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      Ravi stretched his wings. The May air was heavy with the smell of humans and pollution, but the wind carried teasing hints of rich earth, green leaves, and—even farther off—a sharp tang of snow on mountaintops. He longed to head higher into the sky, but he didn’t dare. The fog was thick enough that if he went too high up, he’d be in danger of crossing flight space. Too low, he would of course risk running into buildings. This was the optimum height for flight.

      Normally, he wouldn’t be flying during the daylight hours when humans could see him, but Gunter was getting his panties in a twist over collecting more genealogical data on the Aldridge mage clan. The grumpy dragon had insisted he needed the information now, not tonight when it made more sense to be flying about.

      In the past eleven months, the Burkhard fire dragons had acquired mages from three different clans. Not only had dragons found mates, but it had given them new avenues to search for other lost mages.

      And new avenues of hope after five hundred years of having very little.

      A mage was the only being who could be a true mate for a dragon. The only one who could give them baby dragons, saving them from eventual extinction.

      Hence, Ravi flying around in his dragon form during the day with nothing more than a little fog to cover his bright blue scales.

      Lisette, their clan’s head mage, had given him an amulet with a cloaking spell to keep him hidden, but it had run out of juice shortly after he’d reached London. This trip was supposed to be from Sonthofen to Amsterdam and back. Apparently, some of North’s ancestors from the Aldridge clan had made a pit stop in Amsterdam for a few decades before finally hopping a boat across the ocean for the U.S.

      Not that Ravi blamed them. He was a fan of Amsterdam. Beautiful city and wonderful food. But the royal researcher had taken one look at the data Ravi had sent about the new mage’s family and immediately demanded Ravi travel to London.

      Ravi had nearly beat his head against the old wooden table he’d been sitting at in the Amsterdam library. This was not his thing. He didn’t mind reading, but sorting through piles of old books, records, and microfiche—because so many of these old records had never been digitized—was melting his brain with boredom.

      Yes, he wanted to find lost mages and bring them to his clan.

      Yes, he wanted his fellow dragons to find mates.

      Hell, he wanted a mate of his very own.

      But why did it require so much boring research? He was more interested in the part where they flew in and told the mage that dragons were real. It didn’t hurt if they also got to kick a little Jaeggi butt, since they were threatening both mages and dragons, but that was a bonus in Ravi’s book.

      Trips to find mages were still incredibly rare. So much research had to be done first. It wasn’t like they were going to stumble across a mage—like they had with Cameron—or have a mage tug on a dragon’s tail—like North had, though only magically speaking.

      So, Ravi was helping Gunter with research.

      Amsterdam had led to a tiny library in Chesterfield, England, and then another library in Northampton and then a much bigger library in London, where he thought he’d finally satisfied Gunter with enough data that he could come home. But as he was packing up for his stupidly early trek back to Germany, Gunter decided he should make one more quick stop in Paris.

      Because, you know, why not? He was already in this part of Europe.

      When he finally got home, Ravi was dragging Gunter out of his research dungeon and locking him outside the castle. Gunter would probably hiss and cringe away from the sun like a vampire. Yeah, that would torture the dragon.

      Or maybe he’d sneak into Gunter’s library and reorganize all his books according to size, or maybe color.

      Ravi amused himself with thoughts of torturing Gunter when he returned to Germany. He didn’t really mind assisting the effort to find and protect more mages, but he’d always imagined it would be more in the vein of what his fellow retainers and friends, Baldewin and Warin, had done. They were sent to meet mages. They fought the evil Jaeggi clan and protected their clanmates.

      They’d also found their own mates in the process, which was a nice bonus.

      He wanted action. Not…not…research gofer duty.

      He wanted…a plane spiraling out of control?

      Wait! A plane was spinning out of control as it headed straight for the ground. It was hard to tell from the thick black smoke billowing out of the engine, but it looked like an old war plane. Really old. At least by human standards. Had someone taken it out for a test and lost control?

      Indecision tore at Ravi for a heartbeat. All dragons knew they were supposed to stay hidden. They were safer if humans thought they’d all died after the war.

      But this person was going to die if Ravi did nothing.

      There was no choice to be made. He had to do something. The pilot wasn’t bailing out. Maybe if he acted quickly, no one would see him and he could disappear into the fog.

      And if he couldn’t disappear, then Alric was going to strangle him.

      Mentally crossing his fingers, Ravi darted forward, putting on as much speed as he could muster to reach the plane. The clouds of smoke pouring out of it provided him with some cover as he got into position above the plane.

      It was older than he’d expected, by the looks of it, but in excellent condition. He tucked his wings close for a moment, trying to match the plane’s speed and timing it so that he could wrap his talons around the nose of the beast.

      His claws pierced the outer coating and a horrible, shrill squealing rose up as he used his wings and his own control over the wind to stop the plane’s spiral. As he got the plane well in hand, he threw out his wings to their full extension, catching the wind and slowing their descent. But it wasn’t enough. He was too small, and the plane was too heavy.

      Sucking in a heavy breath, Ravi summoned more wind. He drew it deep into his lungs and exhaled, using the gust of wind he created to help slow them further. His heart pounded in his ears above the sputtering of the plane engine, and he thought he might have heard a bewildered shout from the pilot, but he couldn’t worry about the human. He had a new problem.

      The ground was still coming up very quickly. Like. VERY. QUICKLY.

      And there were people on the ground who might go squish if he didn’t control the descent better. Squishing people was bad.

      Ravi mentally talked himself through this, even as he put more effort into slowing the plane down. Perched above it like this, he had no way of landing normally, so he had to slow it enough to gently drop it. Yeah. Really gentle drop, that’s what you need to do, okay, self? Right. And then somehow bounce ahead and not land on top of the plane you just dropped.

      Oh, and avoid the people on the ground. That would also be a good step.

      Shit, he really could use more space here. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver.

      Even as all of this went through his head, some part of his brain issued a warning. He was going to be seen. Oh shit, Alric was going to be pissed.

      But it was okay. He was saving a life. Alric would understand. Ravi would get the plane safely on the ground, make sure the human was okay, and then he’d get the hell out of there before someone got a camera pointed in his direction.

      It wasn’t a great plan, but at least he had a plan in place. For Ravi, that was actually rather amazing.

      As he and the plane got closer to the ground, he was relieved that the human at least had enough sense to put down the landing gear. Ravi didn’t want to damage the plane more than he already had with his massive talons.

      Muscles strained and his wings trembled with exertion. He was going to be so damn sore later. The ground rose up faster and faster. Ravi slowed them further with another exhalation of breath, forcing them to drop more speed, his wings back-flapping hard. He clenched his teeth and was about to close his eyes when something else caught his attention.

      More people.

      Lots more people.

      People with cameras and lights and microphones…and was that a catering table?

      Big cameras like the ones they use to make movies.

      Oh shit…

      He thought the pilot had been in trouble and aiming for an empty field in which to crash.

      But the pilot hadn’t actually been in trouble at all. He’d been shooting a scene for a movie. And Ravi had flown right into their shot.

      Oh yeah, there was no doubt about it now. Alric was going to skin him and mount his head on his office wall.

      Maybe it had been a controlled flight before, maybe not, but Ravi had complete control of it now. And he had to focus on getting them to the ground before he really screwed this up. He back-flapped again, and this time he was able to drop the plane the last three feet to the ground.

      Before Ravi could come up with any kind of plan to escape this new mess, his heels hit the dirt hard, causing him to skid forward. Dirt and dust were flung into the air in every direction, creating a small cloud around him and the plane. But not nearly enough for him to hide in. He might not be a large dragon, but he was big enough that his shining blue scales showed bright against the silver metal and vibrant green grass.

      When he and the plane had come to a complete halt, Ravi carefully balanced himself, leaving his wings half-unfurled as he regarded the gathered people. No one moved. If he hadn’t known better, he would have said they were all props, mannequins. Except for the fact that several of them were holding up their cellphones, recording everything.

      Ravi lifted his head and looked into the cockpit to find the human who was sitting there, looking stunned and utterly confused. But his chest was rising and falling rapidly, and he blinked a couple of times. Good. Still alive. At least he hadn’t given the poor guy a heart attack.

      He waggled his claws at the human and tried to smile, but the man just got paler. But then, he seemed more focused on Ravi’s enormous teeth than his friendly expression.

      Not that humans were good at reading friendly on a dragon’s face. Cameron had teasingly said that dragons either looked like they wanted to eat you or were bored. Right now, the pilot looked like he was reading eat you on Ravi’s face.

      Sighing, Ravi slowly moved to where most of the humans were gathered on the grassy field. He stood there for a second, wracking his brain. Nothing really useful was coming to him, so he waved one talon-tipped hand at the people.

      “This is not the dragon you were looking for,” he said in his most hopeful tone.

      One woman’s mouth fell open, and she lowered her phone a little. “Did—did you just try to do a Jedi mind trick on us?”

      “Did it work?”

      “No.”

      Ravi’s shoulders slumped, and he gathered his wings tighter against his body, trying to pull together as much dignity as he could muster, considering the mess he’d gotten himself into.

      “Damn you, Obi Wan. You made it look so easy.”

      No one seemed to know what to say to that.

      Ravi gave them his best puppy eyes. “Could we keep this whole little thing just between us?”

      Someone else on the ground barked out a high-pitched laugh. “No way. I’m livestreaming this on Instagram.”

      “Facebook,” another woman chimed in.

      “TikTok,” a third person added.

      “Scheiße,” Ravi cursed under his breath. Alric was definitely going to kill him. With a little wave of his hand, he mumbled an embarrassed, “Sorry for disturbing your movie. I thought the pilot was in trouble.”

      And then he launched himself back into the air.

      He didn’t care about fog, clouds, or trying to hide himself in any way. It was too late for that. Now he was just a blue blur in the sky as he raced toward a secluded spot. He needed to warn the other dragons back at Burkhard.

      The kilometers raced by below him, and he didn’t stop again until he was in an uninhabited area well past Dover. That had been his original plan, to stay away from civilization until he reached a library.

      Now he didn’t know what he should do.

      In what looked to be a lonely stretch of woods, Ravi set down and shifted into his human form. His heart was pounding, and his throat was painfully dry as he dug his cellphone out of the little bag he was carrying. He hesitated for only a moment, trying to decide who to call. He knew he should call Alric or even Baldewin. As the head of security for the clan, Baldewin would need to know about this mess he’d made.

      This was so, so much bigger than his usual antics. It wasn’t a matter an apology and doing dishes for a month could make up for. He’d just outed his whole clan. Possibly implicated the ice dragons as well. Like, how many years of dishes would this take?

      And were people even ready to come out of the closet? Alric and Rodrigo had been talking about it, debating pros and cons, but no one had arrived at a conclusion yet.

      Yet. Ha, that was funny.

      Funny because Ravi had taken the option out of their hands.

      Alric might lock him in the dungeon with Gunter for the rest of his life. Ravi couldn’t think of a worse punishment than being confined to the dungeon, researching until his eyes crossed. He shuddered at the image.

      No, there was only one person who could help keep his king from going through the roof.

      “Ravi,” Cameron’s sleep-rough voice groaned in his ear the moment the call connected. “I thought I told you not to call me before the sun was up.”

      “The sun is definitely up,” Ravi muttered.

      “Really?” There was a pause and a rustling of sheets. “Huh. I guess it is, but it’s still too early.”

      “Is Alric there with you?”

      “Nope.” There was more rustling of the sheets and a happy sigh like the mage was getting settled in bed again rather than getting up. “He said he was joining some kind of dragon calisthenics on the mountain with Baldewin and Warin this morning. I think they were even going to drag Gunter out with them.” Cameron snorted. “Silly dragons. Not gonna catch a mage out on a mountain at this ridiculous hour,” he muttered.

      “Cam, I-I’m going on a journey,” Ravi announced.

      There was another long silence, but this one was different. The line was completely still. He couldn’t even hear Cameron breathing.

      “What did you do?” Cameron demanded softly. His voice sounded calm, but there was a deadly seriousness to it.

      “A looooong journey. Don’t look for me. And don’t let Alric watch the BBC news today. Keep Cassie off the internet.”

      A harsh laugh erupted from Cameron’s side of the call. “You’ve just asked for the impossible. What’s going on, Ravi? Are you in trouble? Where are you? Should I send Baldewin your way?”

      Ravi’s shoulders slumped, and he leaned heavily against a tree. Maybe he could stay here in these woods. Maybe find a cave to hide in for the next few centuries until this all blew over.

      “I miiight be in a movie now.”

      “You WHAT?” Cameron shrieked, his voice cracking as it jumped toward the ceiling.

      “In my dragon form. That…sounded worse than it did in my head.”

      “Ravi. I say this as your king’s consort. Get your ass back here, now.”

      It had to be bad if Cameron was giving him orders.
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      Ravi spoke a mile a minute, hands gesturing in every direction as he tried to both explain and apologize to Alric all in one breath.

      “—totally well hidden in the fog, I was set to come home without issue, and then I flew into this plane, and it was spiraling, and instinct took over—I guess it was flight instincts or something, maybe herding instincts—do dragons have herding instincts? I just couldn’t let someone crash in front of my eyes, so I lunged for it, caught the plane, and slowed its descent, and it was really, reaaaaaaally foggy, like, so foggy I could barely see my wing in front of my face, so it wasn’t until we were almost to the ground that I saw there was a camera crew and realized it was all a movie set. The pilot wasn’t actually in trouble—actually, I don’t know if he was in trouble or not, I didn’t stop to check, maybe he was? Anyway, I had no choice then, he needed me to get him down as I had complete control of the plane, so I set him down, and of course I couldn’t just bounce back up into the air, so I had to land, which may have been really bad because then they could do closeups. Sorry, I had no choice but to land, and I tried to talk them into not filming anything or sharing it online, but my Jedi mind tricks need some work, it was an utter fail, and they said they were streaming to Instagram already, and I think I screwed the pooch—sorry? Like, really sorry.”

      He ended with his hands pressed together in prayer fashion, looking toward the carpet. And maybe peeking up hopefully now and again to see how Alric was taking this.

      Alric hadn’t said much since his arrival. Ravi had landed in the courtyard barely ten minutes ago and had run straight to Alric’s office, where the fire dragon was already in a meeting with King Rodrigo Valerii of the Ice Dragon Clan. Cameron was also present. His friend had tried to flash him a reassuring smile, but it did nothing to push aside the worry in his eyes.

      Right now, Ravi watched as Alric paced the floor in front of the wall of windows that looked down into the valley and the tiny nearby town of Sonthofen. Cameron was seated on the corner of Alric’s desk while Rodrigo lounged on the leather couch. The ice dragon looked a little rumpled—white hair not combed back as usual, dressed in a track suit and appearing as if he’d come straight from some sort of exercise.

      At least the Valerii king didn’t appear to be upset by Ravi’s humungous mistake, which was some small relief. It was bad enough to expose and potentially endanger his own clan, but he didn’t want to add to their problem by creating animosity on the part of the ice dragons.

      “I don’t see why you’re so upset,” Rodrigo said, finally breaking the silence. “We were already discussing options for announcing our presence to the human world.”

      “And if I remember correctly, flying into the middle of a movie set and allowing a dragon to be blasted across every social media platform and news agency didn’t make our top-ten list of options,” Alric snapped irritably.

      Rodrigo chuckled lightly, proving that he wasn’t at all bothered by the other king’s tone. “True. We hadn’t thought of that one. It was rather unique.”

      “And no one would have expected a dragon to start quoting Star Wars,” Cameron muttered in a voice that was definitely warmer than Alric’s.

      His king groaned, sounding like he very much wanted to strangle Ravi like a chicken, just as he’d grumbled about doing so many times in the past.

      “Besides, he was caught on video attempting to save a human he thought was in trouble,” Rodrigo pressed. “It would be different if he was…I don’t know…eating little children.”

      “Or tearing down a hospital,” Cameron offered.

      “Thiago and several of my other dragons have been monitoring social media,” Rodrigo continued. Thiago was his advisor back in Brazil. “He says that the response has been largely positive and enthusiastic. The humans think the blue dragon is adorable and helpful. People wish to know who he is and where he has disappeared off to.”

      “This isn’t a Frankenstein’s monster situation. The villagers aren’t grabbing their pitchforks and torches,” the mage admonished. Cameron moved off the desk and across the room, toward his mate. His voice had gentled when he continued. “It’s like I told you last year at the Dragon Festival—people love dragons. We miss you. Ravi’s appearance is the first clear sign that there is still something wonderous and magical in our world.”

      “The only truly wondrous and magical things in this world are mages. The problem is that there are significantly fewer dragons now, and I fear there aren’t enough of us to keep mages—like my beautiful mate—safe.” Alric sounded sweet and worried now, which was a sign that he was softening.

      Thank all the gods that might be that Alric had found his mate. He was definitely less grumpy now with Cameron at his side.

      The mage hummed softly, and Ravi was pretty sure they kissed, but he wasn’t willing to lift his gaze from the carpet yet. Not until he’d won Alric’s forgiveness. His stupidity had not only endangered his clan, but potentially dragons everywhere. He was still smarting from the consequences of his own decision. It might be a while before he could live this one down.

      “I’m less worried about dragons protecting mages, and more excited that this could provide us the opportunity to come out to the world, which could make it easier to find missing mages.”

      “You’ve got a very wise mate there, Alric,” Rodrigo murmured.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Then why don’t you forgive the little guy? He’s at least solved the problem of how we announce our existence to the world. He was trying to be helpful. He thought he was saving a life.”

      Alric sighed, and his footsteps approached Ravi. Ravi lifted his head just enough that he could peek at Alric around his hands.

      “I am so very sorry, Hoheit. I never meant to expose our clan or to put any dragon in danger,” Ravi said, abjectly remorseful.

      A little part of his heart was breaking to think that he’d hurt his clan, or worse, disappointed Alric. He was more than just his king; Alric had been an older brother to him for as long as he could remember. Ravi’s parents had died shortly after his birth during the Dragon War and all he’d ever known was the Burkhard Clan. This was his home and his family. He never wanted to do anything to hurt his family.

      “I know, Ravi,” Alric whispered.

      Ravi lifted his head completely, relieved that the dungeon punishment didn’t seem to be forthcoming.

      “You were trying to save a life, and for that I am proud of you. You’re always the first to jump in when it comes to helping or protecting another,” Alric said and then frowned. “I cannot blame your instincts to leap into the fray to protect others. I do wish you weren’t so quick to jump to conclusions, however.”

      “I will try harder, Hoheit, I promise. I will make you proud and learn to think things through,” Ravi vowed, and he meant every word of it.

      He would be less impulsive. He made progress on that character trait every decade, after all.

      “I know you will,” Alric agreed. A small smile passed across his lips, but the king looked worried and more than a little weary. The Jaeggi were taking their toll on Alric.

      It had been five months since they’d brought a new mage into their clan, not that that was strange. Prior to Cameron’s arrival last June, it had been roughly five hundred years since they’d seen a new mage. Now they had Cameron, his twin sister Cassie, their grandmother Ha Na, Tori from the Taavi mage clan, and now North from the Aldridge mage clan.

      Rodrigo had also acquired a couple new mages from Taavi Clan, and the dragons were still talking to the reclusive mage clan a bit, though it was a tense thing.

      But the past five months had been too quiet. The Jaeggi had hounded their every step when they found a new mage, desperate to steal the mage’s power. What was happening that they couldn’t see? Had the Jaeggi uncovered other mages they didn’t know about? Where were the Jaeggi hiding now? What were they plotting?

      There was no doubt in Ravi’s mind that these were the thoughts keeping Alric awake at night.

      Of course, it hadn’t all been bad. The new mages had settled in quickly, adding to the wealth of knowledge and strength of the Burkhard Clan. Baldewin and Tori were happily mated now. North and Warin wouldn’t be far behind, though they seemed happy in their blissful bubble of dating and wooing.

      They were even seeing more of King Rodrigo now. He made plenty of excuses about wanting to talk to the Taavi in Finland and wanting to discuss plans with Alric in person, but Ravi had started to suspect that a certain purple-haired mage had caught the dragon’s attention.

      The ice dragon loudly patted the open seat next to him on the sofa. “Come sit with me, Zephyr. We must figure out what our next step is going to be, and considering the world now knows about your dragon, I believe you should be a part of it.”

      Ravi glanced up at Alric in time to see his king roll his eyes, but his smile grew wider.

      “That is true.”

      Feeling lighter for the first time since this whole debacle had started, Ravi hurried over to the sofa and sat down next to the long-legged dragon, excited to be a part of this next step in their future with the rest of the world.

      “At least the humans didn’t run in terror from the sight of a dragon,” Cameron offered.

      “You and Cassie have both shown me the stupidity and danger that humans will face in order to capture something for the internet,” Alric grumbled.

      Cameron wrapped his arms around Alric’s waist and snuggled in close. “That’s why we all need dragons to keep us safe.”

      Alric carefully wrapped his left arm around Cameron’s waist and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “It is a full-time job keeping an eye on my mate. I do not want the task of protecting all humans and mages.”

      “As for the next step, I think we need to release a statement or possibly allow an interview with a reputable news agency,” Rodrigo stated.

      “And I know exactly who needs to be the face of the dragons.” Ravi lifted both hands, holding them so that the tips of his thumbs were touching like he was framing in a shot for a movie. In the center of the shot were Alric, with his rugged good looks and the silver touching the temples of his dark hair, and Cameron, looking like a Korean actor who’d just walked off set.

      “Seriously?” Cameron asked.

      Ravi glanced over at Rodrigo, who was scratching the stubble on his jaw, looking thoughtful. “It’s a good idea. Alric carries a proper air of authority and dignity, but together they appear friendly and welcoming.”

      “It doesn’t hurt that they’re both beautiful,” Ravi added as he lowered his hands to his lap.

      “And charming.”

      “Ugh,” Cameron groaned.

      “As king and consort, they would provide a united front and the image of a loving couple,” Rodrigo finished. He nodded and slapped his hands on his thighs. “It’s decided. You will represent all of dragonkind in an interview in front of the whole world.”

      Cameron’s eyes narrowed on Rodrigo, and it was all Ravi could do to keep from laughing. “You had to put it like that. No pressure at all.”

      “You’ll do great. You’re adorable and funny. The world will love you,” Ravi quickly said, which only earned him a dark look from his friend.

      Alric quickly turned the conversation back to more important matters. “What should we discuss? Or, more importantly, what things should we avoid talking about?”

      “Definitely don’t bring up that our numbers have so greatly dwindled. I don’t want humans to see us as a target,” Rodrigo immediately said.

      “We should make it clear that we have no interest in human politics or human matters. We are content to keep to ourselves, as we have for hundreds of years,” Alric replied.

      Cameron shoved a hand through his hair, pushing it off his forehead and away from his eyes and glasses. “No mention of the Jaeggi.”

      “You know the humans are going to want to know why we’re making an appearance now.” Ravi winced. “You know, other than my mistaken movie debut.”

      Cameron shrugged. “Well, first we state that it’s harder to hide now that everyone can take a video and share it with people around the world in an instant.”

      Cameron wrinkled his nose at his own words, and Ravi had to agree—not the best answer.

      “The romantic answer is you,” Alric murmured, and Cameron’s head whipped around to face his smiling mate. “After five hundred years of searching, I found you.”

      There was no missing the way Cameron melted against his dragon.

      “Silly romantic dragon,” he whispered. “That’s a damn good answer.”

      “And other members of our clan found mates,” Ravi said, dropping his eyes to the carpet for a moment.

      He hated the little pang of jealousy that rippled through his heart. He wasn’t as old as a lot of the unmated dragons in their clan, but it didn’t change the fact that he longed for a mate of his own. He wanted someone to look at him like he’d hung the moon.

      “It’s a nice, romantic reason that humans will eat up. They might not all believe it, but it’s a good, safe starting place for us,” Rodrigo agreed. “Who should we allow to conduct the interview?”

      Ravi’s arm immediately shot up like he was trying to get a teacher to call on him in class. “ELLEN! ELLEN! We need to get Ellen!”

      “Oh, I love Ellen,” Cameron moaned. “She’s so awesome and funny and sweet. She wouldn’t ask us any mean or super-hard questions.”

      Rodrigo frowned. “I like her, too, but shouldn’t we get one of those serious news journalists?”

      “I doubt that we’ll be able to keep this to just one interview,” Alric replied. “We will probably need to make a list of our top choices and work through those. What about our search for mages? Would it be dangerous for them if we say that we’re looking for them?”

      Cameron touched Alric’s chest, drawing his gaze back to his face. “I think we could say that dragons are coming out into the world because they’ve discovered that they’re not the only magical beings left. That mages are still out there and we’re trying to find each other.”

      “But how? It’s not like we want to drop the address to Burkhard Castle on TV or hand out Alric’s cell number,” Ravi said.

      “Definitely not,” Alric snapped.

      “An email address where they can contact the clan?” Rodrigo suggested.

      “Or maybe a website. Cassie is handy with building websites, and I think North has done web work in the past for his parents,” Cameron added.

      “AreYouAMage.com,” Ravi said laughingly, but to his surprise, Cameron wasn’t laughing.

      “Why not? Cassie could set up a quick survey form for people to submit information about themselves, and we could use it to run background checks. We could also post some basic information about Alric and even Rodrigo. Who doesn’t want to know about royalty? Especially dragon royalty.”

      “You’re dragging me into this now?” Rodrigo gasped.

      “Of course.” Alric looked more than a little smug. “If I’m going to be interviewed, I think it’s only fair the world knows I’m not the only dragon leader out there.”

      Rodrigo waved a dismissive hand at him, and Alric laughed. “Fine. Fine. But we must find a picture that shows off my best side.”

      “Dragon or human?” Ravi asked before he could catch himself.

      Rodrigo grinned broadly. “Both.”

      They continued brainstorming ideas for the interviews and journalists, and how best to use both to draw more mages to them without putting them at risk. Cameron eventually dropped down behind Alric’s desk and started making some notes.

      Ravi sat beside the Ice Dragon King, barely able to keep from bouncing. Announcing to the world they were real was a huge step, but one that could get them closer to finding more mages.

      And that could get Ravi one step closer to finding his own mage to love and protect.
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      Sora felt his eyebrows steadily rise as he watched the interview play out. It was almost abnormally quiet in the living room, the other people with him glued to the screen. The two men being interviewed were poised, confident, and charming in different ways.

      One of them was clearly German; he spoke fluently and easily, oozing confidence even as he sat there with a smile.

      The man sitting next to him was not German—and Sora didn’t say that because he looked distinctly Asian. More that he recognized the translating amulet hanging around the man’s neck. He did not know German, and the woman interviewing them failed to realize it, as magic was so scarce in the modern age.

      The journalist, Slomka, was an attractive woman—blonde hair kept short, her jawline strong, smile kind. She leaned a little forward in the armchair, asking a question. Via the translating amulet on top of the TV, it came through as Japanese, so Sora and his parents could understand it.

      “Do you mean to tell me that the dragon clans and mages have been alive all this time?”

      Alric, King of the Fire Dragons, dipped his head in a nod. “Correct. After the Dragon War, we were so decimated. So…lost. Entire ancient families destroyed so quickly. We returned home, too focused on healing our wounds, on taking stock of what we had left, to really consider the outside world. It was many years before I realized the world thought us dead.”

      “Wait, you realized?” Slomka interrupted him, her eyes wide. “You’ve lived since the Dragon Wars?”

      “Dragons live to be a very old age,” Alric returned, eyes twinkling. “Surely you remember that from your history books in school?”

      “I don’t remember them telling me that.” Slomka looked in danger of falling out of the chair altogether, but she kept calm enough to continue. “But please, go on. You realized that the world thought you all dead, and then…?”

      “After such a great toll—both physical and emotional—we thought it was best to leave the world ignorant. I speak not only for myself, but for the Ice Dragon Clan as well. This was a joint decision.”

      “But this has obviously changed, as I’m interviewing you now. You were the one that requested this, in fact. What’s changed?”

      “Us.”

      The camera switched to the Asian man, and when it did, a caption at the bottom of the screen read, Cameron Burkhard, Consort. His smile was broad, and there was a twinkle in his eyes behind his glasses, as if he was secretly laughing at some bit of knowledge the audience didn’t have.

      “Hoo,” Sora cried out softly in surprise, lips pursed in a soundless whistle.

      The dragon king had taken a male consort? Well, the outside world would definitely have mixed feelings about that. Sora’s family wouldn’t blink an eye, though.

      Cameron continued. “We mages burst on scene and kicked up the dust. I think the dragon clans were resigned to mages having died out with the Dragon Wars; I was the first they found in modern times. And we’ve been finding more mages ever since.”

      His royal husband had a soft look in his eye as he grasped Cameron’s hand, holding it on his thigh. The consort’s returning smile was just as tender.

      “The old stories are true,” King Alric said, picking up the thread smoothly. “Dragons can mate only with mages. My dragons have been without even the possibility of finding the other half of their hearts for far too long. Centuries. With mages once again being discovered, our hope is restored. We’ve decided to step back out into the world, to reveal ourselves, so that other mages might know where to find us. So that we can once again live as we did.”

      This time, Sora did whistle. “Wow. Talk about a public coming out.”

      His mother smacked him on the arm. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m hilarious, and it’s true; they’re both coming out—as a mage and a dragon, respectively—and establishing themselves as a gay couple. All in one shot. Takes nerves, that.”

      He looked sideways at his mother, who was sitting on the couch with him. She’d lost her formal clothes at some point, wearing joggers and an oversized sweater she’d probably snitched from his father’s wardrobe, but her makeup was still on, hair in a tidy bun at the top of her head. She looked aggravated with him, but that was likely more because of the huge step the dragon clans had just taken. She did not like surprises, and this one was enormous.

      His father coughed slightly, then rumbled from the other side of the couch, “This does say something about how the world has changed. If both Fire and Ice Clans are willing to step back into the light, then things have changed a great deal. More than we had ever believed.”

      “They’re revealing that all of the other mage clans still exist, too, Ryu!” his mother protested, high color spotting her cheeks.

      Shaking his head, he disagreed with his wife. “No, Yuki, they’re saying that magic is still real. That dragons are. That mages are still out there. They’ve very carefully not said anything about magic clans. Which is wise of them. The modern world has forgotten a great deal of how the dragon and mage clans of old operated. I don’t think anyone will put that together quickly.”

      That was likely true. Sora pondered it all for a moment, his eyes still on the screen. The dragon king and his consort looked happy but cautious, as if they were set on a certain script and not telling any more. The consort sidetracked a question with the story of how he was discovered, how the Fire Dragon Clan made him realize he was a mage. It was an interesting story and not at all an answer to what the journalist had asked him. Yes, they were being very careful with information right now. Sora approved of their caution.

      His mother’s expression morphed from peeved to thoughtful. “I suppose this was inevitable. Modern times makes it so much more difficult to hide, what with cameras on every cell phone, and social media. It’s not at all like a hundred years ago. They’re wise to step out and say something on their own terms instead of being forced into the spotlight.”

      “They are,” his father murmured. He lifted one hand into the air as if physically weighing a thought. “Although that leaves the question, do we introduce ourselves to them or not? I don’t know much about them, personally.”

      Sora might have commented on his father’s caution except for a few facts.

      Fact one: His parents were constantly riding him to get married. And he could really use a break from that.

      Two: He was itching to go and investigate this himself. The power of curiosity compelled him.

      And three: He loved traveling, and Germany sounded like an excellent place to go on a trip.

      Now, how to say this so no one argued with him about it? Sora took a moment to phrase it in his head before speaking aloud. “I think, before we make any decisions, we need more information. Why don’t I pose as a single mage and meet them? Scout them out a bit?”

      Both parents turned to look at him, his father with weighing eyes. His mother’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      “Why would you go?”

      Sora had already anticipated his mother’s question and had a ready answer. “Because I’m more comfortable with overseas travel than anyone else, as I’ve done more of it. And you can trust my judgement, as I won’t get carried away.”

      His father nodded slowly, his gaze back on the TV. “I do want to know more about them before making any decisions. It might well be time for us to come out of hiding, too. But I don’t want to jump without knowing what the landing will be like.”

      Apparently, his mother agreed, as she didn’t voice another protest. Instead, she stared hard at the floor, obviously thinking things through.

      Sora found himself holding his breath. He’d go regardless, but how he went depended on his parents’ feelings. If they were supportive, he could go openly. If not, he’d have to be subtle and stay in the shadows. The latter approach meant it would be harder to learn anything, and he’d really rather not go that route.

      But if this was a chance to stop hiding, to step out openly into the world? The idea filled him with a glowing sense of anticipation. It would be amazing, truly amazing, to work magic openly. To not be confined to these walls any longer. Sora found himself praying this would work out well and not blow up in everyone’s faces.

      “We should discuss this with the rest of the Council,” his mother murmured.

      Sora inwardly cringed. He hadn’t thought of them, but Sora meeting with the Burkhard dragons and mages could have far-reaching repercussions for all of them.

      “True, but I don’t see them being against Sora going. They know his caution and level head. They’ll value any information he brings back.”

      She hummed her agreement, still not looking entirely pleased, but she seemed to at least see the wisdom in what Sora was requesting. “We’ll get the Council’s approval, but you must take precautions. Don’t use our family name, choose some other minor clan’s name.”

      Ah, probably a wise precaution. Their family was a bit too famous. “Sure. How about the Vo?”

      “That’ll work,” his father said with a nod. “Vo’s a common enough surname no one will really remark on it, anyway. When do you want to leave?”

      “Soon. I think it’ll take me a few days to get plane tickets, pack, all of that. If they get too inundated with curious people, it’ll become hard to get into the clan.”

      And Sora would really rather not have that fight on his hands.

      “That’s fine. I’ll send messages to the Council tonight so we can get things moving. I’m sure they’re watching this interview and wondering the same things we are.” He stood and headed out of the dim living room, headed for the laptop still on the kitchen table in the other room.

      Sora was set to follow, but his mother’s sharp brown eyes on his face halted him. “What?”

      “If you suddenly fall in love with a dragon and get swept off your feet, I won’t complain,” she promised him dryly. “Since no one here is apparently to your liking.”

      “Maybe I need a more target-rich environment, Kaa-san,” Sora teased.

      She swatted him on the thigh. “You’re such a bad son. Go on, help your father.”

      Sora went, snickering as he did. The odds of him being swept off his feet were actually rather slim. For some people, romance came easy. They fell in love without much effort. But for him, it had never connected. It’s not that he didn’t like the idea of having a romantic partner. Far from it. It was just that, usually, at the end of the date, he was very ready for the other person to go home.

      He’d not found the one person he wanted to spend all of his time, affection, and energy on. He might not ever find that person. He wouldn’t fixate on it, though. That would just give him an ulcer and a broken heart. Sora had better things to do with his time than mope because he didn’t have a boyfriend.

      Like investigate dragon clans that had just outed themselves to the world.

      Sora stole a glance over his shoulder as he headed into the kitchen. The dragon king and his consort were laughing about something, leaning a little into each other as if to share the joy between them. They were a beautiful couple, their love and affection obvious. Sora felt a flash of envy race through his chest. There was no relationship more beautiful than between dragon and mage. It was pure love, nothing else. It was why mages throughout time had always courted a dragon’s favor, with the hope of having such a happy relationship.

      King Alric and Consort Cameron were putting up an excellent united front to the world right now.

      At the bottom of the screen, a website address flashed: AreYouAMage.com. Sora’s mouth dropped open at the craftiness of it all. The king and his mate painted an enticing picture of love, romance, and happiness—three things everyone was searching for. Combined with the website, it was like they were saying, If you’re a mage, you could have this same love and happiness, too.

      So very tempting.

      But was it all too good to be true?
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      Ravi looked around uneasily as he walked through Sonthofen. It used to be, before he came rather spectacularly out of the dragon closet, that he could pop into town for milk and a video game and think nothing of it. But he was too famous for that now.

      Everyone was staring and whispering.

      And that one over there had a camera pointed at him. While he’d been captured on camera only in his dragon form, it was clear everyone in town remembered he was frequently seen shadowing Alric. It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together. If Alric had come out as a dragon and Cameron was a mage, then clearly Ravi had to be either a dragon or a mage.

      Alric and Cameron had also been careful not to state that they were all living in Burkhard Castle in Sonthofen, Germany. But again, someone had talked to the press. Or maybe someone remembered that the fire dragons had lived in Burkhard five hundred years ago and guessed they might still be there.

      Their days of being forgotten were clearly over.

      Ravi sighed gustily. Never did he regret an impulse decision so much as “rescuing” that plane.

      Sometimes, he really did feel like it was for the best. They were steadily getting interest from possible mages. The website was busy with people taking Cassie’s “Are You A Mage?” quiz like it was the hottest new quiz on Buzzfeed. It ranked up there with “Which Disney Princess Are You?” and “The Food You Pick Will Predict Your Perfect Pet.”

      Ravi was sure that for a lot of people it was a mix of a game and a dream, but in the end it meant they were collecting vital information. It was all getting shoved into databases and compared against what they knew about existing mage clans. Just the thought of all that information and computer keys clacking made his head ache.

      Word was spreading at the speed of light. Or social media, same difference. All the different apps were filled with pictures of dragons. Ravi’s own shiny blue dragon was everywhere, but he was also seeing blurry clips of red dragons from the battle with the Jaeggi, when they’d fought to get Cameron back. There were a few interesting ones of Warin from the rescue of Tori in Finland, as well. And others were so shadowy and grainy, Ravi couldn’t tell if they were of dragons or the Loch Ness monster.

      The end result was that the world was interested in dragons again. Search engines boasted that searches for mages, dragons, clans, and the Dragon War were up like a million percent. All the news agencies had a host of histories, pundits, political talking heads, and more on every night, talking about what the potential implications were going to be for the world.

      Ravi wanted to point out that nothing was really going to change. It wasn’t like they’d suddenly appeared from nothingness. They’d always been around. For now, it seemed like most of the world was excited. Ravi hoped it stayed that way, but it really didn’t matter so long as they found mages.

      Sighing again deeply—because this situation was so dire, it required two sighs—he headed into the game store and took a look around. It wasn’t crowded at this hour, but the two employees kept staring at him with wide eyes. Ravi had the worst impulse to go over there and say, “Boo!” The stares rattled him enough that he couldn’t enjoy his shopping, and he finally gave up, heading back out of the store.

      Let’s just get the milk he was supposed to buy. Yeah. That seemed a better decision all around. Ten jugs of the stuff. Fifty-plus people burned through milk fast. He needed to work on convincing Alric that they needed their own cows so someone wasn’t constantly running to the store for milk.

      But that might mean he would be stuck milking cows. Or cleaning up after the cows. Ravi’s nose wrinkled.

      He’d taken all of five steps when an excited uptick in voices caught his ear. After so many years as Alric’s bodyguard, Ravi had developed good instincts for trouble. People who sounded excited normally led to problems, so he turned toward it automatically, trying to figure out the source and the cause.

      Someone said, “There he is!” in a distinctly American accent. They all turned, like a flock of Canadian geese spotting someone to terrorize.

      Reporters. A giant flock of reporters. Or was a group of reporters a gaggle? A battery of reporters? No, a terror of reporters!

      Didn’t matter. They rushed forward with phones, video cameras, and microphones raised, all thrust in his direction. Questions were shouted at him in a thick mélange of languages that turned it all into angry noise.

      Ravi froze for a second, startled at this rush of reporters that seemed to multiply in front of his eyes.

      Uh-oh. He had very firm orders to not talk to any reporters. Under any circumstances, including near-death.

      Um. Ravi’s eyes darted about, trying to find a quick and easy exit, but this street was lined with small stores, and going into a store would be a supremely Bad Idea, right up there with rescuing an old, crippled war plane. He’d be cornered very quickly. Yeah, no, let’s not do that.

      Without any plan, he turned on his heels and started running, his speed ramping up quickly. Even on two legs, there wasn’t much that could touch the speed of a wind dragon. He could outrun them, certainly, up until someone had the bright idea to get into a vehicle and chase him down. Even he couldn’t outrun a car.

      Shiiiiiiit, where to go, what to do? Should he call for a lift? Run to the outside of town limits, shift, and then go airborne?

      “Stop running! We just have a few questions!” someone yelled behind him.

      Ravi dared a peek over his shoulder. A woman half-leaned out of a van window, a mic thrust forward in her hand like a lance. Damn, at least a few of them had managed to get into cars quickly.

      He was running out of time. No pun intended.

      In his panicked state, Ravi’s eyes almost skipped over the figure on the bike completely. What caught his attention was the slim, masculine build straddled so confidently over the bike, the hint of a handsome face under the helmet, currently watching him with interest.

      Handsome man plus bike. Win!

      Ravi spun like a dancer, changing directions so he was moving toward the motorcycle. He threw himself onto the back of the bike, arms automatically going around the man’s middle even as he ordered, “Drive, fucking drive!”

      The man spluttered a laugh for some reason, but thankfully gunned it. The motor roared as the bike took off, creating the most interesting vibration through all of Ravi’s bones. Tightening his hold on his unexpected savior, he leaned close, carefully moving his body and shifting his weight with the man so as not to wreck them.

      He’d never been on a motorcycle before. This was amazing! The nimble little machine weaved through the streets and growled like it was a mechanical dragon. They took a sharp turn and zipped around another corner before plunging down a narrow alley, quickly putting distance between them and his pursuers. He chanced a glance over his shoulder to find the journalists had been reduced to a distant crowd that was shrinking by the second as they got farther way.

      Oh, yes! Ravi had to get one of these things. If he couldn’t streak across the sky in his dragon form, then a motorcycle was definitely the next best thing.

      And it would be even better if he could get this wonderful-smelling man to teach him how to ride a motorcycle on his own. Without thinking, Ravi hugged the man and pressed his nose against his neck, taking another deep sniff. It was all rather intoxicating. The narrow escape, the rush of the wind, the man’s smile, the rumble of the engine, his rescuer’s wonderful smell—wait.

      Waiiiit. He knew that scent.

      A delighted smile exploded over Ravi’s face. “Hot damn, I have a mage!”

      “I have a dragon!” the man responded with a laugh.

      Score! Ravi was almost proud of himself, except he hadn’t actually connected the scent to the man until now, so probably no brownie points. He leaned into the man’s back, wanting to ask a lot of a questions. Probably couldn’t while riding, it was hard to hear over the wind in his ears and the bike’s motor. His ears could manage it okay, but he didn’t think the mage’s could.

      The mage, bless him, his children, and his dog, sped well out of town and away from pesky reporters trying to chase Ravi. They didn’t stop until they were near the curve of the mountain, in a more secluded spot with trees, and only then pulled over to the side of the road. Gravel crunched under the bike’s tires as they slowed to a halt. Ravi hopped off as the bike stopped, as he wanted to get a better look at this man.

      The mage apparently felt the same way, as he pulled the helmet off and looked up at Ravi curiously.

      Oh daaaaamn. That was fine. Hot mage, me likey. Ravi blinked and ordered himself not to drool.

      The features were distinctly Asian, the face sculpted and narrow, eyes so dark as to be almost pitch black, his inky hair falling in a smooth glide down his back in a ponytail. Really, if he’d donned a kimono and been handed a katana, he’d look like a samurai in search of an enemy to slay.

      Ravi’s clanmates were going to take one look at the man and lose their shit. No other possibility.

      “Hello, handsome mage.” Ravi greeted him with a wide smile. “Welcome to Sonthofen, and thanks, really, for getting me out of there. Short of shifting and flying out, I wasn’t sure how to manage that. With those narrow streets, my wings couldn’t fully extend. I’m Ravi, and you are?”

      “Sora. Sora Vo, nice to meet you. I’m glad I ran into you. I wasn’t sure how to approach the castle.”

      The man’s voice was smooth, like warm chocolate. If he read the phone book, Ravi would happily listen for hours, such was the fine quality of his voice. He had to force himself to listen to the words themselves and not just the tone.

      “So, you’re here to…?”

      “Oh, I saw the interview with King Alric and his consort on the news. About how they’re no longer in hiding and are seeking mages. I’m very, very interested in meeting you all.” Sora rubbed at the back of his head in a sort of sheepish gesture. “I wasn’t sure how to contact you. And waltzing up to the main gate and demanding to be let in seemed…rude.”

      “Like a dojo challenger?” Ravi offered, grinning.

      Sora snorted a laugh. “Something like that, yeah. But meeting you is a lucky coincidence. You can tell me, is it alright if I come up?”

      “Please do! We’re really happy to see mages. I’ll escort you in, no problem. But it wouldn’t have been a problem even if you had come up unannounced. We have a lot of people showing up to the castle gates these days. Some of them are mages, some aren’t, so sorting that out is something of a hassle. At least this way, you get to avoid the chaos.” Ravi put a hand on the man’s shoulder and leaned in, warning seriously, “Just be aware, you’re going to get glomped.”

      Sora blinked back at him, not following. “I’m sorry?”

      “Five hundred years, man. Five hundred years of cold winters and not enough mages to snuggle. My clanmates felt the dearth, let me tell you, and you’re handsome enough to be a model, so you’re definitely going to get glomped. Possibly licked. Take it in the spirit it’s meant, okay?”

      Sora blinked some more. “I—thank you? And I’ll remember that. Really, you’ve not had any new mages at all in five hundred years?”

      “Not since the Dragon War,” Ravi sighed, the memory of it washing through him like a wave of old pain. He was used to it, but it would never completely fade. “Some of our mages survived—the ones already mated. Six in total.”

      Sora’s eyes went wide with horror. “SIX?!”

      “Yeah. It sucked, no question. And no matter how hard we searched, we didn’t find any more mages. Not until Cameron popped up in Sonthofen for the Dragon War Festival. Which, let me tell you, was a relief.” Ravi was still proud of himself for finding Cameron first. “And since then, we’ve been finding mages here and there. And it’s an amazing feeling, to have the option again. To know that my mage is out there and someone I can possibly lay hands on. Which is why I’m saying, you? Are a walking temptation. Be careful, you’re likely going to be seduced before you know what’s hit you.”

      Sora cocked his head, lips pursed as if he were thinking this over. “I haven’t had a boyfriend in ages. Being seduced sounds great. Let’s go.”

      Ravi snickered. “I knew I liked you. Alright, so the road going up the mountain? Follow that, then when you have the option, go left. That will take you straight to the castle gates.”

      “Sounds easy enough. Hop on.”

      He threw a leg over and slid on, snuggling back in against Sora’s back.

      “So, where are you coming from, Sora?”

      “India.” Sora started the engine back up. “Short story is, when the Dragon Wars happened, my family got nervous about staying in place because of what the Jaeggi were doing. They packed up in the middle of the night and immigrated to India. We’ve basically been there ever since.”

      This sounded like music to his ears. Ravi perked up. “There’s more of you?”

      “Yeah. I came ahead of the family to see what it’s like up here, touch base, all of that.” Sora cast him a glance before putting on his helmet. “I think you’ll meet them eventually. But let’s go up, first. Any chance of me meeting your king?”

      “Odds are really good. Alric’s not the type to stand on formality. He’s super approachable.” Ravi paused and made a noise. “You missed King Rodrigo.”

      “King Rodrigo?”

      Ravi nodded. “King of the Ice Dragons.”

      He nearly laughed to see Sora’s eyes go so wide. “Oh damn, and I could have met him too? Shit. I can’t figure out if my timing is good or bad. Where are the ice dragons?”

      “Those beach bums are all out in Brazil, surfing and lounging on the beach. But King Rodrigo visits often, talking dragon business with Alric and visiting with a certain mage he’s got the hots for.”

      “Wow…ice and fire dragons. I thought you guys didn’t really get along?”

      Ravi made a dismissive noise. “They’re fine, we’re just better. You don’t want the ice dragons. The Burkhard Clan is much more interesting. I think King Alric is better looking too. You want to talk to him?”

      “I have some questions.”

      Yeah, probably quite a few. Ravi was of the opinion Sora should ask all the questions if it meant convincing his family to come out of wherever they were hiding and meet the clan. He wouldn’t push for that info yet, as Ravi knew how the paranoia of the war could persist. Tori’s clan, the Taavi, in Finland had been taught to hate and mistrust all dragons. If the Vo clan was at least willing to send an emissary to talk, it was a good start. Baby steps, that was the way to handle this.

      Ravi practically vibrated with impatience. He wasn’t good at baby steps. But he’d try. Really hard. Maybe Alric could convince Sora quickly.

      Sora revved up the engine and off they went.

      Riding a bike up the winding mountain road felt great. Not as good as flying—few things could really compare—but still, it was fun. Sora was a good driver, too. Ravi had a smile on his face all the way up until they saw the castle gates. And he abruptly realized he’d forgotten to buy the milk.

      Well, crap.

      But he’d brought back a mage! That had to trump milk, right?

      Right.

      Ravi was sticking with that story, too.

      Sora had to slow as they got closer, as the gates were closed and there was something of a crowd in front of the side door. Not reporters this time. They had been cordoned off to the other side of the road to allow the gates to safely open and close. The line of people were hoping to be to found as mages. A few of them really were mages (Ravi could smell the magic) but others, clearly not. However, each had to be interviewed and tested because they could possibly be good connections to other mages. If someone really was from a mage family, then odds were relatives could be a mage.

      North and Gunter were out front, handling the crowd and taking down info. Gunter ushered anyone who smelled of mage inside, where Warin and Lisette took over for further testing, but poor North was getting the brunt of those who weren’t happy to be told they weren’t mages. Someone might need to send in backup.

      Ravi waved to a guard to open the gate, which opened just enough for Sora to drive through and closed again immediately afterward. Sora didn’t go far inside before stopping, shutting the engine back off. “Where do I park?”

      “Leave it here for now, I can put it into one of the garages in a bit. I want to introduce you.” Ravi hopped off, looking around for Lisette. Ah, there she was. “Lisette, glorious queen of magic and all that sparkles!”

      In a graceful movement, she turned from speaking with a newbie mage. With her hair done in that soft up-do, the black dress she had on flattering her figure, she had the poise of an actress stepping onto the red carpet. Then she spotted him not far away, and her eyes obviously rolled off into the sunset. She said something to the mage and Gunter before coming his direction with a quick, decisive stride.

      “What have you done now?” Lisette responded in exasperation. She eyed Sora with interest as she moved.

      “I didn’t buy the milk, and I may have abandoned my car in Sonthofen,” Ravi admitted cheerfully. Then, like a stage magician, he indicated the taller Sora—who rather unfairly not only looked like a model but had a model’s height—standing next to him. “But I brought back a mage!”

      “I really don’t know why anyone bothers to send you to the grocery store. You never bring back the right things.” Even as she teased him, her eyes took in Sora with keen interest.

      “No, but I always bring back awesome things. I prefer awesome over right. This is Sora Vo. Sora, Lisette Burkhard, head mage of the clan.”

      Sora offered a hand and a bone-melting smile. “A great pleasure.”

      Lisette took it, smiling widely in return. “My sentiment exactly. A Vo! How exciting, we haven’t seen anyone from your line in many, many years. Have you come to meet us, Mage Vo?”

      “I have. I saw your king’s interview, and it piqued my interest. I hope I’m not intruding.”

      “Not at all, we’re very glad to see you. I have many questions for you, and I’m sure Alric will feel the same when he knows you’re here. Can you stay with us for a while?”

      Sora’s head jerked back to the nth degree. “I do have a hotel room in town. I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “Nonsense, going back and forth will invite trouble. Or at least, reporters. We have many rooms available here in the castle. Save yourself the headache and hotel fees.”

      Sora glanced at Ravi as if not sure how to take this friendly gesture.

      Ravi encouraged it with a nod. Truly, it made more sense for Sora to stay here with them.

      “Oh. Well, thank you. I’ll move my bags over later today.”

      Lisette directed Ravi. “Show him to one of the rooms and introduce him to people. I’ll catch up in an hour or two. I have others to settle in as well before I can sit down with him. Mage Vo, I’d love to meet up after dinner and speak with you properly, we’re just a bit hectic out here at the moment.”

      “I truly understand. I’m not in a rush, take your time.”

      “Thank you.” Lisette gave one last smile before hurrying back to where Gunter was sending another new potential mage in her direction.

      Ravi took Sora’s arm in a friendly way, drawing him further into the castle. “Come into my lair, my pretty.”

      Sora snorted. “I’m not the unwary fly, but I do feel a little like one. I didn’t expect this enthusiastic a response when I decided to come here. Who all are you going to introduce me to?”

      “Well, for starters, how about the whole castle?”
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      Sora followed Ravi through the castle, taking it in with keen interest. It was so different to actually be in a dragon clan’s castle. The history he’d learned growing up said that the dragons preferred fortified positions on top of mountains—that was apparently instinct on their part—but he’d never been inside a castle before. It was very grand, the woodwork on the staircases alone breathtaking. It made his inner geek very happy to walk the hallways.

      But he had no time to really stop and admire things. When Ravi was your tour guide, you apparently met everyone. He didn’t fail to stop a single person.

      “Carla!” Ravi hailed.

      Case in point. Sora paused, regarding the slim blonde with the bobbed hair, her arms full of a box that clinked with delicate glass chimes as she moved. Mage, that was obvious at a glance. In the thirty minutes they’d been touring, she was the first mage he’d seen, aside from those in the courtyard. Which…Ravi had told him that only six mages had survived in their clan, but he’d also mentioned others joining. Surely they had more? Sora expected to see more mages. He’d predominantly met dragons up to this point.

      “Carla, this is Sora, a visiting mage.”

      Carla put the box down on a nearby step to free her hands, offering him a handshake. Her eyes took him in with delight and curiosity. “Sora, so nice to meet you.”

      “And you.” He was pleasantly surprised by the strength and confidence in the handshake. Limp-fish handshakes bothered him.

      “You’re visiting?” Carla asked, curiosity rising. “From where, may I ask?”

      “India. I saw the interview with your king and consort on TV.”

      “Ahhh. We’ve had many people saying the same thing. Really, that interview has become something of a godsend.” Carla rolled her eyes toward Ravi meaningfully. “Even if the reason for it wasn’t planned.”

      Ravi’s smile was bright enough to be a deflective shield. “Now, now, all’s well that ends well. That’s how the saying goes, right?”

      “You are such a troll.” Shaking her head, Carla dismissed him. “Sora, I’d love to sit and chat with you, swap stories and magic. We haven’t had a good magic chat with another mage in ages. Make sure that Ravi shows you where the dining hall is; that’s where we all congregate to eat our meals. And if you see me there, come and join me.”

      Sora was surprised at this friendly gesture. She wasn’t the first to make such an overture, but still, it surprised him. Was every person in this clan so nice? And still, she didn’t ask more than where he’d come from. Not one person demanded answers of him. It was very different from what Sora had expected. In their shoes, he’d certainly be asking more questions.

      “Thank you, I will.”

      “I’d talk more, but they’re waiting on the bottles. I better get back to work. Swing by our potions workroom later, if you’d care to join us.” Carla gave him another smile before fetching her box again. As an afterthought, she threw over her shoulder, “And, Ravi, don’t get him into trouble!”

      “Perish the thought!” Ravi responded gleefully.

      Carla’s expression did not indicate trust. For that matter, Sora didn’t trust that smile on Ravi’s face. He was such a typical wind dragon in this sense—mischief was fun.

      It wasn’t just that, either. Ravi, superficially, looked very much like his own kind. His features were distinctly Middle Eastern, the dark hair in loose, short curls around his head, his brown eyes wide and too innocent. Sora found his eyes lingering on Ravi more often than the castle he was touring. Part of it was that Ravi was just so fun to watch. He was like a circus entertainer, constantly in the middle of some extravagant gesture and laughing remark. His beauty was part of it, certainly, as he was a very handsome man and Sora wasn’t oblivious to that. But that wasn’t why his eyes followed Ravi around.

      Ravi caught his hand again, the touch light but confident, tugging him gently forward before releasing. “This way, the greenhouse is through those doors. The place is awesome.”

      He did that often. Sora wasn’t used to people casually touching him like this. He could tell Ravi didn’t really mean anything by it. He just liked Sora, and it was in his nature to be touchy-feely, so he reached out. But for Sora, the touch was nice. His skin tingled a little where Ravi had touched him. He wanted Ravi to do that more. To let the touch linger.

      His own reaction surprised him. Sora wasn’t normally the one who initiated getting into another person’s space. But somehow, Ravi broke the norm on this. He wanted the wind dragon closer. The next time Ravi grasped his hand, would it be strange if he held on?

      It probably would be strange. Dammit.

      For that matter, it was strange that Sora wanted to hold hands. He’d only known this man for a few hours, so why…?

      Sora had no time to really think about why he liked Ravi’s touch because Ravi burst through the doors that led to an outdoor area like a whirling dervish.

      The greenhouse was nice, the glass structure dominating the courtyard area, and it had obviously been very lovingly kept up. But it was also rather…small? Especially for a clan’s use. Surely this wasn’t the only greenhouse.

      Ravi popped open the door, ushering him inside. “I have to tell you, this place is awesome during the winter. I take naps in here because it’s so warm. Unlike the fire dragons in this clan, snow is not my friend.”

      “That’s your excuse for being a heat-seeker?” an amused voice called out to him. “And who are you showing around, anyway?”

      “A new friend.”

      The other person came into view, a wand in one hand. He wasn’t very tall, grey eyes penetratingly sharp, with a rugged sort of look to him. The mage had smears of dirt and green against his jeans and wife beater shirt, so he’d clearly been hard at work when they’d interrupted him.

      Ravi introduced them. “This is Tori, Baldewin’s mate. Also our expert herbologist and the master of the greenhouse. Tori, this is Sora Vo, a visiting mage.”

      “Hello,” Tori responded with a quick smile. “I’d shake hands, but you’d really rather I didn’t.”

      Considering the state of his hands, likely not.

      “Quite alright. It’s beautifully organized in here. Can I ask some questions? I don’t recognize some of these plants.”

      Tori nodded, amiable, and gestured him farther in. “Sure, point things out and I’ll tell you about them.”

      “This one, for instance.” Sora regarded the purple flowers growing in a nearby box, the petals shaped like pointed fingers, reaching in all directions. “I’ve not seen this before.”

      “Ah, the Shooting Star primrose. Kinda fun looking, eh? It’s a native plant in Germany. Some of the species are good for making wine, others are poisonous. That one in particular is good for wine and perfumes, and we use it to augment our product line. Smells great, doesn’t it?”

      It did. Sora leaned in to inhale a lungful, appreciating it. “It smells amazing. Product line?”

      “Oh, sure, we do lotions, shampoos, all of that for income.” Tori waved to the greenhouse in general. “Hence half of this. Although, I’m not sure how that’ll change now that we’ve come out to the world.”

      Ravi gave him a shrug. “Alric’s still talking it over with all of us. He’s of the opinion that it might be really good to offer magical potions again, openly. Instead of sneaking them in like we have been. But on the other hand, that puts a really big burden on you guys. I’m not sure if you have the magical energy to maintain it.”

      It wasn’t until he said that that Sora realized what was missing. He looked around the greenhouse with new eyes. The plants were vibrant and healthy, the environment warm and moist to encourage their growth. Nothing was out of place here. But where were the spells to keep them watered? Where were the charms on the pots to keep things from spoiling?

      Why was Tori in here, covered in dirt, when there were spells that could be used to harvest? Why was he doing it all by hand?

      Sora didn’t want to leap to conclusions, so he asked, “Is it just you managing all of this?”

      “Hell no, too much work for one person.” Tori snorted as if the very idea amused him. “We’ve got a crew that comes in on a daily basis. I’m just the mage in charge of the greenhouse.”

      The mage in charge. Thereby intimating…he was the only mage that regularly came in here? When he said a crew came in, did he mean that dragons helped him maintain all of this?

      The idea boggled his mind. Sora had never heard of such a thing. The mages he knew were always in charge of their own greenhouses, their own plants. They raised, harvested, and controlled their greenhouses on their own. It was essential to do so in order to maintain the highest quality plants. The idea of only one mage trying to manage this entire greenhouse was…Sora couldn’t even begin to wrap his head around this.

      When Ravi had first mentioned how few mages were in this clan, Sora had been stunned. It had seemed too few to handle everything. But it was only now that the full implications were hitting home. How were they managing?

      They weren’t.

      It was as simple as that. They weren’t able to use the spells normally in place, not in areas like this. They made up for it with manual labor in order to not magically exhaust the mages.

      Was the whole clan operating on this level? Sora hoped not. He hoped that they’d prioritized what to use magic for and that this wasn’t a high priority. But it didn’t make sense for the greenhouse to be low priority, either. Both men had said they had a product line for income, so wouldn’t the greenhouse be the highest priority?

      Sora put the question aside, making a mental note to ask later. For now, he focused on his guides. “Do you grow Japanese honeysuckle here, too?”

      Tori blinked at him as if the question had come out of left field. “No…I can’t say that I’m familiar with it. What’s it good for?”

      “A great variety of things. It helps cure colds, reduces fevers and inflammation, protects boils and sores from bacterial infections. It’s a very handy and versatile plant.”

      The expression on Tori’s face was one of childlike excitement, as if Sora had just read him in on some sort of trade secret. “That sounds like an excellent addition. You said Japanese honeysuckle…is it a native plant to Japan, then?”

      “It is, yes.”

      Tori’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “And what else are you not seeing in my greenhouse that would be super useful?”

      “I haven’t toured the whole thing yet,” Sora pointed out. This reaction amused him. Was Tori the sort to be competitive? Or was he eager to cram every possible plant into this space? It could be both, who knew?

      “Why don’t we do a full tour,” Tori suggested, his smile a challenge. “And you can tell me what you think is missing. What’s your family’s background, anyway?”

      “Healing.”

      “Ah, which is why you looked for a healing herb first. Alright, walk and point.”

      Ravi protested, “I want to show him the whole place, not get bogged down here.”

      Tori waved him off. “You can have him after I’m done with him. It’s not often I can show this place off to someone who can appreciate what I’m doing. And he’s got ideas, I can tell. I can see it written all over his face.”

      “Oh dear,” Sora deadpanned, looking innocently off in another direction. “And here I thought my poker face better developed.”

      “Ha! Like hell you did. Alright, come along. Let me give you a thorough tour.”

      Sora went, and not only to be polite. There was a great deal that he could observe here. Sora’s main task was to observe, after all. And learn. Not just follow Ravi around and try to figure out how to touch him again.

      His hand was still tingling from the last time Ravi had gripped it. Dammit. Sora truly had not expected this at all. He was used to finding people visually appealing and not experiencing any desire to act upon it. Sora was fine with that; it was familiar, nonthreatening. But this was different, this was true attraction, and those were uncharted waters for him. And trying to figure it out when he was supposed to be paying attention to his surroundings was an interesting exercise in mental gymnastics.

      Tori was an enthusiastic tour guide, and with Ravi’s running commentary, it proved to be an entertaining enough experience. It was definitely educational. There was a small greenhouse attached to this one, about half the size. It was just as lovingly tended, and there was no doubt the entire clan helped keep it that way.

      But…two greenhouses. Just two greenhouses for an entire clan?

      And Sora didn’t see even half the plants needed for healing. If their product line offered salves and such, shouldn’t there be more of them?

      Perhaps this showed on his face, as Tori stopped walking and gave him a sad smile. “You’re wondering where the rest of it is, aren’t you? Healer that you are, there’s probably a lot of plants that you expected to see.”

      Sora saw no reason to lie to him. And his concerns were mounting. “Yes, there are many I expected to see that aren’t here.”

      “I figured. I felt the same when I first joined the clan. Most of my knowledge came from books—my original clan wouldn’t teach me, you see. But even then, when I first saw this place, I was overjoyed to have a real greenhouse to work in. Then dismayed because so much was missing.”

      That didn’t make sense to Sora. “I’m sorry, what was your birth clan?”

      “You’d probably know them by the name Taavetti. They changed their name after the war.”

      “Ah. You’re correct, I’m familiar with the name.”

      Tori lifted a hand to display a wedding ring of gold. “I married into the Burkhard Clan six months ago, and I’ve been tweaking the greenhouses ever since, putting in things that we need for new product lines. I’m serious about this, Sora. If you see things that are missing, tell me. In fact, if you have the time—wait, how long are you visiting us for?”

      “I don’t have a departure date planned,” Sora admitted. “I wasn’t even sure if your clan would let me in.”

      “That’s great, though, that means you can stay awhile.” Tori’s expression was full of calculation. “How about you have lunch with me tomorrow? I need to pick your brain. It’s not often that I encounter someone else good with plants and medicine.”

      That sounded like great fun to Sora. “My favorite subjects to discuss. I’d be delighted.”

      “Great, I’ll come fetch you. Better yet, let’s exchange numbers. You’re probably going to get pulled in a dozen directions at once.”

      Amiable to this, Sora pulled out his phone. Tori did as well, and they swapped phones to type in their contact info.

      “Ooh, me too, me too.” Ravi waved his own phone, eyeing Sora’s hopefully, like a dog would a treat.

      Tori paused his typing in order to tease. “A handsome mage walks in, trusts you enough to follow you around a castle, and you don’t get his number? What’s wrong with you? I thought you had better game than this.”

      Ravi didn’t bat an eye at the teasing. “I have to convince him I’m not crazy first. And I generally buy a man a drink before asking for his number.”

      “Lengthy exposure to you will not help.” Tori ducked when Ravi aimed for a rib, snickering.

      Brothers. That’s what these two reminded him of. They were playing around and messing with each other like brothers would. But they hadn’t grown up like that. Tori had barely been with the clan any time at all.

      All marriages in a family were welcome, of course. But that didn’t mean people would automatically fit in. It spoke well of the Burkhard Clan that they obviously did know how to truly welcome new mages into their clan.

      Ravi’s grin at him was an invitation to join in. “What do you say, Sora? Give me your number now, and I’ll promise to buy you that drink later.”

      It surprised Sora for a split second. He so often felt outside of the joke, the observer watching it play out. A little thrilled to be included for once, Sora did his best to come up with a teasing response.

      “Wasn’t there an American cartoon—Popeye—that had a character who always made that promise? A hamburger today that he’d pay back on Tuesday.”

      Tori threw his head back on a laugh. “He’s Wimpy! Ravi’s Wimpy!”

      Ravi wrinkled his nose at the laughing mage before sidling in closer and batting his eyes up at Sora in an absurd manner. “I mix a mean drink, you know.”

      His heart skipped a beat at having Ravi pressing in close, his arm tingling where Ravi brushed against it. Sora wanted to test this out a little more, and even though it was all clearly a joke, he was very interested in getting Ravi’s number. The wind dragon was lithe and very handsome. Sora couldn’t remember the last time he’d been attracted to someone on sight like this. Had he ever? He honestly couldn’t think of a time, truth be told. And giving Ravi his number made logistical sense, too.

      He didn’t hesitate to switch phones with the dragon. “I’ll have to taste it to believe it. You’re on, dragon.”

      Ravi looked wildly pleased at this, his grin bright enough to be a second sun. Smug, too. And wasn’t that interesting?

      Yes, there was a great deal that Sora needed to observe here. And he didn’t mean just the clan itself.
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      Consort Cameron was all smiles as he held out a hand in greeting. “Welcome to Burkhard Castle, Mage Vo.”

      “Sora, please.”

      Sora took it, pleasantly surprised by the firm grip and hint of calluses. So, this was the newly wedded mage to King Alric, eh? He looked young, like a non-mage in their twenties. Charming, too, just as he’d been on camera.

      “Thank you. Call me Cameron, would you? Please, sit, visit with me for a moment.” Cameron waved to a brace of chairs situated in front of a wide window that had both panes open, letting in a pleasant breeze. “I’m sure my husband will want to speak with you as well; he’s just all over the place today. We didn’t expect this influx of mages, you see. Definitely not this quickly. It’s caught us a bit off guard.”

      “So I understand.”

      Sora took a seat and looked around curiously. The building maintained the style of a castle even on the inside, with the elaborate wood paneling and landscapes on the walls. It felt old, as if it had stood a thousand years, but it was well maintained. Lovingly so, as his nose could faintly detect a trace of new paint.

      But there were also things here that didn’t quite jive for him. Like the Roomba lurking in one corner, clearly docked and charging. Why the hell would a dragon clan need a robot vacuum cleaner? There were cleaning spells for that sort of thing.

      And there wasn’t a trace of either cleaning spells or temperature control spells anywhere in the castle. Ravi had given him a quick tour of the place before bringing him up to Cameron’s office. He’d seen enough to get the gist of how the place functioned. There was far more tech here than he was used to.

      And far too little magic.

      Cameron dropped into the seat opposite his, curiosity all over his face. “Ravi’s text only told me that you were here and had questions.”

      “Many, in fact.” Knowing very well the man would open up better if Sora gave some information first, he relinquished the basics. “I saw your interview with King Alric a few days ago. I had no idea the fire dragons were still here; no one in my family did. I decided to come up and meet all of you.”

      “And we’re very glad that you did. You’re from a mage family, then? You still actively use magic?”

      “Oh, yes. Ravi informs me that’s not always the case with the new mages coming in.”

      Cameron’s face scrunched up. “Not at all. I’m a case in point, really. All knowledge of magic had been entirely lost in my family. We barely had any history to show that we were once magical, in fact. More often than not, when we meet a new mage, their history is similar to my own.”

      Sora’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. How had so much knowledge been lost? Or was this a matter of perspective? Being raised in a magically oriented environment, he took such knowledge and history for granted. “Truly? I know you said in the interview of how you were found by the dragons. You really had no idea that magic ran in your family?”

      “It was Alric who told me I was a mage, in fact. And I didn’t believe him at first.” Cameron shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face. “Of course, he was right, but I kind of gave the man hell until he convinced me. It’s why we’re so delighted to meet a mage like you, someone who’s comfortable with magic. It means that some magical heritage has been preserved, more than what many mages have been blessed with.”

      Sora’s head spun with this knowledge. No wonder. No wonder there was so little magic here. Even the new mages were just that—new. New to magic entirely. They were likely learning from Mage Lisette and didn’t have a good enough handle on things yet to really contribute. This entire clan was built upon the backs of the six senior mages Ravi had mentioned and their fledgling students.

      Over the centuries, they’d likely been forced to cut back on magic that was deemed superfluous, such as cleaning spells, in the name of having the strength to maintain more important spells, like those for protection. They were barely managing as it is. Of course they’d been excited to see any mage, such was the dearth of their situation now.

