s attackers. Hence not having a lesson today. “Then maybe I shouldn’t interrupt them?”

“I think an hour of not looking at the problem would do him good. He’s been staring at it too long at this point.” Baldewin indicated where to go, using one of the many side doors from the courtyard into the castle.

Cameron by no means had the castle layout down. But he was beginning to learn it—how the major hallways connected to each other, at least. This was one he’d used before, but Baldewin went right instead of left, and entered a whole new section Cameron hadn’t ventured into. It really made him wonder. Just how long would he need to stay here before he was as familiar with it as Baldewin? And could it be that his poor brain just had too many things to learn? Here he was trying to learn magic, a complicated castle layout, a new culture, and a new language to boot. His head spun most days and felt like mush by the end of it.

They descended two levels, and Cameron began to wonder if they had a dungeon in this castle. Because this very much felt like a dungeon. The coolness of the stones on either side of the stairs chilled his exposed skin. Cameron really had to invest in a hoodie or something. He’d be a human popsicle for the rest of his life at this rate.

Fortunately, the stairs ended at a door and, apparently, Gunter’s work room. Baldewin didn’t even knock, just barged in and called out, “Gunter!”

“Don’t interrupt me,” Gunter groaned in response. “I was on the verge of a thought.”

“You’re always on the verge of a thought. Pull your mind into the present and come meet Cameron.”

Cameron cleared the door and looked around with interest. It was sort of like Lisette’s work room, but not. More books, for one. Less magical ingredients. There was a collection of chalkboards that dominated an entire wall with writing covering every inch of it. To Cameron’s eye, it looked mostly mathematical with some chemical formulas popping up here and there. Just what was Gunter doing, again?

From behind a massive stack of books—seriously, it was book Jenga—a head popped into view. Ice blond hair, crystal blue eyes set in a square face with a very strong bone structure. He looked like some conquering Viking hero from a story. Cameron blinked, not expecting the dungeon dweller to be handsome.

It took a second, probably because Gunter was switching mental tracks, then he lit up. “Right! Our new mage. Hello, Cameron Park.”

Baldewin completed the introduction with a wave of the hand. “Cameron, Gunter. He’s our researcher. He collaborates with the mages to help them study magical elements and trace mage bloodlines. He also spends far too much time in this room.”

With a sniff and a pointed look, Gunter ignored him. “Welcome, Cameron. I’ve meant to go up and meet you, ask if I could take some blood samples.”

Baldewin sighed. “Will you please act like a normal person for once?”

Cameron was a little alarmed with a person demanding blood samples on first acquaintanceship, but he had to admit he was curious as to why. “For what?”

“My purpose is two-fold.” Gunter came around his desk, revealing comfortable, worn-in jeans and a hoodie that had seen better days. An ink-splattered hoodie, no less. Had he strangled a pen to death? “One, if we have a blood sample on file for you, our mages can do spells targeted at you. Like seeking spells. Even if you’re taken, we can track you.”

Considering what had almost happened, that seemed a very reasonable precaution. “Okay, so what’s the second reason?”

“I’m still attempting to divine what it is about the mage bloodlines that is so predominantly female. Did anyone tell you that most mages are women? Yes? Oh good, that simplifies matters. We truly do not know why. It’s not a bad thing, we dragons don’t care as much about gender, but it’s a fascinating question, don’t you think? I really want to understand if there’s a genetic factor we’re possibly overlooking. The trouble is, I only know of two or three living male mages. I don’t have enough data to go off of.”

Cameron felt himself warming a little to Gunter. He, too, liked a good intellectual puzzle to sink his teeth into. “I actually came down here to ask you about this very thing.”

“Did you really?” Gunter perked up visibly, a hopeful smile tugging his mouth up.

“I did, yeah. And I wanted to talk to you about the whole child-birth thing too. Since I’m a male mage, doesn’t that make it complicated for whatever dragon chooses me?”

“Hmm, not in the way you mean it. It’s true we’re all a little baby crazy in a way, not having had children in ages. Dragons only go into heat once every hundred years or so.” Gunter made a face. “And our mages, they don’t always match up to that heat well, so getting pregnant is very hit and miss. We’ve had only a few children since the Dragon War ended for that reason. Is that your question?”

“Partially. But how do same-sex couples have a child?”

“We have the magical version of an incubator. It’s a rather complex spell, takes a dozen mages to keep it activated and sustained for the full nine months.” Gunter made a face. “Another reason why we couldn’t use it, as we currently only have six mages. We’ve attempted to modify the incubator, but it’s complex magic and not easily tampered with.”

“I can imagine it would be, if you’re basically trying to grow a child.” It was all fascinating and Cameron definitely wanted to ask more questions about this. He had a feeling Gunter might know most of the answers, despite not being a mage himself. If they married technology with magic, would it be easier? More feasible?

Gunter’s eyebrows rose hopefully. “Being that you’re one of the few male mages I’ve seen, do you mind if I take a blood sample?”

“Not at all,” Cameron assured him. “But I want to ask you questions, too.”

“Of course, of course, I’d be happy to discuss it. And I have many questions about the Noh Clan.” Gunter almost skipped to a drawer, pulling out needles and vials like a vampire looking forward to a feast. “Here, take a seat.”

Following Cameron to the barstool, Baldewin warned Gunter in a firm tone, “Don’t take too much.”

Gunter looked up from his prep work and frowned at Baldewin as if the man had suddenly spoken in a foreign language. “Too much?”

Cameron found himself glad Baldewin was here.
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Alric could feel the smile forming on his lips as Cameron’s excited voice echoed down the hall. The young mage had been living in the castle for only a week and a half, but Alric swore it had been longer. Every time he saw Cameron around the castle, he was chatting with a different dragon or he was working with Lisette on his spells.

Sadly, Alric had taken to spending more time in his office. It was easier than watching Cameron with other dragons, his heart painfully pounding at the thought of this dragon proving to be Cameron’s mate. His own dragon wanted to snatch Cameron up and tuck him away in Alric’s secret room with his hoard. There the mage would finally be safe away from this threat as well as other dragons.

Not healthy thinking.

Alric needed to do what was best for his people. He needed to think of Cameron’s needs first and not his own.

But even with that in mind, he still found himself cherishing each of Cameron’s visits. Every day, Cameron sought him out. Sometimes it was only for a few minutes before Cameron had a lesson with Lisette, or Alric had a meeting, but other times they were able to steal hours. It didn’t matter the length of time. Alric only wanted to see Cameron’s smile, hear his laughter.

He’d also found himself indulging in Cameron’s morning visits. The young mage insisted on being the one to put oil on Alric every morning. After that first surprising morning, Alric found he could handle himself a little better. Marginally. Alright, it was a lie, but he at least hadn’t lost all control in front of Cameron. And he should probably put a stop to it, but…he didn’t want to.

A beautiful younger man wanted to touch Alric and tease, and dammit, Alric enjoyed the attention. Why not indulge? And really, it became clearer by the day that Cameron wanted Alric. It seemed, oddly, as if only Alric held his regards.

Alric didn’t understand that, not really. His clan had many beautiful, amazing people in it. He’d been sure once Cameron had met them, his attention would shift from Alric and onto someone else. But it strangely hadn’t happened, and that fed Alric’s hope. Was it possible Cameron’s flirtations were sincere? That he really was that interested?

Alric kicked back in his favorite chair with a sigh, letting his legs stretch out in front of him. For a moment, he let himself indulge in the idea of asking Cameron out on a date. A proper date, with all that entailed. It was all too blissful even in his head. Was it wise to do so? Alric feared not only rejection but in making things awkward. If their dating went poorly, then wouldn’t Cameron hesitate in staying here? In accepting a position in the clan?

The concern was valid and yet…and yet.

He sighed again, sinking a little further into the chair. It had been something of a long day, and these worries didn’t help any. Alric mentally set them aside and focused on simple pleasures instead. He was glad to finally sit and put his feet up. Of course, as soon as he settled, he started longing for a drink. Alric eyed the sidebar on the opposite side of the room, debating with himself. How badly did he want that drink? Was it worth the effort of moving?

The door to the lounge opened, and Baldewin stepped through. He’d shed the official suit at some point and was back in his usual form-fitting shirt and jeans. He paused upon spying Alric, brows quirked behind his glasses. “What?”

“You’re up.” Alric smiled mischievously. “Perfect. You can fetch me a drink.”

“I’m up, saving you the trouble from getting up, so I can fetch you a drink? I see several flaws with that logic.”

“You’re going to pour yourself a drink anyway,” Alric pointed out oh-so-reasonably.

“I was actually going to mix myself a drink.” Baldewin eyed him back in challenge.

Alric’s face immediately fell. “No, why? Why would you torment yourself that way? Wait for Ravi, he can mix you a drink.”

Baldewin rolled his eyes expressively. “Alric, I can mix my own drinks—”

“May I remind you of the time you tried to make a White Russian, only instead of coffee liqueur you put in brandy—”

“—that was an honest mistake, I was distracted by the game going on—”

“—and then when you realized it didn’t taste right, you put in wine to fix it?”

“Again,” Baldewin said with a sigh, “distracted by the game.”

“You mixed vodka, brandy, wine, and cream together. It was vile. And chunky. The worst thing you’ve ever handed me.” Alric had tasted it to help him figure out why it hadn’t come out right, sure, but still. “And the whole time, you were trying to blame Ravi for not telling you how to mix it right.”

The other door into the lounge opened at that moment and Ravi popped in. “I heard my name. What did I do this time?”

Alric tilted his head to see over the back of the chair. “I was reminding him of the White Russian disaster.”

“Oh god, that was vile,” Ravi agreed promptly, expressive face screwing up as if just the memory made him gag. “Baldewin, no mixing drinks for you.”

Baldewin sighed, defeated, and lifted both hands in surrender. “Fine. Then come mix me one. Alric, come get your own drink.”

Alric groaned in protest and settled more firmly into his chair. That held no appeal whatsoever. It was actually game night, their weekly night for playing a campaign of Dungeons and Dragons, but he wasn’t sure if he had the mental energy to play.

“Why are you standing over my shoulder?” Ravi prodded at Baldewin with an elbow to his ribs even as he reached for two glasses.

“I want to see how you do it. You never give me good measurements to go by. I don’t know how much to put in.”

“You put in stuff until your ancestors lean in to whisper against your ear, That’s enough.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“It is not my job to be helpful.” Ravi’s hands flew as he poured from different bottles, mixing drinks like he’d been a bartender in a previous incarnation. “Alric? What do you want?”

“Brandy, straight.”

“You are so boring. I bet your safeword is vanilla.”

Alric snorted and refused to be baited. “I’ve had too many complications recently. I want something simple tonight.”

Handing Baldewin his drink, Ravi shot him an intrigued look over his shoulder. “Ooh, are we talking about Cameron already? I thought I’d have to get you drunk first.”

Alric suddenly felt the distinct lack of a drink in his hand. This impending conversation called strongly for the haze of alcohol. “How did we jump from complications to Cameron?”

For some reason, both dragons gave him this doubtful look, then turned to each other.

“I can’t figure out if he’s playing dense or if he actually thinks he’s fooling us,” Ravi noted to Baldewin before taking a sip from his own concoction.

“He might think he’s fooling us. I’m not sure why; he’s never really had that good of a poker face.” Baldewin sipped at his own drink and sighed. “You really are good at mixing drinks.”

“Of course I am. I get lots of practice in this group. Even Gunter treats mixing drinks like it’s a chemistry experiment.”

“I heard that!” Gunter called from the hallway. He entered the room a second later, looking like he’d just left the scene of a murder. His greyish hoodie was spattered with vibrant red, especially around the sleeves.

Alric looked him over in concern. “Do I need to go find the body?”

Gunter blinked at him, expression perfectly blank. “What? No, of course I cleaned up after myself.”

Being the patient one, Baldewin redirected him again. “What happened?”

“Oh, I had a dye bag slip out of my hands. Hit the table and burst.”

So not a dead body. Alric was relieved. You never quite knew with Gunter.

Waving this off as unimportant, Gunter zeroed in for the bar. “Why were you talking about me? And where’s my drink?”

“We weren’t talking about you, we were talking about Alric’s crush on Cameron,” Ravi denied, turning back to the bar. “And what do you want?”

Feeling like this conversation was spiraling in a direction Alric very much did not want it to go, he tried to nip it in the bud. “I don’t have a crush on Cameron. Why would you say that?”

All three men looked at him with such open disbelief Alric squirmed under it all.

In an overly patient manner, Baldewin turned to Gunter and inquired genially, “Did you observe that our king has a massive crush the size of Jupiter for our new mage?”

Gunter responded in the same manner, like a lord replying at some grand function, “I did, good sir. I daresay you could see his crush from space.”

Ravi jerked a thumb at Gunter. “Even Gunter noticed!”

“Excuse me, I’m not that oblivious.” Gunter frowned at him, affronted.

Ignoring him, Ravi brought Alric’s drink to him in his usual smooth, cat-like stride. “Alric, you are fooling precisely no one. Why are you even denying it? I mean, seriously, it’s not like this is forbidden. And Cameron is obviously interested.”

Alric accepted the drink, but he couldn’t seem to meet his friends’ eyes. There was no fooling these three. Alric wasn’t even sure why he tried, except that he didn’t really want to discuss this. Not even with these men, who were as close to him as brothers. “After so many years of looking for a mage, with so many of us wishing for a mate, I can’t selfishly monopolize him.”

“Oh, Alric,” Baldewin sighed, sounding pained. “Is that really it? That’s why you’re trying to put a lid on this?”

He had nothing to say to that. Alric sipped at his drink and avoided looking up past the rim of his glass.

Ravi blew out a noisy breath. “I want to hit him. Can I hit him?”

“No, Ravi,” Baldewin said, although even he sounded tempted to do so himself.

“But it would make me feel better,” Ravi grumbled. “Okay, let me spell this out for you, you stubborn dragon. Cameron isn’t interested in us.”

Alric’s head snapped back up. He stared at Ravi carefully, studying every whit of his expression. “But I’ve heard him compliment several of you. You especially, Baldewin.”

“I talked with Cameron about that. It turns out that your mage—”

He gave Baldewin quite the glare for that description as Cameron was most decidedly not his.

“—firmly believes people don’t compliment each other enough. He thinks it’s not healthy. He takes every opportunity to boost people’s self-esteem and compliment them when he can. And before you get it into your head that he compliments you for that reason—”

Surely Alric wasn’t that predictable. Well, alright, maybe he was.

“—he told me flat out he finds you incredibly attractive. Sex on legs, I think was his turn of phrase.”

Those words were like quicksilver in his ears. Alric dearly loved hearing them. If it was anyone but Baldewin telling him this, he’d demand verification, or to know the other man wasn’t teasing. But Baldewin clearly wasn’t teasing. Oh god, he wasn’t teasing. Did Cameron really think of him that way? So, the massage oil treatments were sincere? It wasn’t Cameron teasing him?

The click of a camera shutter sounded, and his head snapped around to see Ravi had his phone pointed at him.

“Look at that face,” Ravi cackled. “You’re so obvious.”

Alric’s eyes cut to him. “I sense a beheading in your near future.”

“Meh, I’ll take my chances. Cameron complained to me that you keep giving him mixed signals—he’s not sure how to take your reactions.”

Alric squirmed a little hearing that. He hadn’t meant to do that at all. It was his own instincts warring that made him react so.

“But do you get what we’re trying to tell you? It’s all well and fine for you to try and shuffle off to the side, give us all a shot at courting Cameron, but it’s not going to work if Cameron isn’t interested. And he’s clearly not interested. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s super fun to hang out with. And he likes talking with all of us, and getting to know us—he’s really into that.”

“It’s quite fun,” Gunter agreed as he took the chair next to Alric’s, sipping at his drink. “He asks questions that force me to think outside of the box. I’ve rarely had the privilege of speaking to someone as intelligent as he is. And he is attractive—we all acknowledge that. But I, for one, am not interested in him.”

Alric regarded him in frank confusion. How could anyone not be interested in Cameron? It boggled his mind. “Truly?”

“I think most of the clan feels that way.” Baldewin dropped onto the three-seater couch nearby and stretched out comfortably with a sigh. “We all like him, we’re incredibly happy to have him with us, but we have no intention of dating him. Alric, be frank. At least with us. Do you want him?”

It felt strange, admitting something out loud that Alric could barely admit to inside of his own head. “I do.”

Ravi closed in on him, hugging him around his head and shoulders. “Look at you, being so cutely honest.”

Alric pushed him off with a huff. “Will you stop?”

Knuckling an imaginary tear from his eye, Ravi played to the crowd. “Isn’t he just the cutest like this?”

“I’m not going to try and save you when he finally gets around to beheading you,” Gunter told him, unconcerned. “But Alric, I’m glad to hear you can admit to that. Maybe do more than just acknowledge it?”

“In other words,” Ravi interpreted with a winsome smile, “make a damn move.”
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Alric would neither confirm nor deny he sometimes used his nose to keep track of Cameron. Just when he was nearby. For safety reasons. He knew Cameron was close before he heard his voice in the hallway outside of his study. His dragon indulged in the scent of him, like a storm on the verge of sweeping through, mixed in with the citrus of his shampoo and soaps.

Really, Alric’s own reaction was a dead giveaway. Look at him now, how he’d paused in mid-motion to focus on Cameron. And the man wasn’t even in the room. Was it any wonder his friends had all prodded him and urged him to get his head out of his own ass?

“…and then Ravi got his tail stuck between two tree branches. Baldewin and I fell over laughing while he’s trying to get out of this tree,” Cameron was saying as he drew closer.

Alric placed the pen he’d been making notes with on the desk blotter and straightened a little in his chair, hoping Cameron was heading to him for his daily visit and not simply passing by. Maybe he should step outside of his office, just casually run into him.

A low sigh slipped from his lips. He was pathetic. Ravi was right, he needed to be more proactive than this.

While he was still debating with himself, there was a soft knock on his door a second before it opened, and Cameron stuck his head inside, a small smile playing on his lips.

“Hi!” he said.

Alric jumped to his feet while his pulse soared. Cameron had been coming to see him. “Hello. How are you?” Inwardly, he winced. He sounded like a stiff idiot. Why couldn’t he be more relaxed and casual like Ravi? No, not like Ravi. Baldewin. Yes, Baldewin was far more personable.

“Good. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course. Please come in.” Alric walked around his massive desk, his footsteps muffled by the thick carpeting.

Cameron’s smile grew as he stepped inside the room with his phone held in front of him. “Thanks. I was talking with Cassie, and I wanted to introduce you.”

“Oh,” Alric murmured, blinking in surprise. “Have you been introducing her to everyone in the castle?”

A beautiful blush stole across Cameron’s cheeks, and he pushed at his glasses with his free hand, adjusting them on his face. “No, I haven’t. Not yet anyway. I wanted her to meet you first.”

Alric’s dragon preened at the news. Not only was Cameron introducing him to his sister, but he was the first person Cameron had wanted to meet her.

“Hello! Turn the camera! I want to see him!” insisted a sharp voice.

Cameron jumped and quickly moved over to stand beside Alric so that their shoulders bumped into each other. Alric loved the crooked smile on Cameron’s lips, but it was the low “ooooo” that drew Alric’s eyes to the phone Cameron held out in front of them both.

Cassie Park was adorable with large brown eyes and short, bright blue hair. Her face was similarly shaped as Cameron’s but a little narrower. They were clearly siblings with the same nose and same mouth. And definitely the same animation when they were excited.

“Oh my, you are scrumptious. And I’m not just saying that. Men do not turn my crank in the least, but my god, if they did, I would be all over you like a monkey on a jungle gym. No wonder Cameron was happy to move into your castle.”

There was no stopping the blush that seared Alric’s cheeks, but he was more amused by the horrified noises coming out of Cameron. The mage jerked the phone so Cassie could only see him on the screen.

“What the hell!” Cameron screeched. “You said you were going to behave.”

Cassie snorted. “As if. We both know I was just saying that so you’d let me see him. Now turn that camera back. I see your face all the time. I want to see the pretty dragon.”

Cameron growled at his sister, while Alric sidled back up to Cameron. He carefully wrapped his left arm behind Cameron’s back and rested his hand lightly on his hip. With his right, he lightly gripped Cameron’s wrist, turning the phone so that they were both visible to Cassie. The mage was now practically wrapped in his arms. The sweet, floral smell of his shampoo mixed with hints of his soap and the wonderful heat of his body left Alric wanting to nuzzle his face into Cameron’s neck. But he locked his focus on Cameron’s sister.

“Yes, Cameron. Let your sister see the pretty dragon,” Alric teased in a low voice, his lips just inches from Cameron’s ear.

A muffled sound sort of like a whimper left Cameron while Cassie made more ooo-ing noises.

“You two are so cute together. And Cam, your face looks like you’re about to—”

“Cassie!” Cameron’s face became bright red, and his eyes were wide as he stared at his sister.

“I’m just saying—”

“No! No, you’re not saying anything.”

Alric chuckled. He definitely liked Cameron’s sister. “Cassie, it is an honor to meet you. Your brother has told me a great deal about you.”

“Anything that wasn’t positive, don’t believe. He’s a liar.”

Alric smiled at her. “All positive, I assure you.”

Cassie clucked her tongue. “Sexy and charming and a king and a dragon. You’ve just got it all.” She suddenly leaned close to the camera lens so her face filled the screen. “Are you sure you don’t have a sister?”

“No, no sister. I’m sorry. But you are welcome at Burkhard Castle at any time. I would be happy to introduce you to my clan.”

Cassie let out a high-pitched squee and bounced a little before looking at her brother. “Cam?” she prodded before biting her bottom lip.

Cameron sighed loudly and dropped his head to the side so it rested on Alric’s shoulder, his hair brushing against Alric’s. This. He never wanted Cameron to move from this spot. Couldn’t they just spend the rest of their lives exactly like this?

“Cass,” he sighed. “You know I’d love to have you here. I’m just worried about your safety and Halmeoni’s. We’re still trying to figure out who grabbed me and why. We need to settle that before you come, I think.”

Alric tightened his hand on Cameron’s hip and then winced at the small pain that shot up his arm at the gesture. He wasn’t sure if Cameron saw or felt the wince, but his head popped up immediately, worried eyes flashing to his. Alric relaxed his hold and smiled.

“You know we would do whatever it takes to keep your sister safe,” Alric murmured.

Cameron turned to face Alric, his hand coming to rest over Alric’s rapidly beating heart. They were so close right now. He’d need to lean up only a few short inches to claim Cameron’s beautiful mouth, but the worry in Cameron’s large brown eyes kept him perfectly still.

“I know, but everyone is already working so hard to keep me safe. I don’t want to cause you and your people more trouble by bringing Cassie and Halmeoni here.”

“It would be no trouble. We would be honored to protect you and any member of your family. You’re so precious, Cameron. I…”

Alric had no idea what he was going to say. His mouth was clearly operating outside the control of his brain. Luckily, Cassie’s voice interrupted.

“Wow. I seriously don’t know whether to swoon or gag. You two are so cute together.”

Cameron growled again in the back of his throat, and Alric was sure it was the most adorable sound he’d ever heard.

They both looked back at the phone to find Cassie resting her chin on her hands in front of her, a wicked grin on her lips.

“Let me think about it,” Cameron grumbled. “Maybe give them more time to figure things out.”

Cassie huffed. “Fine, but the countdown clock is running. Things are finally getting quiet at work, and I see a window to escape. And I’m literally dying over here. I want to meet dragons and learn magic and do the cool stuff.”

Cameron stepped away from Alric, and the dragon immediately felt the loss. He missed the warmth and feel of Cameron against his body, but he didn’t try to keep him close.

“I guess we should be going. You’ve got work to do.”

Alric opened his mouth that he was happy to spend more time with Cameron and his sister, but Cassie was already speaking up.

“Wait! Before we go, can I see your dragon? Please!”

Alric stiffened, and he noticed Cameron did the same. Alric rarely shifted anymore. He couldn’t fly. His left side was too weak to be of use to anyone in a fight. His dragon roared to be set free, to feel the sun on his hide, but Alric would not shift if he could help it. His dragon wanted to display and show off to a potential mate. But that wouldn’t end well, as Alric’s dragon form couldn’t move properly. He’d skip that potential disaster, thanks all the same.

“Um… he can’t. There isn’t nearly enough room in here, and shifting takes a little time and preparation,” Cameron quickly replied, saving Alric the need to make up an excuse. He chewed his bottom lip for a second, and then his face brightened. “But I can show you magic.”

“Oh! Yes! Show me magic! Do a trick.”

Cameron narrowed his eyes as he walked back over to Alric. “It’s a spell. Not a trick. I’m not pulling a rabbit out of a hat.”

“Well, I’m gonna magically put my foot in your ass if you don’t get on with the magic,” Cassie snapped.

Alric poorly covered up his bark of laughter with a cough, but the glare from Cameron showed he wasn’t fooled in the least.

“Would you?” Cameron asked, offering his phone to Alric to hold.

“Of course.” Alric accepted the phone with his right hand, keeping the camera trained on Cameron.

To his surprise, Cameron then leaned in and captured Alric’s lips in a sweet kiss. It was brief, and Alric froze in shock at the wonderful touch of those two soft lips pressed against his. Cameron’s sweet scent wafted around them, embracing him. There was only the slightest hint of Cameron sipping power from him, but it was nearly lost in the blaze of heat and need that swamped Alric.

Cameron broke contact but didn’t immediately pull away. He hovered so close, his hot breath caressing Alric’s parted lips. Those deep, liquid brown eyes were wide with surprise and something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Hunger? Hope? Need?

But before Alric could close those couple of inches between them to claim another, more thorough kiss, Cameron flashed him a bright smile and backed away. He lit a candle on Alric’s desk, then securely held it arm’s length away from him before speaking the spell. “Vente anti gev adi.”

The flame abruptly winked out, the air whipping around Cameron in a flurry that sent his hair dancing around his face before abruptly dying down.

Cassie oohed. “Wind spell?”

“Wind spell,” Cameron confirmed for her.

“And you kissed Alric…why?”

“I was borrowing some dragon’s breath.” Cameron winked at Alric. “It’s a powerful spell element, and it’s what powered the spell. I can’t do it on my own.”

Cassie’s voice rose in excitement. “So I can kiss a dragon every time I need to work magic?”

“Sadly no.” Cameron mock-pouted at her, his eyes dancing with laughter. “I asked the same thing.”

“Boo. Still, the magic is very awesome.”

“Thank you, thank you. I’d like to show you more but didn’t you say you only had maybe twenty minutes?”

“Time…oh shit! I totally lost track of time! I’ve got to get ready for my date.” Even though Cameron had stepped away from him, Alric could see Cassie kiss her phone. “Love you, bro. Stay out of trouble. It was nice meeting you, Alric.”

And then the call was ended. Cassie was gone, and it was as if some of the excited energy had been sucked out of the room. The silence almost felt deafening for a moment.

“Thanks for taking the time to meet my sister,” Cameron said with a smile as he shoved his phone into his pocket. He looked a little tired, a trace thing that showed up in the slight slump of his shoulders. Alric wasn’t sure it if was the effort of talking to his very hyper sister or doing magic. An unbound mage didn’t have as much magical power at his beck and call, after all. It was one of the advantages of being bound to a dragon, or so Alric understood.

Alric placed his right hand over his heart and bowed his head a little. “It truly was my honor. She is quite energetic and entertaining.”

Cameron’s smile twisted a little on his lips, and there was a look of mischief in his eyes that caused Alric’s heart to speed up. “You can’t help it, can you?”

Straightening, Alric blinked at Cameron, a blush lightly burning his cheeks under Cameron’s devilish gaze. “I don’t understand,” he murmured, but he very much wanted to kiss that grin from his mouth.

“All the charm and crisp politeness. Did you go to king school to learn it?” Cameron asked. He strolled closer, and his dragon rumbled with pleasure in his chest. He loved watching Cameron walking toward him and only him.

Alric shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers, and grinned. “Dieter was sure to pound some diplomacy into my brain, but I like to think I come by my charm naturally.”

Cameron hummed softly. “A charming dragon. I had no idea dragons could be charming.”

“Dragons aren’t all fire and bad tempers. Sometimes, to get what we want, we have to be charming.”

Dark eyebrows rose to disappear into the fall of Cameron’s hair, and he silently laughed. “Is there something you want, my charming dragon king?”

Pulling a hand out of his pocket, Alric reached out and snagged Cameron’s. Without shifting his gaze from Cameron’s, Alric slowly lifted Cameron’s hand to his lips and brushed a light kiss across the knuckles. “Only to see you smile. The light in my darkness.”

“Oh, you are very good,” Cameron murmured. His fingers tightened in Alric’s hand.

“Anything for you.”

“Then go on a date with me.”

Alric blinked, surprised to hear the very words he’d planned to say coming out of Cameron’s mouth.

Cameron chuckled, the sound low and intimate. It felt decadent to his ears. A gift just for him. “You look surprised.”

“I am.” He stopped himself from asking if Cameron was sure. He clearly was sure and had decided to spell it out clearly. Alric could only bask in his confidence, his courage, and answer him properly. Cameron deserved that from him, they both did.

“I want to spend some time with you, get to know you better.”

“Oh,” Alric breathed, his brain still trying to catch up to this unexpected development. Had he fallen asleep at his desk? This all felt too good to be true.

“Is that a no?”

“No! I mean yes. I mean—” Alric snarled, his cheeks burning while Cameron laughed. “I mean, I would love to go on a date with you.”

“Excellent. Tonight?”

Alric nodded. “We can meet in the courtyard at seven. We’ll drive into town.”

“Great!” Cameron said, followed by what sounded like a relieved sigh. Could he have been nervous? Did he really believe that Alric wouldn’t want to spend an evening with him? Insane. “I will…um…see you at seven then.”

Cameron walked backward, slowly pulling his fingers from Alric’s grip. With one last smile, he spun on one foot and hurried back out of Alric’s office. Once the door was shut, Alric placed his hand to his chest. His heart beat like a thing gone mad under his fingertips. He had a date with Cameron.
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This was not what Cameron had in mind when he thought of a date with Alric.

Yes, maybe his daydreams of crawling into Alric’s lap after they’d parked in some secluded spot and kissing the damn wings off the dragon weren’t exactly realistic. If the man could murmur such sweet things to him, then Cameron was dying to know what else he could do with that talented tongue.

Okay, and maybe he’d conveniently forgotten they needed to have a bodyguard with them when they left the castle.

But he was not expecting to have grandpa dragon and grandma mage along as freaking chaperones.

Not that he didn’t love Lisette.

Lisette was amazing. He adored her no-nonsense attitude and the wonderful way she explained magic. She was quickly becoming both a second mother and a beloved mentor for him. And while he hadn’t spent a great deal of time with Dieter, Lisette always spoke of her mate with such love. Cameron was certain he was a wonderful person.

But he did not want to feel their watchful eyes on them during their one escape from the castle.

Cameron’s dreams of a romantic evening filled with long looks, little touches, and blistering hot kisses went up in smoke before they even climbed into the car.

But hey, the man had said yes. No more mixed signals that he had to deal with. And Alric had been very happy while saying yes, so he clearly wasn’t going along for the hell of it. Cameron was so ridiculously relieved, it wasn’t even funny. Having the chaperones along was a pain, sure, but it wasn’t a total loss if it meant seeing Alric in jeans. Yes, honest-to-god jeans. At one point, Cameron reached over and ran one finger down Alric’s leg, drawing the dragon’s heated gazed up to him while a confused smile lifted one corner of his mouth.

“What?” Alric inquired. He was seated behind Dieter, who drove them down to the town.

“I was just checking to make sure they were real jeans,” Cameron teased.

“Real jeans? Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Because I’ve never seen you in anything but a three-piece suit and tie. I wondered if you were allergic to jeans.”

Alric shifted a little in his seat, running his right hand down the front of his v-neck cashmere sweater. The air was still warm, and he’d pushed the sleeves up to reveal strong forearms. The fact he was daring to show off the scars on his left arm a little made Cameron’s heart skip with the hope that Alric was becoming comfortable with him.

“Since you’re on vacation, I thought it might be wise to dress a little more casually this evening.”

“Does this mean his majesty just might possess a pair of shorts?”

Alric smirked at him. “Is this your way of asking to see my wardrobe in my private chambers?” He’d pitched his voice soft and low, like he was proposing the most indecent of actions.

Cameron licked his bottom lip and opened his mouth to reply—

“Oh Cameron! I wish you’d arrived in the spring,” Lisette began.

Cameron had to press his lips tightly together to keep from laughing for a moment. The same amusement twinkled in Alric’s deep blue eyes.

“Why’s that?” Cameron asked, winking at Alric.

“This whole hillside fills with bright white snowdrop windflowers in the spring. They are one of my favorite flowers. Such happy little things,” she exclaimed, waving her hand over to the hillside rising up along the driver’s side of the car that was mostly just green and yellow grasses now.

Alric’s right hand sneaked across the leather bench seat until just the tips of his fingers brushed against the side of Cameron’s hand. With a smile, Cameron turned his hand palm up. A second later, Alric’s larger hand rubbed against his as their fingers intertwined. There was just something so unexpectedly wonderful about holding Alric’s hand. As if two passing comets suddenly fell into the same orbit. Closing his eyes, he softly sighed and Alric tightened his hand in his.

“That sounds wonderful, Lisette,” Cameron murmured.

Dieter drove them into town and found a parking spot on a quiet street not far from the town’s center. The sun was setting behind the mountains, painting the sky soft shades of orange, pink, and purple. The streets were less crowded now without the festival, but here and there Cameron spotted banners and pennants emblazoned with dragons.

They all slid free of the vehicle, and Alric came around to where Cameron stood and slid his hand back into Cameron’s. Despite being hungry, a part of him just wanted to stroll through the town with Alric, talking about a lot of nothing. There was something so calming when they were together that Cameron didn’t want to let it go.

“Look at that,” Cameron said, pointing toward a bright red banner waving in the light breeze. A black dragon with its wings spread wide was splashed across the middle, as if the artist had caught it mid-flight. “They’re still celebrating you even after the festival.”

“Well, I say they celebrate me with food. I’m starving,” Dieter announced. “Why don’t we try that Italian restaurant just down the block?”

“Dieter! Cameron is visiting Germany for the first time. He did not come here for Italian,” Lisette snapped.

“Yes, but I like pasta noodles,” Dieter replied as if in a pout.

Cameron’s shoulders shook with silent laughter, and when he looked over at Alric he swore the man was struggling not to laugh as well.

“I like Italian,” Cameron offered.

“But is it what you’re in the mood for? You are our guest,” Alric said.

“I—”

“Don’t stop moving, but we’re being watched,” Lisette interrupted. She and Dieter had been walking in front of Cameron and Alric. The dragon king immediately tightened his hold on Cameron, who couldn’t help shifting just a tiny bit closer to his companion.

This was unbelievable. He’d finally gotten Alric on a date and fate had to throw a monkey wrench into the system. Had Cameron done something to offend the dating gods? Was a virgin sacrifice in order?

“Where?” Alric asked, keeping his smile in place even if it looked a little stiff and forced now.

“Across the street in front of the candy shop,” Lisette said with a carefree chuckle.

“I don’t see anything,” Dieter grumbled.

“They’re cloaked. I can’t see them either, but I can smell the spell,” Lisette murmured as she leaned close to her mate but still spoke loud enough for them to hear her.

Cameron watched the spot Lisette had pointed out from the corner of his eye as they continued to stroll down the street, getting closer to the store. “I see a slight shimmer. Should we head back to the castle?”

Chaperone or no, Cameron had no desire for this evening to end already, but he also didn’t want to put their lives in danger because of him. He also wasn’t sure if Lisette was a target as well since she was a mage.

“No,” Alric announced in a hard voice. “I will not be run out of my town. I can summon more dragons for protection.”

Date night was getting decidedly more crowded, but maybe Cameron had been silly to think dating while his life was being threatened was a smart idea. He was about to suggest they head back to the castle and raid Alric’s kitchen when his phone started ringing. He stopped and grabbed for it, smiling up at Alric.

“Cassie’s ringtone,” he said by way of explanation. He was a little surprised to be hearing from her since she was supposed to be on her date. Something about a picnic at the zoo, he thought she’d said. “Hey, Cass. Can I call you—”

“They found me!” she shouted, and Cameron’s heart stopped.

“What?” he gasped. He stood in the middle of the sidewalk, no longer able to take another step. He certainly didn’t give a shit about the fact they were being watched. His sister was in trouble.

“Asshole met me at the park before I could get to Dana. Had these weird glowing eyes. Chased me home.”

“Cassie! Call the police!” He turned his eyes up at Alric, and the dragon looked just as helpless as Cameron felt. His sister was on the other side of the world being chased by these people, and there was nothing he could do about it.

Under Cassie’s frantic pants, he could hear the pounding of footsteps and then the slam of a door.

“Cameron?” Alric prodded, and Cameron suddenly realized they couldn’t hear what he was hearing.

“Cassie said someone is chasing her. Someone with glowing eyes. Like the people who grabbed me.”

Alric released Cameron’s hand only to grab his arm, turning them back toward the car. “We’re leaving now.”

“Lisette, in front, please,” Dieter ordered. “I’ll cover the rear.”

The mage, in a bright summer dress with her neatly styled white bob, hurried to the front of their little quartet and set a brisk pace back to the car. Cameron couldn’t think about where they were or if they were still being watched. He clung to the phone, listening to his sister.

“How many are after her, Cameron?” Alric demanded. Cameron repeated the question to his sister.

“Just one. I think I lost—Oh no he didn’t! He did not just break my window!” Cassie snarled. “I’m putting you on speaker while I grab Cheryl.”

“Damn it! Cassie, don’t get Cheryl! Call the freaking police!” He caught small glimpses of people staring at him in shock and confusion, but he didn’t care.

“What’s going on? Who’s Cheryl?” Alric asked.

“Cheryl is what she calls her baseball bat,” Cameron snarled. “She named it after a girl she dated. It’s actually a compliment.”

As he and Alric climbed into the backseat of the sedan again and Dieter peeled out of the city, racing back toward the castle, Cameron lowered his phone and pushed the button to switch over to speaker phone. Sounds of Cassie shouting curses and threats accompanied by a series of dull thuds filled the silence of the car.

“It certainly sounds like she’s got everything well in hand,” Lisette said after a rather violent string of swearing.

“How many are there?” Alric inquired.

“She said just one.”

Dieter chuckled. “I think I like her.”

Cameron let out a little groan and rubbed his eyes. His heart was still racing, but he felt a little calmer than when she first called. Knowing she had Cheryl helped. “No, he’s probably right. Cassie has taken lots of self-defense classes as well as some martial arts. She’s not shy about handling things herself.”

Footsteps approached the phone and there was a thud accompanied by some heavy breathing before Cassie’s voice filled the car.

“There. I got him,” she announced, sounding like she’d just squashed a spider.

“What the hell, Cass!” Cameron shouted. “What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking this asshole interrupted possibly fun, sexy times, and broke my motherfucking window,” Cassie snapped at him. And then in the blink of an eye, her tone became light and cheery. “Is Alric around?”

Cameron groaned and flopped back against the seat. Alric smoothly wrapped one arm around Cameron’s shoulders, pulling him in tight while leaning close to the phone.

“I’m right here, Cassie. Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

“Hi, Alric! I’m fine, I promise. Not a scratch on me.”

“We’re all very glad to hear that.”

“Because I’m going to strangle you when I see you,” Cameron growled.

“Do you think this guy is with the people who tried to grab my brother?” Cassie asked, ignoring Cameron’s threats completely.

“I think it is very likely.”

“So…do you want him then? Do you have, like, any dragons close by who could pick him up?”

Alric hesitated and Cameron gasped, jerking sideways so he could glare at the dragon hold him.

“No! You call the police and let them arrest this asshole!” Cameron demanded.

“Cassie, I would like to send dragons to interrogate him and bring him back to us, but that will take several hours. You would need to secure him,” Alric said, wincing at the dark look Cameron was leveling on him.

“No!” Cameron said.

Cassie laughed, and Cameron didn’t know who he wanted to strangle more—his sister or Alric. “Oh sure! I’ve got plenty of duct tape laying around here. I can wrap him up like a Christmas gift real easy.”

“Cass,” Cameron started again, his voice pleading.

“Cam, I’m okay. I swear it. The asshole is out cold and bleeding into my freaking rug. I’ve got Cheryl and six rolls of duct tape. He ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

Cameron sighed and rested his head on Alric’s shoulder. Once his sister made her mind up about anything, there was no arguing with her. It did sound like she had everything under control.

“You’re killing me,” Cameron muttered.

“Love you too, little bro.”

“Plug your phone in and call me if there’s any trouble. We can’t be sure that he was alone.”

“I will.”

“I’ll call you back the moment I can give an estimate of when the dragons will arrive and who it’s going to be.”

Cassie gave an excited squeal before hanging up.

Silence fell over the car again as they neared the castle walls. To his surprise, Lisette spoke up first.

“I’ve just got to say it. I like her. She’s got spunk.”

Alric’s chest shook slightly with a soundless laugh, and Cameron managed a small smile. Dieter spoke about which dragons to send to his sister while Lisette talked about sending a small group of mages and dragons back to the city to investigate what they’d seen near the candy shop.

Cameron closed his eyes against the swell of anger and fear in his chest. His sister had a great knack for finding trouble, but this scared him more than any she’d faced before. These were mages. They could do magic. He couldn’t count on his sister’s wits and fighting skills to keep her safe. They needed to fight magic with magic…and dragons.

A hand tightened on Cameron’s shoulder, and Cameron rubbed his cheek against Alric’s shoulder, a part of him wishing he could just climb into the man’s lap. He felt so damn helpless.

“They came after my sister,” Cameron whispered.

“I know. I’m so very sorry, Cameron. I will keep her safe. I will protect both of you no matter what.”

Alric’s fierce words helped to ease some of the knot, making it a little easier to breathe. Cameron had seen how Alric watched over and cared for his people. If he included Cameron’s family in that group, then he believed they would be safe.
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Cameron was fit to be tied by the time he made it back to the castle. Alric called Baldewin on the way back up the mountain, and he issued orders to both Baldewin and Sasha to go immediately to protect Cassie.

Baldewin met them at the door, a satchel with a very long handle sitting at his feet. The female dragon next to him had a similar bag. Cameron gave her a good look over as he climbed out of the car. He remembered seeing Sasha before, being introduced to her, but he didn’t know her all that well. She looked something of a cross between a bodybuilder and a model. She was another blonde, blue-eyed beauty who was more striking than pretty with her strong bone structure. Cameron wasn’t sure why Alric had chosen Sasha, other than she gave the impression of being tougher than boulders.

“I need an address,” is how Baldewin greeted him.

Cameron smacked his forehead for not considering the logistics of sending help. “I’ll text it to you now. How soon can you guys catch a flight?”

Baldewin snorted as if he’d just asked a silly question. “We’re flying, young mage. No planes for us, although we’ll take one on the way back to accommodate your sister. Lisette, I have the Noh Amulet on me.”

“Wait,” Lisette cautioned, hurrying around the front of the car. “I’ll put some power in it so it works. I assume Cassie is a mage but test her parents and grandmother too while you’re over there. Make sure.”

Baldewin just nodded.

Cameron got sidetracked from his question and asked the more immediate one. “If they all test positive, will you bring them all back?”

“We’ll have to,” Sasha answered, then look to Alric. “Correct, Hoheit? If they found Cassie, they can find everyone else too.”

“Correct.” Alric turned to Cameron, his hands splayed apologetically. “I do not wish to force anyone’s hands, but their safety is our priority. We need them here to safeguard.”

