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      Samuel stood outside his parents’ middle-class suburban home with tidy green shutters, the front yard covered in a scattering of colorful maple leaves…and braced himself.

      He was willingly stepping into the dragon’s den.

      Well, willingly was an obscene exaggeration. He wasn’t all that willing, but if he didn’t show up for dinner, there was a damn good chance his mother would show up at his front door, and then he’d be cornered. At least at his parents’ house he could make a run for it.

      Something he might very well need to do since he was showing up alone.

      The one positive was that his twin brother’s white SUV was already parked in the driveway. If Salem was in a good mood, he’d support Samuel.

      If he was in the mood to be an annoyance, then all bets were off on Samuel getting out of the house alive.

      With one last sigh, he used his key and unlocked the door, letting himself inside. “Hey! I’m here!” He shuffled his feet across the entry rug to remove any dirt and leaves that covered the soles of his shoes.

      “We’re in the kitchen!” His mother’s voice rang out through the first floor.

      The scent of seasoned roast and freshly baked bread filled the air, and Samuel’s stomach grumbled in protest. It wanted to have the anticipated arguing happen after it had been filled.

      Recently, Samuel had been subsisting too much on ramen, sandwiches, and anything that could be ordered and delivered quickly. Between his research and preparing for his trip, he didn’t have time for things like cooking a decent, healthy meal. As it was, the smells wafting around him seemed almost decadent.

      After shedding his coat and hanging it in the hall closet, he made his way through the home that had seen him through his late teen years as well as summers back from undergraduate school. The ghosts of old memories were few and faint thanks to his mother’s need to repaint walls on a regular basis. She and his father had also gotten new furniture in all the rooms on the first floor.

      The only truly creepy thing was that she kept spare rooms made up for both him and his brother, as if she expected them to wake up one day and decide to move back in, despite both of them being thirty-one and having successful careers.

      Of course, moving back in would mean Janice Hunter could more closely manage their lacking love lives. Neither of his parents had cared that Samuel had come out as gay in high school, or that his brother had later admitted to being bi. It wasn’t who they loved so long as they found someone to marry and settle down with.

      How could they possibly survive in life without someone to take care of and to take care of them in return?

      Those words were usually delivered by their mother with a dramatic sigh while she placed one hand to her forehead.

      Samuel was ready to argue that he could survive just fine. No! He could thrive and be happy completely alone for the rest of his life.

      Passing through the living room, Samuel stopped at the threshold of the kitchen to find his mother at the stove, minding the various pots bubbling on the burners, while his father leaned against the sink in his usual “supervising” mode—as if his mother needed anyone’s help making dinner. Salem was seated at the table in the small breakfast nook, scrolling on his phone. Everyone seemed to think the brothers were identical, except for the fact that Salem had a neater, shorter haircut, wore contacts rather than glasses, and was generally more handsome.

      “Hey, kiddo!” Norman Hunter called out when seeing his son, as if Samuel were still a teenager. A smile spread easily across Norman’s narrow face, his glasses catching the overhead lights. His short, dark hair seemed to be growing more silver each time Samuel stopped by, and it was unsettling to see his father aging. His mother was dutifully dyeing her shoulder-length brown hair, fighting back the advancing years with a fierce stubbornness. She’d only recently started wearing glasses, though the entire family argued that she’d needed them for at least six years now.

      “We were starting to wonder what was taking so long,” his father added with a low chuckle.

      “Dinner is going to be ready in about fifteen minutes. You—” Janice stopped in the middle of whatever she was saying as she turned toward him, her eyes searching the empty space beside him. “Where’s Kevin?”

      “He didn’t get stuck at work, did he?” Norman asked. “That poor guy is working himself to death.”

      “It’s okay,” Janice continued. “I can save a plate for him. You can take it to him this evening. Make sure he gets a good meal.”

      Nowhere in that conversation was there an opening for Samuel to reply to their questions, as if it didn’t actually matter what he had to say. His gaze lurched over to Salem, who had lifted his eyes from his phone to look at his brother. Salem’s expression turned from questioning to a pained wince.

      Yeah, his brother had guessed it. Salem offered the tiniest nod, as if to confirm that he’d have his brother’s back as he waded through this minefield.

      “Kevin and I broke up,” Samuel announced. Just dropped that bomb right in the middle of the kitchen, not caring where the shrapnel flew.

      What? Why? How? What happened? What did you do?

      The questions flew at him from both parents while his brother remained silent, which Samuel appreciated. He didn’t like a lot of poking into his private life, even from his family. Salem understood that he’d talk about things when he was ready.

      Salem would have also been the first to point out that this was the very reason he never brought home anyone he dated. Of course, Salem was a short-term serial dater. No one stuck around long enough in his life to be introduced to their parents.

      “It’s just one of those things. We weren’t a good match and decided to go our separate ways.” Samuel shrugged a shoulder.

      Lies. All of it lies.

      It had actually sounded something more like, “I can’t deal with you anymore! Being with you is like dating a robot. You have no emotions whatsoever. Your whole being is focused on your stupid research. Why would I want to stay with someone if I don’t even register with them? You don’t feel anything for me. I want to be with someone who notices how I’m feeling and cares about me!”

      Oh, and Samuel had made the entire situation way worse by blurting out the first thing that’d come to mind: “You’re doing this now? The trip is in three months! You promised to help me with my research.”

      Yeah, in hindsight, he really should have said something that didn’t have to do with his research. Or at least made some noises about how he did love Kevin and did worry about how he was feeling, or apologized for focusing all of his attention on his research and neglecting his lover.

      But he hadn’t. Most likely because it would have been a lie.

      Kevin Myers was a hot, sexy, funny man who was so fucking out of Samuel’s league that he never should have noticed Samuel in the first place. Of course, Kevin was the first to admit he had a weakness for the nerdy types, which fit Samuel to a freaking T.

      When they’d started dating, Samuel had had a feeling both of them were sure it wouldn’t last more than a month or two. But then it simply became comfortable, and they just never bothered to end it.

      Until now.

      At the worst fucking time.

      And in the brief moments when he wasn’t focused entirely on the upcoming trip, it felt like a lead weight had settled on his chest, threatening to crush his heart and lungs into a pulpy mush.

      He didn’t miss Kevin like he should because they had been growing apart for several months now. The pain was more from his failure. He just wasn’t good enough for a relationship. There were things inside of Samuel that were so broken he was sure he wasn’t fit for anyone. He was better off alone, happier alone. At least, for now.

      “What are you talking about? Not a good match? You and Kevin were together for more than a year. He took great care of you,” his mother argued, sounding way more invested in his relationship than Samuel had been. “What did you do? Were you neglecting him?”

      “Mom, I have work. He has work. It was hard for us to find time to be together,” he snapped more sharply than he’d meant to. He was still inwardly flinching at the sting of her words.

      She was already shaking her head and clucking her tongue before he even finished speaking. “Well, I’ll make a plate for him anyway. You can take it to him and use it as an apology. Tell him you’re going to start making more time for him.”

      “We’re not getting back together,” Samuel replied flatly, trying not to clench his teeth.

      “Of course you are. Don’t give up hope, sweetheart.”

      Samuel tilted his head back and rolled his eyes so hard he nearly gave himself a headache. In one ear and out the fucking other. He wanted to scream.

      “Mom, Samuel can do so much better than Kevin. Samuel doesn’t want to be with him. Quit trying to push them together,” Salem argued.

      Samuel opened his eyes to find both of his parents looking thoughtfully at their other son before turning their gaze back to him.

      “Is that true, son? Are you happier without Kevin?” Norman asked.

      “We thought you were happy, but if Salem says you weren’t…” Janice’s voice drifted off before she finished.

      Samuel clenched his teeth against a roar of frustration and kept his expression completely blank. This had been his entire life. Whenever Samuel said something they didn’t want to believe, they argued with him and brushed off his words, seeming to assume that he didn’t know his own mind. But the second Salem backed him up, their ears magically started working.

      “Yes. I’m happier. Or at least we both will be now,” Samuel muttered. He crossed the room and dropped into an open seat next to his brother while still facing his parents. He just knew this wasn’t done yet.

      Salem flashed him a sympathetic smile, which helped to loosen the tension tightening Samuel’s jaw and relax his shoulders. It had been like this since…well, it felt like always. Salem saw it. Samuel had tried to point it out to his parents, but they both said it was utter nonsense. They thought they treated their twins exactly the same.

      Bullshit. Complete and utter bullshit.

      “Well, I’m sorry it didn’t work out. I’m sure you’ll find someone new very quickly,” Norman said. He moved away from the sink as his wife approached with a steaming pot.

      “I’m just sorry you’re going to need to cancel your trip to Brazil,” Janice said.

      “Cancel? Why would you think I’m canceling it?”

      The kitchen was silent except for some soft bubbles popping from the stove. Three sets of eyes were locked on Samuel as if he’d suddenly sprouted a second head, or maybe horns.

      “You can’t possibly be serious! You know nothing about Brazil! You don’t speak the language!”

      “I speak some and I’ve still got three months to learn more,” Samuel countered. He’d been expecting this fight.

      “Samuel, it’s not safe for you to go alone.” His father’s voice was calm.

      “I was never doing this alone. I’ve hired a guide to take me into the mountains. This trip was never dependent on Kevin going with me. He was only going to help me manage while we were in the city. I can do that.”

      “Your sense of direction has never been that good,” Norman needlessly pointed out.

      “You have gotten lost in the airport before,” even Salem chimed in.

      Samuel slammed his hand on the table and glared at his sibling. “The Atlanta airport is huge and it was my first time there. Anyone could get lost!”

      “There! Take your brother with you,” Janice declared.

      “What?” both Hunter children cried out in unison.

      “Take Salem with you,” Janice repeated, sounding more sure of herself the second time around. “He’s good at navigating new places, and he can watch out for you.”

      Samuel balled his hands into fists on the table while his shoulders tensed painfully. He could read between the lines, knew exactly what his mother was thinking without her spelling it out, because no one in his family actually talked about it. No one ever faced how broken he really was. Even his twin struggled at times, preferring to never put it into words.

      But just because they refused to talk about it didn’t mean the issue disappeared. It didn’t mean that Samuel wasn’t fighting to fix himself every fucking day.

      All the more reason why he couldn’t cancel or even postpone this trip. The answer to so many of his problems could finally be within reach in Brazil.

      Before Samuel could explode, Salem’s hand clamped on his wrist and squeezed, reminding him like he had for almost their entire lifetime that he wasn’t alone and that their parents really didn’t mean to be as hurtful as they were. The pain tightening his throat eased enough that he could swallow and drag in a calming breath.

      “Mom, Samuel travels all the time,” Salem offered. “He’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t speak Portuguese, I don’t know Brazil, and I really don’t want to go trekking up a mountain in the middle of winter with him.”

      “Summer,” Samuel corrected in a clipped tone.

      Salem’s head whipped around and his brow furrowed. “What?”

      “It will be winter here when I go but the height of summer in Brazil.”

      Salem snorted. “All the more reason not to go. Who the hell wants to schlep up a mountain in the freaking summer?”

      “You just don’t want to schlep up a mountain, period.”

      “Damn straight.”

      A reluctant smile twitched the corners of Samuel’s mouth when his mother snapped, “Samuel James Hunter, I forbid you to go on this trip alone. It is not safe. You won’t be able to protect yourself properly.”

      Samuel glared at his mother and her very favorite word when it came to protecting her broken son: forbid. He’d heard it all his life and was fairly numb to it, though it still managed to rankle the darker parts of his brain. It was on the tip of his tongue to correct her.

      With magic. You think I won’t be able to protect myself because I can’t use magic.

      But he swallowed back those bitter words, nearly choking on them. It would only start a different fight, and he didn’t have the time or the energy to fight two wars at the moment.

      “Listen to your mother, Samuel. She’s right. Postpone the trip for now. Give yourself more time to prepare,” Norman added, sounding so very reasonable, but it was all nonsense.

      Gritting his teeth, Samuel fought to keep his voice calm and even. “I’m not postponing or canceling. I have hired an experienced guide who knows the area I’m going to be exploring. I’ve been training for months for this trip. I’ll be ready when it’s time to fly in January.”

      “This is all a bunch of nonsense. Chasing after myths and legends. You’re going to get yourself killed over nothing,” Janice muttered under her breath as she continued making mashed potatoes, slamming bowls and drawers as she worked.

      Samuel shoved down the sharp pain of her words and tightened his hold on his determination. He refused to let her be right about this. Maybe he was chasing after myths and legends, but they were the only hope he had when it came to being whole at last.
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        Three months later

      

      

      Samuel looked at his phone, then at the printed-off directions in his other hand, and groaned. Why was a hotel so hard to find? Was it the language barrier? Or were the streets just that confusing?

      He’d been in Brazil a whole six hours at this point, and that was following a grueling sixteen-hour flight out of Boston’s stupidly busy Logan Airport. After landing at the Tom Jobim Airport in Rio de Janeiro, he’d hopped on two buses to get to Barra da Tijuca, located on the coast.

      The ride had been a cramped and bumpy one that stretched more than three hours in thick traffic. The air conditioning on the bus hadn’t been nearly powerful enough to handle the packed-in tourists. He’d spent the entire ride bombarded by at least a dozen different languages, all of them grumbling and testy.

      And Barra da Tijuca wasn’t even his final destination. Far from it, in fact, but it would be where he’d stop for the night. Assuming he could find the hotel.

      It would help if his phone had any kind of signal here. Samuel had been assured prior to leaving Manchester, New Hampshire, by people who didn’t deserve to be trusted, that his phone would work fine down here. This had turned out to be a whopping lie. Samuel hadn’t had good cell reception since landing.

      Next stop after finding the hotel he’d reserved for a couple of nights was somewhere that sold a SIM card. He refused to live like this his entire stay. As it was, he’d been traveling for over a day now and was in a new country for the first time alone. His parents were probably blowing up his voicemails, demanding to know whether he’d landed, made it to his hotel safely, or whether he’d been murdered in the middle of the street, because naturally that’s the first thing that happened to any poor American who dared to step outside of their home country.

      Ugh. He could hear his mother’s laments ringing in his head. The slightest niggle of guilt slid through him, but that was probably because they were also driving Salem insane with their worries. His brother had been his greatest supporter during this time.

      Alright, the phone was a useless brick of technology right now. The directions in his hands didn’t make any more sense than the first ten times he’d read them. Samuel was already a half hour late according to the itinerary he’d made, and he hated being late. Time to bust out his very limited Portuguese and ask a native for directions.

      He’d packed somewhat light for this trip, not needing the burden of a heavy suitcase. A hiker’s backpack was pressed to his spine, resulting in a steady stream of sweat soaking into his shirt. An additional duffel bag was hanging from one shoulder. Thankfully, it wasn’t that heavy, but it felt worse thanks to the godawful mugginess.

      He was an idiot. A big, ridiculous idiot.

      Why, oh why did he think that coming to Brazil in the middle of summer was a brilliant idea?

      Probably because his brain kept pointing out that it was January. How bad could Rio de Janeiro be in January? Back home in New Hampshire, it wasn’t even getting above the freezing mark and there was a foot of snow on the ground.

      But it was summer in Rio. The temperature was in the low eighties, but the humidity was so thick it was like getting smacked in the face with a heated wet blanket.

      Get directions, find hotel with blissful air conditioning, and then fix his phone. He could do this. It was easy to cross the street and look around to see if there was anyone he could speak to for a moment.

      Barra da Tijuca was a busy, high-end neighborhood with cars rushing along the clean, neat roads. The buildings were tidy and well-kept while a wall of high-rises rose up in front of him. He was pretty sure they all faced the ocean, giving occupants a gorgeous view. People were friendly here too.

      That was his first impression of Brazil—other than the heat. The people were very hospitable and friendly. If you tried to speak Portuguese to them first, they bent over backward trying to meet you halfway with English.

      Samuel’s linguistic skills with the language were spotty at best, despite studying it for three months solid, but he was game to try. Especially with evening approaching. It was late afternoon now, and while sunset was still a few hours off, considering how long it had taken him to get to this point, he didn’t want to be stuck trying to find his hotel after dark.

      There, up ahead, that seemed like a good person to ask. The dark-skinned child looked to be about twelve or thirteen and was hanging out on the corner, leaning against a lamppost like he had nothing to do and nowhere to be. He was dressed in a pair of shorts and a dark green T-shirt that had seen better days with a red cap on his head. Samuel caught his eye and the child grinned broadly at him in a friendly welcome.

      Perfect. A nice person who could possibly point him in the right direction. If not, Samuel would give up and call for an Uber. He didn’t care if it was a short distance and a ridiculous fee. At this rate, he’d be wandering around the city until Armageddon without finding his hotel.

      Argh, dammit, right. No reception on his phone. Calling for an Uber would be impossible.

      Approaching, he gave the kid his friendliest smile and tried out his Portuguese. “Hello, I need directions. Can you help?”

      The kid straightened, his dark eyes glinting in the sunlight. “Sim. Você tem um cigarro?”

      Samuel caught exactly one word of that. He frowned in confusion. “Desculpe?”

      The child held up two fingers and made a motion of bringing them to his mouth before blowing out air. “Cigarro?”

      “Oh,” Samuel said in enlightment. Ah, damn, he didn’t have the vocab for this. He defaulted to English. He knew some cultures didn’t have a problem with smoking or even children smoking. It wasn’t his place to judge, but he was very grateful that he could honestly answer, “I’m sorry, I don’t smoke.”

      The boy shrugged as if to say no big deal and gestured for Samuel to continue. He didn’t seem to speak much—if any—English, so Samuel settled for showing him the printed page of his hotel reservation in his folder. It was the most accurate thing he had on hand to point to where he wanted to go.

      The kid studied the page for a moment and then nodded, making a noise of recognition in the back of his throat.

      Well, that was promising. “Where is this?” Samuel asked in Portuguese.

      The boy gestured to himself and Samuel, then pointed to the bar behind them. At this hour, it was collecting all sorts of people, the doors on either side wide open to combat the heat. Lively music poured out onto the sidewalk. Happy hour was in full swing.

      Samuel had no idea why the kid was encouraging him into a bar, of all places. Or why he seemed intent for them to go together. Culture gap maybe? Was one of his parents in there?

      Anyway, it wasn’t where he needed to go.

      Samuel tried again using different words. At least, he hoped he was saying this sentence correctly and not muddying the waters. “I’m trying to find this hotel. Do you know where it is?”

      The boy nodded, smiled, and pointed again toward the bar.

      Yeah, that was not the hotel. Nowhere near it. Either Samuel himself was confusing the issue, or the boy was trying to drum up some business for the bar. In any case, this conversation was going nowhere fast.

      Samuel sighed and kept hold of his patience. Internally, he felt like punching something. He shouldn’t be doing this alone. It killed him inside to even think those words after the fuss he’d made with his family just months earlier. He didn’t want them to be right about this. But maybe he should have cancelled the trip. Or postponed it. He’d rather drink acid than walk away from this completely. There was too much riding on finding answers down here.

      When he’d set this goal for himself, as unrealistic as it might have seemed to others, Samuel had put everything into it. He didn’t know how to do anything else but go all in.

      He’d honestly thought he could handle the first leg of the trip. Reservations were already locked in with an experienced guide for the region. That person was supposed to handle the hard parts of getting Samuel into the Brazillian forests. Surely going from the airport to his hotel wasn’t that much of a leap.

      He stood corrected.

      Samuel gazed about at a loss. With no phone reception, he couldn’t call for help or search for anything. Maybe the bar wasn’t too bad of an idea. He could go in there, beg a phone off someone, and call for a taxi. Or ask around and see if someone else could give him directions. Surely in a crowd that size, someone spoke better English than his poor Portuguese.

      Out of nowhere, a man with a massive build appeared next to him. Judging by the deep frown on his full lips, the lines crisscrossing his brow, and his narrowed eyes, he was pissed about something. Samuel gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Dear god, he hoped this behemoth wasn’t angry at him.

      The man didn’t appear to be a native, not with those pale blue eyes and Slavic sort of features. He sounded it, though. The words exploded so fast and furious from his lips Samuel didn’t have a prayer of keeping up.

      Samuel took an instinctive step backward, not wanting to get in the middle of a fight between these two, while fear temporarily made his knees weak. What was even happening?

      The stranger’s hand landed on Samuel’s shoulder, keeping him firmly in place without gripping. Samuel glared sharply down at it, then up again, alarm flaring through him. What the hell?

      The kid seemed pissed. He sounded defensive as he edged away from the newcomer. They argued for a second in brisk, heavily-accented Portuguese, but Samuel didn’t catch a word of it.

      Turning to him, the stranger switched to perfectly fluent English, which sounded tinted with a Russian accent. “Beware of him. He’s a saci.”

      Samuel blinked up at him in growing confusion. What was he supposed to do in this situation? “The kid? A what?”

      “A saci. Definitely not a child. They trick people if you don’t give them a cigarette or some rum. He was trying to get you into trouble because you didn’t give him anything.”

      Oh. Wait, could Samuel believe that at face value? The kid hadn’t been pushing him to do anything, after all. It was this guy who had butted in and caused a fuss.

      The child said something in a growl that Samuel had no hope of understanding and stomped his foot at the stranger. This time, he didn’t quite look...human? There was something about his eyes, the slant of his mouth, that was different from before, although Samuel had a hard time putting a finger on what. It did put him on edge.

      The hold on Samuel’s shoulder tightened, but it felt strangely protective as the man took a step forward, positioning his much larger body between Samuel and the strange...person.

      In a burst of irritation, the newcomer sucked in a breath and then spat it out again and—

      Holy shit! Was that ice?

      Wherever the man breathed, icicles shot out and stabbed into the concerete. The kid yelped, hopping up and out of the way to avoid being hit. Then, in a puff of smoke, he was gone.

      Just...gone.

      Samuel stared at the spot where he’d disappeared and felt the world tilt sideways. That boy really hadn’t been human? Oh. Um. What the ever-loving hell had Samuel almost gotten himself into?

      On top of that, for this man to spit out ice with his breath alone, didn’t that make him something not human too?

      What the fuck was going on in Brazil? No one had warned him about strange creatures inhabiting this country. Sure, he’d heard there were dragons somewhere in Brazil, but what was this?

      Samuel gazed up at the square-jawed behemoth with the liquid-black hair in a daze, because of course this-this creature had to have a good five or six inches on him, not to mention acres of muscles. He was not sure what to make of anything anymore.

      The man stared steadily at him, a charming smile on his admittedly handsome face. “Beware friendly children standing idle on street corners. They live to trick travelers and lead them into danger. They’re not to be trusted.”

      “Who…are you?” Samuel asked, not even sure if he should ask.

      “Me? I’m Dimitri Valerii of the Valerii Clan. An ice dragon.”

      Ice. Dragon.

      Ice dragon?

      Those words looped a few times in his head. It took a second for them to gel and gain any sort of traction. Samuel had reeled with the rest of the world seven months ago when it was revealed the dragons had not, in fact, all died out. They’d been living very quietly to avoid detection. He’d seen with everyone else the interview with the Fire Dragon King and his consort, celebrated that it was a same-sex couple to boot. Seeing that kind of positive reinforcement was a major win for the queer community.

      He’d also had a personal celebration because, if the dragons were still there, then there were more mages out there as well. It wasn’t only his family who could work magic. The world was now a little bigger than he’d known before. If the dragons were still out there, maybe they possessed information about the mages that had been lost to everyone else for centuries. Information that could change his life.

      But Samuel never, in a million years, expected to run into an ice dragon here.

      He found his tongue, rebooted his mouth, and managed to get a question out. “Ice dragons are in Brazil? Aren’t they normally found in Russia?”

      “Too cold in the motherland,” Dimitri refuted cheerfully. “We immigrated over here. Much warmer. And surfing. We love to surf.” He paused, his thick eyebrows meeting together in confusion as he cocked his head to the side. “Didn’t expect to find our clan here, did you?”

      “No,” Samuel managed, the word croaking out. His emotions were all over the map. Dragons. Holy shit, he’d met a dragon. His inner child was giddy with this revelation. But the responsible adult who held the reins of his body could only wonder if the dragons would be a help or a hindrance in his research. He’d had more than enough roadblocks in his life. He didn’t have room or time for dragon-sized ones.

      Which this bossy ass might be. Samuel wasn’t convinced the man Dimitri had scared away was actually a bad guy, truth told. The dragon had been high-handed interjecting himself into their conversation, and it rubbed all wrong. While Samuel would be happy to meet and chat with other ice dragons, he didn’t really want to spend more time with this particular one.

      Besides, he still had a hotel to find, after all. He could find the dragon clan’s location later and ask them questions if it came down to that. What he was searching for in Brazil wasn’t a dragon, but the dragon clan might have magical records on hand that would prove beneficial.

      Pushing his glasses up a little further onto the bridge of his nose, Samuel put the whole matter aside in favor of the practical. “Before you interrupted, I was asking for directions.”

      “You don’t want to ask directions of a saci, though,” Dimitri rebutted.

      Not the point, idiot. Samuel reined in the urge to say that. He clenched his teeth and held on to his growing irritation. “Do you know this area?”

      “Sure.”

      Now he was getting somewhere. A person who knew the area and spoke English. As long as they were good directions, Samuel might still be able to sleep in his hotel room tonight.

      “Good. It’s this hotel”—he flipped his folder back open to show the page—“and I’m not sure where it’s located. Can you direct me there?”

      For some reason, Dimitri just stared at him. “You’re meeting a dragon, likely for the first time, and all you want from me is directions to a hotel?”

      “What else,” Samuel asked, now completely impatient, “could I possibly need from you?”
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      This man smelled liked lightning.

      He was electric power crackling on Dimitri’s tongue and sizzling along nerve endings. But different. As if the ozone had been fried crisp and dry. The mages at the compound seemed to make the air heavy with the promise of a summer storm, while this little man was a sharp desert storm. All lightning and thunder, but no refreshing rain.

      Everything in Dimitri demanded he take one big step forward, lower his head, and lick his way up that long, slender neck. Not the most civilized way to win a person over. It would probably get him smacked or punched. At the very least, the stranger would run away.

      This intriguing man with the glasses and floppy brown hair wasn’t some magical candy man. No, he was better.

      He was a mage.

      More and more had been showing up in Rio de Janeiro since the Burkhard dragons announced to the world that dragons still existed. Germany had seen more than its fair share of people hoping to discover they were mages, steadily adding to the ranks of the Burkhard Clan.

      So far, the Valerii had acquired only a handful of new mages in the past several months, and most of those had come from the reclusive Finnish Taavi mage clan.

      But now this mage was standing right in front of him and showed zero interest in dragons.

      What. The. Fuck.

      It made no sense whatsoever. All mages wanted to find their dragon. They were destined to be together. Who didn’t want to find their mate? Dragons were born to be the mates of mages, both as protectors and fuel for their mage’s powers. They lived to be everything for their mage so they could enjoy long, bliss-filled lives together. It was the ultimate freaking fairy tale.

      And this adorable, nerdy little man seemed to have no interest in any of that.

      Unless he didn’t know…

      That had to be it. Just like King Alric’s Cameron, the man must have no idea he was a mage. Wasn’t that going to be an interesting conversation? Well, at least it had to be easier simply because the man knew dragons were alive and well in the world.

      Deep in his chest, Dimitri’s dragon stirred, lifting its massive head to sniff the air as if scenting something delicious. He could feel the beast zero in on the stranger and then rumble as its forked tongue slid over its teeth. Instincts tightened muscles while the dragon urged Dimitri to pick up the man and fly back to the clan. It wanted to know why he was worried about the man’s lack of interest in dragons. The man didn’t understand who he was, and his dragon was happy to make him understand that he belonged in the clan where it was safe.

      Yes, they would feed him and tuck him away in their hoard. And books. He appeared to be the type who wanted to be surrounded with books. They would give him books and dusty old artefacts. They’d brought lots of rare relics from the Old Country. Or maybe shiny things filled with magic. That would please the mage.

      Then they would be allowed to lick him.

      Dimitri wanted to roll his eyes at the pushy needs and fragmented thoughts of his horny dragon. His dragon had no finesse, and this guy already looked like he was less than pleased to have Dimitri sticking his nose in his business.

      But…really?

      He was a dragon. Everyone wanted to get close to the dragons right now. Humans, governments, and corporations were all pounding on their doors, wanting something.

      And this one little mage wasn’t interested?

      Dimitri was going to fix that fast enough. Sure, it was mostly his ego that was pricked, but then the dragons had spent the past several months being wooed by the world. In his opinion, the Valerii didn’t need the rest of the world. Only the mages. And this little mage didn’t give a shit about dragons?

      The man was just playing hard to get, and Dimitri loved catching elusive prey. It was just a matter of turning on some charm. If that didn’t work, he’d whisper those magic words You’re a mage and he’d be jumping at the chance to join their clan. It would be as Nikki Burkhard liked to say, easy peasy lemon squeezie.

      Dimitri forced his eyes to the sheaf of papers in the man’s hands. It took an extra second to drag his gaze away from those long, slender fingers, so pale compared to Dimitri’s own swarthy skin and the tanned flesh he was more accustomed to seeing in Rio de Janeiro. This poor man was going to be sunburned in a matter of minutes if he wasn’t careful.

      Dimitri shoved the thought aside and concentrated on the words, but that only caused a new frown. “I know that hotel,” he murmured. “It’s not in a very good neighborhood.” Screw that. There was no way he was letting this mage out of his sight. He’d simply have to bring him back to the rest of the clan for his own safety.

      “It’ll be fine. It’s only for a night or two, then I’m hoping to head out again.”

      Dimitri choked on his heart trying to climb out of his chest. “You’re planning to leave Barra da Tijuca already?” His eyes darted to the heavy bags hanging on the man’s shoulders. “You’ve just arrived! You can’t leave.”

      The mage took a step away, eyes wide behind his glasses. The huge backpack bumped into the brick wall of a building, trapping him. His gaze darted away as if he was searching for a way to escape, and Dimitri didn’t blame him. He hadn’t meant to shout right in the guy’s face. He stepped back, giving him a little more breathing room while putting on his warmest smile. He was coming on way too strong, putting the mage on edge, which wasn’t his goal at all.

      “I-I’m an archeologist. I’m here on a scouting expedition. In the forest. My guide is supposed to meet me here in Barra da Tijuca,” the mage started with a stammer, but his voice grew stronger with each word as if regaining his bearings.

      This sounded vaguely familiar, pinging off faint memories of past conversations with King Rodrigo and his advisor Thiago.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Samuel. Dr. Samuel Hunter.” The mage paused, his brow furrowing slightly. “Are the Valerii the only dragon clan here in Rio de Janeiro?”

      “Yes, definitely. Dragons get along much better when our territories aren’t too close together.” Dimitri smirked and moved closer, amused by the way Samuel’s Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed hard. It took him an extra second to realize that he’d once again stepped into the mage’s personal space. He wasn’t usually so pushy, but as he tried to retreat again his dragon let out a whine, refusing to allow another millimeter of distance to separate them. “We’re very protective and possessive of mages in our domain. When other dragon clans are too close, we get…grumpy.”

      Dimitri waited to see if the mention of mages would cause a flicker of something in the man’s eyes. Maybe a flash of awareness. A look of hope. Anything.

      Samuel remained unamused and distinctly uninterested. If anything, he was appearing very put out by this entire conversation. Dimitri did not understand this mage at all.

      “You’re the archeologist wanting to go up into the mountains near Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina?”

      The adorable little man winced as if his brain was in pain after hearing that question. After a second, he gave a brisk nod. “Yes. That’s the place. I believe it’s located only a few hours from here.”

      “Ha! It’s your lucky day, Sammy, because I’m pretty sure you hired our clan to escort you into the mountains,” Dimitri crowed, while the archeologist’s mouth hung open in wordless silence for a couple of seconds.

      “You’re kidding me,” Samuel finally managed when he located his voice again. “I hired dragons as a guide?” He sounded far from thrilled about the prospect. “You don’t have anything to do with that, right?”

      “I might.” He grinned and Samuel’s shoulders slumped. “Let me call it in and check.” Dimitri grabbed his cellphone from the back pocket of his jeans and pulled up Misha’s number.

      “What the hell is taking so long?” the dragon snarled the second he answered the call. “We sent you out for beijinho more than hour ago.”

      Dimitri winced. Shit. He’d forgotten about the beijinho. Nearly every dragon in the clan was addicted to the coconut-sweet candy. The chefs at the compound made an excellent version of it, but it was never enough. Plus, there was this tiny shop in Barra da Tijuca that made a beijinho that couldn’t be topped. Someone was sent to the shop at least once a week, and this time, he’d drawn the short straw.

      “Can you not worry about your stomach for one minute?” Dimitri grumbled, intentionally switching to Russian. He kept an eye on Samuel to see if there was any sign that he could understand the conversation, but the archeologist just wiped the sweat from his brow and kept his eyes on the stack of papers tightly clenched between both hands.

      “We’re talking beijinho. Of course I’m worried about that.” Misha suddenly swore. “You dicked around too long, and they’re sold out already, aren’t they? We told you to go first thing in the morning!”

      “I’m not calling about the beijinho! Will you pull up the schedule? A team is scheduled to take some archeologist into the forests near Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina, right? This week?”

      “What? Archeologist?”

      Dimitri scrubbed a hand over his face and silently cursed Misha. The dragon was an excellent tracker and a superb fighter, but his brain was going soft from all the beijinho he was inhaling each day. “Pull up the schedule,” he bit out between clenched teeth.

      “Don’t get your tail in a knot. I’m looking,” Misha mumbled over a clatter of keys. At least he was at his desk now. “Yeah. I got it here. Dr. Samuel Hunter. We’re supposed to take him up into the mountains for some research thing. We got a vague location out of him. He’s supposed to give us better details to allow us to plan more effectively when we meet with him tomorrow morning. Why?”

      “Because I’m staring at Dr. Samuel Hunter right now.” The mention of the archeologist’s name drew Samuel’s wide blue eyes up to him. One dark eyebrow lifted in silent question. “And he’s a mage,” Dimitri continued in Russian, his gaze locked on Samuel. The other man’s expression never changed.