      Cameron leaned forward and carefully asked, “Is there any chance that we can meet more of your family?”

      And there was the question he’d expected. Sora decided to be honest with him.

      “Possibly. I came ahead to sound out the situation. My family went into hiding right at the start of the Dragon War, and we’re used to concealing our true natures. They won’t come out easily, not until they’re sure that the world can accept them.”

      “I truly understand. And we won’t press for it, not until they’re ready.” A wave of fatigue swept over Cameron’s face. “In truth, it might be safer for them to stay there until we deal with the Jaeggi.”

      “I’m sorry?” That didn’t make any sense to Sora. The Jaeggi were old news, surely. After all, they’d been decimated during the war. “The Jaeggi? You can’t mean the same Jaeggi from the Dragon War.”

      “I’m very sad to report that the Jaeggi are still alive and causing trouble. They’ve been kidnapping every mage they can lay hands on.” Cameron grimaced, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “We believe that the blood spell they enacted five hundred years ago damaged their magic and genetics. Their magic is fragmented now, warped in such a way that they can’t use it correctly. They only have what they can siphon off another mage.”

      Sora sat there, a man waiting for the punchline to a bad joke he didn’t find funny. Then he sat back with a huff of air, reeling under this revelation. He felt like someone had slugged him in the gut. Not even in his wildest imaginings had this crossed his mind.

      The Jaeggi, the worst enemy the magical world had ever had, were still alive. Still targeting mages. Still doing their best to decimate the world of magic because of their own selfishness.

      A wave of anger rode through him. It was so strong he nearly choked on it, his hands clenching into fists. “Haven’t the Jaeggi done enough damage? They’ve robbed us of magic, of mates, of an entire world rich with wonder. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I’d think so. They apparently have a different view.” Cameron shook his head. “So, you see, I don’t blame your family for their caution. Alric has enacted a rule that any Burkhard mage leaving the castle must be accompanied by at least two dragons. We don’t want you to feel trapped or that your freedom is limited, but it would ease our minds greatly if you’d allow our dragons to accompany you when you travel in the area.”

      Sora’s mouth bobbed open for a moment as he tried to even pull his thoughts together enough to speak. “They’ve attacked mages here? This close to the castle?”

      “They’ve kidnapped me, and tried for North and Tori, so they’re very active in Germany. Or were, as I hope we’ve scared them off for now. There are so many new mages coming in, after all, and they’re ripe for plucking as they don’t know to be on guard. Or even how to be on guard.”

      “That is…alarming. In all the worst ways.”

      Sora scrubbed a hand over his face. This was so much worse than he’d expected. He couldn’t begin to guess at how he would relay this information back to his parents, to the rest of the clan.

      “Trust me, I know. We’re trying to guard people as they come in, but of course not everyone has a way of notifying us. My sister’s put together a welcome website, but we’re constantly tweaking it to add more information. She barely had the site up in time for the interview. Like I said, we didn’t expect this much enthusiasm so quickly. Anyway, how long will you stay with us? Are you interested in joining any projects?”

      Sora had half-expected the first question, but not the second. “I thought a week or so, if that’s alright. I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”

      “That’s perfect, and you can stay longer if you wish.” Cameron got an impish twinkle in his eye. “I think our dragons are hoping for longer.”

      “Yes, so Ravi warned me. But what projects are you referring to?”

      “Oh, we do a whole line of beauty products and holistic treatments here. It’s one of our main sources of income. If you’d like to join in and do some brewing, we’d love to have you. We also have a good number of new mages—myself included—who always appreciate some help learning magic from someone with more experience.”

      That would give him a better way of evaluating their magical skills. “Of course. Just let me know when and where.”

      “Perfect. I’ll speak with—” Cameron cut himself off at a knock at the door. “Enter!”

      Someone Sora didn’t recognize poked his head around the door. The man had warm amber skin and black hair shorn very short, with thick black glasses on his nose.

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt. Can I borrow you for a few minutes?”

      “Will it literally be a few minutes? Or more like an hour?”

      “More like an hour, knowing our luck.”

      Cameron sighed. “Yeah, had a feeling. I’m sorry, Sora, can we continue this conversation later?”

      “Of course. I know your time is valuable.”

      “More like I’m trying to be in six places at once.” Cameron shrugged and left the chair. “But I’ll touch base with you again after dinner.”

      “As you wish.” Sora followed him out, then continued down the hallway and up two flights of stairs to his own room. He greeted people as he went, everyone friendly and smiling.

      But too few. Far too few.

      Ravi had said there had been a little over fifty people in the clan, before Cameron came. And only five new mages to add in the past several months, not counting any mages who were trickling through the gates now. A dragon clan with not even sixty people in it. It was absurd. Had the war so decimated them that, even after five hundred years, this was the growth they’d managed? It sat extremely ill with him. Especially since his own family flourished as if the war had never touched them.

      He entered the room that he’d been given, a very nicely appointed room that wouldn’t have been inappropriate for a visiting dignitary. It was a silent testament to how this clan viewed mages. How preciously they regarded them. Sora had not once felt unwelcome here—quite the opposite. He’d been enthusiastically greeted, even with the clan being overwhelmed by the crowd at the gates.

      Sora was not a man who made emotional decisions. He had clear, concise reasons for everything he did. But just this once, logic deserted him. He was too appalled by the state of this clan not to react emotionally. Reason flew out the window as he pulled his phone free and called his mother.

      She answered on the second ring. “Son, how are you?”

      “I’m well. I’ve arrived at Burkhard Castle and been shown around.”

      “Already? I thought you were just going to drive up.”

      “Yes, well, I bumped into one of their dragons in town.” Sora smirked a little, remembering the panicked command in his ear as Ravi had fled from reporters. “He guided me up and introduced me to his clan. Kaa-san—I do not like what I’m seeing here.”

      “Oh. Well, you can come home—”

      “No, I don’t mean it in that sense. These are good people. Kind, welcoming people. I have never been so welcomed in my life. They have shown me great hospitality. The consort himself spoke with me and promised to arrange a time so I could speak with the king directly.”

      Her intake of breath was clear. “Well. That does speak very well of them, that they would take the time to greet you.”

      “It does, but I think it’s partially out of desperation, and that’s what I don’t like. There aren’t even sixty people in this clan.”

      “NANI?!”

      “You heard me. Not even sixty. The fire dragons have been reduced to these numbers, even though the Dragon Wars have ended. They have six senior mages. Six. The rest are new and, I’m given to understand, wholly novice in magic.”

      For the first time in recorded history, his mother was speechless.

      “It gets worse.” Sora’s tone fell to a grim, dark growl. “The Jaeggi are still here.”

      She uttered a blasphemy foul enough to scorch paint off a wall. “No, they were destroyed in the war, surely!”

      “I think you all assumed as much. But you should not have. They’re here, they’re actively hunting mages down, and they’re trying to finish what they started five hundred years ago. The consort himself told me that he was kidnapped by them. That two other mages were almost kidnapped. That they are trying to safeguard any new mage coming here to avoid the Jaeggi laying hands on them. The consort nearly begged me not to leave the castle without a dragon escort.”

      His mother did not sound happy. Volcanoes on the verge of erupting sounded mild in comparison. “Did anyone tell you why they’re still hunting mages?”

      “Yes. A theory, at least, is that their magic was damaged because of the spell they enacted in the war and now they siphon mages in order to work magic. I don’t know how accurate that theory is. But Kaa-san, does their motivation matter? These people have already done enough damage.”

      “This is true. And the Burkhards have certainly suffered enough. They took the brunt of the war, I fear. If they’re still this small and struggling even five hundred years later, they’ve definitely shouldered too much.”

      “I don’t think you understand how much until you’ve walked through this place. They’re all living in one castle. And it’s a large, beautiful castle, don’t mistake me, but—they all live in this castle. With protections and wards embedded into the very walls. And very little magic elsewhere. I don’t see any cleaning spells in use. Not even that.”

      She sighed. “That is a sign in and of itself, that they can’t even afford basic magic when all their energy is directed toward security. But still, they welcomed you.”

      “They welcomed me with a smile and open arms. As if nothing was wrong. As if I’m already family to them. Well, they did warn me about the Jaeggi, but still. They’re a happy people. I do not like the idea that they’ve been forced to fend for themselves for so many years. I know I’ve only been here a day, but it’s my opinion that they need help. They need allies.”

      “Hearing what you’ve said, I’m inclined to agree. Alright, come home and report—”

      Emotion hijacked his mouth again. “No.”

      She hiccupped to a stop. “No?”

      “No. Eleven mages, Kaa-san. Six experienced mages and five students to guard this clan against the Jaeggi. I know the dragons are formidable, but they can’t be everywhere. I will not leave this place until they have more help. I can’t in good conscience do so.”

      She sounded surprised. “You sound very determined. Are you that attached to them already?”

      “I guess I am. Even in such dire straits, they still won’t press me for information about my family and where you are. They still respect my privacy and hide nothing from me. Does that not tell you the quality of people they are?”

      “It does say quite a bit. Alright. I’ll relay this information to your father and everyone else. We’ll discuss the proper thing to do. I might have you do a video call later so they can ask you questions.”

      “I’m happy to do that.”

      He would prefer it, in fact, as Sora wanted to pitch this himself. He felt more emotionally attached to these people than his mother did, after all. They had been too detached, too hidden from the world for far too long. Sora was beginning to fear that Burkhard’s state was the price of that isolation, and he needed to make this right.

      He didn’t think he was rushing his opinion. Sora had seen quite enough to tell him the score. And yes, the Burkhards had survived so far. But people shouldn’t be reduced to the level of base survival. No one deserved that.

      He exchanged a few more pleasantries with his mother before hanging up. He still needed to go into town and fetch his luggage from the hotel and cancel his room. Ravi had mentioned leaving a car parked in Sonthofen. Maybe he could catch the charming wind dragon and ask him to go back into town with him, offer a ride to the car. He had more questions to ask, after all.

      And something about Ravi was intriguing. His frankness, that dazzling smile he wore. It tugged at Sora, his eyes gravitating to the man entirely of their own will. Sora hadn’t reacted like this to anyone in ages. He’d like to spend a little more time with Ravi and figure out what it was about the man that was so intriguing.

      A harmless trip into town would be a good start.
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      Sora would have been vastly surprised if the head mage of a clan didn’t question, however politely, a new mage in their clan. And Lisette did not disappoint. He’d barely stood from the dinner table when she appeared quite smoothly at his elbow, all smiles but with an intent expression that meant he was not allowed to escape her.

      Fair enough. Sora had questions for her, as well. Ones not so easily asked nor answered.

      “Mage Vo, I wonder if you have a little time to sit and chat.” Lisette gestured at the door, indicating a more private spot.

      In the same tone, he inclined his head. “Of course. I have a few questions to ask you.”

      “Splendid. It’s always nice when two people are on the same page. Perhaps my workroom will be the best place to sit and talk.”

      Private indeed and it would give Sora a glimpse into the clan’s inner functions. A mage’s workroom could say a great deal about the skill level of the wielder. Sora had no compunctions as he followed her out of the room.

      As they walked, Lisette asked casually, “I hope that you’ve been properly welcomed here? We’re all a tizzy with so many new mages at once, and I don’t want anyone to feel left out or slighted.”

      Two—three including him—new mages were so amazing to them? It wasn’t as if Sora saw new mages outside of his family come in regularly, but they had many born to them. Gaining new mages wasn’t something unusual. It segued nicely into one of the many questions he had.

      “You don’t have new mages born in?”

      Lisette shook her head with a sad smile. “No. Not for lack of trying. All of our mages are mated to dragons, you see. We had a few welcome surprises—Sasha, for one—but few births. And with no mages partnered with other mages, we had no new magic users born.”

      Uh-oh. No wonder he’d seen so few, then. Sora had wondered at the dearth of magic here and had made a few guesses. But this made it much clearer.

      “May I ask what the Burkhard specialty is?”

      “Explosions, if you ask our dragons,” Lisette answered dryly.

      Sora snorted a laugh.

      “Our mages, well, we don’t really have one. We’re a hodgepodge of mages who married in from other clans, so we all bring something different to the table. The Nohs their seeking spells, Tori his herbology, Clara her potion-making. Does your family have a specialty they claim?”

      “Yes, healing.”

      Lisette blinked in surprise, eyebrows lifting. “Oh? That’s one of the things we’ve lamented, our lack of healing knowledge. I’m afraid we lost most of that skillset in the war.”

      It explained so much. During Ravi’s tour earlier, Sora had met quite a few members of the clan. While most were hale and hearty enough, there were small signs of ailments that should have been addressed. Easily addressed, no less. Sora had wondered why so many were wearing glasses when a simple corrective spell would address sight issues. That alone told the story of how much information this clan did not have.

      And it was disturbing. Because those were rather basic spells.

      Lisette led him into her workroom, gesturing him gracefully into a chair that looked plush and comfortable. As he took the seat, Sora glanced around, getting his bearings and doing a discreet study. The walls around him were filled with shelves, and he didn’t need the labels in neatly printed German to recognize the ingredients housed within the glass jars. There was a stainless-steel table off on the other side of the room, a stove and refrigerator, all of the modern conveniences. It was a very well-organized setup and an indication that this woman was head mage for a reason. She clearly knew what she was about.

      At least one person in this clan knew what they were doing.

      The greenhouses said that they had more than one competent mage, of course. But that wasn’t saying much. They should have had hundreds. Not a dozen.

      Lisette settled across from him, shifting her skirts about for maximum comfort, still with that smile on her face. “Now, we should be able to talk without interruptions.”

      Should Sora be worried? His instincts were suddenly sitting up, alert and focused.

      “Tell me a little about yourself and your family, Sora. I’m avidly curious.”

      Honesty, half-truth, or lie mixed in with truth…? That was the lightning-quick debate in Sora’s head. He decided on honesty only because he was a terrible liar, and it wouldn’t serve him well if he lied to them now. Not if there was a future connection to be had.

      “I can’t tell you everything; I’m sorry. My family went into hiding at the beginning of the Dragon War, and they’re not compelled to leave it yet. But I’ll tell you what I’m allowed.”

      To his surprise, Lisette nodded, as if she’d expected this. “That’s fine. Tell me what you’re comfortable saying.”

      Sora had expected more resistance than this and couldn’t help but ask, “You’re alright with that?”

      “We lost too much during the Dragon War, young mage. I know you’re too young to remember it. But because I do, I’m more inclined to be lenient and patient with those who survived it. Secrecy was the only thing that preserved some families. If your family needs to test the waters before revealing themselves, then I’ll patiently wait them out while dangling a carrot or three.”

      Sora snorted at the imagery. Carrots might actually work on his mother. She liked to snack on them.

      “Alright. My parents are both mages, and I’m their only child. My family’s knowledge was kept intact, and it’s been passed down from one generation to another, parents teaching children. We’re all trained in the healing arts, each gravitating to our own specialties. In modern lingo, you’d say I’m something of a physical therapist. I like restoring full function to damaged nerves and muscles.”

      Lisette took all of this in with a calm poker face. Sora had no idea what she really thought about it all. He made a mental note to never play cards with her. He was sure to lose if her poker face was that good.

      “Can you tell me how many are in your family?”

      “I cannot, I’m sorry. Nor where we are living now. I can tell you what I know, however. I’m happy to pass along what knowledge I possess while I’m staying with you.”

      Her caution lifted, and she smiled brightly at him, almost joyous. “That would be wonderful. And it’s very generous, thank you. I will pick your brain as much as I can.”

      “I’m happy to be picked. Um. I feel that didn’t come out right.”

      Lisette threw her head back with a laugh. “No, but I take your meaning. Can we—”

      Someone knocked urgently before bursting in. The man, who Sora had not yet met, looked a touch frantic, his platinum blond hair flying in a mess around his head. He hastily shoved it out of his ice-blue eyes with an impatient hand.

      “Lisette, one of the newbies burned herself rather badly,” he blurted out. “Fire spell that backfired.”

      Sora and Lisette were both out of their seats in a heartbeat, Lisette immediately grabbing elements from her shelves. “Is someone bringing her here?”

      “Yes, Dieter has her. I ran ahead to warn you.”

      Lisette gave him a nod. “Good.”

      This seemed a chance to make good on his promise and perhaps further open communication between them. “Mage Lisette, allow me to treat her.”

      Lisette paused with her hands full, giving him a sharp look. “You think you can treat this?”

      “I’m not inexperienced with such burns, shall we say. Product of a misspent youth.”

      “Heh. You sound like a Burkhard. Alright, I’ll be happy to watch and learn what I can.”

      “Let’s start here.” Sora gently tugged one jar out of her hands and put it back. “Untouched snowflake might soothe a burn but it hampers the healing process of the skin, too. Best not.”

      She yielded without a fight, surprise on her face. “So, what do you suggest?”

      “Nectar of Japanese honeysuckle, to start with.” Sora turned to the man and said, “I’m sorry, what is your name?”

      “Ah, Gunter, Gunter Burkhard. Nice to meet you. Mage Vo, correct?”

      “Correct. Nice to meet you. May I ask that you fetch my black bag from my room? I have a few elements in there that will aid this process.”

      Gunter didn’t seem bothered by this request, just gave a sharp nod and was out the door in a flash.

      Lisette followed Sora as he went for the more kitchen-esque side of the workroom. “What do you need?”

      “Two small bowls, a mortar and pestle if you have something that is glass. I can’t use porcelain for this. And a large bowl, something that we can set her damaged limb in, as I’ll need to pour this over whatever area has been burned.”

      Lisette opened up cupboards, fetching what he needed without pause. Sora accepted each, laying them out in his preferred arrangement. He had the bowls in place, a towel nearby, when his patient arrived.

      She was young—that was Sora’s first impression. Perhaps nineteen, and clearly too untrained to know better, as the fire spell had backfired magnificently. Her entire hand was bright red, touches of third degree burns on her fingertips. Her face, arm, and neck were also streaked red, a clear indication that the spell had gone winging off and over her head.

      Oh yes, Sora had seen this exact injury before. Even as he shook his head at the foolishness, he had sympathy for her, as silent tears of pain traced down her cheeks.

      “Come, sit here,” Sora directed her in a calm, soothing tone. “Let me assess what you’ve done to yourself. I’m Sora, you are?”

      “Alice,” she responded, voice hoarse. “Can you fix me?”

      “You are unfortunately not the first patient I’ve had who has used a fire spell in a strong wind. That is, I assume, what happened?”

      She looked abashed. “Yes.”

      Lisette sighed wearily. “I told you magic lessons would start tomorrow. The primer book was to read tonight.”

      Sora felt a moment of déjà vu. He was quite sure he’d had this exact conversation with his aunt and mother when he was a child.

      “The very young do not always do as they are told. But that’s how they become wise, is it not?”

      The silver-haired man who had escorted her in gave a snort of amusement. “Wisdom gained from all those bad decisions?”

      “It’s a harsh teacher, but experience will hammer the lesson in,” Lisette muttered, her eyes rolling.

      Sora focused on the arm, gently touching the skin just enough to move it, angling his head to get a good look. “It seems worse than it is, I’m happy to say. You’ve not damaged the nerves or muscles. If that was the case, you’d be looking at a longer recovery time. But with this, I think I can have you pain free and mostly mended by tomorrow.”

      Alice blinked at him, astonished. “Wait, the last time I was burned this badly, I was at the beach all day and my skin roasted. It took weeks before I stopped peeling!”

      With her snowy fair skin, it was no surprise. “Magic is most convenient, when properly applied. Ah, there is my bag.”

      Gunter was back in, not even breathing hard from the mad dash, although there was a hint of color in his cheeks from the exertion. He handed Sora’s bag over without comment.

      Sora took it, setting it on a stool so he could easily see inside and pull out the contents.

      “Now, Alice, I’m going to teach you what to do so if you ever misjudge a fire spell, or if someone else gets burned, you’ll be able to address it. This is a basic salve, which I’ll first use to clean the skin and prepare it to receive a proper potion. It will also put some moisture back into your skin and ease the discomfort you’re feeling.”

      Everyone gathered around him to watch as he lifted nectar of Japanese honeysuckle, moonlit water, and frozen aloe vera from the bag. Sora’s movements were unhurried, efficient as he tipped a little of each from the glass jar it was in and mixed them steadily in the bowl.

      “There’s no spell for this, which is part of why it’s a good beginner’s recipe. The elements alone do the work, as they are all earth- and water-based, and they like to combine. Alright, now, hold your hand over the bowl here—”

      Alice gingerly moved her hand over the wide metal bowl, an anticipatory wince on her face.

      “—good, now hold still. Unlike modern medicine, this will feel good.” Sora poured a small, steady stream over her fingers and hand.

      “Oh!” Alice’s eyes flew down to her fingers in surprise. “Oh, that feels amazing. So cool.”

      “See?” Sora gave her a wink. “Now, hold it steady over the bowl for a little while. I need to stir up the next part. If someone could hold and support her arm, that would be best.”

      The older man who had escorted her in immediately moved to do so. He put his chest to her back, using his hand to support her arm.

      “Hold that, Dieter,” Lisette instructed even as she went for one of the lower cabinets. “I have something that might work better. Ah, there.”

      Sora paid her little attention as he pulled out other ingredients, this time clay, reflected moonlight, and ice dragon’s tears, as he needed something that would coat the injury and protect the skin until it could restore itself. Many healing properties were included in those elements, and burns especially healed well from the combination.

      He measured each into the other mixing bowl, stirring it in a brisk whisk, speaking as he worked. “This has to be blended very well. Treat it like cake batter, no lumps. It will form a paste that I’ll put on your skin, and it will harden rather like a scale until the burn has healed itself. Once done, it falls off on its own. Don’t get it wet; it will undo the hardness and we’ll have to start over.”

      “So, treat it like a cast?” Alice asked curiously.

      “That’s a good way of thinking of it, yes.” Sora focused on his paste and spoke the finalizing spell. “Rekti gev adi. Hmm, good color. Should work perfectly. You’ll want it a charcoal grey like this.”

      Lisette had propped her arm up with a wooden block that was just the right height for the job. Sora had to use a spatula to apply the paste, as it would adhere to his own skin as much as hers. It reacted as it was supposed to, forming an immediate cast around the injury and locking her hand temporarily in place.

      “I’ve seen that potion before,” Dieter said with a sad nostalgia. “I remember it from my childhood. Your teacher still remembers it?”

      “Remembers it and uses it on a far-too-frequent basis. It seems someone is always burning themselves in my family. You’re correct, it’s a very old recipe.” Sora, finished, eyed it all critically. “Hmm, that should work. I’ll use the rest of the salve on your more tender areas, alright? But don’t touch them, let the salve do its job.”

      Alice nodded dutifully even as she eyed her now-grey hand with a mix of awe and dubiousness. “That will really fall off on its own?”

      “You’ll be shedding like a lizard would its skin,” Sora promised her, grinning. “If not, come to me, I can take it off. But we don’t want to be premature about this. If it’s still on, its likely because you’re not completely healed yet.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Alice’s eyes closed in relief as he smeared the salve on her burned face. “That seriously feels great. Thank you so much.”

      “While it is my pleasure, let’s not repeat this, okay?”

      “Trust me, I learned my lesson.” Alice was firm on this.

      Lisette, Dieter, and Gunter didn’t seem to completely believe her. But then, new mages often had more curiosity than sense. Sora was rather with them when it came to doubting her affirmation. He was polite enough to not say so, though.

      Turning to Lisette, he offered, “There’s a few other basic spells and potions I can teach that are useful for first-aid treatments.”

      Lisette was relieved at the offer. “Please do join us for magic lessons tomorrow.”

      “I’d be honored.”

      And it would be the perfect way to observe the clan without anyone looking at him sideways. Two birds, one stone, as the saying went.

      Not to mention he could keep an eye on his patient. Alice, he had a feeling, was the type to pick at a scab. Which, in this case, would not do. Not at all. He might have to smack her good hand now and again.
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      Ravi sent a text first thing the next morning to Sora.

      Have breakfast with me.

      Should he have done so when he’d only gotten the man’s number the day before and still hadn’t made him that promised drink? Probably not. Was Ravi wise? Hell no. He avoided wisdom on a religious basis, and he had to say, that was working out well for him so far.

      The answer came back within thirty seconds.

      I’d be delighted.

      See? Wisdom was totally overrated.

      Ravi bounced into the shower with a wide, shit-eating grin on his face. Breakfast had never been so enticing.

      Even as he washed his hair, the water sluicing over him, Ravi tried to figure out what it was about Sora that appealed to him. There had been other mages who’d come into the clan, after all, and all of them attractive in their own ways. But he’d never felt inclined to flirt with any of them. It was as if some part of him could sense they were meant for other people.

      Which, good instincts, they had been.

      But Sora—something about Sora appealed to him. Was it his too-sexy voice, so smooth and low, like a fine cognac? Was it the intelligence in those dark eyes? The competency the man radiated just standing there? Sora had that air about him, as if he could handle whatever shit was thrown at him without flinching.

      Ravi had a serious weakness for people like that. He adored the competent. He also liked doing things to shake them out of that calm, get them laughing. Was it years of doing it to Alric that had made it a habit? Ravi shrugged, not really caring to psychoanalyze himself on that level.

      Anyway, he liked the look of Sora. He enjoyed the man’s company. Sora struck him as a touch shy, but he’d readily joined in on the teasing Tori had started yesterday. So, he had a good sense of humor, he just wasn’t the type to readily show it. It’s alright. Ravi would give him lots of openings.

      He popped out, dried and dressed, then was out the door again in a flash. The clan had often bemoaned that Ravi was the only one who didn’t need coffee in the mornings. He couldn’t help it. He was a natural Energizer Bunny. Someone had to be, right? Who else would start the coffee machines if everyone was anti-mornings?

      Sora beat Ravi to the dining hall, but only barely. Sora stood near one of the tables, clearly waiting on him. He even looked awake! Most impressive. Ravi normally had to pour three cups of coffee down people at this hour to get them upright and sensible.

      “Good morning,” Sora greeted with a smile.

      Aww, such a cute smile. The man should smile more often.

      “Good morning! Let me introduce you to a German breakfast.”

      “It smells very enticing,” Sora agreed as he followed him to the buffet.

      “Oh, we have great cooks. Except Gunter, he can’t be trusted. He walks off and forgets things are still cooking. He’s burned many a pan, let me tell you. Wait, have you met Gunter yet?”

      “Yesterday, while I was treating the new mage’s burned hand.”

      “Ahhh.”

      Ravi regarded him, intrigued at this reminder. He’d been told what Sora did yesterday. The mage had said a few times in his hearing that he was trained as a healer, and clearly those claims were not exaggerated. He’d known precisely what to do. Lisette had been absolutely enthralled after spending the evening picking Sora’s brain.

      She hadn’t yet ordered someone to seduce Sora. But it was coming. Ravi could see the writing clearly on the wall. Lisette absolutely did not want Sora walking back out of their gates.

      Ravi had sooo many questions for Sora. About the man’s family, how he was raised, was he part of a clan like Tori? But Sora clearly didn’t want to discuss that yet. It was hard not blurting out questions. Ravi’s nature was to get his questions out there, satisfy his curiosity. But he held his tongue.

      He was actually rather proud of his restraint. Rare moment.

      Instead, he responded with, “Good, we missed Gunter during the tour. You need to tell me more about all of that, as Lisette was singing your praises and volunteering you for things, and I need more details. But first, breakfast! We have Bauernomelett—it’s kind of like a farmer’s omelet with bacon, onions, potatoes, parsley, eggs, and milk. Good stuff and Melissande does a bang-up job with them. Speckpfannkuchen, of course, which is bacon inside pancakes.”

      Sora regarded both dishes, then nodded decisively. “Both.”

      Ravi put a hand over his heart, swooning. “A man after my own heart.”

      He got a grin in return. “I’m going to need the energy, and I’m not sure if lunch will happen for me today. Your head mage is very keen on me teaching people.”

      “Ja, doesn’t surprise me. Lisette was very vocal about your skills last night. She marched right into our DnD campaign.”

      Sora paused in loading up a plate to give him a surprised look. “You play DnD?”

      “Sure. Have for years. It’s great fun.”

      “Who’s the DM?”

      “Me.” Ravi reached for a plate to fill up for himself. “I’m the one who can best keep the campaign moving. Gunter tried it at first, but…yeah, he kept getting bogged down in the details. The thing with DnD is, you never know which direction the game will go. A roll of the dice can change the outcome. Do you play?”

      “I do, with some of my cousins and friends. It’s great fun. Which edition do you play?”

      “5e. We started with 3, which…” Ravi shuddered, only partially put on.

      Sora looked at him blankly, but the expression was purely an act. “What’s edition 3?”

      “I knew I liked you for a reason.” Ravi grinned at him, delighted.

      Sora was definitely relaxing some around him; the joking was a sign of that. If he could get Sora to drop his guard a bit more, he’d be wicked fun. Ravi’s instincts said so.

      Sora winked, then went for the coffee carafe at the end of the table. “And what do you do? I heard you’re one of the king’s retainers.”

      “I most certainly am. My main responsibility is keeping everyone from being too serious.”

      “You’d be very good at that.” Sora did not sound like he was kidding.

      “I’m excellent at it. Seriously, though, part of the reason I’m a retainer is because I’m fast. My reflexes are such that I react to danger before the rest of them can.”

      Ravi was proud of himself for it, too. That speed. He knew not everyone understood his appointment when they first met him. They mistook him as someone frivolous. And he didn’t want Sora to have that impression of him.

      Sora glanced at him as he stirred in creamer and sugar. “I imagine that’s part of the reason you were chosen was your sense of humor. Having only serious types in a workplace makes for a very long day. Just one coworker to keep things lively helps the work go by faster.”

      Oh. Ravi paused, looking at him with a sort of startled wonder. No one had ever said that to him before. He hadn’t even thought of it from that perspective. Ravi knew Alric depended on him to jostle him out of bad moods and to keep him on task without being naggy about it. But no one had ever said that. It was something Ravi instinctively felt was true.

      For Sora to look at him and see the heart of the matter so keenly…was kinda awesome.

      Maybe Ravi needed to up the flirting. Sora might be really fun to date. At the very least, he’d be interesting to get to know.

      “I could use more of that personality trait myself,” Sora continued with a wry expression, his nose wrinkling. “Mage Lisette was very adamant about me teaching people today, but…in truth, I have no experience teaching anyone.”

      Ravi indicated an empty spot at a table nearby and led the way even as he asked, “Really? Not at all?”

      “I’m the youngest in my family,” Sora explained as he set his cup and plate down on the table. “I’ve never had the opportunity.”

      “Ah, gotcha. Yeah, I’m one of the youngest in the clan, so I feel that.”

      “Are you? I can’t quite put an age to you.”

      Ravi’s head came up, proud as a peacock. “I’m eternally young.”

      Sora snorted a laugh.

      “You. Stop snickering.” Ravi stuck his tongue out at him, pleased that he already had Sora laughing. Best way to start the day, laughter. “But, yeah, I was a baby at the end of the War. And we didn’t have many births afterwards. I want to say, like, five. But I have ended up teaching people stuff. Well, I’ve tried. It never really goes well. I mean, I’ve been trying to teach Baldewin how to mix a drink for decades, and he manages to botch it every single time. So, while I’d like to give you advice on good teaching methods, I can’t, sorry. Unless you choose to use me as a bad example. Which would be totally fair.”

      Sora calmly sipped at his coffee, watching him with those keen dark eyes. “I just noticed that you didn’t get coffee.”

      “You do not want me on caffeine, trust me.”

      “I’d actually pay good money to see that. You’d probably bounce off the walls for hours.”

      A memory floated to mind, and Ravi grinned at the nostalgia. “You’re not far off. I stole half of Alric’s coffee once, when I was still young and green. I was spinning around like mad for hours. Dieter took me flying. Then Baldewin. Sasha played tag with me for about two hours. And I still couldn’t sleep. It was the best high ever, until I crashed the next day. Slept all day, woke up rested. I thought the clan was going to kill me because while I was sleeping, they still had to work.”

      Sora shook his head in amusement. “I can so easily see that scene play out. You must have been fun to raise.”

      “I was a fucking delight, thank you very much.”

      “And how many times were you told not to touch the coffee?” Sora asked pointedly before taking another sip of his own.

      “I can’t begin to tell you. Hundreds, probably. I had very poor impulse control when I was a kid.” Ravi shrugged before cutting into his breakfast. “I’m told we’re all like that on my father’s side.”

      “And how is your father’s side?”

      “It’s doing much better, thank you.”

      Sora gave him a droll look. “You say that you had poor impulse as a child, but I doubt it’s improved much as an adult. You hopped on a perfect stranger’s bike.”

      He gave Sora points for not pressing the question of Ravi’s parents. Sometimes, it was hard to talk about his birth parents. He took the conversational gambit and ran with it.

      “Excuse you, reporters are scary. Wait, how did you know I was a dragon, anyway?”

      “I did do some research before coming here. And your story of rescuing the plane is everywhere on the internet.”

      “I didn’t know they were filming,” Ravi complained into his plate. “It was really, really foggy, okay?”

      “Okay,” Sora agreed mildly. “You got raked over the coals for this, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, so much.”

      Ravi had to admit Sora was dead-on about his impulse control. It had not really improved that much since he was a kid. He’d just gotten better about foreseeing the consequences of his actions.

      “But didn’t it turn out for the best? With dragons no longer in hiding, mages have a better chance of finding you.”

      “Yeah. I mean, in that sense, it’s great. I think we needed something to pull us out of hiding. I just hope it goes smoothly. Alric’s already put his foot down. He’s not getting embroiled in politics. He said he’s got enough to manage with his own clan, which is fair. And he and Cameron are really keen on maybe having kids in the next two years, so they want to get the clan’s affairs stable enough that both of them can be hands-on with the day-to-day care.”

      “You have enough mages to do a magical incubator?”

      Seriously, was there anything about medicine this man didn’t know? Ravi once again nearly blurted out questions and barely kept them in check. He had to bite his tongue before one of them escaped.

      “We’re partnering with the ice dragons to manage it. Taking turns, if you will.”

      “Ah. That would be glacially slow, though. You’d only be able to have one child a year.”

      “Yeah, hardly a baby boom, I guess. But it will feel like one to us after so many years of not having any.” Ravi shrugged and moved them on to a lighter topic. “So, yeah, more mages, kids, this place is going to feel like a nonstop party soon!”

      “You are hereby banned from being the fun uncle.” Lisette joined them at the table, although she didn’t sit, clearly just stopping by for a moment. Her warning look at Ravi was not entirely in jest.

      Ravi put a wounded hand to his heart, rearing back, aghast. “But there’s so many fun things to teach them!”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of. No. I’m forbidding this right now. And Sora, please do not get sucked into his pace. We’re due in my workroom in twenty minutes.”

      Sora blinked, then flipped his wrist over to check the time. “I’m so sorry, I have no idea how it got to be this late. I’ll be there.”

      “Good.” She gave them a nod before beelining for the coffee.

      Aww, party pooper. Ravi was enjoying his Sora time, thank you very much. He made a face at her back.

      Perhaps Sora felt the same way about it. He gave Ravi a slight smile, eyebrow cocked in a hint of challenge. “You know, you still owe me a drink.”

      Ravi perked up. Oh? Oh yeah? So that’s how this was going to go, eh. Ravi was completely on board. “I do, don’t I? How about you meet me for dinner, and I’ll mix you something excellent.”

      “You’re on.” Sora chugged the rest of his coffee, standing.

      Ravi waved him off before he could bus his own dishes. “I’ve got that. You don’t have a lot of time to get over there.”

      “Thanks. I’ll catch up with you later.” Sora opened his mouth, closed it, unsure of how to leave and apparently unwilling to.

      Awww. He really did like this man. Apparently, if Ravi was reading the mood right, the feeling was mutual. “Have a good day at work, honey.”

      Snorting, Sora shook his head. “Yeah, you too. Don’t do anything crazy?”

      “Why would you be mean like that?”

      Sora refused to rise to the bait, just shook his head again and grinned at Ravi before turning to leave.

      He watched him go, ideas and wants swirling through his head. Yeah, Ravi might need to get his hands on that. The more time he spent around Sora, the more enticing the man became. And Sora seemed to take Ravi’s antics and energy in stride, which was rare.

      Dinner, a simple dinner. So that Ravi could sound this out a bit more. Yeah. That would be good.
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      Sora showed up at the appointed spot for dinner with absolutely no idea how the evening would progress. Ravi had invited him outside, onto a back-patio area near the greenhouse. It offered privacy, beauty—the view of the mountains was gorgeous in the setting sun—and had a very date-like feel. Sora was very happy about that last part. Ravi was the type to use flirtation as communication, so he hadn’t been able to get a good read on the man. But the invitation for dinner and drinks tonight was a good indication that Ravi, too, felt the pull of attraction between them.

      As he ascended the two steps to the round courtyard, he gave a double take.

      Oh, this was definitely a date.

      The picnic table had a snowy white tablecloth over it, with enclosed candles bracketing covered dishes, casting the area in a warm glow. The white dishes were pristine, and the whole thing looked like something out of a romantic comedy. Sora had never been on a date where someone had gone to this much trouble.

      He was, in a word, touched.

      Ravi had a minibar set up on the stone wall nearby, but his ears caught Sora’s entrance, and he turned with a wide smile. “There you are, handsome. Did Lisette finally let go of you?”

      “It was a near thing. Although, really, it was Tori asking the most questions.”

      Sora had a better sense of Tori’s background after a full day with him and the other mages. For someone who was basically self-taught, it was amazing how much Tori knew.

      “Oh yeah, I can see that. Well, sit, relax.”

      Sora took a seat as he inhaled deeply. “What is that amazing smell?”

      “Sauerbraten. It’s a marinated beef roast. I snitched some from the kitchens. We’ve got Rotkohl and Semmelknödel to go with it.”

      “I have no idea what any of that is, but it smells delicious.”

      Sora was perfectly alright trying things he didn’t recognize. Trying new foods was actually one of his favorite parts about traveling.

      Ravi started lifting metal covers from the dishes, revealing dinner in stages. The first seemed to be a round bread dumpling, which would be fun to eat. The other, a purple cabbage dish? Or something that looked like it. Sora took a serving spoon and gave himself a healthy serving of each. He had eaten lunch on the go, and after a full day of talking and being on his feet, sitting and eating felt like a luxury.

      As Ravi served himself food, Sora thought to ask, “How was your day?”

      “Oh, just as busy as yours,” Ravi responded lightly. “We had a lot of paperwork to do in order to settle our new mages in. Some people dropped everything and flew over here to be tested, and now that they’re mages, well, we’ve got to untangle their lives enough for them to stay here. We’re also trying to balance it out so that the ice dragons get some of the mages, or at least interact enough with them so people are aware they have a choice between clans.”

      Sora had wondered about that. “Surely not every person who was at your gate proved to be a mage?”

      “Very few, in fact. Some of them were just wannabes; they had nothing in their family history that made them think they actually were mages. Some of them had the history but didn’t prove to be mages themselves. We sat and talked longer with them, though, got an idea of who else in the family might be a mage. We did end up finding two more this morning though.

      “Heh, that was actually kind of funny. It was a mother who brought her daughter in for testing, and then we realized the mom was a mage, too. Surprised the hell out of her. But she ended up staying. I would think it would be hard to walk away from your life and start all over, but…surprisingly, all of our mages do it.”

      This didn’t surprise Sora. “It’s incredibly fulfilling, magic. Like no other experience. And there’s something amazing about learning what you’re truly meant to do in life. What your calling is. There are so many people who never achieve that. For the mother, I imagine she’d never thought she would have this kind of insight into herself. Of course she’d feel compelled to stay and see it through.”

      Ravi relaxed on the bench, chocolate brown eyes captivating as he looked at Sora. “Is that what healing magic is for you?”

      The seriousness of the question surprised him. Ravi had never regarded him so frankly before. And it meant he truly wanted an answer.

      He didn’t have a ready one to give. Sora had to pause and really think about it for a moment. And he had to think about how to phrase it, how to say it without giving too much away. These half-truths and evasive answers were starting to wear thin. Sora’s nature wasn’t to lie, and he wanted, achingly, to be completely truthful with Ravi. When Ravi himself was so transparent and open, it made him want to respond in kind. It was difficult to be in this position where he was constrained from doing so.

      “My family has always been made up of healers. We are known for it. I think, when I was still too young to really question matters, I learned how to heal because everyone in the family did it. Of course I would do it, too, and I wanted to be just like everyone else. It wasn’t until my late teens that I questioned it, why I was learning and investing so much time in it all. Eventually, what I found was I like the challenge of it. And it’s immensely satisfying to look at someone who was once in terrible pain, knowing it was my knowledge and actions that helped them. That restored them back to the health they once enjoyed.”

      “Oh, having a challenge is something I completely understand. You’d think my job would be pretty routine and boring on a day-to-day basis, and yet things still somehow stay just crazy enough to keep me on my toes.”

      Sora snorted. “I think that has less to do with the job and more to do with you.”

      Lifting his glass, Ravi toasted him. “You are not wrong. Here, eat, I didn’t mean to keep you talking. You probably didn’t get lunch today.”

      “A sandwich, but that was eaten on the run. There was so much to teach.” Sora took a bite of the roast first and moaned in appreciation.

      “Good, right?” Ravi asked in a knowing way.

      “It’s so tangy, like a bite of sourness chased by sweetness. The flavor is amazing, and the beef is so tender.”

      “We marinate the beef for days before cooking it. It’s a favorite here, but we don’t always go to the effort of making it.”

      “A pity. I would definitely like to have this more often.” Sora took another bite with a sigh of bliss. So yummy. Maybe he could beg the recipe off someone. This was definitely something he wanted to take home with him. “Are you on a rotation here, in the kitchens?”

      “Oh, yes. We all take turns. Gunter, when it’s his turn, he buys everyone dinner. He seriously burns everything. But most of us choose to cook. Do you? Like to cook?”

      “I cook more for survival. That said, I’m a decent cook. Whatever I make generally turns out alright. I’m forever frustrated because I’ll come across some cuisine on my travels that I want to duplicate, and I can rarely find all the ingredients for it, so nothing ever comes out quite right.”

      Ravi perked up a little. “You travel?”

      “All the time. I’m abroad more than I am at home. The world is full of amazing things, and I really want to see more of it. I started traveling at eighteen, and it’s become something of an ingrained habit now.” Like a secret, Sora leaned a little forward and admitted, “Not all of my trips were for leisure. I’d sometimes sneak elements out of storage and head for a disaster area, somewhere in a developing country where I knew help wouldn’t really be coming.”

      Ravi’s expression was shrewd. “For the challenge. Because nothing is challenging for you at home.”

      “Nothing at all,” Sora confirmed with a sigh. “It’s very boring at home. But it doesn’t sit well with me, either. I have all of this training and knowledge, and the world is in desperate need of what I know. Why not share it? But, of course, my family is very focused on staying hidden, so it’s not like I can do anything openly.”

      “I understand that, trust me.”

      Sora’s head came up. Yes. Yes, this man would truly understand.

      “Did it grate on you? Having to remain hidden?”

      “Sometimes. Often when I flew.” Ravi turned his head to look at the sky, now touched with purples and golds and oranges as the sun sank steadily below the horizon. “Because I had to fly in places where no one was around, or wait for foggy days that would cover me. Or only fly at night. It was so incredibly restrictive. I just wanted to fly when the mood struck. But I knew why I had the restrictions, that Alric was barely managing to keep it all together as it was, which is why I never bucked the system. Well, not on purpose.”

      “But that’s obviously changed? If your king is willing to step out into the world again.”

      “Having Cameron is what changed him. Hoheit no longer feels like he’s shouldering all the responsibility, and Cameron is very much the outgoing sort. He takes Hoheit’s fears and concerns, and challenges them, turns them on their head. Before Hoheit really knows what hit him, he’d turned his own opinion inside out.” Ravi shook his head, an amused smile on his face. “Mates are amazing. I’ve seen my clanmates, people I’ve known for hundreds of years, become different people because of their mates.”

      “In good ways, I hope.”

      “Oh yeah. I mean, totally in the best of ways. It’s fascinating to watch.”

      Sora sensed what he really meant by that. “You mean, fun to tease them about.”

      Grin in place, Ravi didn’t deny this, just innocently bit into his food.

      Sora didn’t challenge this but let his expression say volumes on the subject. Such a mischievous little dragon.

      He finished off his plate with a sigh of true satisfaction. But, as he put the fork back down, he couldn’t help but comment, “What is that setup over there, anyway? Is that for us?”

      “Oh, the bean bags and the projector? Yeah. The courtyard is mainly used for outdoor movie nights. It’s why I set up out here.” Ravi’s grin stretched from ear to ear even as he waggled a playful finger. “We’re not just doing drinks, no, no. That would be boring.”

      “And we can’t possibly be boring,” Sora deadpanned, dry as a martini.

      “Of course not. Perish the thought.”

      “We’re doing a drinking game, aren’t we?” It wasn’t much of a guess.

      “Ding, ding, ding! Someone get the man a cookie.”

      Sora should have anticipated this. With a wind dragon in charge of dinner, of course things wouldn’t go normally. This dinner was a lure, a false advertisement. But he didn’t mind it. Time spent with Ravi was never boring.

      “And what movie are we watching? What’s the game?”

      “We are watching, good sir, Lord of the Rings.”

      Sora’s interest perked. He’d only seen the movie once, but he’d also read the books and enjoyed both. He was very much a fan of fantasy, so Ravi’s choice was a good one.

      But.

      But a drinking game.

      To Lord of the Rings.

      Sora wasn’t sure how well that would go. “And we’re taking shots to…?”

      “Every time the main theme song is played,” Ravi said, ticking each rule off on his fingers, “they do a panoramic view with the camera, or the ring is mentioned.”

      As expected. That gut feeling was dead on. “Wait, we’re going to be drunk in fifteen minutes with those rules!”

      “Usually takes most people thirty.” Ravi’s grin didn’t abate; rather, he added an outrageous eyebrow waggle. “Unless you’re a lightweight.”

      “I am not. But I’m beginning to think you’re going to drink me under the table. You do remember that your metabolism is faster than mine? That you can process alcohol at twice the speed I can?”

      Ravi pretended to think about this. “I can give you a handicap.”

      That was apparently as good an offer as Sora would get. But he couldn’t back down. He didn’t want to. He wanted to meet the challenge in Ravi’s eyes.

      “Alright, dragon, you’re on.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Ravi sprung up, a whirling dervish as he went for the bar. “I’ll get drinks, you get comfy.”

      Sora headed for the bean bags, oversized that they were, and hoped he’d eaten enough to be able to process the truly ungodly amount of alcohol he was about to consume.

      Ravi came to him, handed him a tray with glasses lined up neatly in a row, then deviated long enough to flip on the projector and start the film. Holding the tray off to the side, Sora gave him room to climb in. Of course, it being a bean bag, Ravi ended up close, hip pressed into Sora’s.

      In an overexaggerated manner, he cooed, “Ooh-la-la.”

      Sora snickered, shaking his head. This man was so incorrigible. “I hope you’re comfortable.”

      “I am perfect, thanks for asking. Now, pass the booze.”

      Alright, he wasn’t going to let this man lead him around by the nose all evening. Sora situated the tray first, but then he slid an arm around Ravi’s shoulders, getting them both comfortable. Ravi leaned into the hold with an almost audible purr, the happy rumble dragons made when blissfully content.

      Oh.

      Oh, he made Ravi happy, too? That knowledge went straight to his head, swelling it.

      Sora usually felt so awkward and out of joint with people on dates. He’d never been on one like this, where he enjoyed his date’s company even as he thrilled at every touch. It was so perfectly fun and enjoyable, with no judgements being made even as he confessed to little sins.

      And then there was the way this amazing man looked at him, as if he were delighted to spend time with Sora. It was indeed a very heady feeling. One Sora had never experienced before.

      His parents had always bemoaned his lack of partner and asked repeatedly what it was he hoped to find, why he didn’t like the people he’d tried to date. Sora hadn’t been able to explain it to them. Just that there was something lacking. Comfort, trust, attraction—usually his date fell short in some way or another.

      Tonight, he had no such complaints. This was all too perfect. For once, Sora wasn’t eyeing the door and wondering how to gracefully extract himself. He wanted this night to continue. And a repeat, however soon he could manage it. Which was very telling, as he’d never wanted that before.

      Could…Ravi possibly be…?

      “Ooh, we have main theme song!” Ravi lifted a drink from the tray. “Bottoms up!”

      The thought broke, and Sora blinked back into the present. He took a glass and clinked it against Ravi’s. “Bottoms up.”

      Enjoy tonight, he mentally chastised himself. You can always think later. And every moment with Ravi should be enjoyed.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t get so drunk he’d forget half the evening. Although, at the rate they were planning to consume alcohol, Sora didn’t give that high odds.
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      Sora smiled to see Ravi jogging toward him, his eyes aglow with some hidden delight and his face a little flushed. He was dressed in a dark button-down shirt and black slacks. Sora was beginning to think this was Ravi’s work uniform, as he always seemed to be wearing it while protecting the king and running errands for him around the castle. The colors seemed too somber for the perky dragon, but they did nothing to dampen his cheerful demeanor.

      In the past four days, Sora had met dozens of dragons, but not one of them made his heart skip a beat the way it did when he saw Ravi smiling at him.

      “Sora!” Ravi crowed. “Just the mage I was looking for. Wait, how did you escape Lisette?”

      Sora shoved his hands into the pockets of his worn jeans. “I basically took a break for the afternoon. They’re covering first-level spells; it’s not something I need to be there for. Why, did you need me?”

      “Something like that. You got a minute to give me a hand with a critical mission?”

      Sora blinked at him, excited at the thought of spending more time with the dragon. But there was something about Ravi’s expression that had him questioning Ravi’s definition of critical. “Sure. What can I do?”

      Ravi threaded his arm through Sora’s and turned him toward the hallway. He looked around before finally settling on a door. Pulling Sora along, Ravi dipped inside what proved to be a small sitting area with tall windows looking out on a thick forest. The bright blue sky was steadily darkening toward evening, and Sora could see hints of orange slipping into the horizon as the sun set.

      Ravi released him as he closed the door behind them. “So, I know you met Gunter.”

      Sora had met so many people that it took a second to recall him. “Yes, he’s the king’s lead researcher and historian, right? Blond hair and glasses?”

      “Yep. That’s him. Though, I like to call him Alric’s librarian. Incredibly smart dragon. He tries to keep the clan’s entire history locked away in his head. But he has a problem that Hoheit has charged me with helping him sort out.”

      “What’s that?”

      Ravi paced the room as if he had too much energy to even attempt to stand still. “Gunter doesn’t like to leave his books. He stays locked away in his dungeon.”

      Sora felt his eyes go wide and his mouth fall open. “You actually have a dungeon here? I know it’s a castle, but I hadn’t thought—”

      “No! No!” Ravi said quickly, waving his hands as he rushed across the room to Sora’s side. “I mean, we do have some cells we could use if someone were to do something really bad, but they haven’t been used for that in centuries. I think there’s a couple casks of whiskey in there right now that someone is trying their hand at brewing. No, I teasingly call the royal library the dungeon because it’s a room without windows and it’s on the lower level.”

      He paced away from Sora again, waving his hand. “Gunter said something about the sunlight being bad for the old documents.”

      Sora released a heavy sigh of relief. “Oh, good.”

      “Good for books. Bad for dragons. Gunter forgets to shift and fly. His dragon gets grumpy, and then he gets grumpy, and no one wants to be around him when he’s grumpy. Hoheit worries about Gunter.”

      “And if you get Gunter to fly, then the king won’t worry,” Sora filled in.

      “Exactly! I knew you’d understand.”

      “I’m not sure I understand why you need my help, though.”

      Ravi’s expression twisted up a little. “Well, Gunter doesn’t willingly leave his library. He has to be…coerced.”

      Sora narrowed his eyes at Ravi, and the wind dragon’s smile turned devilish.

      “Ravi, what are you planning to do to Gunter?”

      “It’s just that, in order to get Gunter to fly, I usually have to get him to chase me.”

      It was an incredible struggle to not grin at the dragon when he was being so adorable, but he wasn’t entirely sure that he should be encouraging this behavior.

      Ravi rushed back to his side and grabbed both of his arms. “I was thinking that I could set off a glitter bomb in the library.”

      Sora winced at the thought of millions of sparkling particles getting blasted over every surface, covering ancient books and scrolls. A spell could be used to remove the glitter again, but if the glitter bomb spell they used was off by the tiniest bit, damage could be done to the documents. Gunter would be devastated, and Ravi would be heartbroken over having caused actual damage.

      “That would definitely get Gunter out of the library and chasing you,” Sora agreed a bit slowly.

      “You see where I’m going with this?” Ravi’s expression was pure devilment.

      “I do. I think you’ll make a polite corpse.”

      “Will I die?”

      “Pretty sure Gunter would kill you. How about this instead? Let’s shrink-wrap the bookshelves. The books will be safe, and you’ll still get the desired response from Gunter.”

      Ravi wrapped one arm across his waist and propped his opposite elbow up on it while tapping his finger on his bottom lip. “You know…that’s a pretty good idea. I think we’ve got a bunch of that stuff still in storage from when we moved Cassie and Cameron into the castle. Bunch of bubble wrap that I’ve been dying to use, too.”

      “You could bubble wrap all the chairs in the library,” Sora suggested, after pushing down his sigh of relief.

      “Ha! Yes!” Ravi lunged at Sora, wrapping his arms around him and spinning them both around.

      Sora’s heart leapt into his throat as he held onto Ravi’s shoulders for balance. The fresh scent of Ravi danced around his nose, reminding him of a warm summer breeze after the rain.

      “You’re brilliant!” Ravi declared when he stopped spinning them.

      “You’re going to need some help. It’ll take time to shrink-wrap things and cover the chairs with bubble wrap. Is there a time when Gunter leaves the library for at least an hour? Maybe a meeting with King Alric?”

      Ravi released him and grabbed his phone. His fingers were practically a blur as he shot off some rapid texts.

      “No meetings with Hoheit today, but I think I’ve recruited some help.” He looked up at Sora again, his grin spreading. “I will need you to distract Gunter and keep him busy for a little while.”

      “What? Me?”

      “Yep. In about twenty minutes Gunter will head up to the main dining hall for afternoon tea. Not a lot of dragons and mages take part, but it’s one of the few times that Gunter somewhat regularly takes a break. You need to be there and catch him. Keep him busy for at least thirty minutes.”

      “Keep him busy?” Sora repeated, his mind seeming to lock up. “How?”

      “Get him talking about his research. Or, better yet, the history of the Burkhard Clan.” Ravi paused and frowned. “Well, maybe not that or you’ll be stuck for at least three hours. Maybe just how we came to live in this castle after the last one got blown up by a bad cooking spell.”

      Okay, maybe he did want to hear that story.

      Before Sora could ask another question, there was a knock at the door that had Sora jumping, feeling guilty that they were in there plotting against another dragon.

      “Come in!” Ravi called out.

      Sora was surprised to see Cameron and his twin sister, Cassie, poke their heads into the room.

      “You texted about a Gunter prank and bubble wrap?” Cassie inquired.

      “This is who you enlisted to help you? The consort and his sister?” Sora raised an eyebrow. He looked at Ravi to find the dragon rubbing his hands together and laughing.

      “Of course! We never miss out on a Ravi prank.” Cassie laughed.

      Cameron shrugged and closed the door behind them. “He had me at bubble wrap.”

      With the co-conspirators in place, Ravi quickly laid out his plans with military precision, giving everyone a job. Sora found himself grinning like a fool and practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. He’d not gotten to play many pranks growing up, and certainly nothing quite like this. To be included in this unexpected fun was a special treat.

      Once everything was hashed out, Sora darted out of the room and briskly walked toward the dining hall, following the exacting directions that Ravi had given him. His heart was pounding in his chest when he reached the massive room.

      Slipping inside, he found only a handful of dragons scattered around the tables, sipping tea and munching on tasty treats. Most were deep in conversation, but a few were reading books or using eReaders.

      Sunlight poured through the windows, gilding everything in a golden light and giving the room a peaceful glow. It was definitely a pleasant spot to while away an hour or two, but that was true of most of the castle. While there was an opulent, regal beauty to the place, there were also many cozy spots around the castle that invited a person to sink in and get lost in a good book or conversation with a friend.

      In one corner of the room sat Gunter in a cushioned high-back chair. There was a cup of steaming tea at his elbow and a little plate with a few cookies on it. He had a book in his hand and looked completely lost to the world. Sora was half-tempted to leave him to his book, but he’d agreed to play his part in his plot, even if it sent butterflies fluttering through his stomach.

      Grabbing a cup of tea for himself, Sora walked over to where Gunter was sitting, struggling to keep his steps slow and meandering. He didn’t need to look like he was a man on a mission, even if it was the truth.

      He cleared his throat, and Gunter’s head popped up from his book, blue eyes blinking at him from behind glasses.

      “Sora!” he said in surprise. “It’s so wonderful to see you again.”

      “Hello, Gunter. I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

      “No, of course not.” Gunter closed his book with a decisive snap and shoved it down into the chair next to his thigh. “Please, have a seat. Join me.”

      “I don’t want to take up too much of your time,” Sora started as he dropped into the identical chair opposite Gunter. “I’ve heard from a few dragons that the Burkhard Clan hasn’t always lived in this castle. That there was a smaller one that served as home for the dragons, but there was some kind explosion. I figured if anyone knew the story it would be you.”

      Gunter chuckled lightly as he plucked his glasses off his nose. He pulled a soft cleaning cloth from his pocket and proceeded to remove the dirt from his lenses.

      “Well, I can’t say that I have firsthand knowledge of the event. It was a couple hundred years before I was born, but I have read various journal accounts of the events. King Griswold and Queen Johanna were dedicated chroniclers at the time.”

      “So, you can tell me the real story.”

      Gunter smiled as he placed his glasses on his face and settled back in his seat, looking as if he was preparing to tell a tale. A little shaft of guilt cut through Sora. He hated to deceive the dragon, but he truly was interested in the story. And King Alric was right to worry if Gunter wasn’t getting proper exercise for his dragon.

      The guilt was forgotten when Gunter started weaving his tale of a festive celebration to commemorate the bonding anniversary of the king and queen—who also happened to be King Alric’s parents. The dragon was a natural-born storyteller, and he created an artful tapestry of the time. The castle had been full of mages and dragons, and it was well before the start of the Dragon War. Laughter echoed off the stone walls, and the world was still filled with hope and wonder.

      A determined chef, who wished to see the dragon races but couldn’t step away from his kitchen, devised a plan with a mage who still needed a great deal more training.

      “While the journals don’t explicitly describe the spell that was used, it seems poor Otto used a little too much sunlight in the spell. While he slipped away from the castle with the rest of the clan to see the races, the spell was supposed to make sure the queen’s special stew kept cooking and the spoon kept stirring at a steady pace so nothing was burned or scorched.”

      “Oh no,” Sora groaned. He was vaguely aware that at least three other dragons had wandered over and were now listening to Gunter’s story.

      “Exactly. The fire, the stew, and the spell’s ingredients all combined to cause a catastrophic explosion that destroyed most of the castle. Stones were blown out across the valley and caused a rockslide. The only good thing about this explosion was that it happened at the height of the main race. As a result, everyone was out of the castle, watching the race.”

      “No one was hurt?” Sora demanded in shock. When Gunter had first spoken of an explosion, he’d been sure that many of the clan had been killed.

      “No one was hurt,” Gunter confirmed. “Don’t get me wrong—plenty were devastated over the loss of their home. The chef and the spellcaster were punished over the affair.”

      He paused and scratched his chin as if he were searching through the databank in his mind.

      “I think they were forced to dig all the new temporary lavatories for the clan while the new castle was being built.”

      “They weren’t kicked out of the clan?”

      Gunter shook his head quickly. “While incredibly unfortunate, the explosion was an accident, and no one was hurt. The chef and mage were extremely sorry about the entire thing.”

      “That would also be due to the lovely Queen Johanna’s influence,” interjected a new voice.

      They both looked up to see Dieter standing beside their chairs, a soft smile on his wrinkled face.

      “If I recall correctly, King Griswold wanted to string them both up by their toes from the old castle walls, but Johanna interceded on their behalf.”

      “You were there?”

      Dieter nodded. “I was, though I’m sure Gunter knows the story better than I do at this point. I wasn’t there for the entire mess of it. I was in the middle of kicking his majesty’s ass in a race we never got to finish.”

      Laughter rang out through the dining hall, and Gunter smiled up at the advisor, looking quite pleased. At least, until Dieter turned his attention to the royal researcher.

      “I thought you would like to know that I just saw Ravi, Cassie, and Cameron sneaking off to the library, looking quite guilty.”

      Gunter snarled and was out of his chair in a flash. Sora blinked, pressing back in his own chair. He would never have guessed that the dragon could move so fast. More laughter followed Gunter out of the hall as the dragon swore under his breath about troublemakers.

      Sora pulled out his cellphone and started to text Ravi a warning that Gunter was on his way. It hadn’t quite been thirty minutes, but it was pretty darn close. However, before he pressed the send button, the phone was pulled out of his fingers. His head snapped up and he saw Dieter raising one eyebrow at him while turning the phone’s screen to view it.

      “Did Alric or Ravi enlist your help on this little task?” Dieter inquired, not sounding at all surprised.

      “Ravi, actually.” Sora struggled to read the strange expression on Dieter’s face. The king’s advisor didn’t exactly look censorious, but Sora didn’t want to get on the king’s bad side, and a word from Dieter could so easily put him there.

      At the same time, he was hyperaware that seconds were steadily ticking by and the others had no idea Gunter was coming for them. He needed to warn them before it was too late.

      With a smirk, Dieter motioned for Sora to follow him. “Come along.”

      “It was just a little practical joke,” Sora hedged as he followed Dieter, feeling too much like a student caught by his teacher as he placed a tack on her chair.

      “It certainly looked less damaging than some of Ravi’s other jokes. I thought I saw Cassie carrying bubble wrap and Cameron trying to pop it as they walked along.”

      Sora huffed a laugh at the mental image. “Ravi is shrink-wrapping the shelves, and Cameron and Cassie are bubble wrapping the chairs.”

      “Ah. Much less damaging than some of their other antics.”

      As they turned down the hall, Dieter handed Sora’s phone back.

      Sora looked at the screen to find that Dieter had sent the warning he’d typed out, allowing him to breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Part of the fun is Ravi getting caught by Gunter,” Dieter said with a smile.

      He led Sora over to a pair of double doors and opened them. They stepped out onto a small balcony. In the distance, they could hear some muffled shouts followed by the pounding of feet. Sora looked around, trying to gauge where they were coming from.

      Behind them! He twisted around in time to see Cameron and Cassie run through the door, out of breath and laughing. They took one look at Dieter and shouted.

      “You gave us away!” Cameron accused, poking the older dragon in the shoulder.

      “You told on us!” Cassie said, though she was still laughing.

      “I did,” Dieter admitted with a shrug. “It’s part of the fun.”

      Before Sora could ask if this was a habit among them, Ravi’s laugh echoed through the air. Sora whipped back around to see the smaller man jump off a lower balcony and instantly change into a slate blue dragon. His outstretched wings caught the wind and lifted his lithe body higher into the air. A few seconds later, they all watched Gunter jump off the same balcony and shift into a dark red dragon. The massive beast sent a flare of fire after the wind dragon, but he deftly dodged it, still laughing.

      The two continued to chase after each other, cutting through the air and weaving around castle towers with practiced ease. The two dragons seemed as different as night and day. Ravi’s blue body was long and lean, all speed and grace, where Gunter’s red form was pure power, more of a flying T-Rex than Ravi’s swan. Together they were a breathtaking sight.

      “I will never get tired of watching that,” Cameron murmured.

      Sora looked up to find Cassie leaning against her brother. Cameron had an arm wrapped around her slender shoulders.

      “I will never get tired of seeing Gunter’s expression when he discovers Ravi has touched his books,” Cassie added. “If you exclude all the Sasha parts of my week, this is the thing I look forward to the most.”

      She suddenly straightened and stepped away from her brother.

      “I gotta go tell her about this one. She’s gonna die.”

      The female mage darted away, her laughter echoing down the hall. Cameron shook his head and started after her, muttering something about finding more of that bubble wrap to pop.

      Sora looked back to the sky to see Ravi carving circles and figure eights in the sky. Gunter was now hovering next to a balcony higher up on the castle, his massive wings flapping great gusts of wind to hold him in place. Opposite him stood King Alric. He could hear the king speaking but couldn’t make out his words. The dragon snarled and sent a blast of fire in King Alric’s direction, but the king didn’t move or flinch. The fire dragon flew off, heading higher into the mountains while the wind dragon made a pass by their balcony, waving one hand at them.

      “What was King Alric saying to Gunter?”

      Dieter chuckled.

      “That it was for his own good.” Dieter shrugged again. “They go through this little song and dance all the time. Gunter gets lost in his work, ignoring his dragon’s need to fly. Ignoring his own human needs for sunlight and fresh air. Alric prods Ravi into stirring up trouble. Ravi irritates Gunter, and Gunter chases Ravi into the air. Gunter complains, but mark my words, when you see Gunter tomorrow, he’ll be a new dragon. Happy and spry.”

      “He seemed pretty spry when he ran out of the hall,” Sora said with a shake of his head.

      “Gunter trained for battle the same as Alric, Baldewin, and Ravi. He fought in the Dragon War beside Alric and Baldewin. He’s as much a brother to Alric as Baldewin, and he has always been at the king’s side.” Dieter paused and stared at the last place they’d seen the fire dragon in the sky. “Gunter can be as dangerous as any dragon. He just prefers the order and silence of his books. And he needs reminding, every once in a while, that he can have his order but he can’t ignore his dragon.”

      “He’s lucky to have a family that takes such wonderful care of him,” Sora murmured.

      Dieter nodded. “Thank you for helping with our little intervention.”

      As Dieter returned to the interior of the castle, Ravi darted over to where Sora was standing. He clung to the side, his sharp talons digging into the stone and mortar. Like a gecko, he quickly crawled closer and shifted back into his human form as he stepped on the balcony.

      “Wasn’t that great?” Ravi shouted. He launched himself at Sora, twirling them both around.

      “That was pretty amazing.” Sora laughed as he clung to the dragon.

      He’d never done anything quite like that. He’d played a couple small jokes on his parents and other kids when he was growing up, but nothing that had involved planning or co-conspirators.  Ravi made him feel a part of something bigger, made him feel so very needed, even if it was just for a joke.

      When he’d first come to Burkhard, he’d been faced with a clan that was struggling against seemingly insurmountable odds. They had little magic, few mages, dragons desperate for mates, and an old enemy determined to destroy them all.

      But this afternoon, it had become clear how they’d managed to survive all these years. They protected each other, watched out for each other—whether everyone wanted to be protected or not. And it was all done with an abundance of love and laughter.

      Now, Sora was faced with this wonderful, bright smile and shining eyes. He didn’t want to look away from Ravi. He was afraid that if they were apart for even a second, he would miss out on a stunning Ravi-filled moment of pure joy.

      This was becoming addictive—Ravi’s company and the happiness he brought to Sora. He felt lighter whenever he was around the wind dragon. Hungry for more.

      And, frankly, the idea of going home now was depressing. Sora was loath to leave. He needed far more time with Ravi. There were too many questions and feelings he had no answer for at this moment. And he wasn’t leaving until he’d figured it all out.
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      “One hour. I’m giving you only one more hour,” North reminded Ravi, for what had to be the third time.

      Ravi smirked at the young mage. “Missing your dragon that much?”

      North fluttered long eyelashes at him, soft purple eyeshadow giving his eyes a smoky effect while his pink sparkling lips tilted in a smirk. “I’m always missing my dragon.”

      Today, North was wearing a white T-shirt that had a cartoon of a man hugging a red dragon while twin curls of smoke rose from the dragon’s nose, forming a heart. In bold pink letters it said, “Chief Dragon Cuddler.”

      Ravi was pretty sure North had designed the shirt, since the man looked vaguely like him while the dragon had Warin’s color pattern. There was already talk of Cassie adding a shop to the new website so people could buy not only their health and beauty products, but also North’s adorable T-shirts.

      “Has a certain mage cuddled you today?” North teased as he turned his attention to the next potential mage waiting to be tested.

      Ravi didn’t even bother to pretend not to know who he was talking about. “We had a nice breakfast together.”

      With about four other dragons at the table, his dragon mentally growled.

      He loved his clanmates, but it was damn hard to get time alone with Sora. Not that he begrudged any of his clanmates the chance to find their mate, but couldn’t he call, like, finders-keepers with Sora? At least for a week? No, a week wouldn’t be enough. A month. Yes, he should get to keep Sora to himself for a month and then, maybe, he’d share.

      Ravi watched closely as North placed the Noh amulet into a woman’s outstretched and trembling hand. The reaction was immediate—or rather, the lack of reaction was immediate. Nothing happened. No telltale green glow as the amulet reacted out to the mage’s own inner power.

      No, the poor woman was not a mage.

      In fact, very few of the people who’d been tested had proven to be mages, which wasn’t all that surprising. Even before the war, mages were only a tiny fraction of the overall human population. After the loss of the major clans and then the scattering of the remaining minor clans, the number of mages in the world had to have dwindled even more, but they weren’t gone.

      North was proof of that. So were Cameron, Cassie, Ha Na, and Tori. They’d all come to the castle in the last year. A veritable surge in mages. That had to mean there were still many more out there in the world. And maybe there would be one out there for him.

      Ravi’s gaze returned to the gathered masses stretched out in front of the gates to Burkhard Castle, only half-listening to North gently telling the poor woman that she was, in fact, not a mage, despite what her grandmother had told her.

      Prior to being tested, everyone filled out a form giving basic family details, signed a release, and had their picture taken. North and Gunter were working on a massive database that would allow them to dig deeper into the genealogy and potentially locate more clans.

      Between the people lined up outside the castle for the past few days and all the people taking the website quiz, Ravi felt sure that half the population of the world had claimed to be a mage. He couldn’t imagine how they were sorting through all this information.