Cameron actually would prefer it. “I’ll call my parents, then, and Halmeoni. Tell them what’s going to happen. Baldewin, that’s Cassie’s address. Make sure to say hello before barging in, otherwise you’re getting a baseball bat to the face.”

Baldewin grinned at him. “I like your sister already. Sasha, let’s go.”

They grabbed up bags, throwing the handles over their necks before shifting into dragon form. The bags they must have had custom made, as the handles were just long enough to go around their necks and fit to the base of their throat. In seconds, they shook out their deep, maroon colored wings and were flapping and lifting off. Cameron ducked in closer to Alric to avoid their beating wings and the backlash of wind. Once they cleared the rooftop, and he could hear again, he asked Alric urgently, “I still don’t understand why they’re not flying via jet over there? Wouldn’t that be faster?”

Alric clearly had other things he needed to get to—he was antsy and shifting on his feet, but he took a moment to answer. “In fact, we can fly as fast as a commercial jet. Or near enough to make no difference. By flying directly there themselves, they avoid the delay of airports. They’ll reach Cassie in roughly seven hours.”

A dragon’s speed was that of a jet’s? Seriously?! Cameron stared at him for a long second, trying to compute that and mostly failing. “Wow. Yeah, okay.”

Alric’s head turned, and he started shifting that direction before catching himself. “Cameron, I’ll come to you later and we’ll speak, but I have to attend to several things right now.”

“Yeah, it’s okay, go,” Cameron urged him. Alric’s responsibilities were more important than answering all of his questions right now. Cameron could ask them later.

Alric gave him a thankful nod, his hand squeezing Cameron’s once in reassurance before he turned on his heels and hurried off. He called out to people as he made his way quickly into the castle.

Giving himself a shake, Cameron went into a different door, heading up to his bedroom. There were things he needed to do as well. Once there, he threw himself into the chair in front of the cold fireplace and applied himself to making many, many phone calls. Starting with his parents.

The bad guys had caught his family unaware twice. It was time to reverse those tables and get the upper hand as much as possible.
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The phone calls didn’t go all that well. Cameron spent a good three hours talking to everyone. His parents were understandably upset someone was targeting their children. They wanted both him and Cassie to come home—and what good would that do? Cameron argued against it, Cassie argued against it, and in the end his parents relented and agreed that being surrounded by dragons did sound safer.

With them settled, it became a waiting game. Cassie kept her phone on her, Facetime up so that he could keep an eye on the situation. They didn’t say much to each other, just waited. Cameron paced the room more than once, burning off nervous energy. Cassie, on the other side of the ocean, did the same.

Dieter joined him seven hours in with a relieved smile. “Cameron. Sasha just called. They’ve landed outside of the city and they’re in a taxi now, heading toward your sister.”

He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank god. Hear that, Cassie?”

“Loud and clear,” Cassie responded, sounding relieved.

Dieter came over to lean over his shoulder and see the phone. “Hello, Cassie. I’m Dieter. We haven’t met yet. I am the king’s advisor.”

Cassie waved back. “Hi, Dieter, nice to meet you.”

“And you. We want to fly you back on a jet. It’s a bit hard for us to hold a passenger for such a long flight. May I have your information so that I can buy a ticket for you?”

“That’s sweet of you, Dieter. Sure. Um, while you’re doing that, can you buy one for Halmeoni?” Cassie rolled her eyes a little. “She’s already packed and on her way over here. She said if I’m going to see you guys, she is too.”

“Of course. I’ve brought my laptop up with me.” Dieter held the slim silver casing up in illustration. “And I can buy your tickets at the same time.”

Cameron would rather not have his grandmother there while they interrogated a bad guy, but there was no stopping the woman. He’d already had this argument with her and lost. Halmeoni was far, far too excited about all of this.

A knock sounded on Cassie’s door and she abruptly stood up and demanded, “Password!”

Baldewin, bless him, played along like a champ. “All dragons are sexy.”

The picture on the phone jerked as Cassie jogged for the door. She opened it wide, and Cameron caught snatches of Baldewin and Sasha entering. “Thanks for coming so quickly. That stalker bastard is in the living room. He woke up about an hour ago.”

“Has he said anything?” Sasha asked in her low alto voice.

“Hasn’t had a chance,” Cassie replied. “And hello, I didn’t get your name?”

“I’m Sasha.”

Cameron rolled his eyes. He could hear it in Cassie’s voice. His sister had just decided Sasha was yummy beyond words.

“Cassie, if you don’t mind, we’d like to test you first.”

“Yeah, of course. I want to know if I’m a mage too.”

Cameron heard his door click open, Alric and Lisette joining them in his sitting room. Alric strode directly to him, leaning over his other shoulder, his hand warm as it cupped the top of Cameron’s arm. It felt good to have him in contact like this. Cameron appreciated it and leaned into the man. Alric was comforting and grounding in a way that he needed. Frankly, Cameron had been through enough of a roller coaster over the last several hours. Some stability would be nice.

And Alric was definitely that.

Lisette hissed out a breath. “Another mage, as we suspected.”

Cassie’s voice rose in excitement. “So the glow means I pass? Awesomesauce. Oh man, that almost makes up for this idiot. But does that mean he came after me because I’m also a mage?”

“Let’s ask him and find out.” Sasha stalked into view and then out of it again, heading supposedly for the man still duct taped on the floor.

“Cass, prop the phone up so we can see the room,” Cameron requested. “We’re having trouble following what’s going on over here.”

“Yeah, sure, hang on.” The phone was set down on a table, then adjusted a little to be propped up, the view changing as she moved it. “There. Good?”

“That’ll work, thanks.”

They collectively held their breath as Sasha removed the duct tape over the man’s mouth. Cassie had been very thorough in securing the man. He looked like a duct tape sushi roll. And panicked—the whites of his eyes clearly visible as he looked up at the two dragons leaning over him.

Baldewin propped him up so he could speak a little easier before asking, “Why are you here? How did you find her?”

No answer.

Frowning, he repeated himself in German. Still no answer. He switched languages three more times, and the man stared at him but didn’t respond. Didn’t even try to speak.

“I think he understands you fine.” Alric leaned in a little more, his voice flat with anger. “He just doesn’t want to answer.”

Baldewin cracked his neck to either side. “Oh, I can make him answer. He might not like my methods, though.”

The man paled, wriggling futilely against the duct tape. He hadn’t the leverage to get it off, and it ended with him falling sideways again with a thump.

“I’ll get Cheryl.” Cassie went for the baseball bat lying nearby. “If we’re getting violent, I get first crack at this asshole. I’ll show you what it’s like to be at the mercy of others, you fucking bastard.”

Lisette abruptly leaned over, grabbing the phone and snapping out, “BACK AWAY FROM HIM, NOW!”

Wait, what? Cameron had no chance to ask for an explanation.

Neither Baldewin or Sasha hesitated. They immediately dove for cover, Sasha snatching up Cassie as she moved and taking her swiftly away. Cassie gibbered out a half-spoken protest and then they were all out of sight. In less than a second, Cameron understood Lisette’s order and alarm. The duct-taped guy lit up, magic in clear use, but it was wrong. All of it was wrong, not like the magic Cameron had seen. That he himself had performed. It was obviously unbalanced, the light twisting and writhing instead of flowing outwards, and it didn’t move smoothly. Instead, it seemed to furl back in on the caster, and it imploded with a dull thud.

The man jerked once, doubling in on himself, then flopped with all the life of a dead fish.

“Idiot,” Lisette snarled. “He just used an anti-spell to free himself, and now he’s dead because of it. We wouldn’t have killed him.”

Alric groaned low. “Panicked men make poor decisions. Baldewin, double check if he’s still breathing.”

Baldewin strode over and knelt on one knee, putting two fingers to the man’s neck. He shook his head immediately. “No pulse. This is beyond aggravating. Now what do we do with him?”

With a sigh, Dieter instructed, “Search his body. See if there’s any clues to his identity. Then fly his corpse away from the city and dump it somewhere not to be found. Water would be best.”

Baldewin gave them a nod. “I’ll do that. Do we have a flight back yet?”

“Not yet. I need Noh Ha Na’s information before I can buy all of your tickets. As soon as she arrives, give the phone to her.”

“Will do.”

In the background, Cameron could hear Cassie say in a soft, charming voice, “Thank you for shielding me, Sasha.”

“It was my pleasure,” Sasha all but purred back.

Cameron pinched the bridge of his nose, more than a little irritated with his sister. Of course the smoking hot dragon took precedence over a body in her living room. Of course she fucking did. He thought about verbally prodding her.

Then thought better of it.

Alric leaned in to murmur near his ear, “I promise you we will get to the bottom of this.”

Cameron lifted a hand up to squeeze the one still holding onto him. “I know you will. Sis, maybe focus on packing. And isn’t Halmeoni supposed to be there soon?”

As if his words had summoned his grandmother, there was a knock at the door. Halmeoni didn’t wait for someone to answer it before going right in. “Cassie!”

“Halmeoni, wasseyo?” Cassie hurried to her front door, narrowly scooting by Baldewin in the process. Her eight hundred square foot apartment really wasn’t big enough to hold this many people at once. “Be careful, we had something bad happen.”

His grandmother stepped just into visual range of the camera. She was in slacks and one of the billowy, loose shirts she favored, her purple hair done up in a sleek bun. She peered first at both dragons, then the man on the floor. “That one looks dead.”

“He cast an anti-spell and it backfired,” Baldewin explained, standing and offering her a hand. “I’m Baldewin, King Alric’s retainer.”

“Noh Ha Na, pleasure to meet you. Anti-spell, you say? That sounds nasty. Oh Cameron, I see your face.” She turned to face the camera directly. “Lots of faces. Hello, faces. How are you doing this evening, Alric?”

“Very worried about what is happening over there,” Alric answered in that formal, soft-spoken way of his. “Hello, Ha Na.”

A smile took over Halmeoni’s face, and as any one of her children or grandchildren could tell you, nothing good followed that smile. “Likewise, Alric. Very worrisome, what’s going on here. I think it’s better for us to come to you.”

“Please do,” Alric invited. “I’d prefer it, in fact. If you don’t mind, can you face Baldewin for a moment? He wants to test if you’re a mage.”

“Oh! Oh, he does? That sounds exciting.” Halmeoni promptly turned and faced Baldewin. The camera angle was such that they all could see the triangle light up immediately. “Oooh, please tell me that means I am.”

Baldewin cast a glance at the people watching that said, Seriously?! Then he blinked, smoothing out his expression. “Yes, you are. Most definitely.”

Halmeoni cackled. Outright cackled and threw a fist of victory into the air. “I knew it! Look out world, here I come!”

His grandmother. A mage. Cameron couldn’t say he was surprised. He’d kind of expected it on some level. But on the other hand…his grandmother. A mage. Magic, apparently, didn’t care how old you were.

It was kind of a nice thought. Although it seriously made him wonder about his mom.

Dieter cleared his throat. “I realize it’s quite late both here and there. You’re not going to be able to board a plane immediately. But let’s get tickets bought and bring you here as quickly as we can.”

Both women zeroed in on the phone in near tandem, the same excited expressions on their face. In unison, they said, “Yes, please!”

Cameron watched this and just shook his head. Now they were in for it.
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After that, Cameron understandably went to bed. It was the wee hours of the morning, after all. He woke up to a single text message from Baldewin.

You owe me for this.

Wincing—as he could well imagine what poor Baldewin was juggling with both women likely beside themselves with excitement—he shot back a query: How bad are they?

The answer came within seconds. Cassie and Sasha are making eyes at each other. I give it five minutes before they’re making out despite the audience. Your grandmother has been peppering me with questions for hours non-stop. You owe me.

Cameron winced again. About as he expected. He typed back, I totally do. Sorry, man.

He apparently needed to know what Baldewin liked to do as a hobby. He had a feeling he was about to add to the man’s collection.
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Guilt sat heavily on Alric. Knowing Cameron was being hunted, he really should have taken more precautions safeguarding the rest of his family. He’d assumed that with them in an entirely different country, they were safe enough for the time being.

Well. You know what they say about assumptions.

Cameron had to be worried about them, even with Baldewin and Sasha there. Their flight wasn’t due to leave for another hour, and having them on US soil away from the rest of the clan frankly unnerved even Alric. Cameron probably felt the same, considering all that had happened. Alric strongly felt the need to reassure him that they would be alright. Nothing could get past those two. It’s why he had sent them. But Cameron didn’t know them that well, didn’t know how strong they were. He was still learning much about the clan.

After a late lunch, he stole enough time to go and see Cameron. Lisette had postponed their magic lesson, and he’d been reliably informed Cameron was still in his room. They’d stashed him near Alric, for security reasons, but that was very likely to change when Cameron’s family arrived. There weren’t many open rooms left on this floor, for one. Putting all of his family on the same floor would be a kindness.

And Cameron was far, far too temptingly close, for another. Alric wasn’t sure how much longer he could survive knowing that Cameron was a two-minute walk from his own bedroom. Not monopolizing Cameron’s every moment was proving difficult as it was. Their date (interrupted date, no less) notwithstanding, they didn’t have an understanding between them yet, after all.

Shoving that thought firmly out of his mind, he gave the door a solid rap. “Cameron?”

There came a muted thump and then the door swung open. Cameron’s smile instantly lightened Alric’s mood. The mage couldn’t be that worried if he was smiling like that.

“Hey,” Cameron greeted. “Come in, come in. Wait, tell me this isn’t another emergency.”

“Not an emergency,” Alric assured him as he walked in. This room suited Cameron, now that he was paying proper attention. It was originally meant for the clan’s head family and was decorated accordingly. A very masculine room with its wood tones and the hunter green rug, thick and plush, on the floor. While there was a sitting area off to one side, near a fireplace, it didn’t have a separating wall between it and bedroom. Alric carefully put his back to the four-poster bed dominating that area of the room, pretending he was in a proper sitting room and nowhere else.

“Hallelujah. I’m not sure if I can take any more emergencies. So what’s up?”

Alric gave him a faint smile, taking him in. “I wanted to reassure you that they’re in capable hands. Baldewin and Sasha are the strongest fighters I have. Nothing will get past them.”

Cameron gave him that blinding smile that robbed Alric of all breath. “Aww, that’s sweet of you. This is going to sound wrong, but I’m not all that worried now. I mean, I was, but I just got off the phone with my sister and the whole family is over the moon right now. Well, my parents are torn between concern for us and fascination, but Cassie and Halmeoni are over the moon. And my sister is so not worried about being attacked. All she could talk about was magic and somehow jumping Sasha on the ride over here.”

Surprised, Alric blinked at him several times. “She—she is?”

“According to her, Sasha is the hottest woman in the universe, and how dare I not tell her about this beforehand. I’m only slightly paraphrasing. Pretty sure Sasha’s going to get a lapful of Cassie. Hopefully she’ll be okay with that.”

“Knowing Sasha as I do, she’ll be thrilled.”

“Good, good.” Cameron let out a breath of relief. “Otherwise that was going to get really awkward. And I hate awkward. Speaking of…I’ve got two questions for you that I really want answered. Before this gets more awkward.”

Alric had no idea what he meant to ask but nodded encouragement. “Of course. Ask so that I may answer.”

“You’ve introduced me to the entire clan, and hinted, and other people have hinted, and all of that. But I’d feel better making this clear.” Cameron sucked in a breath, let it out. “Alric. Formally, I’m asking, do you want me to be a member of this clan?”

“Yes.” Alric had no hesitation on his part, no question. Conversely, he felt uneasy that he hadn’t made this clear to Cameron—but then he’d been trying to be cautious and considerate of the man. “Yes, of course I do. I wanted to give you time here, let you become comfortable, before formally asking you. I…” Alric stopped, trying to find the right words to convey his thoughts without scaring Cameron or putting more pressure on him.

The mage placed his hand on Alric’s arm, his gaze worried. “What is it?”

“I’m worried about scaring you,” Alric surprised himself by admitting.

Cameron’s grin returned. “I don’t think you can, but I appreciate your concern.”

“It’s just…I don’t know how much has been explained to you about being part of a clan—particularly a dragon clan. Expectations. Duties. How your life inevitably changes.”

“I’ve got some guesses, but what are you thinking about?”

“Joining the Burkhard Clan is a major change for your life. Being a part of the clan means living here. Of course, you can visit with your family—preferably after we’ve taken care of the current threat. I don’t want you to think you’re a prisoner,” Alric hastily added while mentally cursing himself. He wasn’t doing this right. He should have called for Dieter. “Being in a clan means devoting yourself to that clan. As a mage, that means studying magic and using that magic to support your fellow clanmates.”

“So…all the clan lives in the castle?” Cameron said. The tiniest hint of a smile toyed with the corners of his mouth.

“Yes.”

“And being in the clan means I get a job in the castle?”

“Yes, though your first job is student. You’ll mostly work with Lisette, but the other mages will be helping you as well. As a student, you’ll also assist them in gathering spell ingredients, spell preparation, and research.”

Cameron’s would-be smile turned into more of a smirk. “You haven’t said a single thing to scare me yet.”

“Are you sure?” Alric demanded before he could stop the words from leaving his mouth. Cameron’s bark of laughter nearly covered Alric’s groan.

“Don’t get me wrong, this is all new and unexpected. It’s not at all what I thought I’d be doing with my life, but I love it, Alric. I truly do. When I’m working magic with Lisette, I feel like I’m finally doing what I was meant to do. So, leaving my old life behind? Joining the clan? Being a mage? Those things don’t scare me.”

“Good,” Alric said on a sigh. “You have a standing invitation at all times to join us.”

“I figured that was the case. I just wanted to clear the air before everyone got here.” He did seem lighter, his shoulders relaxing a touch. “Thank you. I want to accept.”

“Please do,” Alric replied huskily. He couldn’t imagine anything that he wanted more than this, to have Cameron with him. That possessive snarl rose up in the back of his mind, and he slapped it hastily down before the growl could come out of his throat. Cameron didn’t ask to be his, he only asked to belong to the clan. That was an entirely different matter.

Even if his heart rebelled at the difference.

“I assume something has to happen to make that all official, and we’ll do that tomorrow. Right now, I want my second question answered.”

Alric startled a little as Cameron stepped close enough that his chest brushed lightly against Alric’s. Their eyes met, and Cameron’s were nearly swallowed up with a deep black that Alric was sure he’d never stop tumbling through. The mage’s breath hitched, and Alric’s heart tripped as Cameron leaned the last little bit to claim Alric’s mouth in a slow, sensual kiss.

Eyes fluttering shut, Alric happily kissed him back, wishing more than anything this moment could last for a thousand heartbeats. This kiss was different than their playful little pecks to borrow power for a spell. This kiss spoke to him of want, and there was nothing casual about it. The pressure was exquisite, and Alric nearly moaned at the alluring touch of Cameron’s tongue sliding along his bottom lip, asking for entry.

Groaning, Alric parted his lips, welcoming him in. His right hand clamped down on Cameron’s hip, holding him in place. Not that Cameron gave any indication he wanted to escape. He’d wrapped his arms around Alric, pulling their bodies flush together so that Alric could now feel his lean muscles. Cameron’s growing erection rubbed against Alric’s hip, and the dragon wanted nothing more than to grind their bodies together.

If Cameron had meant for this to be an innocent first kiss between them, the heat was quickly flaring out of control.

Pulling back, Cameron looked directly into his eyes. He appeared slightly dazed and a beautiful flush painted his cheeks. Hunger and heat darkened his brown eyes, enough to spark Alric’s own heat, and god, that was a heady feeling. Alric hadn’t felt it in years.

“Where is this going?” Cameron asked him, his usual smooth tenor a little rough around the edges. “This sexual tension between us. And before you answer me, I don’t want the king’s answer. I want Alric’s.”

How astute of him to have figured that out. That Alric was trying to give him a chance with the entire clan and not pressure him. Because Alric-the-king and Alric-the-man had two entirely different answers. It was a little hard to answer him because Alric wanted so very, very much. Too much. “I want you. But it’s up to you where this goes.”

“Alrighty!” Delight exploded over Cameron’s face, and he immediately hauled Alric to the bed by the arm, pushing him down on the edge of the mattress. Alric allowed this, sitting where directed, half-surprised when he suddenly got a lap full of amorous Cameron. Cameron only hesitated long enough to remove his glasses, tossing them onto the mattress, where they landed with a soft thump. Then he caught Alric’s head and leaned in.

The kiss this time wasn’t a question, but a demand. It was relief and joy and hunger. Alric plunged his hand in that rich, tumbled hair without conscious direction, loving the soft, springy texture of it between his fingers. Cameron’s tongue invaded his mouth sweetly, tangling with his own, and he groaned into the kiss. Kissing him like this was a mixture of being grounded firmly in this moment even as his mind soared. It was like he was flying.

And it confused him.

Alric wanted to get lost in the moment, to get lost in the perfection of Cameron’s lips and his hungry desire, but for some horrible reason, his brain had decided to come back online. Cameron’s question might have been answered but his hadn’t. Alric broke the kiss, leaning back an inch. “Cameron.”

Cameron stopped, eyeing him carefully. “No, after all?”

“I’m just confused what you’re thinking.”

“Oh. Sorry, I forget you can’t read my mind.” Cameron’s hands ran through Alric’s hair, and that shouldn’t have felt as good as it did. Comforting but sensual. Alric suddenly wished dragons could purr.

“I want us to date.”

Alric blinked up at him, his mind re-engaging fully. He had many different responses on his tongue, but the words that popped out were, “So when you said you prefer older men, you weren’t kidding?”

Cameron shook with a soft chuckle, eyes crinkling up. “Is that what you thought? That I was pulling your leg?”

“Well, I could tell you were trying to joke with me and ease my tension. I didn’t put much stock in anything you said.” And he’d been trying to hide just how desperately aroused he was the entire time.

“Damn. I was afraid of that. I was being serious with you, on that at least. I don’t like dating men my age. They’re immature for the most part, and I end up wanting to strangle them. It’s frustrating. Every time I’ve dated an older man, it worked better. And honey, I have to tell you, the first time I laid eyes on you I wanted to seduce you so bad.”

Part of Alric’s unease fled. Cameron had told him several times that he found Alric attractive. Alric appreciated it on many levels as honestly, he needed that reassurance. And he liked hearing it, seeing the truth of it in Cameron’s face. “I’ve always found you stunning.”

“Yeah?” Cameron lit up in a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “You like geeks, huh?”

“I apparently do. I took one look at you and suddenly realized I had a type.”

This delighted Cameron, and he laughed outright before kissing him, quick and sweet. Alric loved it, loved that he could make Cameron happy like this. He mentally kicked himself for not trying harder before to win Cameron over. His own insecurities were at fault here. But Cameron had seen the worst of him and still was here, warm and solid in his arms, and that spoke volumes.

Still, he wasn’t sure if Cameron had really thought all of this through. So much had happened, in such a short amount of time. And Cameron hadn’t really seen what Alric’s life was like, how much the demands of his clan pulled at him. He didn’t want to blindside the man with that knowledge later.

“Cameron, you do understand that whoever choses me, choses to be co-ruler of the clan as well?”

Cameron stopped laughing, but his eyes were warm on Alric’s. “I know. Well, I can’t just say that because I honestly have a very limited grasp of all that entails. And I’m not sure if I’m what anyone would choose as a co-ruler. I’m the youngest by far in this clan, after all.”

That was true. By several hundred years, no less.

“But dating is all about two people figuring out how compatible they are.” Cameron nodded, confident with his own opinion. “And we can’t do that if we don’t even try.”

“I’d love to date you, love to try,” Alric confessed. “I don’t want you to be blind to the burdens and responsibilities that come with me, either. I feel that would be a disservice to both of us. Perhaps sit with me from now on, at least watch and observe as I work. It will give you a better idea of the scope of everything.”

“See? This is why I like dating older men.” Cameron’s fingers carded through his hair again, his touch gentle. It sent pleasurable tingles along his scalp. “Because you don’t irresponsibly think ‘it’ll work out’ and leave it up to fate. You do whatever you can to make sure it works out. I have a serious weakness for competent, smart men.”

Alric didn’t particularly think of himself as either. He relied far too much on people like Dieter, Gunter, and Baldewin to keep things progressing within the clan. But he did like that Cameron viewed him as such.

“I don’t know much about you,” Cameron admitted, and he frowned at the words. “There’s too much I don’t know about you.”

“I can say the same for you but…well, would you like to learn something about me today?”

Cameron blinked at him hopefully. “Yes? What would that be?”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, young mage,” Alric mock-scolded him. In truth, he was a little too pleased by how obvious Cameron’s desire for him was. “I meant my hoard.”

That derailed Cameron’s lecherous thoughts completely. “Wait, dragons seriously have hoards? That wasn’t just myth?”

“Oh, we have hoards,” Alric assured him. “We have many rules about our hoards, too, as otherwise, with this many dragons in one place, the hoards would take over the castle.”

“I can totally see that. Dragons who can age hundreds of years would have too much time on their hands to collect stuff. I mean, I’m twenty-three, and the amount of stuff I have is just ridiculous. So, what’s your hoard?”

“Come and see,” Alric said in a low voice.

“Said the spider to the fly.” Cameron slid off his lap, reaching for his glasses. “It’s ridiculous how much I trust you. I always seem to be following you somewhere.”

Alric knew that. And reveled in it.

They left the bedroom, Alric reaching for Cameron’s hand. He could remember each time he’d held Cameron’s hand, and no matter the number, it always felt special. Cameron’s hand wasn’t entirely soft—it had some calluses here and there—although it was a little cool. He looked down at their linked hands in concern as they reached the hallway. “You’re chilled?”

“I always am,” Cameron answered ruefully. “I have no blood, or at least that’s the running joke in the family. I’m always colder than everyone else.”

Alric frowned at him in concern. “But the castle interior is never particularly warm.”

“Trust me, I know,” Cameron responded dryly. “And I really didn’t pack anything for cooler climes. That wool blanket that you bought me has become my best buddy.”

“Really?” Alric’s heart skipped at the thought.

“Mmhmm,” Cameron hummed. “I curl up under it each night.”

Alric let that wonderful image warm him, but he didn’t like the idea of Cameron being cold. Not only was that uncomfortable, but wouldn’t it make him susceptible to illness? Humans and mages were fragile beings that way. At least until a mage was mated.

His first instinct was to wrap his much warmer body around the mage and just hold him, but while desirable, it wasn’t a practical solution. “Perhaps we need to take you shopping.” Alric didn’t like the idea of him being constantly chilled.

“I mean, that likely needs to happen. I planned on a two-week vacation, not an extended stay. And now that I know you want me, I need to arrange to have my stuff packed up and sent here. Which will take a couple of months, probably.”

Alric had no idea how long it would take, as he’d not moved in modern times. But he trusted Cameron’s judgement on this. “We’ll need to do paperwork for you as well.”

“Oh yeah. Visas and stuff.” Cameron sighed, shoulders slumping for a moment. “Yeah, that won’t be fun.” He bounced back up with a smile and a lecherous waggle of the brows aimed at Alric. “Worth it, though.”

Alric matched him look for look, amused at him. “Oh, it’ll be worth it.”

“Feel free to capitalize on that promise. Anytime. Literally anytime.”

Alric planned to. Once he got a little more comfortable with the idea of having a lover. For now, though, he had another piece of himself that he wanted to introduce Cameron to. His hoard room was connected to his own suite, so it was an easy matter to enter via his sitting room and then go left. He released Cameron’s hand to slide open the engraved wood door, gesturing him in. “Welcome.”

Cameron stepped through and gasped, eyes as wide as saucers. His head turned as he took in the floor-to-ceiling bookcases, filled with every book Alric had ever laid claim to. Alric thrilled at Cameron’s expression, at the wonder and excitement of what he was seeing. There was a comfortable set of chairs in the center of the room, a low polished wood table in between them, all for Alric’s comfort as he read. But other than that, there was no furniture aside from the plush window seat. There frankly wasn’t room for it.

This room was for books and reading and nothing else.

“I finally understand what Belle felt,” Cameron breathed, craning his neck to look at the second story of the shelves.

“Belle?” Alric had no idea who he might be referring to.

“Beauty and the Beast,” Cameron explained, eyes still trained on the books. “I could totally marry you for your book collection right now.”

Alric laughed outright, enjoying Cameron’s reaction so very much. “I have 35,926 books in my collection.”

Cameron whimpered.

“Most of them are of history, some of science.” Alric went and touched the spines of the ones nearest to him, but he kept his eyes on Cameron. Cameron, who really did look as if he’d fallen in love. “Some of them are my mother’s collection. I absorbed hers at her passing. Books were rarer in those days, as of course printing presses weren’t invented yet. Her books were either of art or religion. Not to my reading taste, but priceless nonetheless. I keep them here. You may read them, if you wish.”

Cameron went straight into his arms and kissed him soundly. “You could not get sexier right now if you tried.”

“I like it very much,” Alric whispered against his mouth. “How much you love my hoard. I can see your desire to read in your eyes.”

“They’re probably green with envy right now. God, I would have killed for this library as a kid. Who am I kidding, I’d do it as an adult, too.” Cameron looked around, a thought striking as he took in the shelves of books once more. “Gunter’s got a collection of his own going, I know, but that seems to have more of a purpose for him. More about work than pleasure.”

“You’re correct. Gunter’s hoard is different. But he enjoys knowledge, so we have books in common.” Although, according to his dear friends, Alric and Gunter were never allowed to be alone together for any stretch of time. Their personalities were such that they fell into a depressive spiral every time and ended up deep in their cups and spouting terrible, angst-ridden poetry to each other. After the last time, it had been unanimously decided to never let it happen again.

“Every dragon has a personal hoard? Do you visit each other’s hoards? Do you have hoard parties?”

Alric shuddered at the thought, his arms tightening around Cameron. “Hoards are a very private thing. It’s rare for a dragon to see another dragon’s hoard. We can be quite territorial about these things. I have only one servant who is allowed in here to clean. I will know if another comes into my hoard room.”

“How?”

Alric leaned forward and nuzzled Cameron’s neck with his nose before lifting his lips to his ear. “I can smell it.”

Cameron shivered, giggling softly. “And it doesn’t bother you that I’m in here?”

“No.” He could hear his voice dipping deeper, and he wanted to growl at his dragon, but right now the beast was happy. Cameron was in the hoard room. When Alric returned later that night, he’d still be able to pick up hints of Cameron in here, and it was right. Cameron in here felt right. But he couldn’t explain that, didn’t want to try to explain it to Cameron. While the mage might not be overwhelmed by the idea of joining the clan, Alric was sure he would be if he understood the depth of Alric’s possessive feelings toward the man.

Pressing a kiss to the edge of Cameron’s jaw, Alric straightened and loosened his arms only slightly. “I like sharing this part of myself with you.”

Cameron stayed in his arms but his head panned the room. “How are these organized?”

“If you ask me that question, I will inevitably start talking about my books,” Alric warned him, perfectly serious. “And if I start talking about my books, I will not stop before the end of the century.”

“I,” Cameron said with matching seriousness, “have the perfect way to shut you up if I need to.”

“Oh?”

Cameron leaned in and kissed him, swiping a bit at Alric’s bottom lip with his tongue as a tease.

“Oh,” Alric murmured in understanding. It was difficult to not smirk, but he did try. “You do have a point. Then, shall I give you the tour?”

Cameron’s smile was winningly innocent. “Yes, please.”

Alric went for the first of his collection, a storybook Dieter had given him as a young child and what had kick-started his obsession. It was ratty and worn now after many, many years of hands on it. But still a favorite.

And if Alric planned to be a bit long-winded to entice Cameron to employ his shutting-up tactic, well, that was entirely his business.
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Alric looked up at the sound of the door to the War Room opening, signaling that his trusted friends were gathering for yet another meeting about this strange mage group. He and Dieter had been speaking for the past several minutes about the typical events and needs for the clan, waiting for the others to arrive.

Ravi walked in first, his usual smile in place as he gave a little wave to Alric. The dragon was pure trouble, but he was dedicated to his adopted clan.

Gunter followed, already in deep conversation with a mage by the name of Melissande. Her long blonde hair was pulled up in a messy bun, and her hands were animatedly moving around in front of her as she spoke. The mage had been mated to Karl for nearly as long as Dieter and Lisette had been together. She possessed a similar love of books and helped Gunter on some research projects on occasion, particularly when it involved magic lore.

It was Alric’s understanding that she, Gunter, and another dragon guard had gone down to Sonthofen to investigate the spell Lisette had spotted while on the date that had yet to actually happen.

A smile tugged at Alric’s lips as Cameron stepped into the room with Lisette. He couldn’t stop it. Whenever he saw Cameron, he couldn’t help but smile. Joy spread through his chest as he watched Cameron’s eyes grow wide as they swept over the large room filled with artifacts of war. He looked at the massive table that still bore the dents and gouges from a long history of angry, frustrated dragons and their mages.

It was a few seconds before Cameron’s dark eyes finally landed on Alric seated at the end of the table. He smiled broadly and nudged his glasses as if adjusting them on his face. It was a nervous gesture Alric had come to love.

Lisette closed the door behind them and ushered Cameron around the table to join Dieter on his right. If Cameron were Alric’s mate, the seating arrangement would change slightly. Cameron would be seated on Alric’s immediate right, moving Dieter and Baldewin down one. He was surprised by how much he liked that idea. So easily he’d be able to reach across and take Cameron’s hand as it rested on the tabletop. But now was not the time for silly daydreams.

The only one missing from the gathering was Baldewin, but his old friend was still returning with Cameron’s family. There had been some delays due to weather in the States, forcing them to remain where they were another day. The last text he’d received—after getting more than a few threatening his life and his manhood—reported that they’d just landed at a small airstrip not too far from Sonthofen. It wouldn’t be long until Cameron was reunited with his family, and his clan would have two new mages within their midst.

“Thank you everyone for meeting with me today. I will keep this brief, as I have a meeting with King Rodrigo this afternoon to pass along what we’ve learned to the Ice Clan.” He paused, taking a moment to look over at all the people gathered around the table. Cameron gave a little wiggle in his seat as if he were struggling to hold in his excitement at the mention of another clan. For now, he’d leave it to Lisette to explain the magnitude of Alric’s meeting.

Turning his attention to Gunter, Alric gave a small nod before settling back in his chair.

Gunter shifted to the edge of his seat and cleared his throat. “As you may or may not know, Melissande and I traveled down to Sonthofen to investigate the spell Lady Lisette noticed on her last trip to the town. Melissande was able to confirm that it was a type of stealth cloaking spell, but there was something odd about it.”

“Odd how?” Lisette inquired.

“For lack of a better word, the magic felt tainted,” Melissande said. She frowned and threaded a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ve never felt anything quite like it. The spell itself isn’t particularly complicated to pull together, but the power behind it felt off.”

“Like an anti-spell?” Cameron inquired, and a feeling of pride rose up in Alric that Cameron was learning magic so quickly that he could already follow the mage’s train of thought.

“Almost, but that’s just it. I was able to track down the ingredients for the spell, and they don’t equate to an anti-spell.”

“So that means it’s something to do with the mage,” Lisette murmured, and Melissande nodded.

“You mentioned you were able to trace the ingredients. Can you use that to locate the mage or group of mages who have been hunting Cameron?” Alric said.

“We hope to,” Gunter admitted. “Two of the ingredients are most commonly found between the Rottach and Grünten lakes, just northeast of Sonthofen. A third is found in the forests close to the Grünten mountain peak.”

Alric shook his head. “That’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“Have you sent scouts?” Dieter asked.

“Several, and we’ve located a small village that doesn’t appear on any of the maps. By the size, it doesn’t look as if it could have more than a thousand people. Melissande and I would like permission to take a closer look.”

Unease crept through Alric at the thought of any mage getting close to these would-be kidnappers. Even if he counted Cameron, Cassie, and Ha Na among their clan, they still had only nine mages to fifty dragons. He hated the idea of risking any mage’s life. He looked over at Dieter, who didn’t appear to like that idea any more than Alric.

“The idea curdles my stomach, Hoheit, but it’s our best shot right now of learning more; particularly since Baldewin wasn’t able to learn anything from the one Cameron’s sister captured,” his advisor said.

Alric grunted. It was true. As long as they were trapped in the dark, they wouldn’t be able to formulate a proper defense against these attacks.

“Granted, with the caveat you take two royal guards with you.”

Gunter stiffened, sitting painfully straight in his chair. “I am more than capable enough to protect Melissande.”

Alric sat up in his chair, meeting Gunter’s disgruntled gaze with his own stern one. “Normally I would agree with you, but I am taking no chances. You’re both too important to our clan to risk needlessly. This is just a scouting mission. You’re not to engage in any way. Locate them, gather what information you can, and return to the castle. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Hoheit,” Gunter said a little sullenly.

“Of course, Eure Majestät,” Melissande easily agreed.

Ravi nudged Gunter with his elbow and smirked. “You know he wants you back safely to protect your dungeon from me.”

Gunter’s head snapped up and he stared at Alric with a look of horror written clearly in his wide eyes. “You wouldn’t dare allow this menace near my books while I’m gone, would you?”

Nearly everyone at the table knew Ravi had no interest in going anywhere near the royal library. He’d only said it to pull Gunter out of his pout, and it had clearly worked.

“I promise to find some task to keep Ravi busy and away from your books,” Alric teased. He then turned his attention back to the rest of the table. “As much as I hate to do this, for the time being, all mages are prohibited from venturing outside of the castle until further notice. Until we understand and eliminate this threat, I’m not willing to risk anyone’s life if it can be helped.”

Lisette leaned forward so that she could see around her husband, pinning Alric with narrowed eyes. “Is this non-negotiable?”

“I am willing to discuss it on a case-by-case basis with the understanding that the request falls under the heading of dire emergency. I would like you to act as a liaison between me and the mages, sorting out the more frivolous requests and finding possible work arounds where possible. Please explain to the mages that I’m concerned for their safety as well as the safety of the dragons who would be protecting them.”

Lisette nodded. “There will be some grumbling, but I think everyone will be understanding.”

“I don’t think it will hurt that we have new guests arriving shortly.” Alric smiled at Cameron, watching as Lisette happily wrapped her arm around his shoulders, pulling him in close. “I’m sure they’ll be exhausted from their travels. Rooms are being arranged near yours, Cameron, so they will be comfortable. Once they’ve rested, we will arrange for a proper celebration to welcome them and allow them to meet the clan.”

“Thank you. I wish I could say you don’t have to go to the trouble, but Cassie and Halmeoni are always ready for a party.”

“Wonderful. Then if there are no other questions…” Alric paused, looking over the gathering before he nodded once. “Thank you for your time.”

Alric and Dieter remained seated while everyone else stood and bowed to him before filing out of the room. Alric couldn’t stop himself from following Cameron’s progress around the table as he talked excitedly to Lisette. A part of him wanted to pull Cameron aside and talk to him. Not that he had anything in particular to say. It had just been hours since he’d last had Cameron alone.

Or stolen a kiss. Now that there was casual kissing between them, Alric was determined to enjoy that new benefit as much as possible. Maybe he could steal Cameron away to a shadowy nook in the castle, away from prying eyes so that he could explore Cameron’s delectable mouth—

“Hoheit? It’s nearly time for the call with Rodrigo,” Dieter prodded him, and Alric barely held back his weary sigh. He should be excited for this call. Sadly, he wasn’t. Talks with the other clan didn’t always go smoothly, although at least they had common ground for this conversation.

Rising to his feet, Alric led the way out of the War Room and down the hall to his private office. Since taking over the office from his father, Alric had redecorated it with bright white walls and pale blue curtains that were always pulled back to allow the sunlight to pour in through the massive windows that lined two walls. The view overlooked the expansive valley below and reminded him of flying. Since it was the room he was destined to spend most of his time in, he thought he could at least make it a place he enjoyed being in. His desk was his father’s, and there was another long boardroom table, but there was also a set of comfortable couches in front of the massive fireplace.

As he crossed the room, his eyes strayed to those couches. In his mind, he could so clearly see Cameron curled up under a thick blanket on one of those sofas, a book of magic spells in his lap. His hair would be slightly disheveled from running his fingers through it, his glasses balanced on the edge of his nose. He’d wanted to be close to Alric while he worked.

He nearly tripped at the thought. The vision in his mind was so clear he could have sworn it had really happened. It hadn’t, but Alric’s heart wanted it to.

“Hoheit?”

Alric was already shaking his head. “It’s nothing. Lost in thought.” He paused at a mirror hanging on the wall not far from his desk and straightened his tie. “Do you think your mate would be upset if I don’t wear my crown?” Alric teased.

“Very likely so, but I promise not to tattle on you,” Dieter murmured, earning a snort from Alric.

“My mother would be grateful for all her meddling,” Alric admitting, flashing his old friend a smile.

“She takes it very seriously. She knows the queen would have wanted someone watching over you.”

Alric snorted again. “I feel as if I have an entire castle filled with people watching over me.” He crossed to his desk and sat down. With just a touch of the mouse, the computer woke and automatically registered his face, unlocking the programs. Alric smiled to find that Dieter had already set up everything for the call. All Alric had to do was push a button as soon as Dieter was in position behind his right shoulder.

Butterflies took flight in his stomach as Alric initiated the call. It really was a little silly to feel this strange mix of dread and excitement. While Alric wouldn’t call them friendly, they were at least on speaking terms. Of course, it didn’t help that Rodrigo was closer to his father’s age than his own six hundred and twenty-seven years. The ice dragon had a way of making Alric feel like a little kid pretending under his father’s crown, and Alric didn’t care for it.

The call connected, and Alric was faced with pale blue eyes, blond hair so light it was nearly white, and full lips that seemed to be forever twisted into a sardonic smirk.

“Greetings, King Alric,” Rodrigo said easily.

“Greetings, King Rodrigo. I hope you are well.”

The dragon shrugged. “The weather is cooling, but the swells in Arpoador and Itaúna Beach are rising. My people welcome a new surfing season with enthusiasm.”

Alric fought to keep his face expressionless as he remembered that Ravi loved to call the Ice Clan a bunch of beach bums. Of course, Rodrigo had once teasingly called the Fire Clan snow bunnies, so it was a trade-off.

“I wish you and your people a wonderful surfing season.”

Rodrigo waved his hand and said, “And I wish your people lots of snow. Let’s dispense with the pleasantries. We’ve not spoken in five decades, and I know you did not call me for an update on the tides.” Rodrigo leaned closer to his monitor, his eyes narrowing. “My advisor has been excitedly spouting this nonsense in my ear that you’ve located a mage. And then your strange email. I thought it all a cruel joke. What’s going on?”

Alric could see the king’s advisor just behind his shoulder and nearly laughed to see the man roll his eyes. He just smiled at Rodrigo. “It’s true. I would never joke about this.”

“A mage? You found a mage. The first in five hundred years.”

“Yes.”

Rodrigo fell back in his seat, swearing softly under his breath. He rubbed his lips with his hand and seemed to stare off into space, his brain still digesting this information. It was a lot to take in. He had a feeling that like Alric, Rodrigo had all but given up on finding more mages for his clan.

Rodrigo lurched forward in his chair suddenly. “How? Where?”

“I will admit it was purely by luck. One of my clansmen was in town for the Dragon War festival.” Rodrigo’s lip curled in disgust at the mention of the holiday, but he said nothing. “He ran across the mage, though the poor man had no idea his family comes from a line of mages.”

“What do you mean he had no idea?”

“Just that. His grandmother told some stories, but there’s no one in his family who knows how to use magic. He had little knowledge of dragons and mages. The true stories.”

“Impossível,” Rodrigo breathed. Alric knew the feeling. It wasn’t that the king didn’t believe Alric. It was just hard to stomach that there were mages out there who had no idea they were mages.

“Speaking with him, we’ve learned he’s from the Noh Clan.”