      “Are you shitting me?” Misha roared, forcing Dimitri to jerk the phone away if he wanted to protect his eardrum. “Not only do you stumble across our newest client, but you also find a mage. What the hell? Some dragons have all the luck.”

      Dimitri swallowed a groan and turned away from his newest “friend.” “I said that I found a mage, not my mage.”

      Even as he said the words, he felt as if his dragon had kicked him in the stomach. Samuel was not his mage. It didn’t matter how pissy his dragon got about it.

      Sure, Samuel was a cute little nerd, which Dimitri found incredibly sexy.

      And, yes, the mage’s grumpy, standoffish attitude was unexpectedly pushing so many buttons. Dimitri was sorely tempted to pin this sexy man to the wall and nibble on all his bits until he was a writhing and whimpering mess beneath him.

      None of that made Dr. Samuel Hunter his mage, and his dragon needed to get that straight.

      “When are you getting back with him?”

      Dimitri glanced over his shoulder at Samuel, cringing for a new reason. The archaeologist already didn’t seem fond of him or particularly excited about spending more time than necessary with him. Dimitri wasn’t sure he was going to like the idea of accompanying him to the clan.

      But Dimitri had a very legitimate and logical reason to bring the man straight to the clan. It wasn’t just that he could potentially be the long-sought mate of one of his clan members, but Samuel Hunter was a freaking mage. He needed protection at all costs. There might be more mages in the world than they’d previously believed, but they were still an incredible rarity. Each one was a precious treasure—even if this one was starting to glare at him like he was some annoying bug to be flicked away or squashed under his foot.

      “Soon. Hopefully.”

      “Good. And don’t forget the beijinho!” Misha ended the call before Dimitri could tell him exactly where he could shove the coconut treat.

      Swallowing a sigh, Dimitri forced a smile to his lips as he turned to face Samuel. “Good news! Misha found you on the schedule. You’re supposed to be heading to the clan for a meeting tomorrow.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of tomorrow’s meeting. It’s why I’d like to find my hotel as soon as possible. I’ve already been traveling for more than twenty-four hours. I would like to rest and gather my notes prior to the appointment.” Samuel waved the stack of papers under Dimitri’s nose. “If you could tell me how to get to my hotel—”

      Dimitri snatched the papers out of his hand, earning a surprised squawk of protest. He folded them a couple of times and shoved them into a pocket, out of Samuel’s reach.

      “Look, Sam—”

      “Samuel,” the mage corrected with a dark glare.

      Oh, that was the wrong thing to say. Now Dimitri absolutely had to continue using nicknames. The flush that rose in Samuel’s cheeks was delicious, and that angry sparkle in his eyes was addictive.

      “Sammy, the Valerii would like to extend an invitation to stay at our clan compound. It’s big, beautiful, and safe. We’ve even got our own private stretch of beach.”

      “It’s Samuel, or Dr. Hunter if you would rather, and no thank you. My hotel will do just fine.”

      Dimitri placed his hand on the mage’s shoulder and lightly squeezed, keeping it friendly. At least that’s what he was aiming for. It was hard to tell if he was coming off intimidating when he considered how those deep ocean-blue eyes widened on him and those plump lips parted to almost form an O.

      “You’ll love it. You’ll meet more dragons.”

      “If they’re anything like you, I can do without the experience.”

      Dimitri ignored the jab. “Plus, we’ve been here for roughly five centuries. We know the area really well. There are plenty of dragons and mages who would be happy to talk to you about the area. It could help with your research.”

      There it was. The look of distaste immediately shifted to interest.

      “You don’t think they would mind?” Sam asked cautiously, taking a step forward.

      “No! Not at all. You can swap stories with some mages and dragons. See if it helps you to home in on the exact area you want to research. The mountains are quite treacherous and there are lots of dangerous creatures out there. The better our knowledge, the quicker and safer we can make this trip.”

      “It would be nice to have a chance to talk with someone who has lived in the region for so long,” Sam murmured. He took another step closer to Dimitri, but he didn’t look like he was entirely aware of it. That was fine with Dimitri. If Sam’s brain was all busy with thoughts of lost, dead things, then he wasn’t arguing.

      Reaching out while Sam seemed distracted, Dimitri grabbed the strap of his duffel bag and pulled it from his shoulder. While the mage squawked, Dimitri grabbed the strap of his hiker’s backpack with his free hand and pulled, forcing Sam to spin with a gasp as he lost the heavy load.

      “Wait!”

      “I’ve got it. Let me help. Dragon, remember? This is nothing for me.”

      Sam frowned, as if he didn’t trust Dimitri with his possessions, but he stopped fighting, a relieved sigh sneaking out of him.

      “It’s a short drive from here to the compound,” Dimitri said, leading the way down the block. He glanced over his shoulder to see Sam take a few skipping steps to catch up with him. “We’ll get you all set up in a comfortable room, introduce you to the dragons and mages. We can even get you tested while we’re there.”

      “Tested?” Sam’s steps came to a sharp halt, his expression shifting into a scowl. “What are you talking about?”

      Dimitri turned to face him. “Tested, to see if you’re a mage.”

      Sam waved a dismissive hand and started walking again, catching up to Dimitri. “I don’t have any interest in that nonsense. I just need to speak to any elders who might be willing to discuss the region with me. And if you have a library with records on the area, that would be wonderful too.”

      “Seriously?” This time Dimitri was the one who struggled to get his feet working again. This man…was the strangest creature he’d ever met. He began walking toward his Jeep again. “You don’t want to know if you’re a mage? The test only takes a second and—”

      “No, thank you,” Sam stated with a sharpness that could have slit Dimitri’s throat. “I am here for one reason alone. I won’t be sidetracked.”

      Dimitri smirked and kept walking in silence. Oh, this little mage was in for a rude wake-up call. He might be here for an entirely different reason, but that didn’t change the fact that he was a mage whether he liked it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Samuel didn’t entirely trust this situation. The world was adamant that a dragon could always be trusted, true. Dimitri Valerii was also part of the guide team he’d hired. Honestly, that was the main reason he’d gotten into the Jeep. If he was going to trust this man with his life in the mountains of Brazil, surely he could trust him to guide him around the city.

      Even if he wanted to put a boot up the man’s ass.

      The drive to the clan’s territory was interesting. The streets all looked the same—Samuel couldn’t differentiate one from another—but eventually they left most of the city behind. Dimitri had said the clan’s territory was right on the beach. He hadn’t been kidding.

      The whole area was postcard worthy. The skies were blue, the ocean a darker, more crystal hue, the sand sparkling white under the sun. It was hot, of course, but the wind coming off the ocean cooled the temperature down to something tolerable.

      Samuel eyed the beach with some longing. He loved being in the water but rarely had the chance to indulge in swimming. It wouldn’t hurt to find a few hours tonight and play in the ocean, would it? At least a half hour to soak his feet in the water and sand and let it all rush over him. It seemed like such a waste to come all this way and not dip a toe in. Besides, very soon he’d be up in the mountains without a beach or ocean wave in sight.

      His eyes drifted shut for a moment, fatigue burning through him while some of the tension and fear he’d felt on the street in Barra da Tijuca finally drained away. At least for now, he didn’t need to worry about language barriers or finding a place to sleep.

      Without prompting, Dimitri talked, his voice pitched to carry over the wind. “We’re on the road to Praia do Secreto, which is where the clan’s territory is. There are two beaches past ours that are open to the public: Prainha Lefts, which is what you’re seeing now, and then farther down the road there’s Praia do Abricó. It’s a nude beach.”

      Samuel’s eyes popped open and his head snapped around, both surprised and nervous about this information. “There’s a nude beach down here?”

      “Yeah. Fair warning if you’re not into that kind of thing. Prainha Lefts is a family beach, but the two areas are well out of sight from each other with the way the coastline is formed. No one can accidentally stumble across Praia do Abricó. You have to be searching for it.” Dimitri shot him a smirk. “As your guide, I’ll take you if you want to go.”

      That was a honey bunches of nope, not happening. “I’ll decline, thanks.”

      “Decline? You even talk like a professor.”

      “Occupational habit.” Samuel didn’t like the way Dimitri had said that, like he was poking fun. Kevin had done that too, and it smarted.

      “Well, doc, you and Evora should get along like sand on a beach, then.”

      “Who’s Evora?”

      “Head mage of the clan. She talks like a walking dictionary too. Smartest person I’ve ever met, and that includes the fire dragon’s consort. Cameron Burkhard is damn smart. Makes me feel stupid talking to him, but Evora can give him a run for his money.”

      This information was intriguing. “You’ve met him? The mage who started it all.”

      “Oh yeah. Worked with him, too. He’s a great guy, lots of fun. I don’t hold it against him that he found the fire dragons more attractive.” Dimitri shrugged. He had his left elbow resting on the car door while his right hand lazily gripped the wheel. “No one argues with a dragon about who their mate is.”

      “No,” Samuel murmured, mostly to himself. “After the way the Dragon Wars began, I imagine not.”

      “We didn’t do it before then, either. But yeah, the Wars are a good illustration of why we don’t.”

      It struck Samuel then that he was hearing a firsthand account. Dimitri had been there, or had been alive since that time. Of course he had—all the dragons were at least that old. Funny that, as he didn’t appear a day over thirty-five. Samuel knew dragons aged very, very slowly, but seeing that up close was different than knowing it intellectually.

      That did bring up another question. “This Evora, your head mage. Was she alive during the Wars, too?”

      “Yeah.”

      Oh, really? Now that was excellent news. It meant she would be able to help him with information. She’d remember much of what he likely needed to know.

      This trip was already looking up.

      According to all the legends Samuel knew in regards to dragons, they were supposed to live in castles. The ice dragons were the exception. Dimitri didn’t pull up to a giant castle, but rather through a pair of massive iron gates after he waved a keycard in front of a reader.

      They wound down a long drive dotted with palm trees and flowering bushes that sprouted bright, colorful blooms.

      “I saw news stories that said hundreds of people were showing up at the castle of the Fire Dragons, claiming to be mages. Have you had the same problem?”

      Dimitri shook his head. “Definitely not to that degree. Sonthofen became an absolute madhouse after the announcement, which created some major security issues for the dragons and their mages. We haven’t had as much of a problem because we’ve been low-key about our clan location. We had some early throngs, but Thiago—the king’s advisor—locked that shit down fast.”

      “What did he do?”

      A wide grin flashed across Dimitri’s face. “He rented office space in downtown Rio de Janeiro and hired people to man the office. They make appointments and collect data for us in the hopes of locating other missing mage clans. Then, twice a week, a couple of our mages report to the office space and run the tests.”

      “Have you discovered any mages that way?”

      “A handful. Not as many as we’d hoped. Once people discovered that they weren’t getting on our clan grounds and had few chances of seeing a dragon in the scales, the lookie-loos lost interest. The important thing is that this way is much safer for our mages, and that’s all that matters to us.”

      It was on the tip of Samuel’s tongue to continue this line of questioning, but the words were lost when a sprawling mansion made of glistening white stone came into view. It wasn’t even that tall—only two stories—and shaped in a giant U with a courtyard in the middle. The place showcased Brazilian architecture with all the glass and open doors, the trees and flowers softening the harsh lines of the building.

      A beautiful place indeed, especially with the beach mere yards away.

      Dimitri pulled into a shady parking spot and hopped lightly out, grabbing Samuel’s backpack and duffel from the rear seat before he could do so. The dragon was insistent on carrying his luggage for some reason. Samuel decided to let it pass. He had bigger fish to fry.

      He stepped out, taking the place in. It wasn’t just beautiful but aromatic. The scent of flowers filled the air and mixed with something like baking bread…or perhaps that was cookies? Something delicious, at any rate. He’d expected it to feel formal and cold, like a mansion, but the impression didn’t even get a chance to form.

      A woman with pale blonde hair and fair skin darted out of the building and headed for the pool, shrieking with laughter as she went. She barely got to the pool’s edge when a larger man snatched her up, hauling her into a hug and mock growling into her neck.

      “You can’t outrun me, wifey,” the man threatened teasingly.

      The woman giggled wildly. “I almost managed it. I’ll find a spell that will boost my speed, just watch, and then you’ll start losing some of these bets.”

      “My eyes, my eyes!” Dimitri threw up a hand, staggering backward in a teasing manner. “It’s blinding!”

      “Oh, stop,” the man growled, but he did put the woman down. “Like you won’t be as bad once you find your mage.”

      “I guess we’ll see, eventually.” Dimitri turned and gestured toward Samuel. “Let me introduce you. Ilya and his mage, Sofi.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Sofi said, her accent thick with something other than Portuguese. Samuel couldn’t place it.

      “Sofi was originally a member of the Finnish Taavi Clan, but she chose to join the Valerii a little more than a year ago,” Dimitri filled in.

      “And she was lucky enough to find her mate here,” Ilya boasted. He grinned from ear to ear, blue eyes sparkling, as he turned his attention to Samuel. “Hello, mage.”

      Samuel threw up a hand immediately. “Not a mage, thank you. I’m Dr. Samuel Hunter. I’m here for research. Nice to meet you both.”

      Ilya seemed puzzled by this response, brows twitching together in a brief frown. “You’re here to research?”

      Samuel nodded, straightening his back and lifting his head a notch. Why were all these damn dragons so freaking tall? It was starting to give him a complex. “Yes, there’s something in this area I would like to study, if I can find it. I hired your clan as a guide.”

      “Oh?” Ilya’s eyes darted between Samuel and Dimitri, the confusion still clouding his face.

      “Ilya is one of the people who might be able to answer questions for you. He’s been through the mountains many times. The only reason he isn’t doing it this time is that he’ll keel over from a heart attack if he’s away from his wife for more than five minutes,” Dimitri explained, though his smile seemed a touch stiffer now. “I’ll take Sam to the king first.”

      Samuel followed but couldn’t help a glance back. Was it wrong to feel envious of that kind of happiness? To tease and laugh like that as a couple was something he’d tried with Kevin when they’d first started dating, but had never quite managed.

      He shook the thought off. It had no business here, anyway. His ex was in the past. He had to focus on the here and now.

      The trip was short, a little farther up the courtyard and through an open door into what looked like an office. Dimitri set down both bags right inside the entrance.

      “Ho, Dimitri, who’s this?” the man behind the desk greeted with curiosity as he rose to come around it.

      Silver fox. Those were the first two words that popped into Samuel’s head. The man was lithe in frame, not particularly tall, but well built. His white hair suited the tanned skin, his piercing blue eyes giving the impression that he could see all.

      Who was this? Dimitri’s boss?

      “Velichestvo, this is our client, Dr. Samuel Hunter,” Dimitri announced. It was the first time Samuel had heard anything like seriousness or reverence enter his tone. Not to mention the way Russian rolled over Dimitri’s tongue was so unexpectedly sexy, sending goosebumps all along his arms. Of course, it was all kind of ruined when he continued with, “I stumbled across him and brought him here.”

      Something about the way Dimitri said this made it feel like he’d meant something else entirely. What, Samuel couldn’t imagine. So he’d been a little lost in a foreign country. Sue him.

      Dimitri turned to complete the introduction. “Sammy, this is Rodrigo Valerii, head of the Valerii Clan and King of the Ice Dragons.”

      …Come again?

      Ingrained habit had him lifting his hand, accepting the handshake, even as the back of his brain exploded in brief panic.

      Why the hell was he being introduced to the head of the clan? And not just the head of a clan, but a king! Did all the different types of dragons have kings? Should he have bowed instead of shaking the man’s hand? What was even the proper way to address a king?

      He was simply here to hire a guide, nothing of international importance, for god’s sake!

      Rodrigo didn’t find this odd. He smiled in pure delight. “Well, hello. Welcome to the Valerii Clan. I’m glad you’re here safely.”

      “Ah, yes, thank you,” Samuel managed around a dazed feeling that locked his tongue up. No, seriously, why had Dimitri brought him here?

      Rodrigo smoothly slid one hand into the pocket of his slacks while motioning toward a sofa with the other. “Come, sit, tell me what has brought you here.” He then turned that same easy grin toward Samuel’s companion. “Dimitri, find Evora please.”

      “On it.” Dimitri was out the door with a bounce in his stride.

      How did the king know I wanted to speak with Evora?

      Samuel let that slide as he took the seat he was gestured to, while King Rodrigo settled on the edge of a large, comfortable-looking seat next to the sofa. Samuel might have been inwardly grateful Rodrigo hadn’t moved back to sit behind his desk. This arrangement was far more relaxed and informal, allowing him to worry less about being in the presence of dragon royalty.

      “I’m not sure why Dimitri brought me here to talk to you,” Samuel started, as he didn’t know how else to say this. “I just need a guide from your clan to explore this area. There’s something of historical importance that I’m searching for. He did say I could speak with members of your clan and possibly look through your library as well. Do I need permission for that?”

      “Not as such, no. We’re a very relaxed clan. As long as one of us is aware of your purpose here and that you mean no ill intent, you’re welcome.” Rodrigo sat forward a little and, damn, those arctic blue eyes were penetrating. Like he could see right through to the back of Samuel’s skull. “What are you seeking here?”

      “Well…frankly, it’s almost a myth at this point.” Samuel’s heartbeat picked up and his mouth went dry. This was the first time he’d ever gotten the chance to discuss his research with someone, let alone a dragon who so very clearly had been around for several centuries. What was locked away in the king’s memories was a veritable treasure trove, and he couldn’t wait to dig in. “I’ve teased out mentions of a mage clan from a variety of obscure sources over the years, but I can’t even find a complete record of them. I hope you’ve got better information than I do. They were called the Sousa. Do you know them?”

      Rodrigo’s eyebrows rose slightly. “I’ve heard the name. I know of them but never met them personally.”

      Well, that was semi-heartening. “Even though you live in this area?”

      “We immigrated here after the war. Was this clan here prior to the war or after?”

      “Before. I think it was wiped out during the war.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. If the Ice Dragon Clan came in after, then the odds of them knowing anything or having the right records were slim to none. Still, he’d ask and do some research here. It didn’t hurt to do some digging.

      “Why are you looking for them specifically?”

      “It’s my field of study—the lost mage clans. Specifically, the ones in South America. This clan caught my interest because it was so specialized in its nature. I also find it odd that so little about them has survived into modern times. Most of the mage clans kept excellent records. Granted, most of the mages were lost during the war, but they did preserve as much knowledge as they could.”

      “Indeed, you’re not wrong. Our mages prize their records. We dragons sometimes hoard books as well. To have little information about a clan is an indication that something went very, very wrong.” Rodrigo reclined in his chair, hands steepled in front of him. “This is intriguing. I didn’t know something like this was in our back yard.”

      “What’s intriguing?”

      Samuel turned to see who had spoken. The woman standing inside the door had all the right looks for a film noir’s femme fatale. Her dark hair was cut short, curled to just under her chin, face thin and pointed, and she was paler than anyone else Samuel had seen aside from the other blonde mage from earlier. She dressed casually in shorts and a black tank top, probably a concession to the heat.

      This is the head mage of the clan?

      She was not at all what he’d expected. Maybe a round, short woman with a head full of curly gray locks and coke-bottle glasses on a chain. Or maybe one of the spindly, crane-like women with their long hair pulled back in a severe bun.

      Samuel almost sighed at himself. He really needed to get out more.

      The newcomer’s eyes took in Samuel with interest, sweeping him from head to toe and back again. “You’re the researcher, I take it?”

      “Uh, yes. Nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Samuel Hunter, an archeologist from the United States. I’m here on a research scouting trip.”

      “Evora. I’m head mage of the clan. Dimitri told me a little about why you’re here, but why don’t you elaborate for me.”

      Samuel repeated the basics for her as she sat on the empty cushion to his right. He ended hopefully with, “Have you heard of them?”

      “Only somewhat. Mostly in passing in other records. They were known to be expert healers, specializing in…something. I never could confirm what. I understand the clan was somewhere in the mountains south of us.”

      So she knew at least as much as he did. Samuel had hoped for more, but ah well. It was impressive she knew anything about them at all, really.

      “You’re searching for them because of your mage ability?”

      Samuel had to hold in a sigh. “I’m not a mage. I am from a mage family, yes, that’s what sparked my interest initially.”

      Evora stared at him as if he’d said something both contradictory and confusing. “You’re from a mage family and yet you believe you’re not a mage?”

      “Right. My twin got the mage ability, not me.” His tone grew a bit sharper and he was quick to move the conversation away from himself and his lack of magical ability. “Anyway, I want to research the lost mage clan if I can find it. If you don’t mind, can you show me what records mentioned them? Or just show me to the library. I can research it myself.”

      She blinked and, yeah, okay, why were both she and Rodrigo watching him like he’d suddenly started speaking in a made-up language. Surely it wasn’t unheard of for non-magical people to be born of a mage clan.

      “It’s rare that we find mention of a mage family we don’t know of,” Evora finally said. “Your family name, Hunter, is that the same as the mage clan’s name?”

      “Uh…yes, I think so. Oh, right, you probably want to check with them to see if anyone’s a potential mate. I’m sorry, I didn’t think of that before.” Samuel mentally smacked himself on the side of the head. Exhaustion was making him slow. That was why they kept prodding him. Even if he wasn’t a mage, Salem was, and he hadn’t yet found his mate. Maybe there was a dragon out there waiting to find him. “I can give you my mother’s number if you’d like. You can call and speak with her directly. Or I can arrange a Skype call if you want to speak face to face.”

      That appeased her and she smiled. If Samuel was anything but gay, he’d have been a bit stunned by that smile. “You’re very kind, Samuel. I’d love to speak with her. Please arrange it for tomorrow if you can, so that Rodrigo might confer with her.”

      “Sure thing.” Right, it would be the head of the clan who would need to talk to her.

      Samuel wanted to sit in on that call, though. Just for the evil pleasure of seeing his mother’s jaw hit the floor. Talking to the king of the Ice Dragons. She was sure to be stunned silly for a second.

      “Come,” Evora invited. “I’ll show you about and introduce you to our librarian. She’ll be delighted to have such a challenging research project handed to her. Dimitri’s already preparing your room for you.”

      Damn, the sneaky dragon had taken off with the bags already. Now that Samuel was standing, he could see their glaring absence. When had he done that?

      Remembering his manners in the nick of time, Samuel gave Rodrigo a smile. “Thanks for meeting with me. I’ll email my mother tonight and try to arrange a call for tomorrow.”

      “I look forward to it,” Rodrigo responded with a smile of his own.

      As Samuel followed Evora out, he couldn’t help but think that this trip might have started out rough, but at least he was in the right place to hopefully get some answers. Truly, there were worse fates than staying with the Valerii.
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      Meeting in the office in ten minutes.

      Dimitri sent the text to his team the second he dropped Sam’s gear in the guest room. He paused and gazed down the hall to his left before turning right. Was the grumpy mage going to be pissed when he undoubtedly discovered that he was mere feet away from the mage wing, where they cooked up all their spells, potions, talismans, and chaos?

      The scent of magic hung thick in the air, making him feel as if he was walking through a slightly sticky cloud. It always reminded him of the old castle in Russia. In all of the Brazilian compound, this was the only place that did.

      But when they’d been living in Russia, the magic had permeated every stone and crevice, almost a living, breathing entity within their home.

      Now it was a ghost that floated about the mage wing and no farther.

      Would Sam notice? That had to convince him he was a mage. Or piss him off.

      One corner of Dimitri’s mouth quirked up as the memory of those wide eyes flashing behind glasses filled his mind. Flushed cheeks. Full lips thinning as he prepared to unleash his irritation on Dimitri’s head. Mage or not, he was still adorably hot.

      A sudden onslaught of vibrations had him grabbing his phone to see his team responding to his meeting announcement.

      Misha: Beijinho?

      Vasily: Why so late? Do you need us both? Luka is taking a nap.

      Gregori: I JUST DRAGGED OUT THE BLACK POWDER! SERIOUSLY???

      Misha: Ilya is in the pool. You want him too?

      Misha: Did you remember the beijinho?

      Dimitri stopped walking, tipped his head up toward the ceiling, and released a heavy breath. Lazy fucking dragons. Since the Jaeggi had been taken care of and mages were popping up around the world, it had become harder to get the dragons to focus. Of course, they’d not had much to do following the final battle in Europe. A little expedition into the mountains would do them some good.

      Dropping his gaze to his phone, he started typing.

      No beijinho.

      Yes, both.

      Put the powder away.

      Misha, snag Ilya.

      I brought back a non-mage mage instead of beijinho.

      Smirking, he shoved his phone into his pocket, ignoring the fresh round of vibrations, as they were likely all demanding to know what the hell a non-mage mage was. They would have to come to the meeting to find out.

      On his way to the meeting room, Dimitri passed through the kitchen, made himself a hot tea, and poured it into a travel mug. He was sipping leisurely as he pushed open the door to their meeting room. The cacophony he’d heard a second earlier instantly stopped and five sets of eyes locked on him, even if one of them still looked half asleep.

      Their meeting area was a large room with a trio of enormous couches arranged in a U shape so they could all comfortably stretch out while planning a mission or simply watch some soccer on the various big-screen monitors on the walls. A strange hodgepodge of both old and modern weapons littered the room along with magic talismans, books, and food wrappers. This was the official playground of the Valerii trackers.

      For centuries, they had served as an elite subgroup within the Valerii’s warriors. During the old days when the dragons were fighting the Jaeggi (and occasionally other dragon clans), Rodrigo had called them his secret weapon. The trackers could sneak into anywhere, find anyone, and, if necessary, steal anything.

      While their numbers had ended up being greatly reduced thanks to the Dragon Wars, their skills were not lost. If anything, they’d been updated and refined thanks to new technology.

      Misha jumped up from where he’d been seated on one of the black leather sofas and turned to face Dimitri. “You couldn’t convince him to stop on the way?”

      “No. I was lucky to bring him here in the first place,” Dimitri grumbled as he shut the door.

      Misha huffed and dropped heavily on the sofa, earning an eyeroll from Dimitri. The dragon was an expert tracker but easily distracted by his bottomless pit of a stomach.

      “What the hell is a non-mage mage?” Gregori asked. He was perched on the arm of the sofa opposite with a piece of black nylon rope he was endlessly tying into knots and then untying again, as if his fingers had to have something to do. His dark eyes were framed by strands of long black hair that had come loose from the braid that hung down his back.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure they aren’t made like that,” Luka added. Their resident folklorist was cuddled against Vasily, who was silently watching Dimitri. Well, maybe it was more of a glare because he had dared to disturb Luka’s nap.

      “We’ve got a job,” Dimitri announced, ignoring their questions with a smile. “Ilya, can you pull up the information we received from Dr. Samuel Hunter?”

      The dragon had to have been expecting it, as he dropped into the chair behind the massive desk outfitted with four monitors. His fingers flew across the keys in a loud clatter.

      “We knew we had a job. Couldn’t this wait? Sofi and I were stretched out, enjoying a romantic sunset,” Ilya complained.

      Dimitri had almost forgotten what it was like to deal with a dragon who’d just found his match. They became mostly useless creatures with their heads stuck in the clouds, their only thoughts for their mate. It got better as time passed, but it was a slow process that left Dimitri wanting to smack Ilya on the back of the head.

      He wasn’t jealous.

      Definitely not.

      Dimitri wasn’t all that old within his clan—barely more than seven centuries. There were plenty of other dragons in the Valerii Clan who needed to find their mate. Not to mention so many of the Burkhard fire dragons and the members of the Lost Clans.

      In the meantime while he waited, he was happy to have his mind clear of all that mate brain-fog so he could properly serve his clan.

      “I stumbled across Dr. Samuel Hunter while I was in town. He’s an archeologist and he’s searching for…” He gazed over at Ilya.

      “Apparently, a lost clan of some sort that he believes lived in Brazil,” Ilya filled in.

      The various screens around the room woke up. A professional-looking picture of Sam filled one half of the screen while the other half showed a map of Brazil with a shaded square to the south.

      “Lost clan? Dragon or mage?” Misha asked.

      “Because if he’s searching for the metal dragons, we can point him in the direction of the Sodalicium,” Gregori countered. “There’s no point in digging through any old ruins when the dragons have a lovely new home in the East. Besides, I thought they were farther north in, like, what’s now Colombia.”

      “No, it says here that he’s in search of a mage clan called the Sousa.”

      That seemed to wake Luka up. The dragon pushed out of the arms of his lover and strolled over to the closest screen while rubbing one eye. “And he’s searching for them there? That’s…unexpected.”

      “What do you mean?” Vasily reached out and captured the hand that hung limp at Luka’s side. The willowy, pale dragon smiled at him and twined their fingers together before directing his gaze up at the screen again. Everything about Luka was pale, from his white-blond hair to his porcelain skin to his eyes that were so pale blue they looked like ice chips. His appearance made him appear deceptively fragile, but he was an absolutely lethal fighter and frighteningly fast.

      “I mean that, from my reading, it was thought the Sousa were farther south in the Andes. Chile. Maybe as far north as Peru, but I didn’t think anyone had ever found proof of them living in Brazil. That’s…that’s just unexpected.” Luka cocked his head to the side, squinting at the map so that little lines dug between his eyebrows.

      “I didn’t think your folklore studies included the mage clans,” Dimitri murmured.

      Luka turned and grinned at him. “It doesn’t.” He flopped down on the sofa next to Vasily with a bounce. The brunet with the cold eyes and sharp, angular features gathered him close, as if he couldn’t be parted from him for longer than a couple of minutes.

      Their relationship was an incredibly rare one. Dragons didn’t mate with other dragons. Oh, they certainly dated and screwed around. Who would want to be celibate for several centuries while you pined for a mate you weren’t sure you’d ever meet? Why not have some fun?

      But a person needed to only look at Luka and Vasily to know this was more of a mate bond between them than a bit of fun. Until this moment, Dimitri had always been incredibly happy for them. Their happiness was a palpable thing.

      Yet, the presence of Sam was a sharp reminder that new mages were being found every day. What would happen if it turned out that Sam was Luka’s mate? Or Vasily’s? How would the one who got left behind survive?

      The odds of a mage being a mate to two dragons was…well, the odds were damn near impossible.

      For the first time in his very long life, Dimitri prayed neither of the two dragons would find their mage mate. He didn’t want to see either of them heartbroken.

      “How do you know about the Sousa?” Vasily asked, pulling Dimitri from his dark thoughts.

      “The Sousa were tightly linked with the Tupã Dragon Clan, and I studied them,” Luka replied.

      “Now, I know the Tupã are a total myth. There’s no way they existed,” Misha exclaimed.

      Luka shrugged. “Maybe. But I also heard the Sousa Clan was a complete myth as well. Yet, this archeologist is here now. I’m assuming he’s got some kind of tangible proof that brought him all this way.”

      “Whoa,” Ilya breathed, stacking his hands on the top of his head. “Could you imagine if the lightning dragons were real? That’s simply insane to even contemplate.”

      Gregori glanced at Dimitri, unknotting his rope yet again. “What kind of team are we looking at?”

      “Small would be the preference. Dr. Hunter has come alone,” Dimitri announced to stunned expressions.

      “You’re shitting me.” Ilya rolled his chair out from the desk enough that he could clearly see the entire team. “That little guy I saw earlier? He came here alone?”

      “Yeah.” Dimitri sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “And since I found him trying to get directions from a saci without providing an offering, you can guess how this trip is going to go.”

      Luka groaned and closed his eyes as he lifted one hand into the air. “I’m on the team.”

      Vasily frowned and squeezed his lover’s shoulder with one hand. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh yeah. Saci aren’t that common in Rio.”

      “And with the continued deforestation of the country, more of the spirits and creatures of the forests are finding new playgrounds in the cities,” Dimitri added.

      “True. If he managed to stumble across one, then this guy’s luck is shit. The area he’s planning to go into is riddled with boiuna and iara, not to mention the jaguars, ocelots, black caiman, wolves, and anacondas between us and the mountains.”

      Misha snorted. “It’d be our luck he’d pick up a poison dart frog because he thought it was pretty.”

      It was on the tip of Dimitri’s tongue to argue that the archeologist probably had more sense than that, but he swallowed the words. He honestly had no idea what he was in for when it came to Sam.

      “You’re going to need me,” Luka said firmly and then followed it up with a small smile. “And it sounds like fun. If he does know something interesting about the Sousa or can locate anything related to them or the Tupã, then I’d love to be there for it.”

      “If you’re going, so am I,” Vasily chimed in.

      Dimitri expected that. “You know there isn’t much need for a weapons specialist on this job.”

      “There usually isn’t, but you know I’m more than capable of working protection. Whichever one of you is working tracker is going to be ahead of the group most of the time. Luka can’t be left alone to keep an eye on the archeologist.” When Dimitri continued to frown at Vasily, the dragon flipped him off. “I can keep my mind on the job. Luka can take care of himself.”

      “So, then you still need a tracker.” Luka’s eyes darted from Ilya to Misha to Dimitri.

      Dimitri immediately pointed at Ilya. “No!”

      Not surprisingly, Ilya thrust his arms into the air and celebrated. Of course the dragon would much rather stay home and cuddle with his mate while eating delicious food. Who would want to wander through a dirty, bug-infested jungle and up a mountain for a clan that might or might not have existed at one time?

      “You can work support in case we need help,” Dimitri told him. “I’ll go with the team this time.”

      To which Misha issued a huge sigh of relief as he sank deeper into the couch.

      “What about me?” Gregori demanded.

      “You’re going. If we manage to find this clan, there’s a chance the area could be booby trapped. Plus, you never know whether we’ll need to blow up half a mountain to locate these ruins.”

      Gregori dropped his rope into his lap and rubbed his hands together. “Do you think there could be some Indiana Jones-style booby traps? You know I love taking apart a good trap.”

      Dimitri fought the urge to roll his eyes. “I’ll keep you posted.” Before he could continue, there was a soft knock on the door. He turned as it opened to see Panu stick his head inside, his smile sweet and a little crooked.

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt your meeting,” the young mage said. “I was looking for Gregori.”

      “I got it!” Gregori called back. Dimitri glanced over at the dragon, who’d gotten to his feet and was waving a small plastic container over his head.

      “Awesome!” Panu shouted.