      The entire thing made Ravi’s head hurt and eyes cross. He didn’t do databases. He wasn’t even the biggest fan of computers. His smartphone was fine because it was loaded with games, but overall, he much preferred the job of protecting the royal family.

      And helping the new mages get adjusted to the castle.

      Like Sora.

      He needed to find Sora, to check on him again. Not that he needed checking on. The mage was clearly comfortable around other mages and dragons. Sora had talked about growing up around magic with his family and clan, but he hadn’t given many more details than that. Of course, his magical prowess spoke for itself.

      It was a shame he wasn’t willing to talk more about his people.

      Maybe Ravi could get Sora to relax. A smile grew on his face. He was good at getting people to relax and laugh, but then he was fairly easygoing. Most people were intimidated by Alric because he was the king, or Warin and Baldewin because they were monstrously big. And Gunter…well, Gunter was just Gunter. That dragon was just weird.

      Easing Sora’s concerns was a good step toward convincing his family to come out of hiding. Ravi appointed himself, by authority given to him by himself, to be the ambassador for this particular diplomacy mission. He’d work on winning the Vo family over via Sora. Yup, no problem.

      It wasn’t like it was going to be a horrible hardship. Sora was an amazing guy with a pleasant smile.

      Okay, so he was hot as hell, and Ravi wanted to wrap himself around the man’s body, but Ravi did not want to scare him off. That would be bad. Alric would be mad. Lisette would be furious. And Ravi would likely be heartbroken. The mage seemed far too interesting to lose.

      It didn’t hurt that Sora seemed quite happy with his visits. For the past four days, they’d had most of their meals together. That first date had gone very well, and Ravi was pleased as punch that Sora felt the same way about it. They were coordinating their schedules as much as possible to spend even more time together. Even with errands, like when Sora needed to get his things from the hotel. Yes, they’d also wrangled Warin into the trip because the edict was two dragons per mage, but at least Warin already had his own mate. Warin had no designs on the sexy Sora, happy to leave him to Ravi’s antics.

      “Whoa! Excellent! Congratulations, you’re a mage,” North was saying excitedly.

      Ravi tore his attention back to North to see an older woman’s mouth fall open as the green light from the amulet started to fade away. Ravi cursed his lack of attention span. He hadn’t even seen the last applicant walk away or this new one walk up.

      He needed to keep his mind on the task at hand, which was protecting North and keeping an eye on all the people gathered in front of the castle.

      As it had happened the last time a mage was identified, camera flashes started popping and the rest of the media, who were hemmed off several yards away, jostled a couple inches closer to get a good view of the newly identified mage.

      Ever since the interviews had started, there had been a horde of reporters camped outside the castle walls, trying to get an interview with anyone who lived inside.

      As Ravi had experienced firsthand, there were even more in the town, lurking around every corner and hiding in the shadows, waiting for someone from the castle to stumble across their path.

      Alric was maintaining his ban on anyone speaking to the press without his approval. For now, he was trying to carefully guide the message from the dragon and mage camp as well as protect any mages.

      A week had passed since the first television interview, and the crowd of people outside their gates hadn’t waned. People would leave, but more would show up to take their place each day.

      The first couple of days had been hectic, but Cameron and Lisette immediately organized a way to gather information about each person before they were tested, and then the rest of the mages were assigned shifts to conduct the tests.

      Baldewin wasn’t thrilled about it. He’d doubled the number of dragons guarding the entrance and making rounds of the castle walls. It had been centuries since this many people had been close to the castle. Hopefully, Tori was somewhere soothing the frazzled dragon.

      “Ha! I just beat Gisa,” North crowed before the next would-be mage stepped forward.

      “How?”

      “She didn’t find any mages during her shift this morning and was grumbling about it. Now I’ve got one! Including the one I found on the first day of tests, that’s two!” North held up two fingers and did a little celebratory wiggle.

      Ravi laughed and shook his head. Five new mages in less than a week. It was astounding after so long without finding any.

      North finished giving directions to the old woman, explaining where to enter the castle and that she’d be met by another dragon who would show her around and introduce her to the other mages. He turned back to the line and was greeted by a nervous-looking woman. Her eyes darted from North to Ravi to the other dragons around the courtyard, not that Ravi blamed her. Between the ravenous media, the sudden reappearance of dragons, and this new chance that anyone could be a mage, most people arrived with nervous, overwhelmed, or even dazed expressions.

      “Don’t worry. This isn’t going to hurt a bit,” Ravi reassured her.

      She offered him a grateful smile as North placed the amulet in her hand. Bright green light glowed from the amulet in an instant, and North gasped.

      “Holy crap! That’s two in a row!”

      “I’m a mage? Really? Are you sure?” she asked in heavily accented English, though Ravi couldn’t quite place what her native tongue might be. Definitely European, maybe Eastern European.

      “Definitely! Congrats!” North laughed.

      He stepped to the side and quickly delivered the same instructions he’d just given the old woman. She must have overheard him the first time because she was already walking toward the castle at a brisk pace before North could even finish talking.

      As she got several yards away from them, the wind shifted enough that a distinct smell hit Ravi’s nose and nearly knocked his knees out from beneath him. He couldn’t be right. He jerked around and inhaled deeply, praying he’d been mistaken. His heart sped up and his throat went dry when his nostrils filled with the scent a second time.

      Jaeggi.

      “She’s a Jaeggi,” he exhaled in horror.

      “What?” North cried out, his head snapping up and his mouth falling open as he looked at Ravi. The person before him was completely forgotten for the moment.

      “Jaeggi. She smells of Jaeggi,” Ravi repeated, his voice growing deeper as his dragon pushed for him to attack. His mind raced forward, planning carefully, while his dragon fought for freedom. They needed to protect the mages. Protect the castle.

      “Should I—”

      “You stay here, get everyone out, clear the area immediately. Call Baldewin,” Ravi ordered.

      He turned away from North, eyes searching the immediate area until he spotted the person he was looking for. With a sharp whistle, he waved over two other dragons. After a few quick orders to guard North, Ravi was sprinting as fast as he could across the courtyard toward the castle.

      He could have called for more dragons to assist him, but he was the fastest of all the Burkhard dragons. He was the one with the best shot of reaching her before she could cause any mischief within the castle.

      Was it possible she was just a spy? The Jaeggi could have seen the circus that had popped up outside the castle and hoped to sneak someone inside to assess their defenses, get a count of how many dragons and mages were actually inside the clan.

      Didn’t matter. Regardless of what her plans might be, he needed to capture her and lock her away where she couldn’t harm anyone.

      And if they were lucky—if they could keep her alive—maybe they would finally be able to get some useful information on the Jaeggi.

      Ravi burst through the side entrance to the castle where they had been directing the few mages they’d discovered that day and looked around. It was a small antechamber with pleasant pale yellow walls and a mural of a green field at springtime. At one side of the room, Gisa was shouting after the Jaeggi woman, who had darted down a different hallway that led to the main foyer of the castle as well as all of Alric’s offices and private chambers.

      Ravi didn’t stop to explain anything. He chased after the Jaeggi mage while shouting over his shoulder for Gisa to call for the rest of the guards. This woman needed to be captured immediately.

      Whether it was the sound of his shouting or his pounding footsteps, the woman clearly knew she had been found out. She put on a burst of new speed, but Ravi was quickly closing in on her. No one was faster than a wind dragon. She was not going to escape him.

      The hallway cut left, and someone shouted, jumping out of the woman’s way while Ravi followed on her heels.

      “Jaeggi! Protect the mages! Protect the royal family!” Ravi shouted, gaining on her by a couple more feet.  He was getting close, but not enough to grab her yet.

      She looked back over her shoulder again as she reached the main foyer. The room soared nearly three stories up, showing off exquisite murals, a broad main staircase, and soaring windows. The woman’s dark eyes narrowed on him, and he thought he could hear her swear at him.

      As she turned her attention ahead of her again, Ravi could feel a new tingle of magic, but it felt off, wrong. It was like stinging nettles being drawn across his flesh. She was casting a spell, and there was no hope that it was going to be anything good.

      He didn’t think. There wasn’t time. The communication between himself and his dragon was instantaneous. With one step he was Ravi the human, and the next he was Ravi the wind dragon. Great blue wings stretched out and up toward the ceiling. His long tail slithered down the hall behind him.

      Shit, the spell had just been a deflection against him. Strapped to her chest was a bomb, and even as he watched, she was fumbling with the ignition switch.

      With no clear plan in mind, he reared back and blasted her with wind, pushing her hard toward the windows, the only outlet to be had in these walls of stone. All he knew was he had to get her out of the castle, away from his family. He had to keep his family safe. There was no room for doubt or guilt or even fear.

      The second the wind hit her, lifting her entirely off her feet, there was an all consuming explosion. Bright light seared his eyes and scorched the front of him. The concussive force slammed into his chest and threw him backward. It was a fight to keep his wings extended, but he didn’t know who might be behind him in the foyer. If his wings took the brunt of the blast, other people might not get hurt.

      He didn’t know what had happened to the Jaeggi mage, didn’t know if anyone else was in danger. He was flying backward through the air, pain streaking through his body. A moment later, he crashed hard into something, and the world blinked to nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sora felt the entire castle rock, the shudder of a massive shockwave rumbling through the stone and wood. He staggered a little under the unexpected blow of it, then stayed perfectly still, ears searching for the source. What was that? It had to have been an extraordinary force. Not even a dragon landing on the castle would have this effect, and it would have sounded different.

      On instinct, he gathered up his work bag and dove out of his bedroom, running toward the front of the castle, as the noise and shockwave had come from somewhere in that direction. As he ran, he could hear people crying out in alarm, their voices echoing through the hallways. He could smell the distinct sulfuric scent of something burning. And his gut clenched in anxiety. Had the castle suffered an attack?

      He doubled his speed, racing down the stairs now, running for all he was worth. The damage became more apparent as he reached the main foyer of the castle, the pictures hanging cock-eyed or on the ground entirely, windows shattered, and the smell—he could smell it clearly now, the scent of gunpowder.

      And the moans of pain.

      The healer in him snapped to attention as he skidded through the door, taking stock. The front windows of the foyer were completely blown out, leaving a gaping hole where a wall of them had once stood. Glass and debris were sprayed in every direction.

      Three people lay on the floor, limbs askew like discarded puppets. Two of them were out cold, and then there was Ravi—it could only be Ravi. The slate blue dragon was lying on his side, his legs splayed, one wing at an odd angle, resting up against the staircase balustrade. He looked completely unconscious, unnaturally still.

      Ravi was life, movement, spontaneity. To see him so still and bleeding shook Sora’s heart in a way that he hadn’t expected. Oh Kami-sama, please do not let him be badly hurt. Sora’s heart couldn’t take it if he was.

      He dove for the dragon first, yanking open his bag as he moved to draw out the elements he needed. Moonlight and fairy’s kiss, the two combined were enough for him to run a quick diagnostic so he could understand what to treat first.

      Putting a hand to Ravi’s side, he spoke quickly, “Ziik gabo gev adi.”

      Every injury on Ravi lit up in clear, glowing lines of red, some of them with numbers and quantities written out next to the wound, telling him the extent of the damage. Sora winced at the total. The wing across the stairs had four broken bones; he suffered from three cracked ribs; and the gashes along his nose and chest were deep enough that something more than bandages was called for. The burns, too, were painful but, thankfully, wouldn’t be debilitating once treated. It could have been worse, but until those broken bones in the wing healed, there would be no shifting forms for Ravi. He’d never fly again if he tried to shift now.

      Sora dug grimly into his bag, yanking out yet more ingredients. The bones could wait a moment; he had to stop the bleeding. Japanese honeysuckle to promote healing, captured dragon’s flame to seal the wound, rainbow mist to cool it. He applied himself to every serious gash, letting the minor scrapes be for now. He’d tend to them when he had more time. He didn’t want Ravi to get an infection, but they weren’t the highest priority.

      There, good, Ravi had stopped bleeding. Wings next.

      He focused solely on the problem at hand, not giving himself room for emotions. They had no place on the treatment floor. Sora’s tears wouldn’t heal Ravi. Emotions were for after, when the crisis was over.

      People started flooding in, Baldewin issuing commands in a brisk voice, mages arriving with their own bags in tow. Pounding feet on marble, gasps of horror, shaking voices of anger. The noise poured over him and then washed away. Sora was relieved more help had arrived, but he paid them little attention, as he had to get Ravi’s bones set correctly.

      A hand landed on his shoulder, Lisette’s voice in his ear. “Have you got him?”

      “Yes, go tend to the others,” Sora encouraged, never taking his eyes off the work in front of him.

      “Alright. Yell if you need help moving him.”

      “I won’t, his damaged side is up.”

      Lisette grunted in acknowledgement and then raced off to help someone else. Sora threw himself back into Ravi’s treatment, carefully using magic to realign the broken bones, then reinforcing them with a multitude of spells. He’d bind the wing in a moment, make sure it couldn’t be moved, but the bones themselves needed to be surgically glued back together.

      Another hand landed on his shoulder, and Sora tersely said, “He’s alright.”

      “I can tell.”

      Sora blinked, turning his head to see who it was. Oh. “Tori?”

      “Yeah. Good work here. Really, excellent work. Need a hand?”

      He almost said no. Some dark, emotional part of him didn’t want anyone near Ravi, didn’t want another soul touching him while he was hurting and vulnerable, but the logical side kicked in again and he thought better of it. “In a minute, I’ll need to bind his wing. He absolutely can’t move it until it’s healed.”

      “Ravi? Not move? Shit, that’s going to be a tall order.” Tori grimaced but gave a nod. “Alright, I can help you with the binding. If he can’t move it, then I assume he can’t shift, either? He’s stuck in this form for a few days?”

      “Unfortunately. He’ll be crippled for life if he tries to shift now.”

      “Then we’d better make him comfortable out here. No way can he fit through the hallways.” Tori turned his head and bellowed, “Sasha! We need blankets and pillows for Ravi!”

      Sasha turned out to be an incredibly well-built woman with blonde hair and as many muscles as any bodybuilder. She jogged to them, protesting and shaking her head as she moved. “No, this isn’t secure with the windows blown out like that. We need to stabilize everyone enough to move them out, clean up, and do some repair work.”

      Tori immediately countered back. “Ravi can’t be moved. He’s got multiple broken bones in his wings.”

      Backing this, Sora threw in, “If he shifts now, he’ll never fly again.”

      “Well, shit,” Sasha growled. “Okay. I’ll update people on this and get some blankets and mounds of pillows over to you. Give me a minute. BALDEWIN!”

      She jogged off, supposedly to update others on the situation and change the plans of clearing this area.

      Tori left as well, to get something to bind the wing with. Sora focused on the burned skin as he did that, glad this clan knew how to work together in an emergency. Of course, it made sense that they had good teamwork. They’d only had each other to rely on for years.

      He sat back on his heels for a moment, taking a breather and waiting for Tori to return. He needed a second, anyway. Sora’s emotions were battering at him, and he stole a moment to wipe the tears from his eyes with the hem of his shirt. Kami-sama, this was hard, seeing Ravi broken and bleeding like this. He wanted to gather him up, soothe the wind dragon with kisses and soft touches, try to erase it all. Even though he knew it was futile and impossible to do any of that.

      Sora had suspected that Ravi was important to him. That there might be something between them. But right now, with his heart screaming at him, it couldn’t be more obvious. Ravi was everything. Everything his heart had ever wanted and more. And Sora would make sure he stood on his own feet again, that he could fly again. There was no room for error.

      And when he had Ravi well and whole again, he’d do more to win this man. To confess his heart. There was a great deal that Sora needed to say, and not only to Ravi. This wasn’t the right time for it, but he’d create the right moment if he had to. There was no doubt about that.

      His eyes went to the two other people who’d been injured, but they had already been treated and carried away it seemed. He saw no sign of them now. Someone was cleaning up the glass with some brisk cleaning spells, and two dragons had already shifted and were perched just outside, standing guard.

      The wind blowing through the broken windows carried with it a hint of smoke, and Sora nearly smiled. Fire dragons. Angry fire dragons. He’d never thought he’d see fire dragons in his life, and now two red beasts were sitting just a few yards away, little curls of grey smoke trickling from their mouths as if they were barely controlling their rage. Not that Sora blamed them. Their home had been attacked. Their family had been hurt. If he were a fire dragon, he’d be breathing smoke right now, too.

      King Alric jogged up to him, taking in the sight of Ravi with a pinched expression. “How is he, Mage Vo?”

      “Injured, but nothing that he can’t recover from. Sadly, several bones in his wing are broken, and I cannot advise moving him until they’ve healed.” Knowing that this man needed a firmer timeline, Sora offered, “Depending on his rate of healing, anywhere from three to five days. Then it will be safe for him to shift without compromising his recovery.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Alric passed a hand over Ravi’s undamaged hide, looking on the point of either murder or tears. “Of course he’d be the one most hurt out of everyone.”

      “Can I ask what happened?” Sora still had no idea how Ravi had been hurt.

      “Someone snuck in. A Jaeggi, we think, coming in with the other new mages. Ravi caught some hint of her intentions, and he chased after the woman. We believe that, when she realized she’d been caught, she chose to ignite the bomb here. Ravi shifted and used his wind to blow the force of the explosion out of the castle, minimizing the damage.”

      Sora regarded the little wind dragon next to him with renewed respect and heartache. Wind dragons were always teased about being impulsive and mischievous. They weren’t the responsible ones. He thought Ravi rather fit the type of his people, but clearly he could be very responsible when the situation called for it. And brave, as that had to have been terrifying, to face off with a bomb and know that you were in the blast radius. No wonder King Alric trusted him so much, as clearly the man knew the true nature of his bodyguard.

      “His speed and wind saved him. Possibly saved a lot of mages and dragons today.”

      “I believe that’s true. That and his intuition. It’s seriously uncanny. You’ve come to the aid of one of mine, Mage Vo, and it’s truly appreciated beyond what words can express.”

      Sora gave the man a smile. “I’m very fond of Ravi, you know. I don’t want him hurting. I’ll do everything in my power to aid his recovery and keep him comfortable.”

      Tori returned at that moment, his arms full of a folded white sheet of some kind and two long poles over one shoulder. “Can we make a makeshift cast out of this?”

      “I think so.” Sora eyed the offerings with a judicious look. “I have a spell I can use to cement it, keep it flexible but firm. You won’t be able to use those things again afterwards, though.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. I filched this from storage, no one will miss it.”

      “Excellent.”

      King Alric motioned for them to go ahead. “I’ll let you work, but I’ll swing back by soon.”

      He probably had castle security and a hundred other things to oversee. Sora didn’t need his help here anyway. He focused on holding the bars steady as Tori wrapped the cloth around the wing, then fastened it in place. Sora enacted a plastering spell on top of that, turning it slightly more rigid so the bones underneath had no chance to shift. Good, that should hold.

      Tori gave him a nod and said, “I’ll fetch blankets and pillows, maybe a couple of mattresses. Do not leave him alone; the first thing he’ll try to do is move.”

      “I believe that.” Sora stayed planted, watching Ravi carefully for any sign of wakefulness. As he stared at this beautiful, amazing dragon, his heart ached.

      This shouldn’t have happened. The Jaeggi shouldn’t still be terrorizing people. Ravi shouldn’t have to be alert against them. He shouldn’t have been forced to sacrifice his own safety to protect his clan. Shifting in this foyer, using wind power, he’d basically had no real room to maneuver.

      What if it hadn’t worked? What if his attempt had been too late, or a little off? He would have borne the full brunt of the bomb’s effect and might not have survived it.

      This entire clan was filled with good people just trying to live and find some happiness. They’d done nothing to deserve this. And it enraged Sora that history was once again trying to repeat itself.

      He stroked Ravi’s cheek with a flat hand, feeling the smooth hardness of the scales, the warmth of them.

      “I promise you, I’ll get help here if it’s the last thing I do. They don’t understand the situation here yet, but I’m not going to leave all of you out here, defenseless. And this is the last attack you’ll have to suffer through, if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Here, Sora!” Tori came back with pillows under both arms, and behind him was North, dragging a mattress with great determination. “Let’s get him settled in.”

      Sora went to help with the mattress, as North was red in the face and panting with exertion. They set it aside for now, as it would mean lifting Ravi onto it, or having him shift onto it. Sora went for his head instead, lifting under his snout so that Tori could stuff three pillows beneath him. As he set Ravi’s head gently back down, he realized that a pair of chocolate-brown eyes were staring back at him, half-lidded. Ravi was clearly not fully awake, but awareness flickered through his eyes.

      “Hot male nurse,” he slurred in a pleased tone. “Me likey. Kiss it better?”

      Sora snorted a laugh, amused and relieved at the immediate banter. “I’m afraid it will take more than one kiss.”

      “You say this like it’s a bad thing.” Ravi repositioned himself, then grimaced. “Owww. How bad is it?”

      “Three cracked ribs, four broken bones in your wing, and several gashes and burns. You’re quite lucky it’s not worse.” Sora firmed his voice. “And you absolutely cannot shift from this form until I clear you. Do so, you lose the ability to fly.”

      Ravi blinked, and he looked more awake now. “No! But that means I’m stuck out here.”

      “That’s what it means.”

      Tori pitched in, just as firm. “And that means you have to stay still.”

      Ravi rolled his eyes, expression plaintive. “But I’m really bad at that.”

      “I know you are. Do it anyway.” Tori had absolutely no mercy.

      Sora stroked the soft spot on his nose, right between his nostrils, and Ravi settled back in with a sigh of pleasure. That was always a good spot for dragons. “I’ll keep you company, alright?”

      “That does make it better,” Ravi admitted.

      “It was incredibly brave, what you did. I’m glad you thought so quickly but sorry you were hurt in the process.”

      It was hard to tell under the scales, but Ravi might have been blushing. He certainly had a hard time meeting anyone’s eyes, especially Sora’s.

      “Uh, well, all in the line of duty.”

      “Indeed.” Sora gestured toward the mattress. “I think we can carefully move you over to there and allow your wing more room to lie flat. It’ll be more comfortable for you, but let’s do this carefully. I don’t want to aggravate anything.”

      “Sure, but tell me first. I saw her fly out the window, so I know I thwarted the Jaeggi. But there was no one else, right?”

      “No, she was the only bomber,” North assured him. “They’re still sweeping the castle and double checking, but it looked like she was a lone suicide bomber.”

      “Thank fuck. Cause I am not feeling fighting fit right now.” Ravi groaned as he started transferring his weight over. “Oww. Owwwww. Guys, I have to tell you, being hit by a bomb? Zero stars, absolutely do not recommend. Fuck, I want to curl up in a hot bath. With bubbles. And maybe stay in it for a few years.”

      “After Sora says it’s okay,” North reiterated, helping to move him.

      Rolling those big brown eyes at him again, Ravi pleaded, “Maybe if I shift slowly?”

      “No shifting at all.”

      It would be a battle between Ravi’s patience and his natural healing speed from this point on. Sora could see the writing clearly on the wall. But he had an idea or two how to temper the impatience.

      “I have a lovely potion that will ease the aches and pains. I’ll rub it all over you. And kiss the boo-boos. But you have to stay in dragon form.”

      Ravi paused and eyed him suspiciously. “Every boo-boo? You promise?”

      “I promise.” And Sora meant it. He noticed the looks the other two mages were giving him, as if surprised at his offer and sincerity, but he didn’t elaborate. He had nothing to explain to them, after all.

      “Hot damn.” Ravi sighed, then groaned as he sank onto the mattress. “I guess something good had to come out of this. I’ll hold you to that promise, Sora.”

      “Do so. In the meantime, let’s find more mattresses and pillows. I don’t think just one will cut it.”
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      Sora had Ravi situated to be as comfortable as possible while still in an active environment. He had several mattresses under him, mounds of pillows, and comforters hastily stitched together and thrown over his back to keep him warm as he healed. Unlike a fire dragon, he had no natural heat to offer his healing body, so the comforter was essential. Really, if someone were to make a case that dragons hoarded soft things, Ravi would be the perfect illustration in this moment.

      Good to his word, King Alric returned three hours after checking on Ravi, with Baldewin on his heels. Baldewin had a large blue stuffed rabbit in his hands for some reason, which he promptly tucked in between Ravi’s forearm and chest.

      “You’re the only one who understands me.” Ravi sighed in pleasure.

      Baldewin shook his head. “You, sleep without at least one cuddly thing nearby? We’d never hear the end of it. How are you, Ravi?”

      “Sore, aching, but I have a hot male nurse. I mean, as a silver lining, it’s a damn good one.” Ravi grinned at Sora, who grinned back.

      Such an incorrigible dragon. Sora would tickle him for the impertinence if it wouldn’t set off his multitude of injuries.

      King Alric regarded his injured bodyguard with a twisted smile. “In good news, we’ve verified that the bomber didn’t bring an ally. There weren’t any boobytraps about, either. The Sonthofen police have come up and helped us investigate, and they’ve taken the remains of the bomb and the body away for processing. They said that, when you’re up to it, they’ll need to ask some questions about what happened.”

      “Sure, it’s not like I’m doing anything else.” Ravi repositioned a little and winced. “But really, the police?”

      “Since we’ve come out to the world, they’ve been more…forthcoming with us. I think they saw this as an amazing chance to not only get inside the castle and look around, but also foster good relations.” King Alric shrugged as if this were only to be expected.

      “And we will be keeping a close eye on them as they move around the castle,” Baldewin added with a grumble.

      Not that Sora blamed him. Their home had been invaded and three of their own had been hurt. Now, more strangers were coming in under the guise of “helping.” Of course they were grumpy and on edge.

      “At any rate, I feel that they’ll likely come and ask you questions soon.”

      “Okay.” Ravi didn’t seem particularly excited or bothered by this.

      Lisette joined them, her lips pursed as she ran a diagnostic spell over the downed dragon. Whatever she saw pleased her, as she dismissed the spell with a smile. “You’ve been tended to nicely, Ravi. Really, Mage Vo, I’ve not seen healing arts of this caliber since the Dragon War. What else have I failed to learn from you?”

      “There’s too long a list, I fear.”

      Sora chafed at the fact that he couldn’t say more. Truly, the more he interacted with everyone here, the more this half-lie sat ill with him. And seeing how they all trusted him with Ravi, it burned even worse.

      To try and mask it, and buy himself more time, he offered, “I will speak with my family later and get permission to share our spell books. I think they’ll be of great benefit here.”

      “We’d dearly love to have a copy. We weren’t healers ourselves before the Dragon War, not really. As you’ve seen, we just know the basics. And our clan has suffered from it.” A cloud passed over Lisette’s face for a moment. “But thank you for being so quick to respond. Wing bones, especially, are so delicate. I would have hesitated strongly before attempting to heal Ravi. You clearly knew what you were doing.”

      Not the first time I’ve dealt with wing bones was not the answer he could give her in that moment. Sora went with a safer route. “I’m happy to help. Although I wish it hadn’t been necessary. Please, be frank with me. Do you suffer from these attacks often?”

      “Too often,” Baldewin answered with a groan. “Although, they’ve never penetrated the castle before. Sometimes the Jaeggi tactics are hit and run, more opportunistic. If they see a mage, they’ll try and kidnap them or take advantage. We had that trouble with my own mate, as the Jaeggi spotted Tori and trouble followed. But they can do more surgical strikes, as you’ve seen here.”

      “I am…horrified to hear that.” Sora felt like even those words weren’t strong enough. Rage and growing unease slithered along his chest like a python, gripping uncomfortably tight.

      “We’re not exactly pleased, ourselves.” King Alric sighed, and he seemed a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Especially with so many new mages here, who can barely do all the defensive spells. It’s worrisome. I’m afraid we’ve not put our best foot forward with you, Mage Vo. I know you’re here on behalf of your family, to report back to them. I cannot safely promise that we can protect them. Still, I hope they will come and speak with us, at the very least.”

      Sora spoke from the heart as he promised, “I’ll do my very best to convince them.”
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        * * *

      

      Sora stayed firmly at Ravi’s side all through the cleanup of the foyer and aided in the repair spells to the windows and front of the building to close it up. Even in this mild weather, it wasn’t advisable to leave the place like this. It would take more than a day’s worth of work, but the main structure was back in place. Tarps covered the windows until new glass could be ordered, as they’d been shattered so thoroughly that even with magic repairing them, they’d remain brittle and fragile. Everyone agreed that ordering in new glass would be the smarter way to go.

      He lent his magic toward wards to boost the security and got many a thanks and even one exuberant hug from Cassie. Which surprised him, certainly. They were just so grateful for any helping hand, it was conversely worrying to him.

      He fed Ravi a sumptuous dinner, a partial reward for a job well done, and then without compunction drugged the dragon up to his eyeballs with a sleeping potion. With that much in his system, even an active wind dragon should sleep soundly for eight hours. And it bought Sora time to safely sleep in a bed instead of staying camped out near Ravi all night.

      Not to mention, time to make a very important phone call.

      Sora waited until he was alone in his bedroom before pulling out his phone and calling his mother once again. She answered quickly, no doubt eager for news.

      “Sora!” she greeted happily. “What news have you to share?”

      “We were attacked.” Sora let the dark, unhappy mood he was in sound loudly in his tone. Now was not the time to pull punches or shield his mother from the danger he was facing.

      She sucked in a breath. In a rush, she demanded, “How badly? Are you hurt? Can you come home immediately?”

      “I’m not hurt.” Sora knew to answer that question first. “Not a scratch on me. A suicide bomber, a Jaeggi, infiltrated the castle and tried to blow it to bits. Ravi caught her, or tried, chasing her through the castle. He deflected the blow, and it damaged the front of the foyer. It’s left him injured and immobile for the next several days.”

      “Oh. Oh dear, Sora, this really doesn’t sound safe anymore.”

      “I don’t think this clan has truly been ‘safe’ since the Wars. It’s bad enough that King Alric apologized to me for the danger, said that he completely understood if my family wouldn’t come and meet with them. They don’t have any real knowledge of the healing arts. I offered at least a copy of our healing spellbooks. Healing. Spellbooks. Because they don’t know more than the basics.”

      His mother tried to get a word in edgewise.

      Sora wasn’t having it. He was on a roll now, his anger and heartache overriding his usual level of patience.

      “From what I’ve gathered from his clan—and they are extremely proud and protective of their king—that man carries a grievous injury from the Dragon Wars. He can’t even fly, and still, he doesn’t ask for anything for himself. He’s worried about his clan. That his mages won’t be able to heal those truly injured. That people might die on him because of the attacks they can’t always prevent, because they don’t have the necessary medical knowledge. And despite all of that, he won’t demand anything from me. He won’t demand to speak with any of you. He respects our caution, our fears, and doesn’t order me to do anything contrary to my family’s wishes.”

      She made a deflated noise. “You’re angry about this.”

      “I’m livid.” He was nearly shaking with it, that was how angry he felt. “I’ve made true friends here in the past six days because they welcomed me with open arms and smiles. They trusted me today without question, left the care of their hurt clansmen entirely up to me. Thanked me for it, helped me, praised my skills. And I’ve repaid them with lies. I can’t stand myself right now.”

      “I understand this goes against your nature, but…well, all things considered, isn’t it a sign that we shouldn’t go to them? I think you should come home, Sora.”

      “This clan just suffered an unexpected attack, and you want me to come home? I just spent eight hours either healing a dragon—the dragon that defeated the bomber at significant cost, with multiple contusions and broken bones to show for it—or repairing a castle well enough for him to be able to sleep. He can’t even shift out of dragon form, lie in his own bed to recuperate, and you want me to abandon them here? They don’t have enough help to even properly ward this place!”

      His mother blew out a breath. “You’re very strongly attached. My son, I know how soft-hearted you are. But these people aren’t your responsibility.”

      “Maybe I’m going to make them my responsibility.”

      “Sora—”

      “I know we are raised to believe that it’s a dragon’s duty to protect us, but is it not also our duty to care for those who would give their lives for us? I want to be able to face myself in the mirror every morning, Kaa-san. I want to be able to sleep peacefully at night. If I abandon them right now, I’ll never be able to do either again. These people are at war. Do you understand that?”

      “Is it truly that bad? It’s not just random attacks?”

      “Every single mage in this clan has faced off with the Jaeggi in some form or fashion; some were even kidnapped. Does that answer your question?”

      She uttered an oath. “Kuso. Alright, that does tell me how dire it is.”

      “Most of them are still mages in training, to boot. Two of them didn’t even know they were mages until the dragons here found them and explained. We’ve had multiple people show up at the gates to be tested because they had mages in their family line but no idea if they were mages or not.”

      Sora threw that in because he knew it would shock her as nothing else would.

      “Wait, what?!”

      “You heard me. That’s how little magic is left in the outside world. We might be the largest depository of magical knowledge still in existence. Everyone else has forgotten magic. Or barely remembers that they have mage ancestors. When I said they had no real knowledge of healing spells, I wasn’t exaggerating. Basic course books, I think that’s all they retained after the war ended.”

      “Shimatta. How have they even survived this long?”

      “Sheer determination, from what I can see. And they’re good at supporting each other. Their teamwork today was impressive to watch in action. Kaa-san, I can’t keep lying to them anymore. I don’t want to. I’m going to come clean to them tomorrow.”

      “Now, wait, Sora, think this through. I’ve never seen you make an emotional decision before.”

      “Apparently, I’ve never been riled up enough for my emotions to take over.” Sora himself was a little surprised by it, but he stood by every word that he had just said. He couldn’t stomach this situation any longer.

      His mother blew out a stream of air, a sure sign she was stressed. She always did that when her stress levels were through the roof.

      “I understand how frustrating it must be for you. And, certainly, their situation sounds grave. I do not underestimate how much trouble the Jaeggi can bring. Ever since I reported this to everyone else, I’ve been getting nothing but stories about some of the things the Jaeggi pulled during the war. The Council has been in near constant meetings. But…”

      Sora could hear her hesitation. No doubt she had no idea which way to jump, what would be the best for everyone. As a leader of the family herself, she couldn’t take just one side. She had to consider what was best for everyone.

      It was underhanded of him. Nigh smacked of manipulation, in fact. But Sora was feeling upset enough that he did it anyway.

      “I think I found my mate.”

      His mother gave a high-pitched squeal. “You have not! Don’t pull your mother’s leg.”

      “I think I have. The wind dragon who defeated the bomber? His name is Ravi. And I’m…strongly drawn to him. I can’t explain it, Kaa-san.” Sora’s eyes went blind to his surroundings. “He threw himself into danger to protect this clan, that’s how brave he is. How quick thinking. The king appointed him as one of his personal bodyguards, and I can see why. But even as he woke up, in so much pain and confusion, the first thing he did was joke with me. And make sure his clan was safe. He’s not uttered one serious complaint. He’s an incredible man.”

      “Have you tried courting him?” his mother asked eagerly.

      “I haven’t had the chance. It’s been too hectic here, and I was still sounding out my feelings about him before this shit happened.”

      “But do you intend to?”

      “I’d damn well like the chance to try, when he’s not hurting. When the family he loves is not fighting for their very existence. But I can’t even contemplate it, not while carrying a false name and identity.”

      Sora held his breath and hoped she’d take the bait.

      She did, without a single second of hesitation. “I’ll convene a meeting tonight. We’ll be over there in two days. Just wait a little longer before revealing yourself; I need time to get people moving down here.”

      As expected of his mother. Sora grinned, bouncing a little on his toes in delight.

      “I think I can get Ravi on his feet in two days. Maybe three. You have until then.”

      “I won’t need a second longer. Oh, son, I’m so happy to hear that you’ve finally found someone you like! Is he handsome?”

      “Gorgeous. And vibrant with life, with a happy personality. My eyes are constantly drawn to him. And I’m usually laughing when I’m with him.”

      Even with Ravi wrapped in bandages, that had proven to be the case.

      “Even in your rage and heartache for this clan, I can hear your happiness when you say his name. I’m so glad. I was afraid that you wouldn’t ever find someone you liked. Do you think he’ll accept a courtship from you?”

      “I have no idea. But I know that he considers me attractive. I barely knew him five minutes when he warned me that I was too handsome, that his clanmates would jump on me quickly. I thought he was joking, but I could tell he liked what he saw, too. He’s been very keen on making me feel welcome here. We eat every meal together, and we had a date that went very well. I think my odds are good.”

      Sora prayed they were, at least. He’d like the chance to at least try dating. He honestly couldn’t recall liking anyone else like this.

      “I’ll move quickly,” his mother promised, and she sounded as if she were already moving in a hurry. Her skirts flapped loudly as she half-jogged. “I want to meet him. Just wait until I give you the all-clear before revealing who you truly are.”

      “I will. But work fast, Kaa-san. I want to come clean before it gets any more awkward.”

      “I will. Be safe, and for god’s sake, ward your room! I don’t want you taking any chances before we can get up there.”

      “I will. Keep me updated. Bye.”

      Sora hung up, letting his head fall back. With the promise of his family coming, he felt some of the tension that had been riding him fall from his shoulders. It left him exhausted in its wake.

      A good night’s sleep would restore him. And he’d need the energy if he was to keep a bored wind dragon still for the next two days. The thought made him shake his head, even as he turned toward the bathroom. A hot shower, then sleep.

      And hopefully, nothing else bad would happen until his family could get here.
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      Bored.

      Ravi was so bored. And he hurt.

      Which was a bad combination.

      He was stuck in the main foyer on a giant mound of pillows in his dragon form. And it was grumbling about being stuck in place and not moving. Normally, if he was in this form, Ravi was flying. His dragon was not happy about being grounded. He felt like a strange mix of cherished prince, dragon sacrifice, and sideshow freak. Not that his own family was making him feel like a freak.

      It was more the human police and detectives who had come tromping through the previous day and early that morning. No matter how professional they attempted to be, they all still ended up passing through with their mouths hanging open and tripping over each other at the sight of him.

      He got it. Not one of them had seen a real dragon in the flesh before. As far as they had known, up until a week ago, all dragons had been extinct.

      But, come on! He was in pain and bored. He didn’t want to be gawked at. It might have been better if they’d at least stopped over to say hi or ask how he was doing. But, nope. They stared and gave him a wide berth as if they expected him to leap up and swallow them down whole.

      Not a chance. He wasn’t going to be leaping anywhere for another day or two, at least.

      If he was going to be stuck healing, he would have preferred to do it in the privacy of his own room, or at least somewhere that wasn’t a main thoroughfare for the entire castle.

      His friends were trying to keep him occupied and happy, but they were also trying to clean up the mess from the explosion, deal with the police, hold back the reporters, and soothe their new mages so no one would bolt, all while looking out for more attacks from the Jaeggi. Ravi couldn’t be a priority in the middle of that chaos.

      “How’s my favorite patient?” Sora’s playful inquiry instantly lifted Ravi’s spirits.

      His head jerked up from where it had been resting on a pile of pillows and he looked around until he spotted Sora striding purposefully toward him from the far staircase. The mage had a knapsack hanging from one shoulder, and he was comfortably dressed in a pair of worn jeans and a slouchy sweater that seemed to offer up a few tantalizing hints of warm fawn skin around his shoulder and chest.

      God, he was such a good-looking man. He had all that dark hair begging for Ravi’s exploring fingers. Would it be weird if he asked one of the female mages to teach him to braid hair? He wanted to spend a lot of time playing with Sora’s hair. Assuming Sora would let him do such a thing.

      Sora’s low, throaty chuckle drew Ravi out of his thoughts. “You must not be feeling too bad, considering the smile that just stretched across your face.”

      Ravi could feel his face burning and was extremely grateful that Sora couldn’t see him blushing. He’d totally gotten lost in thought, daydreaming about Sora and his hair, and nuzzling that wonderful neck so Ravi could get wrapped up in the scent of him. He wanted—NO! He had to stop and focus.

      Huffing a breath and popping out his bottom lip as best he could around his fangs, Ravi pouted. “Your patient is feeling very impatient. I want to be healed already. But I’m better now that you’re here.”

      “How about I check you out and see if you’re any closer to being able to shift to human? At least then we can move you to your own room to finish recovering.”

      Sora waded into the mound of pillows and carefully dropped his bag beside Ravi. There was a muffled clink of glass against glass from where the various healing ingredients in jars tapped against each other.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Ravi laid his head back down on the pillows and closed his eyes so he could focus entirely on Sora’s gentle but firm hands as they explored him. Bandages were removed and replaced. New creams and poultices were applied. It wasn’t the pleasant exploration he would have preferred. There was still too much pain for that, but every time Ravi flinched or grunted, it was immediately followed by a soothing heat that pushed aside the pain. The delicious scent of mage filled the air, like lightning and cinnamon. Yes, Sora smelled like electric cinnamon, and it was amazing.

      A hand landed on the top of his head and gently caressed him. “You’re healing nicely, but I’m sorry to say your wings need a little more time. If you shift before you’re fully healed, you may do permanent damage to them.”

      Ravi tamped down a shiver. He knew what that looked like all too well, thanks to his precious Hoheit. Though, his incredibly talented consort was using that mechanical engineering mind of his to craft something that would one day put Alric in the air again. Ravi prayed that Cameron would succeed. He’d never gotten the pleasure of soaring in the air with his king like many of the other dragons, and he was desperate to know what it was like.

      But until that happened, this was very nice, too. Sora continued to stroke his head, and Ravi let out a happy rumble of pleasure. He and his dragon were in perfect accord in that moment. They were happy and never wanted Sora to stop what he was doing.

      “How are you doing? Aside from being hurt and stuck right in the middle of everything?”

      Ravi cracked open an eye to find Sora smiling at him teasingly, but his dark eyes also looked worried.

      “Bored. I’m really, really bored. The German police detectives have been in and out of the castle since yesterday, asking questions of everyone but me.”

      “Well, you’re scary and intimidating.”

      Ravi delivered his best skeptical look, which wasn’t easy because his dragon face wasn’t nearly as expressive as his human face. But he must had gotten his point across because Sora threw his head back and laughed.

      “I don’t count. I—” He seemed to catch himself and rolled his eyes with a sigh.

      It was clear that he’d barely stopped himself from saying something very revealing. Sora looked frustrated, as if he weren’t happy about the restrictions placed on him. Ravi was buzzing with hundreds of questions about who he was and where he came from, but he didn’t want to upset the mage even more.

      “The point is that I’m not intimidated by you because I know you’d never do anything to hurt me,” Sora continued, and Ravi rumbled with pleasure again.

      He scooted his head closer to where Sora was sitting on the pillows beside him, practically nuzzling the man’s thigh. Okay, he’d let that slip go if it meant Sora would continue to pet his head.

      “Has anyone else stopped by, besides the police?”

      “Lots of people have checked on me, but no one can stay long. There’s too much to do. Cassie brought me a tablet to watch movies on, but those stupid touch screens aren’t designed for dragon fingers.” Ravi lifted one hand and wiggled his long claw-tipped fingers at Sora, earning another chuckle from the mage.

      “We can fix that easily enough.” Sora reached across the pillows to where a tablet had been pushed aside. With Ravi’s help, he logged into the device and queued up a comedic movie that would at least help to distract Ravi’s mind for a little while. “What about food? Have you had breakfast yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “What are you in the mood for?”

      Ravi huffed a heavy sigh. “Tacos.”

      “Really? For breakfast? Do you mean, like, breakfast tacos?” Sora asked with a soft chuff of surprise.

      “No, I mean regular beef-filled tacos with lettuce, cheese, tomatoes, sour cream, and just a little bit of salsa. I’ve had the worst craving for tacos for the past two days.” He moaned a little pathetically because he was feeling very pathetic. “But I can’t have tacos until I’m in my human form because tacos are too hard with these hands and this face.”

      He hit his own snout with his hand, and Sora immediately grabbed his hand to stop him from doing it a second time.

      “Hey, now. Enough of that. I happen to like this face.”

      Sora released his hand and returned to rubbing the top of his head.

      Ravi huffed and laid his head back down, though his chin might now be on Sora’s leg a little. Okay, so maybe he was playing up the pathetic just a little bit, but he was soaking up all this amazing attention while he could get it. He was like a cat getting head scratches, and he never wanted it to end.

      “Thank you, but I’d be fine with some bread. It’s easy to eat and not very messy. I can eat whatever I want when I’m human again,” Ravi murmured. He glanced up to find Sora frowning at him.

      “How about you watch your movie while I see what I can fix up for you?”

      “Really? You don’t have to go to that kind of trouble.”

      “No trouble at all. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Sora slipped away, and Ravi tried not to sigh. The moment he was gone he realized that he could have gone without food for a long time if it meant that Sora stayed right there with him. He liked that man. He was nice, funny, and very compassionate. A damn good healer. And Ravi was getting rather attached to him, if he was being honest with himself. He liked Sora A LOT. Sora needed to remain at Burkhard Castle permanently.

      Ravi waited for Sora to return, only partially paying attention to the movie that was playing. He’d already watched it a few dozen times. It was one of his favorites, but his mind kept drifting back to the mage, wondering what he’d been about to say. Sora had never really goggled at the dragons the same way the other new mages did. He’d always sort of taken them in stride.

      He also wondered what Sora would bring him to eat. Would he stay and eat with Ravi? Or simply drop off the food and leave again?

      He would probably leave. While he might not be a part of the clan, there was plenty that needed to be done around the castle, and Sora was the type to jump in and help where he was needed. Lisette was probably already looking for him to assist with anyone else who’d been injured. Ravi snorted to himself. Lisette probably had him wrangled into teaching more classes on healing. Despite the mage’s concerns, he’d turned out to be a damn fine instructor. Sora might not even be able to return to him.

      “I told you he was wasting away.” Sora’s voice rang out in the hall.

      Ravi’s head popped up to see Sora crossing toward him with Warin following behind, carrying what looked to be a heavily laden tray. The smell of cooked meat and fresh vegetables mixed with taco seasoning reached him, and he sighed happily.

      “You made me tacos!” Ravi cried out.

      “Tacos at nine in the morning,” Warin muttered, and Ravi smiled at him.

      “The tray ended up heavier than I expected, and Warin offered to help carry it,” Sora explained.

      He sat down on the pillows across from Ravi while Warin placed the tray down beside them both. Ravi looked it over, his eyes wide as he saw everything that he’d listed earlier for his perfect taco, along with a mix of meats and taco shells. It was a tray filled with delicious heaven.

      “You must watch this one,” Warin warned. “He will eat tacos for every meal if he isn’t stopped.”

      “Tacos are the best,” Ravi argued.

      To his surprise, Warin rubbed the top of his head and smiled. “You heal up fast. I know for a fact that Alric and Cameron miss their shadow already. We all miss you around the castle.”

      A warm glow filled Ravi’s chest, helping to chase away some of the lingering pain. He never doubted it. He was loved, and his family cared greatly for him. His tail may have thumped the ground a bit in happiness before he could shush it.

      Warin gave Sora a final nod and left them alone, which brought up a new question in Ravi’s mind—how in the world was he supposed to eat a taco?

      Sora didn’t hesitate. He snatched up a soft taco shell and started to carefully load it with all the things that made Ravi’s stomach rumble. When it was full, Sora pointed it at him.

      “Open.”

      Ravi cautiously opened his mouth, and Sora didn’t hesitate to lay the prepared taco in the center of his long tongue and then pull his fingers back. Ravi closed his mouth and carefully maneuvered the taco so he could chew it. Dragon mouths were not designed for chewing, mostly ripping and tearing, but he was making this work. The wonderful flavors filled his mouth, and he hummed his pleasure.

      “Good?” Sora inquired.

      “Amazing! Did you cook that?”

      “With some help. The chefs in the kitchen were happy to give me a hand when I explained that you were craving tacos.” Sora grabbed another shell. “What are you thinking for the next one? More ground beef? I’ve got some steak here, too, as well as some chicken.”

      “Ooo…the steak.”

      “Any other changes? More salsa? Or sour cream?”

      “Just like the last one.”

      Sora nodded and proceeded to make another taco, placing it on Ravi’s tongue. Sora had cooked for him and was now feeding him by hand. He was in heaven. He’d happily take down a Jaeggi every day of his life if it meant he got to keep Sora with him just like this.

      A dozen tacos later, Ravi was groaning. His stomach was full and happy, but he didn’t want to stop. Thank god they were out of shells and meat. He was going to explode soon.

      “Should I make more?” Sora asked.

      “No. No more tacos. I’m so full. They were amazing.”

      Sora chuckled and rubbed the top of Ravi’s head for a moment before moving the tray aside. “I’m glad you’re happy. You need to eat if you’re going to heal properly.”

      Ravi’s head popped up as a thought hit him. “Did you eat?”

      How could he have not thought of that? Even injured, his first priority was always the health and safety of a mage. He shouldn’t have been so worried about his own belly that he forgot about what Sora might need. In his defense, tacos.

      Sora laughed and settled back on the pillows next to his head. “I had some oatmeal in the kitchen while I was waiting for your steak to finish.”

      “That’s it?” Ravi gasped, earning another chuckle.

      “I’m not a big breakfast person. Oatmeal is plenty for me. I definitely can’t handle tacos early in the morning, but I enjoyed taking care of you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Most definitely.” Sora went back to rubbing Ravi’s head, and Ravi settled back down.

      Ravi had almost drifted off to sleep when Sora spoke again. They’d fallen into a comfortable silence. Much of Ravi’s pain had subsided thanks to Sora’s healing efforts, and his tummy was full of tacos. With good company and comfy pillows, he was ready for a nap.

      “Ravi, can I ask you a personal question?” Sora inquired softly.

      “Sure,” he replied without hesitation. He’d happily answer any of Sora’s questions.

      “Are you the only wind dragon in this clan?”

      “Yep. Always have been.”

      “Really? Do you mind if I ask why? Why aren’t you with other wind dragons?”

      Ravi opened his eyes and cocked his head a little so he could look up at Sora. The man sounded so confused by it when the answer had always been so obvious to Ravi.

      “It’s because of the war.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Ravi snuggled his head a little closer.

      “My parents were very close friends with Hoheit’s parents, the king and queen of the Fire Dragon Clan. The wind dragons fought alongside the other dragon and mage clans against the Jaeggi. I was just a baby at the time, and I was left behind at Burkhard Castle, where I’d be safe from everything.”

      “Do you know how old you were?”

      “Probably only two or three years at most. My first memories are of this castle. My parents and my clan were killed during the war. As far as I know, I’m the only wind dragon in existence. Alric lost his parents at the same time. He didn’t hesitate—he immediately adopted me. I know I’m a wind dragon, but I’ve always been a member of the Burkhard Clan.”

      Sora smiled at him, but there appeared to be a lingering sadness in his eyes. “They clearly love you and see you as one of their own.”

      “Definitely,” Ravi said, his voice full of enthusiasm. “No one has ever treated me differently because I’m not a fire dragon. I’m family first. If anything, they value me even more because I can do things that they can’t. I’m the fastest in the entire clan. I can control the wind. I am one of the personal bodyguards to the royal family.”

      “You have a lot to be proud of, and you are very loved here. I didn’t mean to make it sound like you weren’t,” Sora said, rubbing his head again. “I guess I just found it curious to find a wind dragon alone among fire dragons.”

      “I understand. I guess I only ever saw myself as just another dragon among the Burkhard dragons.” Ravi paused and closed his eyes, snuggling his head against Sora. When he spoke again, he’d dropped his voice as close to a whisper as he could get in his dragon form. “I love my family. I wish I could remember my real parents, but I don’t. Dieter and Alric have told me a few stories, but even they don’t have many to tell. I’ve always felt loved and cherished here. A true part of the family. But I have wondered…”

      “Wondered what?”

      “What it would be like to meet another wind dragon. Are there things that I don’t know because the fire dragons simply can’t teach me? I never want to leave my family, but…are there things I don’t know about myself, things I can only learn from another wind dragon?”

      “Possibly.”

      “There are old stories that some wind dragons might exist within the Lost Clan, but no one has heard from them. Most of us don’t believe they even exist anymore. But if they do, I wish I could talk to another wind dragon for a little while.”

      Sora’s hand drifted across Ravi’s head in a soothing caress. “So do I, Ravi. So do I.”
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      Two days later, Sora found himself hesitating outside Ravi’s door, heart pounding. Eagerness to see the dragon’s smiling face was at the forefront of his mind, but nerves about the next step he needed to take with all the members of the Burkhard Clan predominated.

      He’d finally gotten the approval from his mother. He could come clean to all of them about his identity. Especially Ravi—and that was a weight off his shoulders. He could finally, finally be completely truthful with Ravi and no longer watch every word out of his mouth. Sora felt like crowing, he was so relieved.

      Firming up his resolve and silencing his worries, Sora knocked on Ravi’s door. The dragon’s grumpy voice called out, and Sora instantly smiled. From what he’d seen of the man, he was not normally grumpy by nature, but this injury was slowing him down, and Ravi was not a slow creature.

      Of course, wind dragons weren’t typically slow about anything, not that he could explain how he knew. At least, not until he’d spoken with King Alric.

      Ravi’s door swung open, and the man’s face instantly brightened when he locked eyes with Sora. “There you are! I was beginning to feel like you were avoiding me!”

      Sora shook his head. “Never. How are you feeling today?”

      Ravi shrugged one shoulder and instantly winced. “You know that phrase, your body is a temple? Well, mine’s a federation starship with critical hull damage and shields at twenty percent.”

      As he backed up, letting Sora into his room, he lifted one side of his baggy shirt to reveal white bandages wrapped around his ribs, back, and shoulders.

      “Lisette was here early this morning, getting my dressings changed and new salve applied.” Ravi dropped his shirt and gave Sora a little sad look. “I thought you were going to look it over.”

      His eyes darted around as if he were checking for spies before he continued in a whisper, “You have a gentler touch than Lisette.”

      Closing the door behind him, Sora laughed. “I’m sorry. I slept late this morning after someone kept me up for a movie marathon.”

      “D’oh!” Ravi cringed. “I guess we shouldn’t have crammed in all three original Indiana Jones movies last night.”

      After dinner the previous evening, Sora had stretched out on the pillows next to Ravi in dragon form and watched the first two movies. Before starting the third, he and Lisette had checked Ravi over, finally deciding to let him shift so he could sleep in his own bed.

      The change from dragon to human had been slow and clearly painful for the dragon, and Sora had hated it even as he’d been grimly aware of the necessity. He wasn’t sure who had winced more, he or Ravi, during the whole process. But leaving after Ravi was back in human form, bones aching and exhausted, had not sat well with him, which was why Sora had readily agreed to watch the third movie with Ravi in his room. Not only did he get to spend more time with the cute man, but he was able to keep an eye on him and make sure his injuries weren’t aggravated by the shift.

      “When I finally got up, I discovered that Lisette had already checked on you, so I saw to our other explosion patients this morning. But if you’d like, I can look over your injuries now.”

      Ravi seemed to think about it for a second before finally shaking his head, his smile a little wry. “Nah. I’m okay. Still tender in spots, but I’m healing.”

      Sora chewed on his bottom lip for a second, and while he wasn’t much of a control freak, he didn’t know if he could trust the medical knowledge in this clan.

      For his own sake, he asked, “Do you mind if I check you over anyway? You are, technically, my patient, and while I know Lisette has done a fabulous job, I won’t be able to relax until I see for myself that you’re okay.”

      “Oh yeah! Of course!” Ravi instantly perked up and started pulling at his shirt, not caring about his injuries as he walked toward his bed.

      Sora batted his hands away and took over carefully removing his shirt while Ravi sat on the edge of the mattress. As Sora had expected, Lisette had expertly wrapped Ravi this morning, and he secretly prayed she never found out that he was double-checking her work. He wasn’t trying to undermine her. It was more like he was making absolutely sure all was well.

      With great care, he peeled away the new bandages to reveal mostly healed wounds and tender flesh. But there were also incredibly strong shoulders and nicely molded biceps that were tempting Sora’s fingers. He really wanted to pet and caress. He had to clench his hands several times to make them behave.

      He stepped back and hurried over to the dresser where the salve they were using on Ravi was placed. “I think I’ll put on a fresh coating of salve. It’ll help ease some of your muscle ache.”

      Ravi smiled up at him. “Whatever you say. You’re the hot male nurse.”

      Sora smirked to himself. He couldn’t remember anyone ever flirting as outrageously with him as Ravi did. Their brief foray in dating was on hold, but he hoped that they’d be able to pick back up where they’d left off once Ravi was well again. And Sora intended to make it clear they were dating, not just assume they were both on the same page.

      As he smeared some of the salve onto his hands, he whispered a word, calling up a little heat from his personal core of magic. The combination of warmth and salve would sink deep into Ravi’s muscles, removing aches and tightness. The trick was that he couldn’t apply too much pressure as he massaged Ravi.

      Apparently, he found the right combination because the dragon moaned loudly and went almost completely limp under his hands. Sora silently worked his way lower, rubbing away tension while inspecting each cut and angry red area on his body. His fingers were begging him to explore other areas, places that weren’t wounded, but that would be wrong. No exploring. No more touching than necessary.

      He was Ravi’s healer. His sexy nurse. Not his lover. Yet.

      He blamed the sexy noises coming from Ravi’s mouth for making his brain go off in entirely the wrong direction. Although it was good to know this was a sure-fire seduction technique.

      “Wow,” Ravi exhaled. “You are so good at that.” His words were sleepy and slightly slurred as if he were drunk under Sora’s touch, which was definitely encouraging. “You can touch me any time you want.”

      Sora peered around Ravi’s shoulder, smiling broadly at him. “Really, now?”

      Ravi blinked, and his mouth hung open for a moment, as if his brain were replaying the words that had just fallen out of his mouth. “I suffer from this syndrome where I say really inappropriate things at the right moment.”

      Sora threw his head back with a laugh. “That you do. But I’m glad to know that you like my hands.”

      “Your hands should be illegal. Feel free to put them back on me.”

      “When you’re healed enough for me to manhandle,” Sora agreed with a smirk. “Which is not today, sadly.”

      “Now you’re just being mean.”

      Reaching out, Ravi snatched up his discarded shirt and placed it in a wad in his lap as if he were trying to hide something from Sora. That was fine with him. Sora found that he’d developed the same problem while running his hands over all that warm, soft golden skin and strong muscle.

      Ravi was staring up at him with such open hunger in his bright brown eyes. His lips were soft and parted. All he had to do was lean in a few more inches and he could claim those plush lips, steal away his breath with kiss after kiss.

      Sora’s heart sped up as he leaned down a little, but with each beat came the refrain in his head: Liar. Liar. Liar. Liar.

      He couldn’t kiss Ravi yet. Not while he was still withholding important information about who he was, who his family was, why he was here. It was all wrong. Ravi trusted him so completely. What if Ravi hated him for withholding such information? It would have been made all the worse because he’d kissed Ravi, taken advantage of his trust. It took willpower that Sora didn’t know he possessed to stop himself from accepting the clear invitation in Ravi’s eyes.

      This moment crystallized his resolve. He needed to talk to King Alric. Now. Because there was no way in hell he could be alone with Ravi again without giving in to his own desires. Sora burned with impatience and frustration as it was.

      With a great deal of reluctance, Sora straightened and started toward Ravi’s bathroom.

      “Let me wash this stuff off my hands and I’ll help you back into your shirt,” he called over his shoulder. He tried not to see how disappointed Ravi looked, as that would strip him of what little willpower he had left.

      Sora studiously avoided his own reflection as he washed his hands. He was busy enough hating himself over the off-balanced tone in Ravi’s voice when he replied with an unsteady, “Okay.”

      This hammered home the fact that he had to speak to King Alric now. He’d tell the truth and, if Ravi didn’t despise him, he’d grab that kiss and many more.

      “What are your plans for the day?” Sora inquired as he wandered back into the room. He snatched up some clean bandages and set about carefully wrapping his patient up again.

      “Ugh. I’m so bored,” Ravi groaned, sounding more like himself. “Hoheit and Baldewin have me on rest for at least another day. I’m allowed to do stuff, but no real exertion. And no shifting. Gunter offered to send up some books.”

      Ravi quickly gazed over his shoulder at Sora.

      “Not that I don’t like reading. It’s just—”

      “You don’t strike me as the type to sit still for too long,” Sora finished, and Ravi relaxed again.

      With the bandages in place, Ravi handed over his shirt, allowing Sora to carefully pull it back over his head.

      “Really, don’t tell Lisette I said you’re so amazing. She’s great, too.”

      Sora winked at him. “Trust me, I don’t want your head mage finding out I went back over her work. She’ll kick me right out of this castle.”

      Ravi made a show of zipping his lips together, locking them, and tossing the key over his shoulder.

      “Since you’re not too busy, would you be able to help me with something?”

      “Of course!”

      “I need to make an appointment to speak with the king.”

      Ravi’s brow furrowed for a moment, as he looked at him like he had slipped into a language his translator spell couldn’t handle.

      “An appointment?” Ravi repeated. Sora opened his mouth to explain more, but Ravi was already shaking his head and laughing. “You don’t make an appointment to speak with Hoheit. You just go talk to him.”

      Now it was Sora’s turn to look at Ravi in confusion. “But you can’t…the entire clan can’t just pop in on the king whenever something occurs to them. He’d never get anything done.”

      Ravi rolled his eyes a little and tilted his head to the side. “Well, I mean, people go to Hoheit for Hoheit-type things. If a mage or dragon has a magic question, you usually go to Lisette. Or if you have a security question, then Baldewin is your guy. And people are now driving Cassie and North crazy with computer questions.”

      “And what’s a King Alric-type thing?”

      “Big clan-related issues or even Jaeggi problems.”

      “So, I shouldn’t ask him about my clogged bathroom sink.”

      Ravi cackled and gave Sora a little shove toward the door. “No, I totally dare you to. It would be hilarious. I seriously doubt Alric would know what to do with a clogged sink, but I swear he would try to fix it himself.”

      “My sink is not clogged, and there is no way I would ask your king about such a thing,” Sora quickly replied, horror coloring his words.

      Moving toward the door, Ravi carefully pulled it open without wincing. “Come on. I’ll show you where his office is. You can see if he’s available now.”

      Sora followed Ravi down the hall. Even injured, the dragon kept a brisk pace.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. He doesn’t usually have meetings at this hour, but with reporters, new mages, and the recent Jaeggi attack, there’s no telling what he’s doing right now. We can just stick our heads into his office and see if he’s free.”

      Sora wasn’t so sure about this relaxed approach to the king, but Ravi was one of the king’s retainers and personal bodyguards. If anyone knew King Alric’s schedule, it would be Ravi.

      He didn’t want to disturb King Alric when he was trying to effectively plan for the safety and future of the Burkhard Clan, but the news Sora carried could change many things for them.

      After a couple of staircases and several corridors, they were standing in front of a massive oak door. Ravi made a fist and pounded on it a few times.

      “Are you decent?” Ravi called.

      Sora’s mouth fell open, and muffled laughter came from the other side of the door, proving that King Alric was not alone.

      “Cameron’s not even in here!” King Alric shouted back.

      Ravi turned the handle and pushed the door open. He stuck his head inside, a wide grin on his face. “Oh, so you are decent.”

      Sora followed him inside to find Dieter and Gunter standing in front of a massive desk, while King Alric sat in his chair. His eyes might have been narrowed on Ravi, but a hint of a smile played on the king’s lips.

      “While it is nice to see you, Ravi, I believe you’re supposed to be on rest for at least another day,” King Alric chided.

      Ravi waved one hand at the king and made a slightly dismissive noise. “I’m not on duty. I’m helping Sora ‘make an appointment’ to see you.”

      And, yes, he even made the air quotes as he was speaking.

      King Alric smiled warmly at Sora, seemingly accustomed to Ravi’s antics. “We can speak now, if you’d like. I was just finishing up this meeting.”

      Both Dieter and Gunter bowed their heads to the king before turning toward the door, but Sora took a step forward, a hand raised to stop them. Now that the moment was finally upon him, he found his heart beating like crazy. This might not go well. But he prayed it would. It took effort to keep both his expression and voice calm.

      “They can stay. It may be best. Or, rather, easiest. You see, I wanted to tell you about my clan. I have petitioned my family and been given permission to fully introduce myself. Forgive me for the wait. My true name is Abe Sora, of the Abe clan, and we’re a part of what we call the Sodalicium. But I think you call us the Lost Clan.”

      For a moment, no one moved. It seemed liked no one was even breathing.

      “Abe?” Gunter finally exhaled.

      “The Lost Clan?” Dieter asked.

      Gunter took a shaky step backward toward the chair he’d likely been sitting in earlier and attempted to sit. But his backside seemed to skim the edge of the seat, and he ended up on the floor entirely. His gaze never wavered from Sora, his expression dazed and filled with what looked to be wonder.

      Dieter looked as if he were about to join Gunter on the floor but managed to catch enough of his chair to keep from hitting the carpet.

      Sora was most anxious to see Ravi’s reaction and jerked around to find Ravi simply staring at him with his mouth hanging open. He didn’t seem to know how to process this information, and it was clear he needed another second.

      King Alric looked pale. No one was paying attention to the fact that Gunter had yet to pick himself up off the floor.

      Oh dear. Maybe he should have eased them into this a bit more.

      “I thought this might be shocking, but—”

      A loud bark of laughter erupted from King Alric, and it woke everyone up from their trance. Gunter sputtered and clambered gracelessly into his chair while Ravi stumbled over to the nearby sofa, looking as if his legs were going to give out.

      “Shocking, yes. The Lost Clan—sorry, the Sodalicium, I…well, we weren’t sure if they even existed any longer,” King Alric started.

      He leaned back in his chair and stared at Sora wordlessly for a moment. He rubbed his right hand across his mouth and then shook his head.

      “I remember the remnants of various dragon and mage clans banding together and deciding to go off somewhere hidden, but there were few mates among them.”

      “And there has been no word from the Lost Clan in over five hundred years,” Dieter added.

      Sora shifted from one foot to the other, a feeling of unease slithering through his stomach. He’d always understood why the people of the Abe clan and the other dragons and mages who made up the Sodalicium kept to themselves. He’d heard plenty of stories about the war and how so many dragons and mages had lost their lives to the Jaeggi. It was all too clear that they’d felt the need to protect themselves.

      But it wasn’t until he’d come to stay with the Burkhard Clan that he’d learned how the other mages and dragons had suffered and struggled on their own because of the Sodalicium’s decision. Knowing what he did now, he wished that he’d somehow known about them before. That he had asked more questions and gotten here that much sooner. It pained him to think they’d been on their own this long.

      “We certainly don’t blame the members of the Sodalicium for choosing their path,” King Alric said, as if he could read the guilt that was swirling in Sora’s stomach.

      “Thank you, King Alric,” Sora replied with a slight bow of his head. “From my understanding, the dragons and mages that would become the Lost Clan traveled east. We settled in a hidden valley in a mountainous region near the Indian-Nepalese border. There, we were able to stay apart from much of the world. We shared all the knowledge we had, wrote down everything.”

      A little whimper escaped Gunter, and Ravi cackled wildly at him.

      “All that knowledge. We’ve been trying to recover so much knowledge that has been lost over the years. And now there’s a chance some of it is actually with the Sodalicium,” Gunter said in a slightly choked voice.

      “Yes, we’ve managed to preserve much.” Sora looked up at King Alric to find the dragon frowning down at his desktop. “I’ve already petitioned my family to share our records, and they’ve agreed.”

      King Alric’s frown eased a bit. “Thank you. We’ve done the best we could, but being able to regain what was lost to us would be an amazing boon to me and mine. Our lack of knowledge and smaller numbers have hampered us. Gaining access to your clan’s knowledge will be immensely helpful. Thank you.”

      “But why did you return now?” Dieter inquired.

      Ravi darted up to place his hand on Sora’s arm and lightly squeezed. A look of intense worry filled his eyes. “The Jaeggi haven’t found your clan, have they?”

      “No,” Sora said, and Ravi breathed an immediate sigh of relief. “We’ve heard not a peep from the Jaeggi in all this time. In fact, we’d begun to hope that they’d all been wiped out.”

      King Alric grinned. “The interviews.”

      Sora nodded, huffing a small laugh.

      “Yes. Many of us watched your interview with Cameron with a mix of great interest and surprise.” His expression twisted into something a bit wry. “While we have been hidden, we have tried to keep up with news and technology. We’ve seen the rumors on the internet over the years about dragon sightings. We knew we weren’t the only ones left, but when you conducted that interview, we—no, I thought that we’d become too cut off from our own kind. It was clear that things have changed in the past five centuries. While the Sodalicium might not be ready to come out to the entire world, I thought we needed to at least be in contact with our own kind.”

      “Just you?”

      Sora chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “The Abe clan is quite reclusive and hesitant to reach out to anyone outside of our clan.”

      He hesitated. King Alric and the others definitely didn’t need to know that he’d become bored and restless with his own clan. That he’d come here not only wanting to speak to other dragons and mages, but that he needed to see more of the world, find…something to give him purpose.

      “With the approval of the leaders of the Sodalicium, I came here as a sort of scout. I wished to assess whether it would be safe for more members of the Sodalicium to reach out to the rest of the world, to other dragons.” He bowed low to King Alric. “I pray you will forgive my deception.”

      “Of course, Sora,” King Alric said immediately. “I recognize that you meant no harm. You were only protecting your people.”

      Sora straightened. “Thank you, King Alric.”

      “Speaking of your people, how big is the Sodalicium now, if you don’t mind me asking?” Dieter broke in.

      “There are about 400 dragons and roughly 2,000 mages across at least a dozen different clans.”

      Gunter slumped in his seat, looking a little wide-eyed and pale. If the dragon hadn’t already been seated in a chair, he probably would have ended up on the floor again. “Oh, dear heaven.”

      “That’s amazing,” King Alric added. “To know there are so many dragons still in the world, and mages…I never would have guessed.”

      “Yes, that’s why I find it all the more infuriating that your clan is dealing with the Jaeggi once again, but this time you are doing it alone.”

      “We have had help recently from King Rodrigo and the Valerii Clan.”

      “Ravi has also told me that they are roughly the same size as the Burkhard Clan and struggling to find mage mates.” Sora shook his head. “I’m sorry, King Alric, but that just won’t do. Not when the Sodalicium can help. It’s our duty to stand by our own kind. And it would be our honor, if you would let us.”

      King Alric’s mouth fell open, and no words came out for a second. “What are you saying?”

      “I’ve contacted my clan. I’ve told them how you are battling the Jaeggi and about their dangerous attacks on mages. The leaders of the Sodalicium are coming here now to help you.”