Rodrigo nodded. “Sim. I remember the clan. Small clan. Good with seeking spells. Have you investigated his entire family? Is there just one mage?”

“We’ve found three so far. Cameron, his twin sister Cassie, and their grandmother. Unfortunately, their parents are not. The rest of the family line is in Korea, and we haven’t spoken with them yet. The mages are being brought to Burkhard castle to begin learning about their heritage and how to use magic.”

“And to find mates, I would wager,” Rodrigo said, his voice becoming a low rumble. The older dragon shook his head. “I will not lie and say I’m not jealous. Three mages, Alric. That is quite a treasure you’ve found.”

Alric leaned forward. “I like to believe we’ve only found the first three of many more to be discovered.” He narrowed his eyes and allowed the excitement he felt to finally creep into his voice. “Think of it, Rodrigo. We’ve been searching for entire conclaves of mages, believing they would stick together for their own protection. We never considered they’d be so scattered that they’d lose their own heritage, that they’d never know how important they were. It means they could be living right under our noses, and we just didn’t know it. We merely have to learn how to search for them better—smarter.”

Rodrigo chuckled softly, ending in a sigh. “You’re right. I’m happy for the Burkhard clan and grateful you have shared this news. I will be cutting our surfing season short so we can redirect our efforts. You’ve given us new hope.”

“It’s not the only reason I’ve called. There is dark news as well. The newly discovered mages are being hunted.”

“What?” Rodrigo shouted, sitting up in his seat. It was one of the few displays of extreme emotion Alric had seen in the dragon since he’d known him.

“Cameron was nearly kidnapped off the street with me standing no more than a few dozen feet away. His sister Cassie was also nearly kidnapped, and she was in her home in America.” Alric had to fight to keep his voice calm and even as he spoke of the two events. There was no question in his mind a mage had been watching them on their date, looking for an opportunity to make another grab at Cameron. Just the thought of someone touching Cameron again made Alric want to tear the person apart with his claws.

Rodrigo swore, straightening in his seat, a flush painting his cheeks. “Who? Who would dare?”

“We’re still trying to figure it out, but we believe this group might also be mages. There is something off or tainted with their magic. We don’t know why they are attempting to kidnap the mages or what they intend to do with them. It’s critical that if you find a mage that your people are vigilant. The mage might not be willing right away to believe our tales of magic and dark threats.”

A low groan rumbled up Rodrigo’s throat and he rolled his eyes. “I have enough headstrong dragons to deal with. I have plenty experience, I’m sure, to handle a headstrong mage.”

“Probably so.”

“Thank you for this valuable information, King Alric. I am excited to share it with my clan and begin our search anew.”

Alric regally bowed his head to the other ruler. “I am happy to share this information with you. With both our clans working to find the mages, we will at last be able to bring them safely home. Anything we discover, I will have Dieter, my advisor, reach out to your advisor immediately.”

“Yes, and we shall do the same.”

“I also ask that you share contact information for your head researcher and head mage so that they can speak directly with their counterparts in my clan.”

“Of course, I will leave it to Thiago to arrange everything,” Rodrigo said, waving to the man behind his shoulder.

“As you wish. Happy hunting, King Rodrigo.”

“And to you, my friend.”

Rodrigo ended the call and Alric turned to look over at Dieter, one eyebrow raised.

Dieter chuckled. “Yes, I would say that went rather well, and Rodrigo is happy to call you ‘friend’ since you very likely saved his clan.”

Alric made a scoffing noise as he slouched a little in his chair. “Saved only if he and his dragons can locate some mages. And it has not escaped me that finding Cameron was pure chance. Ravi was lost in a sea of people at that festival, and he just happened to smell a mage. What are the odds of that?”

Dieter scratched the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin. “Chance or not, we are all grateful that it happened. It has given us a new starting point and a new hope after so very long.”

“True,” Alric was forced to concede. “And with the Ice Clan watching for these rogue mages as well, we all have a better chance of uncovering the truth and saving the mages who have yet to find their way home.”

“Speaking of home,” Dieter drawled as he pulled his vibrating phone out of his pocket. “Lisette reports that the car bearing our two newest mages home has just pulled into the courtyard, and Ravi is at the head of the welcoming committee.”

Alric groaned and rubbed his eyes. That dragon was exhausting. But considering what he knew of Cassie after meeting her on the phone and the stories Baldewin had already sent him about Cameron’s grandmother, it was likely they would not be disturbed by the sight of a dragon acting like an overly excited puppy.
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Cameron placed his hand over his heart. Was he having a heart attack? This was starting to feel like a heart attack. His pulse was racing, he was light-headed, and he smelled fresh-baked bread.

No, a heart attack was supposed to be toast. Or burnt feathers.

No, wait. That was a stroke.

Never mind, it wasn’t a heart attack, but the arrival of his twin and his grandmother was definitely feeling like a mistake.

Not that he didn’t want his family safe. He needed to know that Cassie and his grandmother were safe if he was ever going to sleep again. There was no question they’d be safe at the castle surrounded by what was starting to feel like overprotective dragons.

But living in the castle also meant they were going to be near Alric. Or more correctly, they were going to see Cameron when he was around Alric, and they would know. They would see Cameron acting like a tongue-tied, overly excited, peacocking idiot around Alric because he was mindlessly, hopelessly attracted to him.

Of course, Cassie would only encourage him because Alric was bone-meltingly sexy.

And Halmeoni would encourage him because Alric was sexy and a powerful king. She’d be telling him to put a ring on it before some other mage came along to claim him.

Cameron did not need that kind of tag-teaming pressure when it came to Alric. Luckily there wasn’t a whole lot of competition at the moment for the dragon, but it sounded like they were hoping Cameron and his family were just the tip of the mage iceberg. Soon, Burkhard would be crawling with mages, and Cameron would be beating the bastards off Alric with a stick…or maybe a wand.

Groaning softly to himself, Cameron rubbed his temples against the threat of a headache. This kind of thinking wasn’t helping. There was no question they were attracted to each other, but that didn’t prove a damn thing when it came to being actual mates.

How could Cameron even think of being Alric’s mate? He was the freaking king of the entire clan. He was calm, collected, smooth, and so damn controlled when it came to handling any situation he was thrown into. Alric needed a mage mate who was just like him, who could rise to the occasion and be the voice of reason to help him lead.

And Cameron was…well, he wasn’t that.

Which sucked because he really liked Alric. Liked his laugh. Liked the way he glared, because it was almost a dare. A challenge to get Cameron to make him laugh again. Everything about the man was a challenge. He wanted to show Alric that he really was strong and fierce when Alric saw himself as simply damaged and weak. He wanted Alric to finally see how loved he was by all his people.

What a freaking mess. Cassie and Halmeoni were not going to make things any easier.

“Everything alright, Cameron?”

“Eep!” He twisted around to find Alric standing beside him. “How did you sneak up on me?”

Alric laughed and shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t think I was sneaking since I spoke to several people before coming to stand beside you.”

Cameron straightened his glasses and shoved his hair out of his face. The early evening sun had yet to disappear behind the mountains, and the castle courtyard was sliding into a cool chill. What summer warmth they had was dropping as the sun edged out of view. He absently wished for a long-sleeve shirt.

“No, sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“What’s troubling you?”

Cameron managed a small smile as he looked over at Alric standing perfectly erect and dressed in a sharp, dark suit. Of course, it didn’t look like the slight chill in the air bothered him. But then, as a fire dragon, Cameron doubted any kind of cold bothered him. “I just worry that my family can be a bit much.”

“I don’t know. You’re talking about a sister who took down an assailant twice her weight with only a baseball bat and duct tape. And of course, your grandmother has turned the head of my royal guard into a man who hides in a tiny jet bathroom so he can send me threatening texts.”

“Oh god, he didn’t,” Cameron gasped, covering his mouth with both hands. He was trying not to laugh, he really was, but…Baldewin was so tall and strong and intimidating. What had his grandmother done?

“Baldewin will recover. He’s also explained that Cassie is now quite attached to Sasha.”

“What?” Cameron shrieked, forgetting all about his own worries because Alric clearly had the best gossip. “Have you and Baldewin been texting non-stop since he left?”

“Not quite. Just quick updates about their progress, which occasionally include little snippets about your grandmother and sister.”

Cameron thrust both of his hands into his hair. Maybe he should have made up warning labels for those two. Cameron was used to their craziness, he could take it in stride, but his poor dragon friends had no idea what was coming. It would surely be hysterical (for Cameron), but still, a warning wouldn’t be amiss. But all that was forgotten when Alric stepped a little closer and placed his right hand against Cameron’s lower back.

Alric leaned closer and whispered into his ear, “Your family sounds amazing. I can’t wait to meet them.”

“Oh, they’re fun. They’re just also a little…” he said breathlessly.

“They can’t possibly be more eccentric than Ravi. And I love Ravi like a little brother.”

Cameron’s eyes snapped to the sky where the dragon was still flying circles and loops over their heads. He’d been at it for nearly twenty minutes and wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down in his excitement to meet more mages. So maybe Alric had a point about eccentric family members.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve arranged for a private dinner to be served in your chambers this evening so you can spend time with your family without all the hustle and bustle of the clan. It will give them time to rest and to catch up on events. If you think they’re up for it, tomorrow we can have a more appropriate celebration with the entire clan.”

Laughing, Cameron turned to face Alric. Only a couple inches difference in height stood between them, and it would be so easy just to lean down and kiss him. It didn’t matter that they were standing in the middle of the courtyard where at least a dozen other dragons were gathered along with a couple of mages. Not to mention the couple of dozen dragons likely watching out the castle windows.

“You can’t help it, can you? You’re just naturally wonderful and thoughtful,” Cameron murmured.

“You’re clan now, Cameron. This is your home. And I want your family to feel welcome in our home too.”

Cameron’s heart skipped for an entirely new reason. He definitely had to kiss this man now. Didn’t matter if it was in front of the whole clan. He—

The sound of an engine entering the courtyard and tires zipping along concrete had Cameron jerking away in time to see a fancy black sedan pull into the open space. So much for that kiss. His family was here.

“I’m so kissing you senseless later,” Cameron muttered under his breath.

“I’m holding you to that,” Alric replied in the same low voice.

Cameron bit his tongue against the first dirty response that came to mind and smiled as the car doors were thrown open. Cassie was the first to pop out, and she ran straight for him. She was dressed in her usual mish-mosh of bright colors, and her blue hair couldn’t be missed. But it was her enthusiasm he’d been longing for. Nothing stopped Cassie once she put her mind to something. And she was damn scary if you tried to get in her way.

Thin, strong arms wrapped around his neck, and her slender body slammed into his, knocking him back a step. Once again, he felt Alric’s hand on his back, steadying him.

“Cas—”

“Oh my god, Cam! It’s so good to see you! And this place is so amazing. We rode on a private jet. A private jet! Can you freaking believe that? Halmeoni wouldn’t sit still for a second. She talked poor Baldewin’s ear off. I swear he was hiding in the bathroom half the flight just to get a break. And is that a dragon overhead?” She twisted in Cameron’s arms and squealed directly in his ear loudly, and Ravi swooped low and landed in the middle of the courtyard, his blue wings shimmering in the sunset.

Cassie squeezed him again and then shot off, jogging over to where Ravi practically vibrated in his excitement. Cameron’s own grandmother didn’t even come over to see him first. She briskly walked over to the dragon and stroked the side of Ravi’s massive head while giggling like a little kid.

“In case you were wondering, we are now both chopped liver in the face of meeting a dragon,” Cameron grumbled. Alric’s laughter rang out across the courtyard while he wrapped his arm around Cameron’s waist, pulling him in close. Cameron didn’t hesitate to rest his head against Alric’s for a moment, soaking in his touch.

“If they are happy, then I don’t mind,” Alric said before releasing him. “Why don’t you go greet your grandmother while I speak with Baldewin about the trip? I’ll be here when they are ready to meet me.”

Cameron shook his head. “Yes, because the King of the Fire Dragons has nothing better to do with his day than to wait on my grandmother’s whims.”

Alric just shrugged. “I’ll always wait for you.”

Slapping his hand over his heart, Cameron groaned. “Shameless charmer.” He slipped away from Alric and hurried over to where Ravi now stood with his long neck fully extended so Halmeoni could scratch him under his chin while cooing at him.

It took Cameron three tries to get his grandmother’s attention, but at least she fluttered at him and hugged him tightly when she finally turned to face him.

“Oh, my sweet Cam! I’m so glad you’re safe and you’ve found our people,” she gushed as she squeezed him tightly. For such a small woman, she gave some obscenely strong hugs.

“And I’m so glad you’re here. Did you have a good flight?”

Releasing him, Halmeoni waved one hand absently. “The jet was so fancy. Baldewin and Sasha took excellent care of us. We were quite safe at all times.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“I’m so glad she came, really. Sasha, I mean. She’s your sister’s new girlfriend. They’re so cute together.”

Cameron could only blink at that news. Girlfriend? His grandmother had to be wrong, but he was not going to dig into that now. It was always better to tighten the screws on Cassie when they were alone, and he’d made sure it was harder for her to escape him.

“King Alric would like to meet you,” Cameron prompted, motioning across the courtyard where Alric was in deep conversation with a frowning Baldewin. They were likely talking about the man Cassie had captured and their failed interrogation. Cameron just wanted to cross the distance separating them and wrap his arms around Alric, snuggling into him until the frown was gone.

He glanced down to see a sly smile lift his grandmother’s lips as her eyes darted from Cameron to Alric and back again. Dear god, he didn’t want to contemplate the evil swirling in her mind.

With her hand on his arm, Halmeoni marched straight over to Alric as if she met with dragon kings every day. And why not? His grandmother didn’t so much as blink an eye at the crazy things of life. She’d always believed their family came from mages and they were destined to do magic. Why wouldn’t she be meeting with the leader of the Burkhard clan?

As they approached, Alric quickly ended his conversation with Baldewin and arranged an appropriate smile on his lips. It was like watching the dragon fit himself into a role. The switch from Alric to King Alric was visible as he straightened, his expression smoothing out into something politely interested. It suddenly became critical to Cameron that he continuously knock Alric out of those molds and roles when they were alone together. The dragon definitely needed to escape from his duties every once in a while.

“King Alric, may I introduce you to my grandmother, Noh Ha Na?” Cameron said, briefly wondering if there was some more appropriate way of doing this, since Alric was a king. Should Dieter have handled the introductions? Or maybe even Baldewin.

Alric didn’t even blink an eye. He bowed to his grandmother and extended his right hand. “It is an honor to meet you in person, Lady Noh.”

“I trust you’ve been taking good care of my grandson. No more kidnapping attempts?”

Cameron hissed at his grandmother. His cheeks burned hot enough to fry an egg.

The dragon’s face became incredibly serious, and he actually held his grandmother’s hand in both of his. “I assure you that I take Cameron’s safety and well-being very seriously. He’s being protected by the entire Burkhard clan. I am personally seeing to his safety.”

“And what about his happiness? Are you personally seeing to his happiness as well?” The waggle of her eyebrows made it clear what she really meant by that.

Alric’s eyes widened and darted frantically to Cameron, a rosy flush painting his cheeks. Beside Alric, Baldewin nearly fell over laughing, and Cameron could only sigh loudly. Yes, his family had arrived at Burkhard castle in style.

Carefully pulling Halmeoni’s hand from Alric’s, he started to usher her away from the pair of dragons. “Alright, that’s enough. You’ve scared one dragon, and from what I’m hearing, you’ve scarred another. Let’s go get you settled in your room.”

“What? Scared a dragon? How would a dragon be scared of a little old woman?” his grandmother demanded as she was ushered toward the castle.

“He’d be scared if he was smart, and Alric is a smart man,” Cameron replied.

“He’s only smart if he snatches you up as his mate,” Halmeoni said fiercely, and Cameron struggled to not roll his eyes. He was pretty damn sure mates didn’t work that way, but he was also a smart man, and he was not going to argue with her.

Instead, he focused on corralling both his grandmother and wayward sister into the castle. Cassie hadn’t been excited about separating from her new girlfriend—Cameron still needed a minute to wrap his brain around that—but she was soon distracted by the opulence of the castle. They oooed at the paintings, furniture, and various decorations. They happily met every person Cameron had met over the past several weeks.

But the ooo’s turned to shrieks—mostly on Cassie’s part—when they saw their private suites.

Cameron dropped them off in their rooms to rest and refresh after their long trip before escaping into his own.

The silence lasted two minutes.

Cameron was still pulling off his sneakers when there came a knock at his door. His heart skipped a beat, hoping that maybe Alric had come to check on him again. But on the other side of the door, he was faced with Cassie’s determined glare and Halmeoni’s questioning look.

“So? Have you rocked that dragon’s world?” Cassie demanded.

Cameron groaned and stepped backward, waving for his twin and grandmother to enter. “I’m working on it.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cassie grumbled back at him. Her grumpiness was short lived as a smile spread across her face a second before she darted across the room and launched herself at Cameron’s bed. She landed with a bounce and sighed, settling against the heavy blankets and thick pillows.

“It means I’m working on it,” Cameron repeated.

Halmeoni’s hand gently patted Cameron’s cheek, drawing his attention down to her. “Seriously, child, what’s the hold up? That man looks like he needs a little nookie.”

“Halmeoni!” Cameron choked on a laugh, though he wasn’t really surprised. His grandmother had always been rather blunt and outspoken. She just chuckled at him as she crossed the room and dropped into a heavily cushioned chair in front of the empty fireplace and placed her feet up on the matching ottoman.

Closing the door, Cameron turned back to his family, arms folded over his chest. For as exhausting as they were, Cameron didn’t hesitate to admit he was glad they were here. Not only were they safe from the threats from this secret mage group, but they could give him some much-needed insight into a certain tight-lipped dragon.

“It’s complicated.”

Cassie snorted from her blanket nest. “Sex is not complicated. You only make it complicated.”

“Is that what you told your new girlfriend?”

Cassie’s head immediately popped up and she glared at her twin. “Sasha isn’t just sex. She…” Cassie paused and let out the dreamiest sigh he’d ever heard. Cameron expected little red hearts to dance around her head and blue birds to start singing in his room. What the hell! “Sasha is just amazing. She’s fierce and brilliant and so protective. She looks at me like I’m the most precious thing she’s ever seen. And she’s not intimidated or overwhelmed by me. She’s…she’s perfect and I adore her.”

“Are you telling me you’ve met your mate already? Are you kidding me?”

“Yeah. Why not? I just look at her and know.” Cassie fisted her hands in the bedding. “She’s mine.” His sister looked ready to go to war to defend that statement.

“Does Sasha feel the same way?”

“I think so.” Cassie shrugged and looked away. “It’s not like we’ve had that conversation, but I can see it when she looks at me. She’s mine and I’m hers.”

Cameron wandered over and flopped down on the comfy sofa in front of the fireplace next to his grandmother’s chair. “Yeah, well… things aren’t so obvious with Alric. He’s complicated.”

“Men like to think they’re complicated, but they’re not,” Halmeoni said sagely, earning a glare from Cameron before he dropped his arm over his eyes.

“It’s not a matter of whether he’s interested. We’re definitely attracted to each other.”

“That’s a good start in terms of nookie,” Cassie interjected.

Cameron ignored her. “But I don’t know if he’s my mate, and I don’t get the feeling Alric is sure I’m his mate. We’re both being cautious, and I understand. Alric survived this whole war that decimated his family, his people, and our people because some asshole wanted a dragon who wasn’t his mate. I don’t want to be that next asshole who destroys more dragons, and Alric doesn’t want to hurt me.”

And then there was the entire issue with Alric’s self-esteem and sense of self-worth thanks to his old war injury. But Cameron wasn’t comfortable talking about that just yet. The urge to protect the dragon was damn near suffocating.

A scoffing noise came from Halmeoni, and Cameron lowered his arm to see his grandmother looking at him with an expression of disbelief. “Do you really think you’re going to start a war over Alric?”

A little voice in Cameron’s heart immediately shouted, “YES!” Alric was his. Cameron wanted to lay claim to all his smiles and even his frowns. He wanted to be the person Alric talked to when he was worried or upset. He wanted to be the one who took his cares away and made him feel lighter. He wanted to teach him that his damn scars didn’t matter, that he was beautiful, strong, and powerful even with the scars.

He blinked. Um. Emotions, where did those come from? Shit, had that possessiveness really been hiding under the surface all this time? How had Cameron not realized it before? And what should he do about it because obviously this was so much more than attraction or a crush. Cameron’s heart was going into some pretty serious territory.

Cameron’s eyes focused on his grandmother to find a knowing smile on her face, as if she could read his thoughts. Magic or no magic, Halmeoni was a dangerous woman. God help the world when she did know magic. Yeah, okay, he’d better think about his feelings on Alric later. When he had the privacy to really turn it over in his head.

“It just takes time. We’ll get there or we won’t,” Cameron said on a sigh. “In the meantime, I have been made an official member of the Burkhard clan. Alric said you’ll both be meeting the clan tomorrow, and there will be a celebration of sorts. Tonight, he wanted to give you a chance to relax and rest.”

“Such a sweet, thoughtful dragon,” Halmeoni murmured. The woman was not helping. It was better to change the subject completely.

Cameron sat up enough to look over at his sister. “What about mom and dad? Why didn’t they come?”

Cassie snorted. “You know how dad is when he’s in the middle of a major project. And it’s not like he ever believed in magic in the first place. Definitely not when it came to our family. It’s not like mom’s going to leave his side either.”

“But if it’s not safe—”

“They’ll be fine,” Halmeoni said calmly. She dropped her feet to the floor and leaned toward Cameron. “Baldewin had this wonderful amulet that he waved at both of them, but it didn’t glow like it did for Cassie and me.”

Cameron grunted. He couldn’t say that he was particularly surprised that his parents weren’t mages, but it would have been nice if they’d come so he could be sure they were safe. “They were tested and neither are mages. At this point, they’re not really in danger. The kidnappers are only interested in mages.”

“There’s no reason for those evil bastards to go after your parents,” Halmeoni agreed. “Not in that sense.”

Cameron agreed but didn’t. “But they might be evil enough to use our parents as hostages. I’ll ask Alric to send them guards, just in case.” He pulled out his phone and texted the request. To his surprise, he received an answer immediately.

We’re sending two out in the next hour as a precaution. Please notify your parents of this.

“Alric’s already planning on sending someone.” Smart king. Then again, he was likely more aware of how devious the enemy could be. “We’ll need to alert the parents they’re coming.

Halmeoni shrugged. “We’ll need to speak with your parents soon anyway. They want you to Skype them so they can check on you. For some reason, they’ve still got it stuck in their heads that you’re going to go back in a month and start one of those new jobs you’ve been offered.”

Snatching up one of the throw pillows, Cameron pressed it to his face and groaned. This was his own fault. He had not made it clear that he had no intention of leaving Germany. Hell, there was no way he was leaving Burkhard castle without Alric. But in his own defense, he’d been afraid to believe any of this was permanent until he’d been made a part of the clan.

He knew it down in his soul that this was where he was meant to be. His life was supposed to be about magic, protecting this clan, and if he was very lucky, protecting Alric.

“I’ll call them,” Cameron said, his voice muffled by the pillow.

He needed to bite that bullet soon. There was little doubt in his mind that his parents weren’t going to understand this. At least, not right away.

They’d been so careful to set his life on this path to success. He’d just finished getting his master’s degree. Once he started his new job, the next steps were a house of his own and a husband, followed quickly with one child and then two years later, a second child. For his parents, that was the road to happiness. They would not understand any deviation on Cameron’s part.

Cameron had always known his happiness didn’t lead down this road, but he’d never known how to tell them because he hadn’t been sure how to find his happiness. At least, not until he’d met Alric and the dragons of Burkhard Castle.

“They’ll understand…eventually,” Halmeoni said softly.

Cameron grunted and moved the pillow behind his head. They would. His parents loved him and only wanted his happiness. It just wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

“But on to more important things,” Cassie announced. Cameron twisted on the sofa to see her sitting up in the middle of his bed. “When do we start learning magic?”

Halmeoni sat up straighter as well and clapped her hands. “Yes! When do we learn magic? I plan to become the most powerful mage this castle has ever seen.”

Cameron chuckled. Yep, he was back to being chopped liver, but he couldn’t blame them. He’d been the same way. “Tomorrow. Lisette has been training me to use magic, and I’m sure she’s going to be training you both as well. She’s a wonderful teacher.”

“Are you sure we can’t start right now?” Halmeoni prodded. “I’m not feeling the least bit tired.”

“Me neither,” Cassie piped up.

“Tomorrow,” Cameron said firmly. “We need to call the parents tonight and that’s not a short conversation. And with magic, there’s a lot to learn, and you need to rest while you can. Enjoy the fact that you’re in a castle surrounded by real, live dragons.”

“Okay, but I want my dragon,” Cassie pouted.

Me too, whispered Cameron’s heart.
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Alric called out an absent, “Enter!” at the knock at the door before scent told him who it was. Cameron. His dragon instantly stirred, head raising and clawing at him to rise and cross to the man. To touch him. Hold him. Good grief, it was as if he needed to put a leash on his dragon.

He put the report in his hands down immediately, turning in his chair toward the door. This was the first time Cameron had come to his private chambers on his own. It probably accounted for some of his dragon’s restlessness. The mage was finally in his domain of his own accord.

With a light tread, Cameron waltzed in, shutting the door behind him. There was a smug set to his mouth. “Why hello there, handsome. Are you busy?”

“Hello yourself. I’m free for you. Are you done settling everyone in?” Alric set the report on the side table, extending his right hand in invitation.

Cameron took it, swinging himself into Alric’s lap as if he had a standing invitation. (He did.) Alric’s good arm came around his waist to hold him in place as Cameron leaned in for a hello kiss. His left hand rested on Cameron’s thigh, stroking a bit because he couldn’t seem to still that impulse. He loved this new development between them. It had been only a day since Cameron declared they should try dating, and Alric was enjoying these stolen private moments. They possessed an unexpected touch of familiarity, where the moment was as much about re-connecting with the man as anything else. A sweet, happy hello.

With a sigh, Cameron pulled back a few inches. “They are as settled as I can make them. Halmeoni is beside herself, she’s so excited to work magic. There will be absolutely no living with her for the next decade. Cassie’s admittedly not much better.”

“I can’t say that I’m surprised. Not after meeting them. And there’s a joy to finding what you were meant to do, what truly calls to you.”

“Yeah, I know. First time I did magic, that hit home with me. It’s why I didn’t argue when they wanted a magic lesson with Lisette. I think she went along with it for the same reason.”

Alric carefully lifted his left hand and brushed a lock of Cameron’s hair from his eyes, smiling. “She’s just as excited, in her own way. To have so many students at once is something we’ve all dreamed about.”

“Even if one of them is a grandmother?” Cameron asked with a light laugh.

“I don’t think she expected that, no. But still, another mage is a blessing no matter the age.” And Alric personally laid odds that when Noh Ha Na was fully trained, she’d be a considerable force to be reckoned with. For the simple fact that she was so enthusiastic about magic, she would learn every nook and cranny of it. Knowledge applied was often more powerful than raw talent.

“Will you invite them into the clan too?”

“Of course. But I want to give them more time to learn about us first. Asking at this juncture would be irresponsible.”

“I figured you’d say that.” Cameron lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Well, for the moment they’re fine. A little too excited, to be honest. I’m not sure if they’re going to sleep at all tonight. They’re literally bouncing about magic, drooling over the many, many attractive dragons in the clan—seriously, is that some kind of a rule? Dragons must be attractive?”

“We try,” Alric responded with false modesty.

“Ha! You’re one to talk, you sexy beast.” Cameron leaned in to kiss him.

Alric turned his face up, kissing back. This time, Cameron kissed him deeply. His passion was a drug racing through Alric’s veins, and he was becoming addicted. He could feel his body rising to the occasion and mentally swore at it. This wasn’t the right moment for anything more.

At least, he thought so until a slim hand slipped under the hem of his shirt and trailed upwards, fingers soothing along his skin in a sensual caress. Those fingers found a nipple and tweaked it, first gently, then with strength. Alric arched a little into it, gasping into Cameron’s mouth. Damn, he’d forgotten how good that felt.

There might have been a smirk on Cameron’s mouth as he swallowed that sound, his fingers doing it again. This was heading in one direction, and he shifted uncomfortably. His young lover clearly wanted sex, but was he actually ready for this?

Okay, so maybe his body and dragon were both shouting for more. For all of it. To explore every delectable inch of Cameron until the man trembled and panted beneath him.

But his mind was not exactly on board with this plan.

On one level, he understood that Cameron had already seen him. Touched those scars, knew the damage. There wasn’t anything to fear. But the rest of his mind rebelled at the mental image of him laying exposed next to all of Cameron’s perfection. He recoiled from it and his hand snapped up, catching Cameron’s wrist and removing it from under his shirt.

Cameron pulled back, his eyes searching Alric’s face. “If you’re not in the mood for sex, I’ll stop.”

Alric’s mouth opened and closed, no words emerging.

Expression hardening, Cameron sat further up. “But if you’re afraid to have sex with me because of your scars, then that’s a different matter. Which is it, Alric?”

Shit. Alric looked away from him, trying to regain his composure. Cameron read him far too well.

“Okay, no. This stops now.”

What did that mean? Alarmed, Alric’s head jerked back around. Cameron left his lap abruptly and he scrambled for him, trying to catch Cameron and draw him back in. “Wait—”

“Nope. I thought after I put the potion on your scars, you’d be okay with me. But you’re clearly not, so let’s put this into perspective.” Cameron faced him, arms akimbo, a dark frown on his face. “I’m not perfect either, Alric. I have scars too.”

Alric stared back at him, thrown for a mental loop. “You do?”

“Hell yeah, man. It’s not like I was wrapped in silk my entire life. I’ve got quite a few. Let me show you. Most are small, I grant you, but this one” —Cameron pulled at the sleeve of his shirt to expose an elbow—“I had three warts there that I had removed, and they got infected so they didn’t heal clean.” He toed off his shoes and then yanked off socks, leaving them carelessly aside. “And then there’s this scar here, right next to my big toe. Mom accidentally dropped her sewing scissors when I was about three, nearly took my toe off. She still feels guilty about it.”

Alric looked at the scar on Cameron’s bare foot, barely able to see the thin white line, it was so old. Where was he going with this?

Cameron stripped his shirt off and Alric’s question died unspoken at seeing all of that lovely skin exposed. His libido was desperately trying to turn off his brain. Why were they talking about scars again? He just wanted to get his hands on the man. Cameron didn’t have the perfect body of a gym rat, but he was perfect to Alric’s eyes. Not too slim, the muscles smooth without being ultra-defined. His hands twitched with the need to caress every inch of that olive-toned skin.

“—three dots here where they took out my appendix,” Cameron was saying, pointing to them before turning and exposing his back to Alric. “And see that round, puckered looking scar? My neighbor as a kid was practicing with his bow and arrow, and he shot over the fence by mistake and hit me. It went in like a quarter of an inch, not bad, but it left the scar behind. I screamed bloody murder when it happened. I understand he’s still banned for life from picking up a bow. Oh, and here—”

The words flowed over Alric, none of them sinking in past the surface. He watched like a man spellbound as Cameron casually took off his pants and kicked them to the side, revealing a pair of bright red boxer briefs beautifully molded to his body. It actually took Alric a moment to drag his eyes to where Cameron pointed to an oddly shaped scar just above his knee. He couldn’t focus on it, his gaze wandering up over every inch of him. All he could see was this man, this beautiful, enchanting man who had stripped in front of Alric, leaving him in boxers. He saw golden skin right there, within reach to touch and caress.

Alric felt like whimpering.

“Are you listening? Alric, hello?”

Alric’s eyes came back up to Cameron’s through sheer willpower. His mouth was dry, his breath coming a bit quick in his lungs. “What?”

Cameron watched him as if he knew very well what sort of perverted thoughts were going through Alric’s mind and seemed amused by it. “What do you think?”

“I’m afraid I lost the thread,” Alric admitted hoarsely. If Cameron didn’t put clothes back on, immediately, he was going to be flat on his back with a dragon on top of him.

“See!” Cameron exclaimed as if he’d just validated some point Cameron had been trying to make. “You don’t care about my scars at all! You still want me. I feel the same about you, okay?”

Those words penetrated the fog of lust. Alric blinked, clearing his vision, and looked Cameron over from head to foot once more. This time, he did focus on the imperfections but…well, what did they matter? Cameron was right, they had no bearing whatsoever on how Alric felt for him. All of that was skin deep and had nothing to do with the amazing man standing in front of him. The man he wanted rather desperately.

If Cameron felt the same way about it that he did, then indeed, what was there to be afraid of? Alric had always compared himself to what he had been, what he had lost. But Cameron didn’t know the Alric of five hundred years ago. He knew only the man he saw today. He saw him precisely as he was.

And wanted him, just like this.

The realization gave him courage. Alric didn’t question it, didn’t let doubts rob him of this moment. He stood and stripped off his shirt in one go, throwing it to the side. “Come here.”

“That’s the spirit!” Cameron cheered, a victorious fist punching the air. He bounced right into Alric’s arms, throwing both of his around Alric’s shoulders. Alric latched onto his waist and kissed him urgently, needing to taste him after that strip show. Cameron smiled a little as he kissed him, hands sweeping down Alric’s back in a warm caress. His touch didn’t falter, didn’t show any difference between damaged skin and good. Alric felt tears prick at his eyes as he realized all over again that Cameron truly did not care. All he wanted was Alric.

And Alric was perfectly alright with Cameron having all of him.

Those very capable hands dipped down, tracing and shaping Alric’s ass. Cameron’s mouth trailed down his jaw and neck, nipping at the skin lightly. “Yes or no?”

Many lovers had held the opinion that because Alric was so dominant in personality he wouldn’t care to be taken. It was an erroneous assumption. “I like it either way. Giving and taking is pleasurable to me. You’re welcome to take me tonight.”

Cameron’s smile turned a little more wicked, definitely hungrier. “Please and thank you.” Cameron took him by the hand, leading him toward the bed.

Alric followed, and for the first time in memory, he wasn’t nervous about following a lover to bed. He wasn’t shy under Cameron’s eyes or felt the need to arrange them so that Cameron couldn’t readily see his chest. If anything, Cameron’s greedy gaze left him feeling powerful and desired.

His lover crawled to the center of the bed and sat on his knees, hand extended toward Alric. With his own grin, Alric shoved down his pants and socks, stepping away from the pile and leaving himself open to Cameron’s perusal.

“Yes. All of that,” Cameron said huskily, waving his hand toward Alric’s entire body. “I want all of that now.”

They came together in a tangle of limbs and laughter, their hands exploring each other and finding sensitive spots. Skin rubbed against skin, lighting a hundred little fires across Alric’s body. Nothing had ever felt so perfect to him. Every touch, every gasp and laugh added a new bubble of joy to his blood.

Unable to comfortably lean on his left side, Alric sat up instead, straddling Cameron’s thighs. He wrapped the fingers of his right hand around Cameron’s straining cock and slowly stroked him. Cameron lay back, hands over his head while fingers dug deep into the pillow. Cameron watched him through slitted eyes, his damp lips parted on a broken gasp of pleasure. Tension seemed to hum through his lithe body, pulling muscles taut to the point of trembling.

“That’s good,” he said thickly. “So good. Come here so I can reach you better.”

Good? Oh, Alric wanted so much more than simply good. He wanted to drive his sexy little mage insane. He wanted him writhing, shouting, and maybe even a little begging. He scooted back and bent down, pressing a series of open-mouthed kisses along the inside of his pelvic bone. Cameron’s cock nudged his cheek, and a soft moan left his lover when Alric turned his head and nuzzled his thick length with the tip of his nose. The scent of Cameron’s citrus bodywash and personal musk danced around him. Nothing had ever been so intoxicating.

He continued down, kissing and licking the little divot where his thigh met his torso. Cameron whimpered and one hand reached down from the pillow to thread through his hair. His lover didn’t pull him in the direction he wanted, but there was a slight tightening, some impatience in that tug. There was no question what his Cameron wanted.

His dragon urged the same thing. It growled in Alric’s brain, demanding to lick and taste every inch of the morsel spread before him in his bed. Yes, all of Cameron needed to be savored.

Turning his head, Alric licked a slow stripe up Cameron’s cock with the flat of his tongue. He paused, swirling his tongue around the tip, before swallowing him down. Dear god, how long had it been since he’d done this? Even in his foggiest of memories, it had never been like this. The sound of Cameron’s panting, the weight of his perfect dick on his tongue. Hollowing his cheeks, he sucked him slowly, relishing the taste and feel of his satiny skin on his tongue.

Cameron was panting and humming, his skin beautifully flushed, but it wasn’t enough. Drawing ever so slightly on dragon fire, he heated his breath up so that it was just a few degrees warmer than the average human’s. He let Cameron’s cock slide from his mouth, and he blew a steady stream from root to tip. The warm air across wet flesh became the most decadent caress, but also a wicked tease since it came without all the usual friction and pressure.

Cameron spasmed and arched under the onslaught, a gasp of pleasure wringing out of his throat. His head shot up, and he stared at Alric with wide eyes, panting for breath. “Oh. My. God.”

Wicked need flashed through Alric. That was more of the reaction he looked for. “Still good?” he teased.

Cameron made a sound like he was swallowing his tongue.

“Want me to do it again?”

“Yes please,” Cameron responded faintly.

Alric repeated the process, leaving Cameron gasping and squirming, back arching. His breath shook, glazed eyes on Alric. Alric was content to do this all night long, to bring Cameron to the peak of pleasure over and over again, but not tonight. Not their first time together. He wanted more. Needed so much more.

With his face pressed to Cameron’s skin, he smelled of magic and citrus, but so much more. He was flesh and sweat and desire. He smelled like…MINE.

Alric paused, clenching his teeth as his dragon tossed its head up with a greedy roar. In all his nearly seven hundred years, he and his dragon had always been of accord. His dragon was content to allow his human side to remain in the driver’s seat in all things, but since he’d met Cameron his dragon had been making more insistent demands.

Claim. Protect. Devour. Mine. Mine. Mine.

And while he was horrified by his dragon’s ceaseless demands, there was a part of his human side that completely agreed. Cameron was his and his alone.

“Alric?” Cameron’s voice was soft and needy, but there was a thread of worry that helped Alric climb back into control.

Lifting his head to meet Cameron’s sharp eyes, Alric gasped out, “Need you.”

Knowing his eyes must be flashing gold with the depth of his emotions, Alric felt a surge of gratification and lust when Cameron displayed no fear. Instead, his eyes widened with wonder, and he eagerly nodded before he pushed into a seated position. Alric crawled across the bed to the nightstand, grabbing the cream hidden in the top drawer.

The jar was one of the preferred porcelain types the mages liked to use. He lifted the stopper top out and dipped two fingers in before reaching behind and stretching himself on a sigh. The burn was sharper than he expected as muscles resisted the sudden intrusion. Alric couldn’t actually remember the last time he’d bottomed for anyone.

“I think that’s my job, sexy,” Cameron breathed against his ear. He pulled on Alric’s hip, toppling him to the mattress in an easy, gentle roll.

Alric went with it, letting Cameron arrange his legs on either side of his slender body before he snatched up the jar. He made quick work of slicking up his fingers, but then the world slowed down again. As if his lover was treasuring this moment as well. Cameron traced the puckered ring for a moment, teasing him. Bending his head, Cameron pressed a kiss to the side of Alric’s knee and then another on the inside of his thigh.

“Do you know how long I’ve been dreaming of touching you?” Cameron whispered against his skin. His hot breath brushed against him, leaving behind goosebumps.

“Twenty minutes,” Alric said, trying to sound unaffected and failing miserably.

“Weeks,” Cameron replied. Though, Alric wasn’t sure if he’d heard him correctly. Cameron had pushed his finger inside as he spoke, and Alric moaned. The burn was gone now, replaced with pleasure and building need. Cameron worked him slowly, kissing up his leg while carefully adding a second finger.

Alric let his eyes slide closed, enjoying the sensation. It was always so much better when he had someone else fingering him. But this was so much more than someone. This was Cameron. His Cameron with the intoxicating laugh and winsome smile exploring his body with his hands and mouth as if he couldn’t get enough of Alric. His own hand didn’t bring as much pleasure. His Cameron was setting him on fire, leaving his leg trembling and dick throbbing for release. For the moment, his dragon was silent, seeming to revel in Cameron’s touch as much as Alric.

“You can’t help it, can you? Always so sexy,” Cameron murmured. Alric had never heard Cameron’s voice dip so low and rough. His lover brushed his lips across Alric’s cock, and he hissed as pleasure crackled through him, straining his fragile hold on his control. “I’m so tempted to see if I can make you come just like this.” Cameron twisted his fingers deep inside him, brushing lightly over his prostate. The jolt knocked the breath from Alric’s lungs.

“Cameron!” Alric moaned. His fingers twisted in the bedclothes on either side of him. The instinctive move sent a small ripple of pain up his left arm, but this time he welcomed it as it shoved back his encroaching orgasm.

“But I need inside you. Need to feel you when you come. Rubber?”

It took a minute for Alric’s brain to climb back into higher functions and formulate an answer. “Don’t need it. The lube in your hand is a potion. It prevents any spread of diseases.”

Cameron’s hand stopped for a moment, staring at the jar with wonder. “Seriously? Remind me to get Lisette to teach me that next.”

“I believe you’ll remember,” Alric drawled, amused at him.

“You’re probably right. Because not having a condom between us right now is getting me all hot and bothered. I mean, safe sex is sexy and all, but still.” Cameron quickly slathered on more of the cream. Even from his position, Alric could see the tremble in Cameron’s hands as he readied himself. With his right hand, he grabbed Alric’s left leg and placed it over his shoulder. He paused, his eyes questioning. “Shoulder okay?”

Shoulder? Alric was pretty sure the only thing he could feel was his aching dick and the tingling need to come in every damn nerve ending. He certainly wasn’t in any pain. “It’s good,” Alric quickly replied.

Alric had intended to ride Cameron earlier, but having his lover over him like this was wonderful as well. This way he could see Cameron’s every expression, every emotion as it crossed his face.

The head of Cameron’s cock brushed against his hole once, and then he was pressing forward. Alric pushed outward until Cameron finally forced his way past stubborn muscles. A hiss escaped Alric before he could catch it, and Cameron froze. The burn and pain were back, sharper than before.

“Been a while,” Alric gritted out, trying to get his damn body to adjust to Cameron’s girth faster.

Cameron’s grin turned surprisingly wicked as he wrapped his long, slender fingers around Alric’s semi-hard cock. “Don’t hate me, but…good.”

A moan jumped from Alric’s parted lips as Cameron stroked him, but his mind was still turning over Cameron’s words. He was glad Alric hadn’t bottomed for another in a while. Cameron wanted him. Cameron wanted him all for himself. Alric’s dragon proudly stretched and preened inside of him. The damn beast would have been contentedly blowing smoke rings if Alric let him, but now was not the time. Cameron was pushing deeper, and the burn had given way to the most delicious pleasure.

Cameron paused, adjusting, then slid out again on a long glide. He continued at this pace, sinking into Alric’s body inch by slow inch until Alric had finally taken all of him. He pulled back out in the same steady pace.

Reaching up with his right hand, he grabbed a hunk of Cameron’s hair and pulled him down for a deep, soul-stealing kiss. Cameron moaned into his mouth, and Alric swore he could taste his desire. He’d never felt so full, so connected to another person in all of his long existence. He wished they could stay just like this forever, but the need burning through him left him wanting to beg Cameron to fuck him hard, straight into oblivion.

“Cameron, don’t tease.” Alric meant for that to be a demand, but it came out a touch too plaintive. It felt good, yes, but he wanted so much more.