      “Wait! Was the black powder for him?” Dimitri’s head whipped around to Panu, who was blushing. “What do you need black powder for?”

      “It’s for an experiment.”

      “And does Evora know about this experiment?”

      Panu’s eyes immediately darted away and he rubbed his nose. “Oh yeah. Totally. Of course.”

      Gregori crossed the room and patted Dimitri on the shoulder a couple of times as he passed by to go to the door. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on him. Keep me posted if you need me.”

      As soon as the door closed behind Gregori, Panu’s excited voice could be heard moving down the hallway. It was a good sign that the former Taavi Clan mage was feeling more comfortable within their clan. His magic was blossoming and he was coming out of his reclusive shell. It was just frightening that he was so obsessed with explosions. Maybe it was his age. Nikki was probably about the same age, and they were also fond of explosive magic.

      “They are going to blow up one of the wings of the compound,” Vasily muttered.

      “Very likely,” Luka agreed, resting his head on Vasily’s shoulder.

      “Then Gregori gets to explain what happened to Rodrigo,” Dimitri said with a small shake of his head.

      At least they didn’t have to worry about Panu or any other mages involved in this experiment. If Gregori was present, he’d protect them with his life. The mages would be fine. Their home? No guarantees.

      “Wait a minute,” Vasily interjected. “I thought you said you brought a non-mage mage to the compound, but the archeologist is a team of one.”

      “That,” Dimitri said flatly while pointing at Sam’s picture, “is the non-mage mage. He claims he’s not a mage. Refuses to be tested. Gets real pissy when you even bring it up.”

      “Are you sure he’s a mage?” Luka asked.

      “Oh yeah, he’s a mage,” Ilya added. “I met him outside. It was like getting hit with a lightning strike. He’s definitely a mage.”

      “His mage status is Rodrigo’s problem,” Dimitri said. He’d never been so happy in his life to leave an issue in someone else’s hands. “The king should have Evora meeting with Sam as well. Let them deal with that. Not us. Our problem is getting him safely up the mountain and back down again.”

      “Huh,” Misha huffed with a laugh. “Now I’m thinking I should take your place in the team. It might be fun to play with the mage.”

      Dimitri’s dragon stirred, lifting its head to snarl and gnash its teeth at the other dragon. He mentally stomped on the dragon, pushing it away. At the same time, he reached out and smacked Misha on the head.

      “You’re staying here. I’ll keep an eye on the archeologist.”

      If anyone was going to be playing with Sam, it was going to be him.
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      Samuel sat at the clan’s dining room table that evening with a sort of surreal feeling in the back of his head. The little sleep he’d gotten on the flight might have kept him on his feet, but now he was running on pure adrenaline and whatever caffeine he could lay his hands on.

      This wasn’t at all what he’d expected when he’d hired the Valerii as guides. He’d expected them to meet up somewhere neutral—like his hotel. He would outline exactly where he needed to go, they’d shop for supplies, and then they’d leave. Wasn’t that normally how it worked?

      Sitting here in a dragon’s clan with mages at the table while discussing an ancient clan that he could barely prove existed, well, he hadn’t pictured that at all. And Samuel had a decent imagination.

      The dining room looked like something out of a resort, too. Glass doors on either side of the long room were folded up like a screen, letting the night air sweep in from the ocean, carrying the strong smell of brine and water. Long tables with white tablecloths were parallel to each other, filling the room, with a full buffet table off to one side. People grabbed plates, loaded up, sat with friends or spouses, went back for seconds, or even broke out boardgames. There were two chess games in progress that he could see from here. It was all very casual.

      Very family-like, which made the atmosphere comfortable. With a belly full of good food and brains to pick, Samuel was buzzing with excitement. Who wouldn’t be? He was surrounded by dragons and mages while talking about the one thing that gave him hope for a better future. A future in which he wouldn’t be looked down on as being less or weaker. A future where the people who loved him didn’t see him as broken.

      “The Tupã were very close to the mage clan, according to the bits and pieces I was able to pick up,” Samuel relayed to Evora, Luka, and Thiago.

      Luka had prompted this informal conversation because he was curious and apparently part of Samuel’s expedition force. Thiago was Rodrigo’s advisor, and Evora head mage, so really this was the best group to talk to. Luka was taking notes, which was flattering.

      “I’ve found random snippets of information in travel logs, journals, and a ship captain’s log. There was also this box found in a walled-up room of a monastery from São Paulo that held three key pieces of information.” Samuel pulled up the scanned documents in question before flipping his tablet over and handing it to Luka. “First, a map with flight times from the monastery to the clan, then farther south along different routes. This was a regular stop for the Tupã.”

      Luka let out a low whistle, eyes devouring the map. “Damn. That’s a pretty clear-cut piece of evidence right there. The Tupã were right along the major trade route.”

      “They were, yes.”

      Evora leaned in over his shoulder to get a better look. “Astonishing. I’ve never seen better evidence than this. What else have you found?”

      “The ship captain’s log was riveting, in fact. Most of it didn’t pertain at all to anything dragon or mage related, except for one incident that he chronicled. Somewhere in the June month of the fourteenth century, his ship was very close to shore when lightning struck. They were able to put the fire out quickly, but it left the ship damaged and several sailors with extreme burns. They signaled for help and the other ships in the area tugged them to shore. It was then that the mayor of the town took pity on their situation, being so far from home, and sent word to the Tupã.”

      Samuel was warming up to the story now. He had a riveted audience, like children with a bedtime tale they’d never heard.

      “The dragons came and took a look at the situation, realized several sailors would either be dead or disfigured for life if not given prompt aid, and they, in turn, went and fetched several mages from the Sousa Clan. The mages were powerhouses of healing ability and, within a week, all the sailors were on their feet and almost fully recovered. The dragons even helped them cut fresh wood to repair their ship. It was such a kind act of service the captain gifted them with a crate of his best wine in return. The whole town threw a party before they went on their way again.”

      “Holy shit,” Thiago breathed. “That’s an eyewitness account.”

      “Indeed. The spelling of the clan’s name was different, but I accounted for that as being from a different language. The captain was Spanish.”

      “Ah, of course, the Portuguese spelling was probably different.” Evora sat back and toyed with her water glass. “You must have been researching for years to come across any of this.”

      That was quite possibly the understatement of the century. “It’s what us archeologists like to do. Anyway, you see why I’m confident of where the mage clan was. I think the dragon clan was either right next door, like a neighbor, or barely a stone’s throw away. I’ve seen too many signs of one appearing where the other was. They must have been close in residence.”

      Thiago lifted a hand. “I’m convinced. We’d love to find the dragon clan that was here. We were told there was one, when we first came over, but we’ve never been able to find any sign of them.”

      Samuel didn’t have to ask any questions about why. It was common knowledge that every dragon clan had fought in the Dragon Wars. Everyone. They’d all been drawn to that fateful battlefield.

      But what had happened after the final battles remained shrouded in mystery and secrets that were still being revealed to this day. The survivors had either hidden away or moved entirely, like the Valerii and the Burkhards. He didn’t know about the other clans, though he’d seen images of dragons beyond the Burkhard reds and the Valerii icy blues.

      The Tupã were the strange ones. It seemed that not even other dragon clans knew what had happened to them.

      Luka handed the tablet back. “What do you hope to prove? That the Sousa existed? I think you could do so just with the evidence you have on hand.”

      No. What Samuel wanted was so much more than that. “There’s so much about these two clans that I don’t know anything about. The mage clan especially is a question to me. Why were they here, of all places? Most mage clans chose their territory based upon what they needed, magically speaking. What was it about this region that drew them here? What happened to them? Unlike the other mage clans that were wiped out with the Jaeggi’s spell, this wasn’t a major clan. Unless you lived in Brazil, you didn’t know they existed. So why did they disappear overnight? There’s literally no sign of them. Your librarian, Anna, received a message back from the Sodalicium just before we met for dinner. They confirmed there are no Tupã and never have been any.”

      Luka slowly nodded. “That’s a lot of questions with no answers. You’re right, it is really strange. Clans and civilizations don’t just disappear overnight.”

      Samuel gave a small smile and a shrug. “Well, sometimes they do. The Anasazi leap to mind.”

      “I’m sorry, the who?” Thiago blinked at him, expression blank. The dragon was tall and thin with a sprinkling of gray at his temples, mingling with the rest of his dark hair.

      “A very powerful civilization that existed before the American Indians in Central America,” Samuel explained. “They existed after the Basket Weavers era and were known to inhabit the Arizona and New Mexico region. They disappeared without a trace around 1100 AD. Practically overnight. The Indian tribes who traded with them saw them one day, they were gone the next. So historically speaking, this does happen. But it is strange and incredibly rare. I’d like to figure out what happened here if at all possible.”

      “So would we.” Thiago gave him a nod. “It’s why we’re sending a slightly larger team with you than usual. Also, if you do find where they were, we want you to report back immediately. We’ll send a full team in to investigate.”

      “You’ll need us to,” Evora advised him. “I realize that from an archaeologist’s point of view, dragons and mages aren’t helpful to have on site, but something you must be aware of is that we mages are very territorial with our spells. It wasn’t until after the Dragon Wars ended that we chose to share magical knowledge freely. Mostly because so much had been lost already. If the Sousa chose to leave, and it wasn’t some disaster that wiped them out, then they are likely to have booby trapped the area prior to leaving, just to prevent tampering.”

      Samuel winced. He hadn’t considered that possibility at all. “When you’re saying booby traps, are we talking like Indiana Jones level of traps?”

      “Worse,” Luka assured him cheerfully, a wide smile on his face. “Explosions are a distinct possibility. That’s why we’ve included Gregori on the team. His specialty is traps and security measures.”

      Lovely. “I’m suddenly quite glad I contracted you to come with me. It looks like I’ll need more of your clan’s services than I anticipated.”

      “We’re very glad you did, too.” A momentary frown twitched across Thiago’s face. “If you don’t mind my asking, why are you here alone? Usually these kind of research trips have at least a team, right?”

      The man would have to put a finger directly on Samuel’s sore point. Remembering Kevin’s parting words when he broke every promise he’d made still made something inside of Samuel flinch. A hard reminder of his own failings and how he’d come up short in the dating department. It was bad enough that he sucked as a mage, but did he really need to be a bad boyfriend as well?

      “I wasn’t supposed to be alone on this trip. Things fell through at the last minute. I didn’t want to waste the money I’d already put into it, and I figured I could at least come down and find the location before arranging a full team to excavate.”

      Thiago nodded. “Fair enough. I’d probably have done the same in your shoes.”

      Luka pointed to the tablet. “Do you have the ship captain’s account on there?”

      “I do, yes. A scanned version. Do you want to read it?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Luka, he had the feeling, was a historian at heart. If nothing else, he was a history buff. Samuel had the notion the two of them would get along just fine.

      He navigated to the right folder and pulled up the account, which was a PDF of several pages. The captain’s handwriting was legible enough to not give Luka too much trouble. The man had been verbose and very descriptive, too, which was helpful.

      “I’m surprised a fourteenth century sea captain was literate,” Luka noted.

      “Granted, it was a rare thing in that time. I’m still studying him—I have a few feelers out with different colleagues—but I believe he was one of those minor noblemen who was a sanctioned pirate under the queen’s flag.”

      “Ah, that would make sense.”

      “It was quite the rage at the time. Spain wasn’t the only one doing it.”

      Samuel flipped the tablet around to hand to Luka. As he passed over the device, he saw Evora discreetly peeking at a triangular device in her hand. A device pointed right at Samuel.

      On instinct, his hand snapped out and he flattened her hand to the table, rendering the device quiet and still once more. She and Thiago both startled at his sudden movement, Thiago half reaching for his arm in a protective movement that he cut short before he could actually lay hands on Samuel.

      It was painful in the extreme to see that device in her hands. Samuel managed to meet her eyes levelly but his voice sounded hoarse, the words pushing past a constricting throat. “Please don’t.”

      Her eyes narrowed in shrewd study. “You know what that is.”

      “I do, yes, and please don’t.”

      Luka leaned forward to see around Thiago. “What’s going on?”

      “I was testing his mage ability,” Evora explained simply, her eyes never leaving Samuel’s. “If you know what this is, surely you’ve been tested before. You know that you are a mage.”

      “As I stated before, I come from a mage family, and I am very familiar with a range of magical devices, talismans, and spells. However, I am not a mage. What you’re picking up on is latent ability.” The words were acid and ashes in his mouth. They’d always been bitter to swallow. He wanted to shout, but it felt like he’d been shouting his entire life, and right now, he was too tired to explain himself to yet another person.

      “That’s not how this device works,” Evora countered gently.

      Samuel closed his eyes, sucking in a breath, and tried very hard to be patient with her. “That device is not infallible. I’m from a mage family. Two, in fact. Both sides can work their own brands of magic. They automatically test every child born. My brother, Salem, inherited the mage talent. I didn’t. Don’t test me again.”

      She looked ready to protest before thinking better of it. “I won’t. I’m sorry if I opened old wounds.”

      “I understand why you did. The dragons here keep smelling magic from me, don’t they?”

      “We do,” Thiago answered, almost apologetically.

      “And you’re desperate for mages. I truly do understand. I’m happy to introduce you to my family. They’ll be happy to meet you, for that matter. But I’m no mage.” Shaking his head, Samuel rose out of the chair. “I think I’ll call it a night. The travel has worn me out. Luka, I’ll let you borrow that again tomorrow, or I can email it to you now.”

      “Oh, email it to me. I’d love to print a copy and put this in the library’s archives.”

      Samuel managed a small, stiff smile as he tried to shove away the last of his frustration and the swell of old pain. “Probably not a bad idea.”

      Samuel stayed patient enough to email the files to Luka, then he turned and went for his room, feeling raw after that conversation. He wanted to hole up in his room and breathe for a while, put his barriers back up. Evora hadn’t meant to reopen old wounds, but they bled as brightly as new ones. Samuel had to pause for a moment at the edge of the courtyard, fighting back bitter tears.

      It had been incredibly hard, at times, growing up with his twin. Salem loved him to pieces, had never once criticized Samuel for his lack of talent, but there had always been comparisons in the family. Samuel couldn’t do this, couldn’t do that, but look at how talented Salem was. Not that he blamed Salem for any of that—it wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t Samuel’s either, for that matter. His family might not perform a lot of complicated magic, but there had been plenty of little things, particularly protection spells, that he just couldn’t do that colored his family’s view of him.

      The wrong genetics had come to Samuel, that was all. Nothing could be done about it.

      Samuel knew, by the time they hit their teens, that certain possibilities would never be his. He’d never wield magic. He’d never be a dragon’s mate. He’d never be able to understand or keep up with the conversations among the family. He wasn’t an outcast. He just didn’t quite fit in. The life that he was supposed to have, the life that he wanted, was forever out of his reach.

      It wasn’t until he was seventeen that he learned of the Sousa Clan and their specialty. What the Sousa mages had done—what they could do—rekindled hope in Samuel’s chest.

      Samuel had only one account to go from, but it had been enough to tell him that there was a possibility of getting his magical core to work.

      He’d become obsessed at that point. Everything he could learn about the clan, every trace of them he could find, he hoarded like a dragon. It was a long shot, no doubt about that. The Sousa leaving the information he needed, having those chronicles survive for nearly five hundred years, was more than a stretch. Samuel tried to caution himself, tried not to be swallowed by the hope of reversing his life. It was just that sometimes—like tonight—that was very, very hard to do.

      He wanted to be whole so desperately sometimes, he found it hard to breathe.

      Samuel brushed at his eyes, cleared his vision, and continued on to his room. He couldn’t admit to the Valerii that he was on something of a wild goose chase. He doubted they would help him if they knew. He could find the other dragon clan that had been here though, if it got him closer to his own goals. They were obviously interested enough in that to not dig any further into his motivations.

      That was good enough.
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      Samuel put down the shirt in his hands as someone knocked on his door. He’d been in the middle of repacking his bags in preparation for tomorrow’s departure into the mountains. The last three days had been spent in meetings with the tracking team and running to get supplies with Dimitri or Gregori.

      His brain was still struggling to wrap itself around the change he’d witnessed in Dimitri. The man he’d first met on the street was overbearing, annoying, and—okay, maybe a little sexy flirty, but there had been little proof he had an actual brain in his head or that he could successfully manage a team. But Dimitri had proved him wrong.

      The dragon was efficient, smart, and good at handling the different personalities on the tracking team, getting them to stay on target and focused. They’d run across a variety of problems in their planning stage, but each time Dimitri quickly assessed the issue, cut through the bullshit, and came up with a solution.

      Even if the dragon still had the ability to annoy the crap out of him, Dimitri was already proving to be worth the investment Samuel had made.

      However, of the two dragons, Gregori was the easier to be around. He didn’t seem to have any designs or ulterior motives for chatting with Samuel.

      Dimitri was an entirely different story.

      After they’d acquired a new SIM card for Samuel’s phone on the first day, Dimitri had alternated between coddling Samuel and flirting with him, leaving him feeling constantly on edge. Part of him wanted to claim Dimitri was acting like his own family, believing he wasn’t capable protecting himself simply because he wasn’t a true mage, but with Dimitri it felt different…sweetly protective. It wasn’t that he believed Samuel incapable, simply that he wanted to do things for him.

      Combined with the flirting, it only created an ugly longing that he didn’t want to face.

      Was Dimitri just another Kevin?

      Stupidly hot? Check.

      Carefree and easy going? Check.

      Had a thing for prickly, socially awkward nerds? Big check.

      Like Kevin, Dimitri was way out of his league, and Samuel was so fucking tired of wanting things he couldn’t have. Wasn’t it bad enough he’d spent his entire life chasing after one fix or another for his problem, only to encounter endless disappointment? Did his heart really have to keep screwing him over as well?

      Annoying dragon.

      He couldn’t say he was overly surprised when he opened his bedroom door to find Dimitri standing on the other side, leaning against the doorjamb with a smirk.

      “If you’re here to postpone our departure, then screw you. I’m leaving without you,” Samuel grouched.

      Dimitri immediately straightened, holding both of his hands up in front of him. “Hey, now. I’m not here for that. We’re having a little bonfire departure party on the beach. I’m here to drag you down there.”

      Samuel hesitated. He wasn’t in the mood for a big gathering, even if all the mages and dragons had been incredibly nice while he’d been staying in their home. The tracker team had been more relaxed about his presence, while everyone else seemed to stare at him like a strange bug trapped under an overturned glass. He wasn’t in the mood for more of that.

      However, this would be his last chance to go down to the beach and maybe step into the ocean. Since arriving, Dimitri and the rest of the team had kept him so busy, he’d not had a chance to wander down. The best he’d been able to manage was to stare at the ocean from one of the windows.

      “I don’t know.” He took a step backward and waved one limp hand at the open bags behind him. “I still need to finish repacking.”

      “We won’t be out late. It’s just the tracker team and some beers on the beach.”

      “Okay. Let me grab my shoes—ack!”

      Dimitri grabbed Samuel’s arms and hauled him out of the room before he could get another step away. “Don’t bother. You’ll just get them full of sand. The beach has cooled off enough. You won’t burn your feet.”

      Samuel barely managed to catch his door on the way out, closing it behind him as Dimitri dragged him into the hallway.

      “Besides, if it’s still too hot, I’ll carry you,” the dragon offered, flashing Samuel a wicked grin over his shoulder.

      “Not a chance.” Samuel shook off the hold on his arm and walked next to Dimitri through the enormous mansion and out one of the doors into the main courtyard. He had no illusions—Dimitri had released him. The dragon had proved his strength time and again over the last several days as he hefted heavy items around the compound or even playfully wrestled with his dragon brothers, but for some reason, Samuel never felt intimidated by it. Dimitri never used his superior strength or even stature to bully Samuel. He always felt protected and safe with the dragon.

      Not that he was letting it go to his head. He was fairly certain that everyone here was still convinced he was a mage, and the dragons were very clear on one thing: all mages had to be protected. He was just a mage to Dimitri, not someone who was more special than the other mages he’d met.

      So what if Samuel was secretly enjoying the coddling, protective cushion that surrounded him? Normally, such things would drive him insane. He’d gotten too much of it from his own family, but with his parents it had been an endless list of restrictions “for his own good” that left him feeling like he was beating his head against a brick wall. No one listened to him.

      But the dragons kept it to polite check-ins and queries of whether he needed some help. The moment he said no, they backed off. They trusted him to know his own limitations. They listened to him. And to be truly heard was a drug Samuel could stay addicted to for the rest of his life. That meant he was being coddled on his own terms.

      Besides, it wasn’t like he was lying to them, claiming to be something he wasn’t. He’d been very clear that he wasn’t a mage. It was on their heads if they wanted to treat him like this. Why shouldn’t he enjoy it? After he left Brazil, there was a chance he’d never experience anything like this again. He just had to soak it in while he could.

      As they crossed the courtyard, Samuel gazed up at the cloudless sky that had turned a murky gray now that the sun had set below the trees in the west. Stars were starting to peek out in the growing gloom, while in the distance he could make out the dance of flames from the bonfire on the beach. Shadowy figures moved around the flames and Misha’s laugh rang out above the crash of the waves.

      A smile grew unexpectedly on Samuel’s lips. While he could do without the stares and questioning looks from the other dragons and mages, he did enjoy hanging out with the tracking team. It was sort of what he thought it would be like if he could sneak a peek into a fraternity. Crude jokes, exaggerated stories, constant teasing, and a pervasive feeling of camaraderie.

      “And you said he wouldn’t come!” Dimitri shouted as they neared the small group.

      “No! We said you couldn’t make him come!” Gregori called back, which was immediately answered by a round of cackles and the mild stinging burn of embarrassment on Samuel’s cheeks. Dimitri replied by lifting both hands and flipping his dragon brothers off.

      When he reached the bonfire, Samuel found that they’d brought chairs down and arranged them in a semi-circle around the fire, facing the ocean. As he approached one of the empty chairs, Ilya called out, “Hey, Samuel! Beer or wine? We also brought the fixings down for caipirinha, assuming Sofi hasn’t drunk all of the cachaça.”

      “Hey!” Sofi gave her mate’s shoulder a shove, which did absolutely nothing to the tank-sized man.

      “Um…beer is fine.” Samuel wasn’t much of a drinker, but one beer to relax wasn’t going to hurt anything.

      Ilya leaned over and pulled a bottle out of the large cooler next to him. He twisted off the cap and handed the beer over to Samuel.

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a problem. This is a little tradition of ours.”

      Samuel halted his descent with his butt mere centimeters from his seat. “You drink with your clients?”

      Dimitri clapped a hand on his shoulder, pushing him the rest of the way down while he dropped into the empty seat on his right. “No. We usually have to travel to meet our clients. We don’t normally bring them back to the clan.”

      “But then, you’re the first client we’ve had who’s been searching for something related to mages and dragons. We’re happy to have you here,” Luka chimed in.

      “Who are your usual clients?” Samuel’s eyes darted around the circle at each of the dragons and the one mage. Ilya really couldn’t stand to be separated from his mate for long, not that Samuel had a problem with Sofi being there. She was a sweet young woman with an infectious giggle.

      “We’ve had a wide range of clients. Everything from mining companies to forest preservation groups. Lots of scientists,” Vasily explained.

      “But my favorite are the tour groups,” Luka murmured. He reached out and placed his hand on his lover’s arm. “The business groups are always looking for something and are never happy. But with the tour groups, we set the itinerary and pace. As long as they see something interesting and eat good food, they’re happy.”

      “Do you remember the group of Canadians?” Gregori said with a cackle. “They were so sweet about everything. And helpful! Loved them.”

      Luka shook his head. “I liked the Italian group from about three years ago. They were my favorite.”

      Vasily snorted. “That’s because it was filled with empty-nest mothers on a group excursion. They took one look at you and thought you needed feeding.” As he spoke, he pinched Luka’s cheek.

      “That’s because everyone thinks Luka is adorable and needs someone to take care of him,” Dimitri teased.

      Luka batted Vasily’s hand with a smirk before sending a glare in Dimitri’s direction. “Don’t care. You’re all just jealous.”

      “Are you excited to get started tomorrow?” Gregori asked, turning his attention to Samuel.

      “I am. Very much. Being here kind of feels like a dream. After all the years of research and countless hours spent in libraries, I never thought I’d actually reach this phase of having boots on the ground, following a solid lead.”

      “We’re excited, too. The Tupã fall into the category of myth for us. We all remember hearing about them when we were young, but none of us have ever met a lightning dragon.” Luka leaned forward, his voice dipping so that it sounded like he was telling an old ghost story. “It was said they never left their secret mountain home and most of their mates were found within this one mage clan that no one ever saw. According to legends, the Tupã were the most powerful dragon clan.”

      Misha barked out a scoffing laugh. “Yeah, right. That sounds like Tupã propaganda there. They never went to war with the Valerii over territory.”

      “Are you saying the nearby Metal Clan wouldn’t have been a formidable fight?” Vasily drawled.

      Misha lifted both hands and shrugged. “Their king, Roca Mayta, is impressive enough, but I’m not so sure the Tupã were all that impressive without facing the Valerii first. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Luka smiled and shook his head dismissively as he dropped back in his chair. “Whatever. The Tupã are long gone as far as anyone knows, along with the Sousa. It would have been nice to know them personally, but we missed our chance.”

      “What I don’t get—” Dimitri started, causing something within Samuel’s chest to tighten as the man’s gaze suddenly narrowed on him. So much for enjoying the dragon’s insightful banter. “—is why you came here by yourself. The other scientists that came through here and needed guides had entire teams.”

      “Yeah, well, those scientists either had sizeable grants or corporate money backing them,” Samuel muttered. “I’m here on my dime.”

      “Seriously?” Ilya demanded.

      “There aren’t a lot of foundations out there tossing money around for research into mages. It’s growing. Since the discovery that dragons still exist, there’s renewed interest in mages, but not as much as in dragons.” He looked down at his half-empty bottle and picked at the label. “But no one has heard of the Sousa so no one is interested in funding my research. Plus, I’m not exactly sure if or how I want to share my research. At least not beyond the mage clans.”

      “That’s crazy,” Gregori whispered.

      “I’ll talk to Thiago and Rodrigo about that. I bet he’d even want to reach out to Alric,” Luka interjected. “It’s in the best interest of mages and dragons to research what happened to the mage clans over the past several centuries. If there are trained historians, archeologists, and whatnot out there wanting to do the research, then the least we could do is throw some funding their way.”

      “It would save us from having to do the work,” Vasily murmured.

      “Besides, I wasn’t supposed to be here alone,” Samuel grumbled under his breath before chugging down the last of his beer.

      “What?” Dimitri asked.

      Samuel quickly shook his head, wishing he hadn’t said that out loud. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dimitri motion to Ilya for another beer. A couple of seconds later a fresh, cold beer was shoved in front of his face. He hesitated and then accepted it. It was still early in the evening. He had plenty of time to sleep off a little booze.

      “Come on, Sammy. Share with us. We’re going to be spending a lot of time with each other. We’re gonna be like brothers,” Dimitri wheedled.

      Samuel downed half the bottle and glared at the dragon beside him, who was flashing him what he probably thought was his most ingratiating and winning smile. Samuel’s gaze shifted around the bonfire to find the others staring at him in the same way.

      “Please, Samuel. Talk to us,” Sofi prodded.

      A long, low sigh drifted from him and he slumped more in his chair. What the hell? It wasn’t like he had any other close friends he could complain to. He gave a small, dismissive wave. “Long story short, bad breakup.”

      “That’s why you’re down here alone?” Dimitri’s voice seemed torn between anger and disbelief.

      “Yeah. His name’s Kevin Myers. We’ve been…ugh…we dated for about a year. He’s been to Rio and São Paulo a few times in the past. He’s also fluent in Portuguese. He’d agreed to come down and support me on this trip. He was going to translate and help with some of the logistics so I could focus on my research.” He huffed and threw one of his hands up. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I got here fine on my own.”

      Except that there was a hell of a lot of anger and resentment in his words and nothing he could do about it. It was more than feelings of betrayal he couldn’t shake off. His failure with Kevin was a painful reminder of how he kept coming up short in life, and he was going to keep coming up short if he let himself be attracted to men he had no business being with.

      Wasn’t he setting himself up for more pain by allowing any soft feelings to creep in for Dimitri? Yes, the man was sexy, funny, overprotective, and smart, but those things just put him out of Samuel’s reach.

      And then there was the fact that Dimitri was a dragon. They had one mate in life: a mage. At best, Samuel was a broken mage, and no dragon should be saddled with a mage who couldn’t do magic.

      “That’s fucking bullshit!” Dimitri snarled.

      Samuel’s head jerked up to see an ugly scowl twisting Dimitri’s otherwise handsome features. If he didn’t know better, he’d say the air around them had just dropped ten degrees and there were puffs of white frost coming out of his nose.

      “How could he be such an asshole as to abandon you like that?”

      “Dick bag,” Sofi muttered.

      “You don’t think he was cheating on you, do you?” Gregori asked. The dragon leaned forward so he could see Samuel around Dimitri’s large frame. His long black braid slid over one shoulder. “Because if you’d like, we could postpone this trip by a couple of days while a group of us fly up to New Hampshire.”

      A low, wicked chuckle rumbled from Misha. “We’d be very happy to pay him a visit. We’ll teach him not to fuck with mages.”

      “Unless he is a mage,” Luka said. He tilted his head as he looked at Samuel. “You weren’t dating a mage, were you, Samuel?”

      The entire group fell deathly silent as all eyes stared at him in a mix of hope and fear. The only sound was the crackle of the burning wood and the crash of the waves.

      “Kevin? Oh no, he wasn’t a mage.” It was on the tip of his tongue to remind them that he wasn’t a mage either, but the sounds of their relief and the quick offers to torment his ex made him hold his tongue.

      No, he wasn’t going to let anyone torture Kevin, even if it did sound tempting. It was just nice to be surrounded by other people who sympathized with him and wanted his happiness.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “No threatening my ex. No postponing the trip. I was apparently enough to break the relationship. At least, according to him.”

      “Sounds like a selfish bastard if he blamed a breakup entirely on you,” Dimitri muttered as he sank into his chair. He sucked on his beer and glared at the fire, leaving Samuel to briefly wonder at the warm tingle surrounding his heart.

      The dragon’s grumpiness brought a fleeting smile to Samuel’s face. “Thanks. It’s taken me a while to realize he was selfish. It was still kind of my fault, too, though. I’m not…as emotive as I should be. He felt neglected because I was entirely focused on the Sousa and my research. I wasn’t in a mindset to try and balance my work with a personal life.” He flapped one hand at his companions. “But it’s over and done. No point in mourning something that was never meant to last. I’m happy to be here for the next stage of my search, and I’ve got an excellent team of dragons supporting me.” He lifted his beer bottle high in the air as he looked at each of them. “People I can depend on.”

      “Damn fucking straight,” Dimitri agreed, clicking his bottle against Samuel’s.

      “To finding the Sousa!” Gregori shouted, only to have each of them echo the toast.

      Samuel nearly giggled, his happiness overflowing within his chest. He was in Brazil. He was one step closer to finding the Sousa. And he was surrounded by dragons.

      This trip was already going better than he could have possibly imagined.
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      Dimitri drove the first Jeep with Sam in the passenger seat. The rest of the guys followed in the other two Jeeps. With five people and all the equipment needed to go camping, it took three Jeeps to get them fully packed and loaded.

      They’d gotten a nice start. The weather seemed to be holding for now, the breeze was nice, and no one was hung over from last night’s drinking.

      “If you don’t mind my asking, why aren’t we flying in?” Sam asked.

      It was easy to understand him, as Dimitri had chosen to put the hard top and doors on. Air conditioning in the jungled, mountainous areas of Brazil was a blessing, according to the humans. Dimitri was never hot, not with how ice dragons ran, so he personally didn’t get it. But he was trying to be considerate.

      “First, too much cloud cover.” Dimitri pointed skyward at the storm moving in. “We don’t risk flying with people if storms are coming in. It’s both dangerous and uncomfortable. Secondly, too much tree cover where we’re going. We can do broad searches from the air, but the kind of close-up information we’ll need for the trip is going to be blocked by the canopy. We need to stay on the ground for this. You’re not exactly sure where this place is, after all, and we don’t want to risk missing an important clue along the way.”

      Sam grunted as if he agreed with his logic. “Maps were not known for their accuracy back in the day, shall we say, and some of the records don’t quite agree with the map I do have. I know it was somewhere around the Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina. Or north of it. The ship captain’s log said they landed in Tarituba, or what’s known today as Tarituba, and then the dragons came south to help them.”

      “Hence you want to start from Tarituba and work your way north. I get it. But that means a lot of hiking for you, Sam-I-Am.”

      Sam sighed. Deeply. From the soul. Reactions like that made him even more fun to tease.

      “Samuel. Please. And yes, I’m aware, but I’m up for it. I spent a year training so I could physically handle the terrain that lies ahead of us.”

      They’d see about that. Going to a gym on a regular basis and hiking in Brazil’s mountains with a heavy backpack were two incredibly different things. Dimitri would reserve judgement for now.

      They continued down the winding 101, heading along the coastline. The view was breathtaking with the sea crashing on the left side, the right broken up by various towns. The mountains rose in the distance, covered in a thick canopy of trees, storm clouds grazing the tops and threatening rain with the dense feeling of moisture in the air. It smelled like a storm approaching.

      Much like the man beside him.

      Why was Sam so dead set against being a mage? It made no sense to Dimitri. Evora had even tested him and the result was a clear yes. Sam had told her she was only picking up on his latent ability, that he wasn’t actually a mage, but that wasn’t possible according to Evora. Latent ability didn’t show up on that device. If it did, they’d be getting a lot of false positives.

      There was something else to this story. Something that would make sense of it all.

      Dimitri decided to poke at the prickly doctor and see what he’d confess. Might as well. They had nothing but time.

      “Sammy, I’m going to be nosy.”

      Sam sighed again, head leaning against the window with a thunk. “Color me surprised. Nosy about what, Dimmy?”

      Oh, two could play this game. Dimitri was thrilled he was dishing it back at him, finally. “You said you’re from a mage family. And you have a twin?”