      Unshed tears glistened in King Alric’s eyes for a moment before he rapidly blinked them away. He drew in a ragged breath and swallowed hard.

      “Thank you. Thank you so very much, Abe Sora. We greatly appreciate all the allies we can get for this battle.”

      Reaching over, King Alric tapped a couple of buttons on the phone sitting at his right. The room was filled with the sound of ringing for a moment before the call was answered.

      “Alric! Your timing is impeccable,” a warm, lilting voice said. “I was just preparing to head down to the beach. Ha Na is adamant about stretching herself and sunning for a while, and I’m inclined to indulge her. While I always appreciate your hospitality, it is good to be home again, listening to the sound of the waves kissing the sand.”

      “I need you to return to Burkhard Castle.”

      The man, who Sora assumed must be the king of the Ice Dragons, laughed deeply. “Very funny, my friend.”

      “I’m not joking, Rodrigo.”

      “I’ve only been home a few days!” King Rodrigo shouted, his voice losing all amusement.

      “The Lost Clan is coming to us here at Burkhard,” King Alric said, and Sora looked over to see Ravi do a little wiggle of happiness at the announcement.

      A long silence followed, and King Alric smirked. It seemed he was enjoying dropping such a bomb on his friend. When King Rodrigo spoke, there was no playfulness in his tone. His response was simple and straightforward.

      “I’ll be there before dawn.” He hung up.

      Ravi threw his arms up in the air, wincing a little at the movement, but he didn’t let the pain stop him. “Whoo-hoo! Now we’re gonna kick some Jaeggi butt!”
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      Ravi practically vibrated with the need to drag Sora away. He’d had to sit still—okay, he might have fidgeted, but his ass stayed in the chair, that counted as sitting, right?—for hours before he could finally drag Sora away. And it was painful. To his soul.

      What Sora had just dropped on them was huge. Here they’d thought the Lost Clan exactly that—forever lost. No one had heard a peep from them since the war. The fact that Sora had appeared without warning blew Ravi’s mind. The Lost Clan. The. Lost. Clan. Was coming. To Burkhard.

      All because Sora had advised them to.

      Ravi’s brain kept misfiring, trying to take this in. It was hard for him to reconcile the sweet, soft-spoken man he’d been (hopefully) dating with a mage from a legendary clan that was more myth than anything. Sora was incredibly intelligent, and patient, and thoughtful. He was terrifically fun to date. Even after Ravi had gone down, Sora had focused entirely on healing Ravi and keeping him occupied so that he didn’t go stir crazy. He’d done it with a smile on his face and without a single word of complaint. Ravi owed him for that alone.

      And it didn’t even touch the other things Sora had done since his arrival, the way he’d readily pitched in when things had gone to shit.

      Although, it did explain why he was so knowledgeable about healing. Abe. The Abe family was famous—so famous, in fact, there were still legends about Abe no Seimei in Japan. He featured often in films and stories, even today.

      The Abe family was the authority on all things medical. Losing them had hurt the Burkhard Clan in a way that would take volumes to explain. If they’d had access to the Abe family when Alric went down, odds were, their dragon king would still be able to fly. That was how impressive their skills were.

      For his clan’s sake, Ravi was thrilled Sora was here and apparently adamant that his clan come out of hiding. The knowledge they could regain would make a world of difference.

      On a personal level, Ravi really wanted to know what Sora had been doing here for the past week. He’d come to see the clan; he’d been honest enough about that. But to what aim? He’d never said what his goal was.

      Since his arrival, Sora had been very friendly with him—flirtatious—and they were borderline dating. If he’d done that just to get Ravi to drop his guard…even as the doubt flickered through his mind, Ravi dismissed it.

      Sora might have lied about his last name, but he’d been honest about basically everything else. In fact, he’d told Ravi whenever he couldn’t discuss something rather than lying.

      Ravi had to believe that everything Sora had said to him, everything he’d done, had been sincere.

      He just had a lot of questions. A lot, a lot. Ravi was cornering the market on questions.

      As soon as Alric made noise about taking a small break, Ravi grabbed Sora by the arm and whisked him out of the office. The nearest private spot was an outdoor balcony at the end of the hallway, and he aimed for that.

      Sora, surprisingly, didn’t offer one peep of protest or ask a single question about where they were going. He went along amiably.

      Once they were on the balcony, he shut the glass doors behind them, his entire attention on Sora.

      Sora glanced at the mountains all around them. It was a breathtaking view, no doubt about that. Ravi had always found it picturesque. And the wind was sharp and clear today, a delight to breathe in.

      “This reminds me of home, but it’s so different at the same time,” Sora observed.

      “Yes,” Ravi purred, “do tell me more about your home.”

      Sora turned those keen, dark eyes on him, evaluating. As if he could see right through to the back of Ravi’s skull.

      “Do you want me to wax poetic about the mountains there, with their snow-touched peaks? I think you really want to know why I came here. Why I didn’t say something sooner.”

      Ravi nodded fervently. “That. Tell me all of that.”

      Sora braced his back against the stone balustrade, hands on either side of his hips, and spoke calmly. Without embarrassment or hurry, he laid it out, each word like a stone laying down a path.

      “The Sodalicium is…insulated. We are rich in magic, our very environment hums with it, and we all have our tasks, our duties. I grew up only knowing my home and what I could see of the outside world through pictures. I had everything I wanted, in a sense. A perfect environment to thrive in as a mage. And I was bored to tears.”

      He joined Sora at the railing, leaning his body weight against it as standing was a bit taxing. He wasn’t about to complain to Sora, though. Ravi was riveted by the man’s every word.

      “So much was already accounted for. Already prepared for, or accomplished, and there wasn’t any reason to hone my skills, except for my personal satisfaction. I wanted a challenge. I wanted to breathe air that didn’t smell of magic. I wanted to see something of the world I lived in, to take it in with my own senses.”

      Sora looked levelly at him, a half-smile quirking the corner of his mouth.

      “I traveled outside of my clan’s borders often, for that reason. To see more of the world. But what I found was a human world. It was tame compared to what I was used to, and I couldn’t show my true nature when I was out there. It hampered me in a different way. It didn’t include dragons and mages.

      “Traveling only took the edge off my frustration. I needed some kind of purpose. Something that I could contribute to in a meaningful way. And I struggled to find it within my clan or in the human world.

      “And then I saw a certain interview with a dragon king and his consort.” Sora’s smile broadened at the memory. “I watched them and thought—this was my sign. It was finally the right time for my clan to join the rest of the world again. I hoped that it meant something for me personally, too.

      “That’s why I came, to see and judge with my own eyes. I never expected to find such danger here. My family was leery of me coming, and using a false name was a way to pacify them. They weren’t willing to commit to anything until I had checked out the situation here.”

      Ravi felt like this was an apology and held up a hand to stop him. “I totally understand your reasoning; you don’t need to feel guilty about it. We were in hiding for five hundred years, remember? We have no room to throw stones at that glass house.”

      The line of tension riding high in Sora eased.

      “Thank you. I do feel better hearing that. It grated on me, not being able to tell you the full truth. You seemed to trust me completely, and yet I was hiding things.”

      “But you obviously got permission from your clan? To tell us? Or did you decide to be a rebel and tell us anyway?”

      “Oh, I got permission. After twisting my mother’s arm a bit. I told her of the attacks you’ve suffered, of how alone you are in this battle, and that I wasn’t having it. It’s wrong to expect you to battle the Jaeggi alone. The Council—the leaders of the Sodalicium—agreed, and finally gave me permission to be honest with you.”

      “I’m really glad,” Ravi admitted. Even those words were a vast understatement. If voted for the understatement of the year, those three words would have won. “And if you’re looking for a challenge, you have definitely come to the right place.”

      Sora threw his head back with a laugh that turned into a groan.

      “Too much of a challenge for me to tackle by myself, I think. I might have wished a little too hard for one. It’s why I want the strength of my clan to back yours. All of the Sodalicium. We certainly have enough manpower—and firepower—to do some good here. But on a personal note, I came here for something else, too.”

      “I love personal notes.” Ravi waggled his eyebrows in a mischievous manner. “Do tell.”

      “Despite the size of my clan—which, as you know, is sizeable—I never found a personal connection there. I hoped that in another clan my odds might improve and I’d find someone I would like.”

      Here Sora turned, orienting to face Ravi more directly. His expression was sweet, but a touch of nerves flickered across his face. “I found that far more quickly than I’d dreamed I would.”

      Ravi found himself holding his breath. He thought he understood why Sora had pulled away earlier. Why he hadn’t kissed him. Because he wanted to be honest first, which was cool, Ravi now forgave him for the disappointment. They had that moment back, the tension and promise in full force, and Ravi found himself once more hanging on this man’s every action and word. Was Sora going to say what he really, dearly hoped he’d say? Because Ravi would be very much on board with it. Truly. Pleeeease say the right magic words. Like, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars, just ask right now because he couldn’t take the suspense for another second.

      “I couldn’t ask this under a false name. I can now, since you know precisely who I am. Ravi, would you agree to—”

      “Yes,” Ravi blurted out, no longer able to keep his mouth in check.

      “—court?” Sora finished, nearly doubling over with laughter.

      “Yes, yes, yes, come here,” Ravi demanded, grabbing his hands and tugging him in closer. “Why the hell are you a full foot away from me, what’s wrong with you?”

      “Apologies, my cute dragon.” Sora stepped all the way in, framing Ravi’s face with both hands before leaning in and kissing him with sweet, smoldering heat.

      Ravi might have melted. Fuck yes, that’s what he wanted. He kissed back, sinking into the moment. Ravi’s dragon reared its head and got all jittery and excited.

      Oh. Say what now?

      Ravi stilled for a heartbeat, startled. His dragon never voiced excitement over anything like this. Normally it stayed curled up, content to watch through human eyes as Ravi had his fun or did whatever he needed to in order to take the edge off.

      Well, hot damn. Dragon also saying me likey. Ravi could work with that. He dove back into the kiss with enthusiasm, finally getting his hands into that awesome hair, which was as silky as it looked. Would Sora be into hair pulling? Ravi really wanted an answer to this question, and he’d like to ask it soon.

      His seduction skills were maybe a tad rusty, but surely, he could get this man into bed with lube soon. Surely.

      Ravi absolutely loved the confident way Sora kissed him, the needy little groans the man made as Ravi tangled their tongues together in a hot, slick glide. It proved to be too much for his fragile willpower.

      On instinct, he tried getting a leg around Sora’s hips, really wanting them plastered together.

      And then his ribs screamed in protest.

      Ravi broke the kiss with a wince. “Oowwww. Sorry, ow, ow, not a good idea.”

      Sora went into healer mode so quickly Ravi almost got whiplash. “Did you injure yourself? Tell me you didn’t aggravate the wound.”

      “No, I’m good, just ribs saying no climbing you.” Ravi made a frustrated face, his nose crinkling up. “But I want to climb you.”

      “Absolutely no climbing me—”

      Ravi made a high-pitched whine of protest, already shaking his head.

      “—until the bandages come off,” Sora finished, amused again. “You’ve really got to let me finish my sentences, dear heart.”

      “But you start off saying really awful things,” Ravi protested. “Just checking, but I can totally climb you later, right?”

      “Yes, I would love for you to. When it doesn’t cause you pain to do so.” Sora said that last part sternly. Like he didn’t trust Ravi’s willpower or something.

      Which, fair. Ravi didn’t trust his own willpower most days.

      And, really, could you blame him? Sora was the epitome of everything Ravi had ever wanted. Who wouldn’t want to tap that?

      “I take it, from your enthusiasm, that you agree we should court?”

      Ravi wound his arms back around Sora, tugging him in. “A thousand times yes, absolutely. I’m really glad the flirting was for real. I wasn’t sure. You’re hard to read sometimes with that poker face of yours, did you know that?”

      “I’ve been told that a few times.” Sora ducked down a few inches and nuzzled in against his chin, breathing the words against his skin in a warm rush that made Ravi shiver. “But you can ask me anything, dear heart, and I will answer you. And never doubt that I’m strongly attracted to you. It surprised me, how powerful this feeling is.”

      Sora was being so honest with him; Ravi felt like he should say something in return. “My dragon really likes you. I mean, me, too, but it’s the first time my dragon’s ever gotten excited about someone.”

      Sora’s head lifted, and he blinked in surprise. “Truly?”

      “Yeah. Just now, he got all hot and bothered when you kissed me. Which he’s never done, ever. So…the attraction is definitely mutual.”

      “I’m delighted to hear it.” Sora looked it, too, nearly glowing with happiness. “I might be difficult to read, but so are you. You’re so friendly and outgoing with everyone, I wasn’t sure how to read some of our interactions. If I could pin any hopes on them.”

      “Speaking for myself, with authority given to me by myself, you’re the only one I’m interested in.”

      “Good,” Sora murmured, as content as a cat in a sunny spot. “I’ve no notion what formalities are in the clan. How do I alert King Alric that I intend to court you?”

      Ravi blinked at him. Say what? “You have formalities for that in your clan?”

      It was Sora’s turn to look at him in confusion. “Of course? This clan doesn’t?”

      “Well…uh, no? I mean, generally we tell people we’re dating, and get teased, and Cassie starts handing out lube to the courting couple with some pretty filthy suggestions—some of which are good, mind you—and we take it from there. You have to remember that there weren’t any new mages in the clan to court for five hundred years.”

      Ravi thought about it but couldn’t really remember anyone doing something official until people were actually ready to swap oath bindings and mate.

      “If we ever had a tradition for that, we all forgot about it long ago. Do you wish to say something to Hoheit?”

      Sora nodded seriously. “I would feel better doing so.”

      He was adorable when he was serious. Ravi wanted to do absolutely naughty things to him because of it. Damn body being hurt at inconvenient times. There was a hot mage to lick, right here, ready and waiting.

      Sighing mentally, he resigned himself to no nookie for a bit longer. But there was nothing wrong with his mouth, and it was a little too excited not to tease.

      “Okay, so, you can say something like, King Alric, I have realized that I need to jump Ravi’s bones—”

      Sora rolled his eyes. “Ravi.”

      “Oooh, or, May I have permission to lick this dragon?”

      “Ravi—”

      “You totally have permission, by the way.”

      “Ravi, for one moment, be serious.”

      “Why do people always ask me to do that? It’s totally boring! Who wants to be serious?”

      Sora ducked his head and kissed him soundly. Ravi purred into the kiss, enjoying it immensely.

      Pulling back, he breathed over Ravi’s mouth, “I take it that I really don’t need to say anything.”

      “Naw, I can tell him. But honestly, I really want you to ask permission to lick me. Just so I can see his face.”

      Sora chuckled, the sound deep and low in his chest. “You’re so incorrigible.”

      “If you kiss me, I’ll stay out of trouble,” Ravi suggested brightly.

      “Chance would be a fine thing.”

      But Sora kissed him anyway.

      Hot make-out session for the win.
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      Ravi was in Alric’s office with his king, Gunter, and Baldewin when Dieter showed in two uncomfortable and stiff-looking people. One was Kristopher Maier, the chief of the Sonthofen police. Ravi had seen him when they’d first started to investigate the bombing by the Jaeggi.

      But the woman represented a new complication that Alric had said he was not looking forward to. Ada Lowe was from the Federal Criminal Police Office of Germany, also known as the BKA. She was likely to be the first of an alphabet of agencies that were going to try to stick their noses into dragon affairs. Ravi knew that if Alric had his way, all the various government agencies would be kept outside their walls.

      The problem was that the bombing had occurred in clear view of a horde of reporters. There was no hiding it. Which meant they had to play along with the German police for now.

      He hated to admit it, but Ravi’s skin crawled a little at the appearance of the BKA agent. Being hidden for five hundred years meant they had been forgotten by humans and their laws. Being out in the open might make it easier for mages to find them, but it also meant that it was easier for everyone else to find them.

      Ravi did not envy Alric for having to navigate this mess, but he was proud to see that, while congenial, Alric was leaning heavily on his royal status. When the pair of humans entered, Alric stood up from where he’d been sitting in a leather high-back chair next to the sofa and moved to his desk. His king was rather intimidating when he sat behind the massive dark mahogany beast, as if all the Burkhard kings from generations past were with him.

      “Thank you for checking in with us again, Chief Maier. The Burkhard Clan appreciates your diligence in this matter,” Alric said.

      Ravi took up position a step behind Alric on his left. Dieter was crossing the room to move to Alric’s right.

      Ravi caught Gunter watching the humans with narrow-eyed interest, like the dragon was wondering if they were plotting ways to get their hands on his books. Baldewin had moved out of his immediate line of sight, but he had a feeling that the head of security was taking up a defensive position.

      The woman noticed. She turned and stared at the mountain-sized dragon as he stood near the door, one eyebrow raised at him.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to see us…” Ada started after Dieter had completed the introductions.

      “König Alric,” Kristopher quickly supplied when she seemed to hesitate.

      “Yes, König Alric,” she continued.

      The dragon king smiled at her, and Ravi nearly cackled. Usually, Alric would invite a person to use his given name, but not this time.

      “You’re welcome. Like I said, I appreciate the diligence with which the police have investigated this matter, but I’m not sure that you will be much help. As I have explained to Chief Maier, this is a dragon matter, and we handle our own problems. It has been in the best interest of humans, mages, and dragons for us to take care of things in such a way.” Alric paused and his smile took on an edge. “I’m sure you would prefer it if dragons remained out of human affairs.”

      Kristopher Maier actually shuddered. Ada managed to conceal her emotions a little better, but there was no missing the way she paled at the thought of ancient dragons suddenly meddling in human affairs.

      Ravi nearly rolled his eyes at the thought. Like dragons wanted that kind of nightmare. They had enough on their plates and certainly didn’t need the chaotic mess that came with humans and their politics.

      “Yes,” Ada started and then cleared her throat. “This is new territory for all of us, and I can understand your desire to have complete control over this situation, but you must also understand that the German government is now concerned. This incident could have easily injured humans, considering how many human reporters are now camped outside your walls.”

      Not like any of them really wanted all those reporters hanging around.

      “In addition, the people of Germany are very proud to discover the Burkhard Dragon Clan calls our country home. We all wish to make sure that you remain safe and happy here.”

      “Hmmm…nicely done,” Gunter murmured softly, and Alric snorted.

      “Yes, very nicely,” the king agreed. “Let’s see how much we can help each other without stepping on each other’s toes.”

      “I’m sorry to say that it won’t be as much as you’d likely hoped,” Ada admitted. She sighed and shoved one hand through her dark hair, pushing it back from her face. “We’ve managed to track the deceased woman that you identified as the suicide bomber back to the German-Czech border. She left a pretty clear trail, coming in. We are still working our way through all the red tape required to allow us to pursue the information into the Czech Republic. Once we can, we are confident we will be able to track down exactly where she came from and her group’s current hiding place.”

      “How long?”

      Ada didn’t even flinch at Alric’s harsh tone. She shrugged. “A few more days at least.”

      Ravi clenched his teeth. Another few days before they could locate where the Jaeggi might be hiding? Or even where they had been hiding? There was a damn good chance that group of Jaeggi had moved on already.

      “Is there anything else that could be of help?” Alric demanded.

      “Not at this time, Eure Majestät. We are working as quickly as we can to coordinate with Czechia and INTERPOL. Considering this was a bombing and the subject has clearly crossed international borders, we are viewing this as a potential terrorist plot.”

      Alric’s frown deepened, and Ravi could easily imagine that his king was ready to have the two humans ejected from the castle so the dragons could handle this matter themselves. Ravi couldn’t agree more. They certainly had a lot less red tape and fewer silly hoops to jump through.

      “I understand,” Alric said softly. “Is there anything else?”

      “It’s actually about the bomb, Eure Majestät,” Kristopher began, his voice containing a nervous tremor. “We’ve analyzed the residue along with other data that we’ve collected. It’s not like any bomb we’ve run across before.”

      “Likely because the bomb was part magic,” Ravi muttered.

      “That’s the exact problem,” Ada practically growled at him. “The bomb was different enough that our normal detection devices and procedures won’t work. We need to be sure that we can identify such a bomb, to keep humans as well as mages and dragons safe in the future.”

      Ravi watched Alric out of the corner of his eyes, noticing some of the angry tension drain out of his stiff shoulders and clenched jaw. Ada had a good point. While the Jaeggi were focused entirely on dragons and mages, there was nothing to indicate that they cared whether an innocent human got caught up in their schemes. The dragons would do what they could to keep the humans safe, but they couldn’t be everywhere.

      Alric looked over at Dieter, his head tilted slightly. “Lisette?”

      Dieter immediately nodded. “Yes, she could have some interesting insight into this predicament. I’ll reach out to her.”

      The advisor pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and immediately started tapping out a message while Alric turned his attention back to the humans.

      “He is informing our head mage about this problem. She may have some insight that will help you, or at least have a solution for potentially detecting these bombs.”

      “A mage?” Ada asked skeptically.

      “Of course. How else would you detect magic?” Gunter shot back.

      Alric spoke for a few more minutes with Chief Maier about the influx of reporters and visitors to Sonthofen. The head of the local police was happy to say that things were relatively quiet in town from a crime perspective, but every hotel, hostel, and inn was fully booked. The local shops were buzzing with activity, and every resident of Sonthofen was proud to say they lived near dragons.

      It was some small relief that at least the locals weren’t pulling out the torches and pitchforks. Ravi loved the little town of Sonthofen and didn’t want to think it wasn’t going to be safe for him to visit. At least for more reasons than just the Jaeggi.

      But it wasn’t surprising to hear the residents were excited. Jana had said that all the shops that sold Burkhard’s health and beauty goods were completely sold out. Their online shop was also getting deluged with orders. The mages were working nearly around the clock to keep up with orders and pulling in any dragon they could lay their hands on to help. People wanted anything they could grab that was related to dragons and mages.

      A brisk knock on the door was their only warning before Lisette breezed in with a swirl of long skirts. The pleasant smile on her face was nearly overshadowed by the determined look in her eyes. Her husband Dieter quickly made introductions before she was herding Kristopher and Ada back toward the door. They were going to explore the problem with a couple of other mages.

      Ada stopped as she neared the door and looked back toward Alric. Her eyes moved slowly over each and every one of them, causing Ravi to raise one eyebrow at her.

      “You’re all dragons?” she finally asked.

      “Lisette is a mage, but yes, we’re all dragons,” Alric replied.

      “And you’ve always been here?”

      “Yep,” Ravi answered, flashing her a wide grin.

      Inwardly, he tensed, waiting for some dark comment. She’d been the most standoffish since entering the room. He fully expected her to say something about dragons needing to bow to the human laws and how they weren’t welcome in her world, but she surprised him.

      One corner of her mouth tilted up, and she nodded. “You’ve been missed.”

      She turned and followed Lisette out of Alric’s office, closing the door behind her.

      “Well, that was strange,” Baldewin declared when they were alone again.

      “And not the least bit helpful,” Alric snarled.

      Ravi stepped back as their king shoved to his feet. He started to walk toward the gathering of sofa and chairs but stopped and turned in a different direction. Ravi knew this Alric all too well. There were times when their king was too agitated to remain still. He needed to pace.

      Not that Ravi could blame him. They were being more cautious about screening the people gathered outside the castle gates, but there was still a chance another Jaeggi might try to sneak inside.

      And what if another bomber was out there? What if they were discovered before they could get inside? Would they ignite the bomb, killing innocent humans, just to get to one or two dragons? It was an ugly thought that made him sick to his stomach. They needed to find the Jaeggi now.

      “It’s been five days, and we have almost nothing,” Alric snarled.

      “We know that a group of them is likely hiding in Czechia,” Gunter reminded him, which only earned him a dark look from Alric. “It’s logical. You can drive from Prague to Sonthofen in a day. It’s less than six hours.”

      “Ugh,” Ravi groaned.

      He did not like being trapped in a boring car for more than two hours. He preferred to fly, but then that wasn’t an option for the Jaeggi.

      “Czechia is a large place, and we don’t even know for sure that she came from Czechia. She could have simply passed through on her way here. The damn Jaeggi could be hiding anywhere in Eastern Europe, for all we know!”

      “We could ask the mages from the Sodalicium to help us locate the Jaeggi,” Ravi suggested. “They’re coming here to help us.”

      Alric sighed and leaned his backside against the front of his desk. He started to cross his arms over his chest and stopped himself, rolling his left shoulder a little as if he were already in pain.

      “I will if I feel like I can.” He paused, and his expression softened when he looked at Ravi. “While I know Sora’s intentions are to help us, which we sorely need, we must proceed with caution. We can’t forget that this is still another dragon clan.”

      “Exactly!” Ravi took a couple quick steps toward Alric. “They’re our people. They understand what we’re going through. More than the humans, at least.”

      “Except that, for the millennia before we banded together against the Jaeggi, dragons spent a lot of time fighting each other,” Dieter pointed out.

      “What?”

      “It’s true,” Gunter continued. “The fire and ice dragons have never gotten along. The earth dragons hated everyone. The wind dragons tended to flit from alliance to alliance, even fighting within their own clan at times. The metal dragons tended to only tolerate the earth dragons, and that was a stretch.”

      Baldewin chuckled low and deep. “Dragons don’t play with other dragons, especially outside of their own clan.”

      “We’re territorial by nature. We want the best land and the best treasure, and that includes the best mages,” Dieter said.

      Ravi felt like the floor had fallen out beneath his feet. This couldn’t be true. It certainly wasn’t the world he knew. He was a lone wind dragon surrounded by fire dragons, but they’d always made him feel like part of the clan, like family. Rodrigo had always greeted him with easy warmth. The two kings teased and prodded each other, but it was good-natured.

      Alric’s right hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed. “If there is one good thing that came out of the war with the Jaeggi, it is the fact that we were forced to put aside our differences to fight a single enemy. But I will forever be cautious around outsiders, in order to keep my clan safe.”

      “But…but…I’m a wind—”

      With a tug, Alric pulled Ravi against his side and wrapped his arm around his shoulders. “You are Burkhard, period. End of story. You are brother to all of us.”

      Ravi let himself melt against Alric a little, warmed down to his soul by his words. He felt at home here and couldn’t believe anyone had seen him as an outsider, but then, he didn’t know the long history of dragons. Few people wanted to talk about the time before the war with the Jaeggi. It was too painful to remember what they’d all lost. He’d certainly never expected to discover that dragons had once warred with each other.

      “What about you and Rodrigo?” Ravi asked as he straightened again.

      Alric’s lips twisted into a strange smile. “Rodrigo and I recognize we have a similar problem—a severe shortage of mages—and we’d be better off working together.”

      “But,” Dieter quickly interjected with a knowing look, “they have also found they get along quite well together. I think even after the mage dilemma has been solved, the Valerii and Burkhard Clans will get along just fine.”

      “Things have changed, but I’ve found that it’s best to err on the side of caution for now,” Alric said. “Particularly since our numbers are so much smaller than that of the Sodalicium.”

      Ravi didn’t blame Alric for his reluctance to trust the Sodalicium. The responsibility of keeping the Burkhard Clan alive and thriving was entirely on his shoulders. Their king was not about to let anyone threaten that, if he could help it.

      “Even if we knew exactly where the Jaeggi were hiding right now, we don’t have a viable plan for dealing with them,” Dieter reminded them as he pulled the conversation back to the problem at hand.

      “Of course we do. We fire-bomb the damn town,” Alric snapped. His anger returned in a flash, and Ravi was still close enough the see the gold ring around his eyes nearly envelop the deep blue iris. Alric’s dragon was definitely on board with this plan.

      Baldewin clapped his hands together and rubbed them, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “Exactly. That’s exactly what we need. Scorched earth. Wipe the bastards off the planet once and for all.”

      This time, it was Dieter who groaned. “That’s not an option, and you both know it.”

      “It’s definitely an option. They attacked our king,” Ravi countered.

      “They attacked our mages,” Baldewin added.

      “And they’ve attacked our home. Our home, Dieter,” Alric said in a low, hard voice. “They snuck inside our gates and entered our home, clearly with the intention of harming our people. They need to be stopped once and for all, before anyone else can get hurt.”

      “I’m not arguing that they need to be stopped. My problem is that fire-bombing a town where they are hiding will inevitably injure and kill humans who have nothing to do with our war.”

      “He’s right,” Gunter grumbled. He sounded as if he didn’t want to agree with Dieter at all, which surprised Ravi a little. Gunter had never been a fire and chaos kind of guy. “Right now, the humans are largely happy and excited that we’re here. Torching a town to ash will give them a very big reason to fear us, even if we are justified. We would be ending one war only to start a new one.”

      “Plus, we don’t want to kill innocent people,” Dieter pointed out, looking upset that he had to say those words at all.

      Yes, they didn’t want to kill innocent people. That was just a little hard to remember when it came to fighting the Jaeggi.

      “This whole discussion is moot if we don’t know where they are hiding,” Alric complained. He shoved away from the desk and walked over to the chair he’d been sitting in, dropping into it with an irritated huff.

      Baldewin crossed the room and sat on the sofa closest to him, stretching his legs out.

      “The humans are doing what they can, but hitting red tape was inevitable,” Gunter said with a shrug.

      “But all that work the humans are going to do, that’s on a computer, right?” Ravi asked as a new idea started to form in his mind.

      “Largely,” Baldewin answered. “They’ve got access to security cameras and other databases, I’m sure. They’ll sort through the information to track the Jaeggi back to her starting location.”

      Ravi stood next to Alric’s chair, his arm resting on the back of it. “Then, why don’t we use our computer genius and snarky hacker to search for the Jaeggi?”

      “Cassie?” Alric said.

      Ravi nodded. “She used her sneaky computer skills to track down Tori and the rest of his clan. She’s also researching all the new mages and wannabe mages. Why can’t she use her Google-fu, or whatever she calls it, to find the Jaeggi? The human police have already given us a starting point—Czechia.”

      Baldewin laughed. “Permission to hack into all kinds of security cameras to find the Jaeggi? Yeah, I think Cassie would go for it.”

      Alric groaned. “God help us.”

      “Good luck reining her in again,” Dieter muttered.

      Gunter shifted to sit on the edge of his sofa cushion. “That’s true, but it is for a good cause. And North has proven to be quite handy with computers, as well. They’re likely to find the information we need much faster than the humans.”

      “Very well. I’ll speak to Cassie, try to set up some boundaries. We can’t have her getting caught or getting into mischief. But, if we can find the Jaeggi before they put more mages and dragons in danger, that’s all the better.”

      Ravi might have let out a celebratory shout. They were finally going to get these bastards. It wasn’t so much that their last attack had hurt him personally, but rather it was as Alric had said. The Jaeggi had attacked their home, damaged their sense of safety and security. This needed to end now.
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      Sora sat comfortably in Gunter’s office (dungeon? lair?), hands folded on the tabletop. The suspiciously scarred tabletop. And really, it felt like a dungeon in here, as there wasn’t a window to be seen. There were quite a few preservation charms on the bookshelves to help keep the books there from fading with time.

      Gunter himself was swathed in a dark blue sweater, sleeves pushed up to the elbows, a tie holding his shoulder-length blond hair away from his face. He had glasses perched on his nose (which made Sora twitch, because, really? Glasses? When there were so many optical spells to fix eyesight issues?). In front of him was a laptop, his fingers perched over the keys.

      “Thank you for this, Sora. There’s too much about your clan that I don’t know.”

      “It’s not a problem. Actually, it gives me a chance to apologize for my part in the little prank Ravi pulled on you. I am sorry. I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”

      Gunter lifted his eyes to Sora and sort of blinked at him in confusion for a moment. “Prank?”

      “The shrink-wrap and the bubble wrap,” Sora reminded him.

      “Oh! Yes, that nonsense.” Gunter waved a hand at him and chuckled softly. “It was nothing. They like to think I’m not aware that Hoheit has Ravi on a regular schedule of dragging me out of my library, but I’m no fool.”

      He paused and gave a little shrug, sighing softly as if to himself.

      “The truth is that my dragon enjoys the hunt and excitement.” Gunter suddenly narrowed his eyes at Sora. “But if you tell Ravi that, I swear I will deny it until my dying breath.”

      Sora laughed, tossing his head back. “Never. I’d never ruin your fun or his.”

      “But let’s get back to why you’ve been pulled into my lair. Can you tell me more about your clan as well as the make-up of the Sodalicium? How many magical families compose the Sodalicium? What are they?”

      Sora expelled a slow breath and sank back in his chair, trying to organize his thoughts. He hadn’t attempted to list all the mage clans in a long time.

      “Quite a few,” he murmured, trying to buy himself a few seconds. “We have the Kedar from India, the Feroz from Persia, the Korstiaan from the Netherlands, the Zeleny, of course, the Panapoulos from Greece, the Manalo from the Philippines, the MacDougall from Scotland, the Aznar from Spain, and a few Xhosa family members from South Africa joined us during the migration. There aren’t many of them left; they don’t tend to marry, for some reason. But I want to say there’s about two dozen of them.”

      Gunter looked wistful. “So many. We feared most mage clans had been lost.”

      “We have stragglers from other mage clans who have joined us, but those are the major ones.” Sora didn’t like the idea that the clans hadn’t survived out in the real world. He asked hopefully, “But you’ve seen magic from other families born in this generation, correct? That’s where your new mages have come from.”

      “Yes and no. It’s sort of a mixed result.” Gunter stopped typing to tick them off on a finger. “The Noh family has the most so far—that’s Cameron and Cassie’s family line. We have three from them at the moment, and we’re investigating their cousins in Korea. North comes from the Aldridges, who were originally in England but are now found in the southern United States. It’s the same clan Lisette comes from. Tori comes from the Taavi, formerly Taavetti, and they are in the northernmost part of Finland. We don’t really deal with them for the most part. They’re a sizeable enough clan at two hundred members but very toxic in culture.”

      Gunter looked uncomfortable, his gaze straying down to his keyboard.

      “We’ve been able to draw only about five mages out of that clan, including Tori. Most have gone to the Valerii Dragon Clan in Brazil. While we’re desperate for mages…”

      “There’s no reason to drag a potentially toxic element into your clan when you’re also dealing with the Jaeggi,” Sora finished gently.

      He was empathetic to their plight. He was looking at a dragon who’d lived more than five centuries with little hope of finding his mate, and now an entire clan of mages was just a short distance away. But no one wanted to deal with that kind of hatred and mistrust from someone who was supposed to love you.

      The entire situation dismayed Sora. So few mages? In the entire world? “Even the Valerii haven’t found any mages?”

      “Their seeking spells were very short-ranged. The Noh family has managed to give us back that lost information, so our seeking spells have improved drastically. But for the most part, we’ve been researching family trees and finding mages by blind luck.” Gunter pointed to a binder sitting nearby. “That’s the Aldridge line, right there, after they left England. North’s grandfather gave it to me to help with the research. But you can see why having mages pounding on our front door is so exciting for us.”

      “Yes, I can.” And it was heartbreaking that this situation was an improvement. Sora was ever so glad he’d won the argument with his mother and his clan was coming here.

      “Talk to me about clan specialties,” Gunter urged, poised again to type.

      Sora obliged, explaining one clan at a time. Gunter was an avid listener and took notes furiously. Really, he was at court-reporting speed, that was how quickly he typed. It brought up the topic of the Abe’s specialty, and it gave Sora a chance to ask a burning question.

      “Is it alright if I offer my services here?”

      Gunter blinked at him from behind his yellow-tinged glasses. “Of course! I’m not sure why you have to ask.”

      “I don’t wish to impose or assume too much,” Sora explained. The idea of pushing his ideas onto someone else when they were unwanted made him squirm. It wasn’t polite to do that. “But I’ve seen several ailments in the clan, and I’d like to attend to them. The aged dragon with the severe cataracts, for instance.”

      “Sandor? Yes, his eyes are growing progressively worse.” Gunter nodded in encouragement. “Please, do. Human medicine can’t help dragons very much. Our physiology makes it impossible.”

      “Trust me, I’m well aware.” This was the more delicate question, and Sora tried to phrase it the right way. “I’ve heard hints that your king also has something ailing him?”

      “If you’re talking about the injury he still suffers from, then yes. And please, please do something to help him if you can.” Gunter took off his glasses, rubbing at the bridge of his nose, his expression pained. “Our mages do all they can, but they’re just treating his pain. He has no strength in his left arm. He…he can’t fly.”

      The final bit was soft and slightly choked. These weren’t the words of a clanmate or a loyal subject, but of someone who ached for his beloved friend.

      Sora winced. “I didn’t realize it was so severe. Was this from the war?”

      “Yes. His father took the brunt of an attack meant for him—it’s how we lost our former king. But Hoheit didn’t escape it unscathed. We were devastated then, and we’re pained by it now. Please, examine him. Hoheit won’t think to ask at this stage; he’s resigned to it. But surely an Abe can do something more than treat his pain.”

      Sora had no doubt of that and nodded sharply. “I will certainly try. If nothing else, removing the scar tissue that is likely building up will ease a significant amount of his pain and should give him some mobility back.”

      Gunter practically beamed at him. “You can do that without surgery?”

      “I should be able to do it with light surgery, I should say. It depends how deeply the damage goes. But I’ll offer my help to King Alric and see how he responds.” Sora glanced at the clock and frowned. “Apologies, but can we resume later? I’ve promised to meet Ravi for lunch.”

      It seemed Gunter only then realized the hour himself, and he blinked at the clock as if wondering where the time had gone. “Oh! Oh, it is that time. Sure, go ahead. Later this afternoon?”

      “Sure.” Sora was half out of his chair when he realized Gunter was looking at him a bit strangely. “Is something…?”

      “Huh? Oh, no. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around it, is all. Ravi being courted.”

      Now that, Sora couldn’t leave be. “Why?”

      Gunter’s head canted one direction, then another, as if he sought the words to explain.

      “It’s not that I don’t see him as an adult. He’s five hundred and three years old, of course he is. It’s just that he’s always been everyone’s kid brother. We, as a clan, helped raise him. And he’s this jokester we don’t take seriously most of the time. Seeing a serious man like you courting him is breaking my brain on some level.”

      How interesting. Sora could understand, in a way, how Gunter’s perception of Ravi colored his view of things. But he also felt a challenge in those words and couldn’t let it stand.

      “It’s because of his spontaneity that I’m drawn to him.”

      Gunter regarded him carefully. “Really. That’s why?”

      “And he’s wickedly cute.” Sora winked and got a surprised smile out of Gunter. “But, yes, I think that’s what initially caught my interest. I’m too much the straight-man. It’s hard for me to be impulsive, as my nature doesn’t lend itself to that kind of behavior. But I enjoy it in other people and admire those who can be true to their emotions. Ravi is the epitome of that.”

      Snorting, Gunter agreed. “He’s definitely that. We’ve all said for years that Ravi needed someone responsible as a mate, otherwise the world might burn. So, in that sense, Sora, I’m glad that you’re the one courting him. But, you understand what will happen if you hurt him?”

      Sora blinked in surprise. Oh. A shovel talk? Really? He’d never been on the receiving end of one. It was a novel experience.

      “I don’t think I’d come out unscathed. Or alive.”

      “You do understand, good.” Gunter looked fierce for a moment, a dragon looking after his own. His smile still had an edge of ferocity to it. “Be good to him, Sora. And I hope things work out well for both of you.”

      He hadn’t been looking for any sort of recognition or approval. But now, having been freely given both, Sora was surprised by the warmth he felt. “Thank you, Gunter.”
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        * * *

      

      Sora found Ravi in the kitchen.

      To be precise, he heard Ravi’s name being yelled before he even made it to the kitchen doors.

      “RAVI!”

      “What?” Ravi responded, sounding defensive. “It’ll taste good!”

      “Don’t you dare put a banana into the curry!”

      “But it tastes good that way!”

      Sora rounded the doorway and took in the scene. The two people on staff were in the middle of a large meal-prep, obviously ready to serve lunch to the entire castle soon. There were pots of curry on multiple stove eyes, with large, industrial-sized rice cookers lined up on another counter. Ravi had a peeled banana over his head, looking rather like a monkey getting up to mischief.

      Which, all things considered, probably wasn’t too far off.

      Ravi heard him enter and turned, then pointed to Sora as if he were the answer to all questions. “He’ll tell you! Being both Japanese and living near India, he’ll be the master of curry. The banana will work!”

      Sora was hardly an expert in culinary matters. But he could try and salvage Ravi’s point before it got tossed. “The reason why chopped apples go into curry is because the sweetness counters the spiciness. I’ve never tried it with a banana, but I think the combination of the sweetness and the texture will add a thick consistency to the roux.”

      The staff members respectfully shared doubtful looks before regarding Sora with open misgiving.

      “We can dish up a single bowl and mix in a bit of banana, try it on a smaller scale, if you wish?” Sora offered. “There’s no harm in testing it, is there?”

      “No, I suppose not.” The woman with short blonde hair fetched a bowl and ladled some curry into it.

      Ravi promptly cut off a bite of banana with a spoon and blended it into the curry. He offered it to her, eyebrows waggling in challenge. Rolling her eyes, she accepted the bite, then chewed. Then chewed some more, expression turning thoughtful.

      “Gris, come try this.”

      Gris obediently came over and dipped a spoon in, his expression also turning thoughtful. “That’s…oddly good?”

      Proud of himself, Ravi’s chest puffed out. “See? Just one banana in each pot, that’s all I’m asking.”

      “Pfft, okay, fine.”

      When their backs were turned, Ravi gave Sora a high five. Sora played along with a grin on his face, enjoying being in on the joke with Ravi. And look at him, sparkling with delight and smugness, practically bouncing. One of the things Sora most liked about Ravi was that he radiated joy. He was drawn to the man like a moth to flame.

      “Ravi, stop flirting,” the woman ordered. “You’re still on lunch duty.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “I can help?” Sora offered.

      Ravi gave him a quick kiss, light but full of promise. “Dish up the rice? And I will reward you later.”

      Reward? Sora’s libido perked up at the word. “I’ll take that promise. Leave the rice to me.”

      There were large bowls to put the rice into, and Sora filled them up before putting them onto the buffet table. He passed the others back and forth as they brought the pots of curry out, and the dishes, setting it up for the lunch crowd. On his nth trip out of the kitchen with rice, he spied King Alric and Cameron with plates in hand, helping themselves.

      It was still rather odd to him, to see a king so willing to meet his own needs. But in a way, it made sense. With such a small clan, having a staff to see to the king would take too much manpower away from other tasks that needed to be done. It said something about King Alric’s character that he chose to do things himself and put his clan’s needs first.

      They were among the first to arrive in the dining hall, and it gave a small window of privacy that Sora belatedly realized he might not easily achieve again. A flash of mischief took him over and, on impulse, he gave in to it. Ravi had, after all, requested it. And he could hear Ravi coming out of the kitchen, even now, so he was sure to catch this moment.

      Sora put himself directly across the serving table from King Alric, in line of view with him, before clearing his throat. “King Alric? A question, if I may.”

      The man paused, ladle in hand. “Yes?”

      Gesturing to the Ravi in question, Sora asked in as serious a tone as he could muster, “May I lick this dragon?”

      King Alric’s eyes flew wide, jaw steadily dropping. His expression was the height of both surprise and bemusement, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just been asked.

      Sora’s lips twitched with the urge to laugh.

      Don’t laugh. Hold it. Hold it. If you laugh, you’ll give the game away.

      Ravi lost it. He hastily put the spoons in his hands on the table and then hit the floor, crying with laughter. Cameron was right behind him, doubled over with it.

      King Alric’s eyes cut to the pair as if he knew one of them had put Sora up to this. But he played along, putting his jaw back in its socket and responding with all due dignity, “Permission granted. In fact, please do so, maybe it’ll keep him from pranking the rest of us for a while.”

      “Thank you.” Sora grinned at him, delighted that King Alric had enough of a sense of humor to both take it and dish it out. Then, he looked at the man wheezing on the floor. “You did tell me to ask.”

      “I lo-love,” Ravi gasped out, “so love that you did. Although, dammit, I wish that had been recorded.”

      “I somehow had a feeling you put him up to it.” King Alric shook his head and picked up his curry ladle again. “Sora, I take it that you and Ravi are now officially courting?”

      “With your blessing, yes.”

      “I’m very glad to hear it.” King Alric looked him sternly in the eye. “Do not get sucked into his pace. I have enough troublemakers as it is.”

      Cameron finally got his breath back, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes. “That was priceless. No, do get sucked into his pace. It’s so much more fun on the dark side.”

      King Alric leaned over to smack a kiss on his lips. “You behave, too.”

      “That sounds less fun.” His consort waggled his eyebrows back in challenge. “And you like it when I’m fun.”

      King Alric gave him an arch look and refused to be baited before continuing on down the buffet.

      Seizing his wrist, Ravi towed Sora away from the table, speaking rapidly as he went. “You are so getting rewarded. Right now. As soon as I can find a good make-out spot. Ooh, there would be good. You’re not hungry, right?”

      Sora tingled with anticipation. “Not for curry. Not right now.”

      Ravi gave him a smoldering look over his shoulder and purred, “Good answer.”
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      “Get out, you are not sixty-three years old,” Ravi spluttered. He dared an incredulous glance at the man sitting shotgun.

      Sora chuckled, a low, rich sound that always made Ravi’s heart beat a tad faster. “Why, do I not look it?”

      Teasing again. Sora kept claiming he was bad at humor and improv, but he did like to tease. In this case, Ravi’s head was spinning too much to respond appropriately.

      “No, b-but…you look thirty. Maaaaybe mid-thirties, I can possibly see thirty-five. But sixty-three?!”

      “Mages age more slowly. You know that.” Sora shrugged as if this weren’t a big deal. “I’m sure North, Cameron, and Cassie are all—”

      “In their twenties, exactly as they look,” Ravi cut in dryly.

      Sora blinked at him. “Really? I assumed they were a good decade older than that. Tori?”

      “He’s thirty-five, also exactly as he looks. But then, a hard life aged him a bit.”

      “But…why?”

      “My guess is, they weren’t using magic regularly up until they joined us. Hell, Cameron and Cassie didn’t even know they could use magic.”

      “Ahhh. That would do it. A mage who doesn’t activate their magical core on a regular basis ages just like any other human.” Sora made a humming noise. “It is curious to me that so many of the mages who found their way to Burkhard are male, too. That’s unusual. I, myself, am considered unusual because I’m male.”

      “Gunter’s been really curious about it, too. He keeps digging into the question. He wonders whether it’s a matter of luck or statistics.”

      This seemed a good segue into some of the other questions Ravi really wanted answers to. There was a great deal about Sora he’d not had a chance to discover. And, for once, they weren’t in danger of being interrupted.

      In fact, they were on their way to meet the Sodalicium members, who were to land in Munich in about two hours. At the airport, they would be picking up another couple of rental cars to hold everyone.

      Alric had offered more dragons for protection, but apparently the Sodalicium were traveling with their own entourage of bodyguards. That was fine with Ravi. It meant he was able to travel alone with Sora and it was blissful, having this one-on-one time with the man he was quickly falling for.

      Sometimes Ravi had to pinch himself, half-convinced he was dreaming. He had a hard time believing that he’d caught this man’s attention. Sora was just so much. Everything Ravi admired in a person. And the way he looked at Ravi, as if the sun shone for him alone, made Ravi melt every time. He wanted to know more about this beautiful man. He wanted to know everything. And he feared that even a lifetime wouldn’t be enough.

      It was hard to contain his excitement sometimes, as he wanted to glomp Sora. All the time. He shouldn’t, though, and he found outlets to his eagerness—namely, doing other things, like asking questions. He did have a lot of questions. So that was easy. No time like the present, right?

      “Tell me more about your family, your home. You’ve only thrown me hints.”

      “Ah. Well, I’m an only child. Not for lack of trying, but even with magic, it was very hard for my mother to carry a child to full term. She miscarried nine times before having me. They finally used an incubator to do it.”

      Ravi winced. “Ouch.”

      “Yeah. She sometimes speaks of those early days with such regret, so I don’t remind her of it often. But they were thrilled to have me. I sometimes think I had too much of my parents’ attention.” Sora hummed. “Hmm, what else to tell you? All of the mage clans still retain their specialties, and I learned my craft from both my parents and my grandparents, some from my aunt.”

      “Were you homeschooled?”

      “No, not in the sense you mean. We had a public school in the clan. It’s just that we had different divisions for dragons, mages, and those not born with magic. The general classes, we all studied together. Then, by high school, we went into specialties.”

      “Ahhh. Small classes, though, I bet.”

      Sora snorted. “Very. I had six people in my class. There was no escaping the teacher’s attention.”

      Ravi chuckled a little, his hands tightening on the steering wheel.

      “Is it…well…are you…” he stammered.

      “What? What’s got you so nervous? You can ask me anything.”

      Ravi huffed out a breath. He didn’t want to insult Sora.

      “Is it weird that you haven’t found your mate yet? You are sixty-three. A really sexy sixty-three, but isn’t that old for a mage?”

      Sora laughed, and Ravi felt like he could breathe again.

      “You’re asking if I’m considered an old maid?”

      A low groan rumbled up Ravi’s chest, and he rolled his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I know, and yes, I am considered a bit of an old maid. It has driven my parents insane that I haven’t found my mate. As soon as I was finished with my training, they made sure I met every unmated dragon in the Sodalicium. No one caught my attention even a little.”

      Which had Ravi breathing a huge mental sigh of relief.

      “Then, they made sure that I met every unmated mage who was old enough to date. It was insane and a lot of pressure. For two years, we had someone new over for Sunday dinner each week, in hopes of me finding a mate. It’s part of the reason I started traveling. To get a break.”

      “And you still didn’t find anyone?”

      Ravi looked over to see Sora shrug one shoulder as he gazed out his window.

      “I tried dating a few people, but it turned into more of a friends-with-benefits arrangement every time. It frustrated my parents, but they could also see my point of view. They’ve relented in the past several years, realizing that I’ll find someone at my own pace.” Sora turned his head and smiled gently at Ravi. “It had to be harder on you, though. Having no one to date at all.”

      Ravi lifted a hand and waggled it. “Yes and no. I guess, in a sense, it was easier. Because I wasn’t trying to talk myself into falling into a relationship with someone when I knew we didn’t really have chemistry. But frustrating because I had no options at all, really.”

      “I want to ask a very indelicate question.”

      Ravi perked up immediately. “Oooh, I love those! Ask away.”

      Sora still sounded as if he were trying to phrase the question delicately. “I know that you’re not…innocent.”

      “Oh, you’re wondering if we were all boning each other?” Ravi stole a glance to see Sora’s eyes rolling off into the sunset. “I get that question so often. Cassie asked it almost immediately. Yes and no. We all sort of went out at different points and hooked up with people. On really bad nights, sometimes we’d turn to each other for comfort. Not often, though. It was sexual relief, nothing more. And usually it was kind of awkward the next morning, so it didn’t happen often.”

      “But you have slept with someone in your clan.”

      “Only once. The awkwardness was lethal, man. We couldn’t look at each other for a straight week. Wasn’t worth it, in the end. I went out, after that, to find my jollies.”

      “I did wonder. Gunter made a comment to me about how he sees you as the kid brother and finds it hard to think about you in a relationship.”

      “Yeah, that’s mutual, just reversed. He’s way too much the big brother to be taken seriously. I kinda feel sorry for whoever Gunter falls for, honestly. Because he’s, like, laser-focused once he’s into something. Once that person gets his full attention, there will be no getting rid of him.”

      Ravi sent a prayer up for the poor sap, whoever they might be.

      “And you?” Sora didn’t sound like he was teasing. “Do you think you can complete someone?”

      Ravi answered in a light, teasing tone. “I’m not sure about completing anyone. One hundred percent sure I can drive them bat-shit crazy, though.”

      Sora chuckled again, the sound rolling through the car. “You’ve not driven me crazy at all.”

      “Yeah, about that, are you that desperate for entertainment? Because you’ve seriously been rolling with my jokes. I love it, absolutely not complaining, but this is not standard operating procedure, you know? I mean, I never in a million years expected you to baldly ask Hoheit to his face if you could lick me.”

      “It was too tempting,” Sora admitted. “I kept trying to imagine his reaction, and in the end, mischief seized me.”

      “I’m glad it did. Cameron’s still laughing about it.”

      It didn’t really answer Ravi’s question, though. Was Sora simply indulging him? Because they were dating? He had so little experience in dating like this, seriously dating, that he didn’t know how to read the situation.

      “I’m glad you’re amused. In truth…” Sora paused, as if deciding how to phrase the words before speaking. He did that often. “I’m not good at improv. I’m not good at starting a joke or thinking of something off the cuff. But if someone else starts, I find I can easily roll with it.”

      “Ahhhh.” Now, that made more sense to Ravi and eased his concerns. “That’s why, when I’ve started something, you follow suit.”

      “Precisely. I enjoy doing so, as it makes me feel like I’m in on the joke. But so many people mistake me for being too serious, and they don’t try to joke around with me.”

      It made him a little sad, that was clear. Ravi could hear it in his voice. And that was wrong, that’s what it was. To make that assumption and basically cut Sora out of the fun. Ravi would figure out later who was stupid enough to do that and then have many, many words with them.

      “It’s part of why I wanted to date you,” Sora admitted after a moment. “Because you’ve never done that. You always start a joke and then give me a grin like you’re inviting me to come and play. I feel more included because of it, and life’s become vastly more fun. Do you do that intentionally, to make me welcome?”

      “No? I mean, great if that’s how it’s working, but it’s more habit on my part.” Ravi slowed the car to make the next curve, as they were traveling through a steep section of the mountain. “Ever since I was knee-high, I’ve tried to make the clan laugh. They were so depressed after the war, and Hoheit in so much pain, they all needed to laugh. I’ve been cracking jokes for hundreds of years. I don’t always get a good response, but I try.”

      “Ah. It makes sense to me, that your nature is so. Wind dragons are notorious pranksters at heart.”

      Ravi blinked at this. “Are we really?”

      “Oh, yes. We have many wind dragons in the clan. They’re all like you in some way. Quick-tongued pranksters with a tendency to be impulsive. They’re also incredibly light of foot like you are. You didn’t know?”

      “Not one bit.”

      Ravi thought about the implications of being able to meet a wind dragon. There was a lot that he didn’t know, that he’d figured out on his own. How his wind ability worked, for instance. He turned wistful at the idea of having an hour to ask the many, many questions he harbored.

      “You think I can maybe meet a wind dragon from your clan?”

      “I’ll make sure it happens.”

      “Every time you make me a sweet promise, it makes me want to do naughty things to you.”

      “Sounds like incentive to me.” Sora ducked in closer to steal a kiss as Ravi stopped at a crossroad. “I like doing things for you.”

      Seriously, this man. Ravi would ask the cosmos what to do with him, but actually, he had too many ideas as it was. He kissed him back quickly before continuing to drive.

      “I want to do things for you, too. So far, you’ve been helping me and my clan, and I haven’t been able to do anything in return.”

      “Well, the situation rather called for it.”

      “I mean, not arguing, but not my point, either.”

      “You’re already helping me tremendously by pulling my clan out of hiding.”

      Ravi gave a bzzt, like a game show host when a contestant gave the wrong answer. “Try again. Something more personal.”

      “Take me flying?”

      That wasn’t at all the question Ravi had expected. He blinked a few times, processing that.

      “Sure? I mean, I love to fly, I’m all for it if you want to go on a trip with me.”

      “It’s not often the dragons of my clan will take one of us flying, unless it’s their mate or there’s some task that requires it.” Sora’s voice turned soft and wistful, a little nostalgic. “But the few times I’ve been up, it was glorious. So liberating, as if gravity’s hold on me had fallen away completely. I loved every second of it.”

      Now he was talking Ravi’s language.

      “There’s no freedom like sailing through the sky. I hear you there. As soon as we have everyone settled, let’s go for an evening flight, yeah?”

      Sora sounded like a child being offered some forbidden treat. “You mean it?”

      “Absolutely. I have a harness fitted to me. I’ll strap you in and we’ll take off.” Ravi bounced a bit in his seat in anticipation. “This will be fun.”

      “And a reward for hauling grumpy people out of an airport. Most of the clan doesn’t view flying on an airplane well.”

      “Ha! Not surprised. My clan only does it out of strict necessity. Wait, didn’t you tell me you travel a lot?”

      “I do, but usually alone. It’s not something my family joins me on.”

      “Really? But like…isn’t staying in one place all the time boring?”

      “I’ve always thought so. There’s so much of the world to see, after all. Why stay in one corner of it?”

      “Exactly.”

      Sora gave him a nod, both of them firmly on the same page. “Then, you’ll take trips with me?”

      “You bet I will. Ooh, where should we go first?”

      “Now, that’s a question. It also begs the question—where all have you gone?”

      “Uh, that’s my question for you. Where all have you been?”

      “I think I asked first,” Sora pointed out, amused.

      “Okay, fine, but I’ve been to a lot of places.”

      In challenge, Sora threw out, “So have I, dragon.”

      “Oh, yeah? Let’s see who’s gone the most places, then.”

      Ravi was always up for a challenge. Especially if it meant learning more about Sora.

      They started listing off places, Sora keeping track for them both, as Ravi had his hands full with driving. It turned out Sora really had gone many places. Not quite as many as Ravi, but still, damned impressive.

      As they talked, a niggling question rose in the back of Ravi’s mind. They both kept using the phrase my clan. It was unconscious, just a clarifying statement. But it drew a line in the sand, and Ravi felt it clearly.

      My clan.

      Your clan.

      Unlike every other mage they’d met in the past year, Sora had an established clan. A wholesome, healthy family and environment he was proud to be a part of. Ravi couldn’t assume that Sora would leave them and join the Burkhards. And doing some kind of long-distance relationship sounded painful. There would be a lot of distance between them if Sora ever chose to go back home.

      But that begged the question: If this relationship turned serious, if they chose to become mated, what would happen? Would Sora stay with him? Or would Ravi leave the only family he’d ever known to follow Sora back to the Sodalicium?

      Ravi had no ready answer. He didn’t know which part of his heart to follow, only that the idea of leaving either his family or Sora behind pulled at his heartstrings in a painful way.

      He kept the doubts to himself and focused instead on the fun car trip. It wasn’t the right time to ask those questions. And they would probably hit soon enough on their own, anyway.
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      Sora stood next to Ravi in the gleaming German airport, excited nerves starting to twist and bubble in his stomach. He’d already gotten three texts from his mother stating that they’d landed, taxied to a jet bridge, and were now waiting to deplane.

      His father had also texted to complain that they’d been trapped in the claustrophobic metal death tube for too long, and they needed to get out, stretch their legs, and breathe real air that didn’t smell like dragon feet.

      An even mix of excitement and anxiety bubbled through Sora’s veins. His parents were going to meet Ravi—not that he thought they wouldn’t like him. Of course, it really didn’t matter whether they liked him or not, since Ravi was most definitely his dragon and nothing was going to change that.

      But his parents were obviously going to love Ravi because everyone loved Ravi. What was there not to love? Ravi was energetic, sweet, funny, compassionate, and dedicated to the safety and well-being of his clan. What more could a mage hope to find when it came to his dragon?

      It also didn’t hurt that he found Ravi absolutely delectable, and Sora wanted to sneak the dragon off somewhere private to kiss and nibble every inch of him.

      But that wasn’t the best thought to be entertaining when he was waiting for his parents and the rest of the leaders of the Sodalicium. Greeting his parents with a hard-on would be a bad idea.

      “Are you excited to see your parents again?” Ravi asked. He rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet as if he couldn’t quite stand still. But then, the only time Sora had seen Ravi hold perfectly still was when he’d been injured and stretched out as a dragon on a pile of pillows.

      “Actually, I am.” Surprise filled his voice. He loved his parents. There was no doubt about that. His rush to see the Burkhard Clan had been more about his need for something new, to find a place where he was needed. It had never been about getting away from his family. Though the break had been very nice, he was looking forward to seeing them again.

      “Do you think they’ll like me?”

      “Really?” Sora asked with a chuckle. He wrapped his arm around Ravi’s shoulders and pulled him in close. “I think they’re going to adore you.”

      “Did you tell them we’re dating?”

      Sora’s grin turned into more of a smirk. “I might have mentioned something like that. When I told them about the situation with the Burkhard Clan and the Jaeggi, they were curious about meeting King Alric. But when I mentioned finding you, it got my parents moving a little bit faster.”

      Ravi offered up a nervous laugh as he rolled his eyes. “Great. Now I’m even more nervous.”

      “Trust me. They’re going to love you,” Sora said firmly, reveling in how Ravi relaxed against him, wrapping his arm around his waist as they stood together.

      Sora turned his attention to the bustling airport. It was all shining metal and huge sweeping windows, letting in massive amounts of bright sunlight. With what he suspected was the usual German efficiency, people were hurrying along with smiling faces and bags trailing behind them as they grabbed their flights or looked for loved ones.

      Next to him, he could hear Ravi suddenly sniffing loudly, like he was scenting the air.

      “Whoa…that’s gotta be them,” Ravi murmured in a low voice. “It’s like this cloud of magic wafted through the airport.”

      Sora’s head snapped up, and he saw a new group of people exiting the security area. In the lead were his parents…of course. Swallowing back his groan at his mother’s determined look, Sora plastered a smile on his face. He remained right next to Ravi, his arm tightening on his shoulders. His mother’s eyes quickly swept over him, as if checking to make sure he was all in one piece, before looking over the man standing right next to him.

      At last, a bright smile broke over her face, and Sora could relax. She reached them first, with his father close behind.

      “Ravi, may I introduce you to my parents, Abe Yuki and Abe Ryu?”

      Ravi bowed low to Sora’s parents. “It is truly an honor to meet you.”

      His tone was unexpectedly solemn. Sora had definitely gotten more accustomed to chatty, excited Ravi, who blurted out the most interesting things. His poor dragon was clearly nervous about meeting Sora’s parents.

      “Kaa-san, Tou-san, this is Ravi Burkhard. He is a retainer of King Alric and frequently serves as the king’s personal bodyguard as well as protector of the royal family.”

      Ravi smirked up at him, his cheeks growing ruddy with a hint of embarrassment. “If you’re going to list all of my accolades, you might mention I make a pretty mean curry.”

      Sora grinned back at him. “I was thinking of mentioning you’re also a spectacular kisser, but I didn’t think they needed to hear that.”

      Laughing, Ravi gave Sora a little shove and shook his head. “Evil. You’re evil, and I never would have guessed it.”

      “Ravi, it is wonderful to meet you. I look forward to having a very long chat once we are settled at your clan’s home,” Sora’s mother said.

      His father nodded. “Yes, we are eager to hear what trouble our son has gotten into while away from home.”

      He looked tired and a little disheveled from the trip, but otherwise happy to be out of the plane. Sora’s mother, of course, looked perfectly put together.

      Barely resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Sora pulled Ravi away from his parents and started introducing the rest of the members of the Sodalicium, including the kings of the earth and metal clans and their respective mates.

      “A wind dragon!” King Chalo boomed.

      He wasn’t a small man, built like a bodybuilder on steroids, his nose a touch too large for his narrow face, and with the lungpower to go with his large size. Sora winced, praying that no one in the vicinity spoke Swahili. He nearly groaned when the large man immediately switched to English. The Germans would definitely know some English.

      “I thought we were meeting with Alric and the Fire Dragon Clan.”

      “Hush, Chalo. Can’t you see that Sora doesn’t want you drawing more attention to us?” Queen Diya chided, slapping her mate on the arm.

      She, at least, didn’t look like the trip had exhausted her much, her dark brown hair pulled up in a high bun, makeup perfect. The lovely woman looked as if she were half the size of her nearly seven foot mate, but Sora knew from experience that she was quite good at handling the king of the Earth Dragons.

      “I’m trying to get to the bottom of all this nonsense. My brain is fuzzy after spending so many hours away from the earth,” King Chalo grumbled, his bottom lip sticking out in a pout. Which was an odd expression on a man of his size.

      Ravi bowed low to the couple again.

      “Greetings, King Chalo and Queen Diya.” He turned and bowed to the much shorter king of the Metal Dragons and his mate. “Greetings, King Roca Mayta and Queen Anawarkhi. I am Ravi Burkhard, your honored guide to Burkhard Castle.”

      “Oh my, Sora, is this the dragon your mother was telling us about?” Queen Diya asked.

      She was in a traditional sari, black hair done up in a loose twist, her heart-shaped face alight with avid curiosity. She abandoned her husband and came over to stand next to the tiny Queen Anawarkhi, their shoulders touching.

      “Isn’t he absolutely adorable, Ana?”

      “He is, but then I think all wind dragons are adorable,” Queen Anawarkhi commented. Her smile was a bright contrast to her ebony skin, expression alight with mischief.

      King Roca cleared his throat loudly. “Really, my heart?”

      Queen Anawarkhi waved a hand at him. “Enough, my jealous Roca. You know you are my knight.”

      Sora wasn’t sure whose face was redder, his or Ravi’s. And this was only the start of things.

      The dragon royalty also had six dragons accompanying them as bodyguards. Twelve dragons and mages in all made a hefty crowd to maneuver through the airport toward baggage claim.

      “Ravi, have you been on one of those flying death traps recently?” his dad grumbled as they waited on their bags.

      Sora groaned, but Ravi grinned at the old mage. “A few times in the past several years. I mostly prefer to fly myself. It’s usually faster that way. Why do you ask?”

      “They served us this—this thing they called a meal—”

      “Definitely not a meal,” King Chalo tossed in. His voice was little more than a low grumble, like massive boulders grinding against each other. “Not enough food to qualify as a meal. Maybe a snack.”

      “Yes, and it tasted like cardboard,” King Roca called out.

      “Once we get loaded into the cars, it’s less than two hours to Sonthofen and Burkhard Castle,” Sora explained. “I know King Alric has rooms prepared and a welcoming banquet.”

      “Two hours,” King Roca repeated with something that sounded suspiciously like a pathetic pout.

      “However…” Ravi had his phone up and was typing away. “There is a cute little restaurant that Cassie has located. Just outside Munich. Specializes in soups and sandwiches. We can grab a quick bite to tide everyone over until we reach the castle.”

      His mother placed her hand on Ravi’s arm, pulling his gaze up to her face. “Please don’t let these grumpy dragons and my mate disrupt your schedule.”

      “Nope. Not a problem. I’ve already texted King Alric and explained that we’re going to be delayed about ninety minutes while we grab a bite to help give us the strength to finish the last leg of your journey. He will completely understand. Everything is under control.”

      Sora could only watch in awe as Ravi worked. With a practiced ease and jovial disposition, the smaller man flitted between Sora’s parents, the two kings, their mates, and even the bodyguards, making sure everyone had their bags, the rental SUVs had been acquired, the bags were loaded, and everyone was settled. The wind dragon even winked at him as he dropped behind the wheel of the Burkhard SUV and set off for the restaurant.

      “You act like you’ve done this all before,” Sora said quietly as his parents chatted with the bodyguards who’d been assigned to their vehicle.

      Ravi maneuvered the massive black SUV away from the airport with ease. “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t even blink when they started talking about food. And how did you even get them to move out of baggage claim as a group? It’s like trying to keep a dozen cats moving in the same direction. When we finally got outside, I thought King Chalo was going to lie down in that grassy area, but you kept him moving.”

      Ravi threw his head back and laughed. “I feel like I’ve been watching over Hoheit my entire life. And when King Rodrigo came to see us for the first time, I was around to help with the Valerii Clan.”

      “You think King Alric and King Rodrigo are a lot like this group?”

      “Totally.”

      Sora chewed on his bottom lip for a second. He really couldn’t see it. He’d not spent much time with King Alric, yet. Another laugh from Ravi drew him from his thoughts.

      “In my experience, kings are always preoccupied with big ideas and problems for the clan. They don’t think about things like eating and sleeping. Until Cameron came along, I had to regularly place food in front of Alric to remind him to eat.”

      A smile toyed with Sora’s lips. “And if he says he’s hungry?”

      “Feed him. Feed him quickly. No one wants to deal with a hungry, grumpy dragon king.”

      Sora chortled and shook his head. In the rearview mirror, he caught a glimpse of his mother’s knowing grin, but he said nothing. Oh, they would be having a long talk in the very near future. There was no avoiding that. She’d want to know every scrap of information when it came to Ravi. Not that he could blame her. He was the only child of Ryu and Yuki of the Abe clan. He was one of the few mages born to the Sodalicium who hadn’t yet found a mate. It had been bad enough that the two queens had started plotting to help him find a mate.

      But he’d found his mate in Ravi, a lone wind dragon who was a member of the Burkhard Fire Dragon Clan. Yes, she would definitely want to know everything about the dragon who was quickly laying claim to every bit of Sora’s heart.

      The dragons and mages descended on the unsuspecting restaurant with ravenous appetites. Ravi jumped to the foreground once again, managing the Sodalicium members and expertly directing the wait staff as they stood in shock at the size of the party.

      Good food and even better wine helped to put everyone in an excellent mood once again. For now, the Jaeggi were forgotten as stories were shared over delicious cheese and sausages. The Sodalicium dragons and mages talked about their long flight to Germany, while Ravi and Sora shared the story of how they’d first met in town. Ravi, with a bit of embarrassment, revealed how he’d come to be the internet sensation who launched the Great Reveal, as it was being called.

      And, to Sora’s shock, Ravi had everyone walking back toward the SUVs approximately ninety minutes later. He had them on a schedule, and they were sticking to it. Amazingly, he managed to do it without rushing anyone.

      Unfortunately, the Jaeggi had other plans.

      Four cars rushed into the restaurant parking lot in a cloud of dirt and squealing tires. They had just been talking about how to divide up into the cars for the drive to Germany when the group appeared. Sora hated to admit it, but they all had stood dumbfounded for a moment, staring as the cars blocked the exits and a dozen mages jumped out.

      There was something off…something strange about their magic. Something—

      “Jaeggi,” Ravi snarled from beside him, sending a chill down his spine.

      He’d never expected to hear such a vicious, blood-thirsty tone from sweet Ravi, but then his voice sounded more dragon than man at that moment.

      Ravi shoved Sora behind him as he stepped forward, placing his body between the Jaeggi and their group. “It’s the Jaeggi! Protect the mages!”

      The dragons immediately jumped into action, herding the five mages into a group while the dragon kings and two of the bodyguards formed a protective ring around them.