“I really, really want to,” Cameron told him, then groaned. “I can’t find the patience for it. I’ll tease you later.”

Alric had a smart comment, but it was lost to his moan when Cameron pulled nearly completely free of his body before slamming home again. His devilish lover set a bruising pace, and Alric still wanted more. The feel of Cameron moving inside of him, the stretch and pleasure singing through his body, chased one cry of pleasure after another up his throat. He wanted to feel embarrassed for the noises he was making, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t feel anything but exquisite joy and the electric tingle of his own orgasm demanding to be set free.

Reaching for his cock to give himself some relief, Alric cried out when Cameron batted his hand away after just a couple of strokes.

“That’s mine,” Cameron informed him even as his strokes picked up the same rhythm as his thrusts.

“I’m—hahnn—not about to argue.” He thrust his head back into the pillow. Cameron was grazing his prostate with every thrust, while also stroking his dick. It all drove him straight for the edge of the cliff.

His hand shot out and caught Cameron behind the neck, pulling him down. He slammed their mouths together. It wasn’t so much a kiss as a desperate clash of teeth and tongues. He needed to be connected to this man in every way possible.

And then the world exploded. Alric shouted as his orgasm broke free, sending a splash of cum across his chest and stomach. Cameron stroked him through it while his thrusts lost their rhythm. A second later, Cameron cried out and a dizzying heat poured into Alric’s body.

Cameron released him and fell into the cradle of Alric’s legs, his head nestled on Alric’s right shoulder. Their desperate pants were the only sound in the room. Alric closed his eyes, just letting the feel of Cameron’s weight sink into him. They stayed like that, warm and tangled together, for several minutes and caught their breath. Alric stroked a hand along Cameron’s spine, enjoying the afterglow with a smile on his face.

Their mingled scents filled the air, and Alric smiled at the feeling of sated peace coming from his dragon at last. His other half had been endlessly restless when it came to Cameron since the very first day, but now, at long last, it was happy. There was still a whisper of possessiveness, a need to claim Cameron officially, but this had at least bought Alric some time and a little peace and quiet. The happy sigh that escaped Cameron was proof enough to the dragon that the man in his arms wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

“Can I do that more often?” Cameron asked against his skin.

Alric closed his eyes against his own feelings of peace and contentment. He had zero desire to move ever again. “You can do that whenever you’d like.”

“Awesome,” Cameron whispered. He sounded so relaxed that he was practically half asleep. “Because you, sir, are incredibly fun to have sex with. And I feel like sex needs to happen as often as possible in the future.”

Alric’s body shook lightly with a soundless chuckle. “I’m certainly not arguing against it.”

Cameron lifted his head and kissed him, a gentle, sweet exchange. “This position is good for you?”

“It is. Most of them are.” Alric felt touched Cameron had obviously thought about it. Tried to arrange them to put the least amount of stress on his body as possible. “Anything that demands strength on my left side is not possible. I also can’t lay on it for any length of time. I go numb.”

“Gotcha.”

“When you sleep over, I need to be on my right side or flat on my back,” Alric continued and then held his breath. He didn’t know how Cameron’s generation handled dating, or sex, or sleeping over. He could only ask for what he wanted and see how Cameron took it.

Cameron came up to rest on one elbow, his thumb caressing Alric’s cheekbone. “If that’s your way of inviting me to stay the night, I’d love to. I should warn you I’m a heat-seeker. So if you’re not much of a cuddler, I will steal all of your blankets.”

Alric relaxed, the uncertainty fading. “I like to cuddle. I run hot anyway; you can have the blankets if you’d like.”

“I’d much prefer to be wrapped around you.” Cameron grimaced, looking down between their bodies. “And as much as I’m enjoying this, we are starting to stick together. Let me get us cleaned up. Then we can cuddle and talk.”

Alric didn’t want to lose the feeling of Cameron inside of him or wrapped around him, but the young man was right. The sooner they were clean, the sooner they could be tucked into bed and cuddled again.

They cleaned up with a soft, wet cloth before returning to the bed. Alric propped up on a pillow and invited Cameron into his right side, where the younger man happily snuggled in. It was lovely, laying like this with Cameron, skin to skin and not a worry intruding.

They stayed like that for an indefinite time, Cameron’s fingers lightly ghosting over his skin in a wonderful caress. The young mage seemed relaxed, but he could almost hear the wheels turning in his brain. He wasn’t surprised when he finally spoke up.

“Alric?”

He hummed, tucking Cameron a little tighter against him.

“Can I ask you some personal questions?”

“You can ask me anything you like,” he replied, trying to keep the amusement out of his voice. Cameron’s hesitance seemed odd considering they were snuggled naked in bed together.

“I’ve seen a gold flash sometimes in your eyes. What is it?”

“Hmm, you can think of it as a hint of my dragon side. When I’m excited, or my blood is pumping, fire leaks through.”

“Ohhh, that’s cool. I did wonder, as I couldn’t figure out a rhyme or reason to it.” Cameron ruminated on that for a moment, and when he opened his mouth again, his tone was far more tentative. “Second question. It’s about your scars. How did you get them?”

Alric tensed. He couldn’t stop himself, and he knew Cameron felt it. The damn things had been a sore subject for him since he’d first gotten them. Of course, he’d never had to speak of them because until recently, everyone in the castle knew exactly how he’d gotten his scars. What they cost him.

Cameron’s head popped up as he pushed away from Alric. Even in the darkness of the room, Alric could read the worry on his lover’s face. He didn’t want that. His mage should never hesitate to ask him questions.

With his right arm, Alric pulled Cameron close again, tucking him against his chest. It seemed easier to speak about the past with his lover pressed close, as if holding Cameron in his arm made the memories a little less painful.

“They happened near the end of the Great Dragon War. We were marshalling forces in what would become Algeria. A group of mages and a number of dragons were working together on a new defensive strategy. The Jaeggi staged a surprise attack. We were outflanked and outmatched.” Alric paused and licked his lips against the inevitable tightness in his throat that formed when he thought of that battle.

Cameron’s hand slid up Alric’s chest, coming to settle over his heart. “It’s okay. I’m right here.”

Alric caught his hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing his knuckles. “Thank you, Liebling. My father was there, helping with the evacuation. I stayed behind to make sure the last of the mages escaped with dragons. My attention…my attention was not on the Jaeggi.” Alric’s voice caught in his throat as the memories of the burning sun and the smell of the smoke permeated his mind. It was all still as fresh as that day.

His fingers tightened a little on Cameron’s hand, and he brushed that soft skin across his lips, letting it settle him. “It’s amazing the things you forget in time and the strange things you remember. Like…I can’t remember the spell they used that nearly killed me, but I can remember I had mutton that day. The first in nearly a month. A dragon had brought it in from Greece the night before when carrying in new supplies. Lisette would know the spell, but it doesn’t really matter.”

“Alric?”

“I was concentrating on the mages when the spell hit. I was in my dragon form. My father flew in from above me, took the brunt of the hit, but some of it ripped through my left wing and down the left side of my back.”

“Oh god!” Cameron said in a harsh whisper.

“There were enough of our forces remaining to hold back the Jaeggi so they could rescue my father and myself. Our remaining mages did everything they could to save my father’s life, but it was too late for him. He held on long enough in excruciating pain to tell me he loved me. To be brave. To protect our people.”

Cameron wrapped his arms around Alric’s neck, pressing so close that nothing could slip between them. “Oh, Alric. I’m so sorry.” Warm tears smeared damp streaks on Alric’s shoulder, and Alric threaded his fingers through Cameron’s hair. His sweet mage.

“Shhh, dearest one. It’s okay. My father was a brave and wonderful leader. He was happy to give his life for his people, even his headstrong son,” Alric murmured.

“But your wing? Your arm? Why couldn’t they heal you?”

A soft sigh escaped Alric. “They might have been able if I’d allowed them to try. I wouldn’t let them. I wouldn’t let a mage tend to my wounds. I commanded them all to use their powers and knowledge to save my father.” He paused and shook his head. “By the time he passed, the wounds were too deep and had started to scar. They did what they could to ease my pain and heal what they were able, but it was clear I would never fly again.”

Cameron settled his head on Alric’s shoulder, and Alric lifted his left hand toward the mage. There was a low dull ache at the movement, but that could have just as easily been thanks to their earlier exercise. Very lightly, Cameron’s fingertips followed the scars from his fingers up his arm to his elbow before dropping his hand to Alric’s stomach.

“Do you see your scars as some kind of penance because your father died instead of you?”

There was no stopping the low chuckle. “You are too smart for your own good.”

“Really?”

“I did. For a long time. I told myself I should have been paying more attention to the Jaeggi. That I should have been faster. Or stronger. The spell had been meant for me, not my father. I thought our clan would have been better off with him instead of me.”

“You don’t think that now?”

Alric shook his head, though it wasn’t entirely true. There were still a lot of days he felt that way, but they grew fewer as the years passed. “No. The spell was meant to kill. The Jaeggi were happy with it killing any dragon. It was just a horrible thing that happened. My father saved me, and by not recognizing that, I failed to appreciate my father’s sacrifice. The only way I can live up to my father’s gift is to be the best king I can be.”

Tilting his head up, Cameron pressed a sweet kiss to Alric’s chin and another on his jaw. “You are an amazing king. Your people love and respect you. Your father would be so proud of you.”

Alric closed his eyes and let Cameron’s warm reassurance wash through him. How had he lived so many centuries without this man? He prayed he never had to live another second without him in his arms.

Cameron eventually fell asleep with his head still on Alric’s chest, in his arms, and Alric followed with a very content smile lingering on his face, feeling a deep peace he’d not known in a long time.
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Cameron, for probably the first time in his life, was seriously stumped. This was quite the conundrum he’d been handed.

Did he wake up Alric with a blowjob?

Or let the man sleep a little longer?

Looking at Alric lying flat on his back, head tilted ever so slightly toward Cameron, that peaceful expression on his face, Cameron was inclined to let the man sleep a little longer. After all, Alric had been jumping from one stressful situation to the next for days now. He deserved his sleep.

But on the other hand, Cameron had not gotten his fill of sex last night. He, too, had been strained and exhausted, and that fatigue had snuck up and ambushed him before he could get round two started. Cameron had had absolutely every intention of throwing a leg over Alric and riding the man hard. And Alric really needed some positive reinforcement. Last night had been good, a positive first step, but Cameron didn’t think the battle was won yet on that score. The insecurity went in too deep. Cameron would need to pounce on him and pounce often to get it through Alric’s head that he was a sexy, sexy beast. Dragon. Whatever.

It was a sacrifice, for sure, but Cameron was willing. Definitely too eager.

The scale toward morning blowjob was tipping that direction. In Cameron’s not at all prejudiced opinion, the dragon king needed sex more than he needed sleep.

The sun was rising steadily, creeping its way across the room and toward the bed. Cameron knew time was slipping past him. Soon, people would come in to see where Alric was, to rouse him for their own purposes. Cameron would have to share him at that point. He knew, intellectually at least, that Alric could never be fully his. Not his time, at least. There would always be the demands of the clan pulling Alric away.

It was alright. Cameron didn’t need to be the sole focus at all times. That would honestly get to be too stifling. Over a long stretch of time, it would lead to Alric driving him bat shit crazy, in fact. As long as Cameron could have Alric part of the time, as long as they had moments like this one, these lazy mornings where he could see and touch Alric to his heart’s content, it would be fine.

Yeah, okay, sex won.

Cameron leaned in, kissing just under Alric’s jaw in a slow caress of lips on skin. Alric was warm against him, like a hot water bottle, which was delicious in the cool air of the morning. Cameron was careful to not put any weight on the left side as he trailed lips down the column of Alric’s throat, his hand sliding smoothly down over ruined and pristine skin alike. The difference in texture was actually fascinating to touch.

Alric stirred under him and there was a smile in his husky voice. “Guten Morgen.”

“Guten Morgen,” Cameron returned. His German accent was still stiff, the words not comfortable on his tongue yet. But since he’d apparently live in Germany for the rest of his life, he was determined to learn the language quickly. He lifted his head, a hint of a smirk playing about his mouth. Alric looked mussed and adorable, and best yet, still relaxed. Excellent. “Just so you know, I plan to wake you up like this every morning.”

“Oh?” Alric’s eyes crinkled up in a smile. “But what if I wake up before you?”

“Then I expect you to wake me up in a fun, sexy way.”

“You’re a fan of morning sex, I take it?”

Cameron shifted up, kissed him in a lingering way before breathing over Alric’s mouth, “I’m game for sex morning, noon, and night if it’s with you.”

Alric’s Prussian blue eyes darkened in hunger. Oh, he liked hearing that. Cameron thrilled a little at putting that look on his lover’s face. His hand snaked up, grasping Cameron right behind the thigh and hauling him over to straddle Alric’s hips. “And this morning?”

“I think you can tell that I’m very on board with this morning.” Cameron’s hand dropped down, gathering up not only his morning wood but Alric’s, pulling them together and stroking them in a light grip. “You clearly are too.”

“I am indeed,” Alric all but purred at him. “And I think this morning, I want to have you.”

It was very hard, but Cameron didn’t crow in glee. Near thing, though. Very near thing. “Yes please—”

There was a knock at the sitting room door. It was immediately followed by the snick as the door latch opened. Ravi’s voice called out from the adjoining room, “Hoheit—"

Alric twisted immediately, putting Cameron on his side and under the blankets while simultaneously popping up onto his right elbow. He snapped out, “The first person into this room is beheaded!”

Ravi’s footsteps immediately stopped. “Uh, Hoheit?”

Hiding his face against Alric’s chest, Cameron tried to smother a snicker.

It didn’t matter. With a dragon’s keen hearing, Ravi heard it anyway. “Wait, Hoheit, do you have company this morning?”

“I do, as it happens,” Alric ground out. “And you’re interrupting. Out, Ravi.”

“Really? Who? Oooh, tell me it’s—”

“OUT!” Alric bellowed.

Ravi skittered out the door, slamming it behind him. He plaintively complained from the hallway in a loud voice, “I didn’t know!”

Cameron snickered again, holding onto Alric. “Maybe we need to invest in a do-not-disturb sign.”

Alric groaned. “Apparently we do.”

The mood was somewhat killed, but Cameron strangely didn’t mind. He had faith he could get Alric revved up again. It was almost a good thing Ravi interrupted them, in a way. It showed Alric that even with the interruption, Cameron wasn’t going to get pissy about it. He knew Alric’s time was precious and complicated.

He kissed Alric’s jaw affectionately. “Come on. Shower with me. Then I’ll slather the oil on you.”

Alric tensed, and not in a good way. “I can put the oil on.”

Welp. There was the roadblock. Not entirely where Cameron had expected it to be, granted, but he had been ready for it. It figured that Alric would try to evade him here. “Alric, it’s not a big deal—”

“It’s not your responsibility,” Alric said repressively, still as taut as a novice fakir on a bed of nails. And about as comfortable, too.

“You can’t even comfortably reach your back,” Cameron argued in exasperation. “None of us can.”

Alric sighed, uncomfortable and not really hiding it all that well.

Right, wrong tactic. Time to try something different. “You liked it when I put the oil on you before.”

“A little too much,” Alric muttered in dark amusement.

Oh? That sounded as if Cameron needed to get the details later. “So why is this an issue now?”

“Cameron.” Alric passed a hand up and down Cameron’s back, much like he was stroking a cat. “No man wishes to be a burden to his lover.”

“Yeah, I get that. I really do. But I don’t see this as a burden. Alric, I can’t help you with a lot of things. There’s a lot you shoulder on a day-to-day basis, and I can only do so much to help with that. But making sure you’re not in pain while you’re working? That I can do. And I get my hands all over you in the process, which is a bonus. Don’t take this little thing away from me.”

Alric pulled back enough to look up at his face, scrutinizing it as if to see Cameron’s sincerity. Cameron looked steadily back, willing him to believe it. To not argue the point.

Slowly, as if he were puzzling this out aloud, Alric murmured, “You really do see it that way, don’t you?”

“I really do. Once I put that oil on you, I’m relieved. Because I know you’re going to be alright.” At least until the next morning, when the potion wore off.

Alric studied him for several moments longer. Not in a way that suggested he was judging Cameron’s words, but more as if he were adjusting his own attitude about it all. He finally acceded with a faint smile. “As long as you’re offering.”

Cameron’s internal cheerleader jumped up and down a few times. “So, oil before or after shower?”

“After. It’ll wash off and will do me no good.”

It didn’t look like Alric was in true pain yet. He always got a crease between his brows, a tension around his eyes as if he were fighting to subdue the pain. Cameron didn’t see that yet on his face. It was likely safe to do more than chastely shower together.

Cameron might be just a little horny and hot for dragon still.

Rolling free of the bed, he stood there and held out a hand toward Alric. “Then come on. Before someone else tries to barge in.”

Alric took it, fetching up against Cameron and kissing him deeply. “We might need to be quick this morning.”

“Sadly, yeah.” Cameron kept hold of his hand as he led the way toward the ensuite bathroom. He did toss an innocent glance over his shoulder, though. Alric was damn fine to watch, casually walking about nude like this.

“What?” Alric asked as if he knew very well what Cameron was doing.

“So, I just have to ask, what’s your opinion on nooners?”

Alric laughed aloud.
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Cameron had barely sat at the table with breakfast when Ravi appeared out of nowhere—literally thin air—and plopped into the chair next to him, practically vibrating. Cameron eyed him sideways, knowing full well what this was about but perfectly ready to string Ravi along for a while. Just for the evil pleasure of it. “Yeees?”

“So?” Ravi prompted, practically vibrating in his chair. “Don’t leave me hanging, man, you were still in bed with my king this morning. Please, oh please tell me sexy times ensued because if there’s anyone who desperately needs to get laid, it’s Alric.”

“Oh, sexy times did happen,” Cameron promised him, stirring a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. The coffee here was really excellent.

Ravi’s head tipped back as if he were saying a prayer toward heaven. “Thank god.” Dropping back down, he demanded, “And how was it?”

He let his smirk speak volumes before taking a sip of his coffee.

“Oh really.” Ravi leaned in, eyes shining. “Spare me no details. Literally none.”

Someone dropped into the chair across the table, and Cameron looked up to find his sister with a coffee and loaded croissant in hand. “What’s this? I heard sexy times.”

“I almost walked in on Cameron and Alric this morning,” Ravi explained rapidly. “And now he’s going to tell us all the details.”

Cameron deliberately put a confused expression on his face. “I don’t remember promising that.”

“I personally don’t want to hear all the details,” Cassie put forth. “Because he’s my brother. Ick. No. Just like he doesn’t want to hear what Sasha and I got up to last night, despite how dreamy it was.”

“You’re right, I want no details on that, only that you liked what you did and you’re still happy this morning.” Which she obviously was. Cassie practically glowed. He’d never actually seen her like this before. Most of her dates went rather poorly.

“Oh, I definitely liked it,” Cassie purred, more smug than a feline with a new dish of cream. “But you finally got Alric, eh? About time.”

“I told you it was complicated. I managed to get past the complications, is all.”

Ravi’s joking took on a more serious note. “May I ask what your intentions are, good mage?”

“I intend to make him happy, as much as I can.” Cameron deliberately met Ravi’s eyes, and Ravi’s relief could not be more apparent. Cameron meant every word of it. He wasn’t entirely sure what he and Alric were doing, but his feelings for the man were very strong. He wanted to make Alric happy. Nothing could please Cameron more.

Putting them back on a lighter note, he added, “And to sex him up whenever possible. Because damn, that man is perfectly delicious.”

“Yeah?” Ravi rubbed his hands together in brisk anticipation. “I’m so teasing him about this later. Alright, I’ll spread the word. No one in the king’s rooms in the morning. He’ll be busy.”

Cameron nodded solemnly. “Very busy.”

Ravi promptly stood up in the chair and announced in a loud voice, “Everyone hear that? No entering the king’s bedroom in the mornings! He’ll be occupied with the most handsome Cameron Park.”

Most of the clan was in the room for breakfast, and as one they all turned, then let out a cheer, some of them clapping. Cameron took the teasing in stride and stood, giving them a bow in both directions, taking this congratulations as his due. He should have known Ravi would do that.

On second thought, maybe it was just as well Alric hadn’t joined him for breakfast. The poor man would have combusted on the spot.

And when he heard of this later, he might still kill Ravi for it.
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“Pacing is not going to do anything but wear you out.”

Alric nearly growled at his advisor, but he did stop and stand in front of the large window looking out on the valley below, his hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks. The sun was just starting to peek over the mountains and burn off the early-morning mist. The world looked peaceful and the day full of wonderful promise.

But there was also the promise of disaster.

Gunter and Melissande had left early for the town they’d discovered as the possible hiding place for the dark mages. They’d taken only one other dragon guard with them, and Alric was not happy about it. They should have taken an entire damn army with them. It wasn’t that he lacked faith in Gunter’s ability to keep Melissande safe. He was more concerned with Gunter keeping himself safe. His old friend tended to get lost in his studies and search for knowledge. He didn’t know when to retreat sometimes, and Alric didn’t want him pushing things too far.

“We should have sent more guards with them,” Alric muttered.

“This is a reconnaissance mission, Hoheit. Not an invasion,” Dieter said patiently.

Alric spun around suddenly, glaring at the older dragon. Sometimes he just wished Dieter would lose his cool, confident exterior. Nothing ruffled the man. Well, nothing but Lisette.

“They’ve already come after Cameron and his sister. To me, that warrants an invasion,” Alric countered.

Dieter just smiled at him, and Alric suddenly felt like a petulant child. “Their actions deserve an appropriate response, but not before we know who we face and the size of their force.”

Alric grunted and turned back toward the window, ignoring Dieter’s too-knowing gaze.

“When did you last shift and allow your dragon some time in the sun?” Dieter inquired, and Alric barely held in his snap of frustration. It wasn’t that long ago that he’d thought the same thing about Gunter and his endless devotion to his books.

“My dragon is fine,” Alric said in a hard voice, hoping to end Dieter’s line of questions. He didn’t shift often. According to Dieter, it was far too infrequently. But shifting was only a painful reminder of what he’d lost. Dragons were meant to fly, to soar high above the world and feel the wind rushing past his face.

But Alric couldn’t fly. It had been five hundred years since he’d last flown, and he could feel each one of those days etched in his dragon’s soul.

For the most part, his dragon had been content to curl up deep inside of him and let the world pass him by. The only exception to that was Cameron. It grew harder by the day to ignore his dragon’s demands where Cameron was concerned. Alric might well have to let his dragon out soon just so it would stop fussing so much.

Right now, those demands were to gather all of the dragons in Burkhard Castle and lay waste to the entire town. Only its total destruction would mean Cameron and his family were safe from these mages.

“Cameron is safe,” Dieter murmured, his voice low and soothing. “He and his family are safe in the castle. They had a lovely breakfast with the clan this morning. A fun one, apparently, as there was a great deal of teasing and laughter. Though…I understand they had a little trouble locating Cameron this morning.”

Alric turned enough to glare at his advisor. “Don’t,” he warned.

Dieter smiled at him in return. “We only want your happiness.”

“I will not discuss Cameron, and you can inform everyone else who is concerned about my happiness that we are not to be a topic of castle gossip.”

Dieter bowed his head, his smile still not disappearing. “Of course, Eure Majestät.”

Not that Alric believed for a second the gossip would end right there. The appearance of three mages after so many years was of great interest to everyone. The only thing of more interest was who would prove to be their mates. Alric wasn’t letting himself think about that issue any longer. He only wanted to enjoy the time he had with Cameron while he could.

Those moments were growing more and more precious to him with each passing day. It wasn’t just the incredible sex or the fact Cameron didn’t give a damn about his scars. Alric had seen and felt quite clearly that Cameron was attracted to him.

No, it was waking up this morning wrapped in his arms, their naked skin pressed together. It was being lucky enough to see Cameron’s very first smile of the day and knowing he’d caused it. He was allowed to see Cameron naked, skin flushed with desire and joy. His hair had been perfectly disheveled, and those wide brown eyes stared only at him. For just a few minutes, he’d been Cameron’s entire world, and it had been heaven.

Was it greedy to want to start every morning the same way?

Probably.

But it wasn’t greedy to want Cameron safe and secure at all times.

Unrealistic maybe, but not greedy.

Alric’s phone started ringing, and he nearly jumped out of his skin, he’d been so deep in thought about Cameron. He pulled it out of his pocket and answered the call, immediately switching it over to speaker when the caller ID came up as Gunter.

“Where are you?” Alric immediately demanded.

“Getting the hell out of that town,” Gunter replied. He sounded out of breath, which was strange since he was supposed to be in a car and not running around the town in question on foot.

“What’s going on? Were you attacked?”

“No. Worse.”

Alric looked over at Dieter, who only shook his head, a matching look of confusion on his face. Calm, collected Gunter wasn’t making any sense at all.

“Gunter, what’s going on? What happened?”

“We found out who’s after Cameron and all the mages. It’s the Jaeggi.”

Alric’s mouth fell open as his brain locked up at that single word. He’d never thought he’d hear it again. Alric locked his eyes on Dieter’s wide grey ones, willing him to say something that would prove Alric had misheard Gunter. But his old friend was no help. The dragon was pale and shaking his head as if in denial.

“Gunter, can you repeat that? I think we misheard you. Did you say Jaeggi?”

“Yes. Jaeggi. The clan that destroyed our lives. That killed thousands of dragons. The bastards who wiped out nearly all the mages. The Jaeggi are living in that town. Their bloody name is scrawled on dozens of business signs.”

“Dieties preserve us,” Dieter whispered in horror-filled tones.

“Were you spotted?” Alric demanded.

“I…I don’t think so. We weren’t exactly cautious about entering the town, but we quickly turned around as soon as we spotted the signs.”

Alric nodded. “Get back here as quickly as possible. I’m sending out dragons as an escort. Don’t stop for anything. Do you hear me? Don’t stop.” Alric stared at Dieter, and his advisor was already nodding and starting for the door. “Baldewin and his people will be in the air in a matter of minutes.”

“Thank you,” Gunter said, breathing a heavy sigh of relief.

“Be careful, my friend. I’ll see you soon.” He hung up and told Dieter, who’d paused at the door, “Get Baldewin. I’m going to call Rodrigo. He needs to know what we’re up against.” Dieter nodded once and then disappeared out the door. In all likelihood, Gunter and Melissande had gotten away safely, but Alric would take no chances.

Pulling up the Ice Clan king’s number, Alric winced for only a second as he pressed call. It was after midnight where Rodrigo was, but the ice dragon would understand the urgency.

The first sound he heard was Rodrigo’s snort when the call picked up. “We do not speak for fifty years, and now I have you calling to whisper sweet nothings in my ear as I fall asleep.”

“I almost wish that was the reason for my call, Rodrigo,” Alric murmured.

There was a sound of moving fabric, and Alric could easily imagine Rodrigo sitting up in bed, pushing the covers to the side. “What’s happened? Have they made another grab for your mage?”

“No, but we sent scouts into the town where we believe they’re hiding.”

“What did they discover?”

“Jaeggi.”

The line was silent for several seconds. Rodrigo said nothing. Alric couldn’t even hear the dragon breathing.

“That’s not possible,” Rodrigo murmured, his voice barely over a whisper.

“My scouts didn’t exactly meet a mage in the town who claimed to be of the Jaeggi Clan, but he said he saw the name spread across dozens of business signs. Jaeggi is not a common name here. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the same town that houses these mages also has human families with this name.”

“It’s no coincidence. It’s them,” Rodrigo snarled. “How is this possible? They were dead! They died in the war! We saw to it.”

“No, all we saw to was the destruction of Kaiser Jaeggi,” Alric corrected. “He saw to it that we took most of his clan into oblivion with him when we tried to get to him.”

Alric’s heart pounded in his chest so hard it was becoming difficult to catch his breath. His dragon was snarling in the back of his head, ready and willing to go right back into battle—not that there was an enemy in front of him to charge. How could this be happening? After all they’d already suffered, how could this damn clan be back to destroy their lives further?

A lengthy string of Portuguese curses filled his ears that left him flinching and wishing he could join Rodrigo with more than a few German ones. But it wouldn’t help. They had to plan now. Be smart. Uncover what the Jaeggi wanted with the mages and find a way to stop them once and for all.

“I want them dead, Alric. I want all of them dead. My family was destroyed by the Jaeggi. My clan—”

“I know. Mine too,” Alric said softly.

Rodrigo sighed loudly. “Sim. Yes, I know. Forgive me, my friend.”

Alric found himself unexpectedly smiling. He’d not known the king of the Ice Clan well before they’d stopped speaking so many years ago, but he couldn’t remember the dragon running so hot and cold. Of course, the reappearance of the Jaeggi Clan was enough to rattle them all.

“What are we to do? Should I send members of my clan to you?” Rodrigo offered.

Alric was already shaking his head. Not that he didn’t appreciate the offer, but the competition was already fierce for Cameron and his family. He didn’t want to add more tension by introducing members of the Ice Clan to the mix.

“The Burkhard clan greatly appreciates your offer, but not yet. Are you sure the Jaeggi are not operating in Brazil? I wouldn’t want to deplete your guard if the Jaeggi are there threatening any mages who might be hiding in your area.”

More Portuguese swearing. “You are right. I’m not sure. It’s not as if we were looking for them. My mages have only just begun new searches with the information you shared with us in regards to the Noh Clan and the other minor clans. The Jaeggi were tricky to locate before the war. I cannot imagine five hundred years of living in the shadows have made them any easier to uncover.”

“Too true. Be cautious and vigilant, Rodrigo. I will call again if I learn anything new.”

“Thank you, Alric. I hope your next call brings good news.”

The call ended, and Alric stood in the middle of his office for a moment, his mind still spinning. The Jaeggi were alive and trying to steal mages. How was this even possible? They’d just assumed the Jaeggi Clan had been wiped out during the war.

Dieter and Baldewin would see to it that Gunter and Melissande reached the castle safely. For now, he needed to speak with Cameron and his family. They needed to know who was after them.

Frowning, Alric marched through the castle. At this time of day, Cameron and his family would just be settling in with Lisette for their magic lessons. It was the first day of lessons for Cassie and Ha Na. He hated to ruin the day this way, but it was better if they knew. Their safety was most important of all. It would also give him the chance to break the news to Lisette. She and the rest of the trained mages could possibly start working on a more effective way to locate the Jaeggi Clan members.

At the door to Lisette’s work space, Alric paused at the sound of laughter filling the room. For a heartbeat, he felt lighter to hear Cameron laughing and joking with his family. With a sigh, he knocked a couple of times on the door before pushing it open.

Lisette’s happy expression froze on her face, as if she was afraid he was bringing some bad news. He wasn’t sure if he should take that personally or if she was just thinking about Gunter and Melissande.

“Melissande?” she whispered, confirming his thoughts.

“She and Gunter are safe,” Alric replied, and her shoulders slumped as she released a deep sigh of relief.

“Today was the trip to that suspected mage town,” Cameron said with a gasp. He jumped off the stool he’d been perched on and walked right over to Alric. “I can’t believe I forgot. What’s happened? Were they attacked?”

Alric’s heart swelled over Cameron’s concern and his willingness to jump straight into the fight. Giving in to the urge, Alric picked up Cameron’s hand with his right and threaded their fingers together. “They weren’t attacked. They’re fine and headed back to the castle as we speak. Dieter is dispatching Baldewin and some other guards to watch over them until they are home.”

“What’s going on?” Cassie inquired.

“Did they find something?” Lisette added.

“Evidence of the Jaeggi.”

Both of Lisette’s hands jumped to her mouth, and she shook her head, as if she could simply will it to not be true. “How?”

Cameron’s hand gently tightened in his, drawing Alric’s gaze to Cameron’s worried eyes. “Who are the Jaeggi? The name sounds familiar.”

“Here. Sit.” Alric reluctantly released Cameron’s hand and ushered him back to the stool he’d been sitting on just moments ago. The explanation was as much for Cameron as the rest of his family. “When Cameron first arrived, we explained that the Great Dragon War was caused by a mage who had fallen in love with a dragon who was not his mate. He refused to walk away from the dragon when he found his mate. The mage’s name was Kaiser Jaeggi of the Jaeggi Clan.”

“He started the war—the one that ended five hundred years ago?” Cassie asked.

Alric nodded. He remained standing next to Cameron, his hand pressed to the mage’s lower back. Just touching Cameron made him feel calmer, more centered than when he’d been speaking in his office to Rodrigo alone.

“Alric said that Kaiser and his clan cast the spell,” Cameron paused and looked up at Lisette. “It was an anti-spell considering the damage it did. It killed off entire clans of mages. Dragons fought the Jaeggi Clan and died.”

“And they’re still around? You didn’t kill these bastards off?” Ha Na asked, her voice full of shock.

“Halmeoni!” Cameron and Cassie said in unison.

“No, she’s right,” Alric said. He smoothed his hand up Cameron’s back, and some of the tension flowed out of his shoulders. “After everything we lost, you would have thought we’d get rid of every last Jaeggi member. When the dust settled, no Jaeggi could be found. The rest of the mages had scattered and went into hiding. Most dragons were dead. We just wanted to return to our homes, care for those who’d survived, and mourn those we’d lost.”

Cameron surprised him again by jumping back to his feet and tightly wrapping his arms around Alric, pulling him in so close that it was like the mage was attempting to pull him inside his body for his own protection. Alric closed his eyes and hugged him, burrowing his face in the hollow of Cameron’s neck for just a moment. His hands gripped Cameron’s shirt, holding him tightly. When his parents had died so many year ago, he’d not been able to have a moment like this. His clan had suffered. They’d all lost someone. Alric couldn’t be weak. They’d all been looking to him to lead them forward through their time of pain and grieving. But his sweet Cameron was giving him something his battered heart had longed for over five centuries.

“Thank you,” Alric whispered in his ear before slowly pulling out of Cameron’s fierce embrace.

“What do you need us to do?” Ha Na asked, bringing a smile back to Alric’s lips. If Cameron, Cassie, and Ha Na marked the revival of the Noh Clan, then Alric was so proud to have them at his side.

“When Gunter and Melissande saw the name Jaeggi, they immediately retreated. We can’t take any chances. We don’t know how many there are or why they are after other mages. Are they simply seeking to keep them away from the Burkhard dragons? We need more information.”

“What we need is a drone,” Cassie announced. “Something to swoop in and spy on them all stealth and ninja-like.”

“Stealth is the optimal word,” Lisette grumbled, and Alric could easily understand the worry drawing lines on her face. “The Jaeggi Clan were renowned hunters among our people. They were exceptional at all forms of stealth and cloaking spells.”

“Shame you didn’t bring your drone with you from the States,” Cameron said. He was looking over at his sister, but still leaning some of his weight against Alric, as if he didn’t want to be physically separated.

Cassie shrugged one shoulder, her frown deepening. “Yeah, but we need more stealth than a drone. They’re fun, but you still hear it buzzing over your head. It’s still going to draw attention.”

Lisette tapped her lips with one finger, and Alric loved the calculating look in her eyes. “I think I have a few interesting spells that might work. At the very least, they will give us a closer look at the town without one of us actually walking down the streets.” She paused and then nodded as if she’d made a decision. “When Melissande reaches the castle, I’ll call the other mages together so we can discuss a plan. I think even our newest mages will be able to help with this one.”

Alric nearly chuckled to see Cassie and Ha Na’s faces light up at the promise of doing magic. “Good. Come see me when you have a firm plan in mind. We’ll work out the timing and any further assistance you might need.”

Stepping away from Cameron, he bowed his head to the gathering and then hurried from the room. He needed to find Dieter, see if he knew how close Gunter and Melissande were to the castle—

“Alric!” Cameron said in a harsh whisper.

Alric halted sharply and turned around to see Cameron slipping out the door. He closed it and hurried over to Alric, slipping his hands around his waist. “Are you alright?” Cameron asked.

Carefully wiping his face of all fears and worries, he smiled at the young mage. “Of course. I’m fine.”

Cameron narrowed his eyes and cocked his head to the side. “Yep. There it is.”

Alric stiffened but didn’t pull away from the man whose hands were starting to slide up his back. “What?”

“You, your sexy highness, are a horrible liar.” Alric gasped and started to jerk away, but Cameron tightened his hold on Alric. “What? Gonna tell me you’re not a horrible liar? That you’re an excellent, accomplished liar?” he teased.

Alric attempted to glare at Cameron. He was damn good at glaring even if he wasn’t spectacular at lying. At least, he’d been good at glaring prior to meeting Cameron Park. Now all he wanted to do when he was near the man was smile like a besotted idiot.

“You’ve outwitted me again, young mage. What would you have me say? The potential appearance of the Jaeggi means I failed to protect my people and wipe out this threat like I should have.” Alric felt that failure to the quick. Like the knife was already pushed in to the hilt. No one needed to twist it further.

“No, it means the bastards are sneakier than anyone thought. Did any other dragon think they were still around?”

Alric huffed, but Cameron had a point. Rodrigo had been as shocked as Alric. They’d all thought the Jaeggi had been eliminated. If he’d known they were still around he would have kept hunting.

“And even if they are still around, this is the first you’ve seen of them in five hundred years. I’d say you did a hell of a good job beating them back.”

There was no stopping the smile that lifted the corners of Alric’s mouth as he stared up at Cameron’s brightly shining eyes. He looked at Alric with such pride and confidence, as if fate herself whispered in his ear that Alric could do whatever Cameron believed of him. His people looked at him similarly, but Alric had always told himself he’d just inherited what his father created.

But not Cameron. The mage had never known his father. He knew only Alric, and for some reason, Cameron believed in him.

Lifting his hands, he cupped the side of Cameron’s face. “How did I ever get through my day without you?”

Cameron’s cheeks flushed and he chuckled. “I imagine with a lot less laughter and fewer distractions.”

“Very true.” Leaning in, he captured Cameron’s mouth in a sweet kiss, dragging it out until he got that blissful hum of pleasure. He lived for that sound from the man, needed it more than air. He pulled away and brushed one last kiss to the tip of his nose. “Go learn magic. We’ll talk more soon.”

With a great deal of reluctance, Alric stepped away from Cameron. The mage winked at him and dipped back into Lisette’s room. Alric started for his private office again. Danger lay ahead of them and they desperately needed answers, but Alric felt like he could conquer it all because of Cameron.
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Lisette clapped her hands together. “Places, everyone!”

Leaning into his side, Cassie muttered to her brother, “I feel like I’m doing some kind of theater production and I’m a chorus girl.”

“Same,” Cameron muttered back. In truth, though, he was more than a little nervous. None of them had a great deal of magic training under their belt, but for this, they all needed to pitch in.

Today was the day they sent a drone into enemy territory.

A magical drone, of course.

Every mage the clan had was present, all of them cooperating to do the working. Spells over a long distance like this functioned in multiple parts: one part to control the ‘drone’—in this case a shadow cat—another to stream all of what the drone heard and saw back to the castle, and yet a third to display that information in a mirror so everyone could see it. Lisette had tacked on a fourth spell to record everything into a memory crystal in case they wanted to review it again later. Odds were good they would.

Nine mages were arrayed around Lisette’s worktable. Dieter, Alric, Sasha, and Gunter were all nearby, trying to stay out of the way but close enough to watch the proceedings. Baldewin was holding up the door with Ravi, keeping people out, but both of them were watching with intent interest.

Cameron ran his eye over the table once more. Map with precise location to deploy shadow cat, check. Energy stream powered by will o’ the wisp, check. Connection between that and mirror ready, but not in place just yet. That was the last spell to do.

This was interesting for Cameron, in more ways than one, as he’d never worked a spell in conjunction with other mages before. But it was also interesting to see how Dieter and Lisette orbited around each other. She was clearly drawing on dragon magic to do some of her prep spells. Dieter would sometimes come in close, breathe a kiss near her temple, or place a hand at the small of her back, like he was giving her a boost. Then he’d step back, propping himself up against the wall like furniture. Cameron watched this play out from the corner of his eye with extreme interest. So that’s how a dragon-mage partnership performed during a major working, eh?

Dieter wasn’t the only dragon in the room, of course. The spouses of the other mages were present too, and they were also holding up the wall. Ready to lend a hand, but out of the way as their mages worked.

Melissande stood ready over the map. As the person who had driven through the town, she knew it better than anyone else at the table. She was the one actually in charge of navigating the cat-drone. At her side was Elissa, ready to act as support. It would take a considerable amount of magic to do this, even with the spell elements of dragon’s fire, stillness of a moonless night, and black sand. They couldn’t do a typical casting, after all. No simple release here. They would have to cast and maintain then withdraw the spell. It was why every mage’s spouse stood at the ready, nearby to help boost their power if so needed.

Frankly, it sounded like a headache. Cameron felt just as glad he wasn’t over that part.

No, he and Cassie were in charge of maintaining the recording from mirror to crystal. Lisette had had them practice it multiple times, but it was an easy spell. Like pushing record. They could manage this no problem. Halmeoni stood at the crystal to make sure it recorded properly, and to pull in a second crystal if the first one became full.

Lisette herself wasn’t going to actively participate, instead reviewing all of the spells and monitoring them. She’d jump in as support where needed. And axe it all if something went wrong, before it could backlash. No one said that last part out loud, though.

Going from one end of the table to the other, Lisette reviewed it all one more time before giving a grunt of satisfaction. “Eure Majestät, we’re ready.”

“Then begin, please.”

Cameron dared a glance at his lover. Alric looked beyond tense, his body nearly rigid as a plank. He’d been angry with himself ever since the Jaeggi Clan had been discovered. Angry and determined to keep them from re-enacting the same sort of disaster of five hundred years ago. Cameron understood those emotions, he didn’t blame Alric for feeling that way, but he needed to relax at some point. It had been three nights since he’d last slept over with Alric. The sweet man was clearly torn between wanting to please Cameron and worrying about his people. Cameron didn’t mind giving him the space he needed to concentrate on his duties…for now. But that much tension held for too long led to bad decisions. Cameron was afraid he’d snap under the strain at some point.

Lisette took in a breath and then gave Melissande a nod. “Begin.”

Melissande lifted her hands and spoke in tandem with Elissa beside her. “Umba fela gev adi.”

Lisette gave a pat to both women’s shoulders. “Good. Gisa, Carla, go.”

“Dene zold gev adi,” they intoned in unison.

The cat’s ‘senses’ connected with the mirror in a sudden splash of sound and color. The cat had appeared in the alley between two businesses, standing perfectly still. Under Melissande’s direction, it turned its head and surveyed the street.

It looked like every other small German town Cameron had seen. The buildings were built in snug together, the streets themselves of cobblestone. A charming sort of tourist trap, all of it clean and well-tended. Some of the stores were more modern, looking only thirty years old instead of a hundred, with glass fronts and brick structures. Cameron’s nerves jittered as he read the signs, what he could of them. He didn’t always know the words, but he could see the Jaeggi name crop up often in different store front windows—places that looked like pharmacies, dry cleaning, hardware stores.

Oh wow. Gunter was right to be freaked out. They really had survived and even thrived as a clan.

“Cameron, Cassie, start.”

“Memen apud hic gev adi,” he and Cassie managed more or less in unison. He felt the crystal in their joined hands light up with faint heat, a sign the spell had taken hold and worked. Good. All he had to do was maintain the energy flow and not drop the crystal and they were golden. But it also meant they had to stand right next to the mirror, which semi-blocked the view for everyone else.

Alric came to stand right at his back, hand resting on Cameron’s hip. He didn’t say a word, just stood there silently and watched through narrowed eyes.

Melissande navigated the cat about, walking casually along the streets. She’d added a cloaking spell onto the cat’s design, not wanting to catch the attention of any mage nearby. The cat was the easiest form to use as a drone, as it was versatile enough to climb under and over things. But no one wanted it to be seen or detected—not in that town.