      “Right.”

      “Identical or fraternal?”

      “Identical. Well, really, it’s easy to tell us apart. We are polar opposites in personality.”

      “Most twins are, I’ve found. You’re not the only mage twins we know of in this generation.”

      That brought his head back up and he looked at Dimitri curiously. “I’m not?”

      “No. Cameron Burkhard is a twin. Fraternal—he has a sister who’s also a mage. Cassie. She’s…” Dimitri tried to find the right word to describe the strange woman. He’d not spent a lot of time with her when he’d been living in the Burkhard Castle, but then she tended to make an impression even over a quick introduction. “She’s…unique.”

      “Oh. How interesting. Actually, the odds of that happening, genetically speaking, are practically astronomical.”

      “I know. Not that anyone’s complaining. Both of them are brilliant mages and are apparently very sweet to their mates. Their grandmother couldn’t be prouder of them.” Realizing he probably didn’t know, Dimitri tacked on, “Their grandmother is our new clan consort. She’s mated to Rodrigo. I don’t think you got the chance to meet her. She’s been busy working with the newest mages to join our clan as well as talking with the mages back in Germany about the new dragon babies on the way.”

      Sam’s jaw dropped. “Wait, she has to be in her seventies or thereabouts, right? You can get mated that late in life?”

      “Sure. What does age have to do with it? I’m honestly relieved for my king. He’s spent so much of his life alone, waiting to meet her. They’re giddy with it now. She’s even promised him children of his own, which we’re joyful about. We haven’t had a birth in the clan in five hundred years.”

      “Holy shit.” Sam shook his head in disbelief. “That’s amazing. Good for them. Truly, good for them. Finding love like that is rare.”

      Oh? There was something in his voice. Some trace of bitterness. Dimitri was going to say something else, but he homed in on that instead. “You sound wistful.”

      “Who wouldn’t want to find love like that?” Sam dodged.

      Dimitri’s heart twisted in his chest at Sam’s evasive comment. Anger at Kevin for hurting Sam, but it was mixed with a tiny bloom of hope that maybe Sam hadn’t been so burned by the man that he’d given up on love altogether. Dimitri let it go and moved to his previous topic. “Genetically speaking, it’s damn near impossible for one twin to be a mage and the other not.”

      Sam ignored that. “So, are the dragon clans going to have a massive baby boom now that they’re finding mages?”

      No interest in answering that question, eh? Okay, Dimitri could pry into it a different way.

      “Yeah, of course. We’re desperate for kids at this point. Our clans are nowhere near the size they once were. It’s why we keep tracking down mage clans and testing people, inviting them to come visit. Do you think your family would be willing?”

      “Some of them will. My brother will come down for the thrill of visiting, if nothing else. My mom has been sick with the flu recently and is still trying to set up a time to have a Skype interview with your king. When I talked to my dad last night, he said she was moaning and complaining about not getting to talk to a dragon king, but she also refuses to do a video call when she’s not looking her best.”

      “What about your dad? Couldn’t he talk to Rodrigo?”

      Sam shook his head. “Dad’s side of the family has kept no records of their family tree or clan information. He’d be of no use. My mom has more records for her side of the family and can talk in more detail. Besides, when it comes to magic, my mom’s side has always been more powerful.”

      “I hope she feels better soon. What’s your mom’s clan’s specialty?”

      “If they had one, it’s rather lost in the recesses of time. My family didn’t practice magic—openly anyway—for fear of discovery. They’ve kept it hidden, even now. They use a lot of basic spells and protection spells to mask their magical abilities. They focus on handing down knowledge and training to the next generation.”

      “Huh. I bet if we ask Gunter—he’s the fire dragon genealogy expert—he’d be able to tell us.”

      “Maybe. You know him better than I do, of course. Say, why did the ice dragons move to Brazil? The only thing anyone will tell me is because it’s warmer. But that doesn’t really answer the question.”

      Sam was apparently done talking about himself, magic, and family. Alright, Dimitri could give him a break. Giving him some ice dragon history wouldn’t hurt anything.

      “Well, after the war was done, we were decimated. There weren’t many of us left and being at home felt…wrong. It was too quiet. The halls echoed with the silence. No one could heal there from the grief. We lasted a winter and then Rodrigo said let’s move. Total change of climate, pick somewhere we could relax and recuperate. None of us thought it was a bad idea. We sat down with a map and as a clan discussed where to go. A few of us had been to Brazil, so we knew the land and the people. Knew they were hospitable, and the beaches were gorgeous. It sounded like paradise, so that’s where we went. I think we had it in our minds that it was a temporary move. Just a few years, maybe, to help us grieve. But once we were here…our desire to go back to that land of snow and ice evaporated. Surfing and sunbathing are so much more fun.”

      “So that’s how it happened. I found it strange because, according to the histories, dragons are very territorial. I couldn’t figure out what prompted you to move.”

      “Oh, we’re still highly territorial. Not of land, though, not anymore.” Dimitri shot him a wink before slowing to take the next curve. “We’re territorial of our clan and our mates now. The war changed a lot of things for us. We used to butt heads all the time with other clans, even get into fights, but…we don’t have it in us to be that petty anymore. With so few dragons, we look at another and see a brother-in-arms now. I’ll defend a fire dragon as readily as I would my own clanmate.”

      “It makes sense. You don’t fight over potential mates either?”

      Dimitri waved this away. “No, no, not how it works. We know if someone is our mate or not. No use fighting over someone else’s mate. It was because of that selfishness that we had the war to begin with. Trust me, no dragon would even consider it.”

      Sam nodded and turned toward him a little, his voice dipping lower as if about to tell a secret. “I’ve another question, something more personal, but I don’t know how to ask it without possibly stepping on toes. Two of your dragon friends seem to be…together?”

      Dimitri loved how Sam expressed no desire to be upsetting but didn’t hesitate to ask the question anyway. The man was nothing if not direct. “Yeah, they are. I know why you’re asking. It’s incredibly rare—practically unheard of—for two dragons to be lovers. I mean, we do hook up with each other sometimes—”

      “You do?” Sam asked in surprise, eyes wide behind his glasses.

      “Hell yeah, it’s not like we stay celibate. Although the mornings after can be awkward beyond belief, so we don’t do it often. Two dragons choosing to stay with each other, though, I think those are the only two who have done it. Vasily told me once that he and Luka had started out as a hookup. They were both lonely, horny, and found the other attractive—nothing more than that. They just kept falling into bed with each other. Then he went to Luka one night and never left. Eventually, they were able to admit to the rest of us that they were completely in love with each other.”

      “No one gave them grief over this?”

      “Nah. I mean, at that point, we had no hope we’d see mages ever again. If they’d found a partner, good for them. That’s how we saw it. Now, we’re all a little worried about them. What if a mage does come for one of them? No one has ever heard of a mage being magically bonded to two dragons. Who’s going to be on the fallout end of the equation? It’s going to be brutal, whoever it is.”

      “The magic bond…I’ve heard of that. It’s the spell that links the mates together.” Sam’s voice had become so soft Dimitri could barely hear it.

      He grunted in agreement. “Yep. It not only allows us to share our magic more easily with our mate for their spells, but we share our long life. It’s how we stay together for centuries.”

      “Otherwise, a dragon gets only a few short decades with their mage and has to live centuries without them.” Sam paused and shuddered as if shaking off the thought, then his brow compressed. “What if you’re wrong? What if there is no mage for them?”

      “Not how it works, Sam-a-lam. Every dragon has a mage mate. Every single one. Now, not every mage is meant to be a dragon’s mate. It’s not an equivalent exchange. But every dragon has a mate, without question.”

      “So, the two of them are in for a lot of heartbreak, one way or another.”

      “Yeah. You see why we’re all worried. Vasily and Luka, though, they’re sure of their own hearts and refuse to break up.” Dimitri shrugged. “I guess we’ll see. Anyway, don’t tiptoe around them, no need.”

      “Okay. That’s what I needed to know.”

      Dimitri eyed him sideways for a moment before putting his eyes back on the road, letting their conversation die off naturally. He wished he could pry out of the man why he was so certain he wasn’t a mage. Was it something about how the family trained mages that made him believe he didn’t have the talent?

      Dimitri would have many words to say to them if that was the case. None of them would be clean, and sharp claws might be involved.

      The fact that Sam was certain it was only his twin who had magical ability was telling. Dimitri felt like he’d been handed this mystery box to somehow solve. If he hit the right magic combination, surely he could get to the answer trapped inside. It would just take time, charm, and likely a few kisses to get Sam to open up to him, that was all.

      Okay, the kisses thing, that had been an addition by his dragon. Damn horny creature.

      Dimitri sent an internal query to his dragon. You really like this one, huh?

      The dragon gave a dreamy sigh in response.

      Well, that was definite.

      Apparently, history professors with glasses and cute faces were his type. Who knew?

      But this one? Why couldn’t you pick an easier one? It’s not like we haven’t gotten laid in a while.

      His dragon didn’t reply so much as made grabby claws in Sam’s direction. His dragon was giving him the impression that it wasn’t going to be happy with a few kisses. It wanted a lot more from Sam.
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      They wound their way up into the park, heading in the direction of the trailhead that would take them to the area Sam had indicated on the map. The archeologist seemed confident they were heading in the right direction, and Dimitri wasn’t about to argue.

      He was a little perplexed on where they could be going, honestly. Most of the natural reserve was surrounded by civilization in one form or another. Unless the clan had lived at the peak of the mountain, well off the beaten path, and trees had now overgrown it, he couldn’t imagine how it would still be undiscovered five hundred years later.

      At any rate, that was a tomorrow problem.

      Tonight, they were going to stop early and set up camp at an actual campsite. They’d leave the vehicles parked here and rearrange things in the morning so they were prepared to backpack when they finally ran out of road.

      Dimitri kept a sharp eye on Sam as they unloaded the tents and cooking gear from the cargo areas of the Jeeps. Something kept drawing his eye, something about the man that made it impossible to look away. He couldn’t put his finger on it.

      Sam set up the tent with brisk efficiency, which seemed to be his default mode. He did everything efficiently. Dimitri silently pitched in, helping him put the two-man tent up even though he didn’t like the idea of Sam sleeping alone. There were too many monsters in Brazil that liked to prey on sleeping people for him to be comfortable with the idea.

      Nothing bothered Dimitri, of course, because dragons were at the top of the food chain. He wasn’t the one needing company to keep danger at bay.

      Convincing Sam to share a tent with him… Yeah, he didn’t see how that would go over well. The man was strangely prickly. Why? Well, that was another question Dimitri currently had no answer to.

      If Sam was aiming to be enigmatic, he sure was doing a hell of a fine job.

      When Sam headed for the latrines set up on the opposite side of their camp, Dimitri tracked him with his eyes, making sure the man got there fine. It was only when Sam disappeared from sight that he caught himself. Dammit, he was basically eye stalking the man.

      What gives, lizard?

      His dragon answered with a growly purr.

      Not helpful. He liked Sam, though, that was clear.

      “Sooooo,” Luka drawled out in a tone that had Dimitri inwardly groaning. This was his nosy I want to know all the gossip voice. The slender dragon scooted closer and grinned. “You seem to have a thing for Samuel.”

      “I don’t,” he grumbled a little too quickly.

      Luka’s eyebrows shot up toward his hairline and both Gregori and Vasily chuckled, proving they were eavesdropping on the conversation. There was no such thing as privacy in a clan. Not really. Your dragon and mage family knew all of your business like they were being paid to know.

      “So, you trying to get some?”

      “What? No! What? Why would you ask that?” Dimitri was forced to bite his tongue to stop the gibberish pouring out of his mouth. It didn’t help that with each word his voice traveled higher in pitch. Soon only dogs would be able to hear him.

      “Holy shit! You broke Dimitri,” Gregori said with a cackle.

      “Shut up!” Dimitri used his ice powers to freeze some of the moisture in the air until he formed a snowball. He launched it at Gregori, but the dragon deftly dodged while still laughing.

      “I think you have,” Vasily agreed. “Look at his face. Definitely turning red.”

      Dimitri called up a second snowball to throw at Vasily but the dragon had already darted behind a tree. Asshole. Dimitri tossed the ball aside and dropped down on one of the open seats at the picnic table.

      Luka cautiously edged closer, a smile on his lips, but his eyes kept sneaking over to Dimitri’s hand as if to check that he wasn’t armed with icy death. “What are you so grumpy about?”

      “Because he’s complicated and he hates to talk. Trying to get information out of him is like trying to sneak a pearl out of an oyster,” Dimitri snarled.

      Vasily ducked out from his hiding place, brow furrowed in confusion. “Seriously?”

      “We’ve never seen you so wrapped up in a mage,” Gregori called out from his protection behind a tree.

      “You’re always really friendly and welcoming to the mages when they join the clan,” Luka pointed out.

      “And you were super friendly with the Burkhard mages. Nikki certainly thought you were cool,” Vasily added.

      Dimitri scrubbed a hand across his face. He did not want to talk about this. “Yes, exactly. I’m nice to all the mages. That’s all this is, I’m being nice to Sam. He’s traveled a long way for an important research expedition, and he’s entirely alone in a foreign country after his shithead ex dumped him. There’s nothing else going on.”

      “But—” Luka started, but Dimitri held up one hand, stopping his words.

      “Keep in mind, also, that Sam has made it very clear he’s not a mage.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Gregori came out of his hiding place and walked into the center of their camp so that he was standing only a few feet away from Dimitri, his arms crossed over his chest. “We can all smell the magic on him.”

      Dimitri shrugged. “I know. I think he’s a mage, but maybe we’re wrong and it’s something else. He could be something we haven’t encountered before. He sounds like he’s been through this shit his entire life. Maybe we should try listening to him instead of assuming we know best.”

      “Or,” Gregori began and then paused with a wide grin, “you’re just a chicken shit and afraid to court him because you don’t think he’s attracted to you. Don’t worry, we can help you by talking up some of your better qualities.”

      “Like the fact that you don’t snore,” Luka chimed in.

      “You still have all your teeth,” Vasily offered.

      Gregori sighed and shook his head. “But you are a little bit slow.”

      “What?” Dimitri didn’t get the word completely off his tongue when Gregori held up the hand he’d been hiding under his bicep to reveal that he was cradling a snowball. Dimitri launched to his feet right as the chilly ball of frozen water exploded against his chest.

      Gregori’s mad cackles rang out in the forest and the bastard ran. Vasily and Luka joined in Gregori’s antics, launching their own snowballs at him. Dimitri rolled and dodged, creating and throwing snowballs at his three companions as fast as he could.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Sam demanded as he reached the edge of their campsite.

      Dimitri didn’t hesitate as he lobbed a snowball in Sam’s direction. “Sam! Catch!”

      “What?” Sam asked, but the man’s reflexes were good. He snagged the ball without blinking an eye.

      “Gregori said archeology isn’t a real science!” Dimitri shouted.

      “What! I did not—” Gregori squawked, but it was already too late. Sam spun and pelted Gregori with the ball in his hand.

      A snowball from Vasily whizzed by Sam and he yelped, darting toward Dimitri. Opening his arms, Dimitri wrapped Sam up tightly, spinning them so that he was using his body to shield the smaller man from the onslaught of summer snow. Several balls thumped against his back, but he barely even noticed them. All of his attention was on the man in his arms. Sam’s fists tightly gripped Dimitri’s T-shirt while ducking his head against his chest. Dimitri’s heart thundered in his ears and his mouth went dry. He was holding Sam and the rest of the world just stopped.

      “Alright! We’re done! Cease fire!” Luka called out with laughter in his voice.

      Dimitri couldn’t move. He just watched as Sam lifted his head to gaze up at him, eyes wide behind dirty glasses. The man swallowed hard as their eyes locked. He looked so vulnerable and kissable. They were so close…

      Sam released Dimitri and stepped out of his arms with a little shove. “What the hell was that all about?” he asked with a strangled laugh.

      “We were just teasing Dimitri about his bossiness, and things got out of hand,” Vasily explained.

      The moment was broken. Sam wandered over to the picnic table and sat down hard on one of the open seats.

      Thankfully, Luka had dinner in hand tonight because Dimitri’s mind was too scattered. With his luck, he’d burn the food and set half the woods on fire.

      After they finished eating, Dimitri sidled in to sit next to Sam at the picnic table. “So…Brazilian nights are hot. Humid. Lots of dangerous creatures in the area that like to prey on sleeping people. Maybe consider sharing a tent with me?”

      Sam didn’t even look up from the notebook in his hands. “No thanks.”

      That did not go as well. Try again.

      “I can keep the tent a nice cool temperature to sleep in. You’ll be well rested tomorrow instead of exhausted.”

      “I can sleep fine under rough conditions.” Sam shot him a look that Dimitri couldn’t quite decipher. “I think you forget that I’m an archaeologist. Getting my PhD required hours in the field and in less than stellar conditions. This is not my first time hiking somewhere remote or sleeping rough.”

      Yup, as expected, this man was too stubborn to concede easily. “I’m not saying otherwise. But why be uncomfortable tonight if you don’t have to? Think of me as a portable A/C unit. That can make the things that go bump in the night keep their distance.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      Shit, this man was stubborn beyond belief. Dimitri queried his dragon again.

      You like this one? Why?

      Dragon purred and suggested trying for cuddles next.

      Not exactly helpful.

      Well, he’d tried. Dimitri would keep an ear out for Sam and hope that nothing vicious tried to pounce on him while he was defenseless. Even if something did, Dimitri would prove it wrong very quickly. With him in the vicinity, Sam was definitely not defenseless.
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      Sam moaned softly.

      He tried to roll over on his sleeping bag but couldn’t.

      It was so fucking muggy. He’d gone to bed wearing only a T-shirt and shorts. He was pretty sure they were sticking to him now.

      God, did Brazil have winter? He should have come in winter. It was better to freeze than to melt. At least then he could get some sleep.

      He attempted to move again, but the weight on his chest pressed down harder, making it difficult to breathe. What the fuck?

      Consciousness leaked into his brain enough to open his eyes and blink at the darkness. What was pressing down on his chest? Had Dimitri crawled into his tent while he was sleeping under the guise of “protecting” him? That sounded like something he would do. Stupid dragon.

      He groped for his phone with his right hand, preparing to snap at the guide and send him back to his own tent. When he located it, he pressed the power button, casting just enough light in the pitch-black tent to illuminate bulbous red eyes, a long, hooked nose, and wild white hair that looked as if it had been styled by Albert Einstein.

      Holy shit! Not Dimitri! Definitely not Dimitri!

      Dropping his phone, Samuel screamed and attempted to shove away the creature squatting on his chest. The little figure shrieked at him and jumped up into the air. The weak light caught a flash of a thin, gangly creature with enormous feet.

      Feet that came crashing down on his rib cage.

      Air exploded from his lungs, cutting off his panicked cries so that they were reduced to a pathetic, muffled moan.

      The light on his phone timed out, leaving the tent lost in darkness. He thought he heard noises from the others in the camp, but he couldn’t be sure. All of his focus was on trying to grab the monster that was currently using his chest as a trampoline. Fingers came into contact with moist, scaly skin that made his own flesh crawl.

      He gasped for air, but he couldn’t draw in a full breath. This was a horrible way to die. Suffocated by an ugly creature jumping on his chest.

      Light finally filled the tent, illuminating the thing attacking him. He tried to seize it again, but both he and the monster froze at the ugly snarl that rippled through the camp.

      What the fuck was that?

      Definitely worse than this small creature. He almost wanted to hide with the baby Einstein.

      In the next second, the door to his tent was violently ripped open and Dimitri was squatting in the opening. One powerful hand shot inside and snatched the monster by the hair. It gave a high-pitched squeal as Dimitri jerked the thing out and tossed it across the camp.

      “Kill it!” he snarled before attempting to enter the tent.

      Coughing, Samuel sat up and shoved at Dimitri, pushing him back so he could exit the tent. He wanted out where there was light. Waking up in the darkness to something squatting on his chest left him not wanting to be anywhere cloaked in shadows.

      “What?” he wheezed and had to try a second time. “What is that?”

      Dimitri’s hand wrapped around his elbow, gently pulling Samuel to his feet. His fingers were blissfully cold, instantly chilling Samuel’s sweaty flesh. He watched as the creature scurried across the camp on feet that were almost as long as it was tall. The physics of that body said it shouldn’t be able to move that fast, not without tripping over its own toes, but it did.

      “Kill the fucker!” Dimitri growled again. This time, he threw out his left hand and an ice spike shot across the camp to embed in the ground inches away from where the figure had been. It screamed and darted into the thick bushes, escaping into the darkness.

      “It’s only a pisadeira,” Luka said wearily, rubbing his eyes.

      Samuel glanced from Dimitri to Luka, who was standing shirtless and half asleep next to Vasily. Gregori had wandered over to sift through the brush where the thing had disappeared but didn’t appear particularly concerned. The other dragons didn’t seem to be overly worried either.

      Except for Dimitri.

      Plumes of frosty air rolled off Dimitri’s body. When he exhaled, a cloud of white burst from his nostrils. The man looked as if he was going to explode into an icy temper tantrum at any second.

      “What’s a pisadeira?” Samuel asked, debating whether he could pry his elbow out of Dimitri’s grip without the dragon noticing. Not that he really wanted to. Right now, the air surrounding him was at least twenty degrees cooler and it was heaven.

      “Creepy little creatures,” Luka murmured, flashing him a tired smile. “Always women, as far as I know. Crazy hair, red eyes, long fingers, and huge feet. They tend to be drawn by the scent of food. They lurk until a person has fallen asleep with a full belly, and then they jump on your chest, paralyzing you. Once you can’t move, they tend to steal things like food or maybe objects that catch their interest.”

      “Shit,” Samuel whispered, rubbing his sore chest with his free hand.

      “They’re generally not a threat to a person, unless you’ve got a heart condition. The paralysis wears off after less than an hour, and they’ve moved on long before that,” Luka said easily.

      “Except that this one attacked Sam!” Dimitri raged.

      “It’s gone now.” Gregori shrugged. “We scared it pretty good. I’m sure it won’t be back.”

      “It shouldn’t have been here in the first place! I thought you had protections in place,” Dimitri countered, narrowing his eyes on Luka.

      Vasily took a menacing step forward, placing his body between Luka and Dimitri. The muscles in his jaw flexed, his fingers curling into fists. Oh shit, this was getting out of hand fast.

      “I do have protections in place, but not for pisadeiras. They’ve never been seen this far south or east. The last time anyone spotted one, it was in Rondônia. Rondônia, Dimitri. Do you know how far that is from here?”

      Samuel wanted to smile at Luka. The dragon might be slimmer and shorter than both Vasily and Dimitri, but he was not backing down. If anything, he looked willing to climb over Vasily to attack Dimitri.

      But this was all getting blown out of proportion. Yeah, it had been scary as hell and one of the world’s worst ways to wake up, but now that Luka had confirmed he wasn’t in any real danger, Samuel was happy to let it all go. He wanted to return to sleep, even though he wasn’t entirely sure he’d be able to close his eyes now. Pain in his chest mixed with memories of the frightening red eyes left him thinking that sleep might be impossible.

      Stepping in front of Dimitri to stop him glaring at the other dragons, Samuel patted the bigger man on the chest a couple of times. “Hey, let it go. I’m okay. We’re all hot and tired.” He glared at the cool air that still swirled around Dimitri and frowned. If all the ice dragons were self-cooling like Dimitri, then he was the only one who was hot. “Whatever. I’m hot and tired. Let’s go back to bed. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover tomorrow.”

      Dimitri’s fingers relaxed on Samuel’s elbow but didn’t release him. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “No. My chest fucking hurts.” He rubbed it lightly, glaring at the man who was keeping him standing in the middle of the camp. “But I’ve got ibuprofen in my bag. That and sleep will work wonders.”

      “I’ve got something better. Go get in my tent. I’ll grab your gear and move it there.”

      Samuel jerked his elbow free, eyes widening. He thought he heard a snicker and the sound of the others moving off, but he ignored it. “I’m not interested in your ‘something better.’ My tent is fine,” he snapped.

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t entirely thrilled with attempting to sleep alone in his tent, but he wasn’t going to climb into a sleeping bag with this dragon after a cheesy line like that.

      “It’s not what you think,” Dimitri said with a smirk. He stepped closer and Samuel wanted to sigh in relief at the cold air. Could he keep that up all night? Maybe there were benefits to sharing a tent with the ice dragon. “Besides, I might have broken the zipper on your tent. We won’t be able to sort it out until morning. It’s safer if you share with me.”

      “Yeah, sure. Whatever,” Samuel muttered, while inwardly celebrating. No reason to sound like he was capitulating that easily.

      Instead of going directly to Dimitri’s tent, he went to his own and helped to gather his things, which the dragon refused to let him carry. Bossy bastard. Samuel stood back and allowed Dimitri to settle things inside the tent before crawling after him. He was not surprised in the least that Dimitri had placed his sleeping bag at the far side, positioning himself between Samuel and the entrance.

      Samuel flopped down on his sleeping bag and tried to take a deep breath of relief, but it was cut short by the sharp pain that shot through his chest. Shit. He’d forgotten to snag the pills from his bag. Dimitri had distracted him. If his “something better” turned out to be his dick, Samuel was going to slug him in the mouth. He was hot, tired, and sore.

      Lanterns were extinguished and darkness descended on the camp again. Dimitri’s hulking shadow loomed over him as the dragon got settled on the sleeping bag next to him. Samuel jerked when he felt something pulling at his T-shirt, trying to lift it. He batted Dimitri’s hands away.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed.

      “Helping. Stop fighting me,” Dimitri grumbled.

      The dragon had to have more than two hands, because one of them slipped past Samuel’s guard and settled right on the center of his chest. Blissful coolness settled over Samuel’s flesh, wiping away the bone-deep ache and the sweltering heat. For the first time since he’d woken with the pisadeira on his chest, he could draw in a deep breath.

      “Better?”

      Samuel hummed his pleasure, letting his eyes fall shut. Now that he was lying still, he noticed that it wasn’t just where Dimitri touched him that was cool. The air all around him felt so much more comfortable.

      Dimitri’s fingers carefully moved across Samuel’s ribs, inspecting each one. “Any of this hurt?”

      “No. I don’t think anything’s broken. Only bruised.”

      “Not ticklish either,” Dimitri murmured, sliding his hand back to the center of his chest.

      Samuel felt one corner of his mouth tick higher. “Not there.”

      “Oh, Sam Jam, that just makes me want to find where you are ticklish.” Dimitri’s voice had become a low rumble of pleasure that was turning Samuel’s sleepy brain to goo. He was even willing to let the stupid nickname go this time.

      “This is so nice,” he mumbled, barely able to get the words out. “Can you do this all night?”

      He was answered with a devilish chuckle that had him mentally rolling his eyes. Stupid dragon. “I can definitely go all night.”

      “I mean keep the tent cool.”

      “I know what you meant. Yes, I can keep the tent cool like this all night.”

      “And still sleep?”

      “Yes, I can sleep, cool the tent, and keep you safe. Go to sleep.”

      Samuel’s brain barely registered the rest of that sentence as it drifted off.

      When Samuel woke the next morning, it was to find himself lying half on Dimitri. His head was pillowed on the dragon’s chest, and both of Dimitri’s arms were wrapped around him as if Samuel were a teddy bear. He looked far too adorable for Samuel’s sleepy brain. Dimitri’s hair was mussed and his face was somehow sweet when it was completely relaxed.

      Samuel’s bent leg was also stretched across Dimitri’s groin, covering what felt like some very impressive morning wood.

      And that only made him more aware of his own pressed almost painfully against the dragon’s hip.

      Part of him wanted to be embarrassed. Horrified.

      Except that the tent was still relatively dark and so wonderfully cool. The arms holding him felt so damn good. And he’d had the best night of sleep in…hell, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a better night of sleep.

      Of course, Kevin’s voice chose that moment to whisper through his brain, mocking him.

      Run, run. Toss up all your walls and pretend you’re not attracted. We both know you don’t have a spontaneous bone in your body. You wouldn’t know fun if it reached in your pants and grabbed your dick.

      Screw you, Kevin.

      He could be fun. He could be spontaneous, dammit!

      The bubble of anger that had risen up inside of him was directed more at himself than the memory of his asshole ex. The walls Samuel maintained around his heart at all times had slipped in the night, and when he looked at Dimitri, he couldn’t give voice to the lies he’d been telling himself for days now. Lies he’d fabricated out of desperation.

      Hidden away from prying eyes while Dimitri slept, it was safe to admit he was attracted to Dimitri. Who the fuck wouldn’t be? The dragon was sex on wheels with his dark hair, slumberous bedroom eyes, and wicked grin. Everything about him was pure temptation and Sam ached to have a taste.

      But why would someone like Dimitri be interested in a no-talent nerd like him?

      Except that Dimitri’s heavy-handed flirting had made it abundantly clear he would be interested in a little fooling around. But how would Samuel go about instigating something like that? Not once in his life had he ever been the aggressor.

      How about I show you exactly how grateful I am to you for saving my life?

      Samuel mentally snorted at that corny, damsel-in-distress line. He’d never be able to say that out loud with a straight face. Dimitri would laugh at him, and Samuel wouldn’t blame the man.

      Dimitri seemed like a direct approach kind of guy. Maybe Samuel could straddle his hips and say, Why don’t you fuck me with that big dragon cock of yours?

      Okay, maybe it would be best if he found a way to proposition Dimitri without words.

      Yeah, that would probably work best.
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      Someone was snuggling him.

      Dimitri lay perfectly still, trying to get his brain to wake up enough to tell him whether this was a good development or a potentially awkward start to his day.

      The last thing he remembered was…Sam. The cranky mage had been hot, tired, and hurting after his encounter with a pisadeira. Dimitri had placed a cooling hand over the bruised area on his chest, and within a couple of minutes the mage had wordlessly drifted off to sleep.

      Dimitri, on the other hand, had lain there wide awake for at least another hour, his chest tight with this sense of panic he couldn’t completely shake. What if he’d not woken in time to grab that fucking pisadeira? What if Sam hadn’t been able to cry for help? What if the creature had missed and landed on his throat or head?

      He wasn’t normally a pessimistic person or a worrier, but when it came to this mage, he couldn’t shut his brain off.

      No, from now on Sam had to share a tent with him. It was the only way he could be sure the mage would be safe at night.

      And if it meant he woke up each morning wrapped up in the little archeologist’s tight body, then he was willing to suffer through it. Take one for the team and all that.

      A soft, needy whimper rose from the other man, and the leg currently resting on Dimitri’s groin shifted slightly higher, rubbing across his dick. That succeeded in waking up the rest of him. Dimitri clenched his teeth to hold in his own needy whimper.

      Opening his eyes, he turned his head enough to see if Sam was awake or simply shifting in his sleep and found nervous, hungry eyes watching him. Sam’s soft lips were parted on a breath, looking like the sweetest invitation Dimitri had ever woken to. It would be rude not to take Sam up on that, and he tried to never be rude to a mage.

      Wrapping his arms tightly around Sam, he rolled onto his side so that his lips were mere inches from the mage’s. He dipped his head, lightly brushing his mouth across Sam’s before backing off again. Just a tease. A hint of what was to come. Always offering Sam the opportunity to shove him away if this wasn’t what he really wanted.

      One hand landed on Dimitri’s shoulder and he stiffened, waiting to feel Sam push him away, to reject him. The fingers tightened on his bare skin, pulling him in closer instead. Sam tipped his chin up and whispered, “More.”

      Dimitri was not going to question his luck. Drawing Sam in tighter, he kissed him deeply, his tongue slipping between those plump lips to explore the mage’s mouth. Sam was a little bit of perfection as he gripped Dimitri, instantly handing himself over to his care. He tasted like heaven, as if he was everything Dimitri had spent his very long life craving.

      After all Sam’s sharp comments and general grumpiness, Dimitri had never expected to find that Sam had the sweetest mouth. Their tongues slipped against each other over and over again, wringing the most tantalizing sounds out of Sam.

      He rolled again, pressing Sam onto his back. Braced on his left forearm, Dimitri held himself up enough to slip a hand between them. He lifted Sam’s T-shirt, forcing them to break off the kiss long enough to remove the garment that was keeping him from all of Sam’s lovely, soft skin.

      The second Dimitri’s bare chest met Sam’s, the other man hissed and arched his spine. “Oh god!” he moaned softly. “Are you always so cold?”

      Dimitri dipped his head and nibbled along Sam’s jaw while at the same time he settled the lower half of his body between the mage’s legs. A very hard cock was pressing into his abdomen, demanding attention, and Dimitri was more than happy to fix that problem. But first, he had a mage who need torturing.

      “I don’t have to be. Would you like me to stop?”

      “No, don’t. You feel amazing,” Sam said on the dreamiest sigh. He writhed under Dimitri, lifting his hips to press his dick harder into him, in desperate need of more friction.

      Dimitri chuckled and licked his way down Sam’s neck. “You’re the type who likes cold sheets in the middle of winter and a heavy stack of blankets.”

      “Yes,” he hissed. Sam turned his head, chasing after Dimitri’s mouth. Both hands were now in Dimitri’s hair, trying to pull him closer. So needy. So demanding. Dimitri claimed Sam’s mouth in a long, draining kiss. Part of him wanted to roll over and let Sam ride his cock until he finally got the release he was so frantically chasing.

      A low rumble echoed through his mind, almost like a purr. Lovely. His dragon was in complete agreement, which usually meant it was a horrible idea.

      Dimitri broke off the kiss, but he remained close enough to allow his breath to dance across Sam’s damp lips. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

      “Wh-what? What do you mean?” Sam stammered, eyes going wide. The blue that was partially hidden behind glasses was now almost completely swallowed by inky-black pupil in the shadowy darkness of the tent.

      “Tell me what you want,” Dimitri patiently repeated. He moved his head slightly to lick one corner of Sam’s mouth. There was an answering twitch in his dick as if part of Sam’s body was connected to his cock. Wasn’t that a wonderful idea? He might need to explore that more. “You can have anything you want. You just gotta tell me, my little Sammy.”