      Meanwhile, Ravi and the other four bodyguards shifted into their dragon forms, forming an additional wall of scales, fangs, talons, and wings. The earth trembled under their feet, and the air split with angry roars.

      Sora tried not to think about Ravi fighting the Jaeggi but focused on the orders from the other mages. His father started pulling together protective spells as the dragons fought. Sora stood by with his mother, prepared to offer up instantaneous healing spells. His strength had always lain in the healing arts rather than aggressive spells for combat, though he knew a few.

      The earth shook under the command of the massive earth dragons, their emerald scales glinting in the midday sun. The metal dragons were a cool mix of black and grey, their scales even thicker and harder than other dragons.

      But Sora’s heart skipped a beat to see the small blue dragon weaving in and out of the fray, darting around like an oversized hummingbird, blasting the Jaeggi back toward their cars with brutal gusts of wind. Sora had spent his entire life around dragons. Seeing the air and ground filled with them was nothing new. But he was sure he’d never seen anyone as elegant or graceful as Ravi in flight.

      “He’s such a beautiful wind dragon,” his mother whispered in wonder.

      “Yes, he’s magnificent,” Sora murmured in return, unable to tear his eyes away.

      Ravi worked seamlessly with the other dragons, adding his own talents so they perfectly complemented each other. It was like he’d been fighting alongside them for decades.

      The fight was shockingly brief. The Jaeggi must have been able to sense the gathering of mages, but possibly hadn’t realized those mages were accompanied by so many dragons. They’d been outgunned from the start.

      Within minutes, they were jumping back into their cars and tearing off into traffic with more squealing tires and honking horns.

      Three of the bodyguards went in pursuit, while Ravi seemed to hang in the air for a moment, staring after the cars. He looked down at Sora and the mage had a feeling Ravi was torn between following them and returning to him. To help him decide, Sora lifted his hand toward Ravi.

      The gorgeous blue dragon turned in an instant and darted down to him. He threw his broad slate-blue wings out to catch the wind and slow his descent. Closing them again, he dropped suddenly, landing directly in front of Sora in his human form.

      “Are you hurt? Did they touch you?” Ravi demanded. One hand cupped Sora’s cheek while the other swept across his chest as if checking him for injuries.

      Warmth and joy poured through Sora’s veins and wrapped tight around his heart. His beautiful, funny dragon. “I’m fine. They never touched me. What about you? You’re the one who is still recovering from the explosion.”

      “I’m fine. They didn’t lay a hand or a spell on me.”

      “Good.”

      Ravi sighed heavily. He dropped his hand from Sora’s cheek to rest it on his chest.

      “Yes, all the mages are just fine,” his mother tossed in, making Ravi wince. The dragon blushed and cleared his throat.

      “Sorry. Yes. Of course. I’m so glad you’re all safe. I—”

      “This is outrageous!” thundered King Chalo. The king of the Earth Dragons stomped over in his human form, and the earth gave an answering quake. “They attacked us! In broad daylight!”

      “And they thought they could steal our mages!” King Roca added.

      “Not a chance of that happening,” his mate said with a snort.

      “They’ve been this bold for nearly a year,” Ravi explained. He shook his head and looked back over his shoulder, at the place where the four cars had blockaded the parking lot. “We don’t know why they’re doing this, but they are growing more aggressive.”

      “More aggressive?” Sora’s father repeated. His eyes widened, and his mouth hung open. Sora couldn’t remember ever seeing such a look of shock on his face.

      “That’s enough for me,” King Chalo growled. “Whatever help Alric wants, he’s getting it. Mages, dragons, weapons. All we’ve got.”

      The king of the Metal Dragons nodded. “We’re crushing the Jaeggi once and for all. They won’t harm another dragon or mage.”

      Sora chuckled as Ravi’s mouth bobbed open and closed several times, but no words came out. Yes, the Burkhard dragons were soon going to find themselves up to their eyeballs in the Sodalicium. They would finally solve their Jaeggi problem, making it safe for dragons and mages to find each other once again.

      “Thank you. I—we—wow, yes…” Ravi sucked in a harsh breath and laughed. “King Alric is going to be thrilled, but we need to get moving now.”

      Ravi looked around the other dragons toward the restaurant, and Sora joined him. The other customers and staff were standing in the windows with their phones lifted.

      Yep, this was definitely going to be on the internet in a matter of minutes, if it wasn’t already. So much for King Alric’s attempts to control the dragon message. Sora suspected all the kings were going to be stuck doing damage control interviews.

      Sora jumped back into the front seat of the SUV he’d been riding in while Ravi ushered the dragons into their SUVs. He breathed a deep sigh of relief. He hadn’t been worried that the Sodalicium would hesitate to help the Burkhard Clan, but it was nice to know King Alric had their full support before they’d even arrived.

      A small hand squeezed his arm, and Sora looked around to find his mother smiling at him. “Ravi is quite amazing in a fight. He’s so fast.”

      “Wind dragons are fast.”

      She made a little noise in the back of her throat. “He’s fast even for a wind dragon, and so very dedicated to your safety.”

      Okay, so maybe he had nothing to say to that. Ravi was sweetly concerned over his well-being; Sora couldn’t deny it and didn’t want to.

      She patted his arm and started to sit back in her seat again. “He’s going to fit in perfectly with the Sodalicium.”

      Sora turned back to face forward, a boulder sinking in his stomach. He hadn’t thought of that. It was clear that his mother, and very likely his father, expected him to return home after they were done dealing with the Jaeggi.

      But, was that what he wanted?

      And what about Ravi? Would the wind dragon even consider coming to live with the rest of the Sodalicium?

      Just as the questions were starting to churn in his brain, the driver’s side door opened and Ravi jumped into the seat. He took one look at Sora and his smile disappeared.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Huh? Oh, yes!” Sora quickly said. Now was definitely not the time to be thinking about such things. “Just…I’m just thinking about the attack.”

      “Yeah, unfortunately, the bodyguards are back without any Jaeggi. They scattered like cockroaches. I think it’s best if we get on the road before we’re swamped with reporters and police.”

      “Good idea.” Leaning across the center console, Sora brushed a kiss across Ravi’s cheek, winning a surprised smile from the dragon. “Let’s get out of here. I’m sure King Alric is anxious to have this crazy caravan safely at Burkhard.”

      “Too true.” Ravi deftly pulled the SUV out of the parking lot and started them on the two-hour journey back to Sonthofen.

      Sora was grateful for the drive as it gave him time to turn over the seed his mother had so deftly planted. Ravi in the Sodalicium. Ravi in his home. Ravi able to fly with wind dragons, his own kind, at last. Was that temptation enough to lure him away from Burkhard?
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      Ravi didn’t take an easy breath until they finally pulled the SUVs into the massive courtyard of Burkhard Castle. While leaving the restaurant hadn’t exactly been easy, the drive from Munich to Sonthofen had proven to be quiet. Thank heaven.

      Over the course of the two hours, Sora chatted with his parents, catching up on clan news and gossip about life back with the rest of the Sodalicium. There had been marriages, births, dating mishaps, and other shenanigans, which painfully reminded Ravi that Sora had an entire life with the rest of his clan on the other side of the world.

      Yes, they were dating, and when a mage dated a dragon, it was understood that the intention was they would one day become mates, but did it mean something different to Sora and his clan? Would Sora seriously consider staying with the Burkhard Clan so they could be mates?

      Or was he expecting Ravi to leave Burkhard and return to the Sodalicium with him?

      Just the idea of leaving his home, his family, and his king made his stomach queasy. Burkhard was everything to him. Serving and protecting Alric and his family was everything. With the appearance of new mages, he’d even begun to look forward to the day when Alric and Cameron would have their first child and he would get to protect their baby dragon as they toddled around the castle.

      But to claim Sora as his own. To build a life with Sora. To have a family with Sora. All those thoughts made his heart speed up and his head get all fuzzy. He didn’t want to imagine a day when he wouldn’t get to see Sora’s handsome face.

      Ravi gave his head a hard shake. Now was not the time to worry about what would happen between himself and Sora. They’d suffered another attack by the Jaeggi. He had to get two kings, their mates, and Sora’s parents to the castle safely. They had a war to finish. It all needed to be done before Ravi could even think about a future with Sora.

      And that was all assuming the mage wanted to keep him.

      Outside the castle walls, there were decidedly fewer reporters and people claiming to be mages. In addition, Ravi noted that nearly every dragon who worked security was patrolling the walls and the skies around the castle to make sure the new arrivals were safe.

      Near the center of the courtyard stood Alric, Cameron, Rodrigo, Dieter, Lisette, Baldewin, Tori, and Gunter. Everyone was in their fanciest clothes, and Ravi couldn’t have been prouder of his family. They might be small, but they were strong and impressive all the same.

      As everyone got out of the car, Alric and Rodrigo stepped forward. Alric opened his mouth, likely prepared to offer a formal greeting, when Chalo’s booming laugh stopped him.

      “My god! Alric, look at you. I remember seeing you and that friend of yours, Baldewin—” He paused and pointed at Baldewin, his smile growing even wider. “—running around the castle and driving your father crazy.”

      Alric’s mouth hung open for a moment, but no sound came out. Ravi had to slap his hand over his mouth to stop the laughter. Cameron made a choked noise beside Alric, failing to hold in his own laughter. Poor Alric probably had this beautiful formal speech prepared, and Chalo had stolen the words away.

      “Dear, if he was that young when you last saw him, he probably doesn’t remember you,” Diya pointed out as she threaded her arm through his.

      “No, I remember King Chalo of the Earth Dragons,” Alric quickly replied, regaining his power of speech. He turned toward the king and bowed his head. “I remember you fought bravely alongside my father.”

      The earth dragon’s expression darkened, and he lowered his own head. “But I couldn’t reach him fast enough when he fell to that damn spell. Blasted Jaeggi. He was a great dragon. And your sweet mother, wonderful mage. It wasn’t right to lose them when the world needed them so much.”

      “The world lost many great dragons and mages to the Jaeggi war,” Rodrigo added solemnly.

      “And, somehow, the return of the Jaeggi has done the impossible,” Roca stated. “Mended fences between the fire and ice dragons.”

      The old dragon smirked as his gaze darted from Alric to Rodrigo.

      “I can’t think of two dragons who butted heads more back at the end of the war. Constantly arguing. Fire and ice.”

      Rodrigo rubbed his chin, his narrowed eyes slipping over to Alric. Ravi recognized the playful mischief there. “Yes, well, Alric has become less of a stick in the mud now that he’s a bit older and mated.”

      Alric snorted. “And you’ve become something less of a pain in my ass the older you get.”

      “Actually,” Cameron said sharply, stepping in front of his mate and extending his hand to Chalo, “they were brought together because of me. Or, rather, the discovery of new mages. Hi, I’m Cameron Burkhard, mage and mate to Alric.”

      Chalo chuckled and eagerly shook Cameron’s hand. “Yes, that makes much more sense.”

      Introductions were made all around, and then they were ushered inside. Lisette took the mages off to her quiet sanctum for mage refreshments that she claimed would soothe the mind and replenish the soul, which Ravi took to mean a couple of bottles of wine from Alric’s private reserve. The bodyguards split up to check out Lisette’s rooms, as well as Alric’s study, before they were shown to their own chambers.

      Ravi was a little surprised that Sora’s father, Ryu, went with Lisette while Yuki remained with the kings. Sora didn’t seem surprised as he walked with his mother to Alric’s private study.

      As everyone entered, Ravi hesitated just inside the door, not sure if he should stay or leave. The castle was well guarded, and Alric wouldn’t need him on hand for protection at the moment. Ravi wasn’t technically present for most of Alric’s meetings until Alric specifically requested he be there.

      “Hoheit…” Ravi started, drawing Alric’s gaze to him.

      Alric waved him in with his right hand. “Ravi, please stay. I think your insight will be invaluable. You’ve been present for many of the Jaeggi attacks, and you are close with our newest mages. Plus, you and Cameron know what Cassie can do with her hacking and her Google-fu,” he said, finishing with a small wrinkle of his nose.

      Grinning, Ravi quickly crossed the room and stood behind Cameron’s chair, which also put him close to where Sora was sitting with his mother on a leather loveseat. Across from him, Roca sank heavily into the cushions of the sofa while the king of the Earth Dragons wandered over to Alric’s desk. His fingertips trailed across the top of the shiny surface for a moment. Deep sadness bowed the old king’s shoulders, and everyone remained silent as they allowed him to get lost in memories that likely included Alric’s father.

      Ravi had no memories of the old Burkhard king. His earliest memories were of Alric and Baldewin. Both dragons had watched over him, played with him, raised him within these castle walls. They were his family.

      He couldn’t imagine what it was like for Chalo and Roca, returning to Burkhard for the first time in five hundred years. How many ghosts of old memories traveled down these halls? Were they both being forced to relive a bloody war that never should have happened in the first place?

      After less than a minute, Chalo turned away from the desk. He flashed Alric a weak smile and patted him on the right shoulder before moving to join Roca on the sofa.

      “To begin,” Alric said, shoving his left hand into the pocket of his slacks, “I wish to apologize for the attack you suffered upon arriving in Munich. We underestimated the Jaeggi, not even considering that they would move so quickly. I—”

      “No. No apologies are necessary.”

      “It was not your fault,” the two kings said in near unison.

      “Besides, it gave us a chance to see your amazing retainer in action,” Yuki added when the two men stopped talking over each other. She smiled at Ravi before turning her attention back to Alric. “Ravi not only managed to get a pair of dragon kings and their entourage through a busy airport, but he got them happily fed and protected them from those bastard Jaeggi.”

      Alric huffed out a soft laugh. “Yes, Ravi has proven quite effective at herding kings.”

      Rodrigo stretched out in his leather chair, crossing his ankles. “He’s been quite good at keeping us on schedule whenever I visit Burkhard.”

      Ravi scrubbed a hand over his burning face. “I never thought my chief accomplishment in life would be championship-level king herding.”

      Someone patted his arm gently, and he looked down to see Sora smiling at him. “You’re also an amazing friend and protector.”

      Ravi lifted his chin. “Okay, that’s good, too.”

      “Returning to the Jaeggi,” Alric started again.

      Ravi had to admire his attempts to keep their conversation on track when it seemed they were all so good at traveling off on weird tangents.

      “Yes, the Jaeggi,” Chalo agreed. “And more to the point, I need to apologize to you—”

      “We need to apologize,” Roca corrected. “We never should have left you out in the cold the way we did.”

      Rodrigo shook his head. “It was understandable at the time. The major mage clans had been decimated. We lost thousands of mages in the war. And with them, we lost thousands of mated dragons. We lost more to the fighting. The wind dragons were nearly wiped out. Fire and ice were massively reduced. You left to protect the few of us who survived. I took my clan to Brazil to protect what was left of the ice dragons. Only Burkhard remained standing in its original home.”

      “I didn’t know what else to do,” Alric admitted softly.

      Ravi’s eyes widened as he looked at Alric. For the first time in his life, Alric seemed to shrink just a little bit. He stopped being the unstoppable force who always had the answer to every problem, and he became a young man suddenly faced with the daunting task of keeping his clan alive when they had nearly no mages and no hope of finding more.

      He opened his mouth, intending to tell Alric that he was an amazing king, that they’d all survived and even thrived because of him. He wanted to tell Alric that all his people loved him and appreciated every sacrifice he made.

      But Chalo was already moving. He stood in front of Alric, lightly gripping both shoulders. His expression was somber but sincere, eyes warm.

      “Listen to me, Alric. I knew your father, called him friend and ally in a time of war. Griswold was a stubborn bastard with a brilliant mind and an enormous heart. You’ve been fighting under some near impossible conditions, and your clan has survived, grown even, since you’ve managed to find more mages after all this time. Your clan is alive because of you. And if your Ravi, there, is a fair example of your clan, then you’ve done an amazing job. I know your father would be so damn proud of you.”

      Alric nodded and swallowed hard twice before he managed a soft, “Thank you” in a low, rough voice.

      Even Ravi had to swallow hard against the sudden knot in his throat. He was proud of his clan and king. They had survived against the odds and built something amazing. He wanted the world to know how remarkable Alric was.

      Fingers brushed his, and Ravi smiled as Sora twined their fingers together. He squeezed the mage’s hand, a deeper sense of peace and happiness starting to sink into him. There was no explaining it. Touching Sora gave him a feeling of calm, a feeling that everything was going to work out.

      “Your father would also be damn angry at us for cutting off all communication. It was wrong. We wronged both of you,” Roca said, pausing to look over at Rodrigo, who had been watching Alric with a worried expression. “We are sorry. We acted to protect our people, but we turned our back on the Fire and Ice Clans. We all suffered in that war, and we should have stuck together.”

      Rodrigo smirked at him. “And what are you planning to do to make up for this poor decision?”

      Roca snorted, and Alric rolled his eyes. Chalo gave Alric’s shoulder one last pat before dropping back onto the sofa. He met Rodrigo’s lazy gaze with a steely one, but a hint of a smile played on his lips.

      “We’re sending mages to the Burkhard and Valerii Clans to help increase your security and protection over your clans,” Chalo stated.

      “We’re also sending dragons to help beef up your security and to help take the fight directly to the Jaeggi,” Roca added.

      Yuki slid to the edge of her seat and tipped her chin up proudly. She looked the part of a leader in her soft grey suit, her black hair pulled severely back in a low ponytail. Her expression was determined, her thin mouth almost flat with it.

      “We’re also going through our spell and history records across all the mage clans of the Sodalicium. We will complete a full knowledge transfer between all of our clans. I want to make sure none of our magic has been lost thanks to this stupid war.”

      Ravi didn’t even realize his legs were giving out on him until he felt Sora’s strong arm wrapped around him. Sora helped him onto the loveseat. His gaze darted from Alric to Cameron to Rodrigo. They all wore the same speechless, stunned expression. Ravi could swear unshed tears were sparkling in Rodrigo’s pale blue eyes.

      Alric dropped down onto the arm of the chair Cameron was sitting in and kissed his mate’s hand while blinking back his own tears.

      This was it. This…this was everything.

      If the Sodalicium was even half as big as Sora had indicated, then they would finally have the resources they needed to wipe out the Jaeggi. They would be able to grow and thrive as a clan. The Sodalicium might even have new and better ways to find mages. All of the Burkhard Dragons would have a chance at finding mates, at finding love and happiness.

      It was amazing. It was…

      “Holy shit,” Alric breathed, finally breaking the silence that had stretched long.

      The visiting leaders laughed, and Alric shook his head. Ravi laughed because he’d never seen Alric looking so utterly flabbergasted—though Cameron’s attempts to fluster Alric had come close over the past year.

      “Sorry. I—holy shit,” he repeated breathlessly.

      Rodrigo laughed and gave Alric a teary, crooked smile.

      “Welp, we’re definitely going to kick some Jaeggi ass now,” Ravi announced.

      He looked up at Sora to find the mage smiling warmly at him. If they could take care of the Jaeggi mess, maybe that meant he could figure out what the future held for him and this handsome, wonderful man who’d brought them the world.
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      Ravi had a plan.

      Yes, it scared him, too. Mostly because he’d made it while unsupervised, and the whole clan could tell you what a bad idea that was.

      But he was determined to romance Sora properly. Ravi’s emotions were all over the map right now. It was part of the reason why he hadn’t talked properly with Sora yet—he couldn’t pin his own emotions down long enough to explain them. He was really, really afraid of saying the wrong thing at the right moment—Ravi did that a lot—and this was one thing he absolutely didn’t want to screw up. Ravi had never dated anyone, not really, not with the future in mind. So, there were lots of potential pitfalls all lined up, waiting to trip him.

      It might not have been so nerve-wracking if Sora weren’t so awesome. Everything Sora had done for him so far had been amazing. He was always so incredibly supportive and fun. Being around him made Ravi’s dragon want to roll over and present for belly rubs.  And the sweet things that fell from the man’s lips melted Ravi.

      Seriously. Melted. Him.

      Sora deserved to melt, too. Ravi could be romantic. Well, he’d never honestly tried to be romantic, but he’d seen some movies with romance in them. And he’d watched other dragons being romantic. With the influx of new mages, it was beginning to look like a competition of who could be the most romantic.

      But he could do this. He had a plan, and dammit, it was a good plan. Probably. He’d cleaned out one of the top rooms in a turret no one bothered to use. He had a comfy nest of blankets, pillows, and a picnic dinner with candlelight all set up. The goal was to stargaze, eat delicious food, drink good wine, and hopefully get his game on.

      He had to act quickly. With all the new dragons and mages in Burkhard Castle, it was becoming more and more difficult for them to have a moment alone together. Alric had kept him busy running errands and entertaining the dragons over the past twenty-four hours. Naturally, Sora was busy catching up with his parents and meeting with the mage queens to discuss the needs of the Burkhard and Valerii mages.

      Ravi needed to get his hands on his mage!

      Buying himself some time off from duty, he placed three poor dragons in Alric’s path as his replacements, and he started lurking outside the mage workshops.

      The moment Sora stepped outside by himself, Ravi grabbed his hand and made a run for it. Sora’s laughter echoed down the hall, but he didn’t question it. He ran with Ravi, their fingers laced together. It had to be a sign that Sora was eager for this stolen time together as well.

      “And where are we going tonight, my handsome dragon?”

      Ravi gave him a quick glance over his shoulder as they climbed the spiral staircase. Good thing Sora was in shape, actually. Having him arrive out of breath and panting wouldn’t be conducive to romance.

      “To a secret place.”

      “A secret place, is it? Alright.” Sora’s dark eyes were warm, and he kept in step with Ravi.

      Ravi, on his end, was being very careful to maintain a pace slow enough so Sora could easily keep up. Sometimes, when he got really excited, he moved faster than everyone else and left them in his dust without meaning to. Tonight, he was very, very excited, making it hard not to sprint up the stairs.

      Don’t sprint.

      Don’t run.

      For god’s sake, don’t speed up.

      “Oh, I think it’s raining.” Sora’s head tilted as he listened.

      Ravi focused so hard on his mantra that it took him longer than it should have to realize what Sora meant. Then, the full impact of those words hit, and Ravi’s mind did the math without any conscious prompting. Open window plus rain equals ruined things.

      “SHIT!”

      Ravi let go of Sora and raced up the stairs three at a time, his hands gripping at the stone walls in order to gain purchase as he practically flew upwards. He was at the top in record time.

      It did not help him.

      The picnic dinner he had so lovingly laid out was soaking wet. The bedding he’d stacked up was damp, only the bottom of the nest dry as it hadn’t been hit by the raindrops pouring in through the skylight. Ravi rescued the bedding first, dragging it out of the way, then went back to stare at his plates of food with mourning.

      “Noooo, food. You were once so tasty, and now you’re gloopy.”

      Sora managed to catch up at that moment, and his eyes swept the area. Being a smart man, he put it all together in a moment.

      “Ah. A romantic candlelight dinner with some stargazing?”

      “Rain wasn’t in the forecast,” Ravi whined.

      “Don’t despair; it’s not all lost.” Sora pulled out his phone and started tapping.

      “Unless you have some magical app that turns back time, Plan A is a total loss. And I have to be frank, I have no ready Plan B.”

      Ravi stared at his efforts with a groan. He’d thought this plan pretty foolproof, actually. For one of his plans, it was actually tame, so he’d given it a higher success rate.

      Music suddenly trickled out from Sora’s phone. The ballad twirled and soared around the small room, hauntingly seductive as it pulled Ravi to Sora’s side. The mage put the phone down on the floor next to the door before catching Ravi in his arms, smoothly spinning him into a dance as if he’d done it a million times before.

      Ravi, always quick on his feet, went willingly enough. A slow grin took over his face. Sora did not look upset at the ruined date, but rather had a hint of mischief in his expression.

      “Don’t tell me you plan on us dancing in the rain.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you that,” Sora agreed peaceably.

      Then immediately twirled them both under the open skylight.

      Ravi laughed outright, going along with it, enjoying the confident way Sora led. Ravi rarely danced like this, but it was easy to follow Sora’s lead. And he loved it, being held in this man’s arms as if he were precious.

      The rain pelted them without mercy, slicking their hair and skin, making their clothes stick to them. Wet was a very good look on Sora. Ravi totally approved, ten out of ten, five stars. Naked and wet could only be an improvement.

      And from the dark, hungry way Sora regarded him, it seemed he was having the same thoughts about Ravi.

      Ravi leaned up to kiss him, and Sora met him halfway, both of them desperate for each other. The kiss wasn’t gentle—it took and demanded things, asking only a question. Yes?

      Yes.

      Ravi’s hands went for Sora’s shirt, quickly undoing buttons and pulling it sharply down the man’s arms. As soon as Sora’s hands were free, he attacked Ravi’s shirt in return. Ravi cooperated even as he got an eyeful. He’d had the feeling Sora worked out regularly and wasn’t surprised by his toned definition. Slender and powerful, but not buff. Ravi liked. A lot.

      No one could blame him for a nibble, right?

      He really had to go for the neck first, that slender column just asking for a hickey. He carded his hands through silky dark hair, now damp with the rain, and lifted it out of the way before latching on with lips and teeth.

      “Oh!” Sora relaxed with a sigh of pleasure, his own hands latching onto Ravi’s waist and pulling him in tighter. “Ravi.”

      “Hmm?” Oh, look at that, Sora was growing steadily harder against his stomach. He could feel the man clearly even through two layers of pants. Neck was a good spot, noted.

      “Please tell me there’s lube somewhere in those blankets.”

      Ravi lifted his head long enough to get out, “Brand new jar. Oh, and I’ve never had anal sex before, so you take lead, okay?”

      “Hmm,” Sora hummed dreamily, “that’s fine—wait, what? Ravi, stop sucking my nipple. You have to talk to me about that.”

      Ravi didn’t want to stop. He liked the way Sora was shivering. He had a feeling Sora didn’t really want him to stop. So, he switched to the left side and kept going.

      Sora made a pained sound. “You’re killing me, sweetheart. Five seconds. Just take five seconds to explain.”

      That sounded mostly reasonable. Ravi could possibly behave for five seconds. He lifted his head long enough to explain. “Mostly, I’ve had heterosexual sex. Once with a trans woman. Only exchanged blow jobs the one time I was with a man.”

      “I see.” Sora looked as if he were doing high-level calculus in his head. It was probably hard to think since all of his blood had gone south. “And I take it from your earlier comment that you want to have anal sex with me, but you want me to top?”

      “Exactly. Can I go back to sucking your nipple, now?”

      “Oh, no,” Sora murmured. “I think it’s my turn.”

      Ravi had no time to question what he meant before Sora scooped him up by the back of the thighs and tossed him onto the mound of pillows. He went with a delighted laugh, which ended in a moan as Sora climbed on him, kissing him avidly. His hands were busy on Ravi’s waistband, and he lifted up only enough to strip Ravi of the rest of his clothes, leaving him thoroughly naked and enjoying every second of it. Ravi’s hands went into that luscious dark hair, fingers tangling in the damp strands and giving it an experimental pull. Sora paused long enough to shudder, color high on his cheeks from lust and excitement burning in his dark eyes.

      “Gods above,” Sora whispered in awe, looking him over from head to toe. “No wonder you’re so quick. Look at that muscle definition.”

      “I have a very healthy exercise regime of dodging responsibility, looking for trouble, and running for it,” Ravi responded lightly.

      “That was too many words.” Sora’s hands flexed a little. “Clearly, I’ve not done my job correctly.”

      “Oooh, whatcha going to do, then?” Ravi hummed happily, loving Sora’s playfulness. A tingle of excitement danced through him, and he was desperate to know what the man would do next.

      Sora leaned in, planting his knees on either side of Ravi’s hips, his hands drifting over Ravi’s chest ever so lightly.

      And then he hit a spot.

      It initially twanged, then a trace of tension and stress Ravi hadn’t been aware of disappeared. Sora hit another spot. And another spot. Before he knew it, Ravi was panting under the man’s hands, conversely more relaxed and turned on than he’d ever been in his life.

      He wanted to return the favor but moving sounded like sacrilege.

      “How…are you doing that?” Ravi slurred, loving every pass of the man’s hands on him.

      “The benefits of making love with a healer.” Sora gathered up his dick with one hand and stroked it steadily, bringing it to full hardness with a warm, sure grip. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this blissfully still before. I must remember this trick.”

      “Yes, do this more often,” Ravi encouraged, utterly relaxed. Too relaxed to…no, actually, he was also too hard to even think about not finishing.

      “I think you’re relaxed enough now to accept some stretching.”

      Some what? Words had lost their meaning in his too-relaxed brain.

      Sora had found the lube—really, the man was amazingly talented—and he turned Ravi onto his side before slipping one lubed finger between his cheeks. Ravi was surprised at how readily his body accepted that finger. Wow, he really was relaxed.

      A second finger joined the first, and that one had a bit of bite to it. Sora lay down behind him, catching Ravi’s head so it rested between his shoulder and arm, cradling him gently as he stretched the channel, loosening and warming it. Ravi had never felt so wanted or loved as he did in this man’s arms, and he relaxed into him, holding Sora’s arm to his chest.

      Then Sora’s fingers turned and twisted, and the tips slid all along the front of the passage, sparking pure pleasure. Ravi’s nerves sang with it, and his head arched back on a gasp, eyes flying wide as the aftershocks pinged along his skin. “Nnnh.”

      “Prostate,” Sora murmured, sounding very smug. “You are so delightfully sensitive.”

      Ravi would have responded, but Sora did it again, and words. Really, who needed words? His dragon was outright purring from the attention and poking at Ravi, demanding he say something to get more of it. He would have, but words. He whined for more; this feeling wasn’t like anything else he’d ever known. Sora caught his ear between his teeth and gave it a gentle tug. The small bite of pain was a perfect counter to the pleasure singing through his nerves. Ravi about lost his mind under the onslaught.

      He found himself begging without meaning to. “Bitte. Bitte, Sora, bitte.”

      “Just lost your English, eh?” Sora chuckled, the sound reverberating against Ravi’s back. “I think you’re about ready for me, anyway.”

      Oh, god, yes, was he ever!

      Ravi expected Sora to turn him onto his front, take him from behind. He didn’t. The jar made a clinking noise—more lube?—and then something blunt and hot steadily breached him. Ravi latched onto his thigh, pulling Sora impatiently closer. Why was he going so slowly when Ravi needed him now? Right now.

      Sora put a staying hand onto his stomach, words a warm caress against his skin. “Slowly, sweetheart.”

      “Nein,” Ravi bit out, squirming. “I need you now.”

      Sora hissed, on the border between pleasure and pain. “Kami-sama, you’re tight. It’s like your entire body is trying to suck me in.”

      “Because it is, and will you move, dammit?”

      “You’re acting like I’m not, and I’m—” Sora’s breath shuddered as he bottomed out.

      Ravi felt that shudder, shared it. He’d never been filled like this before. Two seconds was all he needed to decide that he loved it. Definitely a great idea on his part, having Sora top him. Absolutely needed to be repeated. Often. Daily, if at all possible.

      “Sorry,” Sora gasped even as his hips drew out an inch. “I have to move. You’re too sublime, I can’t—I can’t—”

      “Yes, move,” Ravi encouraged, taking the thrust with delight, eyes falling to half-mast. “Move, you beautiful man. Fuck me like you mean it.”

      “God, don’t encourage me. I have no control as it is.”

      Sora’s tempo sped up a half beat, his thrusts coming in sharper and deeper. He did sound as if he were already at his limit and fighting it.

      Ravi approved of this. That hot cock felt amazing in him, and Sora was grazing his prostate with just enough force that he felt the spark of pleasure without being overwhelmed by it. His own cock was upright against his belly, leaking pre-come and dying for attention. He almost dropped a hand to it, but it wasn’t what he really wanted. He wanted Sora’s hand there.

      As if he’d heard Ravi’s wish, Sora’s hand collected his cock and gave it a good, firm stroke. Ravi gasped out his approval, loving the attention and already feeling that heaviness collecting in his groin that indicated his climax was coming, and soon. He wasn’t a fan of that, on the one hand, but he was desperate to come. Needed to.

      Sora’s teeth sank into his shoulder, and the man thrust in hard, coming with a muffled shout. It proved to be Ravi’s undoing, as that hard thrust in nailed his prostate straight on, and it sent him into overload. He came hard, his body vibrating under the wave of it, vision going dark for a moment.

      Ravi might have checked out for a second or two. It certainly felt that way. He came back to himself, gasping for air, Sora’s arms still wrapped tightly around him. The man hadn’t pulled out or even moved. He charitably gave them both a minute to recover. That had been the hottest sex he’d had in…ever. In fact, Ravi couldn’t think of anything that topped this.

      His dragon side was firmly on board with Sora doing this forever. He was also strongly hinting for Ravi to realize, already, that they had the perfect mate right here. Ravi was inclined to agree, and as scary as that was, it was elating, too. Having Sora like this made it very clear that being with this man was what Ravi truly wanted. More than anything, he wanted moments like this. It was an exhilarating thought.

      Also terrifying. Because that was a lot to hand another person, and Ravi wasn’t sure if Sora was ready to hear it. Mages often needed a bit longer to catch up with dragons, or so he’d seen. He’d tell Sora—but not in this moment. They both needed a bit more time to date and feel their way properly into this relationship.

      Yeah. Yeah, that was a good approach. Ravi’s dragon didn’t agree, but he was impatient. Ravi told his dragon to shush.

      “I’ll pull out in a second.” Sora did not sound eager to do this.

      Ravi snickered and turned his head enough to kiss the man lightly on the mouth. “Take your time. I’m quite enjoying you where you are. And I feel like this should be a daily thing, you topping me.”

      “Only if we take turns. I quite like it, too, you know.”

      A mental image of Ravi plunging into that hot body, fucking Sora as the man begged for more, flitted through his head.

      “Wow. Yes, let’s absolutely do that. Like, ten minutes, I’m pretty sure I’m good to go again in ten minutes.”

      It was Sora’s turn to snicker against his skin. “Shouldn’t we think about relocating to a bedroom, first?”

      “And move?” Ravi protested in horror. “Nooo, why? Honey bear, no, okay? There are people down there. Way too many people down there, who will stop us and possibly give us things to do, and we won’t be able to get back to nookie. Why do you think I dragged you up here, anyway?”

      “You do make a valid point. Then, I’ll pull out, clean us both up a bit, and we can snuggle until we get our wind back.”

      Surely one of these blankets was completely dry.

      Should they possibly close the window?
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      Ravi tucked his phone into his back pocket before knocking on Alric’s office door. The dragon king beckoned him in, and Ravi smirked. He sounded more than a little distracted, but that was why Ravi was poking his head into the office in the first place.

      As he’d expected, Alric was glaring at his computer, lines of both worry and pain digging into his face. Having the Sodalicium contingent in the castle over the past few days had led to a lot of meetings and planning for Alric. Everyone had been running around the castle, preparing for the arrival of yet more mages and dragons, trying to figure out which information and spells were most desperately needed.

      Simply put, things had become hectic. Ravi wasn’t seeing nearly enough of Sora for his liking, but he knew everyone was making sacrifices.

      Despite the insanity, it was a joyful and hopeful kind of crazy. Everyone was tired, but still smiling with the knowledge that big things were happening.

      Well, nearly everyone was smiling.

      In Ravi’s experience, Alric and Gunter experienced their own kind of weird happiness. Other than when Alric was wrapped around his mate, the king was happiest when he was making big plans and solving problems, which tended to also stress him out and make him grumbly.

      It also tended to make him forget about properly caring for his injured shoulder.

      “Have you let Lisette or Cameron apply that healing salve today?” Ravi asked as he closed the door.

      “Huh?” Alric’s head snapped up, and his expression was completely distracted.

      Ravi sighed. “The salve. Your shoulder. You’re in pain.”

      Alric frowned and rolled his shoulder a little before wincing and looking back at his computer screen. “Oh. It’s fine.”

      “Hoheit,” Ravi said in the best warning tone he could muster.

      Alric had suffered the injury during the Dragon War and hadn’t allowed it to heal properly. He’d been more focused on the death of his father and trying to save what remained of his clan. As a result, he’d lost the ability to fly as a dragon and most of his use of the limb as a human. The most troubling thing for Ravi was that he was still pained by it five hundred years later.

      Sighing dramatically, Alric pinned Ravi with an irritated glare that only made him grin broadly at the man, who was more an older brother to him than king most days. “I will ask Cameron to place more salve on my shoulder this evening before we go down to dinner.”

      Ravi flopped down in one of the chairs in front of Alric’s desk. “I’ve also talked Sora into having a look at your shoulder. The Abe Clan are renowned healers. I bet he’ll think of something we haven’t.”

      Alric quickly shook his head. “Please, don’t trouble him.”

      “Don’t trouble—” he started to repeat in disbelief. He leaned forward, shifting to the edge of his seat. “You’re lucky I don’t tell Sora’s parents. I bet they’d have your shirt off and a bunch of weird creams smeared on you before you can say zippity-do-da.”

      Alric’s head jumped up again, his mouth falling open in shock for only a second before it snapped shut again. He tried to glare, but Ravi could see the first teasing of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

      “Did you want something other than to threaten me with Sora and his parents?”

      There was no stopping his smug smile. He really did love being his king’s keeper. It was more than just protecting him from harm. Ravi also kept him from harming himself by pushing too hard.

      “I came to remind you of the time and that you need to start closing down your computer.”

      “I’m aware of the time.” He paused, eyes darting to the computer screen to his left. “I’ve still got an hour before I need to dress for dinner and meet Cameron in the hall.”

      “Uh-huh. Which means you haven’t checked your phone in at least an hour.”

      “What?”

      “Cameron texted you to request a private dinner, which is supposed to be in thirty minutes.”

      Alric jerked and grabbed at his phone, which was set far to the side, under a stack of papers, completely forgotten. As Alric scrolled through the missed messages, Ravi smiled at him.

      “He’s currently in a meeting with Lisette, Ryu, and Gunter, so he texted me to check on you since you weren’t responding to his texts.”

      Alric swore softly to himself as he quickly tapped out a response to his mate.

      “Thank you, Ravi. Your timing is perfect as always.” Putting the phone on the desk again, Alric leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. He gave Ravi one of his rare crooked smiles. “Crisis averted. I am meeting my mate for dinner in our chambers this evening.”

      “Good. You’ve both been too busy recently and could use some time alone. I’ve already wrangled Warin, North, Cassie, and Sasha into entertaining all of our guests without you for one night. I was thinking after dinner we could move all the tables and do charades in the middle of the hall. Losers have to do shots of Burkhard Fire Wine.”

      Ravi waggled his eyebrows at Alric, earning the amused groan he’d expected.

      “Thanks for the warning. I’ll be sure to reschedule any of my early morning meetings tomorrow.”

      “If we get everyone drunk enough, we can pull out the Twister mats and—”

      “I thought I ordered the Twister mats destroyed!”

      Ravi shrugged. “They were, but Cassie has been working on these dragon-sized mats.”

      Alric shook his head. “You’re making it so I’m afraid of leaving you without supervision tonight. Please, no drunk dragon Twister in the castle.”

      Ravi huffed out a sigh, jutting out his bottom lip in a good facsimile of a pout. He pushed to his feet again so he was looking down on Alric. “Fine, but we are doing dragon Twister while all dragon kings are in town.”

      “Let’s take care of the Jaeggi before we break the older dragons, please.”

      Ravi bowed extravagantly to Alric as he took a backward step toward the door. “I promise to take excellent care of our guests. No one will be broken during tonight’s entertainment.”

      “Speaking of guests…” Alric drawled. Ravi froze as his king’s smile grew a little devious. “How are things progressing with you and Sora?”

      Ravi’s heart fluttered at his name, and he could feel the goofy smile spreading across his lips before he could stop it. He bit his tongue, for just a breath thinking he might be able to play it cool. But really, that was never his style, and why try now?

      With a laugh, he lunged forward and grabbed the back of the chair. His mouth opened, and the torrent of words poured out.

      “He’s amazing. You think he’s amazing, right? Just amazing. He’s absolutely brilliant and talented. Definitely the most talented mage I’ve ever met. And then that hair and those eyes. And god, is he good at sex. We’ve been fucking like bunnies, and I can’t get enough of it.” Ravi dropped his head back and groaned. “So beautiful. Everything about him is absolutely perfect. And my chaotic nature doesn’t bother him at all. He thinks I’m fun! My dragon wants to place him in the middle of my hoard and curl around him, keeping him safe forever and ever.”

      Ravi only managed to suck in a breath when Alric’s deep laughter rolled through the room.

      “And have you told him all these things?”

      “Told him?” Ravi gulped. The warmth that had swept through his body as he thought about Sora had instantly chilled.

      “Yes, told him. Have you told him how you feel? Have you told him he’s brilliant and amazing and beautiful? Told him that your dragon wants to keep and protect him?” Alric scratched his chin. “You know, mages like to hear those things.”

      “Yes, of course. Well, I mean, I know they like to hear those things, but no, I haven’t told him in so many words. I think I’ve told him he’s beautiful and a genius and talented on different occasions, but I haven’t told him about how my dragon feels. Because…you know…”

      Alric’s brow furrowed and he sat forward, placing his right arm on top of the desk. “I know what?”

      “Well, I mean…he’s him.” Ravi waved his arms up and down as if shaping Sora’s form. “All brilliant and sexy and amazing.”

      He then hit his own chest with both hands.

      “And I’m just me. I’m afraid of saying too much and reminding him how much me I am. It’s like I’m living in this magical bubble, and I don’t want to do anything to make this bubble pop.”

      His king gave another low chuckle, his smile turning gentle and sweet. “Ravi, I suspect that Sora feels the same way about you because you are you.”

      “Really?”

      Alric pushed to his feet and walked around his desk so he could lean against the front.

      “I thought mages were the ones who were most likely to get lost in this process,” he muttered, as if he were talking to himself. “The whole castle can see how you feel about each other. It’s clearly written in Sora’s eyes every time he looks at you. Have you talked about being mates?”

      Ravi gave a little shake of his head. His heart was beating so fast that it felt like it was going to break out of his chest. “No, but he’s mine. I know he’s mine. My dragon wants to hold him tight and never let go. He belongs to us more than the wind.”

      “Good. I’m so very happy for you.”

      “Thank you, Hoheit. I admit I’m a little shy about telling Sora all of this. What if he’s not on the same page?”

      “Why don’t you at least ask before you assume he isn’t?” Alric suggested patiently.

      “No, but think about it, all of the mages we know took longer to get used to the idea than their dragons, right?”

      “I’d like to remind you that Cameron was actually the one who dragged me into a proper relationship.”

      Oh. That’s right, he had.

      “Then…maybe I should say something. I’m a little worried. We’re from two different clans. I don’t know what to do about that.”

      Alric smiled and wrapped his right arm around Ravi’s shoulders.

      “It is something you’ll need to talk through. But in the olden days, we were all from different clans, and we managed to find a good compromise. I think your view on this is skewed because you’ve only seen us adopt mages in. But look at Ha Na and Rodrigo. She’s technically a Burkhard, but she went with him readily enough, right?”

      “Oh. Yeah. Also a really good point. You’re pretty wise today.”

      “I do have my moments,” Alric drawled, dry as a martini. “I want you to know that if you need me to release you from your vow as my retainer so you can be with your mate, I can and happily will.”

      Ravi flinched, and he knew Alric felt it. The idea of not being Alric’s retainer, not being there every day to watch over Alric and Cameron, was like a knife in his heart. He cherished his oath and his duty to the royal family of Burkhard.

      But he also cherished Sora. His beautiful mage was quickly becoming the beat of his heart and the wind that carried him up over the mountains. It would be only natural that Sora would want to return to his own home and people. If they were officially mated, Ravi would go with Sora. But how could he leave Burkhard?

      “Ravi, naturally, we wish for you and Sora to stay with us,” Alric continued gently. “We want only your happiness. Do you know what Sora wishes to do? Does he plan to return home to the Sodalicium?”

      “I don’t know,” Ravi whispered. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I’m terrified to ask. What if he wants to go home? He’s my mate. I know he’s my mate. Of course, I’d go with him. His happiness is all I want in the world. If going home makes him happy, then that’s what we’ll do. But…this is my home. My family. I—I don’t want to leave.”

      “And we will always be your home and family. Even if you are living with the Abe and the Sodalicium, you and Sora will always be welcome in Burkhard. Nothing will change that.”

      “Thank you, Alric. I don’t know what to do. I love being here, surrounded by my family. It means everything to me. But Sora…I know he’s my mate. I’ll do anything to make him happy. Even leave my home.”

      Alric threw his head back and laughed, squeezing Ravi tight against his side. “Ravi, you do everything so quickly. Why are you so slow with this?”

      “What am I to do?”

      The older dragon’s hand gripped his shoulder and gave him a little shake. “Talk to him!”

      “But—”

      “There is no but. You’re so worried, but you have no idea what he’s thinking or feeling. Maybe he wishes to stay with us. Maybe he wishes to split his time between both clans. You don’t know and won’t know until you talk to him.”

      Well, yes, that solution was pretty obvious, but it didn’t help with the swirling nerves in his stomach.

      “If he’s truly your mate, he values your happiness as much as you value his,” Alric nudged. “Cameron and I have had plenty of difficult and nerve-wracking conversations over the past year, but I trust him, and I believe in us. I know that no matter how scary the conversation might feel, we will always find a way to be happy.”

      “And if he’s not my true mate?” Ravi looked up to see an exasperated expression on Alric’s face.

      “Do you honestly believe that?”

      A grin split across Ravi’s lips before he could stop it. “No.”

      He’d barely been able to ask the question. Sora had to be his mate. He felt it down in his bones. He felt it written on his soul. Sora was his, and he belonged to Sora.

      “Then go, Ravi.” Alric laughed and shoved him toward the door. “Spend some time with your Sora and your family. Have a wonderful night. I have a neglected mate who needs my attention.”

      Ravi laughed and took a couple steps toward the door before stopping suddenly. He turned on the balls of his feet and lunged toward Alric, knocking him back against the desk. He wrapped his king—his brother—in a tight hug.

      “Thank you for always making me feel like I belong here,” he said around the lump in his throat as he buried his face against Alric’s chest.

      Alric drew in a ragged breath as he wrapped his arms around Ravi again. His cheek rested against the top of his head.

      “Ravi, you have always belonged here and always will. You have been my brother, friend, and protector since the first moment you came into my life. You will be missed by everyone here if you leave, but know this will always be your home.”

      Warmth and love wrapped around his heart, squeezing him. He could do this. He could talk to Sora, and they’d figure out their fate together.

      And if it meant leaving Burkhard, then he could do it. The people he loved would never stop loving him, and he would always love them regardless of whether he saw them every day or only once in a great while. Life was an adventure, and he was ready to take the next step with his mate.

      Reluctantly, he released Alric and roughly wiped at his burning eyes. Stupid allergies—that had to be it. At least he wasn’t the only one; Alric’s blue eyes were sparkling, too.

      “Have a fun, naughty night with Cam.”

      “Go, Ravi!” Alric chuckled.

      With a final laugh, Ravi walked briskly toward the door. He needed to find his mate.

      And maybe a Twister mat or two.
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      Sora sat with Lisette and Cameron in the head mage’s workroom, seated comfortably in well-stuffed chairs, and talked magic. His head had finally stopped aching from the Burkhard Fire Wine he’d over-indulged in last night. He was quickly learning his lesson when it came to listening to Cassie’s suggestions. They were more dangerous than Ravi’s impulsive ideas.

      Thank Kami-sama Ravi had planned ahead and kept two hangover cures next to the bed. He’d spent the night with Ravi—as he normally did, now—and woke up to a ringing head, his mouth tasting like something furry had crawled inside and died, messily. Ravi, apparently better at processing alcohol than his puny human body, was already up and coaxing the cure down Sora’s parched throat.

      Definitely an upside, having a dragon lover who was a morning person.

      In the peace of Lisette’s private sanctuary, Sora could comfortably enjoy talking with his peers. He’d always loved this part of being in a magical clan—the ability to sit like this and discuss theory. To work together in tandem with others to create something truly magical. He loved this process more than anything, this pitting of intellect and possibilities against a problem.

      And this was definitely a problem in need of a solution.

      “I’m so glad you came.” Lisette wore a sad smile on her face even as she oriented to face him more directly.

      The mage looked comfortably attired, today, in a dark green dress that hugged her from collar bones to ankles in a flattering way, and she clearly had multiple things stashed in the front pockets, judging by the way she clinked.

      “We didn’t know how to ask for your help without sounding desperate, but Ravi encouraged us to do so. He was adamant that you wanted to help but weren’t sure how to ask.”

      “I’m perfectly fine sounding desperate,” Cameron pitched in darkly. There was a pained frown gathering across his brow. “Alric’s been neglecting himself the past several days, jumping from one thing to another, and I can’t get him to slow down enough for me to apply the salve every morning. He’s in pain and ignoring it.”

      And the mage was clearly upset his mate was carrying that pain. Sora could see it clearly in Cameron’s eyes. He’d not had a great deal of interaction with the consort of this clan, but in this moment, he didn’t see a consort. Just a man who was deeply worried about his husband.

      Sora’s heart went out to him, even as his mind revved up to tackle the problem. “Ravi has mentioned some of it to me. What is his condition, precisely?”

      Cameron answered readily, his dark eyes intense. “A spell hit him along the back and left shoulder, damaging the nerves and leaving a wicked burn mark along that area. Alric believes it was some mix of fire and lightning spells, but it’s hard for us to know for sure. It was enough to get past a fire dragon’s hide, though.”

      “Two, in fact,” Lisette corrected grimly. “Alric now suffers from pinched nerves and tingling sensations, and his grip strength in that hand is basically nonexistent. If something’s over a pound, he can’t lift it. He doesn’t have full range of motion—even lifting the arm above shoulder height is difficult.”

      It sounded like nerve and muscle damage to Sora. “But there’s no indication anything is wrong in his skeletal structure? Specifically along the spine?”

      They exchanged bewildered glances.

      Lisette offered slowly, “I think his bones are fine? Why do you ask?”

      “The symptoms you’ve just relayed to me suggest that there is a compression to the c-spine. Weakness in the arm and hand, burning sensations, numbness—all of that is commonly linked to compression. It would make perfect sense to me if the spine were pinching nerves and pulling muscles and tendons out of whack.”

      Cameron sat up abruptly, eyes alight. “Does this mean we can counter those symptoms if we can decompress the spine?”

      “Not a hundred percent, perhaps, but we can certainly improve the situation by leaps and bounds. I hesitate to promise anything until I can examine King Alric myself. But I think it’s very possible to alleviate the worst of these symptoms.” Sora now itched to lay hands on the man himself, but it wasn’t the easiest of tasks to ask a king to strip down for a stranger’s examination. “What have you been using to treat him?”

      Lisette popped up and fetched a sheet, which she passed to him. It detailed the potion elements and recipe in neat handwriting. Reflected sunlight, untouched snowflake, distilled frankincense, and carrier oil. There was a scribbled note on the side: Willow bark. Ah, a good addition. Willow bark acted as a topical pain reliever all by itself. Add that into this mixture, and it could only enhance the other elements.

      “You added in willow bark recently?”

      “Tori’s addition,” Cameron explained. “Tori, frankly, knows more herbology than most of us combined. He’s the one who suggested it, and it has definitely helped.”

      “Yes, it would. He’s mentioned to me he’s interested in becoming a healer. I didn’t know what to say when we first discussed it, and he’s not brought it up since.”

      “Tori would jump at the chance to learn, if someone was willing to teach him.” Lisette eyed him as if wondering about Sora’s intentions. “He has a very keen mind, that one.”

      “If not myself, then someone of my family will be happy to teach him more of the trade. We believe that knowledge should be passed along to those willing to learn.”

      Sora made a mental note to bring this up with his parents. Heaven knew, they needed more healers, and his parents were always excited at the prospect of teaching. If they were going into an outright war, then the healers would be at their wits’ end. Sora set the thought aside to be handled later and focused on the here and now.

      “I see no issue with what you’re using. But I do have a few thoughts. Something we can use in addition to the salve. I suspect there is a build-up of scar tissue interfering with the nerves. I have a potion that can help break it up and then keep it from rebuilding.”

      “That sounds promising, too.” Lisette propped her hands on her hips, clearly thinking hard. “A maintenance potion to keep trouble from reaccumulating in the future.”

      “Yes, that’s precisely what it is. It’s not a complicated potion, and if we apply it before the pain-relieving salve you have here, then it will significantly cut into King Alric’s numbness.”

      Cameron was so excited he practically vibrated in his chair. “That sounds amazing. We’ve never been able to do anything about the numbness. You know what? I’m calling him. Right now.”

      Before either of them could say a word, Cameron had his phone in his hand. It rang twice before he said quickly, “Hey, where are you? I want you in Lisette’s workroom now. What do you mean you’re only ten steps away, why are you—Ravi?”

      The door opened, and Alric stepped through, a half-smile on his face. He pocketed his phone as he stepped inside, closing the door behind him. “Ravi insisted I was meant to be here about this time, for some reason. I’m almost afraid to ask. Why am I here?”

      Of course Ravi would orchestrate the king’s presence, having known about this meeting beforehand. Sora wasn’t even surprised.

      Cameron bounced out of his chair and immediately grabbed King Alric’s shirt. “Off with that. Now.”

      King Alric protested, trying to bat away his hands. “Wait, wait, why are you trying to strip me?”

      “You like it when I strip you,” Cameron pointed out, still wrestling with his shirt.

      “Not when there’s an audience, I don’t!” King Alric’s voice had dropped to a low hiss as if he didn’t want everyone to hear.

      Sora decided to step in before this became ridiculous. “King Alric, I believe I can mitigate most of the symptoms you’re suffering. May I examine you?”

      King Alric stopped wrestling with Cameron—although he kept a firm grip on one hand—and blinked at Sora in surprise. “Is that why I’m here?”

      “Yes. I believe, based on your symptoms, that you might have a compression to the c-spine. It would explain much if that’s the case. And I might be able to reverse it, at least to some degree.” Sora indicated the clean surface of the worktable nearby. “If you’ll sit there, I can examine you.”

      King Alric’s expression warred between hope and resignation. It was clear he felt torn about giving Sora access to his body and putting himself in the realm of hope once again. But one look at his mate’s face—his expression making it clear that he dearly wished for King Alric to be examined—settled him. He nodded once and allowed Cameron to help him out of his dress shirt.

      Sora moved to collect his black bag and pulled out the necessary ingredients, setting up on the table as King Alric carefully hopped up with Cameron’s assistance. Once settled, Sora pulled together his favorite diagnostic spell and readied it.

      King Alric’s back told its own story. It was a mess of badly healed skin, burns, and scars. The dipped alignment of the shoulder said that the spine was not in the correct position. If this wasn’t a case of a compressed spine, Sora would eat both boots. He applied the spell to the skin, anyway, giving it a beat to sink in and report back to him.

      Then, he hissed in sympathy. Kami-sama, the man had been moving and working in this condition? Sora had watched him go from place to place, meet with people, even dance with his mate as if nothing were wrong. Sora’s admiration for him shot through the roof. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to do half of that with King Alric’s condition.

      “Is it bad?” Lisette asked, worry dripping from her tone.

      “It’s not good,” Sora admitted readily, then chewed on his bottom lip as he read the numbers, evaluated the lines. “But not impossible, I think. Cameron, come to my other side. Let me explain this to you, too.”

      Cameron promptly came around, looking the red lines over without comprehension. “What is this?”

      “A diagnostic spell. It allows me to see what is wrong internally without using a scalpel for exploratory surgery. Now, you see this red line here.” He traced the line in question without touching it. “That’s how the spine is currently aligned. See how it’s wrong? It’s tilted in on itself, and now he has three vertebrae that are fused together.”

      “That sounds not good.” Cameron bit his lip. “Is that something you can fix?”

      “Fortunately, yes. It means breaking them apart again—which is about as pleasant as it sounds—but I have two spells that I can use to properly align the spine and hold them in position so they can heal correctly.”

      “A magical cast?” Cameron looked the injury over again, appraisingly.

      “Yes, you can think of it like that. It’s similar to what I used for Ravi’s broken bones. The muscles, tendons, and nerves are going to give us more trouble. They’ve spent five hundred years in this position, and they’re not going to move easily. I think it’s safe to say that this will take multiple minor surgeries and some therapy. And I can’t promise perfect results, not with the state of things and not after five hundred years.” Sora pursed his lips together and eyed the diagnostics, evaluating. “But I think we can improve the situation by a good sixty percent.”

      King Alric’s head turned sharply, and his hope was obvious now, a living, breathing thing in the room with them. “What does that mean? Sixty percent?”

      “It means your numbness disappears. Your pain goes from a seven to, perhaps, a two. No more burning sensation unless you’ve overworked the muscles.” Sora eyed the bones, muscles, and tendons again, evaluating them in the way only a doctor can. “I think it’ll be possible for you to fly again, but not without some proper support. Not anything strenuous, but gentle flights, gliding on the wind, things like that.”

      Tears filled King Alric’s eyes. “I could—I could possibly fly again?”

      “Sure.” Sora knew how important flying was to a dragon, and to a dragon king especially, it must have been hard to always be trapped on the ground. He gave King Alric a pat on his good shoulder, smiling at him in reassurance. “We’ll need to do something like a sports bandage, if that make sense? A support brace around your shoulder and upper back, but my clan has those for injuries similar to yours. We can get you airborne again. It might take a few surgeries and some physical therapy to rebuild the muscles. But maybe in a year? Or less?”

      Cameron dodged back around the table, hugging King Alric to him, an embrace enthusiastically returned. Straightening, Cameron cradled King Alric’s face in his hands and swore, “Whatever we need to build or do, we’ll do it. I’m with you a hundred percent on this. Hell, I’ve already been trying to build you some sort of support brace; with Sora’s expertise, I think we can knock it out in a few days. I know this scares you a little, this possibility, but please try it.”

      “I’ll try it,” King Alric answered hoarsely. “God in heaven, I can’t even think of refusing the chance. Sora.”

      Sora came around to speak to him face to face.

      King Alric’s expression was full of the tentative hope and caution that he’d expected. And the resolve of a man who would see things through.

      “Outline for me precisely what needs to happen.”

      “I do not want to do the spinal surgery without my father,” Sora admitted. “The injury is so old, it’ll be tricky. Having someone else on hand for this would be better. We can do this without opening skin, but it means putting you under for a few hours, as it’ll be painful in the extreme while we’re breaking things and moving them around. You’ll need at least a week to recover from it, I think.”

      “Just a week?” Lisette asked incredulously. “From spinal surgery?”

      “We have some pretty amazing healing spells,” Sora explained with a cheeky wink. “And I now have the right elements to work with, unlike when I was healing Ravi and the others. After that, King Alric, it’ll be a matter of minor surgeries. I’ll need to ride herd on your nerves to make sure they reconnect and heal properly without getting pinched. Guiding your tendons and muscles into alignment as they heal properly will also be a regular task. I think some of this is too set; we can’t change it all. But we can get most of it sorted.”

      “It sounds intense.” King Alric looked away, the wheels and cogs spinning in his eyes.

      “It will be. But each surgery will only take a few days to recover from. And we can space them out so your body has time to settle a little before we tackle the next problem. There are two things I would like to do today, to get the ball rolling. One, I would like to do an intense application of a specific potion that will break up and dissolve your scar tissue. That alone should combat some of the numbness. The other thing I would like to do is address the rotator cuff. You have a micro fissure there that didn’t heal correctly. It’s why you can’t lift that arm much beyond your shoulder.”

      King Alric blinked at him. “How can you tell?”

      “From the way the injury lies, it’s obvious to me.” Sora indicated the area in question. “I can apply a specific application that will heal the tear and reconnect the muscles. It should take about thirty minutes to heal after I’m done. How does that sound?”

      Looking at their expressions, it was as if Sora had indicated that he could pop up to the moon to grab an alien, and he’d be back in a moment. He didn’t think he’d said anything too incredible, but, maybe to them, he had. Sora had seen for himself how limited their medical knowledge was.

      Ravi had been right to urge him to offer his services. Sora was ever so glad he’d listened. Just look at the hope and excitement in these good people. Sora felt blessed that he had the right knowledge, the right tools, to help them.

      King Alric found his voice, and he sounded husky as he urged, “Please do.”

      “Just one moment.” As he moved back around to his bag, he urged Lisette and Cameron, “Watch what I do. I think this is a good procedure to pass along. Dragons are constantly damaging their rotator cuffs.”

      Both were quick to orient themselves so they could hover at his shoulder.

      “Because of how they fly, you mean?” Cameron inquired, eyes glued to the elements Sora was pulling out of his bag.

      “It’s more that they misjudge air currents, sometimes. If a storm blows in quickly enough, it can catch them off guard. And the wrong gust at the wrong moment can yank them harshly, tearing the cuff. I will bet you anything this happened when King Alric fell out of the sky.”

      King Alric snorted darkly. “I’ll take that bet. It was a rough landing.”

      Sora mixed ingredients, and Lisette frantically wrote down what he was doing even as he did it. He’d write it out properly for her later but was glad she was taking this seriously enough to take notes.

      “Alright. Black sand, captured wind from a hollow cave—”

      “Wait, isn’t that malignant?” Cameron objected.

      “It is, which is why we only use a very small amount. But the wind is destructive, and we need something to break up the scar tissue. Don’t worry, I don’t apply this indiscriminately. It has to be guided. So, use that with a sliver of ice from the Endless Sea and a touch of shiranui.”

      He eyed the mixture, found it not quite the right color, and added another drop of ice. Ah, better. It needed to be that light, almost grey tone.

      “Good. Ready, King Alric?”

      “Ready.” King Alric sounded determined.

      “This won’t actually hurt,” Sora assured him, even as he dipped in a glass spoon and carefully applied the potion to the top of his shoulder. “In fact, it will feel like a relief in a moment. The scar tissue is what’s tugging at all the wrong things, so with it gone, some of the pressure will ease up.”

      “Oh! It’s—” King Alric cut off, and his left hand flexed into a grip and relaxed again. “You’re right. It’s not painful, but it is a very odd sensation.”

      “Yes, it is that.”

      Sora applied it to another spot and watched as his diagnostic lines adjusted to show the change in the body. Yes, this was doing the job nicely. The scar tissue was disappearing without too much of a struggle. Except that spot. Bad spot. Sora dropped another application onto it and glared it into submission. There, that was better.

      He continued in this vein for a while, finally coming around to the front and dealing with the pectoral area and elbow. He rocked back on his heels for a moment, watching to make sure that things were going as they should. They appeared to be.

      Cameron came around as well, urgently asking his mate, “Do you feel the difference?”

      “I do,” King Alric admitted. “It’s as if my muscles were bound by a strong cord all this time, and someone’s come along and cut it. It’s relieved some of the pressure.”

      “That’s a good analogy for what I’ve done,” Sora said approvingly. “Now, rotator cuff. This will feel good, no pain or pressure.”

      He went back around the table even as King Alric asked, “Do I need to stay still for thirty minutes, or can I get down?”

      “Stay still, please. While we’re waiting on it to heal, we can talk more about what to do, and perhaps call my father and bring him into the loop.”

      “I would love that. Thank you for this, Sora. You’ve invested so much time and energy into this clan, into my people. We are truly grateful for all you have done and everything you’ve already taught us.”

      Sora paused, not expecting this heartwarming statement, and found himself a little choked up. He’d rarely been praised like this, so sincerely thanked, as if he’d provided an unexpected miracle.

      Lisette snorted. “We got along very badly without him, clearly.”

      King Alric’s expression softened as he turned to Lisette. “And your clan’s specialty was never healing. You were forced to learn things on the fly under the worst of circumstances. Your hard work and dedication have kept us all alive for five centuries.”

      The older mage nodded and swallowed audibly. “Thank you, Alric, but look at what he’s already managed in twenty minutes. I feel like beating my head against a hard surface. Sora, you’re a miracle worker.”

      “I’m hardly that, but I thank you for the sentiment.” Sora grinned at her, his chest puffing up a bit. He’d barely done anything to really help King Alric yet, and already he felt such a sense of accomplishment from their reactions. “King Alric, I can honestly say your clan has become very dear to me. I’m happy to help you and excited to provide you with more tools. Lisette is far too amazing to ever feel that she might be lacking.”

      “We are blessed to receive any help you can give us,” Lisette replied with a warm smile.

      Sora mixed up the next potion he needed for the rotator cuff, glancing up now and again to study that dark head of hair, the injuries he couldn’t immediately treat. He thought of what it must have been like, five hundred years with no option but endurance. And it was all so pointless. Any healer worth his salt would have been able to mitigate this damage right from the beginning. The very healing ability that his clan took for granted.

      And King Alric hadn’t even thought to ask for help because he was past hoping at this point.

      It saddened Sora, it truly did. He felt like he’d made a huge contribution to this clan by reaching out to this good king. These people didn’t have a single healer to call their own. And wasn’t that a sad state of affairs, when his clan had many? Sora knew some of them would come to Burkhard to help, but for how long? There wasn’t a dedicated timeline, not yet.

      Wouldn’t Sora’s abilities and talents be better used here?

      He shook off the thought, as he couldn’t be distracted right now.

      “Alright, hold still, please. Just one good swipe, and then we’ll let that settle in for a while. Good. Now, let’s call up my father and tell him he’s got a challenge to tackle with me. That should go over well, as he likes nothing better.”

      Cameron asked anxiously, “How are you feeling, love?”

      “Better than I have in years,” King Alric admitted freely, a broad grin on his face. “I literally can’t wait to see what else Sora is going to do.”

      Cameron pressed in for a quick kiss, tears of joy in his eyes. “Good. And me neither. Sora, wow us.”

      “Oh, I intend to.” Sora winked at them both, already calling his father on the phone.

      Ryu answered with an absent sounding “Yes, son.”

      “Tou-san, want a challenge of the healing variety?”

      “Oh? Did you find something fun?”

      “Five-hundred-year-old compressed c-spine with nerve, muscle, and tendon damage. I could use a little assistance for surgery.”

      “King Alric?”

      “That very one.”

      “Oh, you can bet I want in on this. Where are you?”

      “Sitting with the man himself in Mage Lisette’s workroom. Do you know where that is?”

      “I do, indeed. I’m coming right up. Don’t you dare tell your mother about this! She got the last challenging case. It’s my turn.”

      Sora chuckled, shaking his head. His parents really were a trip some days.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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      Sora nearly jumped when North jogged up beside him in the long, empty hallway, a strange grin pulling at the corners of his mouth. He’d not spent a lot of time with the mage, but he struck Sora as a sweet, outgoing person who’d spent too much time suppressing his true self. He’d been reserved on their first meeting, but with each encounter, he seemed to open up a little more. His mate, Warin, was good at drawing him out.

      “Hey, Sora. You busy?” North started.

      “Not at the moment. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Nope,” North replied, his grin spreading even wider. “I was just wondering if you were up for a little adventure.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.” He leaned a little closer to Sora and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Outside the castle.”

      Sora’s eyebrows jumped to nearly his hairline. While they weren’t prisoners, getting out of the castle, even for bread and milk, was something of an ordeal. If they weren’t worried about the Jaeggi, then they were battling the reporters.

      As if sensing he had Sora’s complete and undivided attention, North motioned for Sora to follow him. “The dragons are getting ready now.”

      Oh, now Sora was definitely interested. He started to ask if they should tell Ravi, but North was already running down the hall, and Sora had to hurry to catch up. They took a sharp turn down a hallway Sora had never ventured through and down a back set of stairs. At the end of another hallway, they came out at a secluded part of the courtyard that seemed hidden from the front gate as well as most of the castle windows.

      And in the center of the small space were Warin and Ravi in their dragon forms. Both of them were wearing what looked to be leather harnesses. Specifically, harnesses that allowed mages to ride safely on the backs of dragons. Sora’s heart flipped over his chest. Was he finally going to ride with Ravi? The wind dragon had offered, but the opportunity had not presented itself yet.

      “Really? We’re flying out of here?” Sora gasped.

      “You’ve flown on a dragon before, right?” North asked with a cheeky grin.

      “Y-yes, but not with Ravi. We haven’t had the chance.”

      “Do you trust me?” Ravi inquired, wide chocolate-brown eyes watching him closely.

      “With all of me,” Sora said without hesitation.

      “Then we need to go now, before someone spots us,” North admonished, waving Sora toward Ravi while he ran toward a waiting Warin.

      The deep brick-red dragon shook his head and huffed. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”

      North giggled as he climbed up onto his dragon, securing himself into the harness while Sora ran over to the large blue dragon. Ravi might be smaller than Warin, but it was still like trying to hoist himself onto the top of a truck. Ravi caught his foot and nudged him up into position.

      “Are you okay?” Sora asked as he secured himself.

      Ravi chuckled, but it sounded a little different. There was less lightness to it, reminding Sora that Ravi the dragon was a different creature than Ravi the man.

      “You’re light as a feather. The question is if you are okay?”

      “I’m fine and ready to go!”

      That was all the nudging Ravi needed. He shoved off the ground, flapping his massive wings. There was an additional rush of air as if Ravi naturally summoned the wind to him to help lift him off the ground faster.

      Sora’s stomach dropped to his toes at the rush, and he sucked in a great gulp of air. His fingers reflexively tightened around the harness in a death grip, and it wasn’t until they were well above the castle walls that he realized he’d closed his eyes. He promptly opened them and looked around. The earth was falling away faster and faster, while the clouds grew closer. His hair was whipping free of the ponytail he had it in, but he didn’t dare remove his hands to try and cage it again, just let it fly free.

      Orange, pink, and deep purple painted the sky as the sun sank deep below the horizon. Mountains rose up on one side of them, while the valley with Sonthofen fell away. Ravi smoothly turned them and took off, following behind Warin at a leisurely pace.

      Ravi turned his head slightly toward Sora as if checking on him. “Are you okay? Comfortable?”

      A bubble of laughter rose up in Sora’s chest.

      “Perfect. But I thought wind dragons were fast,” he teased.

      Ravi barked out a laugh and then flapped his wings, immediately zooming ahead of Warin and North. The world blurred, and the wind pulled at Sora. There was a chill to it, but he didn’t care. He was flying. He was flying with his dragon! Never in his life had he ever felt so free.