The cat went up and down several streets before Melissande stopped it, right at the edge of a larger building with a security gate in front of it. It was the only building without a sign in front of it. Just the black, iron-wrought gates and two security guards standing on either side of it. The building beyond it was a depressing, unrelieved grey. Blocky, nearly windowless, it looked like a prison but didn’t have enough security around it for that.

“That looks suspicious,” Lisette murmured. “Hoheit?”

“Yes, investigate.”

Melissande turned the cat in, slipping through the gate, and took it around the outer grounds for a while. Nothing from the outside looked unduly suspicious, but it was odd. Aside from a parking lot, there was nothing out here. Not even an outdoor space for people to eat lunch in. Just grass and walls.

“Go inside,” Alric directed. He sounded calm, on the surface. Cameron could clearly feel his tension, though, pressed up against his back.

That turned out easier said than done. Melissande took the cat around the building three times, looking for any opening—an open window, a door cracked open, something. Anything. No luck. Cameron frowned at the building, not sure how to get past this. Should they even exhaust their magic trying? Or look through the rest of the town and come back here if they came up empty?

“We can’t see anything from here,” Ravi complained to them. “What’s happening?”

Alric turned his head slightly to answer. “The building is very secure, and we can’t find a ready opening. Lisette, how much time do we have left before we have to retreat?”

“An hour, two at most. Otherwise we exhaust ourselves.”

“An hour, then,” Alric directed her. “We can’t afford our mages to be magically depleted, nor do I want to abuse you so. Melissande, do one more circuit around the building. We’ll mark it as suspicious if we can’t get in, and look at the rest of the town.”

“Understood, Hoheit,” Melissande responded in her low contralto.

“Oh!” Elissa suddenly piped up, pointing. “Hurry, Melissande, there’s someone coming out a door.”

Melissande hurried the cat along and it sped through, slipping past someone’s ankles and through a side door at the last second. It shut with a hard clang and an electronic beep as the security system on the door reengaged.

Lisette leaned around Cassie to get a firmer look. “Melissande, turn the cat’s head to look at the door. Now that is odd. Why do they have electronic security up? Where are their wards?”

Cassie canted her head in question. “Sorry, why can’t they use both?”

“It’s not that they can’t, it’s just usually more trouble than its worth,” Lisette explained, still frowning at the door. “Electronic devices and magic don’t usually marry well together.”

Cameron had gotten this explanation already, and Lisette’s way of explaining it had been long-winded and somewhat confusing. He gave his sister the answer in a way that she could instantly grasp. “It’s like trying to run a Linux program on a DOS system. The two don’t like to talk to each other.”

Her expression was one of instant understanding. “Gotcha.”

“Now I’m confused,” Dieter muttered. “Was that supposed to be English?”

“Dieter,” Ravi sighed, shaking his head. “You’re so old.”

“Shut it, you,” Dieter growled back without heat.

Melissande fortunately remained undistracted by the sideline commentary and was weaving the cat through the building. It reminded Cameron strongly of a hospital facility. The back rooms of one—the part of the hospital that didn’t see patients but where all of the testing and such happened. It was uniformly white—the walls, the tiles on the floor, even the trim—all white. The doors had only labels of numbers on them, no words.

And there wasn’t a soul anywhere to be seen.

“This is just getting creepier and stranger by the second,” Cassie muttered. “Are we in a Stephen King book?”

“It reminds me of one,” Halmeoni muttered in agreement. She leaned over to peer into the mirror better. “What is this place?”

Ravi snorted. “Watch it be some government agency building and all they do here is file and screw up people’s taxes.”

“I hope that’s all it is, but something about this building doesn’t feel right.” Alric cocked his head slightly. “I hear voices. Where is that coming from?”

Elissa tweaked the spell a little, adding a layer of hearing onto the cat to enhance the volume, and the voices came through a little clearer. Melissande followed the sound down another hallway and to a door that was opened a crack.

One voice was speaking in German—yelling it sounded like—the tone angry and frustrated. Cameron shifted from one foot to the other, frustrated because he wasn’t catching even one word in twenty. His German wasn’t anywhere close to understanding this yet.

“Lisette?” Alric requested softly. “A translation spell for those who can’t understand.”

“Oh, of course.” Lisette moved forward and touched the edge of the mirror lightly with her fingertips. “Gabofozatta gev adi.”

The words took a moment before gradually switching. “—komme U.S. Amerikan und still you lost her! And where’s the agent who went missing? Have you found him yet?”

“No, sir,” a woman answered with an audible grimace. “Our tracking spells indicate he’s dead, though. We can’t lock onto him when searching for him alive.”

“You’re telling me we lost a field operative?!”

“I’m afraid so, sir.”

“And she’s gone, the mage we discovered? Gone where?”

“She boarded a flight for Berlin, but after that we’re not sure—”

Cassie and Alric hissed in an angry breath at the same moment. Cameron swore mentally, biting the words behind his tongue. How had they known that? How were they tracking her?

“Just her? No one else was with her? And I want to know how an untrained mage was able to kill our field operative, dammit! That shouldn’t have been possible. Did she have help? Has the Burkhard clan already latched onto her through her brother?”

You better believe it, fuckers, Cameron fumed mentally.

“The flight itinerary read that Noh Ha Na, Cassie Parks, Sasha Burkhard and Baldewin Burkhard all boarded the same flight to Berlin,” another female voice inserted timidly.

“So they have latched onto them! Shit.” Two hands slammed against the top of the desk. From this angle of the cat’s perspective, he could just see through the door and the back of a broad man. There were multiple women sitting around the table, a few men’s heads visible further down. The room was obviously a conference room, the lights dimmed to allow a projection on the far wall of the room.

“Sir,” another man said from further down, “I think this calls for another plan. A simple snatch-and-grab isn’t feasible at the moment. Their guard is up. And we don’t know how much information our operative gave them before he was killed. It could be they know who we are.”

“Oh, I think they do.”

The door abruptly opened wide and a man looked down at the cat as if he could see it perfectly even through the cloaking spell. His eyes were flat grey, no true emotion showing in them. There was a smile on his face that didn’t touch the rest of him, the lines around his mouth cruel. He leaned down and picked up the cat under its front arms as easily as he would a corporeal being.

Lisette gasped in surprise and quickly darted over to Melissande’s area.

“No,” Alric told her firmly. “Wait. I want to hear what he says next.”

The mage lifted the cat to eye level and the room behind him erupted as people bit off oaths, scrambling out of their seats and staring at the cat in abject horror.

“Seems we have a little spy in our midst,” the man said in curt tones. That strange, eerie smile on his face never faltered. “A gift from the Burkhards, no doubt. I recognize the spell. Hello. I have no doubt you can see and hear me, even though I can’t see you in return. Pity, that. Regardless, tell that king of yours he can’t have the mages. He owes us more than he can repay.”

Alric gritted out between clenched teeth, “Lisette, connect me.”

Lisette shot him a look but didn’t argue, speaking the spell quickly. Alric moved as she did so, putting himself squarely in front of the mirror and blocking the view to the rest of the room. He stared the mage down with visible fury, heat waves pouring off of his skin in a wave both seen and felt.

“Jaeggi,” Alric’s voice was ice, it was fire, it was fury itself, a fury controlled and ready to pounce at the slightest provocation. “You have taken too much from this world. From my clan. From me personally. You do not have the right to lay hands on something that has not been given to you. Kaiser Jaeggi failed to understand that and decimated most of the world. If you insist on repeating his mistake, then I will meet you on that battlefield. But you cannot have something of mine ever again. Lisette, end it.”

Lisette spoke sharply, “Aese!”

All of the spells cancelled at once. The mages let them go with a sigh of relief, then looked at Alric in worry.

Cameron didn’t like what he’d heard, not one iota. They’d known someone had hunted him for his mage ability. They’d gone after Cassie for the same reason. But somehow, suspecting it and hearing a man admit to it openly were two very different things. It shook him more than he cared to admit. He didn’t want to be hunted by that clan. He didn’t want to be taken from the happiness he’d finally found here.

And if they tried, well, Cameron would fight back tooth and nail. He might only know the basics in magic, but he wasn’t easy to take down. He’d already proven that once.

Alric turned to him, catching the back of his neck and tilting his head down to rest lightly against Alric’s own forehead. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing this man in, feeling the heat of his anger even now.

“They will not have you,” Alric promised him in a low, rough voice as if he were roaring on some internal level. “I swear to you on that.” Lifting his head, he looked to Cassie and Halmeoni. “They will not have anyone from the Noh Clan. We know where our enemy is, who they are. And that’s all I need to know.”

Cameron shivered a little under the intense expression on Alric’s face. He’d never seen fury like this, with his teeth bared, eyes hard, and a visible tic at the corner of his jaw. The world had already been through the ringer once because of that clan. And Alric was perfectly willing to go to battle with them again.

And damn the consequences.
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Alric slammed the door to his private chambers shut with a loud bang and stalked across the room. Fire dragons had a horrible reputation for being short-fused hotheads, but Alric was proud to say it was rare for him to lose his temper.

But this—the Jaeggi’s return, the threat against Cameron—he couldn’t stomach it. Couldn’t fucking think past the rage boiling in his blood.

How dare they even think they could touch Cameron? Did they believe him to be so weak he couldn’t protect his mage? His clan? It was utter nonsense.

When he’d been a young dragon, he’d shift and take off. He’d fly high and far from his clan. The world, his problems, his clan would all fall away and there was only the sound of wind rushing by his face. He’d fly until his wings burned and ached from exhaustion, until there was only a cold numbness in his chest that allowed logic to claim his mind again. Only then would he think about turning back to his home.

But now he was stuck in this wretched, weak and damaged body. There was no more flying to escape and clear his mind.

Snarling, he snatched up a ceramic vase and threw it as hard as he could against the stones of the fireplace. The crash and explosion of porcelain was satisfying but not nearly enough. His dragon roared in his head, demanding he summon all of his people to fly to that town and burn it to ash. Wipe it off the face of the earth and erase all evidence the Jaeggi existed.

His human brain struggled to come up with a good reason why they couldn’t do just that.

Instead, his eyes darted around the room, searching for something else to throw. Maybe if he smashed enough things, his temper would finally cool enough to figure out how to take care of this problem once and for all.

There was a knock on his door and Alric jerked. “What?” he barked.

Now was not a good time to be disturbed. He needed to be alone, to give in to his anger and pain for just a little while. He deserved that one luxury after centuries of tight control and bottling everything up for what was best for his people.

He knew before the door even opened it was Cameron. The last time he’d caught his scent, but this time, it was a feeling. There was a tug deep in his soul, and he just knew Cameron was coming to check on him.

His dragon roared again. He didn’t want Cameron to see him like this. He didn’t want Cameron to steal away his fury. The anger and destruction were better, powerful.

The mage entered Alric’s chambers and closed the door behind him, his dark brown eyes worried as they swept around the room. They paused for a second on the vase shards in front of the empty fireplace, then moved on to Alric again.

“Hey.”

“It’s not a good time, Cameron,” Alric ground out in a low voice.

Cameron nodded, but still walked farther into the room. “Yeah, I got that when you stormed off, practically vibrating with anger. I thought you might want to talk about it.”

“Talk? What the hell is there to talk about?” Alric made a scoffing noise in the back of his throat and paced away from Cameron. “The Jaeggi are back, they are well aware of the Burkhard clan, and they are trying to kidnap you.” He still wanted to throw something, but not while Cameron’s eyes were on him. Even as he wanted to scream in frustration, he was trying to pack all his ugly emotions deep inside of him where no one could see them. It would be better if Cameron just left him alone.

“I thought we could talk about how I’m safe here in the castle. Or the fact the presence of the Jaeggi isn’t your fault. Or anything else that might be driving you to smash things.”

Alric shook his head. “I don’t want to talk. I…I just need time and space to think.”

“Uh-huh,” Cameron muttered. His tone made it perfectly clear he didn’t believe a damn word Alric was saying.

Alric swung back around, searching for some way to get Cameron to leave that wouldn’t result in him hurting his feelings. Before he could find any words that would sway the mage, he was knocked speechless by Cameron grabbing the bottom of his T-shirt and pulling it up over his head. He stood shocked at the sudden vision of beautiful smooth skin pulled over taut muscles with only the smallest sprinkling of hair below his belly button. With the chaos happening around them with the Jaeggi, the arrival of Cameron’s family, and other duties, they’d been able to spend only the one night together. Not nearly enough time for Alric to explore all of Cameron’s perfection.

“What?” he choked out.

Cameron smirked, toeing out of his shoes. “If you don’t want to talk, then we’re going to fuck.”

“What?” Alric repeated, because at this point, the blood had clearly stopped flowing to the speech center of his brain. He didn’t have any other words.

“We’re going to fuck the angry out of you,” Cameron said a little more slowly. The smirk turned into a wicked grin as he made quick work of his belt and jeans, shoving them down to the floor.

Alric clenched his teeth, barely resisting the urge to adjust himself in his pants as his dick awoke and started pressing against the front. Oh yes, it wanted to come out and play with Cameron very much, but this was not the time. “This isn’t a game, Cameron. You need to leave.”

“Nope, not leaving.” He pulled off his socks and tossed them onto the floor with the rest of his clothes and strolled across the room wearing only a pair of black cotton boxer briefs that accentuated his olive skin and his hardening cock. “And I know this isn’t a game.” He paused, his eyes widening for a second. “But we can make it one if you want.”

“Cam—” he started in warning, but the mage was already shaking his head, closing the distance between them.

“You need this. You’re angry, hurting, frustrated, and probably even scared. You think I can’t tell when you’re hurting? We haven’t known each other long, but I look at you and it’s like I know what you’re feeling, I know what you need.” Cameron reached out with one hand to place it against Alric’s cheek, but Alric’s right hand shot up in a flash, capturing his wrist in a tight, unyielding grip.

“And I’m still a dragon. Strong and dangerous. Even broken, I’m still strong enough to snap you in half. You need to leave.”

Cameron didn’t try to pull his arm free as he took another step closer. He leaned his head forward so that their noses nearly touched, and his breath brushed over Alric’s tightly pressed lips. When he spoke, his voice trembled, barely more than a whisper. “You are the strongest creature I have ever met. And I know you would never hurt me.”

Just the thought of anyone touching Cameron, bruising his perfect skin, wiping away his wonderful smile, sent a fresh shaft of pain through him to mix with his anger. No one could be allowed to hurt his Cameron. Not even the king of the Fire Clan dragons.

He sucked in a breath to speak, his lips parting, and Cameron dove forward. Their mouths crashed together in a violent, hungry kiss. Tongues dueled, teeth clashed, and someone moaned. Alric wasn’t sure who and didn’t care. The kiss went on and on, demanding and hungry. They couldn’t get close enough. He wanted to memorize Cameron’s taste, the delicious sounds he made, the way his fingers twisted almost painfully in Alric’s hair, holding him prisoner as if he expected Alric to push him away.

Wrapping his arms around Cameron, he pulled them tightly together. Their hard dicks rubbed against each other through too much fabric, and Alric’s brain officially tapped out. He hadn’t been using it when he was pissed, and he certainly wasn’t going to use it now that he had Cameron hot and demanding in his arms.

His hands slid down to cup Cameron’s ass, kneading the wonderfully taut muscles while wringing more sounds out of his lover. Cameron broke off the kiss and moaned as he thrust against Alric, trying to get that much more friction. Cameron focused nearly black eyes on him, his face flushed and lips swollen with their frantic kisses.

“Want you to fuck me. Fuck me hard enough that I feel you for days,” Cameron panted.

“Make your ass mine,” Alric growled back. “Fine. Get on your knees and get me ready.”

Cameron’s entire body shivered, and he licked his lips, pupils blown so wide the iris was just a thin brown rim. Releasing his tight hold on Alric’s hair, Cameron dropped to his knees and attacked Alric’s pants like a man possessed. It took only seconds for everything to be shoved down to his ankles. Cameron hesitated, staring at Alric’s rock hard dick, but the second was enough time for guilt. He took a breath to tell Cameron he didn’t have to, but then Cameron wrapped his fingers around the base of his dick and looked up at Alric with a wide, dirty grin that left no doubt he was exactly where he wanted to be.

This…oh god…this was a horrible mistake. Cameron’s mouth closed over the head and that talented tongue ran slowly over it, caressing him before moving lower. Nothing had ever felt so good. He could feel himself growing hard, need throbbing through him, but he didn’t want to come like this. He wanted to be buried deep in Cameron’s ass while the mage screamed his name in exquisite pleasure. But this…he never wanted this to end. Cameron hummed, making more of his needy noises that massaged his dick with little vibrations. It was all he could do to not thrust into that perfect mouth.

One hand gripped Alric’s thigh, massaging muscles, before slipping between his legs to gently fondle his balls. Gritting his teeth, Alric swore softly, fighting to get control of his building orgasm.

Cameron slowly lifted his mouth from Alric’s dick and tilted his head up to stare at Alric, a smug smile on those damp, plush lips. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that. What did you say?” Cameron taunted.

“I said go get the cream out of my nightstand,” Alric bit out. He pulled at his shirt and tie, tugging them off, not caring at the sound of seams ripping. He needed to be naked and inside of Cameron as quickly as possible.

With an adorable squeak, Cameron shoved to his feet and hurried across the room. Alric followed on his heels, kicking out of his pants and underwear. He paused only long enough to peel out of his socks. Naked at last. Only with Cameron did naked mean freedom and pleasure. No more hiding. No more shame. Cameron was quick to shed his boxers, following his example, and kicked them off randomly to the side.

Cameron grabbed the jar of cream and shut the drawer. He started to climb into the bed, but Alric grabbed his hip, stopping him as a new idea filled his mind. Cameron twisted around to check on him. “What’s wrong?”

Alric grinned. “Nothing. New idea. Lie down on the bed, feet on the floor.”

Cameron returned his grin, lying down on his stomach while stretching his arms over his head, sliding his hands over the extremely soft duvet. With the jar of cream at Cameron’s hip, Alric stood over him for several seconds, just admiring the trusting man laid out before him. He was perfection. A body that begged to be touched, kissed, worshipped from head to toe. He wanted to find every scar, every tiny imperfection and claim them.

He didn’t know if Cameron Park was his mate. He wanted it to be true. Wanted it with every fiber of his being, but he didn’t know if his emotions were getting in the way of logic any longer. He didn’t trust his reason when it came to Cameron.

In the end, he didn’t care if this was the last time he was going to be able to enjoy Cameron like this, but he prayed that they had centuries still ahead of them. He wanted to share everything with him. Joy, sorrow, discovery, heartbreak, laughter, and hope.

Anger still simmered beneath the surface, but seeing Cameron’s trusting perfection laid out in front of him, there was also a deeper sense of peace.

Reaching out, Alric lightly placed his right hand against Cameron’s shoulder and slowly ran his fingertips down along his spine. Cameron shifted and moaned at his touch, his ass lifting into the air like a cat seeking affection.

“Do you have any idea of how amazing you are?” Alric asked, his voice thick and rough.

Cameron turned his head to look over his shoulder at Alric, one corner of his mouth tilted up. “Almost like I’m magical.”

Alric shook his head. “It has nothing to do with magic. I fell into your eyes on the first day we met, and I have never tried to swim free. I’ve gotten lost in your warmth, compassion, sparkling radiance, and wonderful mind. You’ve reminded me that I’m more than my scars and my crown. You’ve reminded me that I’m a man who wants and needs and feels.”

Cameron hummed as he closed his eyes, a look of pure joy filling his face. “And what do you need right now?”

“You,” Alric growled. His voice came out low, barely more than a deep rumble, and Cameron shivered.

Alric dug his fingers into Cameron’s ass, kneading the muscles there before parting them to reveal his dusky pucker. But first, he was going to make a meal of his man. He was going to show him exactly how needed and desired he was.

Kicking Cameron’s feet apart, Alric knelt between them, cupping both ass cheeks in his hands. He licked across his hole and Cameron swore softly, bringing an evil grin to Alric’s lips before he dove in. He licked, sucked, and nibbled. The tight muscles loosened under his persistent ministrations, and he thrust his tongue inside. All while Cameron howled, cursed, and begged. Half of what came out of his mouth wasn’t even English. It was a strange mish-mosh of English, Korean, and broken German—all either begging Alric to stop and threatening him if he did.

The dragon chuckled, turning this mouth to nibble on one cheek.

“Alric,” Cameron loudly panted, “this is not what I had in mind…when I suggested dealing with your anger.”

Pushing to his feet, Alric picked up the jar, coating his hand in the thick cream. He stroked his cock briefly and then grabbed more for his fingers. “That’s right. You said we were going to fuck the angry out of me.” As he spoke, he pushed two fingers inside of Cameron, earning a loud moan. The muscles were loosened, but Alric wanted to make sure he was thoroughly stretched. He wanted Cameron balanced on that edge.

The mage twisted his fingers in the duvet and lifted his hips, pushing back on Alric’s fingers.

“Is this what you needed?”

“No!” Cameron howled.

“What do you want, Cameron?”

“You! Please, Alric, I just want you.”

Alric had planned to torture him some more, but his own dick was making demands, and he wasn’t going to last much longer. He needed to be buried deep inside of Cameron, to feel his body wrapped around Alric’s. To get lost in his heat.

Withdrawing his fingers, he gripped the base of his dick with his left hand and guided himself to Cameron’s hole. His right hand tightly held Cameron’s hip. He didn’t trust him not to thrust backward, impaling himself. Alric was remaining in control this time.

Hissing at the velvety tightness, Alric pushed inside, stopping after the head had breached that first ring of muscles.

“More. Please. More, Alric,” Cameron begged.

“You’ll have all of me, I promise.”

Cameron rose up to glare at Alric over his shoulder. “I want everything,” he growled and Alric’s heart skipped. He could see it in Cameron’s hot gaze. He wasn’t talking about Alric’s dick. He wanted everything that made Alric who he was. Cameron wanted to possess him heart and soul. And Alric was so tempted to just hand everything he was over to this man.

Gritting his teeth, Alric pulled back slightly and then pushed deep, filling Cameron completely in one smooth, long stroke. They both gasped for air like divers suddenly breaking above the surface. Alric held perfectly still, trying to block out Cameron’s words from his mind and focus only on holding his orgasm at bay. He felt amazing. The tightness, muscles massaging him, trying to pull him in deeper.

“Are you okay?” Alric asked as the need to come receded slightly.

“Yes, but you gotta move.”

Alric pulled back and thrust forward hard, earning a rough groan from Cameron followed by begging for more. Alric pounded into his welcoming body, and Cameron just kept crying out for more, harder. The sound of broken pants and slapping skin filled the room. The noises coming from Cameron were a sweet symphony of fractured words and needy sounds that wrapped around Alric’s wounded heart. He drove Cameron closer to the edge.

The only problem was that he was racing there as well, and it was too late to stop it. He never wanted it to end, never wanted to leave Cameron’s body, but he was too close.

“Alric! Oh god, Alric. So close. Gonna—”

“Don’t! Don’t you dare! Not until I say,” Alric snapped.

Cameron whined, and Alric smacked him on the ass. “I mean it, Cameron. Don’t.”

Cameron whimpered. “Hurry.”

Picking up his pace, Alric fucked into him harder, tagging Cameron’s prostate so that the man under him practically sobbed with pleasure. The orgasm slammed into Alric hard. Lightning sizzled through nerve endings, and he cried out Cameron’s name as he filled his channel. The edges of his vision went dark, and his damn knees threatened to give out. Dear god, he’d never come so hard in his life. He wanted nothing more than to flop onto Cameron and cuddle the man as he drifted into sleep, but first he had to take care of his lover.

Carefully, he pulled out, wringing a cry of denial from Cameron. Working quickly, he flipped Cameron’s sweat-covered body onto his back and shoved him farther across the mattress so Alric had room to climb into the bed. Cameron lifted his head and started to speak, but the words were strangled in his throat when Alric swallowed his leaking cock down his throat.

A loud shout echoed through the room, and Cameron’s fingers twisted in Alric’s thick hair, holding him prisoner. He sucked hard on his dick, lapping up the precum and swirling his tongue around the head before stroking down the shaft. Cameron trembled underneath him. Alric bobbed on his dick hard and fast, sucking him.

“Alric!” Cameron shouted. “I—”

He could feel Cameron swelling on his tongue and Alric hummed his approval. He wanted this, needed to taste him. Cameron shouted again as his orgasm broke free. Alric happily swallowed him down, loving every sound and shiver. With it came a feeling of peace he’d not felt since he’d last held Cameron. The anger was gone, though the fear and worry still lingered.

With a final whimper from Cameron, Alric let his dick slip from his lips. He lifted up to find Cameron’s face slack, his glasses knocked askew, and his sweaty hair sticking up in every direction. He was beautiful.

Alric crawled up the bed to lay on his right side beside Cameron. The mage turned his head to face Alric, his large eyes blinking so slowly. Alric plucked the glasses off his face and stretched to place them on the closest nightstand before pulling Cameron in close. He loved that Cameron was a cuddler, loved feeling every inch of him stretched out along Alric’s body. Nothing should be between them.

“How do you feel?” Alric asked. He leaned down and brushed his lips across Cameron’s damp forehead.

“Wow…” Cameron exhaled and Alric chuckle. “No, really. It’s like everything is tingling. Every nerve ending.” He stopped and sighed softly. “I can feel you everywhere.”

“Good,” Alric whispered. He nuzzled his face into Cameron’s neck and closed his eyes. For a moment, he could actually sympathize with Kaiser Jaeggi. Was this what it had been like when he’d fallen for the dragon who didn’t belong to him? He couldn’t ever imagine letting Cameron go, watching him walk into the arms of another. He’d sooner tear open his own chest and rip out his heart than release Cameron.

“Hey,” Cameron said, and Alric lifted his head to meet his gaze. He was looking a little less blissed out and a little too focused. “How are you feeling?”

“Wonderful,” Alric said, which was true but not the entire truth. He forced a small smile on his lips that he didn’t quite feel, and Cameron’s eyes turned sad.

Reaching up, Cameron placed his hand to Alric’s cheek, his thumb stroking along the new growth of whiskers lining his jaw. “I guess I should be grateful you are such a horrible liar.”

“Cameron,” he started, but the mage’s thumb left his jaw to press to his lips.

“I’m fine, Alric. Safe. You and the rest of the clan will keep me safe. Nothing is going to happen to me. The Jaeggi are not going to touch me.” There was a fierceness to Cameron’s words. He believed what he was saying. He trusted Alric completely.

Closing his eyes, Alric rubbed his cheek against Cameron’s hand and kissed his thumb. “I will always worry about your safety.”

“Silly dragon.” Alric’s eyes flicked open to see the lightness and laughter return to Cameron’s. “You know you’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”

He didn’t want to ever be rid of Cameron Park, but he didn’t want to say more and put pressure on Cameron. He didn’t want him thinking about mates or anything that might tear Cameron from his arms. It was just better to keep things light between them.

“Does that mean you’ll stay with me tonight?”

Cameron hummed, his eyes moving up and around to look at anything but Alric. “I don’t know. I mean the last time I did sleep like the dead because you managed to keep me so toasty warm. And you didn’t once complain about my cold feet.”

“Because I kept your feet between mine all night so they’d stay warm.” Alric rubbed his face against Cameron’s, kissing and nipping along his jaw until Cameron tilted his head up to give him better access to his neck. He loved that about Cameron. The man just soaked in the affection Alric offered as if he simply couldn’t get enough. “Stay with me,” he whispered over and over again, punctuating each one with a kiss to Cameron’s body.

“Mmm…I love it when you beg.”

“Whatever you wish so long as I get to keep you right here in my arms.”

Cameron huffed a laugh and turned so that he was facing Alric. “As if there’s any other place I want to be. I’ll stay.”

They lounged for a little while longer, slowly kissing and simply enjoying holding each other. When Alric started to worry that he’d drift off to sleep, he roused himself enough to climb from bed and shuffle to the bathroom. He turned on the water in the shower, allowing it to warm while he went back to drag Cameron to his feet. They showered together, though the washing turned to kissing and eventually jerking each other off.

When they finally made it back to bed, they were both exhausted to the bone and smiling like idiots. Tucked under the heavy blankets together with Cameron curled against him, Alric sighed heavily. The world waited for them outside his bedroom doors with all its decisions and painful consequences. Alric was content to let it wait for just a few more hours. For now, he was content to have his world be the sound of Cameron’s soft breathing and the steady beat of his heart.
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“Good. Again.”

Cameron focused, more than he’d ever focused in his life with the possible exception of finals. He tapped into the spell elements arrayed next to him, drawing on their power, speaking the warding spell once more. He was warding himself, in fact, and Lisette would come by and smack it with a wooden cudgel. She wielded that thing like a samurai. It was not in any way, shape, or form a light tap. She was honestly trying to break through it, and Cameron had to be firm on his design to make sure she couldn’t.

He glanced at his sister, saw Cassie with the same look of determination. Hers had failed last time on the second hit, and she was a bit pissy about it. But Cassie was the type where the more you pissed her off, the more determined she became to perfect it. From here, her ward glimmered as if woven by fireflies, and it looked as strong as steel.

Glancing the other direction, he checked on his grandmother who had the same sort of ward up, the same determination on her face. Halmeoni had picked up on magic just as fast despite her age. She absorbed magic theory as if born to the role—as she had been.

Lisette came by with her stick, eyes narrowed as she studied each ward in turn. Whack, whack, whack! “Good. I’ll come through again, hold steady.”

Whack, whack, whack!

Lisette turned on her heel, like a model on a runway, her motion sharp and smooth. Cameron thought she was coming back for another round but instead she marched directly to his and stared at it for a long moment. “Cameron. There’s something a bit different about yours. To be precise, I’m seeing something in it that I didn’t expect to.”

“I, uh, noticed the color difference.” Cameron stared around at his own ward, head panning as he took it all in. His grandmother’s was sparkly bright, but his was more muted, more like Cassie’s. Well, not muted—more like a thread of dark crimson flowed in with it all and kept it from sparkling as brightly. He wasn’t sure why all three of theirs looked different in color. But he did know that the red didn’t make sense as none of the elements had a red tinge to it. “I’m not sure where it came from? I’m using the same elements.”

“You are,” Lisette said in a tone that made it clear she didn’t agree. “And you’ve added one more, apparently subconsciously. Things are going that well, hmmm?”

He stared at her amused expression and couldn’t for the life of him figure out what Lisette was on about. “I’m sorry?”

“You and Alric.” She gestured to the ward in general then pointed to a particular strand of that crimson-red. “That is Alric’s dragon force.”

Cameron stared at the same point and felt his brain go spinning off in a freefall. That was Alric’s power?! Oh god, what? Why? How? Cameron didn’t know whether to be pleased by this or—you know what, freaked out sounded good to him. He’d be freaked out.

All three women stared at him in varying degrees of amusement, which Cameron did not appreciate, fuck them very much. He dropped the ward completely, standing there and not sure what to do with himself or how to look up. The floor suddenly became fascinating.

He was drawing on Alric’s power? HOW?!

“Cameron.” Lisette’s tone was the epitome of patience, soothing and calm, and Cameron hated her for it a little just then. “Do not panic. You’re not bound.”

Cameron’s head shot up. “No. We aren’t. I didn’t do that, he didn’t do that, so how the hell am I pulling on his power like this?”

“Well, young one, when two people love each other very much—”

Cassie snickered, Halmeoni right out laughed.

Cameron shot them both a glare. “The peanut gallery can shut up now, thank you. Lisette, seriously. What is going on?”

“No, that’s about the size of it,” Lisette admitted with splayed hands in a what-can-you-do gesture. “Alric adores and cherishes you above everything. He also trusts you implicitly. Because of that, he’s available to you. He’s open to you at all times. You, from what I’ve seen, feel the same way for him. You remain open to him at all times. Your magic understands this, and sees the open connection and has formed something of a conduit between the two of you. Not an outright bond, no. A channel, if you will, and one strengthened by consistent physical intimacy.”

This didn’t seem to be a birds and the bees talk, which Cameron was thankful for because he would be willing to discuss his love life with Lisette and his grandmother precisely never. Maybe after never. No, this was something else entirely.

“Wait, I thought that I had to actively decide to use elements to augment my own power, to create my own spells?” That’s how Cameron understood it, that a mage didn’t have a power within themselves to work magic.

“And you are.” She cocked her head at him, expression patient as if he’d failed to understand something basic. “You’ve watched me many times work a spell. Have I ever failed to pull together elements to power it? Have I ever relied solely on Dieter?”

No. She hadn’t. Cameron rocked back on his heels, considering that. “I thought the bond between dragon and mage, at least for the mage’s side, was to help with their magic? To supply power to them?”

“Only a bonus,” she corrected with a small shake of the head. “Our main benefit is that we share their life force and thereby are as long-lived as they are. The silver lining is that they can augment our magical cores and supply us with magical power if we need it. We’re certainly more powerful because of them. But that’s not where our talent comes from.”

“Okay that…makes sense.” Cameron ran this new information through his mind, trying to sort it with everything he’d recently been taught. So she was saying that because he and Alric were open with each other and had sex that some of Alric’s power was transferring over? That his magic recognized a ready source willing and available and connected them?

That sounded…a little unnerving still, actually. “But doesn’t that mean I’m bonding to him?”

“Hmm, no. It means you’re creating a relationship together strong enough that if you initiated a bond, it would take.” Lisette put a hand on his shoulder, her eyes gentle and knowing. “This isn’t frightening, Cameron. Your magic will not bind you to him without explicit consent. It can’t. The bonding spell needs to be spoken by both of you for it to form.”

“That makes me feel marginally better, thanks.” Okay, check that worry off the list. “But this still feels like I’m setting myself up for something? That my magic is doing something it shouldn’t.”

“Yeah, does Alric know about this?” Cassie piped up as she let her own ward drop. “Or is he not aware?”

“We’d have to ask, but I would think he is not aware. Most of the time, the dragons don’t feel magic like we do. And this was a very subtle draw. If not for the difference in color, I would have missed it.” Lisette tapped a finger to the bottom of her lip, eyes narrowed as she studied Cameron’s face. “The two of you, keep practicing your wards. I want to test Cameron.”

Agreeable, the two women moved off to the far side of Lisette’s workroom, near the counter and sinks. Lisette moved him closer to the book section of hers, sitting him down on one of the chairs. She drew out crystal dust from one of the stoppered glass bottles, pouring some in her hand before tossing it lightly in the air. “Ziik Alric gev adi.”

The crystal powder lit up a warm, dusky red as it settled in a brief halo around Cameron. Then it dissipated like dust motes.

“Hmm, as I thought.” Lisette nodded in satisfaction before joining him in the twin chair nearby. “The conduit between you isn’t strong enough to tie you like a bond. It’s more that he left some of his power with you.”

“So more like a battery than a live wire.”

“That’s a good way to put it.” She cocked her head at him. “You don’t seem relieved.”

Cameron wasn’t sure what he was. His emotions still careened through him like one of those rubber ping pong balls. A supersonic one, to boot.

Alric trusted him this much? Cared for him this much? This wasn’t a conscious decision on their part—it was born of want and desire. Of trust and need. Had Alric subconsciously made the decision to give Cameron everything, and Cameron’s magic had picked up on this ready supply of magical power suddenly available?

And if Alric was doing that, giving Cameron something of his life force so freely, then—

Then Alric was likely falling for him hard and fast. The realization was both breathtaking and alarming. Having Alric’s heart would be a priceless gift. Cameron was in no way sure he was ready to accept it. His mind kept skittering off, trying to avoid thinking about it properly, and Cameron had to force it back on track.

No. The time had come to really think about this instead of going with the flow. Cameron wasn’t going to risk breaking Alric’s heart because he’d failed to really consider what it all meant. What they meant to each other.

“Cameron?” Lisette called to him, low and gentle.

He wet dry lips. “Alric is amazing, Lisette. The epitome of the kind of man I always wanted in my life. He’s the most giving, selfless, beautiful person I’ve ever known. If it was just a matter of falling in love with him, I’d do it in a heartbeat and without a second thought. But…it’s not just him.”

“No,” she agreed, her eyes soft with understanding. “No, and you’re wise to consider that properly. This clan is very much part of Alric’s heart. You can’t love one without the other. You can’t consider one without the other. Does the clan give you pause?”

“You guys are awesome.” Cameron shook his head, struggling to put this burning feeling in his chest into words. “Seriously, I love all of you. I’m still getting to know a lot of you, but every single person has welcomed me. I’ve never felt more welcome or at home anywhere before in my life. It’s why I asked to formally be invited into the clan. But being part of you and being a leader over you is entirely different. I’m the youngest member of this clan by centuries. How the hell am I supposed to be wiser? Why would anyone trust me with that responsibility?”

Lisette sat back and thought for a moment. “Do you know that Alric was considered barely more than a teenager when he was handed the throne?”

Cameron blinked at her. “No, really?”

“He was a little childish most of his life. Not focused, always flitting from one thing to another. His father despaired of him most days. It wasn’t until the war started that Alric focused. We were all surprised by it, how responsible he seemed to become overnight. He was with his parents every step of the way in leading the clan—and then he was alone, still leading us as best he could. He stumbled often in those early days. He depended heavily on Dieter to give him wise counsel.”

Seeing what he had of Alric and Dieter’s interactions, Cameron didn’t think that had changed much.

She turned and regarded him thoughtfully. “I’m glad you’re seriously thinking about this. That you realize your own position in all of this with us, and not just with Alric. But I want to assure you, too. When we come to you with some issue at hand, it’s not because we necessarily need your wisdom. We need you to listen. We need you to hear us, to realize the problem, and to help us find a solution. Leadership, young man, has absolutely nothing to do with always knowing the answers. Think back on how Alric has responded. Has he ever just snapped out an order?”

Cameron had his mouth open to respond but then he closed it. No, come to think of it, Alric rarely gave an order on the spot. He normally conferred with someone, made sure he had the facts straight, before issuing a command. Cameron had often thought him one of the best leaders he’d seen because Alric was such a good listener for his people.

“No, I’ve never seen him do that.”

“It’s why he’s a good king, yes? He makes a good example for you to follow.”

“Would I be actively leading the clan, like he is? I really don’t know what all is part of the job. Of being consort, I mean.”

“Yes, you’d be co-ruler. We dragons do not believe in having a dominant head. Co-ruling often works better, we’ve discovered. You’d have much the same responsibilities as he does although you’ll likely divide duties, play to your individual strengths.”

“So…what you’re saying is, if I match Alric’s leadership style, I’d be fine?”

Lisette shrugged eloquently. “I believe you would be. And even if you make mistakes in the beginning, Alric will be right there with you. Teaching you. We’re not going to throw you off the deep end and then watch you drown, Cameron.”

A weight slowly rolled off his shoulders and Cameron took in a deep breath. “Yeah. Okay, yeah, I feel better hearing that. Um…so…obvious question, but does everyone basically know where this is going?”

“I’m not sure if we know much at all. Alric is being very taciturn in regards to you. But we hope dearly that he chooses you. That you choose him. You’re incredibly good for him, Cameron. I’ve never seen him laugh with such open joy, not in five hundred years. And you have this knack for disarming him. Alric is normally as patient as the day is long, but when he does lose his temper, it burns hot. We’re not always sure how to calm him again. You seem to have figured out a method.”

Should he explain to her about the angry sex? Nah. “Yeah, that’s kind of still a work in progress.”

“Your work in progress is more effective than anything we’ve tried. We want our king happy and healthy. We’ve all tried for centuries to make that happen, to return some of the service he gives us on a daily basis. You seem to be the lynchpin to his happiness.” Leaning forward, she put a hand over his, tone sincere. “Please don’t let the uncertainties scare you away.”

Alric might still need to reassure him about all of this. Cameron really didn’t want to make any assumptions or put his big feet where they didn’t belong. But that wasn’t something Lisette could help him with. “Okay. I’ll try. I do think—”

The door opened, and Alric’s head came around it as he leaned into the room. “Everything alright?”

Cameron stared back at him, perplexed. How the hell did Alric know he’d just had a mini meltdown mixed in with an anxiety attack?

Oh. Oh, don’t tell him….

Cassie started cackling. “He felt a disturbance in the Force!”

Cameron shot her the bird. “Shut it, you. Uh, come in, Alric. We’re discussing something that kind of involves you. And our sex life.”

Alric took a good look around the room with a dubious expression. “That sounds like a conversation I’d rather avoid.”

“Me too, trust me, but come here anyway.”

Now more worried than before, Alric stepped in and crossed to him readily. Cameron shifted in the chair to give him room, which Alric used, squeezing them in. With him settled, he looked Cameron over carefully, blue eyes taking in every facet of his expression. “What has happened?”

Lisette cleared her throat. “First, Alric, tell me why you came. Did you feel something?”

“It was an odd sensation,” Alric admitted, still watching Cameron carefully. He tapped a finger over his heart. “A slight tug and pull, a sense of unease. I felt that Cameron was disturbed by something, although I didn’t have any ready explanation for why. It was persistent enough that I finally came down here to check. To allay my suspicions, or so I thought until I saw the two of you sitting here. Cassie, what did you mean by disturbance in the force?”

His sister grinned rather smugly. “Turns out you’ve been oversharing, Alric.”

Alric blinked at her. “I’m sorry?”

Lisette shot her pupil an exasperated glare. “Wards, Cassie.”

“Teasing them is more fun,” she responded, wrinkling her nose. But she turned her back on them and returned to building wards.

“Alric.” Lisette waited until the king was facing her once more before continuing. “As it turns out, you’ve opened yourself so much to Cameron that his magic has, in turn, opened up to you and absorbed some of your power. We noticed it just now in the ward he built.”

Alric went abruptly still, so still that he wasn’t even breathing for a moment.

Cameron eyed him sideways, also holding his breath, as he wasn’t sure how Alric would take this.

“Not a bond,” Alric stated, although it lilted up at the end like a question.

“No,” Cameron agreed with a tiny shake of the head. “More like a conduit? My magic is aware that you’re a powerful source. And you’re open with me—there’s no guard up there. So it absorbs power from you whenever we, um, interact.”

“And this disturbs you?”

Cameron ran a hand over his face, hiding his expression for a second. Then he blew out a breath. “Kinda feel like an energy vampire, not going to lie.”

“You are not.” Alric turned his head, resting their foreheads together in a sweet tilt of the head. Against his mouth, Alric murmured, “All that I have is yours. I do not begrudge you anything, Liebling.”

Cameron’s heart strings gave a sharp tug at those words. Cameron had to kiss him then. Alric was being too sweet, he couldn’t resist him. Alric hummed back into the kiss, not at all shy about doing so in front of Lisette. But because of their audience, Cameron kept it short and drew back. The sincerity of it was in Alric’s eyes. He truly didn’t mind, was maybe a little happy about this whole thing.

Which was a relief, but Cameron had one more question he needed answered. “Lisette, this isn’t harmful to him, right?”

“Not at all.” Lisette made a throwaway gesture. “Living beings are constantly in a flux of energy on some level. We make, dissipate, and use it without notice or care. You’re just absorbing Alric’s extra energy before it can fully dissipate.”

“Good.” Because he’d hate to cut the sex out. Like, really would hate that. Cameron would be devising the magical equivalent of a condom if necessary. So he was just as glad to hear it wasn’t an issue.

A teasing glint crinkled up the corners of Alric’s eyes. “I can share a bit more with you, if you wish? To help with all of these magical lessons.”

Cameron smirked back at him. “Why honey, how thoughtful of you.”

“Stop being gross, you two!” Cassie called to them.

“Oh, stop,” Halmeoni rebuked her, a laughing tone in the words. “They’re being cute.”