      “But I-I-I thought…you wanted to…” The slight nervous stammer was chipping away at Dimitri’s self-control. How could anyone be so confident and chilly by the light of day, but the moment he was alone and in bed, he turned into this insecure, adorable treat that Dimitri wanted to devour?

      Dimitri shifted to the other side of Sam’s head and nipped on one earlobe before licking it, earning a full-body shiver for his troubles. “I’d be happy licking every inch of your body. I asked what you want. Say it. Say the words, Samuel.”

      “F-Fuck! I thought you wanted to fuck.” The words were like a shot in the relative quiet of the tent. Sam flinched, drawing his body in slightly as if seeking to hide under Dimitri’s larger one. But he had to give the mage credit, because despite the burn of embarrassment in his cheeks, he looked Dimitri straight in the eye and clearly stated, “I thought you wanted to fuck me.”

      Take! Claim! Keep!

      His dragon was practically shouting in his head and jumping up and down on his brain. The damn horny lizard was out of control. There was no way in hell he was claiming or keeping this mage. Sam swore he wasn’t a mage and Dimitri was not going to try to force a bond on someone who wasn’t interested.

      Dimitri tried to hold on to his smile while he shoved the nosy beast down. This was not a committee effort.

      He gently kissed along Sam’s jaw. “I’d love to fuck you. I bet you’d be so incredibly tight around me.” Placing his weight on his left arm, Dimitri slid his right hand down between them to carefully caress Sam’s cock through his shorts. Sam responded with a sound close to a pained whine as he thrust his hips forward into Dimitri’s hand. So perfectly responsive. So perfect in so many ways.

      “But I know what I want. What do you—”

      “Fuck me. Oh god, please, just fuck me. I need to come so bad,” Sam said in a rush of words. But the second all those words finished pouring free, Sam blinked wide, confused eyes at him.

      Dimitri stared at him for a long second, getting lost in that vulnerable gaze. Sure, he saw a hungry, needy, horny man lying under him, but more than that, he saw someone who was wounded and searching for a quick fix.

      Normally, he had no problem being the rebound guy. Everyone got off and no one got hurt. It was a bit of fun and a good release.

      But something in him said Sam was hurting from more than a dickhead ex-boyfriend, and he had no desire to slap a Band-Aid on it in the form of hot sex. This mage deserved more, deserved so much better than that. Dimitri might not be the one whose job it was to make it all better, but he could at least be sure to not make it worse by creating a memory Sam would later regret.

      “I’ve got another idea,” he murmured before taking Sam’s mouth in a hard kiss that had the man melting completely under him.

      The kiss lasted only a few seconds and then he was moving his way down Sam’s body, licking, nibbling, and sucking every inch of his skin. He carefully kissed his way across obscene blue and purple bruises that marred his perfect chest. His dragon irritably grumbled, wanting to go track down that fucking pisadeira and stomp on its head. Dimitri completely agreed.

      “I thought…I thought you said…anything I wanted…” Sam panted.

      He lifted his head and grinned at the man as he gripped the elastic band of Sam’s loose basketball shorts and pulled them down to free his cock. Still holding Sam’s eyes, he ran his tongue across the head, licking up the salty-sweet pre-cum leaking from it.

      Sam moaned, and pure gibberish tumbled free from his parted lips. “Yes. Okay. Don’t stop,” was the only thing Dimitri could make out.

      Dimitri smiled around Sam’s dick as he took more of the long, slender length into his mouth, swallowing him down until the soft head touched the back of his throat. Balanced on his knees, he worked Sam’s shorts all the way down his legs and off his body so that he was completely naked on the sleeping bag. Dimitri longed to join him, to feel all that skin and the fine hairs on Sam’s legs rubbing against his body, but he didn’t dare. His mouth was sliding along a hard cock, steadily driving this adorable man insane.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d given a blowjob, but there was no way it had felt like this. It was like his brain was trying to memorize the exact feel of Sam’s silky skin, the weight of his member on his tongue.

      And his dragon was right there, pressed up against his skin because it needed to be involved in this as well. Like it was trying to stake a claim and wouldn’t move no matter how hard Dimitri shoved.

      A high-pitched whine left Sam and was suddenly cut off. The fingers twisting in his hair disappeared.

      Tilting his head up, Dimitri found Sam covering his mouth with both hands, his entire body trembling as he tried to hold everything in.

      Oh, that wouldn’t do. He could easily imagine Sam was a very vocal lover, and he had the greatest desire to one day hear all the sounds that could escape him during sex. But here probably wasn’t the best place.

      Besides, Dimitri’s dick was making its own demands. He half-lay on his stomach between Sam’s legs, rubbing his groin on the ground for a tiny bit of relief while he drove Sam closer and closer to orgasm. There was no reason they both couldn’t lose themselves.

      Dimitri shoved his own pants down his thighs and let Sam’s dick fall from his mouth. A cry of denial left Sam’s lips, but any further argument was silenced when Dimitri captured his mouth. He gathered both their dicks together in one hand and stroked them together, the saliva and pre-cum helping to ease the friction.

      Sam moaned loudly and Dimitri swallowed it. His own body was melting as Sam threw his arms around Dimitri’s shoulders and started thrusting into his hand. He could feel Sam’s cock swelling, his body trembling while sweat slicked his skin. Dimitri’s control was fraying, faster and faster, like worn rope with every thrust, every moan.

      A cry of pure ecstasy broke from Sam’s throat and Dimitri could only snag part of it as that first hot splash of cum covered his hand and scalded his stomach. His hopes of holding out crumbled, and he followed right behind Sam, coming hard enough to short out countless brain cells until he barely remembered how to breathe.

      He rolled onto his back, hating to put even that much distance between them, but that orgasm had stripped him of all his strength. He was afraid of crushing Sam. Panting loudly, he closed his eyes and tried to gather up the scraps of conscious thought he had left. That…that…that was stupidly amazing. There was no way he’d ever come that hard before.

      Dear god, if he had sex with Sam, it would probably kill him.

      He silently laughed at his broken brain. That sounded like the best idea.

      Sadly, that was just about the only idea he had left in his head.

      “Do…do you think…they heard us?” Sam gasped for air.

      Dragons had excellent hearing. Dimitri knew without a doubt that if any of his compatriots were currently awake, they’d heard every dirty second of that.

      Turning his head toward Sam, he flashed him a broad smile. “Nah, I doubt anyone heard us, Sammy Cakes.”

      “Asshole,” Sam muttered, but Dimitri didn’t miss the half-smile lifting one corner of his mouth so very high.
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      Samuel managed to be very adult about cleaning up, pulling on clothes, and rolling out of the tent. It was a little hard, to be honest. Part of him was not quite able to look Dimitri in the eye without feeling his cheeks burning.

      In his own defense, when he had decided to sex Dimitri up, he’d expected a quick fuck. Something hot, wordless, and ending in mutual satisfaction. In no way had he expected a very considerate lover who wanted to make sure he was fulfilling Samuel’s needs and establishing firm consent on what was okay and what wasn’t.

      He’d just… To begin with, Samuel was terrible about communicating what he wanted in bed. He got all shy and tongue-twisted, which led to him being frustrated with himself and anxious that he was frustrating the man in bed with him.

      If that was going to happen, he wanted to mentally brace himself for it and have some rehearsed lines tucked away in his head. Dimitri had come out of left field on that.

      Thank ever loving fuck that he’d also been incredibly patient. Far more patient than any other lover Samuel had ever had. Just the thought of how Dimitri had taken care of him, been able to naturally read exactly what Samuel needed without the words being said aloud, had cracked something open in his heart. Part of him was afraid to look at Dimitri now and find that he saw the dragon as anything other than sexy and annoying. What if he started seeing him as sweet and thoughtful? Or worse, as someone Samuel could grow attached to?

      Nope. Nope. Giant nope. Dimitri was his guide, a dragon in search of a real mage for a mate. He was a one-night stand, and a really fantastic one at that. He wasn’t allowed to be anything else, no matter how enticing it sounded.

      This morning was perfect just the way it was. If Samuel had any disappointment at all—and, really, there wasn’t much of anything to complain about because he’d never come that hard in his life—it was that he wished Dimitri had fucked him.

      Intellectually, he understood why the man hadn’t. Samuel, at least, had no condoms or lube on hand. He doubted Dimitri had thought to pack any. Penetrative sex wasn’t on the table without those two things.

      Some part of Samuel’s mind started scheming on the soonest possible date he could acquire condoms and lube. He was as bad as some horny teenager and, dammit, he’d never been this bad as a teenager.

      Sex with a dragon was apparently mind-blowing. Noted.

      Even as some very dirty thoughts raced through his head, Samuel kept them off his face. He washed his hands, went to the campfire where breakfast awaited, and served himself up some with a cup of coffee prior to settling down. Almost the second his butt touched the seat he realized his mistake. He hadn’t grabbed a fork.

      Dimitri stayed him with a hand before he could rise and stretched to fetch one.

      Samuel took it with a smile. “Thanks.”

      The dragon leaned in to buss a kiss on the top of his head. “You’re welcome.”

      What did he do?!

      Samuel went stiff and shot the man a glare. Just because they’d had sex there was no call for the lovey-dovey treatment. Especially not in front of his two friends.

      Vasily gave a hum, his coffee cup hovering in front of his mouth. “It’s too early in the morning for this much sugar. Put a lid on it, D.”

      Dimitri didn’t even lift his eyes from his plate, simply responded in a lazy drawl, “Make me.”

      Why weren’t they surprised? Neither Luka nor Vasily had batted an eye. Like they expected it.

      Oh shit! They heard everything!

      Samuel felt a blush heat his cheeks and he couldn’t glance up from his plate for a long second. He’d done his best to be quiet, but apparently that hadn’t worked. At all. How good was a dragon’s hearing? Had he a prayer of keeping this quiet to begin with?

      “Now, now.” Luka was definitely smirking. “Let them be cute. Look at the way Samuel’s blushing. How could you resist teasing?”

      Resist, dammit.

      At least Gregori wasn’t anywhere around. If Samuel was lucky, the other dragon was still asleep in his tent and had missed the show he and Dimitri had put on. Sadly, he was fully expecting Vasily and Luka to fill Gregori in on all the lurid details.

      Dimitri took the teasing in stride. “I’d like to remind you that I have overheard the two of you more times than I care to count.”

      “Yeah, and gave us hell for it every time.” Vasily shook a finger at him. “You’re not getting a pass.”

      “Hell no,” Luka agreed. “Besides, we tease you because we love you. Right, my love?”

      “Absolutely. The more we tease, the more we love you.”

      Samuel believed that about as far as he could throw these two. They were having far too much fun at his and Dimitri’s expense.

      “Ooh, actually, we can even be helpful.” Luka pointed toward his tent. “I’ve got lube on me. Which do you want, the strawberry-flavored one or the dragon fruit?”

      Helpful his left eyeball.

      The teasing was in full force. Samuel deeply regretted his actions of this morning. Well, he didn’t regret the sex—no one in their right mind would. He just regretted doing it without four stout walls around him. Clearly, he needed the soundproofing.

      Dimitri didn’t even blink. Probably because he was used to these two. “I don’t know, which do you like better, Sammy?”

      Samuel shot him a glare hot enough to melt steel. “Call me by a nickname one more time and see what I do to you.”

      Vasily perked right up, like a dog spying a treat. “Will there be spankings?”

      “I bet they could role-play naughty student and teacher really well. Samuel’s got the right vibe for pulling off teacher.” Luka gave a nod, secure with his own reasoning. “Dimitri’s got lots of practice being the brat, too.”

      The urge to put breakfast down and flee was strong, but there was nowhere to run to. Dammit all to hell. Growling curses to himself, Samuel focused on breakfast. He would focus only on breakfast. The other three could tease all they wanted, but he was out.

      “Don’t piss him off,” Dimitri warned them. “I’m the one who pays for it.”

      “Like you’re not looking forward to angry sex.”

      Luka added with a snicker, “Or the make-up sex after.”

      Dimitri abruptly switched to Russian and said something short. The other two rolled with laughter, so Samuel could only guess it was some kind of insult.

      The Russian started flying then. Well, no, it wasn’t really Russian. Samuel couldn’t exactly speak Russian—he maybe knew twenty words altogether—but he’d been around the language enough to know how it sounded. This…wasn’t quite right. It had the same kind of tones at times, but it wasn’t modern Russian.

      The obvious hit him like a ton of bricks. Of course it wouldn’t be. The clan had left Russia five hundred years ago and immigrated here to Brazil. They wouldn’t speak modern Russian, they’d speak the language of that country from the fifteenth century. If memory served, that was likely Old East Slavic. It’s what the Belarusian, Russian, and Ukrainian languages were based on.

      The implications bloomed in the back of his head. This was living history. These three spoke a dead language and did so fluently. The dragons were probably the only ones who remembered how to speak Old East Slavic and do so well. Shit, he’d need to sit one of them down and have them record how to speak the language. He had a colleague at Harvard who would cry tears of joy to have recordings of it.

      Vasily said something that had Dimitri chucking a fork at his head. The dragon dodged then laughed outright, eyes sparkling with amusement. Samuel might not understand what they were saying, but he could see the teasing was still in full force. These three reminded him of growing up with Salem. His brother was like this—teasing one minute, supportive the next. Whatever they were saying was riling up Dimitri in a way that Samuel didn’t want. He had to hike all day next to this man, after all.

      He finished his coffee, put it down, and clapped his hands together to break up the chattering. “Alright, you’ve had your fun. Stop before we’re coated in ice. I want to get on the road in the next thirty minutes, and I’m guessing that Gregori is still asleep. Someone needs to wake him up. Also, since we’re likely going to be walking soon, I’d like a favor.”

      Luka still had an evil glint in his eye that suggested he wasn’t done with the teasing. He didn’t say that, though. “What favor?”

      “I’m correct that you three were speaking in Old East Slavic just now?”

      Luka blinked at him, now off track. “Eh, yes. You’ve got a good ear.”

      “More like I knew it wasn’t Russian and deduced that you were likely speaking the language you grew up with. Five hundred years ago, in Russia, that would have been Old East Slavic.”

      Vasily held up a finger, head canted in question. “This isn’t your field of study, right? So why do you know this?”

      “We archeologists have all sorts of random bits of information stored in our heads.” Samuel shrugged. He could explain that it was part and parcel of tracking down information about the mage clan he was hunting for, but that was too longwinded an explanation to go into. Also, not the point. “I have a colleague who would love to hear live recordings of someone fluent in that language. It’s considered extinct—or was, until your clan popped up on the radar. Can I record you guys talking in it while we hike? It doesn’t have to be anything serious. You can laugh and joke as you have been.”

      Dimitri turned his head to regard him, those pale blue eyes filled with curiosity. “Is it really that lost? That they don’t know how to pronounce it now?”

      “Well, yeah, kinda. It’s more they’re guessing on how to pronounce things based on the modern languages that came from it. As I said, hearing a native speak it is different than someone who learned it from a book. She’ll promise me her firstborn child if I tell her I have live recordings of it.”

      Vasily, at least, didn’t seem to think this was anything big. “Sure. It’s not like we can do anything but walk and talk anyway. Alright, let’s clean up.”

      Good, successfully distracted. Samuel might be able to keep them from defaulting to teasing if he could keep this up.

      Dimitri got a grumbling Gregori moving and fed breakfast while the rest of them cleaned the plates in a nearby stream, put out the fire, and broke down the tents. Samuel got the essentials into his backpack, but somehow things had shifted enough that the top drawstring didn’t want to close anymore. Which meant the top didn’t want to close. He growled in nonverbal frustration and debated unpacking and trying again. Pulling really hard didn’t seem to work. What was plan C?

      Dimitri wrapped himself around Samuel’s back and leaned in closer, pulling the sides together. “Now try.”

      Actually, that did give some slack. Samuel pulled the string and it closed enough this time that he could get the flap down. Banzai! “Thanks.”

      Dimitri turned his head to brush a kiss against his cheek. “I like doing things for you.”

      Okay, that tore it. Samuel pulled free and stood, turning to face him. “Look. I didn’t think I had to spell this out, but apparently I do. This morning was a hookup. You’re surely familiar with those.”

      Dimitri stood as well, staring down at Samuel like he was the cutest thing ever.

      Which rankled, dammit. Samuel was many things, but cute was not one of them.

      He also wasn’t getting an agreement. “We’re two adults having fun. I’m not trying to start anything. This isn’t a relationship in progress, okay? Are you hearing me?”

      Dimitri stepped in closer to put a kiss on the top of Samuel’s forehead. “I hear you, darling.”

      For the first time in his life, Samuel got so frustrated that words escaped him. He smacked Dimitri in the chest, hissing with frustration. Why was this man so damn stubborn?!

      Dimitri dodged, chuckling, not at all bothered.

      “We are not a couple,” Samuel maintained firmly.

      “Not yet,” Dimitri agreed with a sage nod. “That’s a work in progress.”

      Okay, maybe he should regret sexing this man up. It was like that story about the camel in the desert that asked to put his nose inside during the sandstorm. He’d let Dimitri have that inch and he was about to take the whole mile.

      Fine. If this tactic didn’t work, try another one. Samuel was all about logic, so he set on that course. “Why? Why are you so focused on me?”

      “Hmm, yes, good question.” Dimitri once again stepped close, this time getting his hands on Samuel’s waist and pulling him in. He ducked enough to put his mouth next to Samuel’s ear, his voice a low, sensual rumble that did funny things to Samuel’s insides. “It will take time to explain. Like how much I like that smart mouth of yours and the delicious way you smell. The sweet, sweet way you gave yourself to me this morning in passion. Definitely love how your mind works. That you’ve managed to find all these pieces for this lost mage clan that could have been right under our noses this entire time. And then there’s your relentless drive. Nothing stops you. There’s nothing that can possibly stand in your way. It’s breathtaking to watch. Those are just some of the things I like about you.”

      Samuel felt his ire retreat a step and give way to something else. Something warmer, something he didn’t want to define in that moment. No one had ever said anything like that to him before. It melted some of the guard he had up around his heart and, despite him realizing that, Samuel couldn’t find it in him to raise it again. Not when standing in Dimitri’s arms like this reminded him of how the man had protected him, caressed him, and watched out for him.

      Dammit, he’d had boyfriends less attentive than Dimitri, and he’d known Dimitri for less than a week.

      Dragons and their damn sex appeal. Couple that with their protectiveness of mages and it was no wonder mages since the dawn of time couldn’t resist them. It was too tempting of a package.

      Dimitri trailed a kiss down Samuel’s cheek. Samuel turned his face, just a little, intending to end this. They weren’t alone, there were three dragons ready to tease them right over there and—

      Soft lips took his in a sweet, consuming kiss. Whatever words Samuel had intended to say got swallowed and lost as his lips parted under Dimitri’s. Without conscious thought, Samuel’s hands trailed up the man’s chest and around his neck, latching together behind the nape. He had to hold on to something as the kiss grew deeper.

      “If you two need a second round before we get on the road, we don’t mind!” Vasily called.

      Fucking hell. Samuel ripped himself free from the kiss and took two steps back, cheeks burning. How on god’s green earth had Dimitri sucked him into his space again? Even when Samuel was on guard against him, it didn’t seem to make any sort of difference!

      Dimitri didn’t seem bothered by the interruption. He waggled his eyebrows outrageously at Samuel. “See? They don’t mind.”

      Samuel smacked him on the arm and pivoted on his heel, marching for the tent bag. “Just pack the damn Jeep.”

      “Awww.”

      “Shut it, asshole!”

      That only made Dimitri chuckle. This man would be the death of him yet.
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      Dimitri tossed the bag holding his tent into the trunk of the Jeep when Gregori jogged up with a crate of various foodstuffs and a wide grin across his face.

      “I thought that was going in the other vehicle. What are you doing?” Dimitri demanded.

      “You’ve got room here,” Gregori countered. The idiot’s smile grew even wider, and laughter danced in his eyes.

      Dimitri nearly groaned aloud. They’d clearly not had enough fun already and were determined to poke at him some more. He couldn’t decide if Gregori had just drawn the short stick or if he had a death wish by coming to tease him.

      “Where’s Samuel? I thought he was bringing his stuff to this Jeep?”

      “He’s helping Vasily and Luka.”

      Dimitri squeezed his eyes shut. Divide and conquer. Luka was sweeter and easier to talk to, hence the decision to send the lunatic Gregori to him while Luka buttered up prickly Sam.

      “So, it sounds like you had a good start to the morning,” Gregori prodded when Dimitri didn’t immediately gush with details.

      Turning to rest his ass on the bumper, Dimitri folded his arms across his chest and lifted one eyebrow at the dragon. There were moments when he honestly thought Gregori had a death wish. It wasn’t so much his obsession with finding new and better ways to make things explode, it was his utter lack of a filter on his mouth. There was no one within the clan who could make him watch his tongue.

      No. Wait. Evora.

      The head mage had a way of glaring at Gregori that made a dragon believe he was better off severing his own tongue rather than allowing her to handle the situation.

      “What? Is that really the best you’ve got?” Dimitri said blandly.

      “Come on.” Gregori gave a small, frustrated whine. “You slept with a freaking mage. Even if he says he’s not a mage, we can all smell it. He’s a mage and you slept with him. Is he your mate? Are you claiming him? Does he think you’re his dragon? Does he even realize he could have a mate out there?”

      Dimitri was now wishing he hadn’t prodded. Once the spigot was turned on, there was no stopping the flood of questions. Most of them didn’t have a satisfactory answer, and the others…he didn’t want to think about those.

      This was not a conversation he wanted to have with the grumpy mage. Sam didn’t want to discuss the fact that he was a mage. Dimitri couldn’t imagine a mate conversation with them as the focus was going to be any smoother.

      “Well?” Gregori nudged when he’d been silent for too long.

      “As Sam has made abundantly clear, this was just sex. We’re not dating or anything else. Simply adults having a little fun,” Dimitri repeated the speech still ringing in his ears.

      Gregori shot him a skeptical look. “Uh-huh. Do you buy any of that?”

      Dimitri managed to hold on to his stern look for all of two seconds before a grin split his face. He chuckled, his arms dropping down to his sides. “Not really. I don’t know if Dr. Samuel Hunter is my mate. My dragon likes him, but then my dragon might just be horny. At the end of the day, he’s cute and fun to rile up.”

      Not to mention, he was so fucking enticing in bed, but he wasn’t telling that to Gregori since he wasn’t officially staking a claim. That meant that any of the other three dragons traveling within their party could make a pass at Sam-I-Am. That idea upset both his stomach and his dragon. Dimitri didn’t want anyone else touching Sam, but that didn’t mean they were mates. Nope. It simply meant Dimitri wasn’t done with Sam and he wasn’t in the mood to share.

      “So…just fun, then?” Gregori drawled out.

      “Yep. It doesn’t need to be any more complicated than that. He’s got his Sousa Mage Clan to find. Rodrigo is hoping we’ll find something about the Tupã Dragon Clan that was supposed to be with them. He doesn’t want to deal with his own mageness, and I doubt we’re actually mates.” Dimitri ignored the derisive snort that rose in his mind from his dragon. There was no getting through to the dragon that Sam didn’t see himself as a mage and quite possibly didn’t see them as mate material even if Sam could admit that he was a mage. What dragon wanted to be rejected by their mate?

      Gregori opened his mouth to say something, but the words never came out as Sam suddenly stomped past them, his face flushed and brow deeply furrowed. He didn’t just look pissed. He was fucking furious. What the hell had Vasily and Luka said?

      “Are we ready to go now? We’re wasting daylight,” Sam jerked open the passenger-side door, climbed inside, and slammed it shut behind him.

      At least he didn’t have to worry about Sam wanting to ride in the other vehicle. Though, in the current mood the man was in, Dimitri couldn’t say that he was exactly enthusiastic about being alone in the car with him.

      He turned his head to Gregori to invite the dragon to switch cars and ride in the backseat while Vasily and Luka took over the other two Jeeps, but the little bastard already had his hands raised to ward off Dimitri’s offer as he edged away from him.

      “You’re on your own,” Gregori silently mouthed. Dimitri flipped him off before shutting the tailgate. It was probably for the best. If the other dragons had upset Sam, Gregori probably needed to stay away too.

      After a final glance over their campsite to make sure they’d collected all their gear and trash, Dimitri started the engine and led their small caravan back onto the road. For the first hour, he debated two dozen different ways to begin a conversation, ranging from direct to perverse to silly. Anything to get the man talking or at least lighten the mood in the Jeep.

      In the end, he didn’t need to say anything at all. Sam broke first.

      “Are mates and mages the only things you dragons think about?” he demanded in a thoroughly irritated tone.

      Dimitri let a lazy smile crawl out and rest on his lips. “No, not the only things. Misha thinks about food all the time. Gregori is in search of the best ways to make things explode.” He tipped his head toward Sam, his grin turning into more of a leer. “I happen to think about sex…a lot.”

      Sam continued to glare out the front windshield, not even cracking the tiniest of smirks. That was a shame.

      “What did Luka and Vasily say to you?” Dimitri asked, dropping all teasing and playfulness from his tone. This felt like more than being annoyed. Sam was hurting, and there was no way Luka and Vasily had intended for that to happen.

      “It was more of this mage bullshit. Why don’t I think I’m a mage? And do I think you’re my fucking mate? Am I excited about finding a mate? It’s just bullshit. I’m not a mage. I’m thirty-one years old, and I grew up in a mage family. Do you seriously think I don’t know whether or not I’m a mage? Why would I think you’re my mate, anyway?” Sam suddenly halted in his diatribe and winced. His expression softened a little when he looked at Dimitri. “No offense.”

      Dimitri chuckled. “None taken. I’m not everyone’s cup of tea.” He paused and watched the mage out of the corner of his eye, his mind turning over another possible thought for Sam’s cold walls.

      “Everyone wants to settle down with that special someone at different speeds. Sofi was telling us when she arrived in our clan that she had friends who turned twenty-one and were already searching for a mate so they could settle down. She told us that with the most horrified expression. She said she wanted to study and focus on expanding her mage skills prior to finding her mate.”

      Sam sat up in his seat and turned slightly so that he was partially facing Dimitri. “But Sofi…she’s with Ilya, right? They’re mates?”

      “Yep. Apparently, fate had other plans for Sofi. She’s still working on growing her skills, but she’s now doing it with her mate at her side.”

      Sam huffed and turned to glare out his open window.

      “I think it’s harder for humans to understand,” Dimitri continued. “Your lives are shorter and you’re constantly surrounded by possible mates. For dragons, ours come in one flavor—mage—and, for most of us, it’s been centuries since we saw new mages.”

      “Prior to the Burkhard revelation, the Valerii hadn’t found any new mages?” Sam asked so softly Dimitri could barely hear him.

      “None.” Dimitri’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, making the leather and plastic creak. “Before the Dragon Wars, the Valerii Clan was enormous. The biggest of all the clans. Even bigger than the fire dragons—even if they won’t admit it. We had more than five hundred dragons and nearly as many mages. The clan had a central location, but our dragons flew all over the expanse of Russia and parts of Asia.”

      “Do you mind if I ask…” Sam’s voice was so hauntingly soft and gentle, Dimitri wanted to reach across the center console and pull the archeologist into his lap.

      “About thirty dragons now. Before the Burkhard revelation and meeting the Taavi mage clan, we had eight mages.”

      “Oh god,” Sam gasped. “You lost that many in the war?”

      Dimitri shook his head, the old dull ache echoing through his chest. It might not have been as painful as it once was, but it never completely left him. “Most before the war started. Over half of our mages were from the major clans. When the Jaeggi cast their blood spell, wiping out the major clans, we lost our heart. Their dragon mates quickly followed, because who wants to go on existing after your mate has died? We lost more dragons and mages to the war. Our numbers never recovered after that. Dragons don’t have babies often. I think there’s been one birth since the war.”

      “I’m sorry. So fucking sorry.”

      Dimitri reached across the console and squeezed Sam’s arm. “Thanks. I didn’t tell you to make you sad. Just to ask for a little patience. I know the mage thing is a sore subject for you, but those of us without a mate have been waiting for centuries to find that someone. Our entire drive, our purpose in life, is to find, protect, and support our mate. Those of us without one—it’s like being perpetually stuck in neutral. It can make some dragons pushy when they meet a new mage, or someone they think is a mage.”

      “Wow. Yeah. I get it.” He stared at Dimitri for a second, his brow furrowing. “But then why don’t you seem antsy like the others? You’re really chill about everything.”

      That was a damn good question. Why wasn’t he more anxious around Sam? When Panu and Sofi had first joined the clan there had been an itchy buzz along his skin, a sense of anticipation. The same thing happened when he was staying at the Burkhard Castle and he was constantly meeting new mages.

      But it was different around Sam. He was relaxed, even if his dragon seemed extra grabby.

      “I guess I’m chill because I know that when it’s time for me to meet my mate, it’ll happen. I need to trust fate.”

      Okay, maybe he was managing to be chill around Sam, but his companions would be cackling their asses off. He hadn’t been chill with them. He’d been a wreck, because he couldn’t wrap his brain around the man seated next to him.

      “I hope you find that person,” Sam murmured.

      Dimitri reluctantly released Sam and placed his hand on the steering wheel. “Yeah, me too.”

      Their conversation died gently, and it was probably for the best as the road became progressively worse. The paved road disappeared completely to become gravel for a bit and then deeply rutted dirt. Dimitri was forced to slow down or risk destroying the shocks on the vehicle.

      Thick forest crowded the road on either side and even created a canopy at times, lending to the feeling of traveling through a verdant tunnel. The temperature was steadily climbing and the air grew thicker, more humid. Wind swept through the windows, helping to keep the worst of the heat at bay.

      After another hour of dirt paths, they were forced to stop. The road was gone. It simply ended in a large dirt circle and a sharp wall of thick trees and brush. Apparently, the easy part of their journey was now over.

      “Shit!” Sam unbuckled his seat belt the second Dimitri put the Jeep into park and glared at the wall of green.

      “We knew this was going to happen,” Dimitri patiently reminded him as he turned off the engine.

      “Yeah, but I was enjoying the feeling of making fast progress and the general lack of bugs trying to feast on me as we moved.” To Dimitri’s surprise, the grumpy archaeologist flashed him a small grin.

      “So was I. But we can still have some fun scouting ahead to get our bearings.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dimitri didn’t answer. He climbed out of the Jeep and walked to the back where Luka, Vasily, and Gregori were already gathering. They all looked windblown and uncomfortable as they stretched their arms and legs as far as they could.

      “We need to scout,” Vasily announced. “Who’s going up?”

      “I’ll go,” Dimitri immediately volunteered. “I’ll take Sir Samelot with me.”

      Sam opened his mouth to say something, but he paused and shuddered briefly. Dimitri so hoped that was his pained reaction to the newest nickname. He was particularly proud of that one.

      “What are you talking about? Go up?” Sam spit out.

      “Flying,” Dimitri said. “We need to scout out the best route, and that can be best done in the air. I’m going to shift into my dragon. I thought you’d like to go along for the ride.”

      “I can? How?”

      Gregori had already opened the trunk of the other Jeep and pulled out the saddle and safety harness. “You’re going to need this. We brought it along in case we had to leave the vehicles behind and make a fast exit from the area with you.”

      “Whoa…” Sam exhaled.

      An undignified giddiness swept over Dimitri and he couldn’t blame it all on his dragon. There was a general excitement at the idea of showing off his dragon to Sam for the first time. They’d come so far from snapping at each other on the street corner. They’d laughed, screwed, cuddled, and even had a small heart-to-heart. It was only natural for their friendship to progress to the next step, which was obviously showing off his dragon.

      Flashing one last grin at Sam, Dimitri called upon his dragon, handing control of his body over to the beast living inside of him. After so many centuries, shifting into his dragon form was as easy as slipping on a favorite pair of worn slippers or simply stretching out worn muscles.

      The dragon’s consciousness swelled and took over all the various muscles, bones, and sinews. Because it was happening so fast, he wasn’t necessarily aware of all the minute changes occurring at once. It was more that his perception of the world was shifting. Things were becoming smaller as he grew. The air tasted different on his dragon tongue, and the wind moved differently across his scales and along his wings.

      When the change was complete, Dimitri tilted his head to the side to take in Sam with one dragon eye. The mage’s mouth was hanging open and he took one step backward and just sat in the dirt as if his legs had given out.

      Sam’s lips moved, but no sound came out. That was okay. Dimitri could read his lips for that one word.

      “Beautiful.”
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      Beautiful.

      He was absolutely beautiful.

      This wasn’t Samuel’s first time seeing a dragon. He’d watched with the rest of the world when that insane blue dragon had tried to save a non-crashing plane. He’d seen the videos of the German red dragons flying about their castle. He’d watched countless hours of news footage of all kinds of dragons, anything anyone could get even the shortest clip of.

      But Dimitri was the very first dragon he’d seen in real life. The first one to shift right in front of him.

      And he was so stunning Samuel could hardly draw a breath.

      Dimitri was bigger than all the Jeeps combined and covered in sparkling white scales that reminded him of fresh snow glistening under a setting winter sun. His head was enormous and large spikes rose up from the crown while long fangs curved out from under his lips. The pale blue eye that closely regarded him was nearly as big as Samuel was tall, but the intricate color was the same as the man he’d come to know over the past few days.

      Samuel was trying to remain cool, to be reserved and aloof. Dimitri’s ego was bigger than the both of them combined. The dragon didn’t need to know that Samuel was in awe of him. That his hands itched to stroke along his scales to discover how they felt under his fingers.

      Except that when he took a step backward so he could better take in all of the dragon, his legs stopped working properly and he landed on his ass in the middle of the dirt. All that cool, distant demeanor he was striving to cultivate evaporated in a heartbeat, but Samuel couldn’t bring himself to care too much.

      A dragon was standing in front of him.

      To his surprise, Dimitri stretched out on his stomach with his chin resting on the ground. There was a sort of expectant look on the dragon’s face—if a dragon could look expectant—as if he was waiting for Samuel to finally say something. Could Dimitri really care about what Samuel thought of his dragon?

      Nope. Impossible. Ridiculous.

      “Come on, Samuel. Throw the poor guy a bone. He’s gonna bust if you don’t say something nice about his dragon soon,” Gregori called out, which only earned answering chuckles and snickers from Vasily and Luka.