      They zipped one way and another, plowing through wispy clouds and then down to skim over treetops on the mountains. There were no people to see them. No Jaeggi to threaten them. No reporters to hound them. No worries.

      The only thing that mattered was he was with Ravi. The dragon moved with an almost ethereal grace. Sora tore his eyes way from the sky to look at the dragon beneath him. Ravi was all power and sleek muscles. His hide was slate blue with deep sapphire hints around his wings and streaking along the top of his head.

      Reaching out one hand, Sora ran it along Ravi’s neck, feeling the sleekness of his scales, the hard, durable texture. It was a little surprising they didn’t seem as thick as some of the other dragons’. He’d helped his father heal an earth dragon once, and their scales were more like little steel plates, as were metal dragons’ scales. What Ravi gained in speed over the other dragons, he sacrificed in protection. A shiver of fear ran through Sora. Ravi would always need to be faster than his enemy.

      Ravi suddenly laughed. “Did you just pet me?”

      “I couldn’t help myself. Do you mind?”

      A low rumbling hum moved up Ravi’s chest and out his throat. “I love when you touch me. When we land, you can scratch my belly if you like.”

      Sora laughed in response at the mental image of a great blue dragon rolling onto its back just so he could rub his stomach.

      A shout behind them had Sora looking around. Warin shot out a ring of fire and then flew through it, earning another excited shout from North as he thrust his arms into the air. Clearly, fire dragons had their own way of playing while flying.

      “You want Warin to create one for us?”

      “No! Definitely not!” Sora immediately replied. He was worried about catching his hair on fire as they zipped through it.

      Ravi chuckled. Though the sound was mostly lost to the wind, Sora could feel the humor shaking the body beneath him.

      Warin moved ahead of them and motioned for Ravi to follow. They were steadily descending toward a flat region in the forest on the mountains. Sora scanned the area. They had to be a good distance from the castle and the town. He couldn’t see any sign of roads or buildings. As they drew closer, the trees started to part, and he could see the sparkling water of a secluded lake.

      Within moments, they were on the ground at the shore of the lake. Sora carefully hopped down from his perch and helped Ravi to remove the harness while North did the same with Warin.

      Glancing around, it was clear they were the only ones there. A few cranes lingered at the distant shore, and there was the occasional plop of a fish, but nothing else.

      “This is our secret spot. Only the dragons and mages know about it,” North explained.

      “It’s beautiful,” Sora whispered, almost afraid to disturb the peace of the place.

      A breeze gently stirred the leaves on the tree and the sky had grown darker, wrapping them in a warm, shadowy embrace. It really did feel like they were the only ones on earth.

      “We know how hard it is to find a private moment when you’re trying to spend some time with your gefreogen,” Warin said.

      “Gefreogen?” Sora repeated, looking over at Ravi.

      “It means someone you are seeing seriously with the intention of claiming as your mate,” Ravi explained with a smile. He cocked his head to the side a little. “Do you not use that term in the Sodalicium?”

      Sora shook his head. “No, we don’t have a term like that. So, I’m your gefreogen?”

      Ravi nodded and stepped closer, wrapping his now human arms around Sora’s waist. “And I’m your gefreogen.”

      “I like that,” Sora murmured. He leaned down and brushed a kiss to Ravi’s temple, reveling in his ability to do that so casually. For the moment, there were no eyes on them, no one speculating about their future. North and Warin were just as lost in each other as they…holy crap! They were stripping off their clothes. Sora quickly ripped his eyes away, turning his back to them.

      North’s laughter rang out. “Oh, come on! You can’t tell me you’ve never been skinny dipping!”

      “Oh!” Sora said, a blush still burning his cheeks. He looked down at Ravi to find a question in his eyes and a smile on his lips. Why not?

      Sora ripped his shirt off and toed out of his shoes.

      “Hot damn!” Ravi shouted and started dancing around, stripping his clothes off as fast as he could.

      Sora was just getting to his jeans when he heard a loud splash and a shout behind him. He twisted to see North’s wet blond head swimming farther out into the water. A second later, Warin’s dark head popped above the surface next to North. He pulled his mate close, earning a squeal of delight from North.

      “Hurry up, slow poke!” Ravi called before streaking naked across the shore to jump into the lake.

      Sora shucked the last of his clothes and followed the wind dragon in, jumping into the water, only to immediately surface with a shout. Fuck! The water was cold.

      “You could have warned me!” Sora shouted at his companion, earning a round of laughter.

      As the sun steadily sank below the horizon, they swam and splashed in the water. Even swimming, Ravi was the fastest creature Sora had ever seen. He cut through the lake with the same ease that he zipped across the sky. Sora could only marvel at him. He looked stunning, too, the water only highlighting his golden skin, and doing little to disguise that lithe body. If it weren’t so damn cold, Sora would have reacted to the sight alone.

      Everyone reverted back to childhood, splashing at each other, trying to dunk each other’s heads underwater. They played for a while before the cold got to North and he started snuggling with Warin, not willing to get out yet and enjoying the excuse of wrapping himself around his mate. That was how Sora read the situation.

      Ravi, apparently, thought it a grand idea, as he promptly did the same to Sora, wrapping himself around the man and snuggling in, his wet, naked skin a delight in many senses. Sora held him close with a hand at the small of his back, stealing a kiss.

      The couples drifted apart, the distance giving them some privacy as they enjoyed a little time with each other. Sora found himself talking in quiet tones with Ravi, speaking of important things and nonsensical things with equal ease. It was a perfect, pristine moment.

      But they couldn’t stay too long. The water really was cold, and the fire dragon could only warm it so much without endangering the fish swimming around them. If he hadn’t been shivering, Sora would have argued that they should remain in the water a little longer. He’d not been skinny dipping since he was a teenager, and never with dragons.

      More than that, he knew that once they got out, it would be time to head back to the castle. He didn’t want this momentary escape to end.

      On the shore, North pulled four towels out of a bag and passed them out. They quickly dried off and put their clothes back on, but found themselves lingering, sitting on the soft grass along the shore.

      “Are you liking it at Burkhard?” North suddenly asked.

      “I am. Very much. Everyone is incredibly nice.”

      North hummed his agreement, his eyes darting back toward the water, which had turned into a black pool in the growing darkness. “They are. When I went searching for dragons, I never expected anything like this.”

      “You mentioned before that you didn’t grow up around magic, right?”

      North shook his head. “No, not really. Definitely not like Tori or you. Only my Gramps believed in magic. He taught me a couple small spells, but that was it. When I started out, I didn’t even know if dragons really existed anymore. It was just sort of a wish or a dream.”

      Warin wrapped his arms around his slender mage, pulling him back into the circle of his body.

      “A very good dream,” he growled.

      “Yes, the very best dream.”

      “Do you miss your family?”

      North gave a little laugh and shook his head. “My family never believed in magic, and I don’t think they’ve ever cared much for me. Well, except for my Gramps. He has always believed in magic.”

      “And Earl loves you very much,” Warin added.

      “I still talk to him every day, but I don’t really talk to the rest of my family. Burkhard has become my family. I always feel welcome and useful here. I belong here.”

      A low rumble came from Warin, and Sora couldn’t decide if the man or the dragon had made the noise. It was warm and possessive.

      “You definitely belong at Burkhard, and you are never, ever leaving.”

      North tilted his head up and sweetly kissed his mate. Sora looked away to give them a private moment and found Ravi smiling at him.

      “You know, Burkhard would be a great fit for you, as well,” Ravi said, nudging Sora with his elbow.

      Smiling, Sora inched a little closer to Ravi. He wrapped his arms around the wind dragon and laid his head on his shoulder. “Do you think so?”

      “Oh, definitely. Think of all the things you’ve already done here. All the adventures you’ve had. You have been able to help and share so much healing knowledge, but there’s still lots you can teach the other mages.”

      Sora made a noise of agreement in his throat. “That’s true.”

      “Plus, if you stay, you’ll get to take part in more Ravi pranks,” North tossed out.

      “You know you don’t want to miss out on any of that,” Ravi agreed with a wicked grin. “You have not lived until you’ve seen Cameron react to being pranked. He makes these hilarious noises and chases me around the castle, threatening to turn me into a chicken.”

      Ravi shook his head and chuckled as if reliving the memory of his last joke on the consort.

      “It’s a lot of fun.”

      “Sounds amazing,” Sora hedged, his heart squeezing. It really was a temptation. He could easily imagine the years stretching out in front of him, filled with laughter and insanity because of a certain wind dragon.

      But more than the fun, he could see himself so easily fitting in among the mages and dragons that filled the halls of Burkhard Castle. He worked so easily alongside the other mages, and they were eager to learn everything he had to share about healing and other everyday spells that had filled his life almost since birth. No one looked at him as an interloper or an unwanted know-it-all. They soaked up the knowledge and demanded more. They understood that every new thing they learned only helped the clan.

      Sora was also learning new and interesting things. The mages of Burkhard had been forced to craft new spells and learn alternative ways of doing things when the knowledge had been lost during the war. So many of their spells and techniques were better, smarter than the old ways. He was eager to spend his days in their workshops, learning and understanding all they’d done in the past five hundred years.

      But beyond the spells and the tight-knit family he’d found at Burkhard, there was Ravi. The dragon’s smile lit his day with a glorious light. Leaving Ravi would be like giving up the sun.

      Ravi could so easily come to the Sodalicium and find brotherhood among the dragons there, but would his light dim without his family? Would Sora be enough for him?

      Never had he thought his path in life would lead him away from his family. He’d traveled plenty over the years, but always returned to his base, his clan, his parents. When he found his mate, he’d assumed that they would be joining his clan.

      But that thinking now felt like a thorn stuck in the side of his brain, and he wasn’t sure what to do about it. Could he really leave his family and remain at Burkhard Castle?

      With a grunt, Warin shoved himself to his feet and started to fold up his towel. “We should head back. I’m sure someone has noticed that we’re missing by now. I’ll need to explain to Alric why I took two mages outside the castle without the proper complement of dragon escorts.”

      “Do you want me to smooth it over with him?” Ravi asked, not moving from where he was snuggled in Sora’s arms.

      Warin shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I figured I would blame it on Sora.”

      “Hey!” Sora said, his head popping up while North and Warin laughed.

      “Ignore him,” North said with a playful sigh. “Warin just needs to tell Alric when Cameron is there and mention the secret lake.”

      “Ahhh…” Ravi commented, slowly climbing out of Sora’s arms.

      Sora accepted Ravi’s hand and let himself get pulled back to his feet. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means Cameron will get that wistful look in his eye because he and Alric have gotten Baldewin to sneak them off to this spot plenty of times for a quiet afternoon picnic.”

      “Cameron will then pull Alric away to their bedroom where they can act like newlyweds, making Alric forget all about being angry,” North explained.

      “And Alric knows that we’ve got a web of spells all around the lake to warn us if the Jaeggi get close to it,” Warin added as he prepared the harness for North.

      Sora lifted an eyebrow. “The same spells around the castle that warned us about the Jaeggi bomber?”

      Ravi snorted.

      “We had to take those down when reporters and people claiming to be mages started showing up. All that noise was interfering with the spells.” He leaned up and brushed a kiss to Sora’s chin. “We’re safe here.”

      Sora turned his face and kissed Ravi back, sinking into his warm reassurance. It wasn’t so much that he was worried about his safety as he was worried about Ravi’s. The dragon had already been hurt once. He wouldn’t be able to take it if Ravi was injured trying to protect him.

      With more reluctance than he expected, Sora climbed back into the harness and secured himself before Ravi pushed off the ground, carrying them back to the castle. The sky was turning a deep midnight blue, twinkling diamonds surrounding them. He hadn’t realized how much he needed this stolen moment with Ravi.

      While Burkhard Castle was huge and there were significantly fewer clan members than at the Sodalicium, there always seemed to be someone around. It was too hard to have those secret moments where it was just the two of them. Even with Warin and North there, they’d felt alone. He’d heard stories about everyday life and silly mishaps. While lazily floating in the lake, Ravi had told him about life with Alric, Baldewin, Warin, and Gunter. He felt like he’d learned more about his gefreogen in the past two hours than he had in the past several days.

      And it left him all the more unsure of whether he should remain in Burkhard or take Ravi back to the Sodalicium.
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      Sora was still vibrating from the flight back when they made it to Ravi’s rooms. He absolutely loved to fly, and flying on the back of a wind dragon was an entirely different experience. His heart was still thumping. Sora didn’t think of himself as much of an adrenaline junkie, but he was very willing to ride that high again.

      Sometimes, being with Ravi overrode Sora’s logical side. It tapped into pure emotion, and this was one of those times when he felt overwhelmed by Ravi. He couldn’t contain the emotions, and he wanted—no, needed—an outlet.

      Ravi spoke as he shut the door. “I’m a little chilled, how about a shower? To warm us back up.”

      Sora could think of another method to warm them back up. And it had nothing to do with water. He spun on his toes, backing Ravi sharply against the door, taking his mouth without hesitation or apology.

      Ravi jolted, not expecting the kiss, then melted into it, his hands coming up to thread themselves in Sora’s hair. Sora loved having his hair played with in general, but he especially enjoyed the way Ravi’s fingers sunk into it, the light pull that made his scalp tingle. Sora grasped one of Ravi’s legs, pulling it around his waist and grinding into him. Ah, yes, that was better. That was some of the friction he needed. Too many damn clothes in the way, though.

      “Definitely have to take you flying more often,” Ravi gasped against his mouth.

      “Yes,” Sora growled in response.

      The shower was a good idea, though. He’d not had enough of that wet, slick skin against his own.

      Sora managed to pull himself off Ravi long enough to haul him into the en suite bathroom, Ravi happily coming along with him then darting ahead to get the water running. That was ever the case with Ravi—he was always pulling ahead, then darting back to Sora’s side, as if he were too excited to restrain himself. It amused Sora, watching it play out, and he didn’t even consider complaining.

      He stripped off his shirt and shoes before entering the bathroom, leaving them at the door. Ravi did the same and came in for another kiss, plastering their bare chests together. The skin-to-skin feeling was lovely, a sensation that never ceased to be so. Even as they ate at each other’s mouths, Sora’s hands dropped to Ravi’s ass, molding it and lifting Ravi up onto his tiptoes to erase their height difference. The pants were becoming more frustrating by the second.

      Off.

      Sora shifted his own hips back a second to tackle Ravi’s waistband, getting the button undone before Ravi’s hands went to his pants to do the same. They stripped off with efficiency, if not exactly grace, kicking pants and boxers off into a corner somewhere.

      Even as he did that, Sora looked desperately around for lube. Something. Trekking out to the bedroom for the lube would feel like a trip to the top of Mt. Everest right now. It was too far to even contemplate.

      But there was no lube in sight, either. Dammit.

      “Two seconds,” Ravi panted, then was out of the bathroom in a flash.

      Well, at least his lover was willing to run for it.

      Ravi was back before Sora could do more than blink, a jar of lube in his hands. Bless the wind dragon’s speed. Sora took it from him immediately, even as he backed Ravi into the bathroom wall.

      “You’re really dying to pin me against something,” Ravi observed, a delighted smile on his face.

      “Do you have any idea what you were doing to me at the pond?” Sora uncapped the bottle, dipping two fingers into it, covering them with a healthy amount. “You kept pressing up against me, all that slick skin, and because of our audience I couldn’t do a damn thing.”

      Ravi’s smile was pure mischief. “I knoooow. Even with the water so damn cold, I could feel you.”

      He’d had a feeling Ravi was up to something. His cute little dragon normally was. Sora was as wound up as a coiled spring. He couldn’t remember ever being this emotionally undone by someone, feeling like he didn’t even have control of himself. At this moment, he didn’t care. Sora had to have this man.

      As if reading that look on his face, Ravi turned and put both hands against the wall, lifting his ass up in clear invitation. “Need this, I hope?”

      The cheek was too much. Sora put the lube down on the counter so he could give that ass a good slap.

      “Ow! Oooh, spanking? Want to play professor and naughty student? I excel at that one.”

      “I bet,” Sora growled, slipping two fingers in between those taut cheeks. “Later. Right now, I need to fuck you.”

      Ravi’s eyes fluttered closed, mouth parting as Sora’s fingers got busy stretching and warming his channel. “Sold. That feels great, but maybe—”

      Sora put more lube on his fingers before thrusting them back in, this time angling forward, aiming for that magical spot.

      “Oh, god,” Ravi whined, his hands flexing open and closed against the tiled wall. “Yeeees. Dammit, will you get in me? I can’t take this.”

      “You can’t take this?” Sora gave his ass another slap before working a third finger in. “You tease me that badly at the pond and you can’t take the wait?”

      “The spanking is unfair.” Ravi threw a pleading look over his shoulder. “Sora, please.”

      That look undid him utterly, and he found himself moving before he’d planned to. This was going to be rougher than normal. Sora hadn’t prepared him as thoroughly as usual, but Ravi didn’t protest as he sank inexorably into him. Kami-sama, so tight. So ridiculously tight. And hot, with the perfect pressure to set him off. Sora felt his entire nervous system light on fire with need.

      He wrapped his arms around Ravi’s chest, sinking his head to rest on Ravi’s shoulder even as he pulled back, thrusting into him without mercy.

      “Sora, Sora, Sora,” Ravi panted with each thrust, his entire body shaking. “Yes, you fucking beautiful man, don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”

      Too much talking. Sora dropped a hand to the hard length curved against Ravi’s belly, using the residual lube on his fingers to slick him up and work it.

      Ravi’s head came back in an arch as he gasped, one palm slapping the wall as his nerves overloaded with pleasure.

      He didn’t let up. Sora had no control left and couldn’t even think about taking it easier. His climax was too close for that, his body demanding a release before he became completely overwhelmed. Even knowing it was imminent, his orgasm still surprised him. It ripped through Sora, his seed flooding into Ravi’s channel in a hot rush.

      Ravi shouted as the hand around his length tightened, bringing him abruptly to a finish as well.

      They both leaned against each other, propping each other up and panting in the aftermath. Sora left his head on Ravi’s shoulder, eyes closed as he regained his equilibrium. Kami-sama, but that had been intense.

      Sometimes their lovemaking was sweet and lighthearted, more for the fun of it than anything. But there were other times, like now, when they came at each other with intent, emotion overriding everything else.

      “Definitely have to take you flying more often,” Ravi said, breaking the silence.

      Sora snorted a laugh. “No objection here. Come, let’s get into that shower. We should get clean before we go to bed.”

      “Yeah.” Ravi had the sound of a man perfectly blissed out and content.

      Sora pulled out far more carefully than normal, an eagle eye on Ravi, but he’d apparently not been so rough with the man as to make him flinch. Good. They stepped into the shower, the water now at the perfect temperature, and took turns soaping each other up.

      With insistent hands, Ravi turned him so he could wash Sora’s hair, his fingers gentle as they worked through the dark locks. It made him smile and tease even as he tipped his head back to rinse the shampoo out.

      “You love my hair.”

      There was no immediate response.

      Hmm?

      Sora tipped his head down again, blinking water droplets from his eyes so he could see Ravi properly. For once, the little dragon wasn’t at all in a joking mood as he looked back at Sora.

      “I love you.”

      Sora’s breath caught in his throat. He had no doubt Ravi meant it. “Ravi—”

      “God, that felt good to say.” Ravi blew out an explosive breath. “I’ve been wanting to say that for days. I love you. I’m sorry if it’s too soon for you.”

      Sora framed his face with both hands, looking into those brown eyes full of love and worry. The first was acceptable, the latter not.

      “I love you, too.”

      Joy exploded over Ravi’s face. “You do?”

      “I do.” Sora kissed him gently, reveling in the freedom of these shared feelings, so glad their hearts were one. “Aishiteru.”

      “You know, I watch a lot of anime, I know what that means.”

      Snickering, he kissed him again. “I’m glad you do.”

      Wrapping both arms around him, Ravi hugged Sora tightly, that rumbling noise dragons made when perfectly happy pouring out of him.

      Sora held him back just as strongly, just as happy. Upset he couldn’t purr, too, because for the first time in his life, he wanted to. “You are the blessing I always wished for and was worried I’d never find.”

      “I’d mostly given up on finding you, to be honest. It wasn’t until this past year that I allowed myself to hope that maybe I’d find someone to love, after all.”

      “I’m glad our hopes came true. It pains me that you hesitated in telling me, though. I want you to be honest with your feelings. I don’t want you to censure yourself like this again.”

      Ravi pulled back enough to look up into his eyes. “I know mages sometimes struggle to realize they’re with the right person. You don’t have a dragon in your ear telling you that you’ve found your mate. I didn’t want to scare you by rushing.”

      “I understand why you hesitated, but please, don’t do it again. Even if I don’t feel the same way about something, I don’t want you suffering in silence.”

      Nodding, Ravi looked down and away for a second. “Then let me say this. Sora, what are we going to do? We’re from two different clans. We’ve got multiple countries between us.”

      It was something Sora had asked himself several times. He still had no ready answer. “I can’t take you from this clan.”

      “Well, technically, you can. Alric already said he’d release me from my duties if I felt I should go with you. It’s just…” Ravi trailed off, biting at his lower lip.

      This felt like the wrong decision. Sora shook his head slowly. “Burkhard is shorthanded as it is. Even with my clan coming to help you, that wouldn’t be my first choice. But I think this is something we need to thoroughly weigh out and discuss before coming to a conclusion. Either way, I promise you, we’ll come up with the right answer. We might end up living here, or with my clan, or on Mars—”

      Ravi startled, then grinned. “Mars? Really?”

      “We’ll be the first mage and dragon in outer space. But regardless of what we decide, I’m not separating from you. That is what I’m standing firm on.”

      Ravi’s eyes flashed gold for a moment. “No. I won’t lose you. We’ll figure this out.”

      With both of them determined, Sora had faith they would.
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      “Can’t believe you two,” Sora’s mother fussed as she sat at the small table. “Leaving me out like that. I fully intended to examine King Alric myself, you know. I just hadn’t gotten to it, yet.”

      “You were slow,” her husband teased, then dodged her as she reached over to smack him.

      Sora rolled his eyes. They were meeting in his sitting room, ostensibly to discuss how many healers the Burkhard Clan needed, who would be a good choice to send here, and for how long. It was supposed to be a serious conversation, but, of course, his father couldn’t resist getting a dig in, and his mother, predictably, was irritated that she hadn’t been invited to join the party.

      “We’ll need to leave someone here who has excellent surgical skills,” Ryu informed his wife. “It will take multiple surgeries to correct the damage.”

      “I expected as much, what with his condition sitting like this for five hundred years.” Her expression became pinched, a little ashamed. “I wish our founders had thought it through and at least notified the other clans about where they were going. Checked to see if they were alright before leaving.”

      Both men grunted in agreement. Sora’s parents hadn’t been alive during the great migration, of course. They were far too young for that. Sora tried not to judge anyone who’d had to make hard decisions in the heat of the moment. He had only an intellectual understanding of the pressures and heartbreak they’d faced at that time. It must have been beyond difficult to figure out the best course of action. Still, when he looked at King Alric and his own sweet Ravi, it was hard to not find fault with the way things had been handled.

      “At least we can make up for it now.” His father settled his small travel laptop on the table and opened the lid, booting it up. “Right. Who all should come?”

      Sora had already thought about this. “Before you start listing off people, one of the Burkhards here is very keen on learning more medicine. Tori. Have you met him?”

      His father shrugged, but his mother nodded.

      “Oh, yes, he’s very kind. And keen on herbology. I bumped into him at the greenhouse, and we had this wonderful discussion about everything he’s growing.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You say he wants to learn more of the medical trade?”

      “Yes, he told me so himself. He’s apparently very interested, but has had no real way to study, aside from reading books. He’s been innovative with potions since his arrival here.”

      Sora was torn about offering to teach Tori himself. His foray into teaching had gone well, so far, and the idea of teaching someone did excite him. Especially if it was an eager student, and he had a feeling Tori fell into that category. But he didn’t consider himself experienced enough to do a good job.

      “That’s excellent news. Really, we can’t lend people to this clan indefinitely. We need to get their healing skills up, even if it’s by one person.”

      Sora almost instinctively objected to this. It wouldn’t be just one person. Including himself, it would be two.

      He almost said this aloud. Then realized what had just raced through his mind and paused, mouth chewing on words he couldn’t quite form.

      Why had he automatically put himself at Burkhard Castle?

      It was true that he’d been thinking long and hard on this, about what would be best. To stay here with Ravi or bring Ravi back to his own clan. There were pros and cons for either decision. He and Ravi had been up most of the night discussing it, trying to figure out the best course of action. Sora felt guilty for even suggesting Ravi leave, which had hampered the discussion some.

      Ravi was so incredibly invested in and important to this clan. Ravi was also very hesitant about the idea of leaving his clan behind while they were still in danger.

      Sora’s father seemed to sense his conflict, his heavy eyebrows lifting. “What? You’ve got a funny look on your face.”

      Sora decided to voice his thoughts. He’d always been able to speak candidly with his parents, and it might be better to put the thought out there, instead of letting it ping-pong around in his head.

      “Why do you assume that you’ll need to train someone here?”

      His parents shared a baffled look, as if they didn’t understand the question.

      “Well, they need a healer, don’t they?” His mother looked at him as if he’d lost a few marbles.

      “Why do you assume I won’t be that healer?” Sora clarified.

      “Ah, that’s what you meant.” His father opened his mouth, shot his wife another indecipherable look, then obviously reconsidered what he had been about to say. “Are you thinking you’ll stay here?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Sora answered frankly. “Ravi and I have talked about this, but we haven’t made a decision.”

      His mother leaned forward, hands braced on the table. “You’re absolutely certain Ravi is your mate, then? You said you thought he was, earlier. But you’re sure now?”

      “Absolutely positive.” Sora had no doubt about that. His feelings were so intense that even he, a very cerebral thinker, sometimes felt overwhelmed by them.

      She clapped her hands together, delighted. “I’m so glad, sweetheart. I must say, he was well worth the wait. Ravi’s such a happy person. And I love how the two of you interact. You bring out the best in each other, I think.”

      Sora was happy to hear her say that and relieved both his parents seemed to think that Ravi was perfect for him. It saved that argument, at least. And it was always better when the parents approved of a spouse. It might also help with the impinging argument Sora could feel hovering on the horizon.

      “I agree that he was well worth the wait. I want to properly express all of this to him, and soon.”

      “Do that,” she urged, almost chortling now. “Finally, a mate for my son!”

      “It’s a cause for celebration,” his father agreed. He looked more relieved than anything. “And, of course, when the two of you decide to have a child, you know we’ll be happy to help support the incubator.”

      “I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself.” Sora rolled his eyes. Of course, that was the first priority for these two. Grandchildren. “Although, I’ll remember that for the future.”

      Some soft, squishy part of his brain very much wanted to think about holding his and Ravi’s child in his arms.

      His mother, at least, remembered what had started them off on this tangent. “Wait, do you intend to stay here with him?”

      Sora responded patiently. “This clan, more than ours, needs healers. Needs mages. They also need him, and he needs his family.”

      “That sounds like you’ve already made the decision to stay,” his father interjected. “Why aren’t you considering coming home?”

      “I haven’t made a firm decision yet.” Which was true. Sora was still trying to weigh it in his mind, decide on the best option.

      His mother’s glee was swinging back the other direction into concern. “But you can’t just think about Ravi’s needs. About this clan’s needs.”

      “My mate’s needs have a higher priority than my own. And do you really think that trying to take away a king’s retainer right on the verge of a war with the Jaeggi is a good idea? Do you have any idea how heavily King Alric relies on Ravi?” Sora hadn’t, until he’d seen his little wind dragon in action.

      His father shook his head in confusion. “He has four other retainers.”

      “Yes, one of who stays buried in books most of the time. I don’t think you two have paid proper attention, but Ravi’s role among the retainers is very specific. When King Alric needs to be jostled out of work-mode, or if he needs to be in a different location without much time to get there, it’s Ravi who is sent in. Ravi’s the one who can charm, cajole, and hurry King Alric along without the king taking offense. You saw him in action when dealing with Kings Chalo and Roca, as well as their mates and bodyguards. He keeps everyone moving, happy, and safe. It’s Ravi’s speed that ensures the rest are safe, as literally nothing else can outrun him. There’s also the fact that he clearly loves his job, loves his clan with all of his heart.”

      His mother didn’t disagree with any of this, although her brow was furrowed into a deep frown. “But what about you? What about what you need? Don’t you want to stay with your family? You can’t just think about Ravi.”

      “Of course, I’d miss home if I left.” Sora didn’t think he’d be particularly homesick, though. He’d not felt homesick at all his entire stay here, and that said something all by itself.

      That satisfied her. “Then you should come home with Ravi. It’ll be better for him anyway to be around the wind dragons.”

      Sora was not so quick to dismiss the subject. “But, Kaa-san, it’s about more than being around family. There’s no challenge at home. There’s no chance for me to really use my skills. Honestly, day to day, I’m a little bored at home. There’s not much to do.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Bored?!”

      His father, however, understood his son’s point and grunted in agreement. “Everyone’s accustomed to going to the older generation. Us. Very few go to you for help. I usually have to shuffle people in your direction.”

      Inclining his head to his father, Sora said, “Yes, that’s it exactly. I don’t feel needed at home. I’m not vital. It’s very much the same old thing there every day. There’s no reason to innovate. Nothing to challenge my mind. But here, I would be needed.

      “If you’d seen the look on King Alric and Consort Cameron’s faces when I told them that I could help him, that I could reverse some of the damage done—it was like hope had finally risen again on this clan. They thanked me over and over. They were so ecstatic about my being here. It was that moment when I realized what a dearth of knowledge they have here.”

      “But we’ll send in help. It doesn’t have to be you,” his mother protested, growing irate.

      “And I’m sure they’ll happily accept that help from everyone who comes. But how long can those people be here?” Sora waved a hand toward his father’s laptop, still open but untouched during this discussion. “We just asked the question. How many? How long can they stay? This isn’t indefinite. And the Burkhards need a dedicated healer.”

      “And it doesn’t have to be you!” Her voice rose in frustration. “Sora, are you really going to stay here? I want you home, not on a warfront. You and Ravi aren’t even properly bonded yet, and how are you supposed to have children in this clan? They don’t have enough mages to support it.”

      “You just said you’d help support an incubator when Ravi and I are ready,” Sora pointed out with ruthless logic. “Are you saying that’s conditional on us being home?”

      His father dismissed this with a wave of both hands. “No, no, your mother didn’t mean that.”

      “I might,” she fumed. “Because trying to have a child out here, on a warfront, isn’t smart.”

      The realization spread through him in a tight, tingling, unpleasant way. But he was no less sure. Sora hadn’t really thought of it in those terms, but this was a warfront. A dangerous place, and Ravi was a key element to protecting not only the king, but his family. Taking him away from here was not the answer. Not when Burkhard was in such dire straits.

      “If I try to take Ravi from here, with his family still in danger, all it will do is break his heart. I know he loves me. I love him just as fiercely. I will not ask him to return with me. I will not demand that of him.”

      His mother’s jaw dropped. “Sora!”

      Resolve and relief with a dash of excitement sang through his veins. Talking this out with his parents had made it very clear what the better choice was. He’d still speak properly with Ravi about this, and if his wind dragon wanted to go back to join Sora’s clan, then Sora would respect that. But he didn’t give that possibility very high odds. He knew Ravi better than that.

      His father didn’t seem much happier about this.

      “But what about you, Sora? It’s all well and good to want to prioritize Ravi, but a healthy relationship requires that both partners’ needs are met. You can’t let him take priority when it comes to a decision this big.”

      Sora was shaking his head before his father could trot all of that out.

      “I’m needed here. Respected and valued here. Of course, my family loves me, I’m in no doubt of that. But I’m not needed. I can’t describe this right. But I feel a strong satisfaction in this clan. I adore the people here and how they love and respect each other. I love the unquestioning support they give to one another.”

      He lifted his hands, opening and closing them as if trying to grasp at the right words that would make them finally understand.

      “I’m like a puzzle piece that has finally been slotted into the right place. Look at you two. Why are you frowning like you object to this? I’ve spent the past forty-one years traveling around the world, restless and on edge, not at all settled in the clan. Once I hit twenty-two, I never spent more than six months at home in one stretch. It’s obvious that I was seeking the right place.”

      “No, you were seeking your mate,” his mother corrected immediately, lips pinched together. “And you found him. And now you can come home.”

      “I did find him,” Sora agreed calmly. Then, he edged his chair back, ready to duck. “But, Kaa-san, I think I am home.”

      As expected, she picked up the nearest object—a pen, in this case—and chucked it at his head.

      Sora ducked handily to the side, his reflexes honed over the years. He’d rather expected that response, as his mother’s desires were firm and her temper short. He peeked back over the top of the table, judging her anger level. Her skin was a dark red, edging toward purple.

      Hmm. Apparently livid.

      Ryu hastily intervened before his wife could murder their only child.

      “Sora, why don’t you properly talk to Ravi about this before you make any decisions? Yuki, it could well be that Ravi might decide to come with us, instead. He’s got family in the clan, after all.”

      Yuki’s ire died a mite. But she still sounded like she was chewing on steel cables as she ground out, “Yes, go talk to Ravi, my son. Make it very clear where your family stands. And that we want him with us.”

      It was a good compromise. “I’ll do that.”

      But Sora wasn’t giving that option very high odds.

      Did he say that? Of course not. He had better survival skills than that.
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      Ravi frowned at his phone. Alric was refusing to answer his texts, wouldn’t even answer his calls. What the hell was going on?

      As he charged down the hallway, he tapped out a quick text to Baldewin. He needed to find out if the king was acting strangely with him, as well. He didn’t get more than a few meters before a pair of strong hands grabbed him. Ravi yelped, his head popping up. He found himself faced with Sora’s warm smile. Some of the tension and worry flowed out of his body. It was nice to see this man first thing in the morning.

      Yeah, he melted. He always melted when Sora was smiling at him.

      “What’s your hurry?” Sora asked.

      Ravi blinked, his brain coming back online.

      “Hoheit. He’s acting weird. He said I have the day off today, and now he’s not answering my texts.” Ravi lifted up on the tips of his toes and quickly kissed Sora before dropping back down again. “I need to find him so he can tell me what’s going on.”

      Sora winced a little, his nose wrinkling. “I hope you’re not mad, but I asked him to give you the day off.”

      “What? Seriously? But I can’t.”

      Ravi’s heart broke a little, and he quickly tucked his phone into his pocket before pulling Sora into a hard hug. He could feel his dragon join in on the snuggle as if he were trying to magically wrap his wings around both of them. “I would love nothing more than to spend the entire day with you, but we’re up to our eyeballs in kings and queens in the castle. We’ve got the Jaeggi causing problems, and there could still be mages outside the castle gates. Baldewin needs all the help he can get with security. I—”

      Whatever he was going to say got trapped in his throat as Sora cupped the side of his face and covered his mouth with his own. The sexy mage licked into his mouth, sliding their tongues together so that Ravi got lost in the sinuous dance. He relaxed against the taller man, falling into the kiss as it stole away his worries.

      Sora ended the kiss with a series of nips and a bump of their noses.

      “Relaxed?”

      Ravi hummed happily. “That’s some amazing magic you’ve got there.”

      “Not my magic. The magic we make together.”

      “Still pretty amazing.”

      “And while I would love to spend the day with you, I didn’t ask King Alric to give you a day off for us. I have a surprise for you.”

      Ravi jerked upright, his eyes widening. Maybe he was struggling to not bounce on the balls of his feet, but Sora had gotten him a surprise.

      “What is it?”

      Threading their fingers together, Sora pulled Ravi down the hall, heading in the opposite direction. “Let me show you.”

      Ravi picked up the pace so he was now a step ahead of Sora, and maybe he bounced just a little. The mage had gotten him a surprise!

      “You can’t give me a hint?”

      “Nope.”

      “Does Alric know about it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he approves?”

      Sora’s smile grew even wider. “Yes, he does.”

      “And this is why he gave me the day off?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is it possible to die from excitement? I can’t believe you got me something! Is it bigger than a bread box? Well, it has to be if you’re not carrying it.” Ravi stopped his rambling only long enough to look around and see that Sora was leading them toward the side entrance of the castle that led to the open courtyard. “Is it being delivered? Did you get me a car? Or a motorcycle? A hot-air balloon? No, is it a motorcycle like the one I found you on? We can ride together!”

      “You can ask all the questions you want, but I’m not going to say anything,” Sora taunted.

      “Evil mage. I’m dying here. You’ve got to give me a little hint!”

      Sora chuckled and pushed open the door. He stepped into the courtyard with Ravi directly on his heels. He poked his head around the taller man, eyes scanning the area, but he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Guards stood at their regular stations, a handful of reporters at the gates, and the usual line of would-be mages waiting to be tested.

      “I don’t see anything. Where is it?”

      Sora placed his hands on Ravi’s shoulders and pulled him into the center of the courtyard. He then moved behind him and wrapped his arms around him, hugging him tight. “Look up.”

      Ravi’s heart fluttered as he gazed up at the bright blue sky. There were only a few wispy clouds about as the sun was still rising. It looked like it was going to be a perfect spring day.

      Had Sora gotten a dragon and a mage to write a sweet message in the sky? Or maybe a dragon had one of those banners tied to his tail, and it held a loving message from Sora to Ravi? That had to be it. Sora was all kinds of sweet, thoughtful, and romantic.

      He definitely needed to come up with something just as romant—

      A brilliant blue blur streaked across the sky, and Ravi’s breath caught in his throat. He blinked, unsure if he’d actually seen what he thought he’d seen. Coul—

      Two more blue blurs followed the first over his head, and Ravi’s knees went weak. Could it be? With a shaking hand, he reached up and clasped Sora’s hands, squeezing tightly as he stood, unmoving, staring up the sky, willing the blue blurs to return.

      They did. Oh, god. They did.

      Only this time, they didn’t speed by. They flew back with a lazy grace, their massive blue wings spread wide as they caught the morning breeze. Their long bodies winked and glistened with shades of blue. The largest of the trio was a deep, murky blue that bordered on black in places. The second was a sky blue, barely discernable from its surroundings. The third, smaller dragon was a pale steel blue-grey.

      Wind dragons.

      “You…you did this? Wind dragons for me?” he whispered, the words getting caught against the lump in his throat.

      Sora’s arms tightened around him. “Yes. They’re from the Sodalicium. When you told me you didn’t know any wind dragons, I called them and asked them to come meet you.”

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Ravi said. He wanted to turn and wrap his arms around Sora, but he was frozen, unable to tear his eyes away from the dragons as they slowly circled the courtyard, dropping lower and lower.

      The largest of the trio dropped to the stone courtyard first and shook his head before shifting into a man in colorful robes. His thick black hair was braided into a queue down his back, and his face was delightfully round, splitting into an excited grin when his eyes fell onto Ravi.

      Behind him, the sky blue dragon dropped next, shifting into a young man who stood at almost the same height as Ravi. His bright blue eyes sparkled in the early morning light as if with laughter.

      The final wind dragon landed, but she held back, remaining in her dragon form. The dragon’s head bobbed back and forth as if trying to get a better view of Ravi, but she seemed hesitant.

      Sora chuckled behind him and released Ravi so he could step around the shorter man to approach the newcomers.

      Sora introduced the larger of the three dragons. “Ravi, I would like to introduce Balin Yamuna of the wind dragons. He was a member of your clan and a friend of your parents.”

      Ravi’s eyes went even wider. “You knew my parents?”

      Balin stared at Ravi with a mix of joy and sadness, nodding. “I did. It is such an honor to meet you now, Ravi.”

      “And this is your cousin, Sahan,” Sora continued, waving his hand toward the other man who was watching Ravi.

      “Cousin?” Ravi gulped. He wasn’t only faced with other wind dragons; this man was a blood relative.

      To his shock, Sahan walked right up to him and wrapped him in a tight hug, swinging him off his feet until they were both laughing.

      “We had no idea you were still alive, Cousin.” Sahan laughed as he reluctantly put Ravi back on his shaky legs.

      Balin turned and lovingly snapped at the other dragon, who was holding back, waving his hand for her to join them. After a moment of hesitation, the dragon shifted into a young woman in a beautiful blue-and-silver sari. She appeared to be only a teenager with long black hair braided down her back.

      “Ravi, this is my daughter, Chandi. She is a bit shy, but she is very excited to meet you,” Balin said.

      Chandi stepped forward until she was standing next to Balin. Her smile was a little uncertain, but her dark eyes were bright and dancing as if she were brimming with questions. She bowed to him.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Ravi.”

      Ravi’s mouth bobbed for a moment. The entire encounter had rendered him incapable of speech, and it might have actually succeeded in breaking his brain. He looked up at Sora when the mage chuckled lightly.

      Ravi shoved both his hands into his hair and released all the air in his lungs in a huge rush. “Whoa. This is so much. But how…how did you not know about me?”

      Balin’s smile folded in on itself, and he stared down at the ground.

      “So much information was lost at the end of the war. Not all of the wind dragons joined in the fight, though most did. I remained behind with a small group. Several mages were pregnant—including Sahan’s mother, who was your mother’s sister. It wasn’t safe for them to travel, so I was among the few who remained behind as protection. At the end of the war, when I heard of your parents’ death from King Chalo, I gathered up the remaining wind dragons and joined the Sodalicium, traveling east. We were too few in number to remain on our own.” Balin shook his head and swallowed hard. “If I had known you were still alive, I would have come for you, brought you home to your people.”

      Something squeezed Ravi’s heart tight, and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. He was torn. To have grown up among other wind dragons, to have someone like Sahan, who was actually related to him by blood. To have grown up with people who had known his parents well. It sounded like a sweet dream.

      But it would have meant growing up without Alric, Baldewin, Gunter, Dieter, and Lisette. It would have meant not running through the halls of Burkhard Castle or soaring over the mountains he knew so well. It would have meant not having this family, and that idea was almost suffocating.

      Sora placed his hand on Ravi’s shoulder and squeezed, his beautiful eyes filled with so much worry. “It’s not King Alric’s fault. I spoke with him, and he explained that there was so much chaos after the war. He didn’t realize that King Chalo was unaware you had survived. It took a couple of years for things to settle, but King Alric sent a messenger to where the wind dragons had lived.”

      Balin shook his head. “But we had already left. King Alric had no idea there were any other wind dragons in the world. I’m sorry, Ravi.”

      Ravi violently shook his head, blinking back tears for his lost parents, for the lost years, but also for the fact that Balin had worried about him. He rushed forward and grabbed both of Balin’s arms tightly.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. I love it here. I am loved here. I’ve had a very happy life here and couldn’t imagine being happier. Hoheit and the entire clan have cared for me and made me their family.”

      A loud sigh of relief left Balin, and he nodded, looking as if he were fighting back tears. “Sora said the same, but it is good to hear it from you.”

      Ravi turned and hugged Sahan again, earning a laugh from the man.

      “But I’ve got a cousin now!” He smiled at Chandi, who smiled back at him. “And I think you will be a great cousin for me, as well.” He looked over at Balin. “But you’re more of an uncle. Definitely Uncle Balin, I think. A dragon can always use more family.”

      Balin laughed deeply as he rested his arm on Sora’s shoulder. Ravi couldn’t believe it. He was standing with three wind dragons. But not just any wind dragons. Balin had known his parents, and Sahan was related to him. And while he didn’t know Chandi, one look at her told him she was going to be the best partner-in-crime when she finally got comfortable around him.

      “Do I have more family?” he couldn’t help but ask, bouncing on his toes with excitement.

      “Oh, yes, several more cousins. You haven’t met all of us,” Chandi assured him. “We’re just the first to meet you.”

      Sahan fidgeted next to Ravi, pulling his phone from his pocket. He unlocked it and opened the photo gallery.

      “We wanted to bring the real thing, but we were afraid it might be damaged on the flight. Balin thought it would be safer if we took a picture for now and then worry about getting the original to you later.”

      “What?”

      Sahan handed him the phone, and on the screen was a picture of what looked to be a very old portrait.  A man and a woman stood together, the woman holding a small baby with black hair. Behind the trio was a large blue dragon with scales that were an interesting mix of sky blue and shining sapphire.

      “Those are your parents, Ravi,” Balin explained. “The painting was made when you were only about six months old. Your mother demanded that your father be painted in his dragon form, as well, because she said he had the bluest and shiniest scales of all the dragons.”

      Ravi’s legs finally gave out, and he sat on the ground in the middle of the courtyard, cradling the phone in both hands as if it were the most precious thing in the world. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, even after his vision became blurry with tears. He sniffed and roughly wiped the tears away.

      His parents. And young. They looked so very young. His father was a couple inches taller than his mother and had a handsome, kind face. His arm was wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her in tight against him. His mother was gorgeous and regal. She looked like she was meant to be a queen. And he was there, in her arms. Looking at the picture, he could see that he had his father’s nose, his mother’s curly hair and eyes. He was definitely a blend of his parents.

      While the adults were looking forward, as if staring at the painter, he couldn’t miss the fact that the dragon was staring down at his mother with a look of absolute love and devotion.

      The portrait was absolutely perfect.

      It was the first time he’d seen a picture of his parents. Ravi wanted to latch onto it and stare at it for a few days. His throat felt tight with unshed tears; he was so overwhelmed with love and grief.

      “Thank you,” he finally managed in a choked voice. “I—I didn’t know what they looked like. Hoheit has described them, but he never could have shared this much detail. And my dad’s dragon…I think I have some of his same coloring.”

      “If you’d like me to send it to you—” Sahan started to offer.

      Ravi was immediately shoving the phone back into his hands while firing off his contact information. He wanted a copy on his phone, and then he’d ask Cassie if she could clean it up a little bit so he could have it printed for his room. He wanted it hanging on his wall so he could always look up and see his parents there. At least, until he got his hands on the original painting.

      It all seemed too much. He had wind dragons. He had a family. He had a picture of his parents. Sora had made it all possible.

      He looked up to find the mage smiling at him, his hands shoved into his pockets. This man, this amazing, sexy man was the greatest gift of all.

      Ravi shoved to his feet and launched himself at Sora. He barely had enough time to pull his hands out of his pocket before Ravi was crashing into him, peppering him with kisses.

      “You are” kiss “the most amazing” kiss “thoughtful” kiss “kindest” kiss “sexiest man” kiss “in all the world.” Kiss.

      Sora was laughing by the last one, and the kiss might have landed square on his teeth, but Ravi didn’t care. His mage needed to know how much this meant to him and that Ravi was forever in his debt.

      Grabbing his face with both hands, Sora forced him to slow down, kissing him sweetly before pulling away.

      “Anything for you, my dear heart,” he whispered in a voice roughened by emotion. “Anything.”

      Sora suddenly released him and laughed. “Now, go play. Find out what it’s like to fly with wind dragons.”

      Balin groaned. “The youngsters may go play. My old bones need a rest after that long flight, and I should present myself to King Alric.”

      Ravi hesitated. He really should be there when Balin met with Alric. It was his duty, and—

      Sora’s bark of laughter broke off his train of thought. The mage swatted him on the ass, and Ravi’s eyes became huge.

      “Go, Ravi! Have fun! Be a wind dragon! I can escort Balin to King Alric and handle introductions for you. He understands. That’s why he gave you the day off.”

      That’s right! He was off duty for the day.

      “Father?” Chandi inquired, a note of hope in her soft voice.

      “Yes, yes. Go and have fun.” He paused and wagged his finger at his daughter. “But listen to Ravi and Sahan. I don’t want King Alric to regret inviting us to visit his clan.”

      Ravi swore he heard an excited squeak escape her before she popped back into her dragon form. With a laugh, Ravi stepped away from the others and shifted as well. He started to extend his wings to take flight when a blue blur zipped past him. He looked up to find that Sahan was already in the air.

      Holy crap! He was fast.

      Laughing, Ravi leapt into the air at the same time as Chandi. He was vaguely aware of Sora cheering for him and the shouts of the humans outside the castle, but it all fell away as he spiraled and soared through the air with two wind dragons. It felt like a dream, and Ravi prayed he would never wake up.

      This was quickly becoming the second-best day of his life.

      The first was still the day he’d hopped on the back of the motorcycle and wrapped his arms around Sora. His mage.
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      Sora frowned at the book in his hand. He’d been trying to read it for the past ten minutes and was still on the same page. It wasn’t holding his attention—not that it was the book’s fault. It was Ravi’s.

      Or rather, a distinct lack of Ravi in his life.

      They’d known each other barely three weeks, and now Sora couldn’t go a day without seeing the dragon.

      Not that he was surprised he hadn’t seen Ravi all day. After introducing Ravi to the wind dragons, he was gone from sight, streaking through the sky like a bolt of blue lightning against white clouds. Balin had told him years ago that a wind dragon was at his happiest when he was flying. He needed to feel the wind across his face, lifting his wings.

      Sora had taken Balin to meet with King Alric and the other dragon leaders. He’d then excused himself so he could meet with Lisette and the other mages for a bit.

      His day had been busy enough as he helped screen the humans outside the castle and then assisted with recording more spells. North and Gunter were overseeing the process in an effort to make sure that nothing was lost and that the information was shared with the Valerii mages in Brazil.

      He took his meals with the mages and heard the other dragons talking about spotting Ravi, but he hadn’t seen the man with his own eyes in hours.

      Now, he was alone in his chambers, feeling completely at loose ends.

      Which was a very odd sensation. His entire life, he’d been content with his own company. Never before had he sat in a room and wondered what to do. Or felt as if nothing at all appealed.

      He missed Ravi. That was the real issue. The only thing he wanted to do was spend time with his wind dragon, but he wasn’t there. It was as if someone had drained all the color from his world and he was walking around in somber shades of grey, waiting for his personal rainbow to bounce back into his life.

      “I’m being very silly,” he told the air.

      Saying it didn’t seem to change the situation much. It’s not that he begrudged the time Ravi spent with others, either. Sora didn’t want to monopolize him; he just…wanted. Wanted to share in the joy Ravi was experiencing. Was Ravi still enjoying himself, hearing stories told by family he hadn’t known about? Was he learning more about his wind dragon abilities?

      Was Sora going to just sit here and think of nothing but Ravi?

      Apparently so.

      Oh, he had it bad.

      Really, really bad.

      Not that it mattered, because Ravi was most definitely his dragon. And—

      Sora didn’t have the chance to finish that thought as his door was flung open, and Ravi zipped into the room. Sora stood from where he’d been lounging on the couch, placing his unread book down.

      Ravi’s beautiful brown eyes were wide, and his dark curls were thoroughly windblown as if he’d been flying around the castle in his human form. His gold skin was flushed, and he seemed so very alive and big, as if he were standing there in both his human and dragon forms at the same time. It was a little disconcerting, but so very Ravi.

      “You had dinner without me,” Ravi declared, sounding shocked and affronted that Sora would do such a thing.

      Sora’s lips trembled with the smile he was trying to hold back. They’d taken nearly every meal together since Sora’s arrival at Burkhard. He couldn’t deny he felt ridiculously pleased that Ravi had clearly missed him.

      “You were busy all day with Chandi and Sahan. I ate with my parents.”

      Emotions crisscrossed Ravi’s face in the blink of an eye before he nodded and closed the door behind him.

      It was on the tip of Sora’s tongue to ask how Ravi had enjoyed his day with the other wind dragons, but he never got the chance. The dragon zipped across the remaining few feet that separated them, and strong arms wrapped around him tightly. Joy surged through Sora’s frame, and he dropped his head back, laughing loudly as Ravi kissed his way up Sora’s chest to his neck.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you so much!” Ravi said roughly between each smack of his lips and nibble of his teeth.

      Goose bumps broke out across Sora’s skin, and he moaned softly. This. Gods, how he’d needed this. To feel Ravi against him. To get lost in his dragon’s embrace. He’d never expected this kind of connection with another person, for the need to run so deep. It startled him as much as anything, but he needed it, too. More than he’d ever suspected.

      When Ravi’s kisses finally reached his jaw, Sora tilted his head down and captured his mouth, setting their world on fire. Their teeth clacked together, and their tongues tangled. He swallowed down each hungry, desperate noise Ravi made, and it still wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. They needed to be closer.

      Questing fingers shoved Sora’s shirt higher, brushing skin and dragging a hiss up his throat. Yes. That was what they needed. No clothes. Only skin.

      Sora lifted his mouth and Ravi only moved back down to his neck with a clear course set for his right nipple.

      “Ravi. Please. You can’t fuck me standing up,” he panted. He didn’t want to stop, but they needed to get to the bed—and the lube in the nightstand—before they ended up on the floor.

      Ravi’s head immediately popped up, his lips deliciously wet and puffy from their kisses. “What?”

      Grinning, Sora dipped his head and licked across Ravi’s lower lip. “Fuck me. I want you inside me this time. Please, sweethea—”

      Sora’s plea turned into a surprised yelp when Ravi bent just enough to toss Sora over his shoulder. Their several inches of height difference didn’t matter one bit. The dragon was clearly strong enough to manhandle Sora all he wanted.

      Which was fine with Sora, as this position gave him a perfect—if upside down—view of Ravi’s tight ass. But just as he was thinking of sinking his teeth into one of the cheeks, Sora was tossed into the center of the bed.

      He bounced once, laughing in surprise. Everything with Ravi was an adventure, and he loved every second of it.

      As he sat upright, he spotted Ravi standing at the foot of the bed. His shirt was missing, and he was shoving down his pants and boxers. His gaze glittered gold, as if his dragon had climbed to the surface, excited about what was going to happen.

      Sora was torn between wanting to simply sit and admire the beauty of Ravi’s lean muscle, and wanting to get naked.

      Naked won.

      He tore at his clothes, flinging them aside as Ravi dashed over to the nightstand to grab the jar of lube. They’d fooled around plenty over the past week. Blow jobs, hand jobs, and Sora topping Ravi, but they hadn’t gotten to the part where Sora was able to feel Ravi pushing into him for the first time. The one time they’d planned on it, they’d been interrupted.

      That was not happening again.

      Just as he was tossing aside his second sock, Ravi crawled onto the bed. They came together with a hiss as hot flesh skidded against hot flesh. Sora let Ravi tackle him back down onto the mattress.

      “I missed you,” Sora groaned as Ravi’s hot mouth latched onto his right nipple and bit down.

      Ravi huffed a laugh, sending warm air across damp skin. “Do you regret inviting them here?”

      “Only in that it meant being apart from you all day.”

      Ravi licked his way down Sora’s stomach, inching closer to his rock-hard dick. “I missed you, too.”

      He nuzzled the head of his cock once before slowly licking it like a lollipop. Sora’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he balled his hands into fists in the twisted sheets. He wasn’t going to last under this torture.

      “Ravi,” he whined. To hell with foreplay. They could have foreplay during the next round. “I need you.”

      Ravi allowed Sora to slip from his lips as he lifted his head. The man had never looked so devilish before, a wide grin spreading across his face as if he knew exactly how much he was driving Sora insane.

      “How?”

      Sora didn’t allow him to ask anything else. Grabbing a pillow, he pulled it against his chest as he rolled onto his stomach.

      “Whoa,” Ravi exhaled. “That is one extremely sexy ass.”

      Sora winked at him over his shoulder and gave his rear a little shake as if to entice him. “Wait ’til you feel it for the first time.”

      Ravi snatched up the lube and got a glob on his fingers. He moved back over Sora, his fingers carefully teasing his hole. Sora closed his eyes and lost himself in the feel of Ravi’s gentle touch, the kisses he was slowly placing along his spine. As Ravi pushed one finger inside, he exhaled.

      “Sorry, I don’t have a healer’s touch,” Ravi said to his left shoulder blade.

      “You are perfect,” Sora sighed.

      “And you are beautiful. Amazing. You steal my breath away,” Ravi replied, each stroke going a little bit deeper to loosen muscles. He pressed a second finger in, and the initial burn increased. “And tight. You feel incredible.”

      This all felt wonderful, but Sora needed more. He didn’t want to rush Ravi’s exploration, but the burn had largely disappeared, and Ravi was grazing his prostate, driving him closer to orgasm.

      “Ravi, sweetheart. Please.”

      “Yes,” Ravi hissed. He didn’t need any additional prodding. He removed his fingers and snatched up the lube again to slather it on his dick.

      Sora closed his eyes at the first touch of the blunt head, willing his body to relax. Not the easiest of tasks when he was so damn excited.

      Pain returned as Ravi pushed inside ever so carefully. His dragon was treating him as if he were the most precious and fragile treasure. And he was, to Ravi. Sora could see it every time Ravi looked at him, feel it in every touch. He was truly cherished.

      “More, please,” Sora moaned.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Ravi murmured. One hand gripped his hip while the other slid up and down his back in the sweetest caress.

      “I’ll die if I don’t have all of you now.”

      Ravi’s chuckle sounded strained, but he pushed in until he was fully seated, wringing a groan of pleasure out of both of them.

      “Holy…fuck…so amazing.”

      Sora wanted to say the same, but he was beyond words at that moment. Ravi was inside of him, filling him. Nothing else could ever feel so perfect.

      And then he started moving, proving that it could get even more perfect.

      Ravi thrust, and Sora shouted. It was like a dam broke. Sounds and broken words poured from his parted lips. The world narrowed down to the point where they were connected, where Ravi’s hand gripped and slid across sweaty skin. Sora’s brain shut off, and he simply wallowed in the overwhelming pleasure coursing through every nerve. He shoved back his building orgasm as best he could. This moment wasn’t allowed to end, ever.

      His dragon proved he could shatter Sora completely. Gripping his hips hard, Ravi lifted his hips slightly, changing the angle just enough that the head of his dick hammered against Sora’s prostate, sending bolts of lightning screaming through his body. He swore he could feel the man’s dick swelling inside him, and Sora cried out. He was so close.

      “You’re mine. My mage. Always mine,” Ravi snarled, his voice deeper.

      Sora moaned as the sense of Ravi expanded. Some part of Sora’s brain swore that if he looked over his shoulder, he’d see both Ravi and his dragon behind him. He’d never known another dragon so closely in tune with his other half, but in that moment, Sora could feel himself being claimed by both Ravi the human and Ravi the dragon.

      Sora’s tenuous hold on his orgasm slipped, and the world exploded. The feel of Ravi moving inside him, his words, the teasing friction of the pillow against his dick. It was all too much.

      He was vaguely aware of Ravi shouting, as well, and a wonderful heat filling him, but it all felt so distant. Everything was blistering joy and pleasure.

      A shiver ran through him from head to toe as he collapsed, limp, on the bed. Ravi carefully pulled free and dropped down beside him.

      Sora used what little energy he had left to turn his head and take in his lover’s sweat-streaked face and enormous grin.

      “Sounds like…I did…okay,” Ravi panted.

      Sora laughed. “Incredible. So incredible that we’re going to do it again and again and again.”

      He broke off at the sound of Ravi’s wonderful laugh. He loved it. He wanted that sound to fill his days and nights for the rest of his life.

      Leaning close, Ravi pressed a sweet kiss to his lips and then the tip of his nose. “Be right back.”

      The wind dragon jumped out of bed and darted for the bathroom, because of course Ravi had energy. Sora would have some soon enough. Right now, he just wanted to bask in the glow.

      He closed his eyes and listened to the water turning on and off. The bed shifted near his legs, and Ravi was suddenly cleaning him off with a warm, damp cloth. Sora lifted his head enough to look over his shoulder. He saw Ravi was smiling, but his eyes were worried.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? I wasn’t too rough?”

      Cherished. He was cherished.

      Rolling onto his back, Sora held his arms out to the dragon. “Come here.”

      Ravi tossed the cloth to the floor and snagged a blanket before sliding into Sora’s waiting arms. They snuggled close under the blanket, becoming a tangle of limbs and smiles.

      “You were amazing. Perfect. I’ve never felt anything like that.”

      “Really?” Ravi’s nose wrinkled for a second. “Beginner’s luck?”

      “No, it was perfect because of what you said. I’m your mage. You’re my dragon.”

      Ravi released a happy hum as he settled his head on Sora’s shoulder. “I like that.”

      They lay quietly for a moment, Sora listening to the sound of Ravi breathing, feeling their bodies pressed together. He’d missed this connection all day.

      “Sora?”

      He opened his eyes, smiling. Ravi was not one to sit still for a moment. His mind was always working, and his body was close behind. Ravi had leaned up on his elbow so he could look down into Sora’s eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you for inviting the wind dragons here.”

      “Of course.”

      Ravi’s face twisted a little with an emotion Sora couldn’t quite read.

      “No, really. Thank you. I don’t think you understand what this means to me. I didn’t know how important it was until they were standing right there. I didn’t know how much I needed them until they got here.”

      His lover paused and sucked in a ragged breath. Sora could feel an answering lump forming in his throat, but he waited, giving Ravi a chance to gather his thoughts.

      “Please understand that I love my family here. I’ve been so happy my entire life. I would have continued to be happy as I was, but meeting Balin, Chandi, and Sahan…it was so amazing.

      “Balin told me stories about my parents that Alric and Dieter didn’t even know. He told me things I didn’t even know to ask! Like, I’d given up knowing more about my parents, I thought I’d learned all there was to know. I used to lie awake some nights, as a kid, wondering which parts of myself I’d gotten from my mother, which parts from my father. Now, I don’t have to wonder anymore. I know. I have people I can ask if there’s something else I want to know—and all of that is huge.”

      Ravi finally sucked in a breath, his eyes burning brightly.

      “I’d lost so much without realizing it. And today I gained some of it back. Chandi and Sahan told me about their lives, growing up. They even taught me a few things that I didn’t know about wind dragons.”

      Sora cupped Ravi’s cheek and wiped away a stray tear that had slipped from the corner of his eye. He was so glad he’d followed the impulse to call Ravi’s family in to meet him. The joy that radiated from Ravi was infectious.

      “No one thinks you’re ungrateful or that you don’t love your family simply because you’ve finally met wind dragons. Because you’ve met blood relatives. We all know your heart is big enough to include the Burkhard Clan as well as the Yamuna Dragons.”

      “Thank you,” Ravi whispered against his lips. “Thank you. Thank you. The words don’t seem big enough for what you’ve done.”

      “Your smile is all the thanks I need.”

      “Still…thank you. I feel like I have a better understanding now of what it means to be me. No one else has ever been able to give me such a gift.”

      Sora closed his eyes and touched his forehead to Ravi’s. His heart skipped and jumped in his chest. He would rearrange the heavens to make his dragon happy.

      Ravi settled back down in the bed, snuggled close enough that he was practically a part of Sora. Though, Sora felt that it still wasn’t close enough.

      “I can’t believe you brought them here,” Ravi said on a sigh.

      “I figured it was easier to bring them here since I have no intention of returning home.”

      Ravi sat up and stared at him, his mouth hanging open. “I’m sorry. What?”

      Sora smiled. “I want to stay here with you. Well, unless you want to move to my home so you can be closer to the wind dragons. I just thought we could stay at Burkhard with your fam—”

      Sora didn’t get any further. Ravi let out a shout and lunged at Sora. They rolled, laughing, across the bed until they fell to the floor with a loud thud. They both grunted and resumed laughing in a tangle of sheets on the carpet.

      “Really? You really want to stay here? I thought we were going to talk it over some more, as we didn’t really reach a decision,” Ravi said, his fingers digging into Sora’s shoulders as if he were afraid he’d suddenly disappear or maybe wake up from this wonderful dream.

      “Yes. Definitely. I hesitated for all the wrong reasons, it seems, in making that decision. I love it here, and you’re so happy. I want to be wherever you are, and this is your home. I want to make this our home. Do you think King Alric will be willing to take in one more mage?”

      Ravi tackled him to the carpet and rolled them until they banged into a piece of furniture. “Yes! Yes! Yes! I know we went back and forth, but the truth is, I just…I can’t leave. This is my family, and my family needs me right now.”

      “I know. I reached the same conclusion. It would be selfish of me to ask you to leave.” Sora ran an affectionate hand through those dark curls. He’d made the right decision. It was clear from the expression on Ravi’s face. “I will be where my mate is.”

      Ravi’s joy somehow tripled. “Then you know? That we’re mates?”

      “I do. I think I knew almost from the beginning. It took a minute for my heart to get it through to my head, is all. You feel the same?” He hadn’t meant to make that a question—Ravi obviously felt the same—it was just so much to take in at once.

      Sora exhaled and swallowed hard. It was such a relief that Ravi felt the same that it stole all his words away and filled his heart to overflowing.

      “I love you, Sora. I love you like the wind loves the clouds and the tops of mountains. I love you as only a dragon can love his mage. Completely and forever.”

      Sora pulled Ravi down, sealing their mouths together in a crushing kiss. He’d heard it every time Ravi had called him mine, seen it in every look, but the words had finally penetrated down to his soul.

      “I love you, Ravi. You are my dragon, and I love you completely.”

      Ravi kissed him, laughing with delight. “I love you to the sky and back. I’m so excited, I can’t contain myself. Come, come, we must cement our relationship! I must show you my hoard.”

      Having grown up with dragons, Sora didn’t discount how important a hoard was. And he had been incredibly curious about Ravi’s. He also, at this point, knew Ravi well enough to figure out the real motivation. “By that you mean you want to introduce me to your hoard and then have hot jungle sex.”

      “You know me so well,” Ravi purred, eyes wicked. “Up, up, up!”

      Sora came up, ready to follow, then paused. “Pants might be a good thing.”

      “Damn. Alright, but don’t get too dressed. I absolutely forbid you to wear clothes for the rest of the day.”

      They threw clothes back on, then Ravi hauled him out of the room, giggling like a demented gnome. Fortunately, they didn’t pass anyone in the halls as they raced about to the upper level, where Ravi’s room was. Fortunate, because it would have been rather obvious what they had just been doing—and intended to do again shortly.

      In two minutes flat, they were in Ravi’s room, and they went straight through the sitting parlor and into the one room Sora had never attempted to enter. Ravi flung the door wide, then pirouetted inside, spinning so he could take in Sora’s expression.

      Sora paid little attention to him as his eyes took it all in, head panning back and forth.

      It was a game room.

      No, it was THE game room. There were arcade games lined up along a wall, shelves of board games, and four tables in the middle of the room with every possible gaming system on display, obviously hooked up and ready for action. Sora saw a chess board so old that the pieces were carved from bone sitting not five feet away from a PlayStation 5. Ravi might not have every game in the world in this room, but there were probably very few missing.

      Sora’s mouth went dry, and he might have whimpered. “You know, as a kid, I would have murdered someone to have this room.”

      Ravi grinned from ear to ear, delighted by his reaction. “Why don’t you marry me instead? Much more legal and fun.”

      “Done. Sold.” He advanced on the dragon, intent. “We are having hot, blistering sex first. And then we’re playing Mario Kart.”

      “Oooh, talk dirty to me, baby.”

      If Sora hadn’t already known, he knew it now. Life with Ravi would never be boring.
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      Ravi yawned and scratched his head as he stumbled toward Alric’s office. Maybe he should look into this coffee thing again. Cameron swore by it. Both Tori and North called it liquid life.

      But then, Baldewin and Alric had made him promise to warn them before he ever drank anything with that much caffeine. They complained he was already too excitable. Ravi plus caffeine would equal disaster.

      He was seriously dragging, though.

      “Keeping late hours, young dragon?” Alric inquired in a light, teasing voice.

      Ravi blinked, stunned to find the king standing outside his office, looking like he was waiting for him. He quickly glanced down at his watch, confirming that he was not late to meet with Alric. It was usually the king who was distracted and slow getting to his office for meetings. Ravi was the one who had to hunt Alric down and get him back on schedule.

      “Mates have a way of throwing a dragon’s schedule off.”

      The mention of mates had a smile blossoming on Ravi’s face. Sora was most definitely his mate. They’d stayed up late talking about mates and how quickly they could get Sora’s things moved into Ravi’s room. They’d brainstormed ways Sora could utilize all his knowledge and experience at Burkhard, and how best to go about teaching the other mages.

      They’d officially been mates for three days, though there really had been no need to tell anyone since everyone had seemed to guess almost from the beginning. However, he and Sora had enjoyed a private dinner with Sora’s parents last night, which had been something of a mixed bag.

      Yuki was clearly not happy that her son would not be returning home, but it was something he was determined to work on. He wanted her to know that her son would always be safe at Burkhard. Ravi and the other Burkhard dragons would protect him.

      “Yep, there’s that look.” Alric turned and started down the hallway. Ravi fell into step with him.

      “What look?”

      “The same look Baldewin and Warin get when anyone mentions the word mate. I’ve been told I have it, too, whenever Cameron is in the room.”

      “What? A look of transcendental bliss?”

      Alric snorted. “Yes, something like that.”

      “Well, I didn’t sleep much last night, but it wasn’t entirely Sora’s fault.”

      A lot of it had been Ravi’s fault because he simply couldn’t get enough of his mage, but Alric didn’t need to know that. And from the side eye he was currently getting from the king, it was pretty clear Alric suspected the truth.

      “We had dinner with Sora’s parents last night and told them that Sora is staying at Burkhard. Officially joining the clan.”

      “And…?”

      Ravi rolled his eyes. “We haven’t actually talked about the official bonding ceremony. We’re still figuring out how to get all of Sora’s stuff to Burkhard, as well as all the spellbooks. And how he’s going to start sharing everything he knows so we can keep passing down that knowledge to future generations. So many logistics.”

      “There always are, it seems,” Alric said with a wry smile. The king would know since he’d moved Cameron, Cassie, and their grandmother from the United States to Germany. Something that hadn’t happened nearly fast enough, according to Alric.

      “But when Sora stepped out of the room to get dessert, I did tell his parents that I’m trying to come up with a super romantic way to propose. His parents are planning to stay in Burkhard until we’re bonded.”

      “Their reaction to all this news?” Something cautious entered Alric’s voice, and Ravi warmed. His king was getting preemptively defensive over him, ready to breathe fire at the Abe mages until they accepted Ravi. It was too sweet.

      “Excited and sad. They’re excited that Sora and I are together. Sora’s mom was starting to worry he’d never find his dragon. Yuki seems to be struggling with the idea of Sora moving to Burkhard. She’s worried about his safety, particularly with the Jaeggi problem.”

      “Would you like me to speak with her?”

      Ravi was touched by the offer, but he shook his head. “No, I don’t think it would help. Until the Jaeggi are taken care of, she’s going to worry. But Sora will be safe in the castle, I don’t doubt it. Of course, my soon-to-be in-laws will be visiting often.”