Cameron growled, abruptly reminded he had people watching. He tended to forget others when wrapped up in Alric. “Remind me, why did we bring them here, again?”

“Bad guys,” Alric deadpanned.

“Dammit,” Cameron sighed. “Of course, it had to be a good reason.”
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Cameron wandered down the halls of the castle after he finished his lessons for the day. Cassie had dashed off to locate Sasha while his grandmother muttered something about taking a nap before dinner. Cameron had only half listened to them. His mind was consumed with thoughts of Alric.

Or more specifically, Alric’s words.

All that I have is yours.

He knew the man wasn’t talking about his castle, clan, or collection of swanky cars. Not even his hoard of books. Though, all of that was included.

No, Alric was talking about his heart and soul. His very essence and drive for being belonged to Cameron. Alric cared for him that much.

And what had Cameron said in response?

Nothing.

Well, he’d kissed him, and he’d tried to convey all his tangled feelings and hopes in that kiss. Had Alric understood? His adorable dragon needed to know he meant everything to Cameron, even if the idea of being mates scared the crap out of him.

Just the word “mates” had Cameron pausing and placing his hand on the wall to steady himself. His talk with Lisette had settled his mind some, but the concept was still so big, so much more than what he’d been expecting for his life. The responsibility of all those people and their future. Wasn’t it enough to be responsible for the happiness of the king who cared for all those people? That was a big, important job too.

A quick glance around revealed he was wandering down the hall that led to Alric’s office. Left to their own devices, his feet had decided to take him back to Alric, like by his side was where he belonged. Silly feet.

Maybe he would just pop his head in. Check on the king and see if he could use a little cheering up.

At Alric’s door, he briskly knocked and chided his pounding heart. Being nervous around Alric was so silly at this point. So what if the man could turn him inside-out with just a look? Or if he held Cameron’s heart in the palm of his hand?

“Enter,” Alric’s muffled voice called through the door.

Taking a deep breath and mentally laughing at his nerves, he opened one of the doors and poked his head inside. As usual, Alric sat at his desk, looking regal and dignified, while Dieter stood behind his right shoulder, seeming to point at something on Alric’s computer screen. Alric’s look of intense concentration melted away in a flash, his handsome face transforming with a warm smile at the sight of Cameron.

“Cameron,” he said his name with such joy, as if they hadn’t seen each other in days rather than just a few hours. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Sure. No problems. I just stopped by to see you, but you’re clearly busy. I can—” Cameron quickly said. He took a step backward, pulling the door with him while mentally chastising himself. Of course Alric was busy!

“No! Don’t go.” Alric’s sharp tone instantly halted Cameron’s retreat. The dragon smiled and continued in a more even voice, “We were just finishing.”

The sudden jump of both of Dieter’s eyebrows left Cameron wondering if this was news to the old advisor, but to his credit, he didn’t say anything contrary. Dropping his hand to his side, Dieter straightened and smiled at Cameron. “Yes, please come in. I was just leaving.” He then stepped away from the desk, bowed slightly to his king, and then walked out of the office, bestowing one last smile on Cameron.

When the door closed behind Dieter, Cameron chuckled softly. “Why do I feel like Dieter was not quite done with you yet?”

Alric relaxed in his chair, his grin completely unrepentant. “Dieter is never done with me. He’s always got something I need to look at, or make a decision on, or plan for. A visit from you is much more pleasurable.”

Strolling around Alric’s desk, he fought the urge to jump into his lap, but there was no need. Alric snagged Cameron’s wrist and pulled him off balance so that he was tumbling into Alric’s lap and strong arms. Okay, so maybe he didn’t really fight it at all. Alric’s arms were amazing, and Cameron loved nuzzling his face right into Alric’s neck, breathing in his scent until it was the only thing in his lungs.

“How were your lessons?” Alric inquired. He moved his left hand lightly along Cameron’s thigh in the gentlest caress. Why did he ever leave Alric’s arms? This was the best place in the entire world. Couldn’t he just rule his clan with Cameron right here at all times? Yeah, probably not, but it would definitely be more fun that way.

“It was good, once we got past the birds and bees of magic.”

Alric laughed, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “That couldn’t have been comfortable with your family there.”

“Cassie had plenty of helpful comments.”

“Don’t worry. Her time will come.”

Cameron snorted. “Not likely. Nothing embarrasses her. And when it comes to Sasha, she knows no shame.” Cameron mentally shook his head. This was not what he wanted to talk about. “How has your day been?”

Under him, he could feel Alric shrug his right shoulder. “Nothing too unexpected. Rodrigo is not happy that we’ve made so little progress in regards to the rogue clan. He’s also not happy we don’t have more to share in terms of how to find more mages.”

Cameron lifted his head, brow furrowing as anger on Alric’s behalf rose in his chest. “Doesn’t he have any mages? Shouldn’t they be working on finding mages instead of relying on you and the Burkhard clan?”

Alric’s smile never wavered. “True, but I have a great deal of sympathy for him. I was in his shoes a short time ago, and now I have three new mages in my clan. Finding you was like stumbling across an oasis after centuries of crossing a vast desert.” Lifting his hand, Alric lightly touched Cameron’s cheek. “He is still trapped in that desert.”

“God, you’re an amazing king,” Cameron whispered without thought.

Alric threw his head back and laughed, the free and light sound filling the room. “And I could so use visits from you every day. You make me feel worthy of such praise.”

Well, that was just wrong. Alric was worthy of the praise and so much more. Ducking his head down, Cameron nuzzled his neck and nibbled up to his earlobe, loving the happy little hum that vibrated up Alric’s throat. He slid his hand down his strong chest and hesitated right at his belt buckle when a wonderfully wicked idea crossed his mind.

“Do you have time for a distraction?” Cameron whispered before licking along the shell of Alric’s ear.

His lover shivered, and when he spoke, his voice was low and husky. “What kind of a distraction did you have in mind?”

Cameron placed another kiss to his neck before climbing out of his lap. Alric tried to hold him in place, but Cameron resolutely detached his hands and pushed Alric’s chair farther back from his desk. Alric lifted one eyebrow in question, which only led to his eyes widening when Cameron dropped to his knees in front of him. Sliding his hands up Alric’s thighs, the king swallowed hard and seemed to struggle to sit still.

“Ever fool around in the king’s royal office before?” Cameron inquired.

Alric licked his lips before he finally managed a soft, “Ummm…no. Can’t say that I have.”

Turning his nimble fingers on Alric’s belt buckle and pants, he slowly unfastened both. He could already feel Alric’s cock rising, pushing against his zipper in eager anticipation. “Just think. From down here, no one can see me if they were to walk in. No one can see what I’m doing to you unless you were to give us away.”

“Oh god, Cameron,” Alric moaned softly, his eyes snapping shut for a moment as Cameron carefully pulled his briefs down to reveal his hard dick.

Cameron wrapped his fingers around it, stroking him slowly, loving the feel of his dick growing even harder at his touch. It was amazing how much power Alric gave to Cameron over his body, how much he responded to Cameron’s touch and kisses. The man just handed himself over with complete trust, managing to both humble and empower Cameron at once.

Grinning up at Alric, he leaned in closer as he stroked him. “Look at you. Lounging in the chair you make all important decisions, me at your feet—so decadent.”

“You’re killing me,” Alric gritted out. He dropped his eyes back to Cameron, and the gold ring glittered around his dark eyes with hunger and need.

“Not yet, but let’s see how quiet you can be.” Cameron dipped his head and licked his way up Alric’s cock, pausing to curl his tongue around the head again and again. Above him, Alric let out a muffled moan and jerked a little in the chair, his hips twitching as if he was fighting the urge to thrust into Cameron’s mouth.

He continued to tease the King of the Fire Dragons for another minute before finally swallowing him down. This time, Alric did moan softly. His fingers threaded through Cameron’s hair while his palm came to rest on the top of his head. He wasn’t so much holding Cameron down as he just seemed to need to touch him. The smell of Alric’s spicy soap and the hint of his personal musk danced around his nose. Cameron loved this, loved every sound Alric made, every twitch of his muscles. He loved the feel of Alric on his tongue and that he was driving this powerful creature closer to the edge of losing his control.

His own dick was making demands, pushing against the front of his pants and wanting some attention, but that would just have to wait. His entire focus was on Alric and making his lover feel good.

“Cam…god…Cam…so close,” Alric gasped. His hips lifted slightly from the chair in the tiniest of thrusts, as if he couldn’t help himself. Cameron wanted to signal Alric in some way that he could move, but his position in the chair with Cameron on his knees didn’t give them a lot of room to maneuver. Regardless, he wasn’t going anywhere. He wanted everything Alric had.

A knock on the office doors had them both freezing for a heartbeat. Alric swore violently in German for a moment before he shouted, “Don’t come in!” He sucked in a harsh breath and seemed to moderate his tone, but only a little. “Come back later.”

“Yes, Hoheit,” a man’s voice came through the door.

Cameron huffed a small laugh of relief, but it wasn’t exactly easy with his mouth full.

Alric flopped his head back against his chair and groaned. Cameron redoubled his efforts, using his hand to stroke the bottom part of Alric’s cock that his lips couldn’t quite reach. Alric swore again softly, his fingers tightening in Cameron’s hair.

“Cam—” he moaned, and then he was coming hard. Cameron swallowed him down with a tiny whimper of need. The only time he’d been more turned on was when they were naked in bed together. Yes, they would need to do that later tonight.

Slowly, Cameron let Alric slide from his mouth, licking him completely clean as he went. Alric let out a long, deep sigh as Cameron carefully tucked him back into his pants and refastened them.

“Here,” Alric mumbled, grabbing Cameron’s hand. He pulled him back up into his lap and kissed him tenderly over and over again, leaving Cameron just sinking into his warmth. “What brought that on? Not that I’m complaining at all,” he continued when it seemed like his brain was functioning again.

Cameron shrugged. He didn’t want to explain what had really sent him here, the emotions he wrestled with. The need he had to connect with this man. Even if the words tangled up in Cameron’s throat, he wanted to show Alric that he was important. That Cameron did want him. He just wasn’t sure how to respond to everything Alric offered. Not yet. “I don’t know. Maybe I just wanted to do something that made you feel good when I know you’ve got a lot of things to worry about during the day.” He paused and chuckled softly. “Okay, and maybe I wanted to do something a little risky and naughty.”

Alric huffed a laugh, his right arm tightening around Cameron. “It will be a very long time before I can sit at this desk and not think of you on your knees, face flushed.”

Nuzzling his nose against Alric’s cheek, Cameron closed his eyes. He could just sit here all day. He didn’t want to leave Alric’s side even though he knew they both had things they needed to see to. “Anything for you.”

“You have no idea how much you’ve already changed my life for the better. It’s as if you wrapped your own personal magic around me from the very beginning.”

Alric’s words snagged in Cameron’s brain, churning things in a new direction. He’d forgotten that he’d agreed to meet up with Gunter after his lesson. Damn, poor planning on his part. His body was still thrumming, a little whiny about getting some, but he really had no time for it. He was late meeting up with Gunter as it was. He didn’t want to get up, but he needed to see a man about some magic.

Reluctantly, Cameron sat up and smiled. He cupped Alric’s cheek and brushed a sweet kiss across his lips but pulled away before Alric could deepen it. If he let the dragon, he’d keep Cameron distracted enough that he’d never leave Alric’s lap.

“I believe Dieter needs you for more work, and I need to talk to Gunter,” Cameron murmured against his mouth.

“Really? You don’t want me to reciprocate?” Alric smiled widened, full of pure devilment. “I thought I’d lay you out on my desk and make a meal of you.”

“Now that’s just mean. How about a raincheck and you make me dessert tonight?”

“Deal,” Alric laughed and nipped at Cameron’s bottom lip.

Cameron got to his feet and started for the door when he turned back. “Would you like me to get Dieter for you?”

“No, thank you. I need a moment to collect myself. I’ll call for him when I’m sure I can face him without blushing.”

Cameron laughed when he strolled back out of Alric’s office, feeling good that he’d placed a smile on Alric’s face. Now he just needed to see about getting some extra protection for his man.
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Cameron rubbed his hands together, a little bounce in his stride as he cleared Gunter’s door. “I’m here!”

“Good, get in here,” Gunter called back from somewhere further in the room. The table had several boxes stacked on top of it, likely with research elements. Or specimens. Or something crazy. You never quite knew with Gunter.

What with the threat of kidnappings and such, everyone felt it better to arm their mages as well as they could. Just in case. Cameron’s magical knowledge improved daily, and he soaked magical theory up like a sponge. During one of the castle game nights, he’d thrown some ideas around with Gunter, which somehow led to these afternoon sessions with the dragon. He and Gunter thought it feasible to come up with something that would allow Cameron a fighting chance, in case he was caught alone. Or caught with only one dragon guarding him.

The dragons were beyond fierce, but they were not immune to magical attack. It behooved them to make preparations.

Gunter sat at a back table, and he gestured Cameron onto the only other unoccupied stool. “I’ve got a list from Carla on good possibilities. The trick will be assembling something you can make on the fly.”

“Not have ready and available?”

“Most of what’s on her list isn’t something you want to just cart around. For one thing, an active spell like this will mean trouble for any mage trying to do a seeking spell on you, so we’ll have a hard time following.”

“What are we talking about, exactly?” Cameron leaned over his shoulder to read the list. The rather short list. “Barriers, glamour spell, reflection spell? So barrier for defense, glamour to hide our location, reflection to bounce attack spells away?”

“Ja.” Gunter frowned a little down at the list. “It’s not a bad idea, really, but…”

“I mean, doesn’t this all assume that we see the attack coming? That I have a place to duck into and put a barrier and glamour spell up? That I have the time to do that?”

“That’s rather my problem with it.” Gunter sat up, letting the list fall to the table for a moment. “In the war, the mages used different sorts of spells. I assumed she’d list off one of those. I’m not sure why she didn’t.”

Sometimes Cameron honestly forgot Gunter had been in the war, too. The man didn’t look a day over thirty. “What kind of spells are you talking about?”

“Reflective spells, certainly. To repel attacks, but also knock-backs, shields that absorbed the damage.”

“Yeah?” Cameron turned that over in his head for a moment. Maybe it was because he’d played too many video games in his life, but that sounded suspiciously like some of the action skills in RPG games. And (probably, again, because of too many video games) it gave Cameron an idea. “Were there any spells that cancelled magic?”

Gunter turned his head and regarded him for a moment, blinking as if this question didn’t compute. He often looked at Cameron that way, for some reason. “Cancelled magic?”

“Sure. Say they trap us with a spell, or they’ve got a binding spell on us, is there any way to cancel that? Odds are if they ambush us, that’s what they’ll try. That’s what they did the first time I was almost kidnapped, at least. They were trying to throw binding spells and acid spells. Mostly they missed, but if those are used, I want a way to cancel the spell.”

“Ah. I like your idea. I think there’s a way to break a spell?” Gunter frowned a little before he got up, going over to a huge tome that looked like a dictionary. He pulled it free from the shelf with a grunt of effort before hauling it back. “I always underestimate how thick this book is. This, my friend, is a list of all known spells.”

Cameron eyed the book with wide eyes. “You’re telling me that even with a list like that, we still have missing magical knowledge?”

“A great deal of it. Think of it this way. If you were to list every single invention from the beginning of time until now, how long do you think that list would be?”

Oh. Well, put into that kind of context… “And is that just a list?”

“No, it also tells how the spells and potions are made. Ingredients, power levels, variations, sometimes a brief history too. Hence the thickness.” Gunter set it on the table with a grunt. “I think it’s possible to choose something that will allow you to quickly mix up a spell or potion, break free of whatever spell is holding you. Or possibly undo the damage of an attack before it can make things any worse.”

“Is this something that can be simple enough that I can carry the elements around? Like, something that will fit in a messenger bag so I can easily have it on hand at all times?”

“That’s the goal.”

That sounded promising. Cameron would rather not be just a sitting duck if something happened. But his mind was still thinking in gamer’s logic. “Can I work up something that’s kind of like an AOE effect?”

Gunter was back to staring at him blankly.

Yeah, okay, that hadn’t been clear. “I mean, instead of cancelling one spell, can I create an area around me that cancels everything? Like an AOE circle in a game, where the effect is within a certain radius of the caster.”

“Ahhh. Now I understand you. Ja, ja, this sounds possible. In fact, even better. I’m not sure if we can make it portable enough to carry, but I’m up for the challenge.” Gunter looked it too. In fact, he looked almost giddy with the idea of cooking up new magic.

It was part of the reason why he and Cameron got along so well. Any lab experiment was always more fun with a buddy. Cameron might be a little giddy himself.

“We’ll need to factor in Alric’s power when we figure up the power levels,” Gunter muttered to himself as he started flipping through pages.

“Sorry?” Cameron tensed a little, surprised to hear that. Surely the story hadn’t gotten around the castle already about how he and Alric were connected.

“When you bond properly, you’ll be drawing on his power more heavily than you are now,” Gunter explained, still flipping through pages with intense concentration, as if he knew what he was looking for and it had to be in here somewhere. “So we need to keep it in mind while experimenting.”

Oh. Um. It was a foregone conclusion that he and Alric would bond and become mates? Uh….Cameron wasn’t so sure of that.

And he had no ready response to Gunter’s assumption. None at all.
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Alric tried not to glance at the clock for the hundredth time, but failed miserably. Just like all the other times he’d fought it.

17:36.

Less than a half an hour.

He’d gotten a text from Cameron after he left Gunter’s dungeon that he was planning to grab dinner at 18:00 sharp and he would very much like it if a certain king could happen through the dining hall at the same time so they could enjoy dinner together.

And then a leisurely dessert in Alric’s chambers.

It was the perfect end to a somewhat long day. The only things keeping him in his office were some reports that he needed to look over and a possible email from Rodrigo. It was just now lunchtime in Rio and the king of the Ice Dragons would have completed his morning meetings with his advisors at this point. Alric wanted to be sure Rodrigo didn’t have any further questions for him before he shut down the ruler side of his brain for the evening. He wanted to be able to give Cameron his full attention.

A knock on his door had Alric swallowing back an irritated sigh. Dieter had already escaped for the evening. He had a standing dinner date with his lovely mate at 17:00, which meant the old dragon snuck away from his office at 16:30 everyday so that he could freshen up for his sweet Lisette.

Maybe he should have dipped off to his own chambers already to do the same for Cameron.

But now it was too late.

“Enter,” Alric called out, forcing away any sounds of irritation.

Baldewin’s smirking face appeared in the doorway and Alric nearly rolled his eyes. “Long day, Hoheit?”

“There have been longer, but I will admit that I am eager for this one to be over,” Alric replied. He sunk a little lower into his chair, relaxing as Baldewin shut the door behind him. When it was just him and Baldewin in the room, it was a little easier to shed his royal mantle and just be himself. They’d grown up as close friends, gotten into endless amounts of trouble together. While Dieter was good about reminding him of his place and responsibilities, Baldewin was a constant reminder that he was more than the crown he wore.

Which brought up the question: what was Cameron in that world? The bridge between them?

“Did you get the day’s final security report and my suggested rotation?” Baldewin inquired.

He strolled farther into the room, but bypassed the desk in favor of the large sofa that sat perpendicular to Alric. This had been a common arrangement between them for more than a couple of decades. At the end of the day, Baldewin would wander in with the excuse of some bit of work nonsense and then proceed to flop down on Alric’s couch. They talked, usually about a lot of nothing, and then wander down to the dining hall for a late dinner.

Alric glanced down to see the email appear within his inbox. “Is there a problem with the castle’s servers again?”

“No,” Baldewin paused, stopping mid-sit. “Why?”

“Because you nearly beat the email and it’s at least a three-minute walk from your office to mine,” Alric teased.

“Ja, ja,” Baldewin muttered and flopped down on the couch, propping his booted feet up on the arm while folding his hands on his stomach. He could imagine Dieter frowning at his friend, but Alric couldn’t deny that their friendship had managed to survive Alric’s ascension to the throne. He needed this bit of normalcy in his day.

Though, Cameron had never really treated him as royalty. Only as the man he’d first met at the Dragon Festival.

“So...I heard an interesting bit of gossip this afternoon.”

Alric froze. No one would dare speak about his little afternoon rendezvous with Cameron in his office. The meeting with Dieter afterward had been difficult enough, though his advisor would never do something so horrible as to actually hint that he knew exactly what had been happening behind the closed door. Dieter wouldn’t spread gossip, but had someone else been walking by his office and heard him?

“I thought you didn’t listen to gossip,” Alric replied, trying to keep his voice calm and maybe even a little bored.

“I don’t, but this was about a certain mage and a certain king.”

Alric placed his right hand on the surface of the desk and pushed to his feet, eyes narrowing on his old friend, who looked as if he was about to bust open if he didn’t share what malicious little tidbit he heard.

“I’ll not tolerate anyone in the castle spreading malicious gossip about Cameron,” Alric growled. His dragon stirred, demanding Alric hunt down the person who was speaking about his mage. Maybe his dragon would have this person for dinner and still spend the evening licking Cameron. Yes, that sounded much better.

Baldewin snickered as he held up one finger. “First, everyone adores Cameron. No one is going to say one mean thing about that man.” Baldewin added a second finger. “And two, the gossip is that your powers have started showing up in Cameron’s spells. Care to comment, Eure Majestät?” His friend’s expression became positively smug.

Groaning at himself, Alric instantly deflated as he walked around the desk. His dragon grumbled and settled back down, content to ignore Baldewin again. He walked over to one of the chairs positioned near the couch and dropped into it.

“I’m sure some people are making more of it than there needs to be. Cameron has grown comfortable with me. If he needs my powers to work his spells, then I am happy to lend it,” Alric said with a wave of his right hand.

Baldewin rolled onto his side face Alric, his smirk still firmly in place. “Really? I pray you’re just lying to yourself, because we both know after all these years, you can’t lie to me.”

“What do you think I’m lying about?”

Baldewin scoffed and dropped onto his back again. “He’s your mate!”

“We are not bonded,” Alric said sharply, nearly coming out of his chair again.

“I never said you were bonded. I said he is your mate. MATE, Alric.”

“Baldewin—”

His old friend made another noise in the back of his throat. “You have never used the word gefreogen to describe him, but we’ve all known it since the moment he first stepped into the castle. Everyone can see it in the way you look at him. Even old Sandor can see it, and that dragon is mostly blind in both eyes.”

Gefreogen was an old term dragons used to refer to the mage they were courting in hopes of that person being their mate. It was different from the more casual terms they used to describe those they might be casually sleeping with while acknowledging that they were not and would never be mates.

Alric hadn’t allowed himself to think of Cameron as his gefreogen, even after the mage suggested they try dating. For humans, dating was a very casual affair with most of the couples going their separate ways after months or even years. Most of the time, a dragon didn’t part from his gefreogen. They just went on to be bonded.

He was too afraid to hope that Cameron might be his mate. His forever.

“Alric?” Baldewin’s voice jerked him out of his swirling thoughts. Alric blinked and looked up at his friend to find his expression had turned to one of concern. “You do see it, right? He is your mate. Your fated mate.”

Alric gave a quick little shake of his head. “Cameron hasn’t indicated—”

“I’m not talking about Cameron. I’m talking about you. What you’re feeling. Cameron is human with a head full of human ideas about dating and not moving too quickly. He probably hasn’t even stopped to listen to his heart. I’m asking if you’ve listened to your heart? Or even your dragon? What does your dragon think of Cameron?”

That wasn’t hard to know. His usually reserved and grumpy dragon had been incredibly vocal about Cameron from almost the first second of meeting the mage. And in the past few weeks, he was growing even louder. Mine. Mine. Mine.

A low rumble like distant thunder rolled through Alric’s chest as his dragon made happy noises as he thought of Cameron and his beautiful smile. His shining, excited eyes behind adorable glasses. His enthusiasm and willingness to help anyone and everyone he met. His exuberance for life. His compassion and concern for Alric.

Mine. Mate. Mine.

“He’s mine,” Alric said softly. “He’s my mate. I’d slaughter every threat to his life. I’d die to protect him, to make him happy. He…he’s my everything.” Alric pressed his right hand to his rapidly pounding heart and lifted his eyes to Baldewin. “He’s my mate. My everything.”

Baldewin’s face broke into a wide grin. “Thought so.”

Alric crashed back down almost as quickly as he rose up, his stomach twisting into sickening knots while his heart lurched in his chest.

“Oh Scheiße!” Alric swore on a pained gasp. “He’s my mate. What if he doesn’t want to be bonded to me? What if he doesn’t believe I’m his mate? What if—” Alric rested his elbow on his knee and shoved his fingers through his hair as he struggled to take in a breath. He’d faced blood-thirsty mages in battle, angry dragons, and even his enraged father, and none of it had ever terrified him the same way he felt at the thought of losing Cameron.

The couch groaned as Baldewin shifted and his friend was suddenly kneeling in front of him, a hand on his shoulder. “Breathe, Alric. When has a mage ever not fallen for his fated mate? Never.”

“But—”

“Never. And Cameron is already over the moon for you. As easily as we can see your feelings for Cameron, we can just as easily see his for you. Everyone in Burkhard Castle has been whistling and skipping. It’s like living in one of the romantic comedy movies Gunter swears he doesn’t religiously watch when he’s feeling down. We are ecstatic that our king has finally found his mate. And we are thrilled that his mate is so worthy of him.”

Some of the tightness in Alric’s chest eased, making it easier for him to draw a breath. “You really think he will want me?”

Baldewin snorted. “According to Ravi, he already wants you plenty.”

Alric barked out a harsh laugh and shoved his friend away. “As a mate, you idiot!”

“Yes, Alric. I have no doubt that one day Cameron will demand you officially bond with him. His mind might not know it yet, but I’m sure his heart has already figured out you are his mate.”

Alric leaned back in his chair and just let those words sink into his skin. Mate. Cameron was his mate. After so many years, he finally had found his mate. They would spend the rest of their days together. With any luck, they would have a child—No! children—together. The world needed many dragon-shaped Camerons running around.

And Alric would give himself over to making sure that his mate had everything his heart desired. Cameron would always know that he was loved and cherished. They would have a long life together and—

“Verdammt!” Alric jerked upright and looked down at his watch. 17:59.

“What’s wrong?” Baldewin jumped to his feet, looking as if he was ready to launch himself into battle for his king.

“You’ve made me late! I’m meeting Cameron for dinner.” Alric shoved out of his chair and jogged across his office, ignoring the deep echo of Baldewin’s laugh.

“You can blame me if he’s angry with you.”

“Of course I’m blaming you!” Alric shouted back as he jerked the door open. He hurried down the corridor toward the dining hall, but there was a smile on his lips. He was meeting his mate for dinner. It didn’t matter if it took Cameron another month or twenty years to figure out they were mates. Alric would happily wait for him. Cameron was his and always would be.
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Cameron breathed a little easier as they pulled through the castle gates and headed toward the city. The presence of Dieter behind the wheel didn’t exactly relax him, but just getting outside the castle and putting some distance between himself and Alric lifted some of the weight from his chest.

Not that he wanted to be away from Alric.

Shit, maybe that was the problem. With every day that passed, Cameron spent more and more time with the dragon. It had to be obvious that he was falling for Alric and falling fast. No wonder people assumed. They didn’t seem to realize just how much that assumption alarmed Cameron. It wasn’t that he didn’t want it—he just had no idea if he was ready for it. Choosing Alric meant turning his life completely upside down, and that was a rather hefty decision to make.

Gunter’s words had been the straw that broke the camel’s back. Or in this case, Cameron’s last nerve. Because if even Gunter, who was admittedly very out of touch with castle gossip, had picked up on it? Then Cameron might be screwed.

As the feet turned into yards with the looming threat of becoming miles between them, Cameron felt his skin growing too tight and itchy. A part of him already wanted to turn around and find Alric. He was like a freaking drug addict going too long without his next fix.

This was stupid.

He didn’t need someone like he needed air. This wasn’t his first relationship. No, there hadn’t been a lot of others in his past. Okay, maybe only three and they hadn’t lasted long, but dating had never been like this.

With his other boyfriends, his day didn’t automatically get better when he saw their smile. He didn’t endlessly think about them and wonder what they were doing. He didn’t worry about whether they were taking too much on and needed a distraction. He didn’t plot ways to “randomly” run into his boyfriend.

Oh my god! Was he a stalker or a boyfriend?

“Cameron, take a deep breath.”

Dieter’s calm voice pierced the spiraling thoughts, and Cameron could now hear the ragged panting was actually coming from him.

A high-pitched laugh escaped him, and he shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m good, I’m just freaking myself out a little.”

“What do you mean?”

“I just realized I’ve literally never acted like this with a previous boyfriend. That I’m making life altering decisions for Alric without a second thought when I really should be thinking about it. Oh, and I would never have upended my entire life for any other guy I’ve dated. And it’s kind of alarming, to be honest.” He frowned as the thought hit that maybe he shouldn’t be confessing all of this to Dieter. And wait, now that he thought about it…. “Why are you driving me, anyway?”

Cameron looked over and there was no telltale smile or anything to give away that Dieter knew exactly what he was talking about. The old dragon had a very good poker face.

“You’re the king’s advisor and things are getting a little crazy with the Jaeggi. I’m sure there are more important things for you to do right now, and there are plenty of guards available to run to town with me. I’ve got Warin in the car behind me, in fact, which begs the question of why we’re in separate cars. With you driving. This seems a little below your pay grade. Did Alric or Lisette send you to keep an eye on me?”

“Do you really think there’s anything more important than the safety and well-being of the king’s mate?”

“Oh god,” Cameron muttered, sinking lower into his seat. His heart skipped, tripping over itself to find an exit from his chest. “You think I am?”

Dieter’s laugh was louder this time, and his smile lingered. It made him look younger in a way, his eyes brighter and the lines in his face shifting from worry to joy. “I suspected the first day when Alric returned to the castle after meeting you. He didn’t talk about a mage who would help our people. He talked about the man with hair that kept falling into his large brown eyes, who had the sparkling sense of humor and brilliant mind. When Alric talks about you, I see a glimpse of the young, happy man I knew prior to the war.”

Cameron was pretty comfortable with the idea that he was a mage and he could perform magic. He was finding himself, his true self, for the first time ever. Which involved moving to another country, learning another language and culture, and the whole shebang. All of that was huge enough on its own, but did Cameron stop there? No, he had to date someone on top of it all. And not just any man. No, his boyfriend-possibly-mate was KING of the FREAKING DRAGONS.

“But to answer your earlier question, they both sent me. Since it’s my job to help Alric think clearly and use reason when things feel overwhelming, they thought I might be able to do the same for you.”

“It’s too much,” Cameron complained on a sigh. He turned his gaze out his window, watching the rolling green countryside unfold just past the car as they drove down out of the mountains and into the valley that held Sonthofen. The air warmed a bit as they left the mountain and went into the valley. Enough that Dieter adjusted the car’s temperature.

“You can’t honestly tell me you’re surprised.”

Cameron groaned softly. “No, not exactly. I mean, I campaigned hard for him to date me. It’s not like I went into this blind, as it was mostly me to begin with. It just seems fast.”

“Some know right away. Your sister—”

Cameron huffed a laugh. “Cassie is different. She’s always been different. She’s fearless. She has no problem jumping straight into something with a woman. Doesn’t seem to care if her heart’s gonna get stomped on. She just leaps.”

“Do you think Alric is going to stomp on your heart?”

Sighing, Cameron dropped his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. Would Alric intentionally hurt him? Never. There was zero doubt in his mind Alric would do anything and everything to keep him safe and happy. “No. No, it’s more the culmination of everything on top of what I feel for Alric. Which is a lot. Because choosing Alric means I’m immigrating to another country, learning a new culture, a new language—all of which is stressful and huge by itself—and to top that off, I’ll be gaining two new jobs. TWO. Because being a mage is only one job that I come with. Being Alric’s mate also means learning how to be a co-ruler of a clan, and that’s…whoa. Just a lot to take in all at once, you know?”

“I do not discount what you are saying, as you’re perfectly correct. It is a great deal to consider. But you’re wrong to think Alric would demand all of that from you at once.” Cameron opened his eyes to see Dieter give a little shake of his head. “You will have every ounce of support that he can give you, young mage. For that matter, the entire clan is behind you. I don’t want you to hesitate to choose Alric because you feel overwhelmed.”

“I can’t help feeling overwhelmed, Dieter. Like, that emotion isn’t easily shuffled off to the side.”

“I do understand. What I’m trying to convey is that you need to speak more candidly to Alric about this. Your hesitation with him has not gone unnoticed, and he fears you might have doubts. Or that you’re second-guessing your choice in him.”

Cameron jerked around in alarm. “What? What have I said that gave him that impression?”

“It’s not what you’ve said, but what you’ve failed to say. I believe Alric has known you are his mate since that first day, but he’s been terrified of making a mistake too similar to the one that cost him his family. Not to mention he doesn’t believe he deserves someone as perfect as you.”

A loud scoffing noise erupted from Cameron’s throat, and he shook his head. “I am not perfect.”

“True, but you are in Alric’s eyes.” Dieter paused, and his smile softened to something a little dreamy. “The same way I am sure no one is as perfect as Lisette.”

Insecurities. Cameron sometimes forgot those rode along in Alric’s brain, whispering evil things. He’d been so wrapped up in the huge consequences of his actions that he’d failed to really think about how Alric perceived all of this. Oh damn. He really didn’t mean to give the impression that he had doubts. Well, he did have a few, but they were perfectly natural and could be dealt with.

One doubt in particular reared its head. Cameron hoped and prayed that he and Alric were meant to be, but really, he had no baseline to guide him. How did the dragons and mages know? With such confidence? “When did you know Lisette was your mate?”

Dieter slowed the car for a particularly tight turn and lowered the visor against the glare of the sun. “It took a little while. I was young and brash. Best friend to the king of the Burkhard clan and his most trusted advisor, I was sure I knew everything. She was a young, know-it-all mage we’d met on a trip to England. We butted heads from the first moment. I was sure there was no one more insufferable and she thought the same of me. Every time we spoke, it was like thunder rumbled through the air. And yet, when it was time to leave, I couldn’t. My human brain was in denial, but my dragon knew she was mine. I had to take her home with me.”

“What about Lisette? Did she know?”

“Luckily, she did prove to be smarter than me.” Dieter looked over at Cameron and grinned broadly. “She’d figured it out. When I arrived at her home to ask her to return to Germany with me, she was already packed and waiting.”

Cameron snorted. Yeah, that sounded like Lisette. But his happiness was short lived. It drained away when he thought about being Alric’s mate, because it wasn’t just about being mate to a dragon. He would be the mate of the king. That was big. Huge. His talk with Lisette had helped him get perspective on that, but it was still hard to wrap his head around. Hell, his parents didn’t even trust him to manage his own life, making all the big decisions for him. And yet this clan was eager to have him as a leader? It really made no fucking sense.

“This is insane,” Cameron whispered.

“In what way?”

“In every way!” Cameron sucked in a harsh breath and threw his arms up in the air. “Don’t get me wrong. I love a good challenge. Love figuring things out, but I’m still learning how to be a mage. I feel like I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. Am I trying to take on too much at once? I mean, I’ve hurt Alric because I’m so wrapped up in my own head with the logistical issues of me moving here that I failed to realize he’s also struggling. I have to learn how to be a good mate, and not just any mate. I’m the mate for the freaking king. I don’t know how to be anyone’s mate, and it’s so much bigger when it comes to Alric. I don’t know what he needs. All of the clan and its future depends on him. I’m not as mature as he is and I’m really afraid I’m going to screw something up.”

When Cameron had finally run out of words, he had to wonder if Dieter had actually heard him. The dragon’s smile had never wavered. This was important shit! How could he not take him seriously?

“Cameron, being a mate doesn’t change because Alric’s the king. You’re first and foremost a mate to Alric the man. And from what I’ve seen, you’ve already been a wonderful mate to him.” Cameron snorted, but Dieter continued. “I’ve seen Alric smile and laugh more in the past three weeks than I have in the past five centuries. He’s lighter and happier because of you, even when you’re not around. He makes jokes. Teases his friends. And the fact he didn’t order the guards to raze the Jaeggi town is thanks to your positive influence. The dark shadow that has enveloped him since the death of his parents has finally retreated. The first duties of a mate are to bring joy and comfort. You’ve done that.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Cameron sank into his seat. He turned that over in his head for a moment. “Is it really that easy? You guys keep telling me how different he is, but…I mean, he’s ridiculously easy to please. I feel like I’m not really putting much effort into this. Even the simple things I do make him happy. It actually worries me, how little he asks of me.”

“What about Alric? Is he being a good mate to you? It’s not just about his needs. Has he failed as your mate?”

“What? No. Absolutely not!” Cameron lurched upright and turned to face Dieter, bracing one hand against the dashboard. “Alric is amazing. He’s sweet and attentive. He’s always worried about my happiness. He—” Cameron broke off his passionate defense and glared at the man’s smug smile. “You’re an ass. I don’t know how Alric puts up with you.”

Dieter threw his head back and laughed. The sound was so deep and free that Cameron reluctantly found himself smiling as well.

“I know you feel overwhelmed, Cameron, but my best advice is to simply be you. That’s enough.”

“But what if it’s not?”

“It is. Trust me. I’m old.”

Cameron laughed. “No, you’re ancient.”

“All the more reason to listen to me,” he replied, not even blinking at the descriptor. “You make him happy. You make him kinder, more thoughtful. Those are all very good things for a king. As his mate, you are a friend, confidante, trusted advisor, voice of reason, and when necessary, a much-needed reality check. Alric can get too bogged down in his dark thoughts. He needs someone to remind him that the world is not always so dark. That there is joy and hope. He need only to look at you to remember that.”

Had he not done all those things already? Had he not pulled Alric out of his black mood and made him smile? Had he not listened to Alric’s worries and fears as they lay cuddled together in bed? He wanted to be all of that to Alric and more.

“And the wonderful part is that he will be all those things for you as well. It’s not just about what he needs. You have your own dreams, desires, and responsibilities. He will want to be there to support you. I urge you to speak to him about your concerns on immigrating here. He’ll be happy to learn what it is that worries you, and you’ll feel better with his open support as you figure out the logistics of moving.”

Cameron rested his head back and sighed, watching the mountains roll past his window. It was so beautiful here. The place called to something in his soul, almost like how Alric called to him. They fit. They’d fit from that very first day, and Cameron hadn’t wanted to admit it to himself because it was too surprising and scary. How was he supposed to fall for a guy in Germany when he’d expected to return home and start a life he didn’t really want?

But falling for the guy with the magical eyes and sexy smile had been the start of finding the life he wanted. The life that fit him perfectly. Maybe he’d been overthinking this. Being in love with Alric was like any other relationship, really. Cameron would figure it out in time, but the thing he needed to focus on was that he wanted to be good to Alric. He wanted, more than anything, to make that man happy and enjoy him to the fullest. Dieter’s advice was to do that, to focus on that first and foremost. And really, it was good advice.

Cameron would focus on Alric’s heart and try his damnedest to enjoy being in love with that incredible man.

Taking a deep breath, Cameron blew it out again, ruffling his own hair. “Ugh, you’re right. I really should have talked this all through with him. I panicked. I never panic.” Okay, well maybe he panicked occasionally.

“It’s understandable. I doubt you came to Germany thinking you would change your entire life in the span of a few weeks.”

“True. Do you think I hurt him when I panicked?” Guilt cut through Cameron, and he shifted in his seat. He never wanted to hurt Alric.

“Maybe a little, but it’s a good wake-up call for him. His brain needs to finally accept what his heart has been telling him. You’re his mate. Doubting it and fearing it isn’t going to make it less true.”

Cameron turned in his seat, looking back the way they’d come. He couldn’t see the castle any longer. “Should we turn back? Maybe we should go back to the castle. I need to talk to him. Tell him how I feel. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I—” Whatever he’d been about to say broke off at Dieter’s laughter.

“I’d forgotten how cute new mates were,” Dieter said with a chuckle. “We’re not far from the town now. Let’s get your paperwork for the visa, and then we’ll head back. Maybe we can even stop in that bakery he likes for a pastry or two.”

“The one that makes those amazing tarts? Yes, we can get a box of those.” He didn’t want to be away from Alric, but the pastries might help his apology.

“See, you’ve already got this mate thing figured out,” Dieter teased, and Cameron could only roll his eyes at the man.

Dieter wasn’t exactly making it sound like being mates was easy. Only that Cameron might be blowing things out of proportion. Which was entirely possible. It all came down to Alric. Did he want the man? Did he want to build a life with him? Did he want more mornings wrapped in each other’s arms, sharing jokes, and little looks? Did he want the laughter, pain, and a future with Alric at his side?

For all those questions, the answer always came back ‘yes.’ No doubt, no hesitation, no fear. When it came to Alric, the answer was simply yes. The rest they would just figure out.

“What in the world…” Dieter’s voice drifted off as he leaned forward a little, squinting at something in the road. Cameron did the same, but it was so small he wasn’t quite sure what he saw until it was already too late.

Three of the four tires suddenly let out hideously loud bangs and the car skidded across the asphalt as Dieter slammed on the brakes. What the hell had they hit in the road? Freaking caltrops? Cameron’s heart raced in his chest, and he gasped loudly, bracing his feet against the floor and grabbing the handle on the door. His head hit the glass hard and he winced. They hadn’t been going incredibly fast, but it was enough for them to fishtail and slide off the side of the road. The other car behind them also skidded, nearly crashing into them from behind, and missing them by inches.

The car came to a hard stop, the whole world seeming to tilt toward the passenger side. Groaning, he rubbed the side of his aching head and glanced at the door. At least he hadn’t hit it hard enough to break the glass.

“Are you okay?” Dieter asked.

“Yeah. Shaken, but I’m fine. You?”

“I’m fine. Old dragons are tough.” He flashed Cameron a smile that didn’t reach his pale grey eyes. He was worried. Cameron forced himself to smile in return, not wanting to add to Dieter’s worries. “I’m going to check out what happened. I want you to stay in the car and call Alric. Tell him to send down some help. Even if it’s Ravi in his dragon form. I want to get you back to the castle as quickly as possible.”

The offer to get out of the car and help him sat on the tip of Cameron’s tongue, but he swallowed it back. With everything happening, it was safer for him to remain inside.

Dieter got out and called to the other car, “Warin! What happened, do you know?”

Cameron reached for his phone in his back pocket only to come up empty. Had he forgotten his phone when he left the castle?

No. He’d had it in his lap. The damn thing must have fallen when they swerved to stay on the road. Unbuckling his seat belt, Cameron started to lean forward to search for it when a screech of tires came from behind them. Had someone from the castle been following them? Riding on a dragon was always fun, but he appreciated leather seats and air conditioning as well.

Twisting around, he sat frozen, his breath trapped in his lungs as a white, unmarked van idled behind them. It all happened too fast, and at the same time as if he were watching it all in slow motion. He was trapped. His limbs unwilling to move as he saw the side door thrown open and four men dressed entirely in black with masks jump down. Dieter rose from where he’d been kneeling next to the rear driver’s side wheel. He threw his arm out, his mouth opening in what was likely to be a shout, but one of the men pointed something at Dieter. Two wires shot out and hit Dieter square in the chest. The dragon shouted in pain and convulsed.

A taser. The bastards were tasing Dieter! As he thought it, another one aimed at Warin, who went down just as quickly.

Dieter’s and Warin’s pained shouts finally broke Cameron free of his paralysis. He shoved open the passenger door and nearly rolled down the side of the damn mountain before he could get his feet under him.