      That helped to break through some of Samuel’s mind-numbing shock, sending him climbing to his feet. He dusted off the seat of his cargo pants with his hands, still unable to tear his eyes from Dimitri.

      “Why does he need me to say something? He knows he’s…” Samuel’s words drifted off and he lamely waved one limp hand toward Dimitri.

      “What? I know I’m what?” Dimitri demanded. His voice was low and so deep that it resonated within Samuel’s bones.

      Samuel jumped backward, holding up both hands in front of him. “Holy shit! He can talk!”

      When he lowered his hands, it was to find the three men and the dragon looking at him as if he’d lost his mind. He was starting to feel that way. Any cool points he might have accumulated so far on this trip had just gone up in flames in the most spectacular fashion. God, he was such a dork.

      “Of course he can talk,” Luka said with a half smile. His eyes were doing plenty of laughing for him, though.

      “Did you think I was some dumb animal now?” Dimitri asked.

      Samuel gathered up the shreds of his dignity and courage to stomp over to the dragon. It might still be Dimitri, but his hindbrain was screaming that the creature’s fangs were as long as his arm and those curved talons on his feet could slice through him with little effort.

      “You act enough like a dumb animal when you’re in human form. Why should it be any different now?” Samuel tipped up his chin and straightened his shoulders. “Besides, I specialize in lost mage clans. Not dragons. I guess I forgot about dragons talking, but there was that video, right? The talking blue dragon from Germany.”

      Samuel had worked himself up into enough of an indignant froth that he wasn’t quite thinking when he reached out one hand and placed it on the side of Dimitri’s long snout. At least not until his fingers made contact with unexpectedly cool, slick scales. The sensation was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Almost like cold satin, but as durable as steel.

      The massive blue eye that had been watching him shut suddenly and a low rumble rose from deep in Dimitri’s chest. Was he…was he purring? Dragons didn’t purr. He wasn’t a cat. But something about the sound and the upward pull of the corner of Dimitri’s mouth made him think the dragon was happy.

      Flattening his hand on Dimitri’s nose, Samuel slowly moved it in a sweeping caress. The noise grew louder and Dimitri wiggled. The massive dragon wiggled in the dirt as if he were an excited puppy over the moon about getting some attention.

      What. The. Fuck.

      This didn’t make any sense at all, but neither did Samuel’s racing heart or the urge to get even closer, to run his hands all over the dragon to see what other noises he could get him to make. And the entire time, a voice in the back of his mind whispered, Mine. All mine. Only I can create these noises in him.

      He’d totally lost it.

      Dimitri’s nose moved slightly and Samuel suddenly yelped, jumping away when he felt something soft and damp wrap around his calf. He looked down in time to see the dragon’s forked tongue slipping back into his mouth.

      “Did you just lick me?” Samuel gasped.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since I first met you. To see if you taste as good as you smell.” Dimitri sounded so very pleased with himself. “Licked you. Now you’re mine.”

      “Fuck, Dimitri. You are pathetic. You know that, right?” Vasily taunted.

      Samuel sucked in a breath to argue, but he didn’t need to. Dimitri lifted his massive head and turned toward Vasily and Luka. With an irritated snort, he sent a cloud of icy fog at the two dragons, frosting the tips of their hair and freezing the drops of sweat on their skin. Against his will, Samuel’s irritation dissolved at the amusing sight, and he had to clear his throat to hold back his laughter.

      Luka shoved at Vasily before passing a hand through his hair to remove the icy crystals. “Behave, both of you. Get the saddle on Dimitri while I get the safety harness settled on Samuel. We need to get the area scouted so we can figure out our next move.”

      Samuel was distracted from the sight of the leather saddle being carried over to Dimitri by Luka holding up a leather vest with all these hooks, rings, and straps.

      “Is…is this necessary? And safe?”

      Luka grinned. “Dimitri will be incredibly careful. Don’t worry. The harness and saddle make it more comfortable for you. If you don’t feel safe enough, one of us can go up with you and Dimitri as well?”

      Samuel quickly shook his head. “No, I’m sure I’ll be fine with Dimitri. No reason to go to the trouble.” He slipped his arms into the holes of the vest and nearly missed the small smirk that twisted Luka’s lips as he moved to settle the harness on Samuel’s shoulders. Did the dragon now think that he wanted time alone with Dimitri? No, definitely not. Samuel just didn’t want to trouble the others. Someone needed to stay behind and watch over their gear, right?

      “In regards to earlier,” Luka started softly as he carefully adjusted each of the straps so that Samuel was snugly embraced by the harness, “about talking in dragon form, we are and aren’t our dragons. There is a separate, more animal consciousness inside of us. More like the spirit of our dragon’s instinct. Most of the time, the human you know is in full control of the dragon. We think, feel, talk, and act like we would in our human form.”

      “And the other times?”

      An expression Samuel couldn’t quite name filled Luka’s handsome, slender face. It wasn’t quite amusement. Maybe embarrassment. “When our mate or someone from our clan is in danger, the dragon’s instinct tends to take over.” Luka lifted dark eyes to meet Samuel’s. “We’ll do anything to protect our mate or even another mage.”

      Something warmed in Samuel’s chest. The idea of someone being so protective, so possessive, was kind of intoxicating. Totally unhealthy. He’d never fall for someone who wanted to risk their everything to protect another person like that.

      Fuck, even his own brain was laughing at him now.

      Yeah, it was stupid and unhealthy, but so fucking sexy.

      Luka pulled the last strap into place, briefly squeezing the breath from Samuel’s lungs and jerking him out of that dangerous spiral of thoughts.

      “I think you’re ready,” Luka declared with a grin. “Once you get settled on the saddle, you’ll find a thick rope running from the saddle with a hook. Attach that to this ring here.” He flicked the silver ring in the center of Samuel’s chest. “If you happen to fall out of the saddle, this will keep you attached to Dimitri until you can climb into place.”

      “Do riders often fall off their dragons?”

      “No, but it’s always a good idea to be prepared.” Luka led the way over to where Dimitri now wore a saddle similar to a horse saddle, complete with a set of stirrups for Samuel’s feet.

      There was zero doubt in Samuel’s head that they were going to fly incredibly high and fast, but it didn’t stop the excitement that bubbled through his veins as if someone had added carbonation to his blood. Never in his life had he thought he would one day ride on a dragon. Sure, this one was an exasperating—though very sexy—dragon, but he was still a dragon, and Samuel was going to be soaring above the clouds with him. Truly a once-in-a-lifetime event, and Samuel couldn’t wait.

      Even with Dimitri lying flat on the ground, Samuel needed Vasily’s help to climb into the saddle. Gregori was already standing on Dimitri’s back to make sure that the harness was properly attached.

      “Are you comfortable? Are the stirrups the right length?” Gregori demanded.

      “Yeah, everything feels good. I’m ready.” He pulled off his glasses and tucked them in his pocket for safekeeping. His vision wasn’t terrible and he couldn’t imagine his glasses were going to help that much at the heights they were likely to go.

      Gregori nodded once. “Hang on to the pommel and lean with Dimitri on the turns. Our hearing is good. He’ll be able to hear you talk even above the wind.”

      “Okay, we’ll scout the area, try to find a good path up the mountain.”

      Gregori jumped down and moved to stand next to Vasily and Luka. Beneath him, Dimitri moved. He could feet the almost liquid dance of muscles as he climbed to his feet. He turned around once while extending massive white wings behind him.

      With a great upward thrust as Dimitri pushed off the ground, they launched into the air and were immediately pulled higher by the flap of those wings. They climbed as easily as a sparrow, rising faster and faster until Samuel couldn’t hold in his giggles any longer. Cold wind rushed past his face and ruffled his hair. His fingers instinctively tightened on the pommel while his heart raced.

      He stared out at the surrounding forest that tried to swallow up the narrow road they’d been following for the past several miles. Blue sky stretched out above them with fluffy white clouds, while rolling shades of green blanketed the earth leading up to the mountains.

      It was simply stunning.

      Lowering his gaze, Samuel’s attention was suddenly locked on the shimmering pale scales of white underneath him. He extended one hand and slid his fingers along Dimitri’s back, marveling at the texture. The dragon was gorgeous. Sleek and powerful, frightening and awe inspiring. Nothing in this world compared to him. Even if Samuel hadn’t seen the other Valerii dragons yet, he refused to believe any of them could compare to Dimitri’s beauty.

      And right now, he belonged to Samuel alone.

      After a lifetime of being outside and different, of being born somehow less than all the other members of his family, Samuel was the one riding a dragon. He was the one leading a team of dragons to find the Sousa Clan. He was the one doing big and great things without magic.

      But this was all temporary, right?

      Mages were practically crawling out of the woodwork now. It was only a matter of time before Dimitri found his fated mate at last—a mage who could work magic like they were supposed to. Not a broken nobody like himself, clinging to a fantasy that was likely to never come true. But if he didn’t cling, what kind of future was he looking at?

      “Sammy?” Dimitri’s voice snapped him out of his dark thoughts.

      He ripped his hand away from Dimitri’s scales and gripped the pommel in front of him tightly. “It’s Sam. I mean, Samuel.” Useless, useless thoughts.

      Dimitri deserved a real mage. And even if Samuel were a real mage, it wasn’t like he’d want a dragon like Dimitri. Overprotective, pushy, annoying, sexy, goofy know-it-all. Definitely not the kind of dragon he’d choose for a mate.

      “The terrain seems rough directly east. Let’s search a little to the south. We might find an easier route up the mountain that way,” Samuel shouted. He needed to get his mind on the job in front of him.

      “Got it!”

      Dipping his right wing, Dimitri turned them around in a broad circle, putting them in the direction Samuel had indicated. The green of the forest blurred and the wind wildly whipped his hair. Everything inside of Samuel was urging him to throw his hands up into the air and shout his joy, but he was trying to act like an adult. He was a scientist. A respected archeologist of mage studies. He was not the type to scream “Wheeee!” like a five-year-old, even if he really wanted to.

      They couldn’t have gotten more than a dozen miles from where the Jeeps were parked when a giant fireball shot through the canopy and roared toward them. A bone-chilling snarl rippled up Dimitri’s throat as he wildly jerked them out of its path. The fireball passed harmlessly beneath Dimitri as the dragon placed his own body between it and Samuel.

      “What the fuck!” Samuel shouted. What could have shot such a thing at them? It didn’t look like anything manmade. Was there a fire-breathing dragon down there who was pissed at them?

      But that didn’t make any sense. The fire dragons were the German Burkhard Dragon Clan, and the Valerii clearly stated that the ice and fire dragons were on good terms.

      A rogue dragon?

      Samuel didn’t get the chance to ask Dimitri what was shooting at them, as two more fireballs rocketed in their direction. Dimitri smoothly dodged both, his long body wiggling almost snake-like between them. The ice dragon roared, sending a frozen blast in the direction of the fireballs. Trees were instantly coated in a thick sheet of ice. Branches snapped under the weight, crashing to the forest floor.

      Samuel leaned over and stared down into the new opening in the canopy in time to see a monstrously long snake with glowing red eyes slithering across the pile of broken branches. The thing had to be at least fifteen meters long and as thick as a full-grown man.

      Dimitri growled. “Shit. We pissed off a boitata.”

      “A what?” Samuel called.

      Before Dimitri could reply, another roar ripped through the air. Samuel twisted in his saddle to see a dragon quickly approaching them. While he was roughly the same size as Dimitri, his coloring was darker. Dimitri’s scales were a brilliant white, while this dragon’s scales were a pale cerulean blue.

      “Who?”

      Dimitri glanced around. “Vasily. He’s got our back.” Dimitri stretched out his wings, catching the wind to glide along as they waited for Vasily to reach them. As soon as the other dragon was soaring with them, Dimitri shouted, “Boitata.”

      “Fucker,” Vasily snarled.

      Whatever a boitata was, the thing was clearly pissed at them. Two more fireballs raced through the air, but the ice dragons had it covered. They banked in unison and shot back their own ice balls to collide with the fire in an explosion of ice, steam, and water.

      “Yay!” Samuel cheered, thrusting his fists into the air. There was a shaking and a rumbling under him like Dimitri was laughing, but he didn’t care. This was just too cool. The two dragons shot some more icy blasts at the snake-like creature, sending the thing slithering into the dark shadows of the forest.

      As one, the dragons banked and turned toward the Jeeps, sweeping the region from a different direction. Samuel scoured the area, making some mental notes of a potential path they could take before they descended.

      Dimitri landed lightly as if he weighed nothing more than a feather and settled on the ground, while Samuel detached the safety harness from the saddle. Vasily had barely touched the dirt when he shifted into his human form.

      “What happened? Are you alright?” Luka demanded, hurrying over to Vasily’s side.

      Vasily wrapped an arm around Luka’s shoulders, gathering him in close. “We’re fine. Everything is fine. Only a boitata.”

      Luka jerked his head back to get a good look at Vasily’s face before gazing over at Dimitri and Samuel. “A boitata? Are you sure? Here?”

      Free of the strap, Samuel jumped from his perch, landing beside Dimitri. “I have no idea what a boitata is, but it appeared to be a giant snake with red eyes. It spat fireballs at us.”

      “You’re right. That’s a boitata,” Luka murmured, rubbing one hand through his hair. “It’s just that they typically live in caves and stick close to them. They are incredibly territorial. The sight of dragons must have made it think we’re planning to move into their area so it was trying to scare you away.”

      “We didn’t see any caves,” Dimitri said, and Samuel jumped at the sound of his voice. It was back to sounding human. He twisted around to see Dimitri in his human form, looking powerful and impressive like always. But there was this secret, hidden allure to him now that Samuel had seen his dragon.

      Samuel forced himself to turn toward Luka and forget about Dimitri in human and dragon form. Unfortunately, Dimitri didn’t help matters by loosely draping his arm across Samuel’s shoulders and leaning against him. It was all done so casually, but there was a possessive feel to it. He knew he should say something or at least push Dimitri off, but he let it go. The man did allow him to ride his dragon. That had to earn him a few friend points, right?

      “With as close as we are to the mountains, there might be some caves we couldn’t see through all the trees,” Samuel pointed out.

      Luka grunted. “Good to know. Boitatas are known to be protectors of the forest and countryside. If you happen to see one, don’t run. Your best option is to stand perfectly still. Close your eyes and don’t even breathe. The boitata will pass you by.”

      “Got it,” Samuel agreed. That did not sound like an appealing option, but the information was useful since he was pretty sure he’d run otherwise.

      “Or you can just not be out of my sight while we’re in the forest,” Dimitri grumbled. He tapped Samuel under the chin, forcing him to look up and meet his gaze. There was such a look of protectiveness as well as possession in his eyes, it wiped out Samuel’s ability to think clearly. “I will keep you safe.”

      “Speaking of safe,” Gregori interjected while Samuel was trying to remember how to breathe. “Did you find a path through the forest? What are we facing?”

      Dimitri gave Samuel a wink, as if the bastard knew exactly how he was frazzling Samuel’s mind, and turned his attention to the others. “West is not good. South has the boitata lurking about. Northwest appears better. Forest is thick so we’re on foot. That means we’re against the usual jaguars, ocelots, pumas, and wolves. There’s also a pretty wide river running between us and the mountain, so possibly caimans and anacondas.”

      Luka sighed. “Not to mention the chance iara.”

      “What’s that?” Samuel asked, his brain flipping semi on again.

      “River mermaids—and not the sweet, singing Disney type,” Gregori said.

      “The iara seduce men with their beauty and singing. Once they capture you, they drag you to the bottom of the river,” Luka explained. “Sometimes they will take human form and wander on land to get human victims, but they will stay relatively close to the river.”

      Dimitri leaned his head close to Samuel, bumping against his temple. His voice was almost hypnotic it was so low. “You are not allowed to go near the river without me. No mermaids for you. I’m the only one allowed to sex you up.”

      Samuel gave up on trying to think. There was no point when Dimitri was hanging on him, whispering words that made him remember their very hot, very satisfying morning.

      This dragon was going to be the death of him.
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      His trainer was a liar.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be in great shape for scaling a mountain. You won’t have any trouble at all.”

      Todd was a buff liar who had clearly never climbed a fucking mountain in his life.

      If Samuel wasn’t sure he was going to die up here, he’d go straight home and kick Todd’s ass.

      But it wasn’t just the dense foliage, rocky terrain, and deadly spiders that didn’t give a shit about dragons. It was the unrelenting heat and humidity. The only time Samuel wasn’t swimming in his own sweat was at night when he wrapped himself around the air-conditioned body pillow named Dimitri.

      Sadly, there had been zero fooling around since their one hook-up, and it was all his fault. Each night, he crawled into his tent, body full of aching muscles and bug bites, and collapsed. He was unconscious the second his head touched the pillow. In the morning, he woke to Dimitri shaking him, whispering the world’s sweetest words: “Coffee’s ready.”

      They’d left the thin trail—if you wanted to be daring and call it a trail—behind three days ago and had been cutting through the thick growth with machetes. It was incredibly slow going through the jungle as they worked steadily higher, trimming back the greenery and avoiding the local wildlife, while at the same time checking for any signs of either the Sousa or the Tupã. There hadn’t been many. Over the past four days, they’d located only a couple of carvings in rocks that looked to be symbols from the Sousa language, but even those had been so weathered and worn away Samuel hadn’t been able to read them.

      The signs should have been heartening, but they sent a shiver of fear through him. What if the notes and artifacts left behind were too damaged for him to read? Five centuries had passed since anyone had seen them. They had been living in a mountainous region that saw constant rainfall and humidity with the chance of flooding and landslides. What he was searching for could be completely lost to time. What was the chance any of it was preserved?

      Egyptologists had it easy. The dry desert preserved everything. Why couldn’t the Sousa have lived in the desert?

      Of course, that would have meant he’d be trekking through the scorching desert right now. Sand would be everywhere. In every hole and crevice. Ew.

      “We got another knot!” Gregori shouted ahead of the group.

      Samuel tipped his head back and closed his eyes, feeling the sweat on his forehead slip down his temples and into his hair. “Oh, thank god,” he whispered to himself. A knot meant they’d hit a tangle of vines and bushes that required a brief halt to the march so a team could hack an opening big enough for them to pass through.

      At first, Samuel had been incredibly grateful the dragons had allowed him to serve in the rotation. He’d wanted to feel like he was pulling his weight and not slacking because he was surrounded by powerful dragons who could do it ten times faster. He’d had enough coddling and questions about his own skills from his family. It was nice to be treated as an equal.

      But after four days of this shit, Samuel was only too happy to leave it to the dragons. They were faster than him and seemed to have a hell of a lot more energy.

      “Whose turn is it?” Gregori grumped as he stomped back toward the rest of the group. He’d taken the lead for the last few miles.

      “Vasily and I have it,” Dimitri called out.

      Before he left, Dimitri wrapped an arm around Samuel’s shoulders. Just as Samuel was about to ask what he was doing, cool air swirled around him and kissed his skin. It was like he’d stepped into a walk-in freezer for a second. All the heat, humidity, and misery were sucked away. It was fucking heaven and he never wanted Dimitri to let him go.

      “You good to hang back with Luka and Gregori for a few minutes?” the dragon asked. “Or should we call a longer break? It’s hotter today than it has been.”

      “Nah. Short break should be enough,” Samuel answered and then inwardly cursed himself. He tacked on a heartbeat later, “But if you and Vasily need a longer break after you’re done, we can definitely take one.”

      “Good deal,” Dimitri murmured. His lopsided grin did stupid things to Samuel’s heart that he refused to think about.

      Gregori sucked down some water quickly from his canteen. “I’ll show you where I think the best spot to cut is.” He screwed the lid on and handed his water and pack over to Luka. Vasily did the same but also stopped to steal a lingering kiss from the dragon. Samuel tried not to stare.

      What would he have done if Dimitri had tried that?

      Let him. He would have fucking let him after that brief cooling session. Also because he was craving some more physical time with the dragon that went beyond just sleeping together.

      But Dimitri hadn’t tried to steal a kiss. He’d just smiled and handed over his pack to Samuel for safekeeping while they slashed and sawed through the growth.

      “Yes. A break.” Luka sighed and flopped down on the ground. He set the packs against a tree as cushions and lounged against them while pulling out his canteen of water.

      Samuel snorted and dropped down next to him, situating his and Dimitri’s packs in the same fashion. “You say things like that and I’m going to start thinking you’re not one of those outdoor dragons,” he teased.

      Luka choked on the water he was drinking. He threw Samuel a dirty look while wiping his face. “Bite your tongue. I am not one of those outdoor dragons who likes dirt and bugs and sleeping in tents. I will argue with anyone that man’s greatest invention was the Memory Foam mattress.”

      A loud bark of laughter exploded unexpectedly from Samuel as he rocked back against the packs. He liked talking with Luka. The dragon was highly intelligent with a frighteningly sharp memory and a quirky sense of humor.

      But then, all the dragons were funny in their own way. Even the quiet Vasily would whip out a sharp quip that would shock them all or leave them rolling around the campfire at night.

      Once he’d relaxed around his new companions and stopped waiting for them to decide he couldn’t do something because of who he was, Samuel had found himself sinking into an easy camaraderie that was an equal partnership. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t a dragon.

      “Then why the hell are you out here if you don’t like hiking outdoors and camping?”

      Luka held up a finger. “One, this is a chance for me to see the discovery of real history. No one has seen or heard anything from the Sousa or Tupã in centuries. There’s no way in the world I’m missing out on a chance to be there when you find their lost home. Uncovering a slice of history is a once-in-a-lifetime event, even for a dragon, and this is a part of history related to my own people.”

      Samuel nodded. He got that. Even without the personal hopes Samuel had linked to the Sousa, he was a history nut and wouldn’t want to miss out on such a thing either.

      Luka lifted a second finger. “And two—” He paused and leaned over so he could stare between the trees and brush. Samuel leaned as well to find Luka staring at Dimitri and Vasily as they hacked at the brush while Gregori stood off to the side chatting and “supervising” the work.

      Despite being naturally cooled, both dragons had shed their T-shirts and were glistening with sweat under the little patches of sun cutting between the leaves of the canopy. Muscles danced and strained under tanned skin. Samuel found that he couldn’t tear his eyes away from Dimitri’s powerful shoulders. How had he not gotten used to the sight of this man’s innate sexiness? It had been four days and still he was barely keeping himself from drooling.

      “I mean, look at that ass,” Luka moaned.

      Samuel looked at Dimitri’s beautiful, rounded ass as it was hugged by his cargo pants. It was an amazing ass.

      “I would follow that ass anywhere. Even into the freaking jungle and up a mountain.”

      Samuel sucked in a breath, choking on the air. What the hell was Luka doing staring at Dimitri’s ass?!

      He just barely stopped his outburst when he realized Luka wasn’t staring at Dimitri. The dragon at his side only had eyes for Vasily.

      Dear god, Samuel was losing his mind. He snatched up his water again with a slightly trembling hand and took a quick drink while dragging his gaze from the trio of dragons a short distance away.

      “Do you mind if I ask…” Samuel started slowly when his brain was functioning again. “How did you and Vasily start dating?”

      Luka’s grin was a little crooked, but there was a wealth of joy in his ice blue eyes. “Sometimes it’s just one of those things. We’d known each other most of our lives, but didn’t talk a lot at first. Of course, at the time, there were a lot of other dragons and mages in our clan. Our social circles didn’t overlap until I decided to go into training for the tracker team. Then we were working together and chatting more.”

      “And then a lot more than chatting,” Samuel teased.

      Luka chuckled. “Oh yeah. It was just supposed to be a one-time thing. Blow off some steam. Have some fun. Nothing serious. Of course it couldn’t be anything serious.” Luka rolled his eyes, but Samuel got the feeling he was sort of laughing at himself or maybe himself and Vasily. The amusement started to drain out of his face and his voice became more serious as he continued. “But we clicked more than either of us expected. The one-time thing became an only-on-weekends thing. We blinked and suddenly all of Vasily’s stuff was in my rooms and we could no longer sleep apart. I can’t live without him now.”

      Samuel stared through the jungle, his gaze landing on Vasily as he easily worked next to Dimitri, snickering at something Gregori had said. “There’s no reason you should have to live without him,” he murmured.

      There was something that went beyond the typical magic a person would expect when it came to mages and dragons. It was this close atmosphere of giving, sacrifice, absolute trust, and deep, unending love. It was utterly intoxicating. Who wouldn’t want to find that person who matched you perfectly? That was the other half of your soul. The one person who would love you for all of your days.

      Yes, Samuel wanted that.

      And yes, he wanted that to remain untouched and protected for Vasily and Luka.

      He wanted the family love and friendship he found with the Valerii Clan to remain safe and happy for the rest of time. The dragons and mages had suffered enough.

      Dimitri stopped and turned toward him, their eyes instantly snagging. There was a question in the dragon’s gaze, as if he was asking whether Samuel was okay. Had the dragon somehow sensed that his mood had taken a melancholy turn?

      Pasting on a broad smile, Samuel gave Dimitri a thumbs-up to show that everything was just fine.

      But with every passing day, a new, sickening thought was starting to worm its way through Samuel’s brain. Even if he succeeded in finding the Sousa and getting all the answers he was searching for, how the hell was he supposed to leave the Valerii behind? Was it at all possible for him to stay?
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      They stopped for camp that night, and it was a relief to set that pack down. Samuel was sore, tired, sweaty, and frankly he’d give his right eye for air conditioning. Or a shower. God, what he wouldn’t give for a shower.

      Wait, was that water he heard?

      Samuel lifted his head and inhaled a deep breath. He smelled water, too. Maybe right past the tree line. Somewhere over there.

      Now, normally, Samuel would have gone searching for the stream. He was an experienced archaeologist, after all. But…well…mermaids. Carnivorous mermaids. Pisadeiras. And whatever else lurked in the Brazilian forest.

      Yeah…no. He’d politely decline the opportunity to have to be rescued. Again. He’d just suffer in sticky, sweaty clothes.

      A strong arm wrapped around his shoulders, and he knew without looking it was Dimitri pressed in close, even before the man spoke directly in his ear.

      “Want to wash off?”

      Now, if Dimitri was volunteering to guard him, that was an entirely different story. Samuel couldn’t bring himself to ask, but he could take the offer when it was out there.

      “I wouldn’t mind.”

      Dimitri gave a soft laugh, more felt than heard. “I bet. Come on, I have soap and towels.”

      Samuel followed closely, and not just because the light was failing. He had learned the hard way that while nothing would dare mess with a dragon, humans were very much fair game. He didn’t want to lag too far behind and make himself a target.

      Turned out he was right. The water was right past the tree line, barely fifteen meters from where they’d made camp. There was a waterfall, one that smoothly fell over the boulders and tumbled into a rather shallow-looking river. At least, Samuel was fairly certain he could walk right across without the water coming up farther than his shoulders.

      The water was clear right down to the bottom, the shadows of the trees turning it turquoise and green in different spots. Samuel immediately pulled out his phone and took several pictures because, damn, this was quite the sight. He’d likely use this as a desktop background for a while.

      Dimitri heard the sound and turned, smiling. “You like waterfalls?”

      It wasn’t exactly planned that Samuel took a picture of that smile. He just kind of hit the shutter button without thinking.

      Look, beautiful things were beautiful things. Waterfalls, dragons—same difference.

      Clearing his throat, he put the phone in his pocket. “I do. Really, I like water. Whatever form it’s in.”

      “Yeah? You’ll fit right in with the clan, then. We love water in all forms too.”

      Samuel gave a little roll of his eyes. “Ice dragons. Kind of comes with the territory, I bet.”

      “Well, there’s some truth in that.”

      Samuel spied a good flat rock well above the water’s edge and chose it to put his clothes on for safe keeping. He stripped off his shirt with a sigh of relief, then took off his boots and socks, only fumbling when he hit his waistband. Why he suddenly felt shy about stripping completely, he had no idea. It wasn’t like Dimitri hadn’t already seen the full package. Had traced it with mouth and hands, no less.

      Samuel was being ridiculous. He recognized it. He stared the emotion down and purposely undid his pants before shoving them off. See? Nothing to it.

      Damn, that jittery feeling was still in the pit of his stomach. But it wasn’t embarrassment. It was nervous hope. Was there a chance Dimitri would join him? Could they do a little more than just get clean? Fuck, he wanted Dimitri to make him so dirty.

      Water. Water would give him some cover. He wanted to be in the water anyway, so win-win.

      Samuel climbed in, keeping an eye out for sharp rocks, but most of this area consisted of smooth pebbles and sand. Once he was in the riverbed proper, it was all sand. Okay, good. Ahh, the blissful feeling of cool water against his skin. The farther in he waded, the better he felt.

      Could he just sleep here tonight? Samuel saw absolutely no flaw with this plan.

      Well, mermaids.

      Okay, one flaw.

      Warm hands found his waist and slid forward. Samuel startled, not expecting Dimitri to come up behind him like that.

      “What are you doing?” Samuel caught his wrists, not sure where this was going and tense because of it.

      “You’re too beautiful like this,” Dimitri murmured as he kissed his way up the side of Samuel’s neck. “With the water glistening over your skin, it’s like a moving painting.”

      Samuel could feel every inch of Dimitri pressed up against his back. The dragon was very obviously turned on, and that was an extremely heady feeling. Very few men had looked at Samuel and found him irresistible. In fact, Dimitri might well be the only one. It did something to Samuel—released that jittery feeling, the shyness he’d been fighting.

      If Dimitri couldn’t resist him, then why should Samuel try to resist? He relaxed into that strong body, surrendering to Dimitri’s hands with nothing more than a sigh.

      Dimitri tightened his hold on Samuel’s waist, pulling him in impossibly tighter. “Dammit, man,” he growled. “You’re not supposed to destroy all my restraint in a single second.”

      Samuel reached up with one hand, carding his fingers through Dimitri’s thick black hair, turning his head enough to nip at the strong column of Dimitri’s neck. “You do it to me. Turnabout is only fair.”

      With a distinctly dragon sounding growl, Dimitri twisted him sharply about so he could capture Samuel’s mouth in a demanding kiss. Samuel was right there with him, hands tight on his neck, kissing just as hungrily. A hot tongue slid into his mouth, tangling with his, and Samuel welcomed it with a soft moan of pleasure.

      Dimitri’s skin was slick with water, easy to rub up against. The smoothness of it felt wonderful on his own bare skin. He didn’t have enough traction to move as he wanted to. The buoyancy of the water helped him to wrap one leg around a powerful thigh, using it like a stepping stone to get the other leg up, so that he straddled Dimitri in a sense. Mm, better, he could rub up against him this way.

      Dimitri tore his mouth away to nip at his neck, hands going down to Samuel’s bare ass and giving it a squeeze. “Dammit, you drive me crazy. Hold—a sec. I need a second.”

      Why the hell would he? Samuel didn’t want to stop, he liked what he was doing very much.

      “Just…shit, you feel too good. Sam. Sam, one second. I got a bottle of lube and condoms off of Luka.”

      Now wait, that was good info. Samuel lifted his head enough to blink up at Dimitri, more than interested. “Really? You can fuck me?”

      Dimitri swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing enticingly, begging for Samuel to lick it. “Yeah. I…yeah.”

      Oh, well, Samuel couldn’t argue with that. He’d been a touch disappointed they hadn’t done anal sex last time. He liked sex to begin with, but something about a man going all dominant, pinning him to a surface, and fucking his brains out hit a switch in him.

      Dimitri, he had a feeling, would hit more than a single switch.

      Anticipation spread like wildfire through him. He released his grip on Dimitri, finding his own feet again, but only so he could slide a hand down and get a good grip on that half-hard cock. In the coolness of the water, it felt hot to the touch.

      Dimitri’s head fell back a little as Samuel stroked him, mouth open on a pant. Watching this strong man turn still, allowing Samuel to touch him as he pleased, was empowering. Samuel might like it a tad too much. He said too much because he could feel an obsession start to kick in.

      Eyes at half-mast, Dimitri stared down at him. That look was absolutely sinful. It made Samuel want to do very, very bad things to him.

      Next time. He’d do it next time. He really, really wanted to feel this cock hammering into his ass.

      Letting go, he turned and put his hands against the same rock with the supplies balanced on top. He turned his head just enough to egg Dimitri on.

      It didn’t take anything more than that. A single look, and Dimitri was on top of him, snatching up lube and condom at lightning speed. Dimitri placed kisses all along the top of his shoulders as he ripped open the condom, rolled it on, then pushed one lubed finger in to Samuel.

      Samuel pressed into that digit, loving the feeling of it even as he craved more. Dimitri must have been as desperate as he himself felt, because he barely got more than a few strokes in before he pushed a second finger in. Better. It gave more of that fullness feeling Samuel craved, but it still wasn’t enough to satisfy him. He made an impatient noise as he fucked himself on those two fingers.

      “If you’re trying to drive me insane, congrats. You’ve done it.” Dimitri nipped at his shoulder, just on the border of pain, before shoving a third finger in. “That satisfy you?”

      “No,” Samuel gasped even as he shuddered under the stretch of that third finger. “Fuck me already.”

      Dimitri groaned, beyond words, and withdrew his fingers—carefully—before whirling Samuel about in a quick jerk.

      Samuel didn’t fight it, he went with the flow and felt it as his back hit rough stone. He braced his hands on the surface, for balance mostly, as Dimitri lifted him up by one thigh, exposing him to the air. Here, the water was shallow enough to reach the tops of Dimitri’s thighs. The warm, humid air brushed him in a sensitive wave.

      It didn’t begin to compare with the pure hunger in Dimitri’s eyes.

      With his eyes locked on Samuel’s, Dimitri pushed forward, the head of that cock breaching him in a steady thrust. Samuel’s eyes closed as he focused on the feeling, back arching, nerves alight with the burn of penetration. Yes. Yes. That’s what he’d craved. That’s what he wanted.

      Dimitri bottomed out and paused. “Sam. Wrap both legs around my waist.”

      Not knowing what he was planning, but willing, he did as instructed. That was even better, really. It changed the angle and made it feel as if Dimitri had sunk in even deeper.