      “They will always be welcome here. Just like Sora is welcome here. And you’re welcome to go visit Sora’s family, as well.” Alric wrapped his left arm around Ravi’s shoulders and squeezed. “Cam and I are so happy for you.”

      “Thanks. I—whoa!”

      Ravi darted away from Alric, staring at his left arm. His injured arm. Alric had just used it. Hugged him.

      “Your arm!” He shouldn’t be staring like a snake had just grown out of Alric’s shoulder, but he couldn’t stop himself. “Wow! I’ve seen your daily improvements, but that was the first time I felt some strength in it.”

      “Sora has helped a lot.”

      “Have you scheduled the first surgery yet?”

      Alric’s smile dimmed, and he shook his head. “Not yet. With all the kings at Burkhard and the Jaeggi issues, I can’t afford to be laid up for a week. Not right now.”

      Ravi snorted. “It sounds like now is the perfect time to get it done. You’ve got lots of help to cover things while you’re recovering.”

      Alric said nothing and simply glared at him, which proved that Ravi was on the right track.

      To stir the pot a little more, Ravi asked, “What does Cameron say?”

      “Enough. It will be handled soon,” Alric grumbled, which sent Ravi into peals of laughter. He knew that Cameron would be pushing Alric to get the surgery done while Rodrigo and the other dragons were around to help fight the Jaeggi and deal with the humans.

      Alric took a left and started up a staircase with Ravi jogging along behind him. He mentally skimmed through Alric’s schedule and couldn’t remember any meetings in this part of the castle at this time.

      “While I’m loving the field trip, where are we going?” Ravi inquired.

      “Up to Cassie’s study. She was banging on my door first thing this morning and shouting something about the Jaeggi.”

      “What about the Jaeggi?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. She and Gunter have been working to track down the Jaeggi’s path through Czechia. When I asked if I had time for pants and coffee, she kind of mumbled-slash-moaned something about coffee and disappeared.”

      Ravi nodded. Cassie needed coffee in the morning like most people needed air.

      At the top of the stairs, they came across Cameron, who looked like he was still trying to wake up.

      “I thought I might run into you here,” he murmured.

      “I just paused to shoot off a quick email and pick up Ravi,” Alric said before snagging a kiss. “Why are you here?”

      “I figured I’d see what my sister thought was so important that she had to break into our morning snuggle time.”

      Ravi’s mind might have drifted to a happy place for a moment as he remembered waking up wrapped in Sora’s arms. Sleeping with his mate was definitely becoming his number-one favorite thing in the entire world.

      “Wow. Mate fog has seriously set in for Ravi.”

      Cameron’s teasing voice had Ravi shaking his head hard. “What?”

      “I asked how Sora was, but you’re so lost in mate fog that you didn’t even hear me. It’s cute.”

      Ravi groaned. “It’s not cute! I’m supposed to be protecting you two. How am I supposed to protect you if I can’t stop thinking about Sora?”

      “It’s alright, Ravi. It happened to Baldewin and Warin, too.”

      “Oh, yeah, Baldewin had it bad for Tori. I think I even saw him walk into a wall once while lost in thought,” Cameron added with a chuckle.

      “The point is that it gets easier. And I have complete faith that if there is any real danger, you will be on top of it.”

      “Or the cause of it,” Cameron muttered.

      Ravi poked Cameron in the shoulder. “Sure, because you’ve never caused any trouble on your own.”

      “It’s been months—”

      “Six weeks, Liebling,” Alric corrected. His lips twitched like he was trying so very hard not to laugh. “You and Cassie creatively repainted her study.”

      Ravi cackled as a dark blush stole across Cameron’s cheeks. Cameron and Cassie had concocted a spell to change the color of the carpet in her study to an electric blue. Unfortunately, it had turned everything in the room bright blue. Including both Cameron and Cassie, as well as a castle cat, who had mistakenly chosen to curl up on a bookshelf for a nap.

      Cameron sighed loudly. “Yeah, we misjudged that one a little bit, but magic is a learning process. We need to be free to experiment.”

      “I agree, but for your safety, please run your experiments by Lisette.”

      “Aren’t we meeting with Cassie and Gunter? I’m sure they have something important they need to tell us,” Cameron said, leading the way down the hall.

      Alric’s shoulders shook lightly with silent laughter, and Ravi grinned. Cameron had definitely changed their world for the better when he appeared a year ago.

      Cameron reached Cassie’s door first and briefly knocked before stepping inside. Ravi followed Alric and stopped just past the threshold. The room wasn’t blue anymore. None of it was. He thought he’d heard Cassie saying that she didn’t want to see the color blue for a long time.

      What he did find was an explosion of paper, Cassie’s insane array of computers and monitors, and Gunter seated at a table with his laptop, scribbling some notes on a yellow legal pad. The dragon looked more than a little disheveled, his blond hair sticking out in all directions. His glasses were balanced on the end of his nose, and dark circles surrounded his eyes.

      “Gunter, I thought I told you to get some sleep,” Alric grumbled.

      Gunter’s head snapped up, and he blinked at the king as if coming out of a daze. “I did.”

      Cassie barked out a rough laugh from her desk, but she didn’t look much better. Maybe a little more awake. Ravi suspected she might have sneaked some coffee recently.

      “That was two days ago.”

      “Really? It’s been two days?”

      Cassie held up two fingers and nodded. “Oh yeah. Two days since you last left this room.”

      “I’ll say. The room smells like you could both use a shower,” Cameron announced, wrinkling his nose.

      Ravi couldn’t argue that. The air had a musty quality—hints of old food, stale coffee, and possibly smelly feet.

      Cassie folded her arms tightly over her chest and leaned back in her chair, glaring at her twin brother. “Are you done insulting us? Do you even want to hear the good news?”

      Cameron opened his mouth, but Alric quickly placed his fingers over Cameron’s lips. “We’re sorry, Cassie. We’d love to hear your news.”

      “We found the Jaeggi,” Gunter declared.

      “What?” Ravi screeched, forgetting for a moment that he was supposed to be hanging in the background.

      “Where?” Alric demanded.

      “Prague,” Cassie announced with a proud smirk.

      “That’s not all. It’s Thomas Jaeggi,” Gunter continued.

      Ravi didn’t think it was possible for his mouth to fall open farther, but it did. Thomas Jaeggi was the suspected leader of the Jaeggi Clan. He was the one who’d taunted Alric and had been behind the kidnapping of Cameron nearly a year ago.

      “Fuck,” Cameron muttered. “I’d been hoping he was killed in the fight and we just never found his body.”

      Alric immediately stepped closer to his mate. Wrapping his arms around his waist, he pulled Cameron into the shelter of his wider frame. “Thomas Jaeggi will never get close to you again.”

      “Oh, he’s gonna get real close one day because I’m punching his lights out.”

      Alric growled low in the back of his throat, and Ravi nearly echoed him. He didn’t want the Jaeggi getting anywhere near their Consort ever again. Ravi was ready to make damn sure it never happened.

      “How did you find him?” Alric inquired.

      “Facial recognition software,” Cassie replied.

      “I worked with Lisette to replay all the footage we had of Jaeggi encounters here in Germany, which included confrontations with Thomas as well as a few other Jaeggi members,” Gunter explained.

      He took off his glasses and started to clean them with the tail of his untucked shirt. Ravi seriously couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Gunter look so rumpled. But then, like Cassie, Gunter tended to get tunnel vision when he was working on a project and forget basic things like eating, sleeping, and bathing.

      “I snapped pics of them and fed them into the computer along with the crappy picture we were able to dig up of the suicide bomber who hit Burkhard.”

      “Cassie had a few other searches running through Czechia.”

      “Yeah, but this is the first one that really panned out.”

      Alric nodded. “Was he passing through? How long ago was it?”

      “Were you able to tell where he was headed?” Cameron tossed out.

      “Better. It looks like he’s staying in Prague right now.” Cassie scooted toward her computer and started typing frantically while calling out to them over the clatter. “We haven’t been able to locate where he’s staying, but we got two pings from him last night.”

      “Cassie then went through historical data and verified that he’s been frequenting this six-block area. Mostly stores like a grocery. A couple of cafés he seems to like.”

      “So, we just need to send in a bunch of dragons to capture him and get him to tell us where all the other Jaeggi are,” Ravi said, snapping his fingers. “Easy peasy.”

      Gunter’s head popped up, and he looked at Ravi like he had lost what was left of his mind. Okay, so maybe not easy. This had to be mate fog. Yep, he was blaming mate fog.

      “Even if we manage to capture him without suffering significant injuries, I don’t think Thomas would ever willingly hand over information about his clan,” Alric explained in a low, even tone as if his mind were only half on Ravi, and the other half was already working on a plan.

      “No, he wouldn’t.” Cameron shook his head and gave a little shudder. “Thomas is cold and calculating. His entire goal is the rise of the Jaeggi over the rest of the world. He’d never do anything to hurt them, even to save his own life.”

      “Then we need someone to follow him. Watch his every move,” Alric said.

      Ravi smirked when Alric’s gaze slid over to him. “What you need is someone fast, small, and very sneaky. Someone who can move without being seen. That way, when Thomas finally meets with someone from the Jaeggi clan or goes to wherever the clan is hiding, he can follow.” Ravi shrugged and lifted his open hands. “Sounds like my kind of job.”

      He’d gone on plenty of scouting assignments like this over the years. At first, they’d all been about locating mages. His stealth meant he wasn’t going to startle or frighten anyone, but until Cameron, those scouting missions had never turned up any mages.

      Now, he had the chance to use all those skills for locating Jaeggi. And he couldn’t freaking wait.

      “I don’t like the idea of you going alone,” Alric murmured.

      “Baldewin? He’s had plenty of experience dealing with the Jaeggi. Or maybe Warin?” Gunter suggested.

      Ravi laughed and shook his head. “You just picked two of Burkhard’s largest lumbering mountains to go on a stealth mission. Can you imagine Baldewin ever being inconspicuous?”

      Gunter cleared his throat, a light blush burning his high cheekbones. “Yes. Right.”

      “Gunter, you need to get some sleep,” Cameron said gently. “You and Cassie have done amazing work, but I think you both can catch a few hours of sleep before Ravi gets into position in Prague.”

      The dragon nodded stiffly, shoving one hand through his greasy hair. “Yes, you may be right. I can shower and catch a few hours’ sleep before Ravi is ready to leave.”

      “Spoilsport,” Cassie grumbled.

      To Ravi’s surprise, Alric lifted on eyebrow at her, and she sank a little in her chair.

      “Shall I tell Sasha about the sorry state her mate is in?”

      “Now you’re just being mean,” Cassie pouted, but Alric didn’t budge. She huffed, “Fine, I’ll nap. But Sasha has to nap with me.”

      “That’s not called napping,” Cameron pointed out, and his sister grinned wickedly at him. Cameron groaned. “There isn’t enough mental bleach in the world…”

      “Returning to the problem at hand. Ravi cannot go to Prague without backup, but we need to give him assistance who won’t draw attention to themselves.”

      “Sahan!” Ravi shouted as the idea formed in his brain. “Sahan is a wind dragon like me. He’s smaller and just as fast as me, in both human and dragon form. He’d be perfect.”

      “But Sahan is also younger than you and has spent his entire life away from the Jaeggi. He doesn’t necessarily have the same training.”

      Ravi shook his head. “I can watch out for him. This is supposed to be a surveillance mission, anyway. No confrontation. If we run into any trouble, then we retreat to the castle. We’ll just be watching.”

      Cameron shrugged.

      “He’s right. How much trouble can they get into?” Cameron suddenly slapped his hand over his mouth, gasping as his brown eyes went wide. “Oh my god, I can’t believe I just said that. We’re talking about Ravi.”

      “Not the same kind of trouble as my usual trouble.”

      “I find it disturbing that you have a usual trouble,” Gunter tossed out.

      “Sahan sounds like our best option for accompanying Ravi right now,” Alric said quickly, heading off any further bickering before it could start again. “I’ll speak with Sahan and Balin about the mission. If either of them thinks it is a bad idea, we’ll come up with another solution.”

      “I can take Sahan’s place, Hoheit,” Gunter offered. “I am nearly as fast as Ravi and quite good at blending into crowds. I’m not noticed nearly as much as Baldewin or Warin. I also have experience with the Jaeggi.”

      “You need to sleep.”

      Gunter glared at Alric. “I have plenty of time to sleep. It wouldn’t be wise for Ravi to arrive in Prague before sunset. I can catch a full ten hours of sleep and still be ready to leave before then.”

      “Let me speak with the wind dragons, but I will consider it.” Alric turned his attention to Ravi, frowning. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Of course! I just need to grab a few things and get some location notes from Cassie. Thomas Jaeggi won’t be able to take a step in Prague without me seeing it.”

      “Yes, but you will also need to tell Sora about your mission,” Alric patiently reminded him.

      Ravi winced. He had not thought of that. He’d gone on countless assignments and missions for Alric. Never before had he needed to tell anyone, needed to think of their fears. The twisting knot in his stomach told him Sora wasn’t going to like this plan.

      Cameron chuckled and patted his shoulder. “Good luck. He might not like it, but I’m sure he’ll understand.”
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      Sora did not understand.

      Well, Ravi was sure that he technically did understand the importance of this mission and the fact that Ravi clearly had to be the one to go, but he was not happy about it.

      “No,” Sora practically snarled as he marched toward Ravi’s private chambers and threw open the door.

      Ravi had just finished explaining everything to Sora, trying to make it sound like this was going to be an incredibly simple, low-key trip to Prague with Sahan. Unfortunately, it appeared that someone had clued Sora in on who Thomas Jaeggi was.

      At the mention of the mage’s name, Sora’s eyes had gone wide and he’d started marching toward Ravi’s rooms with his entire body stiff and hands balled into fists.

      “Sora. Honey bear,” Ravi started again as he closed the door behind him. At least the entire castle wasn’t going to hear how Ravi had royally pissed off Sora. “This is important. It will get us closer to finding the Jaeggi and defeating them once and for all.”

      Sora swung back around, his long dark hair fanning out around him almost like a cape. “Do you honestly think I don’t understand how important this is? What I want to know is, why? Why does it have to be you?”

      “Because I’m the fastest and the sneakiest. Thomas Jaeggi will never know I’m there.”

      “But what if he does? I’ve heard the stories of Cameron’s kidnapping, as well as the nearly fatal attack on Cassie. And the Jaeggi needed them. What do you think he will do with a dragon? It makes me sick to think of the risk you’re taking.”

      “Think of what could happen if I don’t do this. How many other mages out there will suffer as Cassie did and ultimately die? What will happen to dragons and mages if the Jaeggi continue to run unchecked through the world?” Ravi quickly countered, but Sora was already shaking his head, unwilling to listen.

      “So, you’re charging in there alone—”

      “Not alone. I’ll have Sahan with me, most likely.”

      “Sahan!” Sora spun and paced out of the parlor and into the bedroom before turning back toward Ravi. “I love Sahan like a brother. I have known him my entire life, but as a dragon he is young.”

      “There’s not even a two-year age difference between us!”

      “Plus, he has no real experience fighting mages, let alone the Jaeggi. At best, he’s had a couple of rough tumbles with another dragon. That does not give him the experience or training he needs to watch your back and keep you safe.”

      “Then I won’t take Sahan. I’ll take Gunter with me. He’s faced off against other dragons, mages, and even the Jaeggi.”

      But Ravi could see from the dark expression on Sora’s face that it wasn’t enough. “I don’t want it to be you.”

      Ravi’s heart broke. He’d never seen Sora anything but calm and collected. The mage was incredibly controlled and logical; his emotions never seemed to overrule his mind. He rolled with all the strangeness filling Ravi’s life, and it never ruffled his feathers. But this appeared to be breaking his mate.

      “It has to be me, honey bear. I have the best shot at succeeding without tipping off the Jaeggi. I’ll get in and out, and I won’t be hurt.”

      “Yes, but you’ve already been hurt by these bastards!” Sora shouted, throwing his arm out as if motioning toward the main foyer where the explosion had occurred. “And that time, I was there to take care of you, to heal you. If something happens in Prague, who knows how long it will be before I can reach you? If you’re going, then you have to let me go with you.”

      “No! Absolutely not!”

      “Ravi—”

      “Mages shouldn’t be anywhere near Thomas Jaeggi.” A shudder ran through Ravi, and an icy chill slithered through his veins. His dragon was on his side about this, growling at the idea of Sora coming along. “We have tried time and again to hide mages in the field, and the Jaeggi have always found them. I won’t let the Jaeggi get their hands on you. The only place you’re safe is here, at the castle.”

      “And I’m supposed to let you walk into danger?”

      Ravi closed the last few feet between them and wrapped Sora tightly in his arms. Sora hugged him back with a fierceness that would have cracked the ribs of a normal human.

      “I just found you,” Sora whispered in a shaky voice. “They’ve already hurt you, and I can’t stand the idea of letting you out of my sight. Not so soon. I love you, Ravi. I can’t lose you.”

      Turning his face into Sora’s throat, Ravi nuzzled him, breathing his scent in deeply, as if he could hold that part of his lover in his lungs forever. “I love you too, and you won’t lose me. I’m too fast for anyone to catch me.”

      He loosened his hold just enough to run his hands up and down Sora’s spine in a gentle caress. Bit by slow bit, the tension humming through his frame eased. Ravi didn’t need to say anything because he understood Sora’s fear. It was his own. What would he do if something happened to his mate? It would destroy him.

      “I know I’m not being logical, but there has never been danger like this in my life. We’ve lived hidden away. I’m spoiled.”

      Ravi lifted his head and smiled. “Not spoiled, but maybe a little lucky. It means you’ve missed out on a lot we’ll get to experience together—good and bad—I promise.”

      “I can’t stop you from going…”

      Ravi sighed. “You can, actually. You’re my mate. I would do anything to keep my mate happy and safe.”

      Sora lifted his head, distress dancing in his eyes. “But I wouldn’t do that because I value your duty to your clan as much as you do. I know you’re right—you’re the best choice to go to Prague—but I hate it. I hate it so much, Ravi.”

      “And I hate that you’re hurting.” Ravi tilted his head up and pressed a sweet kiss to the edge of Sora’s jaw and then to the corner of his mouth.

      “Before you leave, I want us to be officially bonded,” Sora announced.

      Ravi jerked away so he could look into Sora’s face. His heart flipped over with joy, but sadness squashed that joy almost as quickly. He couldn’t keep the emotion from showing on his face. But then, he and Sora were so close, he was sure Sora could feel his sadness.

      “Why are you hesitating to answer me?”

      Ravi reacted instantly, pulling Sora in tight. “I want to be officially bonded to you. There is nothing I want more in the world. You are my mate, my everything. I love you. I love everything about you. Your smile, your laugh, the way you indulge all my crazy ideas. I love the little sounds you make when you’re sleeping. I love you from the top of your head down to the cute little hairs on your toes.”

      Sora relaxed a little, but the worry remained. “I love you, too, my handsome dragon. But why don’t you want to bond now?”

      Ravi went back to nuzzling Sora, holding him tight enough that he could feel the thud of Sora’s heart against his own.

      “I have dreamed of finding my mate and being bonded at last. The mate of my dreams doesn’t even come close to being as amazing as you are. But I want our bonding to be a happy occasion. I don’t want us to look back in five hundred years and remember that we bonded quickly out of fear. I don’t want the Jaeggi to taint our day. I want us to remember the joy and laughter and being surrounded by our family.”

      Sora nodded against him. “I want that, too. More than anything in the world.”

      Ravi pressed kisses along Sora’s jaw until his lover finally moved his lips within reach for a sweet kiss.

      “You’ll have it. I promise you. We are getting our happily ever after, and no Jaeggi or dragon or anyone else is going to stop us.”

      He could feel a small smile stretching across Sora’s lips.

      “You’ll take on all the mages and dragons to have me?”

      “Definitely.”

      Each kiss grew deeper and more heated. Clothes were removed, but it wasn’t with the same frantic tugging that usually accompanied the two of them coming together. This was slow and careful, as if they’d silently agreed that they were going to savor each moment.

      Under his hands, Sora’s skin was so deliciously soft and warm. His fingertips grazed dark brown nipples and when Sora moaned, Ravi followed his hands with his mouth. He kissed, licked, and sucked, determined to taste every inch of his mate.

      The mage writhed against him, strong muscles rubbing against his own. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but they soon found themselves standing in the middle of his bedroom, surrounded by piles of clothes.

      “Bed,” Ravi growled. “I can’t reach all of you when we’re standing.”

      Sora laughed, and it was the most beautiful sound in the world. “And which parts are you trying to reach?”

      “All of you,” Ravi repeated as he started to nudge Sora toward the bed, still rumpled from when they’d finally crawled out of it this morning. It was damn hard getting up in the morning when Sora was stretched out next to him.

      But then, if he rose early enough, he had the chance to help his mate while he was in the shower.

      Still chuckling, Sora climbed onto the bed, and Ravi’s brain shorted at the sight of that stunning ass. Yep, he wanted that. Wanted all of that.

      When Sora reached the center of the bed, he flopped down on his back among the pillows and blankets. With one arm behind his head, Sora lifted his other hand and curled his finger, beckoning Ravi to join him with the most wicked smile.

      “Get your sexy ass in this bed and grab the lube.”

      Ravi could only nod as he snatched the jar from where it had fallen to the floor. Good thing he’d been smart enough to put the lid back on. Setting the jar beside Sora’s hip, Ravi crawled between his legs, kissing his way up from his ankle along his calf to his knee. Sora shivered, and Ravi made a mental note to spend more time kissing Sora’s knees. His lover was ticklish there. He continued up along the inside of his thigh.

      Sora’s legs fell open wide, and he wrapped one hand around his cock, stroking himself slowly as Ravi worshipped his body. His hair spread out in an ebony fan over the white pillow, the angles of his body softened by the red comforter. He looked like something out of a painting. Everything about Ravi’s mate was a work of art. So stunning in every way.

      “Please, Ravi. I need to feel you inside me,” Sora panted.

      That sounded perfect to him.

      Coating his fingers with the lube, he slowly worked one finger and then a second inside his mate. He batted Sora’s hand away from his cock and licked up his straining length before taking him in his mouth. Sora shouted with pleasure and jerked his hips upward in a shallow thrust. Ravi continued to suck his lover while stretching him, loving the feel of his length on his tongue. Sora whimpered and moaned, driving Ravi closer to his own orgasm. If Sora came like this, he was pretty sure he’d follow right behind him.

      “Ravi, I’m not going to last!”

      It was tempting, so very tempting to bring his lover to climax just like this. But Sora was right. Ravi wanted to be inside of him, leaving a little of himself with his mate before he departed for Prague.

      Ravi released Sora only long enough to prep himself, and then he was pushing into that amazing heat and tightness. He groaned and closed his eyes, fighting to hold on to his orgasm. It was trying to break loose like a damn runaway horse. When he was fully seated, he opened his eyes and found Sora staring up at him with bright eyes and parted lips begging for more kisses.

      “You’re so amazing,” Ravi said on a slow exhale. “So perfect.”

      Sora’s smile was crooked. “And I’m all yours.”

      Ravi pulled back and thrust in hard, wringing a loud cry of pleasure out of him. “Yes, you are.”

      “Again! Again, Ravi! Harder.”

      Grasping the backs of Sora’s legs, Ravi started to move, each thrust fast and deep. His lover filled the room with broken pants and desperate cries, pleading for more. He could barely hear the slap of their bodies. Ravi couldn’t tear his eyes away from the look of tortured bliss on Sora’s handsome face.

      “Ravi, I’m close.”

      “Stroke yourself,” Ravi gritted out. He’d been fighting his own orgasm and wanted to feel Sora go over the edge first.

      It couldn’t have taken more than a few passes of his fingers around his cock before Sora was shouting, muscles clenching even tighter around Ravi. He growled and fucked Sora through it.

      “Mine. You’re mine. My mage. No one will ever separate us,” Ravi snarled.

      “Yes. All yours,” Sora agreed.

      Ravi’s control finally snapped. His orgasm slammed into him, and the world went white for a moment. Lightning sizzled through his body, and he shouted Sora’s name as he poured himself into his lover.

      Ravi blinked when his brain kicked back on again and he found himself lying on his mate, who had him tightly wrapped in his arms and legs.

      “I love you, Ravi Burkhard,” Sora murmured into Ravi’s hair. He pressed a kiss to the top of his head.

      “Wow,” Ravi sighed. “You broke my brain, and you love me. This might go down in history as the best day ever.”

      He shifted a little so he could tilt his head up to look at his mate. “I think we’re getting better at this.”

      Sora smirked at him. “People tend to get better with practice.”

      “Now I’m worried. Sex is going to kill me if it gets any better, and I’ll never make it to our five hundredth bonding anniversary.”

      Sora laughed and rolled them until Ravi was on his back on the mattress and Sora was over him.

      “Oh, you’re going to make it to that anniversary and more. You’re going to be stuck with me for a very, very long time.”

      “Sounds like heaven to me. Where do I sign up?”

      Stretching out alongside Ravi, Sora draped an arm across his messy stomach and rested his head on Ravi’s shoulder. Ravi closed his eyes and released a happy sigh. He really loved sex with Sora, but this was fast becoming one of his favorite things. Snuggling with his mate made him feel complete.

      “I think you should know, since we’re talking about bonding and forever, that I want at least four baby dragons just like you,” Sora announced, causing Ravi’s eyes to immediately pop open.

      Ravi’s heart was suddenly beating so fast he could almost taste it in the back of his throat. He’d never given much thought to children. He thought he’d been lucky to find a mate.

      “Seriously? You want children? With me? Children like me? I’m a walking disaster. Chaos and explosions follow me wherever I go. You want children like that?”

      “I think you’re funny, sweet, and brave. You bring light and happiness to everyone who meets you. Why wouldn’t I want children like that?”

      His heart suddenly made way for the lump growing in his throat. This man…he didn’t deserve this man who’d given him a life he’d never thought possible. This man who’d seen into the heart of him. They’d both grown up only children, in a way. Now, they wanted to fill their lives with love and the laughter of children.

      “Plus, the world needs more wind dragons. So many more wind dragons.”

      “YES!”

      Ravi tackled Sora, and they rolled across the bed. Somehow, Ravi still ended up on the bottom again.

      “We’ll get bonded after I get back from Prague. We’ll fire up the incubators, and we’ll summon all of the Abe mages to Burkhard if we have to. We’re gonna have babies.”

      “I love this plan.”

      “You think the mages can help us have twins?”

      Sora blinked at him. “You want two baby dragons at the same time?”

      Ravi shrugged and grinned. “Why not?”

      Sora’s expression softened into one of love. It made Ravi feel all swoony.

      “Why not, indeed. I love you, my handsome dragon.”

      “I love you, my honey bear. We are going to have the most amazing life together.”
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      If this weren’t the same man behind Cameron’s kidnapping, Ravi would be convinced Thomas Jaeggi was the most boring man in the entire world.

      Five days of following him around, and nothing. Big, fat nothing.

      He didn’t appear to talk to or meet with anyone. He kept the strangest hours, as if he didn’t ever sleep. He’d go to the café at seven in the morning for coffee and a pastry, then he’d return home to what looked like a cute little flat. He’d run back out to the grocery store at noon. Then go for a walk in the evening. Then another walk at four in the morning.

      Or, sometimes, Ravi and Sahan wouldn’t see him for twelve hours. It made them wonder if they’d missed him somehow. Then he’d be back out every two or three hours.

      In five days, he and Sahan had barely slept, too afraid of missing Thomas doing something important or meeting someone. But he never did.

      Ravi could only curse himself. He didn’t know why he’d gotten it in his head this would be a short and easy trip. As if Thomas would kindly set up a meeting with a fellow Jaeggi the day Ravi arrived in Prague so he and Sahan could follow the Jaeggi back to his lair. Neat and tidy.

      Maybe he’d only thought that so it would be easier to leave home and, more importantly, Sora.

      He missed his mate. It was like there was a hole in his chest that ached constantly. They texted and video chatted when they could, but thanks to Thomas’s insane hours, it wasn’t frequent. Ravi was largely trying to catch up on sleep when Thomas was quiet.

      Glancing out the window, Ravi took in the old building façades and red-tiled roofs that filled the skyline. They were renting a room at a little hotel just a couple of blocks from where Thomas was staying.

      On the night they arrived in Prague, they’d lucked into seeing Thomas pop by his favorite little grocery store. They’d followed him back to an old townhouse that had been converted into flats. It had taken some doing, but they’d managed to discover that he had a place up on the third floor.

      From there, Cassie was able to locate a security camera that could catch sight of Thomas every time he left. People back at the castle were now monitoring that camera around the clock. They were watching for people entering the building who didn’t live there. They were also tracking Thomas’s movements. Any time something suspicious happened, Ravi and Sahan received a text telling them to head over to the flat.

      “Balin is worried,” Sahan said one evening when they’d finished a quick meal of pot pie. They’d grabbed it from a nearby restaurant. God, Ravi missed the food at the castle. This was okay, but Ravi was ready to be home.

      “About what?”

      “That we’ve been here too long without relief.”

      Ravi grunted. Alric’s messages and phone calls were coming more frequently, as well. His king was worried. He’d mentioned wanting to send someone to replace Ravi and Sahan only once, but Ravi had turned down the offer. He wanted to see this through. He still believed he and Sahan had the best shot of tracking the Jaeggi back to their home.

      But how long was it going to take?

      Was it possible Thomas Jaeggi had been kicked out of his own clan because he’d lost Cameron and they’d suffered the dragon attack? Not a single mage had visited him since they’d arrived in Prague, and Cassie hadn’t turned up any sign of a visit prior to their arrival.

      This was all starting to feel like a wild goose chase, but it was the only lead they had.

      “If you wish to return to the castle—” Ravi started, but Sahan jumped up from his chair, his face flushed.

      “I’m not leaving you!”

      Ravi smiled broadly at his cousin.

      “I know. I’m just saying that we could both use a break, get some real sleep for once. I was beginning to think maybe Hoheit could send a replacement for you, and I could show that person around for a day, make sure they understand what to expect, before my replacement shows up.”

      Sahan shook his head, dropping into his chair at their tiny table. “No. Not a chance. We came to Prague together, and we’re leaving together.”

      He should have expected that answer. Over the past several days, Ravi had gotten to know his cousin much better. He was pleased to discover that they shared a lighthearted and easygoing temperament. Sahan was also fiercely loyal and devoted, which only made Ravi all the prouder to call him family.

      Once their lives were more settled and the Jaeggi were taken care of, Ravi looked forward to taking a long trip to visit Sahan and the other wind dragons. It would also give his soon-to-be in-laws a chance to coddle him. They were pretty freaking amazing.

      Ravi’s phone pinged with an incoming text, and Sahan’s echoed it a second later. Picking up his phone, he wasn’t surprised to see a message from Cassie, stating that Thomas was on the move again. He glanced at the time as he was silencing his phone to find it was already after one in the morning.

      A low groan rattled up his throat. He’d lost track of time completely while eating with Sahan. One of them should have been trying to catch a few minutes of sleep.

      Rubbing his burning, bleary eyes, Ravi shoved his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Ready?”

      “Yeah. Does this guy not believe in sleep?”

      “Maybe he has insomnia,” Ravi murmured. He grabbed a light jacket and led the way out of the little hotel room and down the back stairs. They were trying to avoid people as much as possible. It was better all around if no one saw them.

      He was confident that Thomas had yet to notice their presence. Not only were they keeping completely out of sight, but Lisette and the other mages had loaded them up with various charms and spells to block any hint of magic from being picked up. He was more concerned about Thomas hearing them clanking from the many items knocking together as they moved.

      Once out of the hotel, it didn’t take them long to pick up Thomas’s trail. At this hour, few businesses were open, and he was prone to walking to a few particular places.

      And tonight, he was going back to the one that appeared to be his favorite—the Charles Bridge. He rarely walked there during the day when it was full of tourists and would have been easier for Ravi and Sahan to blend into the crowd. No, of course, the bastard preferred to go walking in the dead of night when there was usually no one else on the pedestrian bridge crossing from Old Town toward the Prague Castle.

      It was one of the trickiest places to follow Thomas because they were very exposed. Each crossing, they had to choose between letting him get far ahead of them—and risk losing him—or staying closer and darting from massive statue to massive statue to hide. Not ideal in the least.

      Shame the Jaeggi was mucking up Ravi’s memories of the Charles Bridge. It had been years since he’d last been to Prague, but he’d always enjoyed wandering around Old Town, eating yummy food, and marveling at the astronomical clock. He loved Prague Castle’s vastness, though he thought Burkhard Castle was prettier.

      His favorite, though, was Charles Bridge with its towering statues of saints. It was a shame there were no statues of dragons or great mages on the bridge. They would have definitely helped to protect visitors.

      But after the Dragon War, there seemed to be a shortage of dragon statues in the world.

      All the same, he would have liked to walk this bridge with Sora, pointing out his favorite saint statues.

      Ravi shook his head, trying to clear away thoughts of his mate. He needed to focus. There would be time enough to come here with his sweet honey bear.

      The night was cool for summer, which the fire dragons would have enjoyed. That thought sent a wave of homesickness through Ravi, nearly making him trip. A few thin tendrils of fog clawed their way up from the river, and some of the sidewalks were wet from shopkeepers cleaning the area in front of their stores. Most of the lights were extinguished, except for the old wrought-iron lamps casting down a warm yellow glow against the encroaching gloom.

      The night held a grim spookiness, as if something were watching from the shadows as they followed Thomas.

      The midnight-blue sky twinkled overhead with pinpoints of stars. A few thin black clouds slithered by, seemingly on a late evening stroll over the city. A couple other people were walking across the bridge, heading toward Old Town. They spoke loudly, and there was a whiff of alcohol on the air. Likely tourists enjoying a night out.

      As they had before, Ravi slunk slowly along the north side of the bridge, while Sahan stayed to the south side. They paused, allowing Thomas to get a good distance ahead of them while still keeping him in sight. They remained close to the statues, trying to sink into their shadows for cover.

      If Thomas followed his usual route, they’d cross the bridge and meander toward Prague Castle before turning back toward Old Town and his flat. Thomas was giving no indication that tonight would be any different.

      Passing by St. John of Nepomuk, Ravi ran his hand along the pedestal, hoping that whatever luck the old saint was tossing around would hit him. Not that he knew what that luck looked like. Maybe it would prevent himself and Sahan from being discovered? Or make Thomas finally lead them to a meeting of the Jaeggi?

      They slowly crossed the bridge. The sounds of the river Vltava splashing and breaking on the banks and against the stonework rose up in the silence of the early morning hours. They could hear only Thomas’s steady footsteps as they darted from statue to statue, trying to get through the yellow circles of light that dotted the bridge.

      When they were three-quarters of the way across the bridge, Thomas suddenly stopped in the middle of the path. Ravi froze, his heart leaping into his throat. This was new. Had they made a sound and given themselves away?

      Ravi quickly glanced over at Sahan to find him crouched beside a statue of St. Joseph. He shrugged at Ravi, indicating that he didn’t know why Thomas was suddenly stopping.

      “Really? I deserve better than this,” Thomas called out.

      A chill ran up Ravi’s spine, but he still didn’t move. Who was Thomas talking to?

      That question was answered when Thomas suddenly turned around and looked directly at Ravi. He knew they were there.

      “You’ve been following me for…what? Five days? Have you discovered what you need?” The man’s voice was deep and taunting, slicing through Ravi.

      He’d been sure that Thomas had never spotted them, never sensed them with magic.

      Moving away from the statue, Ravi took a few careful steps closer to Thomas, his hands balled into tight fists at his sides. Five days of lurking and sneaking. Five days without his mate. Five days without fucking sleep.

      “How?” he demanded.

      Thomas barked out an ugly laugh. “You think I can’t smell a dragon?”

      Sahan moved over to Ravi’s side, his cousin practically vibrating with rage.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’ve watched your every step, known about your every move.”

      “You know what I wanted you to know.”

      Something dark and sinister started to uncoil itself in Ravi’s stomach, and he took a half-step backward. This was wrong. All of it was very wrong. Reaching out, he grabbed the sleeve of Sahan’s jacket. Two dragons against one mage whose magic was broken should not be a problem, but Ravi couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong.

      “You’ve forgotten who the Jaeggi are,” Thomas continued. He took a step closer to them, crossing into the light of one of the old lamps. He’d aged significantly in the past year. His black hair and beard were liberally sprinkled with white. His large frame seemed to have slimmed, but his jaw remained square and blunt like a nutcracker’s. “We are the hunters of the mage clans. The trackers. No prey ever escapes us.”

      “But we’ve been tracking you!”

      “Are you sure about that?” Thomas chuckled.

      Ravi tried to pull Sahan behind him, but he knew it was already too late as a dozen Jaeggi mages popped into existence, forming a circle around them. A transportation spell. Difficult to manage at the best of time, the spell was rarely used, according to Lisette. But it was clear that the Jaeggi were still comfortable with it. Particularly if the Jaeggi leader was expertly luring his prey into a trap.

      Sahan swore softly under his breath as he looked at all the mages surrounding them. Ravi’s heart raced. Magic started to build in the air like a gathering static charge. He had only seconds to act.

      Grabbing Sahan’s arm tightly, he put his full strength into throwing his cousin toward the railing.

      “Tell Alric!” he shouted.

      As he expected, his cousin shifted into his dragon form before he could hit the water. With wings thrown wide, he caught the air and rushed up into the sky, a dark dragon-shaped blur. Sahan’s angry roar shook the night.

      Ravi understood his cousin’s pain. He wanted to stay and fight, to protect Ravi, but if they both died on the bridge, then the mages and dragons back at Burkhard would never know the danger they were all in.

      Ravi didn’t know if he could get free fast enough, but he was game to try. He didn’t want to be stuck here, either. The magic was thick and cloying now. It felt like it had a lock on him, but like hell would he just sit there and wait for the transportation spell to fling him to some unknown destination. His best bet was to shift and fly out, as his dragon form was much faster than his human form and the transportation spell could be far-reaching.

      Skin rippled, and he could feel the shift. His human mind was starting to fall back as he happily handed the reins over to his dragon. But the shift never completed.

      Something slammed into him from behind, hard. The world went completely white and then cold, as if he’d fallen into a snowbank. Then, nothing.
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      Something was wrong.

      Sora couldn’t define it. He couldn’t put a finger on it. There was nothing obviously out of place. But still, unease lingered upon him. Not a dark cloud, per se, but a twisting sensation in the gut that hinted at something but gave no particulars.

      It left him restless and out of sorts. It didn’t matter that it was close to two in the morning. He couldn’t sleep. Not that he’d been sleeping much since Ravi had left the castle.

      Sora tried to console himself. Maybe it was just having Ravi out of his sight that unsettled him. With their promise to bond, of course he wouldn’t rest easy while his mate-to-be was out there, scouting an enemy location. It might well be just that. He’d rest better when Ravi was back home again.

      Trying to shake off the mood, he left his room and headed down the stairs toward Ravi’s. They’d need to figure out how to put another armoire into Ravi’s room to make room for Sora’s wardrobe. He’d measure a few things, maybe plan out how to rearrange the bedroom a little. It wouldn’t be easy moving Sora here—he had quite a large collection of books alone—so trying to cram it all into Ravi’s room wasn’t feasible. Even with spells. Maybe a room adjoining this could be used as his office?

      There was a loud thud outside the castle walls. It sounded like a dragon who had not slowed down sufficiently before crash-landing. Alarmed, Sora instinctively turned toward the sound, his feet carrying him that direction without conscious thought. Surely that wasn’t Ravi? His Ravi landed much more lightly than that.

      Calls of alarm went up in the courtyard, heralding trouble. That sense of unease landed like a lead weight in his stomach. By the time he burst through the side door and into the courtyard, Sora knew that he wouldn’t like whatever had happened.

      Quite a crowd was gathered, everyone who had heard the landing coming to see for themselves what it was. Sora could only see by craning to look over their heads, and the picture wasn’t a good one.

      Sahan was laying on the courtyard paving stones, panting frantically, wings splayed out as if he’d overexerted every possible muscle. He spoke in short bursts, trying to communicate and breathe at the same time.

      “—took Ravi—” breath “—not sure where—” breath “—but he disappeared, couldn’t scent him—”

      Sora’s head spun. He felt light-headed and disjointed. The words were nonsensical; he couldn’t wrap his head around them. It was as if Sahan was speaking a foreign language, something Sora’s ears couldn’t decipher. Then, with a snap, those words made entirely too much sense. The reality was a harsh slap that rang through him like a discordant chord.

      He pushed roughly past people, not noticing or caring who they were, until he was eye level with Sahan’s own eyes. “You lost Ravi?”

      Sahan visibly deflated, cringing. “Sora, I’m so sorry. The Jaeggi appeared out of nowhere on the Charles Bridge. I lost track of Ravi as they took him. I tried searching, but to no avail. And my stupid phone got lost in the shuffle. I chose to fly back here for help.”

      No.

      Kami-sama, no.

      Please. Not Ravi. Not when Sora had only just found him. Not when they’d finally gotten their hearts on the same path.

      Sora’s heart was screaming in panic and rage, but his mind analyzed the situation in a cool, collected manner. It had always been that way—his emotions had to catch up to his mind. It had always bothered Sora, growing up, because that’s not how most people responded to stressful situations. He felt like there was something wrong with him, some days.

      But now, in this moment, he blessed the trait. Because Ravi didn’t need his panic, his despair. He needed Sora’s help. And he could only provide it if he wasn’t lost in emotions.

      Sora sucked in a deep breath and let it out again, a controlled movement. “Switch over, drink something, recover. Then we’ll figure out exactly what happened.”

      This calm response clearly worried Sahan. “Sora?”

      A hand landed on his shoulder, and Sora turned, meeting King Alric’s eyes. There was worry there, worry for Ravi. Sora was never so glad as in this moment that King Alric viewed Ravi as a brother.

      “We’ll send out a rescue party at once,” King Alric told him, mouth in a flat, firm line.

      “Good. I’m issuing a call to quarters.” He knew King Alric would be familiar with the military term, having no doubt used it in the past. He’d call for every able-bodied dragon and mage who could come and help with the rescue. With Sora’s connections, that was quite a few people.

      King Alric blinked. “You can do that?”

      “Technically, no.” Sora pulled out his phone and made a call to his mother, putting it on speaker so King Alric could listen in. She answered with a sleepy, worried greeting that he cut off without hesitation. “Kaa-san. Ravi was taken by the Jaeggi.”

      His mother swore immediately in Japanese. “SHIMATTA.”

      “I’m issuing a call to quarters.”

      “Done. Tell King Alric.”

      “I’m listening in,” King Alric informed her. “I can get a rescue party together and airborne in thirty minutes.”

      His mother was in complete agreement. “We’ll meet in the courtyard. And breathe, my son. We’ll get your mate back.”

      “We will,” Sora agreed, as if there were no doubt. There couldn’t be any kernel of doubt. His heart wouldn’t be able to take it. Sora wouldn’t be able to breathe or process any of this until he had Ravi safely in his arms once more. He hung up, then paused, not sure what to do next.

      King Alric, fortunately, had no such hesitation. He caught the back of Sora’s arm, urging him into the castle.

      “We need a Noh seeking spell, I think. Cameron and Cassie both excel at them. If we have a direction, we’ll be far more effective.” King Alric pulled out his phone and called, his feet eating up the ground as he jogged into the castle. “Liebling? Ravi was taken. We don’t know where. Good, we’ll meet you there.”

      “His workroom?” Sora guessed.

      “Ja.” Alric eyed him sideways as they moved.

      The worry was clear on the man’s face, anger etching into lines around his mouth and eyes. He moved like he was ready to go to battle this very second, and only needed a viable target before unleashing a furious attack. And still, he watched Sora cautiously.

      “You’re taking this calmly?”

      “No,” Sora said, the word rasping from his throat. “No, I’m anything but calm. Do I seem that way to you?”

      “You look like a volcano that hasn’t decided to go off yet.”

      “Ah. An apt description.”

      Sora wanted to tell him that it was imperative they get Ravi back safely. That it wasn’t only the dragon’s life, but Sora’s sanity at stake. But he felt that King Alric already knew this. From personal experience, having lived through the same with Cameron’s abduction. He bit the words back, focusing instead on what could be done.

      They reached Cameron’s workroom, the door wide open. The twins were already hard at work pulling out the right ingredients for a seeking spell, a map of Europe spread out over the stainless-steel table. Ravi’s toothbrush lay on the table nearby, and Sora applauded the quick thinking. Adding saliva to the spell was an easy way to trace a person.

      Cameron’s eyes left the map, found Sora’s, and gave him a reassuring nod. “Odds are, they took Ravi as bait. They did the same with me. I don’t think they’ll hurt him.”

      That information was a much-needed balm to Sora’s soul. This man, after all, would know. “Thank you. Let’s find him.”

      “Yup, you betcha. Cassie, ready?”

      “I was born ready.” Rubbing her hands together, she oriented herself closer to the center of the table, squarely in front of the map. “Alright. Let’s try this. Ziik dracon!”

      Nothing. The toothbrush didn’t so much as rattle.

      Sora’s hands clenched into fists as he stared at the toothbrush, willing it to move. If they didn’t have a direction, how could they possibly go after Ravi? How could they find him?

      “The Jaeggi might have put a ward around him,” Cameron muttered, brows drawing together in a dark frown. “Bastards. Okay, let’s see if we can override this. Alric, I need a kiss.”

      “With pleasure, Liebling.” Alric stepped around the table and leaned in to kiss Cameron, quick and light.

      Sora almost objected. Adding dragon’s breath in with the other elements would put the seeking spell dangerously close to anti-spell territory. But Cameron clearly already knew and understood this. He was willing to take the chance, and he wasn’t alone in that. Everyone in this room was willing.

      And frankly, Sora would sacrifice anything in order to have Ravi back.

      Cameron enacted the spell this time, voice firm and confident. “Ziik dracon!”

      The toothbrush once again did not budge.

      “Damn. They really do have a ward over him.”

      Sora’s nails bit into his palms as rage and panic threatened to batter down his rational mindset. No. No! If this didn’t work, how would they find Ravi?

      King Alric looked between them. “What other option do we have? Is there another way to search for him?”

      Multiple people came through the door, one of them Sora’s mother, her voice strong as she demanded, “Do we have a location yet?”

      Sora turned to greet her, throat so constricted it was hard to get a word out. “No. The seeking spell isn’t working.”

      Her expression, already tense, went murderous. She demanded of Cameron, “A ward?”

      “Looks that way. The toothbrush won’t even rattle. Ravi’s completely cut off from us, magically speaking.” Cameron rubbed at his chin, giving his twin an evaluating look. “I’m not sure what else to try.”

      “I mean, I can get on the web and see if anyone caught something, but that’s kind of a needle-in-a-haystack approach. Plus, at this early hour, there are very few potential witnesses.”

      She was right. Sora had no faith in that idea.

      His mother caught his face with both hands, looking him dead in the eyes. Her outrage was only matched by her concern. “Breathe, my son. We’ll find him.”

      “I’m breathing,” he assured her quietly.

      “I know that look. You’re about to head to Prague and tear the city apart with your bare hands.”

      How well she knew him. Sora was ready to do just that. “You say that as if it won’t grant me results.”

      King Chalo cleared his throat. “Before we start tearing apart important landmarks, let’s try a different approach. Consort Cameron, you say Ravi is under a ward, that’s why your seeking spell isn’t working. You sure of that?”

      “It’s just a guess, but it’s a reasonable one.” Cameron shot Sora an apologetic look before tacking on, “Even if Ravi were dead, the spell would still work. It would behave differently, but it would still take us to his body. The spell is acting now as if the target doesn’t exist at all. It can’t seek what we’re targeting. It’s flat not working. I can’t think of anything but a ward that would interfere with the spell.”

      Lisette stepped forward for the first time, clearing her throat to catch their attention. “I agree with this assessment. I had them do the search as it’s a Noh spell. There’s certainly not a better seeking spell.”

      Ah, true. A Noh’s seeking spell had always been superior. But that meant they’d already used the very best method, only for it to fail. Sora felt nauseated at that realization.

      The Earth Dragon King once again interjected. “But that won’t stop us from searching for him.”

      Everyone looked at him blankly.

      With some asperity, he asked, “You lot do remember that we have our own methods of speaking to the earth? As long as Ravi’s touching the ground, and we’re within a certain range of him, we’ll be able to detect him.”

      Sora latched onto his arm, his grip tight enough to be painful. The hope renewed at those words was dizzying. “How close do you need to be?”

      “My personal best was 600 kilometers, and I’m one of the best in my clan at this. Sahan said he disappeared just outside of Prague. I say, let’s go to Prague, pick up Ravi’s trail from there.” He gave Sora a quick smile, although it looked tight and forced. “We’ve lost too many mates as it is. We won’t see the two of you suffer that loss. Alric, how many can you spare?”

      “If you really think a single dragon is staying at home when Ravi’s been taken?” King Alric shook his head. “Then you’re mistaken. We have a destination of sorts, let’s go.”

      Sora had never been so glad to hear those words. People started racing out, calling to each other, and only sometimes by phone. He was practically on their heels, ready to race out with the rest of the rescue party.

      His mother’s hand stayed him, although she was practically vibrating with the urge to move, as well. “Don’t forget your bag, he might need medical attention.”

      A disturbing thought, but a good reminder. “I’ll fetch it.”

      “And, Sora, promise me. No matter what happens, don’t be rash.”

      Sora couldn’t even manage a smile, didn’t try. “Sorry, I can’t promise that.”

      “No,” she said, understanding. “I don’t suppose you can. Let’s focus on bringing Ravi home. You two owe me grandchildren.”

      “We want four, you know.”

      Her eyes lit up for a moment. “Four? Really? Oh, in that case, we definitely need to get him back quickly. And you two bonded. I’ve waited quite long enough for grandchildren.”

      The vision of that future scene danced quickly through his head. Sora wanted it so desperately that, for a moment, he could barely breathe.

      “If I have my say, we won’t have to wait very long at all. Let’s go find Ravi.”

      “And kick some Jaeggi ass.” She nodded in agreement, then spun on her heel, stalking out of the room. “They don’t know who they’re messing with, clearly.”

      That, at least, brought a smile to his face. No, the Jaeggi had no idea the fury they’d just unleashed. It wasn’t just the Burkhards they were tangling with, not anymore. And Sora would take great delight in proving it to them.
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      Ravi woke to the sounds of screaming. He was only partially grateful they weren’t his own screams. The sounds were sharp and shrill, wrung out from great pain. They seemed to echo and bounce off stone, coming from both men and women.

      They didn’t sound familiar at all, which was a small consolation. His clanmates weren’t the ones screaming in pain and terror.

      One person’s cries were cut off sharply, and a chill skittered down Ravi’s spine. He knew, without anyone needing to tell him, that the person had died. Another person who had been screaming let out a whimper and then fell silent, too.

      Slowly, Ravi peeled open one eye and then shut it again as pain lanced through his brain. The room he was in was dark, but it didn’t stop the throbbing that was hammering against his skull.

      What?

      Where was he?

      How?

      Charles Bridge. Thomas Jaeggi. A trap.

      Ravi’s eyes popped open as the memories poured into his brain like a raging river rushing through a narrow gulley. There was no escaping it. He and Sahan had followed Thomas Jaeggi to the Charles Bridge, where they’d walked straight into a trap.

      Had Sahan escaped? Reached Burkhard Castle safely?

      Ravi clenched his teeth against the rising feeling of panic. Sahan was incredibly fast. He’d escaped the Jaeggi and he was telling Ravi’s family what had happened. Alric knew.

      Oh god. Sora knew.

      His mate knew the Jaeggi had attacked him.

      That was what had pulled him back toward consciousness. Not the screaming. He could feel his mate’s pain in his chest like a gaping wound. Sora was in pain and terrified that Ravi was dead.

      Closing his eyes again, Ravi concentrated on the ball of angry emotion, trying so damn hard to follow it back to its source. He focused on his love for Sora, trying to send back feelings of reassurance and love. Trying like hell to tell Sora that he was alive, at least for now.

      Some of the pain dissipated, and Ravi could breathe a little easier. He could only assume that Sora had felt him, knew he was still alive. Now they just had to figure out where the hell he was.

      Ravi wasn’t about to wait around for others to find him. He needed to get to them. Ravi looked down to find he was completely naked in the small concrete room.

      And, holy shit, he needed some fucking clothes!

      Looking up, he discovered his wrists were bound in iron manacles chained to the ceiling. The chain was just long enough that he could balance on the balls of feet, but he couldn’t stand flatfooted. What the hell! He’d better not be in some creepy Jaeggi sex dungeon because he was not down for that kind of nonsense. He had a mate now, dammit!

      Trying to move his aching head as little as possible, Ravi carefully spun in place to get a better view of his surroundings. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to see. Bare concrete walls painted white. The same white paint was on the floor, which slanted slightly to one side where there was a small drain in the corner. Yes, that had to make it so much easier to wash blood off the walls and floor—it could all flow straight into the drain.

      Dragging his gaze away from the ominous drain, he looked over at the large metal door, which had a small opening near the top. There wasn’t much to see through the opening except for more concrete walls. Those didn’t look painted, though.

      His dragon stirred, but rather than expressing outrage and anger, it whined and sounded pained. Yes! He’d shift. Ravi called on his dragon, and it pushed once before both he and his dragon shouted in pain. It was like he’d jammed his big toe in an electrical socket.

      No shifting. Shifting was bad, painful, evil. The damn Jaeggi must have placed some kind of spell on the manacles to keep him from shifting.

      Ravi took a deep breath, intending to soothe the poor creature, when he realized that the air smelled stale. As if there was no airflow.

      As if there was no wind. No breeze.

      Because he was fucking underground.

      Oh no. No. No. Nonononono.

      A wind dragon couldn’t be stuck underground, away from the touch of the wind. It was the source of his strength and power. It was a part of his very essence.

      Panic slammed into him hard, and he struggled to breathe. He needed to get out of here, now.

      Here Ravi was, strung up like a pig for slaughter, his wrists in magical cuffs that bit into his skin, keeping his arms well above his head. The cuffs were looped around a pole stretching the length of the room and kept him on his feet. There was no room for his knees to bend without his shoulders taking the brunt of his weight, and not much room to maneuver. He was in danger of losing circulation to his arms if this kept up much longer. Ravi flexed every minute or so, sometimes lifting up with his arms, trying to keep them from falling asleep.

      And, clearly, things were going to get much worse. Shuffling footsteps echoed down the concrete hall, and Thomas’s ugly mug appeared in the little window just before a metal key was jammed in the lock.

      The door opened and Ravi was facing two buffoons with their lecherous smiles. While naked.

      Like, really naked. Not even shoes.

      And the cement floor was cold, dammit.

      Ravi wasn’t normally body shy, but he’d prefer pants in this situation. Was it too much to ask for pants?

      “He’s beautiful,” the unknown Jaeggi mage (henceforth known as Jerk Face) noted to Thomas. The leer on his face was particularly disgusting. Like he owned Ravi, somehow. “Why are the dragons always so beautiful?”

      “It was part of our ancestors’ downfall, that beauty. But I don’t blame you for enjoying it. He’ll be yours, after all.” Thomas sneered at Ravi as if he were to be blamed for the war.

      Ravi sneered back. “That was all you, man. All your family’s fault. If you can’t take no for an answer, that’s totally on your own heads.”

      “Kaiser Jaeggi was seduced beyond reason,” Thomas snapped back, his face turning red with anger.

      “Have you ever noticed how the abuser always points fingers at someone else? It’s never their fault. They’re never the issue. They always blame someone else when they get out of control.” Ravi glared back. Five hundred years might have made this old history, but the pain of the losses he’d suffered was still there. It would always, at some level, be there. And arguing with these idiots did no good, he knew that. But Ravi couldn’t seem to stop himself.

      “And your ancestors’ way of dealing with heartbreak was to kill millions of innocent people, so excuse me if I’m not really interested in showing sympathy!”

      Thomas looked ready to belt him in the mouth for that, but he restrained himself with obvious effort, his fists clenching at his sides. “Well. It’s all water under the bridge at this point, isn’t it? I do think it’s poetic justice, however.”

      Ravi eyed the other mage suspiciously. Why did the man smell like that? Jaeggi mages always smelled weird, their magic fractured. But this man had the smell of good magic wrapped around him. Well, good in the sense that it smelled like normal magic, but it had overtones of something malignant. If that made sense. His dragon did not like the smell of it.

      And Ravi didn’t like where this was going.

      “I don’t know about poetic justice or whatever, but I have this burning question that really needs an answer. Why am I naked?”

      Thomas ignored his perfectly valid question, going off on a maniacal sort of rant. “Poetic justice, dragon, because for once the tables will be turned. Instead of a dragon using mages, a mage will be able to use you.”

      Now that, Ravi couldn’t let stand.

      “Excuse you very much, dragons use mages? The hell! Do you know how precious our mages are to us? The amount of trouble and pain we’ll suffer to safeguard them? You’re seriously unhinged if you think I’d ever use a mage for my own ends! And what the hell do you mean, you’re going to use me? I have no magic to give you, and I gotta tell you, hostages never pan out well. For any side.”

      Jerk Face tsked at him. And, for some reason, started undoing his pants. “You do have magic, dragon. Of your own sort.”

      “Uh, last I checked, I really did not. I mean, I can let people borrow dragon’s breath, that’s about it.” Ravi eyed him warily as the man undid his zipper. “Okay, I was going to let this slide. Because I know you Jaeggi are weird and don’t get out much, I figured maybe I would let this go. But I find I really can’t. Why the hell are you pulling your dick out in the middle of a conversation?”

      Jerk Face kept his hand around his own dick and started stroking. “We told you, we will use you for our own ends.”

      Ravi wasn’t the type to be slow on the uptake. Usually. But in this case, he was really hoping he was wrong.

      “Use me as in rape me? Dude. Are you stupid? Like, literally, having sex with me will do absolutely nothing for your magic mojo. You understand that, right? Or has it been so long since you’ve been around dragons you’ve literally forgotten how this works?”

      With a chiding tsk, Thomas corrected, “Not have sex with you. Well, that too. Which I’m sure Moritz will enjoy thoroughly.”

      Moritz grinned lecherously. Considering he was well into his sixties, with a craggy face and a bulldog nose, the expression looked really creepy. And wrong on so many levels that it sent goose bumps racing up and down Ravi’s skin.

      You know what? Ravi didn’t care that he’d learned the man’s name. He’d remain Jerk Face.

      “He’ll bond with you,” Thomas continued calmly. Like they were discussing something banal—the weather, more news at five. Nothing interesting here, folks.

      Ravi stared at them, eyes wide, a man waiting for the punchline to a very bad joke.

      It didn’t come.

      His mouth worked, and eventually he croaked out, “Excuse you?”

      “He’ll bond with you,” Thomas repeated, amused at his reaction.

      Seriously, all the man was missing was a cigar dangling out of his mouth and a Scotch that he could idly swirl in one hand.

      Ravi kept staring at them. They’d lost their god-given minds. Like, there was no other explanation. How did they expect this to work? No, seriously, how did they even think this would work? It was sick and wrong, what they were trying. Ravi was alarmed and disgusted at being their victim. But…but what they wanted to do wouldn’t get them the result they wanted.

      He lifted up one leg and in lieu of a hand, pointed his foot at Jerk Face. “Hold up there, horny. You two gotta explain this to me, because I’m not following. Seriously not following. You think fucking me is going to somehow magically bond us?”

      Thomas indicated Jerk Face with an eloquent wave of the hand. “He is oiled with a potion that will call to your dragon instincts.”

      “Really? I gotta say, it’s working. My dragon is screaming for me to run. Capital letters, bolded, italicized, the works.” Ravi surreptitiously eyed the pole above his head. Just how much could he maneuver?

      A frown flickered over Jerk Face’s face. “Your dragon can scent me strongly, recognizes me.”

      “Uhhh…no. Sorry, I know you probably worked very hard on the potion, but you smell malignant to me. Like bad news. Like you doused yourself in all the wrong elements. You are not smelling like sugar and spice and everything nice. Quite the opposite. And consent is sexy, haven’t you ever heard that? You’re, like, anti-sexy right now.”

      Thomas waved Jerk Face on impatiently. “He’s arguing to buy time. It will work fine.”

      “Bonding takes words,” Ravi said, overriding him, impatient and desperate to convince them to drop it. “You know those things that we’re using right now? Those. Words. It requires spell words on both our parts, and intent, and magic. Not to mention a hell of a lot of trust and love. Potions are absolutely not involved. Well, I mean, the special sauce lube, because, duh. But oiling yourself up like a Turkish wrestler does nada for me. I mean, seriously, man, did you even take a shower this morning? I can smell you from here, and the BO is not pretty.”

      It worked, a little. Jerk Face stopped working his dick, and he might have deflated a bit. He looked uncertainly between Ravi and Thomas.

      “It’s true that he should be enthralled on some level, eager for me to come closer. He’s not exhibiting any of those signs.”

      Thomas was also frowning, the first kernel of doubt seeping in. “That’s just his rational mind throwing up objections, though.”

      Ravi indicated himself with a jerk of the chin.

      “I’m literally not wearing a stitch of clothing, this is pretty easy to tell. Does it really look to you like I’m interested in having sex? I mean, I’m all for getting tied up now and again, don’t have anything against it. The bondage element is not really a turn-off, if you catch my drift. There’s not a single part of me, I’m talking even on the cellular level, that wants to touch Jerk Face.”

      Jerk Face, for some reason, looked insulted at being called Jerk Face.

      Both Thomas and Jerk Face seemed to be having second thoughts. They obviously hadn’t tested this—at least, not on a dragon. That was obvious, really. How would they even find a dragon to test this on? Whatever magical theory they’d based this plan on had just failed rather spectacularly in front of their eyes. And now they didn’t know what to do. No Plan B, huh?

      “Can we at least talk about this?” Ravi whined at them. “I’m losing feeling in my arms, and I want pants.”

      Thomas’s expression turned bulldog again. “Try it anyway. He might be bluffing. And it could be the potion needs skin contact to work properly.”

      Jerk Face didn’t look as sold, but apparently getting to have sex with a dragon was still enough of a turn-on that he was willing to go for it.

      Ah, hell. Ravi’d had a feeling they wouldn’t give up on this idea easily. Fortunately for him, he did have a Plan B of sorts.

      Any mage could tell you that a dragon’s musculature was insane. The muscles required to fly were intense, and there wasn’t a single part of them that wasn’t toned. Ravi’s core strength was a step above most clan members’ because of the acrobatics he liked to do while flying.

      So, it was without any effort at all that he lifted up his legs and caught his knees over the bar, effectively folding himself in half with his ass facing the ceiling and his head hanging down. Rather like the position bats slept in, actually.

      He was no longer Ravi. He was Bat-Ravi.

      Both men stared up at him as if they couldn’t believe he’d done that so easily. Then Jerk Face complained, “How do we even get him down from there?”

      Thomas was clearly wondering the same thing. And probably wishing he had that Scotch in hand. “He can’t stay up there indefinitely.”

      Ravi grinned at him. “Wanna bet?”

      Glowering, Thomas crossed the distance and reached up, latching onto what he could reach of Ravi, namely his upper arms and shoulders. He tried yanking hard to pull Ravi back down.

      No dice. His skin was too slippery to really gain a hold. See, if he’d left Ravi dressed, he’d have a handhold right now. Ravi cackled and held tight.

      Thomas tried gripping the back of his neck next, but that didn’t work, either.

      Ravi was both stronger and more determined than Thomas. He was absolutely not coming down until they left. Maybe not even then. His arms really appreciated the blood flow. And it was kind of fun hanging upside down.

      Growling in frustration, Thomas sharply indicated that Jerk Face should come closer. “Come touch him, see if that helps.”

      Jerk Face reached up to put a hand on Ravi’s arm—which, eww, gross.

      Ravi shivered and jerked away from him. He hissed like a wet cat. “Eww, don’t touch me. Back. Back, I say!”

      Jerk Face let his hand drop and spread his hands in a helpless shrug. “Thomas, I don’t think this will work. If I can’t compel him, there’s no way to enact the bonding spell.”

      Thomas glowered some more. Really, frustration was a good look on the man. Ravi felt he should wear it more often.

      Ravi smiled sunnily back. Just to piss the man off even further.

      “He’s not even worried,” Jerk Face muttered, sounding defeated. “Like he knows I can’t force him.”

      “You really can’t,” Ravi promised him, still with that sunny smile.

      Thomas shook a finger at him. “You’re bonded, aren’t you?”

      “Wooooow. Seriously, no, woooow. You can’t even tell if I’m bonded or not?” Ravi’s eyes bounced between the two of them, head spinning from that question.

      Neither man looked pleased with his response, but fuck ’em, Ravi didn’t care what they thought.

      “You’re trying to force a bond when you can’t even tell if I’m bonded?! Dude. I’m actually embarrassed on your behalf.”

      Thomas got right into his face. Which sort of resembled the Spiderman kiss from the movie and, brain, can we not make that comparison? Please and thank you. Because, ewww.

      “Are you mated?!” Thomas demanded, voice rising.

      “Basically,” Ravi admitted candidly. Because, why not? They couldn’t do anything to Sora through him. And it might screw with them further.

      Jerk Face threw his hands up in disgust and finally put his pee-pee away. “It figures that the one dragon we manage to lay hands on already has a mate. Dammit. No compulsion we can lay on him will work.”

      “We’ll have to rethink this.” Thomas finally backed away from Ravi and turned sharply on a heel, heading for the door. “If we can strip the bond from him, we might be able to try again.”

      “But won’t that kill him?”

      “I can think of worse things than killing a dragon.” Thomas slammed the metal door shut behind him. As he walked down the hall, Ravi caught only part of Thomas’s continued conversation. “If we can find his mate and kill him…”

      Ravi’s heart stammered in his chest, and he struggled to stay in position, breathing steadily. They would eventually figure out he wasn’t magically bonded, and he wasn’t sure what they’d do at that point. Ravi still didn’t believe that they could force him to mate with someone. But what they would do to him in the process of trying…he didn’t want to live through.

      The key, though, was not letting them anywhere near Sora.

      His eyes closed for a moment, and he mentally wrapped himself up in the love Sora had for him. He’d make it back to his chosen mate. He would. Ravi just had to figure out how to get free of these cuffs. Something about them prevented him from shifting into dragon form. But if he could just get free of them, he’d be able to shift. And then fly like a bat out of hell.

      It was a race at this point. Would Ravi get free first? Or would his clan and Sora reach him?

      Ravi, for the first time ever, didn’t care who won this game. As long as it wasn’t the enemy.

      Even though he knew no one could hear him, he found himself voicing the words in a threadbare whisper. “I love you. And I’ll make it back to you. Wind and skies as my witness, the Jaeggi won’t separate another mated pair.”

      “I won’t let them.”
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      The metal door opened, a hint of a scrape where it rubbed against the frame, and a curious face popped into view.

      Ravi blinked at the person.

      And got a blink back.

      Was this a man? A woman? Ravi couldn’t really tell. The person had the most androgynous look he’d ever seen. Blond hair fell into a long bob just past the collarbones in a sleek manner. The face was narrow but attractive, and dark eyes promised mischief with a slight quirk of the brow.

      “Hallo,” the person said in clear German.

      “Hallo,” Ravi replied readily. This person may or may not wish him harm, but at least he wasn’t just hanging here, bored.

      “You’re a dragon?”

      “I am. You’re a mage.” Ravi could smell that clearly. Interestingly enough, this person didn’t smell like a Jaeggi mage. They had the clear, pure scent of true magic about them.

      A startled blink, as if they hadn’t expected Ravi to be able to tell. “I am. How can you tell?”

      “I can smell it. Mages smell like a lightning storm that hasn’t quite struck yet. It’s ozone and power.”

      “Huh.” They thawed enough to slip through the door completely. In their hands was a blanket and a basket of some sort that held—Ravi’s nose flared as he took in the scents—water, bread, meat, and cheese. Oooh, food.

      “There’s all sorts of talk about you.” They came inside, shutting the door with a heel, and eyed Ravi warily. “I’ll drape the blanket over you and feed you, but I want answers to my questions.”

      “Sure,” Ravi promised easily. “I’d love to talk.”

      Talking meant possible answers about where he was and maybe how to escape. He flipped back down to his feet to make this easier, the blood rush to his head making him a bit dizzy for a second.

      “Uh, just gotta ask first, I really can’t tell, sorry. Are you a man? Woman?”

      “I’m an omen!” they answered with a grin of pure mischief. “All I have in my pants is doom. And possibly lint.”

      Ravi’s instincts were dead on. This person was pure mischief, much like himself. He approved. The world could use more mischief makers.

      “An omen? Excellent. I could use one right about now. So, which pronouns should I use?”

      A startled blink, as if Ravi’s question was both entirely unexpected and welcome. “They/them.”

      “Cool.”

      “You’re, uh…” They hesitated and bit their bottom lip before asking, “You’re really okay with that? That I’m non-binary?”

      “Sure.” Ravi wanted to shrug, but hands. Still in the cuffs. “We’ve got a dragon in the clan who’s gender-fluid. We never know from day to day which way they’re going to go. And dragons, you know, we’re pansexual. We take people as they are, however that is.”

      “That’s really amazing. I’m Nikki, by the way.”

      “Hallo, Nikki. I’m Ravi.”

      Nikki put the basket down and stepped forward with the blanket, revealing two safety pins in the other hand. “I figured I could drape this around you toga-style and pin it in place.”

      “Hey, any covering is welcome right now. Little chilly down here.”

      “I thought dragons ran hot?”

      “Eh, depends on the dragon. I’m a wind dragon, I don’t breathe fire. I run hot because I’m active all the time. Being locked in place isn’t conducive to heat. Colder than a hag’s tits down here.”

      Ravi stayed still as Nikki draped the blanket around him, looping it around the shoulders and connecting it at the back of the neck. Having some sort of covering was a vast relief. And the blanket was a nice one, made of soft, plushy microfiber.

      Nikki stepped back and looked their handiwork over. “Yeah, that works. I’ve got a roast beef sandwich and a bottle of water?”