“Leave them alone!” Cameron shouted. Not that he actually expected that to work. He had no doubt in his mind this attack had been orchestrated by the Jaeggi. As he clawed his way back toward the road, the four men seemed to stare at him in surprise for a moment. Had they not expected Cameron to be in the car? Were they just trying to attack a dragon?

Those answers weren’t going to be coming anytime soon. The two bastards were still shocking the hell out of Dieter and Warin, both dragons twitching on the asphalt. But before Cameron could approach them, the other three attackers descended on him.

It was sadly no match. Cameron got in only a couple of swings before he was grabbed and tossed into the van. In the sudden darkness, more hands grabbed him. He screamed once for Dieter and then duct tape was slapped over his mouth, followed by a dark hood. His legs and arms were bound, but the fear didn’t set in until he heard the metal van door slam shut and the engine roared to life as they sped off down the road.

He paid attention to the movements of the van, trying to keep track of the turns, but they couldn’t have been traveling long before the van stopped, he was hauled out, and placed into another vehicle. They’d changed cars. Shit! How was Alric and his guards supposed to find him now?

Fear sank deep into his bones, leaving him cold despite the heat of the car. His phone was still in Dieter’s car. He had no idea if the dragon was injured or even dying. He didn’t know a single damn spell to help him escape or even help Alric find him.

And worst of all, the Jaeggi had him.

He had no idea why they wanted him, but considering their past, Cameron was sure it wasn’t for anything good.

For now, he could only wait and look for an opportunity to escape. He needed to get back to his dragon.
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Cameron lost all sense of time and place as the car whipped through turns and over hills. Thank god he didn’t suffer from motion sickness or he’d have an even bigger problem than just being held by a bunch of assholes. He also didn’t have a great sense of how many people were in the car with him. No one was speaking.

A lot. He was going to go with a lot of people. It was hot, uncomfortable, and he ached from trading blows and being tossed around like dirty laundry. But all the discomfort meant nothing compared to the fear currently clawing his heart to shreds. There was no doubt in his mind Alric knew by now he’d been taken. Dieter was a tough old dragon. He would have gotten back to his feet within minutes of the van speeding off and would have called for help.

But Alric. It was like he could feel the dragon’s fear and unrelenting rage. And guilt. Alric would blame himself for Cameron’s kidnapping. Cameron had to get back to his dragon. He needed to crawl into Alric’s lap, cup his cheeks, and kiss him until he finally agreed that the kidnapping wasn’t his fault.

To hell with that. Cameron needed to kiss the shit out of his dragon and make sure he understood what Cameron felt about him. He needed to know Cameron was proud to be his mate and that he’d do anything to be the best mate possible because Alric was…

The vehicle came to a sharp stop, and Cameron was thrown forward until he hit his forehead on something hard. Maybe the seat in front of him. Bastards. They could at least make sure he wasn’t getting hurt on the ride. So much for being precious cargo.

He could hear doors being thrown open before the engine shut off and he was pulled out. The moment his feet touched the ground, his knees gave out. He winced and moaned, trying to get his body to properly move as people hooked their arms through his on either side of him, while another person freed his legs. He was half marched, half dragged from the car. The ground changed from asphalt to gravel to dirt and grass to…concrete. The sound of birds and bugs surrounded him. Definitely not within a bustling city. No voices. Just the heavy breathing of his captors holding him.

When he reached the concrete flooring, the sounds of nature disappeared and there was a slight echo to their steps. They were inside now. In a large, open space.

They walked for a while, making two rights before heading up some metal stairs and then down what felt like a long hall. At long last, he was dropped into what felt like a metal folding chair. It was hard and cold under his ass. With his nearly numb fingers, he could feel some of the smooth metal.

At last, someone was speaking. The words were muffled, and he nearly moaned when he realized they were in German. God help him. When he got out of this, he was ramping up his German lessons. Maybe Alric could help him work out a suitable reward system for when he reached certain goals.

Really? He rolled his eyes at himself. Sex. He was thinking about sexy-times with Alric while being held by Jaeggi mages. Just wonderful. He needed to get his head in the game and focus. If he didn’t pay attention, there wasn’t going to be any more sexy-times with his dragon.

The voice got closer, and Cameron’s heart skipped a beat. He didn’t understand the words, but he recognized the voice. There was a feeling of someone close to him and the black bag on his head was slowly pulled off. He blinked several times against the bright light, trying to get his eyes to adjust. Air rushed into his lungs, as it was now so much easier to breathe.

His kidnapper leaned down and carefully resettled his glasses on his face, allowing Cameron to clearly see the face of the man who’d threatened him and his sister. That wicked grin was back, and Cameron’s blood ran cold. He’d suspected he’d be faced with this bastard sooner or later, but he’d been hoping it would be later. Preferably when Alric had found him and he was no longer bound with duct tape.

“Our slippery American,” the man said in English with a crisp British accent. “I knew we’d meet eventually.”

He straightened and barked out an order to one of the two other mages in the room. Cameron took the chance to quickly look around. He’d been expecting the white walls and white floor of the building he’d seen them in thanks to the drone cat. Around him was drab grey concrete while the floor was painted a darker shade of grey. Where the other building had a hospital feel, this was more military utilitarian. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be in the same building, just on a different floor. The room was largely empty, but there were a few long tables with a scattering of junk. The air was cool but smelled stale.

The door on the far wall opened, and a woman rolled in a leather desk chair. The man took it from her with a snarl and placed it directly in front of Cameron with another ugly smile. Cameron leaned back in his own chair, trying to put as much of his body out of easy reach from his man as possible.

Dropping into the seat, he seemed content to just stare at Cameron for several seconds, as if inspecting a treasure that had at last fallen into his hands. Cameron stared right back and had to admit the man wasn’t what he’d expected. The mage was large. Of course, other than himself, all the mages he’d met so far were women, but this man was built more like the dragons in Baldewin’s royal guard. Broad chest, wide shoulders, muscular arms straining his plain black T-shirt, and thick thighs filling out his blue jeans.

His face didn’t scream villainous mastermind evil. Though, his thick black mustache and goatee were sort of evil. His bushy black eyebrows were down low over dark blue eyes. The rest of his face was wide, hard, and blunt, sort of like a nutcracker’s. Cameron was tempted to use this asshole’s face for cracking things open.

“Cameron,” the man exhaled with pleasure. “I feel like I’ve been waiting forever to finally meet you. You’ve led us on quite the chase.”

“Fuck you,” Cameron snapped, though it didn’t sound anything like that with his mouth still covered with duct tape.

“Oh, let’s fix that so you can properly swear at me,” the man mocked. He leaned forward and pinched one corner of the tape between this thumb and forefinger. Cameron tensed, trying to mentally prepare himself for it, but he knew there was no preparing for this. The man ripped the duct tape away in one quick motion and pain screamed across Cameron’s face as fine hairs and a thin layer of flesh were torn away with the tape.

Cameron swore brokenly. He pressed his poor lips together as they throbbed. They were still tacky from the adhesive and would stick together, causing more pain when he had to force them apart. When this was over, he wanted to cover all of this bastard’s sensitive parts in duct tape and rip them off over and over again.

“Who the fuck are you?” Cameron demanded when the worst of the pain subsided.

The man’s grin widened. “I thought you knew.”

“I know you’re part of the Jaeggi Clan. And…and Kaiser Jaeggi is dead.”

His grin fell away in a heartbeat to be replaced with a glare. “Yes, Kaiser Jaeggi is dead—thank fuck for that. The bastard who led to the destruction of our clan can rot in hell for all of eternity,” he spat out. His lip was still curled with disgust as he stared at Cameron. “I’m Thomas Jaeggi, the new leader of my clan. The one who will save us after five hundred years of abandonment and betrayal.”

“And the road to salvation is paved with kidnapped mages like myself and my sister?” Cameron snarled.

Thomas chuckled and reclined in his seat, rocking it back and forth slightly in his obvious pleasure. “Oh, you and your sister are just steppingstones. A means to an end. A gateway to something bigger that will lift us out of our own private hell. And if it means we can take out the egotistical, self-righteous Burkhard clan at the same time?” Thomas held up both hands out to the side and gave a small shrug. “Well, I can’t complain about those results.”

Cameron lunged forward, his teeth clenched. “Fuck you! Alric and his dragons are going to crush you. His mages are going to tear away any spells you’ve created. He knows exactly where I am, and his people are racing to save me right this second.”

Thomas’s grin never wavered, but there was a new sparkle to his eyes that gave Cameron pause. “You think so?” he taunted. Shoving to his feet, Thomas grabbed Cameron’s left bicep and hauled him out of his chair. To his surprise, Thomas pulled him over to one of the long, narrow windows and pressed him so close that his nose smudged the dirty glass.

Blinking a couple of times against the sunny brightness, Cameron’s eyes focused on the scene in front of him and his stomach twisted into a sickening knot. He’d been expecting to see part of the town he’d seen in the mirror just the other day. There should have been cute little German buildings and signs advertising services. Narrow roads and cobblestone paths. Flowerboxes boasting brightly colored blooms. But there was none of that.

While he couldn’t see much of the building he was in, he could tell he was up on the second floor, looking down on a vast field with great dirt bulwarks. He looked as far as he could left and right, but there was no sign of a town. The open area was ringed by dark trees, as if the forest had opened up to spawn this weird facility in the middle of nowhere.

Thomas leaned close to Cameron’s ear. “Still so confident Alric knows exactly where you are?”

“It’s a trick. A spell,” Cameron whispered past the panic threatening to close up his throat.

Thomas laughed and jerked him away from the window. They walked back to the chairs, and the Jaeggi mage threw Cameron back into the uncomfortable metal one. “No trick needed, little mage.”

“Alric will find me.” Cameron believed it with all of his being. Alric would always come for him. His dragon would throw all of himself into finding and saving Cameron. Even now, he could feel a twisting fear and rage in his heart he was sure belonged to Alric. His beautiful dragon was in pain and desperate to find his mate.

Thomas’s laugh turned ugly as he dropped into the leather desk chair and propped his left foot up on his right knee. He folded his hands together on his flat stomach and smiled his smug smile. “Alric and his band of idiots couldn’t find us even if we handed him a map. We have been living right under his nose in that town for nearly a century. Even after the war, the Jaeggi never left his territory. We’ve been right here. He found us only because I let him find us!” His rant ended with him roaring in Cameron’s face.

Cameron could only grit his teeth and sit in silence. He’d rather slam his forehead into the bastard’s nose, breaking it, but right now, Thomas was in the mood to talk. Let the asshole talk. Alric would find him, and Cameron would be able to give Alric all this valuable information the smug fucker was just dropping into his lap.

“Why now? After all this time, why let him find you?” Cameron sneered.

Thomas’s foot thunked back on the concrete floor, and he placed his hands on his knees as he leaned forward. His evil smile nearly stopped Cameron’s heart. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

“What?” Cameron choked out.

Thomas reached out with his right hand and Cameron jerked backward, trying to get out of his reach, but it was stupid. He was still bound and trapped in a freaking folding chair. Thomas roughly grabbed Cameron’s jaw under his chin, holding him still while he gently pushed Cameron’s glasses back up his nose.

“You’re not just a stepping stone for our ascension, Cameron Park. You’re also bait.”

A new fear slammed through Cameron. This wasn’t just about getting Cameron for whatever their horrible plan was. They were actually going to attack Alric and his dragons. Cameron sucked in a harsh breath and jerked backward. Thomas released him and stood.

“Alric is the last in a very long line of dragon kings. What do you think would happen to his clan with no heir waiting in the wings? Even an heir as weak and damaged as Alric.”

“There is nothing weak or damaged about Alric!” Cameron snarled before he could stop himself. “When he finds me, he’s going to tear you apart.”

Thomas stood over Cameron, a strange expression on his face. “Wouldn’t it be interesting to see him try? But I haven’t yet decided if I want to keep him for my plans or just destroy him in front of his own people. I can only imagine how demoralizing it would be for those giant lizards to watch their pathetic king destroyed by yet another Jaeggi mage.”

Cameron sucked in a breath to swear at the mage, but Thomas was already turning away and walking toward the door, likely dismissing Cameron from his mind as he plotted the death of Alric and the rest of the Burkhard clan. He swallowed down the words and watched Thomas pull open the door. The Jaeggi leader barked something Cameron couldn’t quite catch at the man and woman standing guard outside the room. Cameron caught a glimpse of more grey walls and grey floor, but that was it before the door slammed shut, followed by the soft click of a lock being turned into place.

He was alone.

They’d actually left him alone in the room. Seriously? This was the downfall of every evil villain in James Bond, action, and spy movies. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t James Bond. Cameron snorted to himself. He wasn’t even James Bond’s less skilled cousin Harry Bond. Oh Lord. If this was the direction of his thoughts, he needed to get out of there fast. And dammit, he wished he had his bag. He and Gunter had planned for this, why hadn’t he taken his bag? Cameron really could be smarter than this. He mentally kicked himself for letting his panic beget stupidity.

First, he had to figure out if they were watching him. Slowly, he pushed back to his feet and walked around the room. Thanks to his training with Lisette, Cameron at least felt confident he could sense when a spell was being used near him, and there was nothing in the room to indicate they’d placed any kind of spell on the room. The other building had also shown that the Jaeggi preferred to rely on technology for their security rather than wards. As far as he could tell, there were no security cameras in the room monitoring his movements. Maybe they had just moved in and hadn’t set up all their security yet.

Well, the best way to figure it out was to do something he wasn’t supposed to do.

Sitting on the floor, he wiggled and folded up his long body, working his bound hands in front of him. He was panting, his shoulders ached, and his jeans were coated in a layer of dirt and dust by the time he was done, but he got it.

Thanks to Cassie’s weird fascination with strange YouTube videos and challenges, he knew exactly how to get free of the duct tape without a knife. One bored weekend when they were both home from college, Cassie had Cameron bind her hands and feet with duct tape to see whether these video instructions actually worked for escaping. Their parents had been less impressed, thinking it wasn’t the most productive use of their time for a Saturday night.

Getting back to his feet, he lifted his hands high above his head and then brought them down, forcing his elbows to go past his ribcage. It took several tries with this sharp, jerking motion, but the tape finally ripped. Using his teeth, he worked on tearing the tape away from his wrists until he was free.

He wadded up the tape, tossed it to the floor, and waited with his breath held for someone to storm in and tape him up again. Or maybe they’d use something like rope or handcuffs. He had tricks for those as well thanks to Cassie, but the duct tape was by far the easiest for him to escape from.

But the door never opened. Mages didn’t rush in to stop whatever he was planning. If they were watching him, they obviously didn’t see him running loose in the room as a threat.

Good. They could just keep underestimating him. If they knew about him and his sister, it was likely they already knew he’d not been raised with a knowledge of magic. Probably thought he was just some normal, boring human.

Well, this boring human wasn’t going to simply escape from their clutches. He was going to make them pay for ever threatening his clan and his dragon. They were his family, and nobody fucked with his family.

But that wasn’t going to be the easiest of tasks. He was essentially just an apprentice when it came to using magic, and these mages clearly had a lot more experience than him.

However, he did have a shiny new master’s in mechanical engineering that could be of use as well. Maybe a combination of the two could work to get him out of this damn building. He loved Alric, but he was not waiting around for his mate to show up and rescue him. He was not going to be bait and let Alric walk right into a trap.

Trying to make as little noise as possible, Cameron hurried over to the tables at the far side of the room. This place might have been used as a workshop of sorts judging by the flotsam he found. The tables were covered in random bits of scrap metal, screws, a few rusty tools, and…bullets. There weren’t many. Just a handful of different sizes. But bullets meant a tiny amount of gunpowder and copper casings. Definitely useful. The primer would also have a useful chemical compound, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to get at it without the proper tools.

He snatched up all the bullets he could find and continued to search the room. Moving around the tables, he approached a pair of metal shelves. They were dusty and didn’t have a lot on them, except for the bottom shelves. They both held medium-sized boxes covered in even more dust. Looking back toward the door, he carefully pulled one of the boxes off the shelf and lifted the flaps. His heart flipped over and Cameron had to bite his lower lip to hold in his cry of joy. Cleaning supplies. Really old, nasty cleaning supplies. They were perfect.

Of course, he could hear his Introduction to Mechanical Engineering professor smugly pointing out that he should have gone into combustion and the environment as his area of focus rather than mechanical design, but Cameron would manage. He’d aced his chemistry coursework. Add in a little magic and he could…well, he wasn’t going to try to make a bomb. He was just as likely to blow himself up as he was the Jaeggi, but he certainly had what he needed to make some small explosives and maybe even some smoke bombs. Distractions and chaos. That’s all he needed to get away from these assholes. Once he was back with Alric, the Burkhard clan could deal with them on more even footing.

Placing the bottles and containers of cleaning supplies on the table in front of him, Cameron started mentally pulling together a few possible designs for devices. The trick was holding the chemicals apart until he was ready for them to mix or ignite. Lisette had taught him an incredibly easy bubble spell that could be used to hold the materials, but it would mean pulling power from Alric.

Out of all of his plans, this was the part that scared him the most. His magical connection had steadily grown with Alric. Cameron wasn’t at all used to the idea of having it, although the connection was definitely there. But when he’d drawn that energy from Alric, the dragon had always been somewhere in the castle near him. What if he was too far away now? He could feel Alric’s emotions, but they were faint, almost a ghost in his chest. He didn’t know what he’d do if he reached out now and couldn’t feel Alric’s power. Would it be like losing a limb?

Gripping the edge of the table, Cameron forced himself to draw in several deep breaths through his nose and released them out through his mouth. He slowed his heart and tried to calm the fear attempting to cloud his mind. Even if he couldn’t reach Alric’s magic, it didn’t mean Alric wasn’t out there. His dragon was coming for him. Cameron was just trying to even the odds and give the Burkhard clan the advantage.

When he’d centered himself as much as he could, Cameron tentatively reached out along the path he knew was there. The connection was instantaneous. Cameron gasped and slapped his hand over his mouth to hold in the relieved sob that broke from his throat. Alric. His beautiful, perfect Alric. He tried to just sip a little power, but with the first touch, it slammed into him like a massive ocean wave. It was as if Alric had sensed his touch and rushed to him. Even now, it wrapped tightly around him. Cameron clenched his eyes shut, holding onto the mental image of Alric wrapping his strong arms around Cameron. Feelings of relief, fear, and love swamped him. He tried to send back love and reassurances that he was okay. He needed Alric to know he was loved, just in case things went horribly wrong and he never got the chance to say them to his face. Alric had to know how much Cameron loved him.

Reluctantly, Cameron opened his eyes and reassured himself that his guards weren’t rushing in to stop him. He didn’t know if they could sense his magical connection to Alric or if this was all part of their plan for him as bait. He didn’t care. He was busting out of this place, and if he managed to take out some of the building and some of the Jaeggi Clan, then so be it.

Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, Cameron set to work creating his evil little bombs while maintaining the open line between him and Alric. It was like having his lover’s hand resting on his shoulder, always there with him.

And soon, they would be together again in person.

Because nobody fucked with his dragon.
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Unadulterated panic thrummed through Alric like a heartbeat. It writhed in his chest, demanded immediate action. The instinct was so strong that he had to battle it back. Panicking wouldn’t help Cameron. Wouldn’t help Alric find him.

Right now, more than anything, Alric needed to be a king. Not a lover, frantic for his young mage’s safety.

So even though his inner dragon beat and raged at him to move, he didn’t. He stayed calm and tried to think logically of the best way to find his missing heart. “Baldewin, have Lisette start seeking spells immediately. If she can’t focus”—entirely possible, she was worried about Dieter and distracted—“then get someone else.”

Baldewin gave him a sharp nod and turned, heading off at a run through the hallway.

Ha Na passed him, at as fast of a run as she could manage, her face constricted with worry. “Alric. I heard something about Cameron being taken?”

“Ja,” Alric said thickly. God, this was hard to say. “He was taken while out with Dieter and Warin. An ambush. We’re doing seeking spells now to find him.”

Ha Na’s dark eyes blazed with fury. That wasn’t metaphorical, either. Magic sparked all around her as her temper snapped. “Who’s doing the spell?”

“Lisette, I hope. Baldewin is arranging it.”

Without another word, she turned with military precision and hurried back down the hall. Alric was glad she was so quick to move. Cameron’s blood sample should be able to narrow the spell’s seeking radius. After all, they would have direct blood to work with. He could spare no worry for either Dieter or Warin just then. They were shaky and in pain, but would recover quickly. His concern had to be for Cameron now, who had no such guarantee.

Alric breathed out, forcing himself to slow down and think. Dragons. He needed to assemble a rescue party. He yanked his phone out of his pocket, calling Ravi.

“Hoheit,” Ravi answered, for once terse and upset instead of sounding cheerful.

“Ravi, I need a rescue party. Form one up, we’re moving in ten minutes.”

“Already forming, Hoheit. Basically, the entire clan has heard by now what’s going on, and they’re all gathering in the courtyard, just waiting on a direction.”

Alric’s eyes fluttered shut for a second under an intense wave of gratitude. He’d known no one would take a missing clan member lightly. “I’ll thank them in a moment.”

“You know how we roll. If anyone threatens one of us, we all roll initiative.”

“Ravi. Did you—did you just make a DnD joke? Now, of all times?”

“I was trying to make you laugh and ease the tension. It worked.”

“I didn’t laugh.” But Alric had almost smiled, for a moment. Until the tension of the situation came back like a sledgehammer to the back of his head.

“Hoheit, he’s alright. You know that.”

“I do. I can feel him still.” And likely pissed off, if he knew Cameron. His lover was not the fainting damsel in distress.

Ravi huffed out a breath of relief. “Oh good. Alright, I think basically everyone is formed up here. Uh, how worried are we about people seeing us?”

“Fuck that noise,” Alric bit off succinctly.

Ravi cackled. Outright cackled. “I’m so going to tell people you said that later. Hey guys, he said fuck it, just go!”

An instantaneous roar rang outside, loud enough it shook the castle. Alric’s own dragon shook in response. Yes, the time for laying low had passed. Dragons had always fought for what they wanted and burned their enemies without remorse. Right now, a little burning sounded good for the soul.

Alric stalked through the nearest courtyard door. The dragons were indeed ready to go, most of them already having shifted forms. He took in the sight of them as he moved. They were perched along the roofs, stretched out over the gables, their wings half unfurled, ready to take into the air at the first notice. It was like the roof was carpeted in a sea of red. Others milled about the courtyard, unable to stand still as they waited for orders. All eyes were on him as he stepped outside, and Alric raised his voice to reach every corner of the courtyard.

“They’re doing a seeking spell now. As soon as we have a direction, we’ll fly!”

Sasha stepped in closer to him and ducked her head. “Hoheit, I’ll be honored to fly you in.”

Before he could get his mouth open, Ravi’s hand landed on her shoulder. “Thanks, Sasha. I’ve got him. Be my wingwoman?”

“Sure.” Sasha checked with her eyes that this was alright with Alric, and he gave her a nod. That was fine by him.

Alric very rarely had anyone fly him anywhere. It was too painful and a little humiliating. But right now, his feelings didn’t matter. Getting to Cameron as swiftly as possible, that was the priority. And there was nothing faster than Ravi. A car could never keep up with his speed.

His phone rang, and Alric answered it before it could finish the first ring. Baldewin. “Where?”

“He’s in Sonthofen, in the Ordensburg. They’re not precisely sure what building.”

The choice made sense. The Ordensburg had been built back in the Third Reich, a military barracks meant for training. It was a highly defensible compound, as it had five buildings formed up around a very large courtyard—a kill box, in other words. It was a good defensive position for the Jaeggi to take, and smart of them to use something readily at hand. They had to have known they couldn’t get far before Alric would be on top of them.

But Alric had already fought through a war, and he was not stupid about tactics. A kill box only worked if one went into it.

And Alric had no intention of doing so. He turned his head and called out, “The Ordensburg! But do not land in the center courtyard, it is sure to be filled with traps.”

A roar of acknowledgement, and then the dragons were off, their wings beating hard against the air, sending currents swirling in all directions. Ravi shifted quickly, almost roughly, he pushed his dragon so hard. He was barely settled when Alric went directly to his chest, situating there against Ravi’s hand. His jokester bodyguard for once had no wisecrack on his lips. He held Alric carefully, and close, as he launched hard into the sky. Alric found himself praying as Ravi’s wings lifted them.

Be alright, Cameron. Be alright and hang on. With that thought, he sent every emotion toward Cameron, wanting him to feel loved. To feel secure with the knowledge Alric was coming for him. With their magical connection, he prayed those feelings came across strongly enough that Cameron felt them.

It must have worked, as he felt Cameron in return. And the draw as Cameron pulled on his life force, working magic. A feral smile graced Alric’s mouth. His mage wasn’t going down without a fight. Who knew what that clever mind had come up with. Alric fed him more power and hoped it was enough for whatever Cameron was doing.

Despite everyone else having a head start on Ravi, the wind dragon caught up to the lead quickly and then pulled ahead. Alric was always amazed at his speed but right now he blessed it. Every second away from Cameron in this dangerous, volatile situation was a second too long. It tore at Alric that he couldn’t immediately lay hands on Cameron. He just knew he’d have nightmares of this day for years to come.

The people of Sonthofen no doubt spied a thunder of dragons soaring overhead, but Alric wouldn’t worry about it. He wouldn’t think of how the fallout of this would work. He couldn’t find the headspace for that worry just now. A mantra beat through his head like a living thing. Cameron, Cameron, Cameron.

He saw the tall, six story main building first jutting into the sky, then the spread of the compound that branched off it. The grey stone looked stark against the green backdrop of the land around it. The Ordensburg had been turned into a historical site some years ago; no one should have been in it. Likely why the Jaeggi felt they could use it freely. But it was clearly occupied now, with multiple vehicles parked at one end of the parking lot and spotlights manning every possible vantage point. He saw people scrambling back and forth, no doubt getting to battle stations.

What was their game plan? Alric wished desperately for an answer. What did they want with his mage? Why attempt to take the mages to begin with? Why do it again when Cameron was clearly under the protection of the Burkhard clan?

And why did this whole thing feel like a giant trap with Cameron as the bait?

Alric chose to listen to his instincts—they hadn’t failed him yet—and bellowed out the order, “Come in from the sides! Surround the Ordensburg!”

His thunder of dragons obeyed, swirling around in a living stream of red scales and fury, swarming around the compound. The Jaeggi there hopped around, ducking in anticipation of an attack.

“Hoheit!” Ravi called down to him. “Where do you want us to land?”

“The top building, go th—” He cut himself off as he realized he saw one person in the compound that he knew. Knew intimately well, and was currently running for all he was worth.

Cameron.

How had he gotten free? He clearly had somehow, as several members of the Jaeggi Clan were frantically chasing after him, yelling and—shit, they had guns trained on him.

Alric felt terror as he never had before, punching him solidly in the chest. No, no, nonononono. “Ravi, release!”

Bless the wind dragon, he didn’t hesitate but immediately let go of Alric. The dragon king felt himself drop sharply to the ground—it was close, closer than was probably advisable to drop at this height—but he didn’t care. The possible damage to himself was inconsequential. Cameron wouldn’t survive a bullet to the back, and that was all that mattered.

He shifted as he fell, his dragon coming out through part necessity but mostly rage. How dare they think they could mess with a dragon’s mate? His mate? How dare they even attempt to harm Cameron as he watched? His dragon demanded vengeance, and Alric for once wasn’t inclined to try reason first. He let instinct rule him.

Alric landed hard enough that the cement under his claws cracked under the force of it. The impact jarred him down to his marrow, but he didn’t pause to acknowledge it. He whipped his good wing around, catching Cameron up in it and pulling him in sharply. Cameron gasped as he came in but didn’t struggle, just latched onto his neck and held on.

“Alric,” he said in relief. “You’ve got impeccable timing. I was just wondering what the fuck to do next. But we have to get out of here, now, there’s magic—”

The smell of magic, so sharp in his nostrils, was unmistakable. Alric believed him, as Cameron could see what he could only smell or sense. But there was no quick way for him to move both of them, not with only one working wing. He reared up on his back legs, Cameron still caught up in his front claws, and did something he’d never thought he’d even contemplate.

“RAVI! CATCH!”

“Shit, no!” Cameron denied, sounding both panicked and pissed. But he had no choice as Alric launched him straight into the sky, angled away so that he wasn’t caught in whatever magical spell had locked onto Alric. He flailed a little as he hit open air, still swearing viciously in what sounded like Korean.

Ravi swooped in smoothly and caught him, and that was all Alric had time to notice before that magic spell finished deploying. It lit up, a perfect circle surrounding him on all sides, as transparent as colored glass.

As solid as a steel wall.

Alric growled low in his throat, carefully not touching the sides. He recognized this spell all too well. It had been used often in the war, a way to contain the dragons and keep them grounded. Harmless in and of itself but it left Alric a sitting duck, and he couldn’t even bellow fire at them. It would bounce off the wall and ricochet on him. Fucking bastards. Alric had known landing in the courtyard would mean a trap, but he’d rather have himself trapped and Cameron breathing. That was a trade he’d make any day.

“Gunter!”

His head came up, and he watched as Ravi and Gunter made a flying pass by each other. Why was Cameron calling for Gunter? For that matter, how had Cameron gotten himself out of Jaeggi control to begin with? He hadn’t anything on him that would have enabled him to work magic, or had he? Had Alric’s power been enough, then?

Gunter threw something to Cameron, and he caught it handily. A messenger bag of some sorts. Alric watched for a moment in confusion, not sure what his lover was up to. Although the idea of Gunter and Cameron working on anything together frankly alarmed him. Gunter didn’t really understand the idea of limits.

He had no time to question, no time to watch further, as his attention was abruptly yanked away. His clan was attacking the compound from all sides, bellowing fire in either short bursts or long streams. The Jaeggi had expected this and were throwing up various shields or ducking into warded areas, avoiding the flames as much as they could. They retaliated with their own attacks, and magic flew fast and furious. It looked like fireworks going off, the colors vivid even in the daylight.

A deadly fireworks display. Even as Alric watched, one spell hit Sasha, and she went down with a shout of pain, landing hard on the roof and caving in the structure. Heart in his throat, he stared fixedly in that direction until he saw her head come up. Only then did his heart unclench. Thank god, she lived. Hopefully with injuries she’d heal from.

“Oh, you fucking did not.”

That was Cameron’s voice. Alric searched frantically for him, head jerking this direction and that, appalled he’d lost track of Cameron for even a second. There he was, far too close for comfort. Why the hell had Ravi not flown him out of here?!

Alric had no chance to either demand or ask as Ravi swooped in even lower, too low for comfort. He dropped Cameron the last two feet and his lover rolled with it, coming up smoothly to his feet as if he and Ravi had practiced this very thing a hundred times. (If Alric found out that was the case, heads would roll. Ravi’s, to be precise.)

Cameron thrust both hands into the messenger bag and yanked out two large vials, like overgrown test tubes. They were full to the brim of various things, mostly liquid and light, although precisely what Alric couldn’t discern. Cameron raised them high overhead and then threw them sharply down, breaking the glass into shards and the contents spilling in every direction.

Just what was he about…? Alric watched with his heart in his throat. He wanted to tell Cameron to go, but he knew this man. As long as Alric was pinned like this, Cameron wouldn’t abandon him. Just as Alric could never leave him behind. But if Cameron had a plan, Alric couldn’t see or understand it.

What kind of magic did Cameron plan to use that he thought powerful enough to overturn at least two dozen mages?

Cameron lifted both hands and he called. Alric felt that call right down to his soul because he was part of it. His lover was calling on every magical element within reach of him, every speck of every realm. Alric stared at him in awe as raw power wrapped around Cameron like a lover’s embrace, lifting his hair and swirling it, a light pouring out of him all of his own. It was as if Cameron demanded every powerful filament of the world, every trace of good power it could offer.

And the world answered.

Alric’s heart beat in his throat. He’d never seen a mage do this, even during the heart of the war. Nothing was visible of Cameron but his silhouette, that’s how much power swarmed around him. Surely he’d burn out at this rate. Surely this was too much for any living being to hold. “Cameron,” Alric breathed, both awed and enraptured by this man who held his heart.

The rest of the courtyard was not oblivious to Cameron’s actions. In the thirty seconds he’d taken to drop and pull power to them, they’d realized he was once again free and in front of Alric. Someone screamed in raw panic, “GET HIM! WE HAVE TO STOP HIM!”

Cameron’s head turned ever so slightly, Alric could see the motion if not his expression. Cameron spoke the spell with cold finality. “Klak AESE!”

All of the power he’d gathered flowed out like a riptide. It flew across the courtyard’s grounds, splashing up the sides of the buildings and flowing over the tops of the roofs before disappearing out of sight. Alric staggered a half-step as the trapping spell holding him broke without warning, leaving him free once more. Every other spell in range of Cameron’s magic suffered the same fate, all of them breaking and dissipating like ash in the wind.

Alric stared down at Cameron in disbelief. Had he just overpowered an entire clan’s strike team with nothing more than willpower and whatever he’d scrummaged up out of Gunter’s research bag?

Shaking the thought off, he lifted his head and bellowed, “TAKE NO QUARTER!”

The dragons roared approval and dove back into the attack. With no magic barring their way, it was a short-lived fight in the extreme. Panicked screams died off quickly as bones broke and heads were bitten off. Alric stood guard over Cameron in a protective stance and snapped up one who came too close, catching him by the neck and shoulders and throwing him against the side of a building.

His tail lashed with satisfaction. Yes, revenge was best served hot after all. Who else could he take on? Spying another, he whipped about and smacked them with his tail, sending another body careening into the building which landed with a meaty thud and no movement afterwards.

“Simmer down, love.” Cameron came closer, touching his leg lightly. “We need at least one person for questioning, right? I didn’t overhear anything while they had me.”

Alric regarded him with one eye, expression baleful. “You speak sense.”

“Sorry for ruining your fun.” Cameron grinned up at him. “Just one. You can choose the smallest one if you’d like.”

Why did he sound like a parent trying to coax a child into eating a vegetable? Sighing, Alric let the responsible part of his nature take back over, and he turned to issue the command. “Ravi! Bring me one!”

“Dead or alive!” Ravi called back.

“Cameron says he has to be alive.”

“Oh, are we starting that stage of your relationship already?” the wind dragon asked, tone sing-song as he teased.

“Shit!” Baldewin dove in to land nearby and reported on a pant, “They had a contingency in place. Cameron, did you see how many cars they had?”

“Six, why?”

“There’s only four here, so we’re probably short on bad guys.”

“Two vehicles?” Alric demanded in alarm. “How could they possibly escape when we have them surrounded like this?”

“I don’t know, Hoheit. I really wish I did. But I counted vehicles as we came in, wanting to be thorough on the cleanup, and it matches what Cameron saw, so we’re short. I know we didn’t drive them, so…”

Alric used the vilest swear words he could think of in every language and still didn’t feel it adequately relayed his frustration. “So you’re telling me that once again, we were attacked, and we still don’t understand our enemy’s motivations.”

Baldwin grimaced. “I’ll search for survivors.”

“Go.” Alric highly doubted there were any. His clan had been too enraged to pull any punches. He couldn’t remain in dragon form, though. His left arm couldn’t hold up his body weight anymore. With a grimace, he shifted back into human form and tried not to show how much pain that caused him.

“Hey. I can tell you’re in serious pain right now.” Cameron eyed his arm already starting to tremble with pain and fatigue. “What the hell were you thinking, dropping in like that in dragon form? Although your dragon form is hella sexy, honey, I have to tell you. I about swallowed my tongue. I kept thinking, man, this is one powerful looking dragon, who’s this, then I realized it was you, and I almost forgot about the bad guys. But seriously, landing on your bad arm?”

“They were aiming at the back of your head,” Alric explained simply. His whole body felt like one live wire of pain now that the adrenaline had worn off. “I had to shield you.”

Cameron stopped dead, and stared at Alric. “I’m not sure whether to shake you for the stupidity or kiss you for being so protective of me.”

“I’d rather a kiss. If I get a vote.”

“You most certainly do.” Cameron leaned in and kissed him softly, the kiss sweet and filled with not only gratitude that each of them were alive and well, but together. “I love you.”

Alric smiled and kissed him again, relishing in those words. Words he’d half lost any hope of hearing from a lover’s lips. “I love you.”

“Thanks for coming to the rescue.”

“Of course I’d come. Although I’m rather glad my chosen mate is intelligent enough to rescue himself.”

“So it was my brains you fell for?” Cameron teased as he put a supportive arm around Alric’s waist, taking some of the weight onto himself. “Not my beauty?”

Alric sighed and leaned into the hold. “Fortunately for me, you have both. Right now, I choose to be thankful for your brains.”

“I too like my brains, but even if I can get myself out of sticky situations, I want you to understand that I do not want to face the bad guys by my lonesome. You got me? That was scary as fuck.”

Alric looked up at him in concern. “You seemed fine so I didn’t think to ask, but you are well? They didn’t hurt you?”

Cameron snorted. “I barely have bruises to show. They were too worried about you guys quickly catching up to do much to me except throw me into a room. It’s why I sadly don’t know much. I didn’t spend much time listening to them. I picked up only a little. Thomas was here, he’s British, and he said that he wants mages as a stepping stone? It didn’t make sense to me. I’m not sure what their aim is.”

“I’d rather you safe and we figure out the mystery later.” Alric meant every word of it even if he did wish they had something of an answer. But it was a problem to be solved a different day.

“How’s Dieter? And Warin?”

“Both in pain and a little shaken, but fine. They were recovered enough to join the fight.”

“Thank fuck. They were down for the count when I was taken.” Cameron heaved out a relieved breath.

Alric’s eyes roved over him again, drinking in the sight of him hale and unharmed. Right now, he had a handsome man he wanted to reconnect with in every way possible. He knew how to tease Cameron a little and trailed a hand up the man’s thigh. “If you don’t mind, I want to examine you for myself.”

Cameron gave him a hopeful look. “Sexy examine?”

“Is there any other kind?”

“With you? I fucking hope not. We’ll figure this out. I promise. Let’s go back, okay? We’ve got wounded to tend to.”

“You speak wise counsel to me, Liebling.” Alric sighed. He was in pain from landing hard on his left arm, tired from the magical draw Cameron had demanded of him—not that he blamed him for that one iota—and in need of just a few minutes reassuring himself that every hair on Cameron’s head was still there.

And maybe a stiff Scotch.

The battle, for today at least, was over. It was time to do cleanup so they could go home. It wouldn’t happen quickly, what with the building and general area on fire, people injured and in need of care. Alric would need to shelve his own pain long enough to attend to everyone else.

Even as he opened his mouth to do so, Cameron handed him over to Baldewin. “Take him, get some salve on him. Alric, take five, I’ve got this. Carla! Can you be fire control, we gotta get this put out before it spreads!”

Alric watched his lover go ahead of him, calling out questions to people, starting triage, forming people into work teams to handle the damage. He did it effortlessly, as if he’d led and commanded others for years. Alric knew he’d been nervous about leading the clan, that he’d had doubts about his ability to do so well. But in the thick of the action, there was no doubt in Cameron’s mind. No hesitation in his orders or movements.

“Look at him,” Alric sighed to Baldewin in true pleasure. “He’s a natural at this. I knew he would be.”

“He’s a people person, of course he’s good at leading,” Baldewin snorted. “We all knew he’d be fine once he got a feel for the clan. And look, he’s not even ordering so much as asking people what they’re doing, and they’re the ones choosing tasks, playing to their strengths. You did well picking that one, Alric.”

“That I did,” Alric agreed, still beyond pleased. He could watch his Cameron in action all day.

“I, for one, intend to follow his orders.” Baldewin hauled him off to sit on a nearby section of rubble. “Let’s get you tended to before Cameron realizes I haven’t done my job and comes back to bite my head off.”

“Baldewin, are you more scared of my mate than you are of me?”

Baldewin pulled out the salve from his pocket, already unstopping the lid. He gave Alric a flat look. “He just stopped a magical attack by multiple mages. By himself. Frankly, Hoheit, he’s terrifying.”

Alric beamed in response. “Isn’t he? I couldn’t be more proud of him.”
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Wounded or not, Cameron was damn sure Lisette was going to smack Alric if he complained one more time about her “needless fluttering.” After the smoke and dust settled, they piled the mages into cars while the dragons took to the air. They counted bodies and took note of how many Jaeggi Clan members were left behind. It still left the question of how many managed to escape. Their only lead for tracking them down was the town the Jaeggi had claimed as their own. The Jaeggi needed to be eliminated now before they went after another mage.

“Lisette—” Alric said sharply, but he didn’t get any further.

The mage sat up and narrowed her eyes at him. “Go ahead. I dare you, Eure Majestät. Say ‘you’re fine’ one more time. I swear you won’t be by the time you finish getting the words out.”

Alric’s mouth fell open and laughter erupted from Cameron, but even that was quickly silenced when Lisette turned her glare on Cameron. She was not screwing around.

Cameron cleared his throat and gently placed his hand under Alric’s chin, closing his mouth. He turned Alric’s face toward him while Lisette continued to work on healing Alric’s numerous wounds and aching muscles. None of them were particularly serious, but they were taking no chances with their beloved king.

“Honey, let her take care of her king,” Cameron said softly. He let his fingers drift up Alric’s cheek and comb through his hair. “It makes her feel better to be able to care for you. Reassures all of your clan that you are safe and protected.”

Alric’s Prussian blue eyes fell shut and he leaned his face into Cameron’s touch, a look of peace smoothing out his features. “Liebling,” he said on a sigh. “I am well so long as I have you in my arms.” As he spoke, he tightened his arm around Cameron’s shoulders, pulling him in closer. He had a feeling that if the car comfortably allowed it—and if Lisette wasn’t on the other side of him, trying to heal various cuts across his frame—Cameron would have been in Alric’s lap.

Cameron nuzzled his face into Alric’s neck, kissing his jaw before murmuring, “I love you.” He couldn’t stop saying it. Didn’t want to stop saying it. Alric needed to know at all times how he felt, needed to be bathed in those words.

A low rumble came from deep in Alric’s chest, and Cameron’s head popped up. He took in Alric’s satisfied smile and relaxed form.

“Did your dragon just purr?” Cameron asked.

“I love you too, but dragons do not purr.”

Cameron smirked at him. “Yeah, and humans don’t purr either, but I swear it sounded like you purred.” Cameron looked around Alric at Lisette, who looked like she was fighting very hard to hold in a smile. “Lisette, do dragons purr? Or should we be more worried about Alric’s lungs and breathing?”

Alric pulled Cameron back down against him and growled. Definitely a growl. “There is nothing wrong with my lungs and dragons do not purr. That is a cat thing.”

“Yes, and we all know you’re a large lizard,” Cameron teased. “Or maybe dragons are related to crocodiles. You’ve both got that same toothy grin.”

A choking noise came from Lisette as she tried to hold in her laugh. Dieter didn’t even try as his low chuckle filled the front of the car.

“Don’t encourage him,” Alric muttered, but he was still smiling at Cameron.

“To answer your question,” Lisette started and then cleared her throat. “Dragons don’t purr, but a very happy dragon has been known to make this kind of happy rumbling sound sort of like a distant roll of thunder.”

Cameron snickered at Alric’s very pleased expression. “So you don’t purr, but you thunder?”

“Yes.” Alric leaned forward and pressed his forehead against Cameron’s. “And when our mate is in danger, we rage like a firestorm very well too.” Alric closed his eyes, and Cameron could feel the swell of pain and fear rise in Alric again. “I cannot lose you, my sweet Cameron. I—”

Cameron silenced his words with a short, tender kiss. He wanted a hell of a lot more, but he didn’t want it with the audience they already had. The truly fun part of their reunion would have to wait until they were home and alone.

“I am safe. They didn’t hurt me. And no one is ever going to come between us. I will always fight to get back to you, just like you will always fight to be with me.”