      Dimitri’s hands slid up, changing grip. One settled at the small of his back, the other braced behind Samuel’s neck as a support. What…?

      He had his answer in a second when Dimitri pulled out and thrust into him, hard. Samuel spasmed under the force of it, hands scrambling for purchase and landing on the tops of Dimitri’s arms without any conscious decision. All he could do was hold on, fingers biting into flesh, as the dragon started thrusting into him without mercy.

      Keening gasps tore themselves out of Samuel’s throat with every thrust. He knew he was making ridiculous, obscene sounds, but he couldn’t cage them. It all felt too good—sublimely good. That hard, hot cock driving into him grazed his prostate in the best of ways, turning his nerves into liquid fire. His exposed, wet skin was cool and in delicious contrast with the places where Dimitri touched, which were hot enough to brand him.

      Samuel could feel his thighs shaking, his whole body overloaded with pleasure and sensation. He didn’t want this to end.

      He wasn’t sure how much more he could take.

      His own hard cock rubbed against Dimitri’s belly with every thrust, but it was almost a secondary sensation. The one thrusting into him demanded his attention. Samuel trembled under Dimitri’s hands, twisting as his body screamed for release.

      Please—please, he needed—

      Dimitri abruptly pulled out of him, lifting him higher as he ducked down. Samuel protested wordlessly, because uh, no, he didn’t want Dimitri to stop fucking him. The protest died almost immediately as a warm mouth sucked him down to the root and worked his cock in a tight pull.

      Oh shit, that was entirely too good. Samuel threw his head back on a strangled scream. His climax ripped through him, so intense he felt blackness eating at his vision.

      His body still rocked with climax when he felt Dimitri slide into him and thrust hard. He barely managed three thrusts before he came as well, head buried against Samuel’s shoulder, body shaking under the force of it.

      As intense as the climax had been—and Samuel was still fighting to get his breath under control—the afterglow was just as satisfactory. He wrapped both arms around Dimitri’s back and enjoyed the lassitude of great sex.

      “So, memo to me,” Dimitri murmured into his skin, “you like having sex in water very, very much.”

      Samuel snorted in amusement but didn’t argue. He did, in fact. The thing he would not admit aloud was that he liked having sex with Dimitri no matter the location.

      He wasn’t about to hand Dimitri that much information. No telling how much mileage the dragon would get out of it.

      Lifting his head, Dimitri kissed him softly, his lips not demanding anything. Just giving. It was sweet, nothing more. Affectionate.

      It pulled at Samuel’s heartstrings a little too much, truth be told.

      He retreated from the kiss and pushed at Dimitri’s shoulder. “We should wash. Eat dinner. Sleep. We’ve got god knows how much hiking tomorrow.”

      Dimitri hummed in agreement but didn’t let go of him. “You’re staying in my tent again tonight, right?”

      They might have managed to fix Samuel’s tent, but he’d been sleeping with Dimitri as a mix of protection and Samuel’s desire to have cool air. At least Dimitri did ask each night. He didn’t simply assume Samuel would be in his tent.

      But maybe it would be best if he did one night on his own again. Just to remind himself that this was only temporary. A bit of fun. He couldn’t get attached.

      “I’ll keep the tent air conditioned,” Dimitri added like he could read every thought in Samuel’s head.

      His willpower, already a fragile thing that liked to hide from time to time, disappeared without a trace. Samuel found himself agreeing with a shrug. “Fine.”

      He pointedly ignored Dimitri’s grin of victory. Tomorrow he’d be strong and sleep alone.
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      His dragon was happy.

      Stupidly, ridiculously, deliriously, spinning on the tips of its toes happy.

      So annoying.

      And…was that…was it humming?

      His dragon had never hummed before. There was this off-key growling noise rattling around in Dimitri’s head and he wanted it to stop.

      Not that it was bad his dragon was currently floating on a cloud. It was weird. His dragon was never happy, just sort of indifferent to the entire world.

      More than even the irritating giddiness, there was his dragon’s need to give Sam dragon’s breath at every chance. It had never done that before. Did this have something to do with Sam’s insistence that he wasn’t a mage? Was the dragon trying to prove that Sam was, in fact, a mage?

      Dragon’s breath was a small taste of their power that could be loaned to mages to fuel their spells. While Dimitri was in no danger of running low, it still wasn’t something that dragons tossed about for a bit of fun. Sharing power like that was serious business and, as much as he liked to joke, Dimitri was not such an idiot that he’d hand dragon’s breath over so easily.

      But he couldn’t stop his dragon. It happened every time he kissed Sam. He certainly couldn’t split his attention between stomping down his stubborn dragon and taking care of Sam’s perfect lips. Sam needed his full, undivided attention. The man deserved it!

      Every taste of his Sam’s lips needed to be treasured and cherished. It wasn’t just about memorizing the taste and feel of those perfectly plush pillows, but he needed to devour each of his whimpers and moans as their tongues twisted and tangled together.

      Holy shit…

      Perfectly plush pillows?

      He was losing his fucking mind. His dragon was infecting his brain. It was more than the dragon’s giddiness and its desperate urge to fill Sam with power. Among other things. Dimitri wanted to hold him, cuddle him, make him laugh, and push the wariness from his large eyes. He wanted to understand all the reasons Sam was so prickly and why talking about mages seemed to hurt him so.

      And maybe he wanted to track down Sam’s ex and turn him into a popsicle.

      Why?

      Dimitri’s dragon wasn’t big on words. With Sam, the thing was one emotional outburst after another. And right now, there was such a surge of feeling he could taste it on his tongue. His hands trembled and itched to reach out and pull Sam in close, to protect him not only from the dangers of the forest around them but from everything, everywhere.

      Mine.

      The single word rose in the form of a growl in the back of his throat. He barely managed to swallow it down.

      No. Not just mine.

      Mate.

      Dr. Samuel Hunter was his mate?

      Dimitri tripped and fell, barely managing to catch himself before his face slammed into the dirt. He lay there on the forest floor, blind to the bugs he was scaring and the leaves brushing the side of his face. His brain broke as soon as that thought clarified in his mind.

      Oh, his dragon was thrilled. He could feel the lizard’s smug satisfaction as if it was grinning down at him while muttering “fucking dumbass” over and over again.

      Okay, fine. His dragon figured it out first. Considering how the thing had been acting, it had figured it out a while ago and Dimitri was slow on the uptake. So much for being a badass tracker. Not that he’d had to do any tracking whatsoever. His mate had just been there on some random street corner. And he certainly wasn’t expecting his mate to be someone who refused to admit that he was even a mage to begin with.

      Mage or not, Sam was his and his alone. Joy soared in Dimitri’s chest for a full second before reality came crashing down in the form of shock, horror, fear, elation, and then a touch more shock. This was big.

      Fucking fuckety fuck…he had a mate.

      “Whoa! Are you okay?” Gregori cackled wildly above his head.

      Dimitri jerked his gaze up to find all his companions standing around him with varying expressions of surprise and amusement. Even Sam was staring at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “Da,” Dimitri replied and then squeezed his eyes shut. That was Russian. English. English, dammit.

      His brain was so broken. Every thought was a fragmented mess while his heart raced. It was like his dragon had taken over his mind, shredded his thoughts, and was now tossing them about like confetti as it celebrated, leaving him to look like an idiot.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Got lost in thought,” Dimitri mumbled while pushing to his feet. His gaze snagged on Sam’s face as the archeologist continued to stare at him with heavy skepticism furrowing his brow and pulling his lips into a frown.

      The urge to gather Sam close was almost overwhelming, but Dimitri busied his hands by brushing the dirt and forest detritus off his clothes. At least he didn’t need a fully functioning brain to know that announcing his ‘good news’ to Sam was the world’s worst idea. That had to be the fastest way to send the man screaming away from him.

      No, this would require careful thought and planning. He needed to woo the mage, win his affection and convince him that they were absolutely fated to be together.

      How the fuck was he supposed to do that?

      He flashed Sam a smile that felt crooked, as if his brain was still trying to remember how to work this body it was attached to. “I’m good. Let’s go.”

      Sam nodded once. “Sure. I’d like to get in a couple more miles before we’re forced to make camp.”

      Dimitri moved into the lead, continuing to stomp and slash through the thick brush while watching for anything that might want to take a bite out of Sam. The natural predators—and the not-so-natural magical predators—could sense that he and the others were dragons. They’d steer clear, but that didn’t mean Sam wasn’t a tempting delectable they wanted to make a grab for if the dragons weren’t vigilant.

      However, he’d not traveled more than a handful of meters before Sam was seizing him from behind and violently jerking him backward.

      “Watch out!”

      Sam’s shout nearly stopped Dimitri’s heart. He stumbled under the force of Sam’s pull and tripped on a fallen branch. As he fell, he twisted his body, wrapping his arms about Sam to pull the smaller man on top of him so that Dimitri’s own sturdy frame could absorb the brunt of the impact.

      Chaotic noise exploded around them as Vasily, Luka, and Gregori rushed to their side. Hands pulled at Sam, helping him to his feet, while Dimitri had to fight the urge to kick them away. No one was allowed to touch Sam but him.

      Oh, this was bad.

      He needed to get a handle on himself. They weren’t trying to steal his mage, right? Right?

      Vasily grabbed his hand and hauled him up the second Sam was on his feet. “What the hell happened?”

      “Booby trap,” Sam answered.

      “What?” Dimitri screeched. He wanted to smack himself. He was far too distracted with thoughts of Sam and mates. He should be concentrating on his job, which was to keep the mage safe.

      “Shit. He’s right.” Gregori moved cautiously in front of them, his body bent forward and his eyes narrowed.

      Dimitri followed behind Gregori with Sam right beside him. He wanted to snatch Sam up and jerk the inquisitive man behind him, but he couldn’t do that. Sam was brave and intelligent. Dimitri couldn’t keep trying to stand between him and every little thing. That being said, he still had a hand extended toward the mage, prepared to pull him close should anything happen.

      “Look, you can see the way the vines and plants are growing isn’t natural.” Sam pointed up to where the plants were stretched at odd angles across their path. He thought things had been unnaturally flat recently, as if they’d stumbled across an old road.

      Muscles tensed and anxiety crawled like fire ants across his flesh as he watched Sam pick up a stick and carefully move around some of the leaves and brush near the ground.

      Why was his mate determined to find danger?

      This was a mage thing. Definitely a mage thing. It was as if they were born to seek out and poke at dangerous things. He’d seen it with Valerii mages, and he’d witnessed it in spades with the Burkhard mages.

      “I don’t understand why there’s a trap set here,” Gregori murmured as he also searched the area. Dimitri was considerably less worried about the dragon. Gregori was an expert at tricks, traps, explosions, and other protective security measures.

      “That is weird,” Luka agreed.

      Sam glanced over his shoulder at Dimitri, a grin spread across his lips. His excitement was a palpable thing, and Dimitri’s heart rolled over in his chest. Yeah, he’d do anything for that smile. Even let Sam wander closer to the booby trap.

      “A booby trap usually means there’s something of value close by. Something somebody wants to protect.”

      “But is that somebody the Sousa?” Dimitri asked.

      Sam was quick to shake his head. “Not a chance.”

      “How can you be sure?” Vasily asked.

      “According to Evora, the dragons didn’t notice that the Sousa and the Tupã dragons were missing until the end of the Dragon Wars. That was more than five hundred years ago. This booby trap is not five centuries old,” Sam explained.

      “Yep. He’s right.” Gregori edged closer. “It’s old, but not that old. Looks maybe seventy, eighty years old.”

      “Then who set it? Do you think this is related to the Sousa or the Tupã?” Luka pressed.

      “Probably some humans who were using this patch of ground to conduct illegal activities,” Vasily grumbled.

      “Nope. This is mage made,” Sam declared, shocking them all into silence.

      Sam didn’t seem to notice that he’d floored all the dragons completely. He just knelt in the dirt and weeds, crawling closer to the device. Dimitri edged closer as well, his hands outstretched to grab Sam by the hips and jerk him into the safety of his own bigger frame.

      Gregori turned his head toward him, his eyes moving from Sam to Dimitri’s hands while his brows lifted in a sort of incredulous expression. Dimitri shifted his right hand enough to flip Gregori the bird before turning his full attention to Sam.

      “Oh yeah, definitely mage made. There are a series of thin, high tensile strength wires running fifteen centimeters off the ground. Most animals would instantly know to avoid it. Humans, generally, wouldn’t be watching for something like this.” Sam’s voice had taken on a somewhat scholarly tone, as if he was teaching a class, and Dimitri was hopelessly charmed. He’d let this man lecture him about the lifecycle of mayflies if that was what interested him, just so long as he kept talking.

      “It appears that the wires are attached to these boxes, which contain a small talisman that will then shoot a signal to other boxes hidden up in the trees. The actual attack will come from overhead while the target is busy looking down at the wire,” Sam continued. “While we can easily step over this wire, it looks like there’s a denser web of them farther in. It’s too dangerous to try to weave through them. Especially with all the stuff we’re carrying. We’re going to set one of them off.”

      “Excuse me, Mr. I’m Not a Mage, how do you know this?” Dimitri asked with a smirk.

      Sam pushed up to balance on his knees, his hands resting on his hips as he glared at Dimitri. “I have never hidden the fact that I was born into a mage family. I understand the theoretical concepts and basis behind mage magic. I just can’t perform any myself.”

      No. No. No. That was all wrong. Sam was a mage. Dimitri could smell it, taste it on his skin. His mate was a mage, and all mages could perform magic.

      Sam sighed heavily as he glared at the booby trap that was mostly hidden under leaves and vines. “Unfortunately, we need magic to dismantle the trap. If we simply cut the wire or try to open any of the boxes, we could set it off.”

      “And there’s no telling what would happen,” Gregori agreed. “Magic usually doesn’t deteriorate. At least, not after only a handful of decades. It takes centuries to fully dissipate on its own. I’m not familiar with this trap. We’re better off going around it than trying to go through.”

      An angry huff lifted from Sam. “I know how to dismantle it safely, but I need magic. Trying to bypass it will cost us precious time and possibly even put us on a more dangerous route.”

      “Have you ever tried to cast a spell using dragon power?” Dimitri asked.

      Sam quickly twisted to face him, his blue eyes going so very wide behind his smudged glasses. “Well, obviously I haven’t. You’re the first dragon I’ve ever encountered. It’s not like dragons are popping up in my life to offer bits of their power for me to try out.”

      There better be no other dragons offering him their power.

      Dimitri extended his hand toward him and smiled. “Then let’s try it.”

      To his surprise, Sam stared at his hand and actually shrank away from it a bit, his slender shoulders hunching inward. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard, his eyes locked on Dimitri. “I-I don’t know. This…this might be a bad idea.”

      “What could it hurt to try? You’ll be surrounded by four dragons. We’ll keep you safe,” Dimitri coaxed. His heart was hanging on a thin string. He needed Sam to accept this, to accept him in this small way. He needed to give Sam this one thing no other dragon would be allowed to.

      Sam stared at his hand for another couple of seconds before finally giving a shaky nod. “Okay. Okay, let’s try it.” He slipped his warm, sweaty hand into Dimitri’s, allowing him to pull him up to his feet.

      As soon as he was standing, Sam tried to free his hand, but Dimitri tightened his grip and kept drawing him closer until Sam crashed into his chest. His heart was pounding like a mad thing, his dragon giving an evil chuckle in his brain. Yes, they were drawing their Sam one step closer.

      “What are you doing?” Sam demanded.

      “I thought I’d give you some dragon’s breath. It’s the easiest way to start.” He didn’t go into the fact that his dragon had already been giving him little tastes of just that for a couple of days now, but it had been a trickle. This time Dimitri planned to make a concerted effort and pour more power into him.

      There were other ways to loan Sam some of his dragon power, but he was afraid of lending him anything too potent considering they’d never attempted this and the fact that Sam hadn’t cast a spell in the past. No reason to hand Sam a live grenade when a firecracker was good enough for now.

      “How do we do this?” Sam asked.

      Dimitri wrapped his arms a little tighter around the mage, loving how Sam’s hands automatically came to rest on his shoulders. “First, you relax.”

      “Not exactly the easiest thing to do with an audience.”

      His grin only widened. “Jealous. They’re so very jealous.”

      “Dimit—”

      He didn’t give Sam a chance to argue any further. He covered Sam’s open mouth with his own. A tiny sound of protest rose in Sam’s throat, his hands clenching Dimitri’s shoulders. Dimitri prepared himself to be shoved away.

      But it didn’t happen.

      A heartbeat later, Sam relaxed against him while those long, slender fingers twisted in Dimitri’s T-shirt, trying to pull him even closer while his tongue slid along Dimitri’s. The kiss deepened, stoking the hungry need that seemed to always be lurking in his gut when Sam was close. Every touch, every kiss left him wanting more.

      It was only when he heard someone behind him clear his throat that he remembered what he was supposed to be doing. Giving a mage dragon’s breath could be accomplished quickly with the tiniest of kisses. Or he could blow it into a vial for later.

      This way was a hell of a lot more fun.

      Concentrating on the task he was supposed to be accomplishing, Dimitri pushed dragon’s breath into Sam. The mage stiffened in his arms, fingers digging into his shoulders, but he didn’t try to pull away. When he felt like Sam had received a good amount, Dimitri reluctantly ended the kiss and lifted his head.

      Sleepy eyes blinked slowly at him then widened suddenly. Dimitri smiled, still holding the mage tight, supporting his weight, because it didn’t feel like Sam was prepared to stand completely on his own.

      “Feel anything, Toucan Sam?”

      Sam’s mouth fell open and his cheeks flushed a bright pink. Sparks filled his eyes and he looked like he was about to lose his temper before he apparently realized that Dimitri was talking about the dragon’s breath, not the kiss. Well, maybe he was talking about both to tease Sam, but he really did mean the power boost.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do.” The words escaped Sam softly, as if he was slightly dazed, while a desperate hope filled his eyes.

      God, Dimitri wanted this to work for Sam. He didn’t want to see that hope fizzle and die.

      Pushing out of Dimitri’s arms, Sam turned toward the booby trap. He knelt down, still a couple meters away from where he’d pointed out one of the little boxes, and stretched one of his hands toward it. Sam whispered something so softly that Dimitri couldn’t quite hear it. His eyes were locked on the fine trembling that started in Sam’s fingers and on the bow-string tension across his shoulders.

      No one spoke as Sam remained in that position for nearly a full minute. In the end, Sam closed his hand into a fist and drew it to his chest.

      “No. I can’t. It won’t work.” Each word was clipped and sharp.

      “Are you sure—” Luka started to ask, but Sam cut him off.

      “Yes. It… I can’t do it.” He shoved to his feet and turned toward the way they’d come. Every muscle in his body seemed to be tensed, his back ramrod straight as if steel had been poured into his spine. But what bothered Dimitri the most was that Sam had been careful not to meet his gaze as he swept by.

      “I need to walk and clear my head. We can look at the map when I return and figure out a new route.” His voice was softer this time, but Dimitri didn’t miss the choked quality to his words. Sam was hurting and he needed to understand why. He needed to help him fix this. Sam suffering was utterly unacceptable.
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      Samuel wanted to cry. He wasn’t sure if it was frustration, embarrassment, or something far older—the deep, oozing cut of failure he’d lived with his entire life. Either way, his emotions were a spiked ball in his throat. His eyes burned but he refused to cry, dammit. It was ridiculous at this stage to cry.

      You’d think he’d be used to this. You’d think he would be resigned, that he would know better. And yet when Dimitri had offered him dragon’s breath, the hope had slammed into him all over again.

      Maybe with a powerful enough boost, his core could do something.

      Maybe magic was within his grasp.

      Maybe, maybe, maybe…

      For a few seconds, it had felt like he held the answer in his hands. The tingling swell of magic had been inside of him, the promise of his own abilities finally unlocking. And even better, he’d found it with a dragon. The man who could be his dragon.

      It had been right there. He’d held it in his fucking hands.

      And then it had all fallen apart as if it had been made of ash.

      Damn hope. Dammit it to hell and back. All it ever did was hurt him, in the end.

      Samuel could wrangle his disappointment back into line. He was an old hand at that. It was facing Dimitri that he couldn’t seem to stomach. How could he look into that beautiful man’s eyes and explain any of this shit?

      Two strong arms caught him around the shoulders and hauled him to a stop. Samuel didn’t fight it, for once, just let himself fall into the embrace. Why fight it? It was inevitable anyway, and he couldn’t keep putting off the explanation. Not when Dimitri was actively treating him like a mage.

      He had to set this man straight.

      Although, god above, he’d rather swallow poison. The words felt that bitter and toxic in his mouth.

      Dimitri folded over his back so he could speak right against Samuel’s temple. “Talk to me, Sammy. I need you to tell me everything.”

      “This is why I keep telling you I’m not a mage.” Samuel closed his eyes, mostly in an effort to keep the frustrated tears at bay. Do not cry. Do not cry, dammit. “I can’t work magic. I’ve tried my entire life. I know the spells, I know the concepts, I have a firm grasp on how it all works. It’s that my magical core is broken. It’s inert. It can’t absorb or transmute magic on any level. Even with your dragon’s breath as a booster, it can’t.”

      “This doesn’t make sense to me,” Dimitri murmured, and he did sound honestly confused.

      “I know you guys keep saying I smell like a mage, but I’m telling you, it’s just my latent mage genes you’re smelling—”

      “No, we don’t smell things like that,” Dimitri corrected, almost absently, as if he were thinking hard along a different line entirely. “Your mage core has to be present and active in order for us to smell you. It’s not you, precisely, that we smell. It’s the magic coming off you.”

      Oh. Was that why they were so adamant, then?

      Wait a damn minute! Now Samuel was confused.

      “How can you possibly smell magic off me when my core is like this?”

      “It’s a very good question. I think your core is there and trying to work, it’s just not cooperative. Either way, it’s there.”

      Samuel shook his head in denial even before Dimitri finished his sentence. “No. Trust me, my family tested me in every way possible. They exhausted all possibilities. My core is a fragment of what it should be. I’m not a mage—”

      “You have to be a mage, because you’re my mate.”

      Over the years, Samuel had seen his computer freeze up for a long second before seeing the blue screen of death. His brain felt a lot like that in this moment. He was…what? He hadn’t heard that right. Never mind that Dimitri had spoken in English and was perfectly understandable, he’d heard it wrong. Must have.

      The words reverberated and crashed through again. You’re my mate.

      Samuel pulled sharply out of his arms, spinning around so he could see Dimitri’s face. He had to. Had to look into the man’s eyes to make sure he wasn’t teasing or joking or some such thing. It would be a sick joke, but it would make more sense than Dimitri being serious.

      Dimitri was dead serious. His lips were pressed into a hard line while his brows were bunched together over his nose. Pale blue eyes met Samuel’s evenly, and there was a firmness there. A rock-solid confidence.

      Misplaced confidence. Had to be. Because Samuel was not a mage. “Dimitri, you’re mistaken—”

      “I’m not. Sorry to spring this on you, truly, but I’m not wrong.”

      “No, you must be,” Samuel insisted, something like panic crawling up his throat. “I can’t be that, I’m not a mage!”

      “You are. I promise you are. My dragon wouldn’t be reacting to you like this if you weren’t.”

      “So that means your dragon is wrong—”

      “It’s never wrong. Annoying, smug, but never wrong.”

      It was true that in the stories, the dragons had always known who their mate was. They’d never been wrong. It was what had started the Dragon Wars with Kaiser Jaeggi, insane with jealousy because his dragon lover very firmly told him they weren’t mates.

      Samuel shook the thought off. No, in this case, Dimitri was wrong. There was a mistake somewhere. “It’s only because I smell like a mage, your dragon thinks I’m an option, and—”

      Dimitri cradled Sam’s face with both hands, his words soft and gentle, like he was coaxing some wounded animal. “My love, that’s not how this works. For a dragon, there’s only one mage. Ever. I can’t be mistaken about this. It’s not a possibility. If you were in my head, you’d see how sure I am of this. My dragon is insufferable right now, it’s so happy. Damn lizard is doing pirouettes because we finally found you. The earth is round, the sun rises in the east, and you are my mate. They’re all sure things.”

      Staring up into those eyes, Samuel didn’t know how to argue against this. He just knew it couldn’t be right. There was no way this was right. How could it be? He’d never in his life uttered one spell that worked. Not even a simple wind spell. He wasn’t qualified to be a dragon’s mate, dammit.

      Dimitri must have seen the objection on his face, as he smiled in reassurance. “I assure you, your core is there. It’s viable. It’s just not in working order right now. I can promise you this: I will move heaven and earth to help you get it fixed. Whatever the problem is, we’ll figure it out and correct it.”

      For one pure moment, Samuel wanted that more than anything. Wanted to believe it. Wanted to be this man’s mate, to have the kind of fairytale love that a dragon and mage were famous for. Samuel could imagine it all too clearly. To live the rest of his life sure that he was loved. To be able to turn into those arms, to find love and comfort there without needing to bargain or ask for it.

      The reality of the situation crashed through, shredding that dream to bits with nothing more than tatters left in its place. That damn hope kept rearing its head only to destroy another piece of Samuel’s heart.

      How could he possibly be a dragon’s mate when he couldn’t cast a spell to save his life?

      Shaking his head, Sam pulled free of Dimitri’s arms. He felt like he was choking around the words, but they had to be said. “Don’t you realize? I can’t perform the binding spell. I can’t… Even simple spells are entirely beyond me. I can’t begin to do such complicated magic.”

      Dimitri reached out, laying a warm palm directly over Sam’s chest, where his core resided. His smile was a little sad, but that confidence hadn’t shaken in his eyes. “I’m fine if you don’t ever work magic in our lifetimes. Finding you is all I need. Loving you, cherishing you, being with you, that’s all that really matters.”

      Samuel could tell he meant it. Meant every word of it. Samuel felt his heart melt into a pile of goo. How could it not when faced with such pure, unrelenting love? He felt every resolve in himself soften under the force of it.

      Damn, no wonder Kaiser Jaeggi had gone insane. Having this kind of love only to lose it would destroy any man’s heart and sanity.

      Dimitri slid both hands around Samuel’s waist, drawing him into a firm embrace. Samuel went without protest because he needed to be held just then. This conflict of emotions battled it out in his chest. On the one hand, giving in to hope once again terrified him. He’d been hurt by it too many times. He didn’t want to give it another chance to wreck him.

      On the other, he had the chance to love and be loved in a way that most people only dreamed about. How could he let go of this? How could anyone?

      Dimitri kissed his temple, then his cheek, the caress gentle and sweet enough that it brought a pang to Samuel’s heart. Dammit, the man could be so incredibly tender in the right moments. It was wholly unfair because it undermined his defenses before Samuel realized what was happening.

      “You’re perfect the way you are,” Dimitri whispered into his skin. “I love you the way you are.”

      God, those words were far too sweet. Samuel felt them down to his marrow, the whisper sparking pleasure all along his skin. He knotted his hands in the back of Dimitri’s shirt, holding him just as fiercely. He wanted to hold on.

      He had to let go.

      “I can’t bind us together,” he choked out against that warm shoulder. “It’s not fair to you. In four, five decades, I’ll be dead. You’ll be alone. That span of time is nothing to a dragon. Dimitri, you can’t set yourself up for that kind of heartbreak—”

      “My love, I appreciate the concern, but it’s far too late for that. My whole world now revolves around you. If your fears are realized, the only regret I’ll have is that I won’t have more time with you. I won’t regret meeting you.”

      Damn this man. He was going to make Samuel cry and make a purely emotional decision that would spell trouble later. His common sense had already skipped merrily away, leaving Samuel alone, which was a poor life choice. All his heart wanted to say was yes.

      He tried once more. For both their sakes. “A mage who can’t work magic cannot possibly call a dragon their mate. Dimitri, please, think this through.”

      “There’s nothing to think through. You are mine. We belong together and I couldn’t be happier about it. The only thing that matters to me is your happiness. We are going to fix this, together. Your family might have exhausted all their knowledge, but remember: I have the collective wisdom and talent of the Lost Clan at my disposal. We’ll get them to help with this problem.”

      Oh. Shit, that was a good thought. Thanks to the Burkhard revelation, they knew there were far more dragons and mage clans still out there. Someone had to know something they hadn’t tried yet. He couldn’t help but feel some hope about that.

      Still, would this be alright? By agreeing, wasn’t he setting them both up for disaster?

      Shit, was he really going to agree?

      Samuel lifted his head to look into those eyes and found no judgement. No exasperation. Just pure love and support. He’d never once been loved like this.

      In that moment, he’d do anything to keep it.
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      Dimitri’s dragon roared in his head as if calling bullshit on this entire thing.

      For once, Dimitri was in total agreement with his dragon. This was complete and utter bullshit. Someone needed to pay for this. His mate was hurting, and he needed to do something, hurt someone.

      But this was outside the realm of dragons. They were built for war and protecting. They were armored for battle and ridiculously strong. None of that was useful to Sam right now. There was something genetically broken within him, and none of Dimitri’s strength could help.

      Even his fucking magic was useless—the entire purpose of Dimitri’s being, and he was useless. What kind of a mate was he?

      His dragon roared again, and Dimitri had to clench his teeth to keep the sound inside his chest while tightening his arms around his mate.

      There had to be something he could do, something to fix the pain that had clearly haunted Sam his entire life. The closest Dimitri could even imagine to what Sam was going through would be if he’d been born a dragon among dragons and yet never been able to shift. Not being able to use magic in a mage family had to have been a nightmare for Sam.

      “Let’s head back to the others,” Sam announced wearily. “They’ve got to be wondering where we are.” He started to pick his way along the path again when Dimitri came up behind him and wrapped his arms around him while resting his chin on the top of Sam’s head.

      “What are you doing?” Sam asked on a sigh.

      Dimitri turned his face, nuzzling Sam’s dirty, sweaty hair, trying to get a bit closer to his mate. “I just need to hold you for a minute.”

      “Dimitri, it’s hot and I’m disgusting.”

      Sam had barely finished the sentence when Dimitri pulled on his icy powers, sharply lowering the temperature of his skin so that he was significantly cooler than the man in his arms.

      The archeologist huffed out a laugh and relaxed a little more in Dimitri’s arms. “My personal, walking air-conditioning unit.”

      “See? We’re made for each other. You prefer the cold over hot temperatures, and I can keep you comfortably cool whenever you want.” He wrapped his arms tighter around Sam, pulling his left arm across Sam’s chest to cup Sam’s shoulder while his right arm settled across Sam’s stomach to grab his hip. There. His mage was completely wrapped up in him and nothing else could get at him. That was a start. Now they needed to figure out how to heal the problem with his core so that Sam could be everything he wanted to be.

      “Dimitri,” Sam repeated. “We can’t walk like this. Others are waiting for us. We need to figure out the booby trap and our next steps. You have to release me.”

      That all sounded very logical.

      Fuck logic. Dimitri hated logic. As far as his Sam-a-Lam was concerned, logic could take a big flying leap into a pit of rusty spikes under a lemon-juice shower. He didn’t want to do anything that required him to release this tight hold on his mate.

      To his shock, Sam turned his head and nuzzled it against Dimitri’s chest as if seeking the comfort that only he could give. “Dimitri, what’s going on in your head? You’re usually hover-y, but this feels worse. You’re not afraid I’m going to fall over and die because my core doesn’t work, right?”

      Dimitri’s arms tightened until Sam squeaked, forcing him to loosen his hold. “I wasn’t before but I am now! Why did you say that?”

      The mage in his arms groaned, but there was amusement mixed in with that tone. “I’m not going to die. I am perfectly healthy in every other way. Talk to me. Why are you so clingy now?”

      “I’m hurting because my mate is hurting,” Dimitri reluctantly admitted. As soon as the first words tumbled out, the floodgates opened and there was no stopping the rest. “I’m scared that I can’t fix you and you’ll be unhappy for the rest of your life. My entire purpose is to make my mate happy. What if I can’t? I’m scared that I’m going to be a horrible mate and that you might be better off with a smarter or stronger dragon. Someone who knows exactly what to do to fix your core and make you happy. What if I fail you? What if—”

      Samuel cut off Dimitri’s desperate words by grabbing his face with both hands and kissing him. The tide of panic receded and, for a moment, Dimitri got lost in the touch of his mate.

      When Sam released him, he blinked slowly, falling into those wide eyes behind dirty glasses. “I don’t need a mate who can fix me. I need a mate who will stand beside me and believe in me no matter what.”

      Dimitri opened his mouth to promise to be exactly that for his strong, stubborn man, but the words didn’t get the chance to escape.

      “Dimitri? Samuel?” Luka called out.

      Sam chuckled while Dimitri could only roll his eyes. Later. They were finishing this discussion later.

      Reluctantly, Dimitri loosened his hold on Sam and dropped his arms to his sides, allowing the man to step completely free of him. The archeologist glanced over his shoulder, giving him a half smile as if Dimitri was the one who needed the reassurances right now.

      They strolled back to the rest of the group. As soon as they came into view, Sam stopped and sneezed not once, but twice.

      “Shit! Did I make you too cold?” Dimitri demanded. “Do you need a jacket to warm up again?”

      “Oh my god!” Sam threw up his arms and stomped over to the others. “It feels like it’s one-hundred degrees in here with thick humidity. I do not need a jacket.”

      “But you sneezed! You could be catching a cold!”

      “It was a sneeze. There’s pollen in the air. I don’t know.” Sam stomped off with Dimitri following close on his heels.

      When they reached the others, Dimitri ignored their questioning looks. They wouldn’t have overheard their discussion about Sam’s condition, but it was likely they’d heard his worries about Sam’s wellbeing. He didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was his mage.

      Sam headed straight for the booby trap they’d uncovered. It was all Dimitri could do not to completely shift and place his enormous dragon body between Sam and the trap. They had no idea what the booby trap would do if it was triggered, but Dimitri felt pretty damn safe in saying it was nothing good and that Sam was determined to put himself in harm’s way to get to his goal.

      But he was not willing to let Sam endanger his life to achieve that goal. The knowledge of Sam’s broken core made his mate seem all the more fragile. Combined with Sam’s desperate determination to continue so he could fix his core, even at the risk of his own life, Dimitri was barely holding in his need to protect him.