      “Water first, please.”

      “Okay.” They turned to fetch the basket. “So, you’re from a wind dragon clan?”

      “Not really? I was born to one, but the war pretty much decimated my family. I was adopted into a fire dragon clan, the Burkhards. They raised me.”

      Nikki gave him an odd look. “You’re an orphan, too?”

      Now, that was an interesting question. “Are you? Is that how you ended up here? I can tell from your scent, you’re not a Jaeggi.”

      “No. No, I’m not. They found me after my parents died and adopted me.” Nikki’s mouth twisted up in a grimace that was more frown than smile. “Or, at least, that’s what they’d like me to believe. I suspect the truth is much darker than that.”

      “When the Jaeggi are involved, it normally is.”

      Nikki twisted off the cap and, smart person, they’d brought a straw. They lifted it up to Ravi’s mouth and he drained half the bottle in one long pull. It was nirvana on his parched throat, and he rumbled a moment, happy.

      Withdrawing the bottle, Nikki regarded him with open fascination. “Dragons purr?”

      “No, we make happy rumbling sounds.” Ravi grinned at them. “Sounds like purring, though, I agree. So, what would you like to know, Nikki?”

      “They said outside that dragons like to mate with mages. Why?”

      Nikki kept glancing toward the door as if not sure how much time they had. Ravi suspected that Nikki had a plan, or at least something they wanted from Ravi, to have come in this quickly after Thomas and the other idiot left. Ravi had barely been alone ten minutes.

      What was Nikki’s game plan? What did they want from Ravi? If they were aware the Jaeggi were not using Nikki for their own ends? If they were going through the risk of helping Ravi, did that mean they wanted to escape? Ravi didn’t think that conclusion was much of a stretch. He replied candidly, trying to give the answers Nikki needed and keep the dialogue open enough to figure out Nikki’s plan.

      “Eh, couple of reasons. We can only form magical bonds with a mate, that’s the main reason. Second is that it’s impossible for us to have kids on our own, but through mages it’s possible, either body births or incubators. Really, we just like magic in our lives, and our mates give us so much happiness. Why wouldn’t we want to find that kind of joy?”

      Nikki unwrapped the sandwich from the aluminum foil, taking all of this information in with a closed-off expression. Cautious, this one.

      “You said earlier dragons are pansexual. You don’t care what gender your mate is?”

      “Really, really do not care. I don’t think it’s actually possible for us to care less.”

      “And once you have a mated mage?”

      “Then it’s party time. And sexy time. And all sorts of other times. You have to understand, our mates are the highest priority. Like, literally nothing tops their wants and needs. In my clan, we spent five hundred years without any mates due to the damn Jaeggi, and we’re only now finding mages again.”

      A wistful look crossed over Nikki’s face for a moment. “But it sounds like once you do find the right mate for you, it’s, like, an epic romance.”

      “It basically is. All the hearts and flowers and fluffy kittens. All the best rom-com schmaltz.” Ravi paused for a moment, his face screwing up a little as he rethought what he’d said. “Well, for us dragons it’s normal. That’s how you treat your mate. But our mages tell us that this is not really the norm for relationships in the rest of the world. They’re really thrilled with our version of romance.”

      Nikki leaned against the wall, their gaze seeming a million miles away as they took in the picture Ravi was painting. “Seems almost too good to be true.”

      “It kind of does, but it’s true. Cameron’s arrival was the makings of an epic romance. I mean, you should meet our Fire Dragon King’s mate. Cameron is a kick, and brilliant with magic. He’s probably the only person in the world who can get right in my king’s face, tell him he’s being stupid, and force him to relax. I’d like him for that alone, but he’s really fun to pull pranks with, too.”

      A shadow crossed over Nikki’s face again, there and gone. “Mages are valued, then? They’re not…”

      Ravi didn’t like this pause. Pauses were always worrisome. “They’re not, what?”

      “Used?”

      Ah, damn. The urge to kill something was back.

      Ravi fought to keep his tone level. “You know, every encounter we’ve had with the Jaeggi, they immediately tried to kidnap one of our mages in order to drain them of magic. Is that what they’re doing to you?”

      Nikki’s face tightened into a grimace, and they couldn’t meet Ravi’s eyes, staring steadfastly at the floor.

      “They’ve discovered if they do it in small batches, I magically recover in a week or so. They do that to all of the ones they’ve ‘adopted’ in. And they won’t let us use magic at all, if they can help it.

      “It hurts like a bitch, like someone’s taken a scrub brush to your nerves. It destroys your core, eventually, and then you’re of no more use. I’ve seen several adopted mages go in and out over the past ten years. The oldest living one is barely thirty, but she can’t really do anything anymore. She disappeared last week. They said she was just moved somewhere else, but…I think we all know that’s a lie.”

      “Shit,” Ravi breathed in horror.  Nikki’s words churned in his gut, and he was glad he’d only had water. If his stomach were full of food, he would’ve hurled.

      Nikki’s eyes came back up to study his face. “I don’t have much time left with these people. They’ll drain me and then kill me when I’m no longer useful.”

      “Then why do you stay?”

      Nikki spread their hands helplessly. “I have no identity. No ID, no passport, nothing. I’ve been with them since I was ten. I have no money. I don’t have anywhere to go. As far as I knew, at least before you came, the world didn’t even believe in magic anymore. If I tried to get help, who would’ve believed that I’d been held by people who were draining me of magic?”

      It would have sounded like a tall tale. Ravi had to agree on that point. Poor Nikki probably didn’t have any good options. It sickened him that Nikki, and the others the Jaeggi had abducted, had stayed because they had no viable means of escape. Running for it didn’t always play out in the victim’s favor.

      Well, Nikki hadn’t had any good options until now. Ravi grinned at them and wagged his eyebrows. “Want to come home with me?”

      Nikki didn’t look surprised by this offer. “Can I? Can you promise me I’ll be safer with you?”

      “You kidding? Our mages are our treasures. You’ll be loved and adored. And even if we don’t have your mate, we know two other clans, you can always try your luck with them. Look, you won’t be a prisoner, and you won’t be used.”

      Ravi shuddered at just the idea.

      “God, that’s unnerving, what you just told me. I hate that anyone’s been stuck with them. But my clan’s probably on the way here to rescue me already. Once they see you, and figure out all the pieces of the puzzle, they’ll give you sanctuary automatically.”

      Nikki’s expression warred between wariness and hope. They chose not to immediately comment, but instead offered Ravi the sandwich.

      Ravi bit in with enthusiasm, as he was starving. He had no idea how long he’d been down here, but it felt like years. His stomach was a yawning pit of despair, but that could also be because of the fear.

      And the sandwich was tasty.

      “Are you mated?”

      Even though they hadn’t exchanged the binding words yet, Ravi felt he was. For all intents and purposes, he and Sora were committed to each other. He could feel Sora just behind his heart—his emotion, his power connected to Ravi’s. His mage was angry and coming for him. Ravi nodded without hesitation, still chewing.

      Nikki’s eyes fell to the sandwich in their hand. “In the old tales, nothing was more sacred than the bond between a dragon and a mage. Even enemies respected it and didn’t try to damage or remove it. But they just tried to force a bond on you. I heard them talking about it.”

      Swallowing, Ravi commented with an acerbic bite, “It’s just further proof that you’re definitely in the wrong place.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I already knew that. But it’s sickening to me. I’ve dreamed of it, sometimes. Of finding my mate in a dragon. Of being loved that intensely. When I was little, my mother told me fairy tales about mages and dragons.” Nikki looked at him under pale lashes and asked quietly, “What’s your mate’s name?”

      “Sora.”

      “Listen to you.” Nikki’s smile turned wistful. “You say his name as if it meant I love you.”

      “To me, it pretty much does.” Ravi coaxed in his most charming manner, “Come with me, Nikki. Come to my clan. We’ll get you an ID, and a passport, so you won’t be trapped. We’ll teach you how to use magic. Did you know half the mages we’ve found in the past two years didn’t know much magic? Some didn’t even know they were mages.”

      Nikki startled at that. “Really?”

      “Yeah, it was crazy. It’s a fun story, I’ll tell you later. But we didn’t have any issue taking them in and teaching them. It’s not like you have to pass a skills test in order to join the clan. Okay?”

      Nodding, Nikki accepted this. “Maybe.”

      “Come with me,” he pushed, like he was free and could walk right out the door. “If you wake up one day and decide you want to leave, no one will stop you. I’ll take you straight to the train station myself and buy your ticket. Help me, Obi Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.”

      They snorted at the joke, then chewed their bottom lip for a moment before finally saying, “I can’t stay much longer. Finish your sandwich. They give us freedom to go wherever within the compound as long as we don’t fight them when they want magic. But I’m not supposed to be in here. So, eat quick. I’ll sneak back in soon.”

      Ravi was okay with this, as he didn’t want his unexpected ally to get in trouble. But he had to ask, “If I give you a phone number, can you call someone?”

      Nikki shook their head. “They won’t let us near phones. Or a computer, even. I get to watch TV, though, because I can’t communicate through it.”

      “Damn, they are thorough.”

      “Yeah. Unfortunately. But I can try to get hold of someone’s phone. You think you can call and tell your mate where you are?”

      “That’s the plan. Well, actually, Alric’s—ah, my king. His is the only phone number I have memorized. Mostly because I have to fill it in on paperwork over and over.”

      “Oh. But you can just call up your king?”

      “Yeah. We’re not really a formal bunch. And I’m the king’s retainer. One of them, anyway.”

      Nikki’s expression cleared up. “So, you’re important to your clan. I can see why you’re so sure they’ll come after you.”

      “Heh. Not the reason, trust me. They’d come for any member of the clan.” Ravi knew that truth down to his bones.

      Nikki looked wistful again, as if Ravi were telling them some sort of fantastic fairy tale. They helped Ravi finish off the sandwich and the water bottle before packing it all—including the soft blankie—up again into the basket.

      Ravi let them go without protest, as Nikki was clearly nervous about being in here much longer. And they knew better than Ravi how to time things in this messed up clan. He felt elated, though. An ally here changed things. And whether Ravi broke out first or his clan found him, he’d make sure to take Nikki with him.

      Nikki and all those like them.

      Damn the Jaeggi. Damn them to the ninth circle of hell and back. Greed surely had its limits. And they’d far surpassed it.
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      Nikki stared at the cuffs through narrowed eyes, chewing absently on their bottom lip. “This is really convoluted, what they’ve done. And you won’t believe the elements they’ve used to do it.”

      The young mage had returned a short time later, after Thomas had stuck his face in the little window to glare at Ravi. The Jaeggi leader didn’t say anything but seemed to be checking on him as he turned over new, evil plots in his twisted brain.

      Ravi was glad that he’d left again so quickly and Nikki was back. He still had a sense of Sora’s worry and pain, but also a hint he might be drawing closer. Ravi needed to be free before his clanmates finally discovered his location. He needed to help his clan fight.

      “I might. It’s irritating my skin, and my dragon is seriously pissed off.”

      “I’m seeing powder from a harpy’s eggshell, black sand from a wasteland, and shadow of an eclipse embedded in these cuffs.”

      A shiver wracked Ravi from head to toe. “Ugh, disgusting. I’m not sure I wanted to know that.”

      “You know what that means?”

      “Five hundred years of living with mages, you pick up things. I’ve either guarded them on trips or helped them gather elements for most of my life. Don’t ask me to mix anything up, I’ve got no idea what I’m doing, but I can tell you good elements from bad.”

      Ravi kind of regretted that knowledge in this moment.

      But the curious part of it was not his own knowledge, but how Nikki knew all of this.

      “I know I suggested you try to get me out of the cuffs, but you recognize the design?”

      “Sorta. They never trained me, but I would pick up textbooks and read them. Past couple of years, I started reading more, trying to find spells that could help me get out of here. And deal with acne. You know, the vital stuff.”

      “Ah.” That did make sense. Skin care was important, too. “So…can you get me out of these?”

      Nikki relaxed, no longer standing on tiptoe, their mouth scrunched in a manner that didn’t indicate anything good. “So, here’s the thing. The cuffs are locked in such a way that it’ll take someone’s magical signature to unlock them.”

      “They bio-coded them?”

      “Basically. I think it’s only Thomas and maybe two others who can unlock you. It’s hard to tell from the design, but that’s my guess.” Nikki looked disheartened at this. And strangely determined. “I do have an idea, though.”

      “Please tell me it doesn’t involve cutting off someone’s hand.”

      Nikki made a face like they were considering it before they shook their head, allowing Ravi to breathe a little easier.

      “I know a spell that can blow stuff up. I bet I can blow the cuffs off.” Off-handedly, Nikki added, “It might take your hands with it, though. You can grow those back, right?”

      The casual way they suggested it alarmed Ravi. His nerves sent out panicked signals at the thought.

      “I realize dragons look like overgrown lizards, but we’re not really in the same family. Absolutely nothing on me grows back when blown off. Let’s leave that for Option Z.”

      Nikki shrugged, not bothered by Ravi’s rejection. “I don’t blame you. Really? Your hands don’t grow back?”

      “Absolutely promise. And I’m rather attached to my hands.”

      “Yeah, I guess I can understand that.” Nikki grinned, but it faded quickly as they looked at Ravi’s hands. “Your circulation is cut off, isn’t it? Your hands are looking not so good.”

      “It’s reached that numb, tingling phase. I keep flipping upside down, and it helps, but…yeah. Pretty uncomfortable.”

      That was the least of it. His shoulders were aching, he had a low-grade burn in his calves, his back ached, and he was still freezing despite the nice blanket draped over him. He’d really prefer to get out of here sooner rather than later.

      Ravi didn’t want to ask this question, either. But felt that he’d rather know than to live in worry. “Have they given up on trying to force a bond on me?”

      “Not really. It’s not like they tell me anything, but I’m good at sneaking around and eavesdropping. They’re trying to find a way to strip the bond first. Without killing you. They’d happily kill your mate if they knew where he was.” Nikki’s expression turned doubtful. “Is there a way to break a bond without killing the dragon?”

      “No. And they’re stupid for even thinking about it.”

      “They’re all really…I dunno how to say this. Really gleeful at the idea of breaking your bond. Like, they’re viciously excited to try it. They’re angry the way a woman would be if she found out her boyfriend was banging her sister. It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      Ravi could tell Nikki was fishing. He had no problem explaining this, as Nikki likely had only heard the Jaeggi version anyway.

      “Hundreds of years ago, Kaiser Jaeggi fell in love with a dragon. He and the dragon were lovers, but it was more a matter of convenience and fun. It wasn’t supposed to be a serious relationship. The dragon was frank enough about the fact that Kaiser Jaeggi wasn’t his mate. And when the dragon found his true mate, he broke things off. Kaiser Jaeggi went insane. Perfectly, truly insane. He was inconsolable, and he decided to destroy what he couldn’t have. He started with the dragons. And then focused on the mages because he was jealous of the mage who had stolen his dragon from him. The war, believe it or not, was all because of one love affair gone wrong.”

      Nikki stared back at him, eyes wide with surprise and disgust. “Seriously? We’re in this situation because one dude, five hundred years ago, got mad about some dick?”

      “Basically.”

      “Oh man, that’s so wrong. On so many levels, so wrong.” Nikki gripped their forehead as if it pained them.

      “You think that’s bad, just wait. There’s more!”

      “Please don’t make yourself sound like a bad infomercial,” Nikki whimpered. “I’ve got a headache as it is.”

      “When Kaiser Jaeggi enacted the spell in order to destroy the mages, it was an anti-spell. We’re shy on details, but we believe it backfired and literally altered the genetics of the entire Jaeggi clan. The reason why their magical cores are so messed up? Because of one man.”

      Nikki rubbed at both temples. “Oh, god. So why the hell aren’t they blaming him? Why blame the dragons?”

      “Why, indeed. I can’t explain it. I think at this point, they just want to get even. They want their magic back. They find it easier to blame us because we’re living. We can offer them both an outlet and a solution. Kaiser Jaeggi’s long dead; there’s no use digging up his grave.” Ravi shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense to any of us. We know they’re like a cult at this point. They worship the ground Kaiser Jaeggi walks on, won’t hear one single word against him.”

      “I guess hate never makes sense.” Nikki shook their head, focusing again on the problem at hand. “I’ve tried laying hands on a phone, but with no luck. Everyone is hyper vigilant about keeping their phones on them. I think they’re expecting trouble because they have you.”

      “I mean, they’re right. There’s definitely trouble coming.”

      Nikki stared at the cuffs once more, looking as if they were deep in thought. “Ravi. I think there’s a manual override to those cuffs.”

      “Manual override…as in keys?”

      “Color me crazy, but I think so. I see a very slender slot for it, and it’s looking pretty key-shaped.”

      “So…they created it just in case?”

      “I mean, their magic is pretty shoddy sometimes.” Nikki spread their hands in an open shrug. “It rarely works right the first time. I think they always have backup plans. It’s why they were so quick to go back to the drawing board with their plan for you.”

      “Yeah? But why are they holding me like this? I mean, do they honestly think my clan won’t find me?”

      “We are in the middle of nowhere. No exaggeration. This place doesn’t even officially exist on a map anymore. I think they’re pretty confident your clan will have a hard time finding you. And then if they do find you, maybe they’re hoping to swap you for an unmated dragon.”

      Ravi didn’t like that idea. Not one bit. “So, if I’m getting out, it’s best if I do it under my own power.”

      “Our power, but yeah. You still sure that if I can get the cuffs off you, you can fly us out of here?”

      Snorting in amusement, Ravi promised them, “I fly people all the time. Sora and I just went flying a while ago.”

      Saying the words sent a sharp pain through his heart as Sora’s laughter from that night echoed through his brain. Soon. He’d be flying Sora again really, really soon.

      Clearing his throat, he continued, “You’re not big enough to give me any issues. I think we’ll need to do this under the cover of darkness, or create a diversion. I’ll need more than a few minutes to get us out of range of any weapons or spells they want to throw at us.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, and I know the perfect diversion.” Nikki rubbed their hands together in open glee. “Tell you what. I’m going to go find that key. I will bet anything it’s in Thomas’s office; he’s really careless about where he leaves things. Like, everyone goes in and out of there, and I bet the key is in a drawer or hanging on a wall or something.”

      “You really sure?”

      “Yeah. What, you think they let me into the libraries on purpose? Or the storage rooms where all the elements are?”

      Ravi grinned at them. Nikki really was his kind of people. “I like the way you roll. Alright, grab the key. Clothes?”

      Nikki eyed him up and down, estimating with their eyes. “I think I can find something that might fit you. I’ll see what I can grab. And then you switch to your dragon form and fly us out of here. Will you be able to get a bearing once we’re out? Like, if you don’t know where we are, how do you plan on getting home?”

      Leaning in a little like he was about to share something supersecret, Ravi confided, “I’m part homing pigeon.”

      Nikki snorted. “Sure. You’re not a lizard, but you are a pigeon. Got it. Okay, give me a few minutes. I’m off to steal a key. And blow shit up.”

      “Okay.” Ravi watched them slip back out with a smile. Nikki, he had a feeling, was going to fit right in with the Burkhards. They already had the family motto down pat.

      When in doubt, blow it up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sora clung to Sahan’s back as the wind dragon streaked through the sky toward Prague. Bitterly cold wind bit at his face and violently tugged at his hair, but he didn’t pay it any attention. With each flap of Sahan’s bright blue wings, Sora got that much closer to his mate.

      Ravi was still alive. He could feel it like a second pulse right behind his heart. He could feel Ravi’s deep and unyielding love for him, but he could also feel his mate’s fear and anger. Other strange emotions…like surprise. But not bad surprise. More like a pleasant surprise. Maybe his Ravi had found an ally. Sora mentally crossed his fingers that he had. All the same, they needed to hurry if his dragon was going to remain alive.

      Looking to his left, he saw King Alric riding on the back of the Ice Dragon King, his jaw clenched and his expression fierce. If only there had been time for King Alric’s shoulder to mend. The Fire Dragon King could be flying into battle right now. But despite his limitation, he looked as if nothing would stop him from reaching Ravi.

      Cameron rode with Baldewin, who flew beside Rodrigo with the same determined expression. The young mage had already faced the Jaeggi and looked ready to tear them apart.

      When word had spread that Ravi had been kidnapped by the Jaeggi, nearly the entire castle volunteered to charge into danger to rescue their stolen clanmate. Tears sprang to Sora’s eyes at the thought of the love and devotion Ravi’s family felt for him, but the wind quickly whipped them away.

      All the kings and their mage mates were in the air now, along with half the dragons of Burkhard. A full thunder of dragons filled the sky, making no attempts to mask their presence.

      If the humans didn’t already believe dragons were real, there was no room for doubt now. Dragon roars trumpeted, and angry flames bellowed out, scorching the sky. The kings of the Earth and Metal Dragons had once talked about the fiery tempers of the fire dragons compared to the slow, methodical logic of the earth and metal dragons. Flashes of that temper were on full display, and Sora had to agree with them.

      Ravi was theirs, and they would have him back.

      Much to Sora’s displeasure, their progress was slow. It had taken close to an hour to get the dragons in the sky. Spell ingredients had to be safely packed while other spells were prepared in advance, in anticipation of the fight they would have on their hands.

      Even after they took to the air, King Chalo demanded they make two separate stops prior to reaching Prague in case the Jaeggi had traveled west, back toward Germany. Sora couldn’t fault his logic. There was no reason to risk flying right over Ravi and then having to turn back.

      The sun was rising over the horizon when Sahan finally reached the Charles Bridge. There weren’t many pedestrians at this hour, but a steady trickle of commuters were headed in to work.

      He circled once, sending people running away and shouting, before he landed delicately on the bridge. He allowed Sora to slide to the stones before he shifted back to human form. Other dragons landed carefully on the bridge or on the closest bank, allowing their passengers to hit solid ground before shifting, while most of the dragon host stayed in the air, circling the city.

      Humans scattered, but all of them had their phones raised as they snapped pictures and captured videos of their arrival. Sora paid them little attention as the other mages ran forward to the last spot Ravi had been seen to try their seeking spells.

      But within seconds, Sora’s hopes were crushed again.

      Lisette shook her head. “I’m sorry, but we’re still getting nothing.”

      “He can’t still be wearing all the masking charms,” Sora snapped.

      “Even if he was, we’d be able to track the signature of our own magic,” Lisette said.

      “This is likely the result of Jaeggi spells protecting the place where they’re keeping him,” Queen Diya replied.

      From the corner of his eye, Sora saw King Rodrigo walk over to the railing of the bridge and hold his hand out over the water. The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and the lines in his handsome face deepened as he concentrated. Sora moved to stand beside him and looked over the railing. The water swirled under his hands and leapt upward like a puppy seeking affection.

      “The water has memories of a brief fight here last night. A dragon and magic.”

      “Did it see where the mages took Ravi?”

      King Rodrigo closed his eyes completely and tilted his head. Sora’s heart stammered in his chest, waiting for them to locate his mate.

      “No, but he’s not in the city. There are whispers of magic crossing the river farther to the north and heading away from the city.” King Rodrigo opened his eyes and dropped his hand back to his side. “It looks like Ravi was loaded into a car and taken north.”

      “King Chalo—”

      “Already on it.” The king of the Earth Dragons walked briskly over to the end of the bridge and knelt down, placing his hand on the ground.

      Sora chewed on his lower lip. There was so much concrete and so many people walking on this ground. Would the earth be able to carry back the secret movements of a group of Jaeggi and one wind dragon?

      It took only a second before King Chalo gasped and jerked his head up a little. “He’s underground. Those bastards have got him underground. I don’t have an exact location, but northeast of here. Outside the city.”

      “They’re keeping a wind dragon underground?” Balin repeated in horror. “You can’t do that!”

      Sora didn’t want to imagine how his wind dragon was suffering. He balled his hands into fists and swallowed hard, struggling to keep his emotions in check. Sahan stood beside him, a comforting hand squeezing his shoulder.

      “Back in the air! We move northeast,” King Alric bellowed. He then looked over at King Chalo and said in a lower voice, “Take the lead. We check the whispers of the earth on your command.”

      With a nod, King Chalo shifted back into his massive dragon form, dark evergreen scales glittering in the sun as he lowered himself so his delicate Queen Diya could climb on his back again.

      In a matter of minutes, they were all in the air again, a strange memory for the people of Prague. He was sure others were racing to their vehicles to try to follow the thunder of dragons, but the dragons were fast and had a hell of a lead on the humans. If they were lucky, this wouldn’t turn into too much of a sensational news story—not that King Alric and the other kings seemed to care. The first priority was Ravi. They’d deal with the rest of the world later.

      The dragons formed up behind King Chalo and set off across the sky. Sora could feel Sahan’s need to move faster, but they followed the earth dragon, whose massive size meant that he flew slower than the wind dragons. Sora commiserated with the wind dragon but bit his tongue. King Chalo was their best shot at locating Ravi right now.

      Sora wasn’t sure how long they flew. It felt like forever, but it couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen minutes. He kept his hand over his heart, clinging to the feeling of Ravi. As long as he could feel him, he believed they’d reach his mate in time.

      Well outside the city proper, King Chalo finally led the dragons back to the ground in a large grassy field. A few cows looked up at the horde of dragons descending in a wave of red, blue, green, white, and grey. Only a handful shifted back to their human form. King Chalo shifted and sank to his knees, his old, powerful hands running back and forth over the ground as if he were trying to coax out its secrets.

      “We’re definitely closer,” he murmured. Sora tucked his hands into his armpits and clenched his muscles. He wanted to reach out and shake the king, demanding an exact location.

      King Alric was pacing, and Cameron was looking worriedly at his mate.

      Even King Rodrigo appeared a little impatient. “Can the earth move this along a little faster than the shifting of the tectonic plates?”

      “Patience—”

      A massive explosion shook the ground beneath their feet. Sora twisted around toward the north to see a giant blue mushroom cloud rise up.

      “I feel him. Yes, I definitely feel him. I know which way!” King Chalo shouted.

      “Let me guess, my darling. It’s that way?” Queen Diya asked with a gentle smile as she pointed at the cloud rising higher into the sky.

      King Chalo’s head jerked up, and his mouth fell open. “Oh, my.”

      “I’m going to take a wild guess that Ravi has started the party without us,” Cameron said. A smile grew across his face, but his eyes were dark and fierce. “Let’s go give him a hand with the Jaeggi. I would be upset if I missed out on another shot at Thomas Jaeggi.”

      Sora ran back to Sahan’s side and pulled himself up into position just as the dragon was pushing off the ground.

      As the dragon rose in the air, King Alric shouted directions, breaking up the roughly fifty odd dragons into squadrons and evenly distributing the nearly dozen mages among them. They would attack the Jaeggi at Ravi’s location from different angles, boxing them in and scouring the area for their missing dragon as quickly as possible.

      The king of the Fire Dragons was prepared for war. Listening to King Alric’s sharp orders, it was like Sora was getting a glimpse of a battle from the past, back when King Alric had fought to save his clan and mages. Sora was in awe of the dragon king. Hope filled Sora’s chest, but a ball of sadness lodged in his throat. This shouldn’t be happening again.

      Shoving the sadness away, Sora clung to the hope, trying to send it back to Ravi so he would know they were coming for him.

      As they drew close to the source of the blue mushroom cloud, Sora’s mouth fell open. They were approaching the remains of what looked to be an abandoned military town. Old concrete buildings stretched up ten stories. They had likely once been barracks but were now crumbling and covered in graffiti. Trees were tangled with vines, and roads were cracked and rutted.

      But there were signs of life among the old buildings. Clothes were hung out on balconies to dry, and there was a scattering of cars. And, of course, people were running around and screaming. They’d started pointing at the tall building engulfed in flames and belching out blue smoke.

      It was the strangest thing Sora had ever seen. Whoever had done it had mixed some kind of explosive with magic.

      And then the people noticed the dragons.

      As one, the thunder of dragons let out a deafening battle cry that rose above the sounds of the fire. The fire dragons swooped down, moving east to west, pelting more of the barracks with fire. King Rodrigo and his bodyguards dove, moving from west to east, covering the roads in a thick layer of ice.

      The earth and metal dragons landed first, shaking the earth and allowing their mages to set down a layer of protective spells over the dragons.

      Sora remained in the air with the wind dragons, vainly searching for a clue to where they might find Ravi. Most of the Jaeggi were running, abandoning their cars now that the roads were useless to them. They plunged toward the surrounding woods, desperate for escape from the attacking dragons and mages.

      It took everything he had to tear his eyes from the towers burning with orange and yellow flames. King Chalo was sure Ravi was underground. He wouldn’t be in the towers, so where was he? Where was the opening to the underground bunker?

      On Sahan’s second pass over the city, Sora finally saw a bland grey door rolling open. It had been hidden by the earth during their first pass, but the new angle revealed how a narrow road led down into the earth and under the city.

      “There!” he shouted. He leaned forward, pressing as close as he could to Sahan’s neck, and pointed toward the opening. “Ravi has to be down there!”

      So close. He was so close to having his heart back.
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      An explosion echoed strangely through the underground tunnels, the boom seeming to go on and on until Ravi wasn’t sure if the sound was stuck in his head. It had been powerful enough to knock him off his feet, pulling his shoulders painfully.

      What the hell had Nikki done?

      Assuming they got out of this alive, Ravi would need to have a talk with them about what counted as a diversion and what threatened to bury both of them under thousands of tons of earth and concrete!

      Outside his cell, shouts poured down the halls followed by pounding footsteps. Shadows flashed by the tiny window as the Jaeggi rushed down the halls toward the explosion.

      Where was Nikki? They had to be close. The diversion needed to go off when they were close to the cell so they could slip inside with the damn key.

      Maybe the explosion wasn’t Nikki. Maybe the explosion was Sora and Ravi’s family. The feeling of Sora’s love, his worry, was getting closer and closer. Ravi was sure it was only a matter of time before the dragons arrived, but Ravi’s goal had been to break free to help his family. It was more dangerous for them to all come underground looking for him.

      The shouts and the sounds of footsteps died, until Ravi couldn’t hear anything over the pounding of his heart. It was as if all the Jaeggi fled the bunker, leaving him alone with the other prisoners.

      “Ravi! Ravi! I got it!” Nikki’s excited voice jumped and danced through the window.

      There was a scrape of the metal lock turning in its casing, and the door was jerked open to reveal Nikki’s smiling face. Their long hair was in a tangle, and there was a smudge of black dirt or soot across their face, but otherwise they looked fine.

      “Thank goodness!” Ravi sighed.

      It took three tries to get the key into the first manacle. Nikki wasn’t particularly tall, and Ravi was stretched just high enough off the ground to make the whole affair awkward. But with some cursing and sweating, the first manacle was unlocked.

      Ravi groaned with relief and pain as he was finally able to lower his left arm to his side. He allowed himself only a moment before he grabbed the key to work on his other arm.

      A second explosion rocked the compound, and the earth gave a long, slow, rolling roar as if someone had woken a giant under their feet. Ravi turned wide eyes to see Nikki’s matching startled expression.

      “That—that was not me,” Nikki said as soon as they could manage the words. “I only set up one explosion. And it was a tiny one.”

      “A tiny one?” Ravi squawked as he jammed the key into the second manacle. They needed to get moving, now.

      “Yeah, I only used a little bit of reflected sunlight. And I scratched together a handful of griffon feathers. I didn’t think it would be so big.”

      Ravi shook his head. He wasn’t nearly as knowledgeable about elements as the mages, but it sounded like Nikki was lucky they hadn’t torn a black hole in the world. Everyone was going to be a lot safer when Nikki had been trained up a bit by Lisette.

      “I have a feeling the second explosion came from my family,” Ravi said as the lock finally clicked and the manacle opened. Pain shot through his other shoulder, and his calf muscles burned as he at last settled flat on his feet. He swayed a little, and Nikki was right there, wrapping an arm around his waist to steady him.

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, just need a second. Did you remember to grab some clothes for me?”

      “I did, but I don’t think you’re going to be too excited about them. I couldn’t find yours.”

      Ravi shook his head. “Pants. Pants would be nice. I’m afraid of all my important bits freezing off. My mate really appreciates those parts.”

      Nikki slowly released him, flashing a nervous grin before moving over to the knapsack they’d dropped upon entering the cell. Ravi placed one hand against the cold white wall to steady himself. Too many hours of hanging up like a side of beef, not to mention being underground, had left him unsteady on his feet. If he could get aboveground, breathing fresh air, he would be fine.

      After some digging, Nikki tossed him a pair of somewhat dirty jeans. Ravi didn’t care, as long as they covered him and…okay, problem.

      Ravi pulled them up to his waist and looked down at his feet, swallowed by six inches of denim. They were way too long, not to mention that a second Ravi could have climbed into the waist. He gathered the excess jeans in one hand and looked at Nikki, who was standing and had pulled the knapsack onto their back.

      “Did you steal these from a giant?”

      “You really don’t want to know where I got them,” Nikki muttered, not meeting his gaze.

      Yeah, Nikki was right. He didn’t want to know. With the Jaeggi, it was a safe guess the previous owner probably wasn’t alive any longer.

      Ravi started to reach for Nikki to usher them out of the cell when a sharp sensation had him gasping. Sora. Sora was there.

      And he’d just started tapping into Ravi’s dragon power to fuel his own spells. Ravi leaned back against the cell wall and had to blink back an unexpected swell of tears. His mate. Oh, god, it was like a constant flow of love and support. The connection ran so deep and was so intimate that it was knocking the wind out of him.

      He’d listened to Alric, Baldewin, and Warin swapping stories about their mates tapping their energy for the first time, or the slow trickle of power that constantly ran from the dragon to the mage. There had been such a glow of happiness and pride on their faces. This was such a big part of what a dragon was born to do, and Ravi hated to admit that he’d been envious.

      In all the chaos and excitement at the castle, the topic of Ravi supplying power to Sora hadn’t come up. They’d simply forgotten. Sora had been casting spells almost as long as he’d been walking, and he’d never needed a dragon to support him.

      But he was here now, pulling energy from Ravi to support his magic.

      To fight the Jaeggi.

      Fuck. Ravi needed to find his mate, now.

      “Ravi? Are you okay?” Nikki asked, reaching for him.

      “Yep, but we’ve got to move, now. My family is definitely here and needs our help.”

      With his jeans held in place with his left hand, Ravi grabbed Nikki’s hand and pulled them behind him. He eased out the door and looked both ways down the hall. The area was empty of people. Lines of doors identical to his ran down both sides of the hall, but all was silent except for the low sounds of battle and the shake of the earth. Probably the earth dragons.

      “Right,” Nikki called out behind him, but he didn’t need the instruction. He could smell the faintest hint of fresh air. The way out.

      Ravi paused and looked down at the long line of doors. He didn’t know who else was down here. Trapped mages clinging to life, assuming any of them were still alive after the Jaeggi’s draining sessions. He didn’t want to leave anyone behind, but they needed to take care of the Jaeggi first. Shoving away from the door, Ravi promised himself that they would search every inch of this compound to make sure every imprisoned mage was set free.

      Moving briskly down the corridor, Ravi tried to keep Nikki behind him so he could protect the young mage should they encounter any Jaeggi. Free of the manacles, he could technically shift now, but with the low ceiling and narrow hallway it would have been difficult to move quickly.

      “The moment we get outside, I want you to stay close. I’m going to shift into my dragon form.”

      At least as a dragon, he’d be in a better position to fight back. He glanced over his shoulder to see excitement shining on Nikki’s face rather than fear.

      “Will I get to see you fly?”

      Ravi grinned. “You’re going to fly with me. I need to keep you away from the Jaeggi.”

      Nikki put their fist into the air and started moving a little faster.

      Another right turn and they reached a parking area filled with cars and frantically running Jaeggi. Not one paid any attention to him and Nikki. They were all looking to escape. He would deal with them later. First, he needed to find Sora, to let his family know he was safe.

      At the far end of a parking area, the road sloped upward and sunlight poured down. The wind gusted through the parking area and danced around Ravi as if it was glad to see him. Ravi breathed it in, ignoring the hints of smoke and gasoline fumes. Hitching his pants up higher, he pulled Nikki along the outskirts of the parking garage, steering clear of the Jaeggi. They flitted from one car to the next, using them for cover as they moved. That worked until they reached the gangway. With no cover to be had, they went with the only option left.

      They ran for it.

      The second Ravi stepped clear of the underground bunker, he stopped worrying about the borrowed pants falling down around his ankles. In fact, all worries left him, along with the power of speech. He was faced with absolute chaos, dragon-style.

      The sky was filled with dragons. Brilliant deep-red fire dragons soared, directing geysers of flames. A pair of deep blues streaked by, blasting gusts of wind strong enough to knock fleeing Jaeggi mages off their feet. A few ice dragons sparkled white like newly fallen snow, sending down solid spikes of ice like spears.

      In the middle of the field, spells were being thrown back and forth like colorful bursts from Roman candles. The smoke was getting thick, but Ravi thought he saw a mix of green and grey dragons surrounding a red dragon.

      Alric.

      His king was there in his dragon form, fighting for him.

      He needed to get into the air. It was the only way to reach his people, to get a clear view of what was happening. And, most importantly, the fastest way to locate Sora.

      He didn’t even need to reach for his dragon. Barely thought it and he was changing, so fast his muscles screamed in protest. Didn’t matter. He turned and found Nikki staring at him with their mouth hanging open.

      “Whoa…”

      “Yep. Let’s go for a ride. Hold on.” Ravi snatched the mage up in one hand and leapt into the air, flapping his wings as fast as he could to gain altitude. He called on the wind, lifting him higher into the air.

      The chaos looked even worse from the air, but it gave him the most glorious sight in the world. Sora, his mate, was aglow with magic, his dark hair whipping around him like it was a living creature snapping Sora’s rage. Sora was here. Sora was here. Oh, yes, his mate was here!

      Tucking Nikki tight against his body, Ravi folded in his wings and dove toward the gathering of mages and dragons. Sora was fighting back the Jaeggi with Cameron and Tori, while Alric glowered behind them, roaring and spewing fire at anyone who dared to look in the direction of his mages.

      Baldewin, Warin, and Gunter were circling close overhead, while the kings of the Earth and Metal Dragons were protecting Alric’s flank with their own mage mates.

      “Sora!” Ravi bellowed, and his mage stopped mid-spell and looked up. An expression of pure joy lit his face, and Ravi nearly spiraled in his joy. Luckily, he remembered the squeaking and squealing mage in his arms. Not a good time for acrobatics.

      “Don’t set me down! Not with the mages! Don’t set me down!” Nikki suddenly started shouting. Their fingers tightened and they started to shift against Ravi like they were trying to climb onto his back.

      Ravi couldn’t blame Nikki for their distrust of mages, considering their dark history, but now was not the best time. Clenching his teeth, Ravi quickly scanned the area for another option. He almost laughed when he found it.

      Changing directions, he shot across the sky until he came up alongside a familiar red dragon who was wearing a grumpy expression.

      “Hey, Gunter!” he called out.

      “Ravi! Where have you been?” Gunter tilted and stretched out his neck so he could sweetly bump his snout against the side of Ravi’s head.

      “Sorry I missed all the fun. I need to see Alric and Sora. I also need you to protect them,” he finished, shoving Nikki at Gunter.

      The dragon squawked, a little like a dragon-shaped chicken, which was the strangest sound Ravi had ever heard Gunter make. But he accepted Nikki, tucking them close like the precious bundle they were.

      “Ravi?”

      “Nikki is a mage. Saved my life!” That was all Gunter needed to know.

      Ravi wheeled around and dove back for his mate. Nikki would explain the need to stay away from other mages, and, well, Gunter was a dragon. For now, that was enough to make Nikki feel safe.

      Against his dragon’s wishes, Ravi shifted when he was within a few feet of Sora and fell the rest of the way to earth. He couldn’t waste time with a proper landing. And if he was a dragon, he couldn’t possibly hold Sora tight enough.

      The second Ravi’s feet touched the ground, he was tackled. He blinked and found himself looking skyward with Sora on top of him. Rough kisses peppered his face before their lips finally met in a long, brutal kiss that was more teeth than tenderness. Didn’t matter. He had his mate back. It was such a fucking relief after everything that had happened, Ravi almost shuddered. A tangle of joy, need, and a little worry about still being on a battlefield crashed through him, but it was lost under the sensation of that greedy mouth taking his own without mercy.

      “Missed you,” Ravi blissfully murmured when Sora finally lifted his mouth from Ravi’s.

      “You are never, ever leaving my sight again,” Sora growled.

      “I am totally fine with that.” He pulled Sora in for a slower, gentler kiss. One that could finally say all the things he needed to—thank you, I love you, never let me go.

      Almost reluctantly, the kiss ended, and Sora smiled. His eyes remained red-rimmed, and smears of tears streaked his cheeks, but Ravi swore he’d make that pain a distant memory when they were home again.

      “I think we need to tell King Alric you’re okay.” Sora pushed to his feet and extended a hand to Ravi, helping him up.

      They’d just started back toward where the other mages and Alric were fighting the Jaeggi when a pained roar went up. They jerked around to see one of the metal dragons encased in a cage that glistened with a multitude of colors like stained glass. He was one of the Rocas’ bodyguards. The dragon thrashed against the cage, causing even more damage to his thick hide and wringing sounds of both pain and anger from his throat.

      Ravi opened his mouth to shout, preparing to call on his dragon, but Sora beat him to it.

      “I’ve got him!” he called out, already reaching into the bag hanging off his shoulder. He pulled out two elements, but Ravi couldn’t tell what they were as Sora ran back to where he’d been standing next to Cameron. His mate looked over his shoulder and smiled.

      “Ready?”

      “Take all that you need. Everything I am belongs to you,” Ravi replied, and he meant every word of it.

      Sora nodded and smashed the vials on the ground. At the same time, he pulled a steady stream of power from Ravi, mixing the energy with the elements until he was once again encased in a bright golden glow. His hair danced with a magic wind, and Ravi was in awe of his mate. Cameron had created the spell when he’d been faced with the Jaeggi after his kidnapping. Apparently, he’d taught the other mages how to replicate it.

      Sora barked out the spell’s harsh command, sending the energy blasting into the cage that held the metal dragon. The cage disintegrated, and the metal dragon roared his gratitude. He was still gravely injured, but he would be in good hands with Sora’s parents.

      Between the dragons attacking and the mage spells blasting everything to bits, the battle didn’t last long. From what Ravi could see, most of the Jaeggi had fled, but there were still plenty of corpses on the field. It looked as if the dragons and mages hadn’t suffered any casualties, to his relief, but there were plenty of injuries. The mages were going to be busy healing everyone.

      “Ravi?”

      He turned from where he was watching Sora finish his spell to find that Alric had shifted back into his human form and was cradling a tired-looking Cameron against his chest. The king looked weary, but also happy. Ravi jogged over to him, and a lump formed in his throat when Alric pulled him into a hug using his left arm. Cameron wrapped an arm around him as well, and Ravi might have let out a little sigh of joy. He was back with his friend and his brother. His family.

      “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” Alric inquired, his voice rough with worry.

      “We’ve got lots to talk about, but I’m okay,” he said as he stepped away.

      Other fire dragons ran over, hugging him and patting him on the back, relieved he was safe. Balin might have hugged him tight enough to crack a couple of ribs, but Sora could help fix that later.

      Once greetings were out of the way, dragons were dispatched to check the underground bunker for other captured mages, while Sora and his parents hurried over to work on injured dragons and mages. Ravi quickly filled the kings in on the Jaeggi plot to force dragons to mate with Jaeggi mages in order to use their power.

      “Ludicrous!” Chalo scoffed.

      Rodrigo wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. They should know that.”

      “Yeah, well, I can vouch for the fact that they don’t care if it doesn’t work that way. They are making do with stealing energy from mages, but their ultimate goal is a dragon. Probably lots of dragons,” Ravi countered.

      “This is bad,” Cameron muttered. “I thought we were facing an uphill battle keeping them away from mages, but if they were able to successfully get their hands on a dragon, particularly an unmated dragon…”

      “They can’t force a dragon and a mage to mate if they are not fated,” Roca pointed out.

      Alric shook his head. “They might not be able to force a mate bond, but they might find another way to drain a dragon’s power. I don’t want to think of what they might be capable of if they succeed.”

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

      Alric nodded, his face taking on an even sterner expression. It was clear he didn’t need to be told that plenty of mages in the bunker hadn’t survived their time in Jaeggi hands.

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

      Ravi sighed. Home. He was so ready to go home.

      Alric turned to him, expression intense. “I’ve got dragons looking, but any sign of the ones who took you?”

      “It was that guy, Thomas. And, no, I’ve not seen any sign of him.” He turned and spotted Nikki several feet away, lurking near Gunter. Ravi called out, “Where’s Thomas?”

      “There’s a back road,” Nikki replied with a resigned shrug. “Odds are he used it, him and the others, to escape. You’re not going to find them. The vans are warded against seeking spells.”

      Well, damn. Ravi shared a look with Alric, neither of them happy with that answer. Still, not much they could do at the moment. They had wounded to tend to, and this wasn’t a secure location to start a search.

      At that moment, a pair of strong arms wrapped around Ravi’s waist from behind, and he leaned into his mate. He very much needed to spend some quality time locked away with his mate to apologize for all his worry and pain.

      “Umm…Hoheit? Ravi?” Gunter’s nervous voice rose above the gathering. “A moment, if I may?”

      Ravi looked up to see Gunter motion toward the slender, blond-haired mage who was still partially hiding behind Gunter. Nikki looked very frightened. Though, there was a hint of mischief in their very large eyes.

      Twisting, Ravi quickly brushed a kiss across Sora’s jaw and then jogged over to Nikki. He struggled with his stupid too large, borrowed pants. He was ready to shift into his dragon form until he could get his own clothes back.

      “Hoheit, everyone, this is Nikki. They helped break me out of the Jaeggi cell and created the first explosion that distracted the Jaeggi.”

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

      “That was amazing!” Tori added.

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

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

      “Oh my word,” Gunter gasped, his voice strangled. Ravi was sure he’d gotten even paler, and he didn’t want to know how close he’d come to dying thanks to Nikki’s creative spellcasting.

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

      “Of course. Nikki, you are very welcome at Burkhard.”

      Cameron took a step toward Nikki, and the mage actually backed up, putting themself farther behind Gunter. Cameron’s eyes darted to Ravi in panicked question, demanding to know what he’d done to scare Nikki.

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

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

      Ravi looked over his shoulder to see that Nikki had relaxed a little.

      “Can I ride with you, Ravi?” Nikki asked, and Ravi’s heart twisted.

      “I would very much like to carry my mate,” Ravi admitted, and Nikki nodded.

      “Oh. Yeah. Of course. Makes sense.”

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

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

      That same chicken squawk Ravi had heard earlier broke from Gunter’s throat as Nikki wrapped one arm tightly around his waist. Gunter lifted wide, panicked eyes to Alric and then Ravi. He raised both arms up in the air, holding them out from his body in confusion. It was like a wet kitten had suddenly clawed its way up his pants leg, and Gunter couldn’t decide whether to pull it off or cuddle it.

      Ravi was hoping he chose the latter.

      But right now, Gunter’s terror was perfect.

      Ravi coughed, trying to fight back his laugh as he stumbled over to Sora. He lost that fight when Alric announced, “Excellent choice!”

      “Hoheit?” Gunter croaked.

      “Gunter will carry you safely to Burkhard and keep you safe at the castle.”

      Holy shit! Was Alric playing matchmaker?

      One look at Alric’s smug expression said the answer to that question was yes.

      Ravi cackled, falling into Sora. His mate cuddled him close, pressing kisses to his temple.

      “Are you ready to return home, my handsome dragon?” Sora whispered in his ear.

      Ravi’s dragon rumbled happily in his chest, and he couldn’t agree more. Home with his mate and his family. Nothing sounded better. Well, except for maybe…

      “Yes, my honey bear. We have a bonding ceremony to plan.”
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      Ravi looked at his reflection in the hall mirror one last time, a lump forming in his throat all over again. He ran his hand down the bright red sherwani with the intricate gold embroidery. The long jacket stretched down past his knees, and his fitted trousers were the same shade of red.

      Yuki swept into the hallway to check on him. His soon-to-be mother-in-law had been a freaking whirlwind, saving his ass.

      Upon arriving at Burkhard after escaping the Jaeggi, Ravi had gone straight to Yuki with his newest problem. Ravi wanted—no, needed—to be bonded to Sora, now. He’d wanted to be romantic, but the Jaeggi had definitely turned this into a NOW situation.

      The only problem was his mate deserved a proper ceremony that paid respect to both the Abe clan and the wind dragons, not that Ravi had any clue about those traditions. And proper took time.

      That sweet woman had kissed his forehead and smiled, telling him to leave it all up to her.

      In one week, she’d managed to get her hands on a proper montsuki for Sora, the gorgeous red sherwani for Ravi, and a proper mandap had been placed on the mountaintop where Alric and Cameron had been bonded. She’d even had a dragon bring the same three sake cups that had been used in her bonding ceremony to Ryu.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      Ravi turned and pulled her in for a tight hug, nearly lifting her off her feet. She giggled and hugged him back.

      “Thank you so much. This…this is everything. Sora deserves to have such a perfect day.”

      Yuki cupped his cheek as he released her, tears sparkling in her brown eyes. “You both deserve to have a perfect day. My son is so lucky to have found you.”

      “I promise we will visit often. You will grow tired of seeing us.”

      Yuki laughed as she stepped back and quickly ran a hand over her dress. “And we will be here often. This castle is so very fun, and your king presents an intriguing healing puzzle that I won’t be able to tear Ryu away from for long. We will see each other plenty.”

      And then, of course, there were going to be babies in their future. Many babies, if he and Sora had any say about it. Ravi had little doubt that Ryu and Yuki were going to be doting, devoted grandparents.

      “Now, it’s time. Your dragon is waiting in the courtyard. Sora has already caught his dragon.”

      Ravi nodded. Balin had given him a crash course in bonding ceremonies with wind dragons. The clothes were colorful, usually red for happiness and good luck. Both the dragon and mate arrived at the ceremony spot riding dragons, one coming in from the east and the other from the west.

      Under the mandap, they would meet and exchange floral garlands before lighting a fire to represent their new life together, and the officiant would offer a blessing.

      When he’d asked Alric to be the officiant for their bonding, Alric had demanded that Sora and Ryu immediately complete the first round of surgery so he could be up and moving in time for the ceremony.

      After the blessing, they would kneel at a table with three sake cups. They would each take three sips from each cup as part of the Abe clan tradition. That was when they would make their vows. The first set of vows was to each other. The second set was to their family. And the final was to their clans.

      Ravi prayed he wouldn’t forget what he needed to say. Just looking at Sora made him tongue-tied most days, and he needed this to be perfect for his mate. He could do this.

      Taking a deep breath, Ravi stepped into the courtyard and laughed. He’d recognize Baldewin’s dragon anywhere.

      “You’re flying me?” He’d not been able to choose between his closest friends and had asked them to fight it out over who would be flying him.

      “I held you when you were a baby. Of course I’m flying you,” Baldewin replied, his voice a deep rumble through the empty courtyard.

      “I’m pretty sure Gunter and Warin can claim that, as well,” Ravi snickered.

      The dragon made a movement like he was shrugging his massive shoulders. “I also outrank them.”

      Ravi shook his head. He refused to believe Baldewin had pulled rank simply to have the honor of flying Ravi to his bonding. “Why I do feel like this was more likely settled with a game of Twister?”

      Baldewin smiled, flashing a whole lot of long teeth. “I wouldn’t know anything about that. Now, climb on. We don’t want to be late.”

      With a little help, Ravi climbed into position right in front of his massive wings. Baldewin smoothly pushed off and launched them up into the air. Earlier in the day, nearly the entire castle had been carried up to the ceremony spot. Some were left behind as guards, and others were working on the massive feast, but the bonding ceremony was being recorded so they’d be able to watch later.

      Baldewin circled the parapets and then soared off toward the east, weaving over the mountains until the signal was launched into the air. Ravi’s heart raced as Baldewin smoothly turned and carried him toward the elegant white-and-red pavilion. From a distance, he could see the mix of people and dragons gathered, waiting for his arrival.

      And then he saw the flash of blue approaching from the opposite direction, carrying a man dressed in black.

      Sora was riding Sahan, and Ravi nearly let out a cheer. He’d known the two were close friends, but Sora had refused to share who would be carrying him to the ceremony. It seemed fitting, a blending of both his fire dragon and wind dragon families.

      When Ravi set both feet on solid ground, he finally got a good look at his mate. Sora had never looked more handsome or regal. Dressed in a black montsuki kimono with black pants decorated with thin white pinstripes, Sora moved away from Sahan. His lush long hair cascaded down his back like a waterfall at night.

      It was only when Sora had lifted one raven-wing brow at him that Ravi realized he’d frozen, enraptured by his beautiful mate. Grinning at his absurd good fortune, he crossed to where Sora stood.

      “Afraid you were in the wrong place?” Sora teased softly when Ravi was standing before him.

      “Afraid I was dreaming.”

      Sora leaned forward, touching their foreheads together. “Not a dream. A wonderful reality.”

      The moment was broken when Alric stepped forward with large floral garlands made of happy yellow and red flowers in each hand. Ravi did a double take to see that the king was, in fact, wearing his crown for the occasion. He’d been present when Alric had complained more than once about wearing the thing, and he was honored that Alric had donned it for the ceremony. The king was looking dapper as always in his dark suit, accented across the front with a wide red sash the same color as Ravi’s sherwani.

      They each accepted a garland and placed it over the other’s head before following Alric inside the mandap. As they moved, Ravi was only vaguely aware of the sound of people following. They lit the fire to symbolize their new life together.

      From there they moved to the low table where they knelt on either side while Alric remained standing over them. Very carefully, Alric placed a hand on the top of their heads and spoke for the first time.

      “Today, we gather for the bonding of Abe Sora, son of Abe Ryu and Yuki of the most esteemed Abe clan, to Ravi Yamuna, only son of Marut Yamuna and Kamala Yamuna of the great wind dragons.”

      Ravi shivered at the unexpected mention of his parents’ names. It was nice to have them spoken here, to be reminded of whose child he was, and that his parents were no doubt here with him in spirit.

      “As King Alric Burkhard of the Fire Dragon Clan and representative of the four kings, I offer our most profound blessing on this couple. May the winds of fate blow gently across their lives, filling their home with happiness and the laughter of children. May their heartaches be brief, softened by the love of family and friends.”

      To Ravi’s shock, there came an answer from the three other kings in attendance. In unison, they said, “May they be blessed.”

      There was a new tingle of magic in the air, giving it a thicker, heavier weight. The proceedings had just gotten the stamp of approval from all the dragon kings. God help anyone who tried to stop them.

      Sora gracefully reached across and poured the ceremonial sake into the first cup, which was painted with the most delicate cherry blossom design he’d ever seen. Picking it up, he handed it over to Ravi, whose fingers trembled slightly.

      Don’t spill it. Don’t drop it. Don’t break it.

      With the cup lightly clasped in both hands, he looked at Sora, and the rest of the world fell away. Strangely, his usually excitable dragon was completely at peace, staying still in his mind. There was just the sound of the winds rushing across the mountain, whispering of the years of love that stretched out ahead of them. And there was Sora’s handsome, smiling face. The words came so very easily, as if they’d always been inscribed on his soul, waiting for this moment.

      “I, Ravi Yamuna-Burkhard, vow to always love you with all of my heart and my soul. I vow to devote my life to your happiness and the happiness of our children. I vow to lay down my life to keep you safe and protect you always. You are my happiness, my heart. You are the wind that lifts me in flight and carries me back to our home.”

      Sora blinked away tears but didn’t catch them all in time. One slipped down his face. His wide smile never wavered as he watched Ravi take three small sips from the cup and then hand it over.

      “I, Abe Sora, vow to always love you with all of my heart and soul. I vow to devote my life to your happiness and the happiness of our children. I vow to lay down my life to keep you safe and protect you always. You are the joy that heals all wounds and gives my soul eternal life.”

      As he watched Sora take the first three sips, Ravi felt the little strings running from his soul to Sora’s growing stronger and tighter, binding them together. They continued to recite vows, acknowledging their families with the second cup and their clans with the third. Ravi hated to admit that it became a little bit of a blur. Finally, Sora set the final cup down and they held hands across the table.

      Sora smiled broadly and lifted his voice while at the same time drawing on Ravi’s power. “Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitar gev adi.”

      I claim you as my mate and bind your soul to mine.

      Ravi was sure he’d never waited so long to hear a spell cast. At the same time, he had never been sure he’d find someone to say those words to him.

      “Sifa fat-conqi gabofo zold vitae,” Ravi replied, nearly choking on his joy.

      I claim you as my mate and give my soul to you.

      Brilliant gold flared across Sora’s lovely eyes, briefly changing the deep-brown irises to gold coins that glowed with an inner light. Magic energy rushed down Ravi’s right arm and through Sora’s body to exit out his left, completing the circle and officially binding them together.

      The sudden connection was followed by a wave of emotions. What he’d been able to sense from Sora while he’d been kidnapped had been a pale shadow of what he felt now. Each emotion was so finely nuanced that he could nearly read his thoughts. Pure, unadulterated joy, confidence, devotion, and love. So much love. He couldn’t imagine how Sora managed to keep it all in his body, but then it only matched what Ravi felt for his mate.

      Ravi’s dragon roared in his ears, and Sora suddenly laughed, making him think his mate had heard the happy shout as well. Releasing one of Sora’s hands, he grabbed his new mate and pulled him close, sealing their bonding with a hungry kiss.

      Alric’s laughter filled the canopy. “It is official. May I present the newly bonded couple, Ravi Burkhard and Sora Burkhard.”

      A roar of cheering flew off the mountaintop, and Ravi found himself laughing while kissing his brand-new mate. He never wanted to stop kissing this man, didn’t want to move from this moment, but they had family to greet and a celebration to get to. They had a lifetime for kissing.

      Reluctantly, he released Sora and stared into eyes that now held a little ring of gold. It marked him as a mage mated to a dragon.

      “I love you, Sora Burkhard. My honey bear.”

      “I love you, my handsome dragon.”

      They rose as one and hugged Alric before turning to the crowd. There was a rush of well wishes, hugs, and laughter. Ravi was swamped with happy friends and faces he’d grown up with, but it was several minutes before he realized that he hadn’t seen Gunter.

      Yes, he’d gone out of his way to drive the dragon crazy on more than one occasion. Okay, he did it all the time. But there was no way Gunter would have missed this.

      Pulling himself free of Cassie’s bone-crushing hug, Ravi moved to the edge of the crowd. He finally spotted Gunter standing off to the side, away from all the noise. Clinging to Gunter’s side was Nikki.

      The mage looked alternately terrified, overwhelmed, and fascinated by all the dragons and mages milling about. Here and there a dragon would shift and dart off back toward the castle, and Nikki’s eyes would follow the dragon.

      Nikki leaned up to Gunter’s ear and whispered something. Gunter nodded and replied, his gaze finally catching on Ravi, who’d been watching them intently. A small, resigned smile lifted one corner of Gunter’s mouth, and he shrugged, but Ravi didn’t miss that Gunter’s hand also tightened on Nikki’s, keeping the mage tucked close against him. Gunter might give all the signs of not being pleased with the arrangement, but he also wasn’t handing Nikki over to any other dragons.

      Interesting…

      Nikki was not the sort of mage Ravi had imagined would capture the dragon bookworm. They were too chaotic and impulsive for the compulsive, anal retentive dragon, but then maybe opposites did attract.

      Ravi smiled at Gunter and Nikki before returning to the crowd of well-wishers. Nikki had kept to themself in the past week, rarely leaving Gunter’s library and speaking only to dragons if they could help it. Mages still made them extremely nervous, and Alric wasn’t pushing the matter yet.

      Ravi would have to speak to Gunter when he could get the dragon alone. Get the full scoop.

      Or maybe he should speak to his new mother-in-law. Yuki seemed to be the wonderful meddling mother type. Ravi bet she knew how to play matchmaker.

      Chuckling to himself, Ravi started cooking up some evil plans. But they could wait until after he spent some time with his mate. For now, Sora needed his full attention, and he couldn’t wait.
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      “Married date, married date,” Ravi sang as he flew them through the skies.

      Sora was a happy flyer on his back, delighted to be able to fly. They didn’t do it often—too many demands on their time—but Ravi loved that his husband was enamored with flying. They did it every chance they got.

      And tonight, he was trying to make up for his original disaster of a date. On Sora’s back was a picnic basket. Well, a backpack filled with picnic things. Which was practically the same thing, right?

      Right.

      That was Ravi’s story, and he was sticking to it.

      He had the perfect spot picked out, an area on the tip of the mountain perfect for stargazing. And he’d checked the weather report. Three times. No rain tonight. Possibly clouds, but no rain.

      So, Ravi was quite confident as he swooped in on his destination, landing gently to avoid jarring the passenger on his back.

      “Ravi,” Sora said doubtfully, “are those rain clouds overhead?”

      “The weather report said clouds but no rain.” Ravi had to admit it smelled a little damp and heavy, though. Like rainclouds were approaching.

      Sora didn’t budge, still staring suspiciously upwards. “Are you sure?”

      “The weatherman would never lie to me like that. If the weatherman lied to me, then I’m going to eat him.”

      Snorting, Sora finally dismounted. “I think the weatherman cannot be trusted, but alright. Let’s eat and relax. We’ve not had enough time together recently.”

      That was the sad truth. You’d think that preparing for a wedding meant the couple spent lots of time together, but it hadn’t proved to be that way. At least, not for them. They’d both been running around like chickens with their heads cut off, frantic to get everything prepared for their big day. This was the first time since their wedding night Ravi’d had Sora solely to himself. Which was criminal.

      He switched over to human form, helping to spread out their picnic blanket. Sora knelt on it as he pulled out their picnic dinner, which happened to be excellent cold cut sandwiches, chips, and sliced fruit. Ravi was especially proud of the fruit. He’d managed cherry blossom designs on the peaches and rabbit apple slices in true Japanese fashion.

      Sora admired the handiwork and commented, “It’s almost a shame to eat these, they’re so cute.”

      Ravi had a comment on the tip of his tongue, but he cut himself off. Was that a…no, surely he hadn’t just felt a raindrop. It was a trick of his imagination. Yup, that’s all it was.

      To make a liar of him, two drops landed right on his face next.

      Sora’s head jerked up, and he stared skyward. “Beloved, I hate to tell you this. But I think it’s raining.”

      “Fucking shit.” Ravi slumped, head hanging. “Are picnics cursed for me? Is that what this is?”

      “Either way, we’re about to get drenched.” Sora quickly packed everything back up.

      Ravi dove in to help him because getting rained on while standing on a mountaintop was not romantic. Dammit. Still, as quickly as they were moving, they barely had the backpack zipped before the heavens let loose.

      “I’ll never trust the weatherman again!” Ravi whined.

      Sora laughed and pressed a kiss against his pouting mouth. “How about we retreat to a hotel? Order in, relax in a hot tub? I can ward the room so no one can find us.”

      That sounded blissful. No possibility of interruptions that way. Ravi kissed him back, then dove for the harness. “Let’s do it.”

      Of course, by the time they got him re-kitted with the saddle and Ravi flew them to the nearest town, they were both soaking wet. They hit the hotel lobby looking like a pair of drowned rats. The front desk agent was sympathetic and got them into a room with all due speed, promising lots of fluffy towels and a warm meal once they placed an order. Ravi hauled the harness over one shoulder as they made for their room, then draped it over the shower bar so it could drip dry. Only then did he take stock of the room they’d been given.

      Definitely a honeymoon suite. It had a large king-sized bed in the middle of the room, as well as a balcony that showed the storm outside through French doors. The bathroom was large and made for soaking, as it had a tub in the corner more than large enough for two. A tray of towels, soaps, and even bath bombs rested near the faucets. Ravi eyed it longingly. A hot soak sounded heavenly on his chilled skin.

      “Let’s soak first, then call for room service.” Sora went straight for the tub, turning the knobs to fill it. “I’m chilled, and I know you are. How hot do you want the water?”

      “Satan’s bathwater,” Ravi directed.

      “Done.”

      Of the same mind, eh? Ravi stripped, throwing clothes over the shower rod, hoping they’d be dry by morning. Not betting on it, though. He took clothes from Sora and found places to hang them up.

      Sora threw in a bath bomb before entering, sighing with pleasure as he sank into the water. “Blissful. Come in, Ravi.”

      Ravi promptly did so, pleased that the water was scorching hot. He did love a man who could follow directions. Sora was putting on a good face, but Ravi was still peeved his plan had once again been foiled.

      “I guess after this, I’m not allowed to plan the dates.”

      Shaking his head, Sora said, “Things do go awry, you know. I’m not at all upset. Amused that we were rained out again, perhaps. Come here, why are you sitting way over there?”

      Ravi went where directed, straddling his husband’s thighs. It was true, Sora didn’t look at all upset. A little smile toyed at the corners of his mouth as if this whole scene amused him on some level.

      Suspiciously, Ravi said, “You married me for the entertainment value.”

      With a completely straight face, Sora agreed. “I did, in fact.”

      Ravi snorted, then giggled. “At least you admit it!”

      “Life was entirely boring before you, beloved. Trust me, I’m happy to have you.” Sora kissed him, quick and light. “Love you.”

      “I love you.” Ravi leaned in to kiss him more thoroughly, sinking into his mate’s arms with complete satisfaction.

      Their date might have started as a disaster, but it clearly was going to turn out just fine. And as long as Sora could roll with the punches like this, their married life was sure to be a blast.

      No more picnics, though. Ravi was firm on that.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss out on Gunter’s book! Could Nikki be the mate he’s been waiting his entire life for? They aren’t exactly what he was expecting, but there’s no denying Nikki is quickly capturing his heart. Don’t miss the exciting conclusion to the Scales ’N’ Spells series with Embers! Start reading now!
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      To all interested parties, we invite you to come and see if you’re a mage! Or possibly a dragon, I don’t want to limit people. Do you think you have magical blood in your ancestry? Why not try and see if you’re magical yourself?

      We have a website so that you can test the theory. Just click the link below and discover more about you – and us! Bios for the Burkhards are up on the site as well.

      Come, my pretties, into our lair of dragons and magic.

      
        
        AreYouAMage.com

      

      

      

      Cam: Cassie, that wasn’t at all professional sounding.

      Cassie: Pfft, who wants professional? We’re mages. Not a PR firm.

      Cam: Why did anyone agree to put you in charge of this?

      Cassie: Because I know how to build a website. And I called dibs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Burkhard Clan

        Fire Dragons

        Alric – King of the Fire Dragons, mate to Cameron

        Baldewin – retainer, head of security, mate to Tori

        Dieter – King’s advisor, mate to Lisette

        Gunter – retainer, royal researcher

        Ravi – retainer, personal guard for Alric, mate to Sora

        Sasha – guard, mate to Cassie

        Warin – retainer, guard, mate to North

      

      

      

      
        
        Mages

        Cameron – Consort, mate to Alric

        Cassie – head of tech, twin sister of Cameron, mate to Sasha

        Earl – North’s grandfather

        Ha Na – grandmother of Cassie and Cameron, mate to Rodrigo

        Lisette – head mage, mate to Dieter

        Melissande – second in command, mate to Karl

        Nestori “Tori” – herbologist, mate to Baldewin

        Nikki – rescued from the Jaeggi

        North – mate to Warin

      

      

      

      
        
        Valerii Clan

        Ice Dragons

        Rodrigo – King of the Ice Dragon, mate to Ha Na

        Thiago – King’s advisor

      

      

      

      
        
        Mages

        Evora – head mage, mate to Thiago

        Panu - adopted from Taavi Clan in Finland

        Sofi – adopted from Taavi Clan in Finland

      

      

      

      
        
        “Lost Clan” aka Sodalicium

        Wind Dragons

        Balin Yamuna – head of the Yamuna Clan in “Lost Clan”

        Chandi Yamuna – daughter of Balin

        Sahan Yamuna – cousin of Ravi

      

      

      

      
        
        Earth Dragons

        Chalo – King of the Earth Dragons

        Diya – Queen of the Earth Dragons

      

      

      

      
        
        Metal Dragons

        Anawarkhi “Ana” – Queen of the Metal Dragons

        Roca Mayta – King of the Metal Dragons

      

      

      

      
        
        Mages

        Sora – Abe clan, son of Ryu and Yuki, mate of Ravi

        Ryu – Abe clan, father of Sora, mate of Yuki

        Yuki – Abe clan, mother of Sora, mate of Ryu
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        Bitte – please

        Eure Majestät – Your Majesty

        Hallo – hello

        Hoheit – sire

        Ja – yes

        König - King

        Liebling – dear, love

        Nein – no

        Scheiße – shit

      

      

      

      
        
        Aishiteru- I love you.

        Kaa-san – Mother

        Kami-sama – God

        Kuso – Shit.

        Nani – What?

        Shimatta – Damn.

        Tou-san – Father
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AJ Sherwood

      AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

      If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group:  AJ’s Gentlemen!

      
        
        The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA

        Jon's Mysteries

        Mack's Marvelous Manifestations

        Mage's Guide to Human Familiars

        Gay 4 Renovations

      

      

      

  




Jocelynn Drake

      New York Times Bestselling author Jocelynn Drake loves a good story, whether she is reading it or writing one of her own. Over the years, her stories have allowed her to explore space, talk to dragons, dodge bullets with assassins, hang with vampires, and fall in love again and again.

      This former Kentucky girl has moved up, down, and across the U.S. with her husband. Recently, they’ve settled near the Rockies.

      She has written roughly eighty novels spanning urban fantasy, romantic suspense, and paranormal romance. For a full listing of all her tales, check out JocelynnDrake.com

      

      
        
        Lords of Discord (vampires)

        The Godstone Saga (gods & dragons)

        Weavers Circle (warlocks)

        Exit Strategy (assassins)

        Shadow Elite (mercenaries)

        Ward Security (bodyguards)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by AJ Sherwood and Jocelynn Drake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scales ’N’ Spells Series

        Origin

        Breath

        Wish: A Novella

        Blood

        Embers

      

        

      
        Wings ’N’ Wands

        Dawn: A Prequel Novella

        Ruins
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