Alric sighed. “I know you’re right. It will just take time to shake this fear.”

“I have no problem reminding you every day of our lives that I’ll always be right here with you.”

The rumbling rose from Alric’s chest again, and Cameron’s heart swelled. He’d do anything to keep his dragon happy.

“Hoheit?” Dieter said from the driver’s seat.

They all turned their attention out the front window as they pulled into the town where they’d first found evidence of the Jaeggi living. The streets and sidewalks were largely empty, and the few people Cameron did see walking around were actually Burkhard dragons. This didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t a large town, but the cat drone had revealed a bustling village full of life and people when they’d last seen it.

“Pull over, Dieter. Pull over,” Alric ordered sharply.

In the first opening, Dieter pulled the sedan into a spot just off the main street and turned off the engine. They all jumped out of the car, and Cameron immediately found himself surrounded by dragons. It wasn’t just Alric with his arm tight around Cameron’s waist, but three other dragon guards who’d seen the car enter the town had hurried over and were now flanking Cameron on all sides.

Peering between the large, muscular bodies, Cameron spotted two other dragons around Lisette along with her mate. At least it wasn’t just him, though Cameron knew it was going to be a while before the clan gave him a little breathing room. Not that he blamed them. But it was clear they were taking the protection of their mages to a new level so long as the Jaeggi were out there.

“What the hell…” Alric breathed, tearing Cameron’s attention away from their guards and back to the town.

Alric directed them over to a line of shops on the main street with Jaeggi in the name. All of them were closed despite the hours on the window showing they should each be open for at least another couple of hours. Cameron turned and looked across the street to find two more shops with Jaeggi in the name also closed. One even had writing in bold white letters across the window. Unfortunately, it was beyond Cameron’s knowledge of German.

“That one,” Cameron pointed toward the store, nudging Alric. “What does that one say?”

“Out of business,” his mate read.

“How is this possible?” Dieter breathed in horrified tones.

“Ravi,” Alric called, and the short dragon appeared in front of them. “That woman across the street. She’s not one of the clan. Ask her about the stores.”

Ravi nodded and jogged off toward the woman carrying a canvas bag that appeared to be filled with produce. Ravi’s friendly face and slight stature made him the least intimidating of the clan. They wouldn’t get any information out of the locals if the dragons went around scaring everyone.

“Lisette, could this be a spell? An illusion maybe to make us think they are abandoned?” Cameron asked.

The older mage was already shaking her head. “I thought that as well, but it’s no spell. There’s just the slightest tingle of magic in the air, but it feels old. Probably from the Jaeggi Clan’s presence in the town for so long. There’s no new magic.”

Silence fell over the group as they waited for Ravi’s return. How could they have left so quickly? Where would they have gone?

Cameron continued down the sidewalk with Alric at his side and their tight grouping of bodyguards. They were getting looks from the few people who were out. Thank god they weren’t trying to be inconspicuous. Some of the shops were open, but most of those looked to be chain stores. A handful more Jaeggi stores turned up empty.

Stopping in front of a closed clothing shop, Cameron peered in the front window. This wasn’t just about being closed extra hours. A number of the shelves and racks had been cleared out, as if someone had packed up as much of their stock as they could. A few things had been knocked over in their obvious haste, but otherwise there was nothing else they could discern from the place.

Quick footsteps drew Cameron from the storefront. He turned as Ravi reached their side, a frown drawing lines across his brow.

“The lady said that half the stores closed down early three days ago and never reopened,” Ravi explained. “No one seems to know what happened to the store owners or where they went. Said the Jaeggi family was a large, tight-knit group who kept to themselves. Friendly, but standoffish.”

“The store closings likely started when the cat was discovered,” Cameron murmured.

“So, they learn that their cover is officially blown and the entire clan picks up as quickly as possible and relocates,” Ravi continued.

“Considering the speed and coordination, I’m willing to bet they had a back-up location already set up regardless of the outcome with Cameron,” Baldewin added.

Alric grunted, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as he glared at the empty store window.

“What are you thinking?” Cameron nudged.

“I’m thinking they’ve gone to ground, and it will be that much harder to find them a second time,” Alric said a bit absently. He blinked and turned his full attention on Lisette. “Gather the mages. I would have you to start working on tracing spells. I want each of the shops covered as well as the building we infiltrated.”

“And where Cameron was held?”

“If the town yields nothing, yes.”

Lisette took a deep breath and released it slowly. “That…that will take time to prepare and set into motion. It’s a very involved spell.” She paused and gave Cameron a small smile. “I’ll definitely need to borrow your mate.”

Alric grunted, tightening his arm around Cameron’s waist. “You may borrow him, eventually.”

Cameron turned his head to smirk at the dragon holding him. “Eventually?”

“I have plans for you.”

Cameron slid his arms around Alric’s shoulders and laughed. He didn’t care that everyone around them was closely watching their conversation. “Plans? What sort of plans?”

Alric’s voice came out in a playful growl. “Private plans that mean I will be keeping you away from others for a while.”

“Sounds like I’m going to enjoy these plans.” Cameron brushed his lips across Alric’s, loving the sound of his breath catching. “Take me home, my mate.”
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Alric hung onto control of his dragon by the tips of his talons. Between losing Cameron, falling into a stupid trap, getting Cameron back, and his mate’s declaration of love, Alric was sure if he still had use of both his wings, he would have carried Cameron off to some high peak where no one could find him. Where he could coil his large body around his precious mate and protect him from all the world.

But Alric wasn’t some fledgling dragon sneaking off to build his first hoard. He was King of the Fire Dragons, leader of the Burkhard clan. That meant he had to shove down his instincts when it came to his mate and see to the welfare and happiness of his people first.

Luckily, Cameron had a deep well of compassion. Alric didn’t doubt Cameron wanted to sneak off alone, but he had been right there at the close of the battle, checking on dragons. He’d not balked at the idea of going directly to the Jaeggi’s town to see if they could locate any of the clan.

Yet the second they reached the castle, Cameron was waylaid by his sister and grandmother checking on his well-being. The moment Cameron had finished reassuring them, Alric was pulling him off to the royal wing and his private suite. He needed Cameron alone at last, away from prying eyes and relieved comments that Cameron was home safe again.

“Alric, you know I love this castle, right?” Cameron started, sounding a little breathless.

“Of course.”

“Good, because right now, I could do with it being a hell of a lot smaller.” Cameron leaned in closer, the hand holding Alric’s squeezing tight. “I need you now. Naked and inside me.”

“Yesss,” Alric hissed. He narrowed his eyes at a smiling guard who stood at the entrance to the royal wing. “Anyone who comes near my chambers, I want them thrown in the dungeon.” The guard paled, and Alric didn’t stick around to make sure the guard understood there were no exceptions to that rule.

Cameron reached the double doors to his chambers first and threw them open. He started to hurry across the sitting room toward the bedroom, but Alric snagged his elbow after slamming the door shut again.

“What?” Cameron gasped, nearly falling into Alric at the sudden stop.

“This way,” Alric directed. He pulled his mate toward his hoard, and Cameron’s smile grew even wider.

“Really now? Among the books?” There was laughter in his tone and Alric smiled. Cameron was his light and joy.

“It’s the place where I feel most comfortable in my own skin. It’s the safest place I know.” Alric closed the door and leaned back against it. He couldn’t take his eyes off Cameron as he stopped in the center of the room, overflowing bookshelves rising up two stories all around him. It was the most beautiful sight in all the world. “It’s like I can truly breathe for the first time since your kidnapping.”

Cameron extended his hand to him, beckoning him closer like a siren. Pushing off the door, Alric closed the distance between them, wrapping his arms tight around Cameron’s slender waist while pressing his face into his neck. He could feel the steady beat of his pulse against his lips, the expansion of his lungs with each breath, the strength of his arms as they embraced him. Cameron was home, and he was safe again.

“My mate,” Cameron whispered in his ear, and Alric smiled.

Lifting his head, he stared into Cameron’s dark brown eyes, getting lost in their depths and wonder. “I’ve never wanted anything so badly in my life. You smiled at me, and I automatically wanted to keep you, but I was afraid I was being selfish, afraid I couldn’t make you happy as well as another dragon could.”

“Silly dragon,” Cameron murmured against his lips. God, he loved when Cameron called him that. There was such love and warmth in his voice. “You were meant to be my dragon.”

“And you were meant to be my mage,” Alric agreed.

Cameron kissed him slowly, his tongue sweeping across Alric’s lips, entreating entrance. Alric’s opened and welcomed Cameron inside; he wanted Cameron inside all of him. The kiss started with tenderness, whispering of devotion and unspoken promises of long centuries together.

But the heat was building. Hunger was growing. New urgency was bleeding into the kiss, teeth clacking together as they tried to get closer. There were too many damn clothes separating them. He needed to be inside of Cameron, to hear him moan and beg and cry out Alric’s name.

But removing clothing pushed them on to other events, and there were important matters that needed to be concluded first.

With a great deal of reluctance, Alric broke off the kiss, earning a soft whimper from Cameron that nearly had him diving back in again.

“Soon, Liebling,” Alric whispered.

“Oh, no. Not soon. Now,” Cameron grumbled. He grabbed at Alric’s shirt, pulling it from his slacks to get at the warm skin that lay beneath. “We’re finally alone. You’ve threatened the clan with being thrown in the dungeon if we’re disturbed. I’m getting me some hot dragon nookie.”

“And I am happy to give you some hot dragon nookie,” Alric replied around a laugh. “But there’s something I must ask of you first.”

“Position?”

“No, be serious please, Liebling. You’ve spoken the words I longed to hear. I must ask, do you intend to be my co-ruler as well?”

Cameron immediately stopped moving, his head raising to stare directly into Alric’s eyes. “I’ve been thinking about that a lot. And I’m not sure if I’d be good at it, honestly.”

“I think you’ll be amazing at it. After the fight was over, you took charge of the scene without issue. I didn’t have to give more than one order, and that was to retreat home. You handled everything else and did it well.”

“I…guess I did? People just seemed to need a little prodding, and I didn’t want you doing it, you were already in too much pain. Wait, is it really that easy?”

Alric felt vindicated that Cameron had such natural leadership ability that it hadn’t challenged him. He’d felt sure that was the case. “Yes. Normally, day to day, it’s that easy. Anything harder, we’ll of course do together.”

“Co-ruler,” Cameron murmured in understanding. “I was seriously stressing about that, you know. Being your consort. But I guess I was overthinking it. Really, if you’re there with me, I feel like I can do anything.”

“Ah, Liebling, you took the words from my mouth. That’s precisely how I feel when I’m with you.” He kissed Cameron softly, thrilled beyond words to get that answer. “Then you will?”

Resolve hardened Cameron’s jaw, and he gave a firm nod. “I will. Then we’ll marry?”

“Ja. I thought you’d also like to complete our bonding.”

Cameron’s head canted in question. “There’s more? I figured all we needed to do was tell everyone we’re mates, and I’m sure Ravi is handling that right now.”

Tilting his head up, Alric pressed a kiss to his lover’s chin. “There are promises and a simple spell we cast together.”

Cameron’s nose wrinkled as he glanced around the room. “Do…do we need anything for the spell?”

“No, just us—your magical skill and my power.”

The smile returned to Cameron’s lips, and he drew in a deep breath. “Okay, what do I do?”

Alric lifted one eyebrow at his mage, loving his excitement and enthusiasm. “Remember, this cannot be undone. Our magic, our souls, and our essences will be bound together for the rest of our days. As long as I’m alive, you will be too, your years extended for centuries. And if I die, you will likely follow me. There have been no instances of mages living past the death of their mated dragon. Are you su—”

“You do not want to finish that question,” Cameron said in a low, hard voice. He leaned forward, bumping his forehead against Alric’s. “I don’t want to outlive you. Whether we have days or centuries together, I want to spend them all with you.”

Alric closed his eyes, letting Cameron’s unwavering devotion wash through him. It went without saying that if something happened to Cameron, Alric wouldn’t survive it either.

Pressing a quick kiss to Cameron’s lips, Alric stepped back and took hold of Cameron’s hands in each of his so that their bodies formed a circle. He looked up at his soulmate and grinned.

“Cameron Park, I claim you as my mate. I promise to love and protect you with all my strength. I promise to give the very last breath in my body to see you safe and happy for all of your days. I promise to guide you and support you in all of your dreams. And I promise that our children will know that same love and devotion from me.”

“Wow,” Cameron whispered, rapidly blinking watery eyes. “You’re going to make me cry. And kids…” Cameron sniffed and then gave a choked laugh. “Sorry. I should be saying words.”

“No apologies.”

“What should I say? Repeat what you said?”

Alric shook his head. “The promises made are between you and me only. Say what’s in your heart.”

Cameron’s smile grew even wider and turned a little wicked. Only his mate.

“Alric Burkhard, king of the Fire Clan and sexiest dragon I have ever met, I claim you as my mate,” Cameron started, and Alric could already feel himself blushing. “I promise to love and protect you with all my strength. I promise to dedicate myself to learning to be the best mage I can be to serve our clan. I promise to make you laugh when you are being too serious, to hold you when you are hurting, and to remind you every day that you are worthy of my love and the love of all your clan.”

Now Alric was sniffling.

“And when we have children, I promise to tell them stories of how we met, fell in love, and defeated the evil Jaeggi Clan. They will know they have the sexiest, most amazing father in the world.”

“I think we can skip the sexiest part with our children.”

Cameron snorted. “I’m saving that for when they’re older. I’m looking forward to lots of awkward family dinners when they are teenagers.”

“Of course you are,” Alric muttered as he tightened his hands in Cameron’s and pulled his mate in for a slow, deep kiss.

Cameron hummed, nuzzling his cheek against Alric’s. “You said something about a spell. We better get to it, because there are other things I really want to do to you in this room.”

“Yes, the bonding spell.” Alric straightened and dragged in a deep breath. He wanted this, but he also wanted Cameron. One thing at a time.

“The spell is quite simple. You draw power from me, focus, and say sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitar gev adi,” Alric instructed.

“What’s it mean?”

“I claim you as my mate and bind your soul to mine.”

“Wow.”

“And I will reply with sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitae, which means I claim you as my mate and give my soul to you.”

Cameron winked at him. “Sounds simple enough.” Cameron rolled his shoulders and shook his arms a little, getting himself loose before closing his eyes. After a couple of centering breaths, Alric could feel Cameron’s gentle touch. It was like those long, nimble fingers were caressing his soul. So sweet, so perfect.

When Cameron opened his eyes and met Alric’s gaze, he let out a little gasp. He knew what his lover was seeing. The gold ring around his eyes had expanded, briefly flaring and filling in the deep blue of his irises. There was a smile of wonder on his face as he said, “Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitar gev adi.”

For a moment, Alric just relished the feel of his powers flowing into Cameron, filling and strengthening his mate. Making Cameron his forever.

“Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitae,” Alric said in a low, firm voice. And for the first time, the gold flared in Cameron’s eyes, washing over the brown so that Cameron’s glowed with a golden light. The magic power flowed out of Alric through his right arm and rushed back from Cameron’s body through his left. The circle was complete.

With the flow of energy came an explosion of emotions. Alric could clearly feel Cameron’s joy, excitement, and love. The world just seemed sharper, bigger, more than it had been before finding his mate. As if every one of his senses had been dialed up to eleven. Or maybe blinders had been ripped away by his mate, and he could finally see the world for what it truly was. His dragon roared with approval, the vibrations running through Alric’s body.

After a few seconds, the energy flowing between them slowed to just a trickle and the brown flowed back into Cameron’s eyes. Alric stepped close again, admiring the little flecks of gold now embedded in his irises, giving them an added sparkle. Later, he would give Cameron things to show the world he belonged to Alric, and to mark his station in the clan, but this permanent physical change could never be removed or stolen away.

“Is that it? Are we officially mated now?” Cameron inquired with a cheeky grin.

“We are mated now and forever. No power in all the world could rip us apart.” Alric placed a kiss to Cameron’s neck and then another to his jaw. “Ich liebe dich. Ich liebe dich,” he repeated after every kiss.

Cameron turned his head and captured Alric’s mouth in a wonderful kiss he could feel all the way down to his toes. Releasing his hands, Alric pulled at Cameron’s shirt. The bonding ceremony and all the general formalities of making Cameron his were finally over. Now he could claim his mate the old-fashioned way—hot, sweaty sex.

“I love you too,” Cameron growled into his mouth. He kissed Alric hard for a second before pushing away. He ripped his shirt off and twirled it over his head a few times before tossing it somewhere behind Alric. The dragon didn’t bother looking. He was too busy inspecting every inch of Cameron’s chest, looking for any signs of bruising or scratches created by the Jaeggi. He was determined to kiss every tender spot on his lover’s body. The red marks on Cameron’s wrists from the damn duct tape still enraged him.

“Oh, this mate stuff is going to be fun,” Cameron practically purred. “You won’t be able to get away with lying about what you’re feeling.”

“What—” Alric started to say, ripping his eyes back up to Cameron’s face, but realization dawned on him that Cameron could now feel the ripple of anger still coursing through him. He huffed, settling into a less than dignified pout. “They hurt you and you belong to me. Dragons aren’t good at dealing with others harming those they care for.”

“It was just a few scratches and maybe a bruise on my ass.”

“And still my dragon wants to melt them with his fire.”

Cameron chuckled. He started working on the buttons to Alric’s shirt. “Not just set them on fire but melt them.”

“I want to incinerate them to ash.”

“I think it’s my duty as your mate to distract my little fire bug.” As he revealed some bare skin, Cameron leaned down and pressed a kiss to Alric’s chest.

“If you think you can,” Alric teased.

Cameron gazed up at Alric, that wicked smile back on his plump lips. “Oh, I think I can.” He revealed even more of his chest, parting his shirt so that he could swipe one of Alric’s nipples with his tongue. A gasp erupted from Alric’s throat, and his body jerked at the rush of delicious sensations through his body. Yes, his mate most definitely could distract him.

Alric refused to be passive, rubbing his hands down Cameron’s back, reveling in all the smooth, warm skin under his hands. Cameron murmured and hummed his pleasure as he removed Alric’s shirt from his body and pressed kisses across his chest. His lips returned to Alric’s, the kiss deeper and hungry as they attacked each other’s pants at the same time. The hunger and desperation were back, consuming Alric with a different kind of fire. He needed to feel and taste Cameron.

“Dammit! We forgot something,” his lover suddenly announced. He dropped his head to Alric’s shoulder and nibbled on a tendon there in his frustration.

“What’s that?”

“The jar of cream. I guess we can just move to the bedroom.”

“Nope,” Alric said. He turned Cameron to face the chairs and the table separating them in particular. In the center of the dark wood table sat the infamous jar of cream, as if it were an innocent container for candy or a decorative knickknack.

“You devious man!” Cameron gasped. “Were you planning this all along? When did you move that in here? Or do you just have Lisette supplying you with multiple jars?”

“Same jar. Though, now that you mention it, maybe I should have more jars made for around our suite of rooms. I moved it in here the last morning you woke in my arms. I just didn’t realize so much chaos would occur between then and now.”

“First thing tomorrow, I’m going to have Lisette teach me how to make the cream. I do not want her knowing how much of that stuff we’re using. And second, yes, we need many, many more jars.”

With a playful growl, Alric pulled Cameron back into his arms and shoved both hands down the back of his lover’s now open pants, kneading the muscles of both ass cheeks. Cameron moaned, stoking the fire within Alric. He loved every sound Cameron made, loved how he never held anything back. Every time they were together, Alric was sure he was getting pure, undiluted Cameron.

“You’re killing me, honey. I don’t want to come in my pants,” Cameron panted in his ear as Alric slid one long finger between his cheeks to tease his hole.

“Tell me what you want. I’ll give you anything,” Alric panted.

Cameron shoved Alric back a little and grinned. “Pants off and sit in the chair. I want to ride my dragon.”

Alric clenched his teeth as his dick throbbed at Cameron’s command. Yes. All of that, yes. He definitely wanted to watch his lover riding his dick. Toeing out of his shoes, Alric slipped his thumbs inside of his pants and briefs, shoving them to the floor together. He paused only long enough to remove his socks before dropping into the chair, completely naked.

Looking up, he found Cameron now naked as well, his eyes sweeping over Alric’s body in bold appraisal. He’d never thought he’d reach the day where he was no longer self-conscious about his body, but with Cameron, he felt no phantom aches or nervous twitches. There was no need to quickly cover himself. He relaxed in his chair and smiled at the man in front of him, welcoming him to look at his leisure. For the first time in five hundred years, he was at home in his own skin and it was all thanks to his lover. His mate.

“My god, you can’t help it. You’re just always sexy,” Cameron swore softly.

Wrapping one hand around his hard length, Alric slowly stroked himself while curling his index finger on his free hand, beckoning Cameron closer. “You make me feel sexy and powerful every time you look at me. Now get over here so I can make you feel sexy and powerful.”

“There’s my bossy dragon.” Cameron strolled closer, but instead of standing in front of Alric, he moved to the table, where he removed the lid from the jar. Dipping his right hand into the thick cream, he covered his fingers before moving in front of Alric. He placed his left hand on the arm of the chair and leaned forward, that evil smile back on his perfect lips. “Why don’t you hold that up for me?”

Alric tightened his fingers around the base of his cock, pointing it straight up. He thought Cameron meant to slather his dick with the cream, but he was wrong, and his hard-won control nearly snapped. Cameron slowly licked the head of his dick like a damn ice cream cone while reaching back to stretch and work the cream into his own body. A long moan slipped from Cameron’s throat as he swallowed down more of Alric’s dick, and Alric echoed the sound.

Licking and sucking, Cameron steadily drove Alric insane with pleasure. His lover only lifted his head to ask Alric to hand him the cream. With a shaking hand, Alric grabbed it and held it out to Cameron as he dipped his fingers into it again before returning them to his hole.

“Liebling,” Alric said in a strained voice. “I’m not going to last much longer. Your mouth is heaven.” Cameron purposefully hummed, the vibrations created by the sound massaging his cock. Alric hissed and pressed his head back to the leather seat while clamping down on his dick to keep from coming.

Cameron slowly lifted his mouth from Alric’s dick and smiled up at him. “You’re ready for me?”

“God yes,” he moaned.

With a sound of excitement, Cameron straightened and carefully climbed into the chair, facing Alric with his lover’s help. With his feet on either side of Alric’s thighs while holding onto the back of the chair, Cameron lowered himself onto Alric. They both hissed and moaned as the head pushed past stubborn muscles and was suddenly enveloped in velvety tight heat.

Alric released himself and grabbed Cameron’s hips, helping to steady his lover as he sank lower inch by painfully slow inch. Cameron seemed to wallow in his ability to torture them both. He would sink low, nearly taking in all of Alric, and then rise up to start the whole, slow ordeal all over again. The entire time, his head was thrown back and making these wonderful, whimpering noises of pleasure that made Alric more desperate by the second.

When he was at last fully seated, Cameron wrapped his arms around Alric’s shoulders. Alric pulled him in tight, kissing him. It was messy, hungry, and desperate, and Alric loved it. He loved when Cameron couldn’t get enough of him.

“Alric,” Cameron choked out. “Might have miscalculated.”

“What’s that?” Alric bit down on Cameron’s lower lip and then sucked on it. Cameron moaned, and the muscles around his dick tightened even more.

“I’m so close. You feel so good and I’m not gonna last.”

Alric licked across Cameron’s lips and thrust his hips upward, earning a new cry of pleasure from Cameron. With his right hand, he reached between Cameron’s legs and gripped his leaking cock, stroking it once. “Then ride your dragon hard, little mage.”

Cameron groaned loudly and grabbed the back of the chair again to give himself better leverage. He rose up and slammed down again, their sweaty skin smacking together as Cameron proceeded to ride him hard enough for Alric to see fucking stars. Cameron moaned and swore while Alric stroked his swelling cock. He stopped only long enough to add some cream to his own fingers and Cameron cried out at the new slickness. Alric ached to move and thrust into his lover, but their current position wouldn’t allow him.

His lover’s broken pants soon turned to cries of pleasure in the form of Alric’s name as his orgasm swamped him. Thick stripes of cum landed on Alric’s stomach and chest. That, combined with the increased tightness of Cameron’s ass, had Alric following him over the edge. His own orgasm slammed into him hard, knocking the air from his lungs. He gasped and swore in German as he emptied himself into Cameron’s welcoming body.

Sweaty, sticky, and trembling, Cameron collapsed on Alric, his arms falling limp around his shoulders. He pressed a damp temple to Alric’s as he struggled to pull in air. Alric wasn’t in any better shape. He felt like all his strength had left his body through the end of his dick. He needed…he needed to do…something…to take care of Cameron, but it was talking all his brain power to just breathe.

“I think…I think I died,” Cameron panted. He tilted his head back and gave a drunk giggle. “Yep, I’m dead and went to heaven. All I see are books…” Cameron dropped his head back to flash Alric a lopsided smile. “And you. Books and you sound like heaven to me.”

Alric closed his eyes and smiled in returned. “Books and you does sound like heaven, but so does our bed.”

Cameron groaned loudly in Alric’s ear and then winced an apology. “Bed is heaven too. This was fun, but chair sex hurts. My legs don’t like this.”

“Liebling, I would carry you, but I don’t trust my legs right now.”

With a sweet smile, Cameron kissed him. “Then we will lean on each other.” With much moaning and groaning, Cameron unfolded his long legs and climbed out of the chair, hissing when Alric slid free of Cameron’s body. Alric would have preferred to remain exactly where he was, but Cameron was right—bunched up in the chair was not comfortable.

Together, they shuffled out of Alric’s hoard room, through the sitting room, and into the bedroom. Alric paused before they reached the bed, his eyes darting to the bathroom.

“Since we’re upright, maybe we should shower,” he suggested.

“Later. I like smelling like you right now, and I just want to stretch out in your bed.”

“Our bed,” Alric corrected with great joy. He brushed a kiss across Cameron’s cheek before heading to the bathroom. “I will just get us a damp cloth and a towel.”

Cameron grunted and dropped onto his side on the bed while Alric hurried to the bathroom. He warmed the water and quickly cleaned himself off before preparing a washcloth and towel for Cameron. There was no missing his own goofy smile in the mirror. He enjoyed doing things for Cameron. There were too many things handled by castle servants, but this he could do for his mate.

When he returned, Cameron was stretched out and looking very relaxed. Alric cleaned his lover and then tucked him under the thick blankets before joining him in the bed. Cameron automatically snuggled close, wrapping his body around Alric’s, as if he were cold even though his skin was still quite warm from his earlier exertion.

“Our bed,” Cameron repeated in a whisper against Alric’s chest.

“I figured it made the most sense, sharing a room, that is,” Alric murmured.

“And saves time. That two-minute walk from my room to your room was really getting annoying,” Cameron muttered.

Alric chuckled and pinched one of Cameron’s ass cheeks. “Ass.”

Lifting his head, Cameron stared at him with a smile. “And you love me anyway.”

“I will always love you. I would love you if you were Cameron the human or Cameron the dragon. Your soul was made for mine.”

Snuggling close again, Cameron released a long, happy sigh. “I love you too, my grumpy, snuggly, overprotective, thundering dragon. Can we just stay here for the rest of the day? I know you’ve got king duties and I need to spend more time with my family, but can we just hide here for the rest of the day? You feel so nice, and I don’t ever want to move.”

Alric released one of his own sighs. “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea. I’ll have some food brought to our room later, but we’ll stay right here. We need to regain our strength for the ceremony anyway.”

Cameron’s head immediately popped up, his brows drawn to his nose in confusion. “What ceremony? I thought we did the mate bonding ceremony already.”

“We did. The ceremony is to officially make you my consort in front of the entire clan.”

The mage’s eyes were so wide they looked as if they’d fall from his head. He swallowed hard and exhaled, “Oh shit.”
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“Alright, I need a debrief.” Alric panned his head to look at the full table.

Cameron wasn’t officially Alric’s consort yet, or at least they hadn’t done the official ceremony in front of the clan yet. But because they’d bonded last night, they were for all intents and purposes married. Cameron had agreed to do this, so he sat at Alric’s right hand like he belonged there, even though it made his nerves skitter a little.

In time, he hoped he’d get used to this. For now, though, he fought the butterflies currently ping-ponging around his stomach.

They had a full table of people, what Cameron thought of as the usual suspects. Dieter, Lisette, Baldewin, Ravi, Gunter—they were a given. Cassie he hadn’t expected, but she now sat opposite him at the table.

Baldewin cleared his throat and went first. “Castle security has been doubled as of last night. We’re not taking any chances right now. We’ve also posted security around the Ordensburg to protect our mages working there.”

“And how goes the repairs?”

Cameron understood not wanting to leave any signs behind of the fight, which would only cause questions. No one actively used the Ordensburg anymore. It was a historical building that sat empty. If they were quick to do the repairs, they could smooth most of this over before the nearby residents of Sonthofen caught on.

Lisette took that question. “Quite well. I estimate in another six hours, they’ll be done. We started in on them very early this morning. I do have a glamour up around the building so that from the road, nothing looks wrong.”

“Excellent.”

Cameron felt it was time he stepped up and said something instead of letting Alric handle this meeting. “What about online? Did no one notice the fireworks display of magic and fire last night and record it? I figured someone caught something on their phones and uploaded it online.”

Cassie lifted a hand. “I’m tracking that. So far, everyone’s putting it down to fireworks and weird cloud formations. A few people insist it really is a dragon in the footage, but everything caught on camera was too grainy to see properly. It’s at a distance, the magic and smoke distorted the footage, so there’s no way to really see much. I’ll keep tabs on it, if it’s alright with you guys, but I think this is heading into urban legend territory.”

He looked to Alric, double checking this was alright with him. To Cameron, it made the most sense if Cassie took this on. She was the one with the most knowledge of computers, after all.

Alric gave her a nod. “Please do. Alright, any other issues? Any complaints from Sonthofen?”

“None.” Baldewin shook his head. “No one seems to be aware we were part of last night’s chaos. Fortunately. In the eyes of the world, we’ll have this resolved before they even realize there was an issue.”

“Good. That’s the best outcome for now. I’ve spoken to Cameron about this already, but I wish for him to repeat what he saw and heard yesterday.”

They did need to know, even though what was said to him still didn’t make sense. “It was Thomas, that guy we saw via cat, who’s running things. He’s British, by the way. Or at least he spoke like a British person. He told me the reason they keep trying to grab us is that we’re stepping stones. And I personally was bait, to draw you guys out.”

“Stepping stones?”

“‘Stepping stones for our ascension’ were his exact words. I’m confused by what he meant, and he didn’t explain anything or give me any context. Just that, and he wanted to kill Alric, use his death to demoralize all of you, to wipe out the dragons completely.” Which still made Cameron plenty mad, thinking about it. He definitely wanted a revenge match, and the next time, the Jaeggi wouldn’t come out on top.

Everyone exchanged glances, but it was obvious no one had an answer to this either.

“We know too little,” Dieter sighed, leaning back in his chair. “We can’t even guess right now. Why now? What are their aims? The Jaeggi were always powerful in magic, so needing mages as stepping stones doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Nor me,” Lisette agreed, making a face. “We’ll need to investigate this more thoroughly, I think. And be better prepared in the future. Cameron, I have a question for you. That spell you used, the one that freed Alric and cleared the courtyard of all magical traps. What was that?”

“Oh. Uh, Gunter and I cooked that up, just in case.” Cameron ruffled the back of his head. “I wanted something on hand, just in case we were ambushed again. Something that I could mix up quick that would have an AOE effect on an area, cancel out all magic. The original spell we came up with wouldn’t have much of a range. It was meant for about a ten-foot radius.”

Gunter gave a nod, turning in his chair to explain to her directly, “The spell used had captured dragon’s fire, reflected sunlight, and filaments of a meteor, and of course whatever power he chose to draw from Alric. It was a level thirteen spell, which I know is volatile, but we kept the elements separate for that reason. Once Cameron needed it, he could throw everything into a single glass tube and release it.”

Lisette looked like a migraine was impending. “But he didn’t just use those elements. Cameron? Why draw on everything around you like you did?”

“Um.” Cameron almost blurted out ‘instinct,’ but that would go over so poorly. “So, as I was running, I caught glimpses of all these different spells buried or hidden in the courtyard, and I had a feeling they were like mines. And I knew that if stumbled into, they’d be bad mojo, and I wasn’t about to let that hit Alric or any of you, so…I figured I’d better enhance the radius of the spell. No way to do that with what I had on me. I pulled in every element I could around me, enhancing what power I could, and I modified the spell to where I didn’t bring the dragon’s fire into it. Not what I had in the bag, anyway. Plenty of dragon’s fire live and in action, so I drew on that, and Alric’s power. It was borderline a fourteen when I released it, which I know was beyond iffy. But the intent of the spell was to run amok and break everything in range anyway.”

“And you didn’t see the harm.” Lisette rubbed at her eyelids with two fingers.

“Um. It worked?”

Alric took his hand and held it, smiling at Cameron as if he couldn’t have been prouder. “That it did.”

Cameron might have basked under that smile. Just a little.

“It’s just as well I’m already grey,” Lisette sighed in resignation. “Between having you, Cassie, and Ha Na as students, you would have sent me into an early greying anyway. I’d like to examine precisely what you did later. We’ll need a modified version, I think, to arm all of our mages with.”

In other words, she liked the effect the spell had, but the way Cameron had unleashed it scared the fuck out of her. “The original version is perfectly safe and portable.”

“Precisely what you did,” she repeated sternly.

Co-ruler he might be, but Cameron was still her student. “Yes, ma’am.”

“We’ll need to figure out where the Jaeggi have moved to.” Baldewin took off his glasses and rubbed at one temple. “I’ve not had much luck in that quarter. I doubt we’ve seen the last of them.”

“We’ll redouble our efforts until we find them,” Alric promised in a voice of doom.

“I can help with the computer end of things,” Cassie offered. “You’d be amazed what the right search algorithm will come up with.”

“We’re counting on you.” Alric flashed her a quick smile. “Alright, let’s focus today on cleaning things up. If no one has realized dragons and mages are still alive, then let’s take advantage of that while we can. The world will likely realize the truth soon enough. We should enjoy our anonymity while we can.”

Lisette cleared her throat in a pointed manner. “And after we’re finished today, I think we should sit and properly plan a ceremony. Congratulations, both of you. I’m glad to see you didn’t let this nonsense stop you.”

Cameron couldn’t help the besotted smile on his face as he looked at Alric. “Rather the reverse. Made me realize I didn’t want to lose any more time with him.”

Lifting their joined hands together, Alric kissed the back of Cameron’s hand softly, his smile just as warm. “Indeed. And we’d like a proper ceremony, Lisette.”

“We’ll make sure it happens. And soon.”

Soon sounded perfectly wonderful to Cameron.
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To Cameron’s surprise, the ceremony was not held in the great hall with its ancient banners and Alric’s obsidian throne. Instead, he found himself standing in the middle of a vast green field on top of a mountain. A field that could only be reached on the back of a dragon.

He and Alric rode together on Baldewin’s back as part of the great thunder of dragons flying up into the mountains. An honor guard circled Baldewin in his flight while more guards surrounded Sasha as she carried Cassie. Of course, Halmeoni had selected Ravi as her escort, which gave both him and Alric palpitations.

Alric helped Cameron down from his perch when they reached the field. Cameron paused to pat Baldewin on the side of the neck, thanking him for the ride before he stepped fully into the late-morning sunlight. The place was like something out of The Sound of Music with its vibrant green grass dotted with little white flowers and snow-capped mountain peaks. Well, this version would have been The Sound of Music meets Game of Thrones thanks to the dragons.

Looking up into the bright blue sky, he smiled to see dozens of dragons circling overhead. Their scales of various shades of red shone in the sun. Here and there someone would trumpet and roar. He could only guess that anyone hearing it in the valley would simply think it was thunder. It was a shame the humans had no idea that the dragons still existed.

Was that when things had gone so wrong in the world? When it had lost the dragons and magic?

Maybe it was time for that to change. Maybe when the dragons found their lost mages, they would reconsider coming out to the humans.

The world needed its dragons and a little bit of magic.

“Are you ready?” Alric’s voice had changed, become so much deeper. Cameron pulled his gaze from the sky where he’d been watching the dragons circle before landing in the field to find Alric was now in his dragon form.

Stepping up to his mate, Cameron lovingly ran a hand over his long snout, smiling into his deep blue eyes ringed with gold. He was so handsome for a dragon. Not a concept he ever thought would cross his mind, but it was true. When he looked at Alric, he thought his dragon was the most handsome of all. That couldn’t possibly be love talking. Cameron definitely wasn’t biased.

“You are so beautiful,” Cameron said. He stroked Alric’s face and down his deep rosewood skin. It was blissfully warm to the touch and silky smooth. While the sun was warm overhead, the wind whipping across the field was more than a little chilly with the faint smell of snow.

A familiar rumble like thunder moved up Alric’s throat and Cameron laughed. His happy dragon was not-purring. He lifted his head proudly and spread his good wing, stretching it. Cameron’s eyes darted to the damaged wing, his mechanical engineer mind turning over the shape and size. He could fix it. He was sure he could create a mechanical solution that would allow his beloved mate to fly again with his clan.

But he didn’t want to mention it to Alric yet. He didn’t want to give his love false hope. Not until he’d at least turned the idea over with Gunter. And maybe Lisette. Combining magic and mechanics had worked to free him from the Jaeggi. Why couldn’t it help Alric fly?

Cameron kissed Alric’s cheek. “I’m ready.”

And he was. Standing on this mountaintop with Alric, surrounded by dragons and mages, Cameron would never have thought he’d be here. His parents had tried to convince him his place was in a good-paying job that got him a nice house, a husband, and a couple of kids, but that reality had never fit him. His soul had been crying out for something more, something so much bigger than he could understand.

It had been crying out for his dragon.

Last night, he’d lain awake beside Alric, listening to his lover’s steady breathing in his sleep, thinking about the path he was on. There was no denying he was scared. The role he was stepping into was a big one with a great deal of responsibility. He didn’t know how to lead a clan of dragons and mages, particularly one likely heading back into a war with the Jaeggi.

But as the sun beamed down, he realized he didn’t have to know. He would have Alric at his side to help guide him. He’d have Lisette and Dieter and all the dragons he’d grown close to over the past weeks to teach him.

He’d finally found his purpose—to save these dragons, to save mages who had been lost like him.

With his hand resting on Alric’s neck, Cameron turned to face the gathering of dragons and mages. He smiled at his new family. The dragons shone in an array of reds while Ravi stood out in his brilliant blue. Dotted among them were their few mages, all of them dressed in their finest. Cassie and Halmeoni stood beside Sasha in lovely new clothes, looks of joy and pride shining on their faces. A part of him wished his parents could have been there, but Cameron could understand Alric’s urgency to have the ceremony completed. The news of the Jaeggi’s return had the clan unsettled—and the world did not need a clan full of agitated dragons. This ceremony was about hope.

“Today is a day of celebration. I have bonded with my mate,” Alric announced to their clan. Dragons roared and mages shouted. Cameron might have blushed, but Alric nuzzled him with his head. It was hard to tell when a dragon was smiling, but Cameron could feel his mate’s joy.

“Cameron Park of the Noh Clan has honored me with his love, devotion, compassion, patience, and brilliant mind. As his mate, I swear to do the same for all of my years.”

A lump formed in Cameron’s throat. In front of so many dragons and mages, there was no hiding his need to wipe his damp eyes. “Silly dragon,” Cameron whispered in a rough voice. Damn Alric for making him cry.

“Cameron Park is also my consort. His knowledge and experience will help to guide the clan to prosperity and happiness for centuries to come. I swear to protect and guide my mate in all things for the betterment of our people.”

Now it was his turn. Taking a deep breath, Cameron turned to face Alric, smiling at the love of his life. “I humbly accept this heavy burden and great honor. I promise to support you through all events that lie in our future. I promise to offer you guidance, compassion, and understanding.”

There was another low rumble of pleasure from Alric, and Cameron swore the dragon’s chest puffed up with pride.

Still grinning like an idiot, Cameron turned to the gathering of mages and dragons, lifting his voice even louder to carry above the wind. “To the clan, I humbly accept this role as consort. I promise to serve and protect my clan to the best of my abilities both in times of peace and war. I promise that my actions will always honor my clan. I promise to devote my heart and mind to support our people at all times.”

There was a tingle of magic beside him and Cameron turned to find Alric back in his human form. His sexy man was wearing a dark suit, and his lovely blue eyes shone with such love and pride. Cameron started to go to him, intending to kiss the shit out of his man, but Alric grinned and held up one finger, asking him silently to hold. Alric looked past Cameron’s shoulder, and Cameron turned as well to find Lisette standing close by with Alric’s crown in hand.

Cameron stepped back, giving Alric room to lower himself just enough that Lisette could place the crown on his temple. God his man looked regal. Alric then turned to Lisette and held out both of his hands. The mage turned back to a fancy but sturdy box with a thick lock she’d brought with her. Reaching into it, she pulled out a simple gold circlet inlayed with sparkling diamonds and rubies and placed it into Alric’s hands.

His mate turned to him and Cameron gasped, hands coming up to reach for it only to pause. “Seriously?” he whispered.

“Part of the uniform that comes with the job,” Alric teased softly. He lifted one eyebrow in question, and Cameron dropped his hands back to his side, nodding. He was ready.

So very carefully, Alric laid the circlet on Cameron’s brow, the gold seeming to have been warmed by Alric’s hands.

“Perfect,” Alric said in a choked voice.

Cameron was done waiting. Snaking his hand around the back of Alric’s neck, he pulled his dragon in for a hard, demanding kiss. Cameron was vaguely aware of the laughter, cheering, and dragon roars around them, but all he cared about was Alric’s lips, his strong arm around his waist, and the joy overflowing in his heart. He was home.

The kiss broke off sooner than Cameron would have liked, but really, they didn’t need to put on a show in front of the entire clan. Grinning at Alric, Cameron rubbed his nose against his mate’s. “Love you, King Alric.”

“Love you, Consort Cameron,” Alric murmured against his lips.

Alric stepped away from Cameron so that they could stand side by side in front of the clan. Cameron threaded his fingers through Alric’s, smiling at the family members he was born with and the new family he’d acquired. He loved them both.

With leaps and the great flapping of wings, dragons launched themselves back into the air. They roared and sent up blasts of fire as they cut through the puffy white clouds, celebrating both their king and their new consort. The mages gathered close, hugging Cameron, Alric, Cassie, and Halmeoni.

Leaning back against Alric’s chest with his lover’s arms wrapped around him, Cameron watched his new family. Today was the beginning. Three new mages had been found. Alric had found his mate, and it was clear Cassie had found her mate in Sasha. God help the crazy dragon who laid claim to his Halmeoni.

But it was more than the discovery of the three mages. They were all members of the Noh Clan—the greatest seekers of all the mage clans. As Alric’s consort, Cameron was determined to put all his and his clan’s power into finding more mages. They weren’t just going to save the Fire Clan from extinction, he planned to save them all.
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Don’t stop reading!

Baldewin just might find the mate he’s been looking for in Finland. Grab Breath, book 2 of Scales ’N’ Spells series now! The only problem is that the mage doesn’t want anything to do with dragons.

You can also stop by AreYouAMage.com to learn more about the dragons and the mages.
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Da hast du dir schön was eingebrockt! – You’re in for it now!

Eure Majestät – Your Majesty

Hoheit – sire

Ich hatte keine Ahnung! – I didn’t know!

Ich liebe dich. – I love you.

Liebling – dear, love

Oh Scheiße - shit

Tut mir leid. – I apologize.

Verdammt – damn
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