      As he picked up his pace to catch up with Sam, the earth crackled and crunched under his feet. Sam stopped and looked down, causing Dimitri to do the same. Ice and frost covered the forest floor everywhere his feet had touched.

      “What is this? Showing off?” Sam demanded.

      “What? No! Of course not! I’m just distracted…and worried,” Dimitri argued. He needed to pull himself together, but Sam wasn’t giving him that chance. The stubborn archeologist turned and resumed his march to the trigger to inspect it yet again.

      “Dimitri, you okay?” Vasily called. There was a hint of mockery in his tone.

      Dimitri snapped his head around to bark at his companions, who were staring at him like he’d lost his mind. Vasily held up his left arm and motioned toward his forearm. Dimitri glanced down at his own to find that it was now covered in scales.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      His dragon was clawing at him, trying to climb out of his skin and take control of his body. Dimitri’s fears for Sam’s safety were weakening his control. If he didn’t wrestle his dragon down fast, he was going to completely shift, and there was a damn good chance his fat dragon ass was going to trigger the booby trap.

      Sam had started to kneel but stopped and twisted around to look at Dimitri, who quickly placed both of his arms behind his back. “Problem?”

      “Nope. No problem. Other than the fact that you don’t need to be so close to the booby trap. We don’t know what it’s going to do. The fucking thing is old enough that we probably don’t even need to touch the trigger to set it off.”

      Sam narrowed his eyes on Dimitri for a second before turning his attention to Gregori, who was coming up on the other side of Dimitri. “What do you think? Were you able to come up with any way to dismantle it?”

      “No, unfortunately not. At least, not without a mage.”

      Sam didn’t even flinch at Gregori’s careless words, but he didn’t need to. Dimitri felt the sting and was already snarling, claws exploding from his fingertips as he reached for the other dragon.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” Sam grabbed Dimitri’s arm and dug his heels into the dirt, attempting to hold him back. “He didn’t mean anything. He’s right. We need a mage who can cast spells to remove the trap. I’m useless.”

      Dimitri whirled on Sam, his eyes wide as he swallowed hard. “Don’t say that! Don’t you dare ever say that! You are not useless. Look at what you’ve done. How far you’ve come. Do you see any other mage standing here? Any other mage in all the world who has come even this close to finding the Sousa? No! You don’t need magic to be amazing!”

      Sam’s expression softened and those big blue eyes turned shiny. Two warm hands came up and gently cupped Dimitri’s cheeks. “What the hell am I going to do with you?”

      Unexpected warmth unfurled in Dimitri’s chest and his dragon settled enough that it was no longer trying to claw its way out of Dimitri’s skin. Right now, it seemed happy to curl up against his ribcage in a bid to get closer to Sam.

      “You could call me your mate and leave this forest right now. Go back to the safety of the clan with me,” Dimitri said.

      Sam groaned loudly in Dimitri’s face before releasing him and stepping past him to approach the others.

      “It looks like the tangled web of wires extends in both directions for at least a quarter of a mile, if not farther. It’s too hard to tell in all this vegetation. Since we can’t get rid of the booby trap, let’s go around it.” Sam bent and picked up his pack. “We can head east and then cut north again when we’re past the trap.”

      This was a horrible idea. Going deeper into the forest, where more creatures were waiting to eat Sam and probably more booby traps waiting to kill him.

      But Sam needed to find the Sousa ruins. He’d grown up with other mages, spent a lifetime around magic. Just the fact that he could feel the power Dimitri poured into him meant he was destined to work magic one day. This quest to locate the missing clan had to give him a sense of accomplishment and inclusion. Something he’d been possibly missing all these years. Dimitri couldn’t stand in the way of that.

      He only wanted Sam safe.

      With all of them loaded up with their gear, Gregori rotated into the lead now that it was clear whoever had come before them was setting traps. At least if something was set off, the dragon would be hit first. Even in his human form, he was far more durable than Sam. Dimitri wasn’t fond of the idea of risking Gregori’s life, but this was the kind of thing the dragon was trained for.

      Besides, Dimitri had his hands full keeping an eye on Sam. His brain was a fucking mess of fears and panic. He’d never heard of a mage having a broken core like this. He needed to calm down, but it wasn’t an easy thing to do when they were surrounded by things that wanted to eat or simply kill his mate.

      The best he could do to keep calm was to remain glued to Sam’s side, grabbing his arm to steady him anytime it looked like he might lose his footing or need help climbing over a fallen log. Sam smacked and batted his hands away several times, but Dimitri ignored it, staying focused on his mate’s well-being.

      They walked for another hour, until Vasily called for them to stop for the night. Their new route had taken them close to the river once again. They spread out on a nice flat patch of ground that would allow them to set up their tents.

      Sam, at least, showed some understanding that Dimitri had no intention of allowing him out of his sight. He gave a noisy sigh before muttering, “At least your tent comes air conditioned.”

      Dimitri was more than happy to expend a little energy through the night to keep Sam cool if it meant he was able to hold his lover in his arms the entire time.

      Vasily and Luka went down to the river to inspect it for any signs of caimans, mermaids, or anything else that might attempt to kill them in the night. The rest of them remained behind to put up tents, start a fire, and prepare a meal from their supplies.

      Thankfully, it was Gregori’s turn to cook, and he’d already agreed to make his carreteiro rice, which was rice mixed with dry meat, sauce, and vegetables all in a single pot over the fire. The meal was tasty and incredibly filling. Dimitri was going to need a full and possibly sleepy Sam when he hit the man with his newest suggestion.

      When the others returned to the camp, the meal was bubbling and Luka was adorably flushed. The lips of both dragons were definitely swollen.

      “No iara or other dangers, I take it,” Dimitri drawled from his spot on the ground several feet from the fire. Sam was next to him on a small folding seat, tugging at the front of his shirt to create a breeze on his chest and neck.

      Vasily cleared his throat and glanced away while Luka snickered.

      “No, we didn’t find anything,” Luka said as he dropped on the ground across the fire from Dimitri. “Thanks for setting up our tent. We’ll grab yours next time.”

      Vasily settled next to him, wrapping an arm across his shoulders and pulling him in close to lean on him. Some frightened part of Dimitri’s heart sent up yet another prayer that there really was no mage waiting to tear them apart. Vasily and Luka were happy together. They were mates. No one should be allowed to disrupt that.

      Dimitri waved him off. Who was he to begrudge them some private time so long as they did their job? It went without saying that his companions all knew he was getting plenty of quality time with Sam.

      Well, maybe not plenty, but it was a good start. And he was looking forward to getting a lot more of that quality time once they got out of this forest and he could spend some time properly wooing this precious man of his.

      He intended to take the first steps of that plan right after they finished their meal.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Dimitri announced as they set aside their dishes to be cleaned.

      Gregori shivered. “Those three words out of your mouth always give me chills. It’s never a good thing.”

      “This time it is,” Dimitri hissed. “After the discovery of the booby trap, I’m sure we’re all thinking the same thing. There’s going to be more. I believe it would be best if we head back to Praia do Secreto and the clan. We can get more supplies and more help on this endeavor.”

      “Are you fucking insane?” Sam shouted as he leapt to his feet. He towered over Dimitri, his face turning bright red in the flicking firelight. “We hit one little snag, one tiny roadblock, and you’re ready to turn tail.”

      “It’s not one snag. You were attacked by the pisadeira,” Dimitri countered, shoving to his feet as well.

      “And survived with only a tiny bit of bruising.”

      “The boitata—”

      “Which was pissed at dragons coming into its territory. That had nothing to do with me!”

      “And the booby trap. There are going to be more, and we don’t know what kind of danger they present. You could be hurt.” Dimitri started to point at him but noticed that his scales were popping out again as he became more agitated and ripped his hand back to his side.

      “How am I going to be hurt with four dragons surrounding me at all times? Besides, you’ve already proven that I can’t sneeze without you there to totally freak out about it. This is all because I told you my core is broken. You weren’t this bad before.”

      “What?” Vasily barked.

      Gregori put up his hands, forming a T. “Whoa! Time out! What do you mean your core is broken? How is that even possible?” This announcement had the other three dragons climbing to their feet so that they were now all standing around the fire, their shadows stretching and dancing wildly in the firelight.

      Dimitri winced, his heart aching for Sam as his lover’s shoulders slumped and he spat out an abbreviated explanation of his condition. As expected, looks of pain and sympathy filled each dragon’s face. There was no one in this world more precious than a mage, and to hear that one was suffering in any way was just heartbreaking.

      The one exception to that rule was the traitorous Jaeggi, but that didn’t apply to Sam. No one would dare to even mention that name in regards to his Sam. It had to be another reason.

      “This has nothing to do with whether you can or can’t do magic,” Dimitri argued.

      “Oh, that’s right,” Sam began, his words thick with sarcasm and irritation. He turned toward the others as he waved a hand in Dimitri’s direction. “He thinks I’m his mate.”

      “You are,” Vasily, Luka, and Gregori agreed in unison.

      Sam jerked back a step, his eyes wide. “What?”

      Gregori snorted. “It’s really obvious. Pretty much since you walked into the clan compound.”

      “He’s very possessive and protective,” Luka added.

      “Overprotective,” Sam muttered under his breath. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Dimitri. “And you’re losing control of your powers!”

      “What?” Dimitri gasped. “I am not.”

      That got a round of wild laughter from the three men he’d called brothers for nearly his entire life. He took it back. He took back all the nice, sweet things he’d ever thought or said about them. Fucking traitors.

      “Dimitri!” Gregori gasped. “We’ve been watching you randomly shift different parts of your body since you returned from your talk with Samuel.”

      “You’re creating random patches of ice. We found mini-icebergs floating in the river when we went to inspect it,” Vasily said while chuckling.

      Luka waved one hand up toward the sky. “It’s snowing.”

      Dimitri’s head snapped up to see tiny flakes fluttering down and melting before they could even reach the ground. Okay, maybe he was losing his control, but his mate was not only hurting and he couldn’t fix it, he was also in constant danger in this forest. How was Dimitri supposed to be calm about this?

      “See!” Sam stepped over to Luka and grabbed the dragon’s arm with both of his hands. “You’ve got to help me. Make him calm down. He’s going crazy.”

      Luka’s eyes went as wide as they could go as he plucked at Sam’s hands, trying to pull himself free. “No way. He’s all yours. Only you can calm him down.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Sam squawked.

      “Nope. You’ve got to learn how to train your dragon.” Luka got free of Sam and actually darted behind Vasily’s larger form for protection.

      “That’s not even funny,” Sam mumbled.

      “It is a little bit.” Gregori snickered, but the sound was cut off thanks to the joint glare from Sam and Dimitri. “But it is the truth. All mages have to learn to manage their dragons. Just ask them. Our instincts scream to protect you at all times. It’s not an easy thing to control, especially in the beginning.”

      “Especially when you’re already standing in dangerous territory,” Dimitri snapped.

      Sam waved his arms at the open camp space. “If you haven’t noticed, there aren’t a lot of mages hanging around for me to ask.”

      “Cuddle him.” Those two words from Vasily rendered the camp silent except for the snap of burning logs and the calls of the nocturnal creatures in the trees.

      “What?” Sam choked out, while Dimitri was busy taking back all the mean things he had been thinking about his sweet, caring Valerii brother. He could always depend on Vasily.

      “Cuddle him. It works to soothe the dragon,” Vasily repeated. “I saw it work multiple times with King Alric of the Burkhard dragons. He was under a lot of stress and constantly grumpy, but a quick kiss or a cuddle from his mate, and he calmed immediately. Same for the one grumpy librarian they have.”

      “Gunter,” Dimitri supplied.

      Vasily grunted. “Yeah, Gunter. Nikki had Gunter wrapped around their little finger in no time.”

      Sam slowly turned toward Dimitri, his lips pressed into a hard line while furrows dug into his brow. “Cuddles?”

      “You’ve got to remember that your stress over your core as well as being in danger in the forest right now are triggering Dimitri’s protective instincts, and he’s fighting them to make you happy,” Luka explained gently.

      Gregori snorted. “Yeah. I’m surprised he’s even in his human form right now. If you were my mate, I would have already shifted and flown you back to the clan.”

      Dimitri squeezed his eyes shut and consigned Gregori to all the levels of Hell. There was no way he was going to get his cuddles now.
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      Cuddles? Really? All it took to get Dimitri calm again was cuddles?

      Samuel would have to see this to believe it.

      Some part of his brain planned out a time traveling method so he could go back in time and strangle every scholar, every historian, who had failed to write an accurate description of what a dragon was really like after they found their mate. Seriously, they hadn’t even come close.

      They’d all said dragons were protective of their mages, but no one had said “they’re seriously overprotective” or “they will go apeshit at even a hint of danger” or anything accurate. Had they even tried?

      Anyway, that was a fantasy for later. Right now, he had to wrangle a dragon.

      Samuel wasn’t about to try this with an audience, and the only possibility of privacy was the tent, so he snagged Dimitri by the arm and hauled him in that direction. It didn’t take much effort. Dimitri was perfectly willing to go wherever he led, as long as it wasn’t near the booby trap.

      Samuel toed off his shoes right inside the tent door, then crawled over to sit near the middle. Dimitri paused only long enough to zip the tent door shut behind him before facing Samuel, and wow, that was not a good expression. He looked wary. Like he fully expected to be in trouble.

      That wasn’t what was happening here. Samuel wasn’t really mad, just frustrated. It wasn’t like he wanted to blow himself up, so Dimitri’s reaction to him being near the booby trap was way over the top. If Dimitri just calmed down and thought about it for more than two seconds, he’d realize that.

      But that was rather the problem, wasn’t it? Dimitri wasn’t thinking. His dragon instincts were at the fore, charging ahead of rational thought, and try as he might, he couldn’t completely rein that in. It probably didn’t help that Samuel was resisting the idea of them being mates at all.

      He still didn’t know what to think of that, frankly, but first things first. Step one: calm down a dragon.

      Samuel extended a hand. “Come here.”

      Dimitri took it, a little warily, still not sure what he was doing.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Samuel kept that thought off his face as he got up on one knee, leaning in to kiss Dimitri softly.

      The gesture unwound Dimitri better than words. He relaxed immediately, the tension fleeing his shoulders.

      Samuel was a words person, though, so he said them anyway. “I’m not mad. Just come here.”

      All too happy to do so, Dimitri came to him immediately, winding both arms around his waist and putting his head on Samuel’s shoulder in an all-encompassing hug.

      Against his shoulder, Dimitri spoke roughly. “I’m sorry. I know I’m driving you crazy.”

      Samuel rubbed a hand over Dimitri’s back, soothing. “I didn’t realize your dragon instincts were going haywire. Seriously, I don’t want to blow myself up. Okay? If there’s any danger, I’m the first to back off. I don’t have a hero complex, I promise you.”

      “I know. Trust me, I do know that. It’s just I see you near something that could take your head off and my instincts go through the roof and I just…can’t.” Dimitri sighed heavily. “It’s not just the danger you’re putting yourself in. It’s…it’s also the matter of your core. It’s broken and both me and my dragon are freaking out because we don’t know how to fix it. We need to fix it, to help you so that you’re happy and feel complete. We don’t know how.”

      Samuel could only stare at him in shocked silence for a second. Dimitri’s words had picked up speed as they came out so that they were running together into a panicked blur at the end.

      He grabbed Dimitri’s shoulders and gave him a little shake. “Breathe, Dimitri. You don’t need to fix me. That’s not your job. You’re not a mage.”

      “But—”

      “Stop!” Samuel ordered sharply, but his insides were pure fucking mush. He’d never been faced with someone like this. When his parents discovered there was no quick and easy fix for his core, they moved on to assuming he was broken and couldn’t do things. But with Dimitri, his everything was devoted to Samuel’s happiness and it was threatening to make him stupid. To just hand himself over to this man and let him handle everything.

      That wasn’t Samuel’s style, and he wasn’t about to start now because a sexy dragon was determined to make him the center of his world.

      What they needed was to work out some ground rules. If Samuel understood the parameters better, he could avoid setting Dimitri off. If Dimitri could communicate to him before something triggered, without fear of upsetting Samuel, they wouldn’t have to repeat this song and dance.

      Was there an antidote against dragon charm? Samuel was not asking for a friend.

      He shook the thought off. “Let’s take five, here. Lie down, put your head in my lap.”

      Dimitri promptly did so—happy dragon, all too eager for cuddles. Seriously, was the man a puppy in a previous life? Much would be explained if the answer was yes.

      Samuel waited until he settled before taking the tips of his fingers and carding them through that thick, luxurious hair. Dimitri’s eyes swept slowly closed as he relaxed into it, and if he’d had any tension left, it was all gone now. He was totally lax in Samuel’s lap. In fact, that sounded suspiciously like purring. Kinda like a big jungle cat, rough and growly, but it was a purr.

      Damn, that was cute. Dragons could purr in their human form? That was just insane.

      Looking down at that joyful expression, Samuel felt his resistance crumble a bit more while his frustration faded into nothingness. It was hard not to soften, really. When he’d been with Kevin, Samuel had always felt like he had to perform to a certain level in order to keep his boyfriend happy. He’d been told, too, when he wasn’t doing enough. It had always stressed him out and put a strain on the relationship, which was no doubt the reason why none of his relationships had worked out in the long run.

      And there was a kernel of truth to it. Samuel wasn’t good at reading people or knowing how to be there for someone. Kevin complained that he got completely wrapped up in his work and ignored him. Samuel was too often oblivious to when Kevin was upset about something. At the very least, he should know to ask what was wrong, but he missed all the signs.

      And it was the exact same with Dimitri. The dragon had been struggling to deal with the news of Samuel’s core. He should have known due to their overprotective nature that he was stressed and in pain.

      If he’d taken two seconds to pay more attention to what Dimitri was dealing with and ask how he was feeling, they might have been able to avoid this entire mess. See? This was why he was horrible at relationships and horrible at being a boyfriend. He was too lost in his own world.

      It was amazing that Dimitri wanted anything to do with him still. Take this moment as a prime example. Samuel had done several things that had stressed Dimitri out and put him on edge, but was he complaining about it? Was he raking Samuel over the coals for it? No. He was cuddling instead, happy to spend time with him and not demanding anything more. All Dimitri wanted was his time and attention.

      Really, it was no wonder that mages throughout the ages had fallen for dragons so completely. How could you not when they loved with such fierce devotion? It was hard to resist them.

      It was certainly hard for Samuel. Hell, it was hard for him to remember why he was resisting in the first place. Dimitri brought that old quip to mind: I didn’t fall in love, he tripped me.

      Dimitri heard his soft snort of amusement. Cracking open an eye, he asked softly, “What?”

      “I think I really do want a time machine,” Samuel answered, going back to his earlier thought. “I need to kick every historian in the ass. Not one of them accurately described what a dragon is like when they’ve found their mage.”

      “Well, in those days, it was common knowledge. Why write down what everyone already knew?”

      “This does not excuse them. I will have words with all of them. How dare they set me up like this.”

      “Oh, I see, this is now personal.” A smile grew on his face. “Does that mean you do understand you’re my mate?”

      Samuel was more than a little scared to admit to that. It was easy for Dimitri—he had dragon instincts backing him up. Samuel just had fifteen years of bad dating history. Not exactly helpful.

      Still, he couldn’t refute what was in front of his eyes. His own reservations aside, Dimitri was solid confidence. There was no arguing that.

      “I do see it, yes.”

      Dimitri blew out a huge sigh of relief and promptly rolled onto his side so he could hug Samuel tightly around the waist. “Thank you. I was afraid I’d have to argue with you for weeks to get you to see it.”

      A blind man couldn’t miss this. Samuel didn’t try to continue, just let the moment be.

      "I guess the bigger question is, do you even want to be my mate?”

      Samuel smirked at him. “Do I get a choice in that matter?”

      Dimitri winced. “Yes and no. Whether you want to be or not, we’re mates. Fated. Chosen by a power greater than us. Or whatever. But if you don’t want me, if I don’t make you happy, I can’t force you to stay with me.”

      He was too emotionally raw to know what to say, really. What was offered to him, right now, was being wholly loved. To have the perfect life partner. It was nothing short of the love of a lifetime.

      It was everything he’d ever wanted in a romantic partner. He wanted the loving, accepting happily-ever-after that Dimitri was waving in front of his face.

      More than just being a dragon’s mate, he wanted to be Dimitri’s mate. He wanted to be Dimitri’s Sam. God, he even wanted to be his Sam-I-am, Sam-a-lam, Toucan Sam, and Sir Samalot—not that he would ever admit that out loud.

      The problem was it would be Samuel’s lifetime and not Dimitri’s. That was the rub. That’s what Samuel instinctively fought against.

      Knowing what it would do to Dimitri in the long run, what kind of irreparable damage Samuel’s death would do to him, he just couldn’t bring himself to agree. How could he return such love and devotion with selfishness?

      But a dragon had only one mate. In their entire lifetime, they would only meet one mage meant to be their mate. If Dimitri was so rock sure Samuel was his mate, then—shit. Shit, that meant that even if Samuel tried to refuse him now, it wouldn’t do any good. It would consign Dimitri to being single forever, no chance of a partner in the future.

      Fucking hell. Rock, meet hard place.

      If there was a good way out of this mess, some way that would let them come through it without breaking both their hearts, then Samuel wasn’t sure what it might be.

      No, that was wrong, he saw precisely one path. He absolutely had to find the Sousa Clan and their spells. The only way he could stay with Dimitri properly was to fix his core.

      Determination unlike any other rose up within him, damn near choking him. Samuel leaned forward and gently kissed the top of Dimitri’s arm. As he did so, he silently vowed that, come hell or high water, he would fix his core.

      He absolutely would not let Dimitri suffer.

      Something of this must have translated in his body language or his extended silence because Dimitri squeezed him lightly in reassurance.

      “It’s alright. Dragons always know before their mages. Humans take a bit longer to catch up. I can wait for your heart to come to me. We’re still getting to know each other and this is not my first idea when it comes to courting,” he said, motioning toward the forest around them.

      Falling for Dimitri would happen much sooner rather than later, Samuel ruefully acknowledged. He was half in love with this man already.

      “I suppose, having waited for five hundred plus years, you dragons know how to be patient.”

      “Really, it’s the waiting around trying to find our mates that’s the worst part. Once we find you, it’s easy to court and spoil you. Absolutely no hardship.”

      “Except when I drag you through booby trap-infested forests.”

      “Argh, don’t bring that up.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, the trap is mostly mechanical. It has a small radius to trigger it with. Say, two feet or so. As long as I’m at least two feet away, I’m perfectly safe.”

      “How about ten feet? I’d feel better with ten feet.”

      “Now how am I supposed to see it well enough to dismantle it from ten feet away?”

      “Why don’t I just fly you over it? Much safer.”

      What was he supposed to do with this man, seriously?

      Well, actually, that wasn’t so much a rhetorical question. Samuel figured he owed Dimitri something after scaring the man out of his wits most of the day. He trailed a hand down that strong back and over an ass cheek before giving it a light squeeze.

      “We can debate that later. Right now, I think you need a nice reward for being such a patient dragon all day.”

      Dimitri made a noise of interest. “How nice?”

      He trailed his hand around to the front, finding Dimitri’s cock through the denim of his jeans, and gave it a stroke with the pads of his fingers. Dimitri arched into it, clearly enjoying the touch, and that was all it took for Samuel’s brain to go straight into the gutter.

      With a wicked smile, he leaned in and whispered a suggestion into Dimitri’s ear, the words tumbling out so easily because it was Dimitri and he was accepted. Two seconds later, he was flat on his back with a very amorous dragon on top of him.

      What a perfectly marvelous switch he’d found. Samuel would take full advantage of it, too.

      They tried to be quiet—well, Samuel tried to be quiet—but he had a feeling they’d largely failed. Again. He also felt like the group outside had mostly expected it, though, as they’d shooed Samuel in this direction to begin with. He couldn’t regret or feel too embarrassed about having blistering hot sex.

      Alright, he was still embarrassed. Samuel was not into exhibitionism. But he could also put it out of his mind since Dimitri had done such an excellent job fucking his brains out.

      They cleaned up, came out long enough to eat dinner, then retreated back into the tent for some well-deserved sleep. With Dimitri wrapped around his back and the air inside the tent kept nice and cool, Samuel lasted about three seconds before he hit dreamland.

      It felt like he’d slept maybe ten minutes before Dimitri kissed him awake, telling him to rise and shine, time to get back on the trail. If Samuel hadn’t been so motivated about fixing his core, he’d have asked for another hour of sleep. He wasn’t used to this kind of constant physical activity, to start with, and having regular sex on top of it all was sapping his energy levels.

      Through willpower, he got up, dressed, and helped pack the site back up. Somehow, the heaviest things ended up in Dimitri’s pack. It was very suspicious how that happened. Samuel would have said something except…well, for one thing, he was grateful to have a lighter pack. For another, this stepped all over “protective dragon instincts” territory. Samuel decided, after a split second of contemplation, that he was going to let this one go.

      They were back on the trail by eight o’clock, still moving steadily upward after taking a lengthy detour around the traps. By his best guess, the traps had set them back by at least a couple of hours. Samuel’s thighs and calves were feeling it, no question there. He was sore and tight. The more he walked, the more his muscles warmed up, which helped, but still. Tylenol sounded really good right now.

      Actually, where did he put the painkillers? Ooh, were they in the side pouch? They might be in the side pouch. If Samuel could get to them without having to unpack his entire bag, it would be so worth it to dig them out at the next break.

      Sooner than expected, Gregori pulled them to an abrupt halt, fist up in the air. They couldn’t have been hiking more than three hours. “Stop.”

      Dimitri’s hand found Samuel’s shoulder like it was a magnetic pull, tone sharp with alarm.

      “Problem?” his dragon demanded.

      “Yeah, I’d say.” Gregori turned his head, grimacing. “We’ve got another booby trap.”
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      “No, this is not a coincidence. Not a one-time thing. Not a random bit of luck. Someone does not want us getting any closer to the top of this mountain,” Dimitri grumbled.

      Another booby trap. This one looked in slightly better shape. While the previous trap might not have fired if triggered, Dimitri was willing to wager his left nut that this one would, and his adorable, stubborn mate kept inching closer to it like he had a death wish.

      Or simply wanted to see how far he could push a dragon before he finally snapped.

      “On the plus side, it means we’re on the right track in terms of locating where the Sousa Clan lived,” Sam said cheerfully.

      Dimitri took a step forward, his hands outstretched toward Sam, when Vasily lurched closer, wrapping a restraining arm around his shoulders. With yet more danger threatening the mage, there was a good chance Dimitri would shift into his dragon, scoop up his wayward mage, and fly him to the clan wrapped up in his talons. Screw saddles and safety harnesses. There wasn’t time for things like that when Sam was determined to crawl into a booby trap.

      “Samuel, why don’t you back up a little? Let Gregori inspect the device first,” Luka suggested.

      “He’s freaking out again, isn’t he?” Sam muttered without tearing his eyes away from the trap.

      Vasily huffed a small laugh while his fingers tightened on Dimitri’s shoulder as if he was expecting Dimitri to break free at any second. “Just a bit.”

      Sam sat on his heels and brushed his hands together, knocking off some dirt, while he looked over his shoulder at Dimitri. There might have been a bit of irritation in his gaze, but there seemed to be something a little softer, almost tender, in that stare as well that made Dimitri’s heart skip a beat.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got him.” Then Sam knocked the breath right out of his lungs by rising from where he’d been kneeling and walking over to Dimitri. The grumpy mage wrapped his arms around Dimitri’s waist and leaned his head against his shoulder. “I’m safe,” he reassured in a voice that was barely over a whisper.

      Dimitri stood frozen for a second, his brain trying to comprehend what was happening. Sam had come to him. Sam was comforting him. Even though Sam had admitted to them being mates, he’d been sure the stubborn mage would need some more convincing. That he’d need more time before he’d finally come to him.

      But Sam was holding him, cuddling him. Taming his dragon. And he was completely happy with this evil scheme of Sam’s.

      Vasily gave his other shoulder a pat before releasing him and walking over to stand near Gregori. Yeah, Sam had him managed just fine now.

      “I’m safe, Dimitri. I’ve got a squad of scary dragons protecting me,” Sam murmured.

      “And yet, you keep getting too close to that booby trap. We’re fast, but how do we know if we’re fast enough to get to you if something happens?”

      Sam tipped his head up, glasses glinting faintly in the sunlight. “I believe in you. You’ll always be there to save me.”

      Something swelled in the dragon’s chest, threatening to choke him while his arms tightened around his mate. Dimitri frowned, his eyes narrowing on the crafty mage. “When did you become so evil? I don’t remember you being so evil when we first met.”

      “Evil? How am I being evil? Just because I’ve learned to cuddle you in order to get what I want—how is that evil?” There was such playful mocking in Sam’s voice. His Sam…playful? His mage was grumpy, sexy, stubborn, brilliant, determined, and brave. But he wasn’t playful.

      Until now.

      And it was melting Dimitri faster than snow on a summer sidewalk.

      “Sammy cakes, you’re gonna be the death of me.”

      “Don’t say that,” Sam snapped, dropping his head to rest on his shoulder.

      “You prefer Sam-a-lam?”

      “That’s not what I meant. Don’t say that I’m going to be the death of you. I don’t like that.” As he spoke, Sam’s fingers tightened in his shirt, twisting the fabric and digging into Dimitri’s back muscles.

      Yep. He was in full swoon now. He hugged Sam even harder, trying to pull the mage into his chest so he could keep the man right next to his heart. “Don’t worry. Dragons are really durable. I don’t plan on going anywhere for a very long time.”

      “As far as I can tell, it appears that the same people who put up the first one also put up this one. It looks newer than the last one,” Gregori announced. The dragon edged backward from the tripwire and rose to his feet, dusting his hands off on his cargo pants. “Maybe been here about forty years. It’s definitely still live, but I think we could just fly over it. Vasily and I could scout ahead, find a safe spot to land on the other side of the trap, then return.”

      Dimitri expected Sam to jump on that offer since it meant they were still moving forward, but his suddenly cuddly mage didn’t budge.

      “Sam?” Luka pressed as the silence stretched.

      “I think…this is a good idea,” Sam replied slowly. “But…I also think we need to pause and consider what this means.”

      Luka stepped closer while Sam continued to cling to him. “What are you talking about?”

      The mage lifted his head only to wince at Dimitri, as if he just knew the dragon was going to explode at his next words. “I think the device is based on Sousa technology.”

      “Really?” Dimitri gasped.

      “That’s what we expected, right?” Gregori demanded.

      “Sort of. I said ‘based on Sousa technology’ but it’s not theirs alone. It’s too new to be theirs. Which means someone else put these here. That’s why I want to stop and think about this. I thought we might get relics of their architecture, signs that they’d lived in the area, but…not this. I’m not entirely sure what it means.”

      “Clearly something bad,” Dimitri groused.

      “Not necessarily.” Sam broke free of Dimitri and turned toward the booby trap. Dimitri reached out and hooked one finger through an empty belt loop on the back of Sam’s pants, holding him close. The mage sighed and glanced at his finger before turning his gaze up at him. “Seriously?”

      “I’m trying. You just told me that someone is using Sousa tech. Does that mean the Sousa are still alive? Or that someone has been here ahead of us?”

      “Let’s back up away from the trap and grab a snack while we talk,” Vasily suggested.

      Dimitri was ready to hug his friend. If it got Sam away from the device, then he was happy. The mage nodded and they moved a few yards away to a shady, flat spot. Food was pulled out and divided up among them.

      “What are you thinking, Samuel?” Luka prodded as they started eating. “Did the Sousa set up that trap?”

      “No,” Sam replied decisively. “And I don’t think they’re still alive. This is someone else who has managed to find them ahead of us.”

      “How are you so sure of that?” Dimitri asked.

      Sam stretched out his legs, one booted foot lightly knocking against Dimitri’s boot. “Because of the first trap. It’s mage made, but I didn’t see anything to indicate that it had been influenced by Sousa designs. It’s also at least a decade older. However, the one we encountered today looks like a combination of the original design and some Sousa designs.” Sam paused and took a drink of his water. “It makes me think that either the group who came before us set up the first trap to cover their backs as they searched for the Sousa, or they put it up almost directly after they found the site. The second trap was added after they’d studied the Sousa for a while. It’s as Gregori pointed out—this second trap isn’t as old as the first.”

      “Do you recognize the mage clan that arrived here first?” Vasily asked.

      Sam shook his head then glanced over at Gregori. “Do you? You’ve had more experience with traps and security measures than me.”

      Gregori was quick to shake his head. “It doesn’t seem familiar to me. Most mage-created traps and devices are more heavily magic based. This uses mostly mechanics, which makes me think it’s non-mage made. But that hint of magic…” His voice drifted off and he shook his head. “It’s sort of like the Jaeggi devices Dimitri told me about when he was in Europe, but this is too different from those designs.” He ended with a snort. “Plus, no Jaeggi has ever been spotted in South America.”

      Dimitri grunted. “This doesn’t feel like Jaeggi magic.”

      Luka took a bite out of his apple and then held it out to Vasily to take a bite. “Do you think we’re likely to run into this other mage group?”

      Sam’s nose wrinkled with thought and Dimitri was sorely tempted to lean forward and kiss it. His archeologist mage was so adorable and brilliant. As long as he wasn’t tossing himself in harm’s way, Dimitri was happy to sit back and bask in the man’s smarts.

      “I doubt it. The last trap looks like it’s been sitting untouched for forty years. If they were still around, you’d think they’d at least check on it and maybe clear away some of the growth so they could be sure it would work properly.” Sam picked up a leaf and tossed it aside. “It’s more likely that they set them up and then forgot to remove them after they finished their work. The important thing is that two booby traps mean we are getting close.”

      Dimitri took a swig of water from his canteen and screwed the cap on. “Closer, great. Close also means that the danger to you is increasing as well, and I’m not okay with that. It’s still not a bad idea to write down our current GPS location and return to the rest of the clan for more help. We can’t be more than an hour or two by air from Praia do Secreto. We could be back on the ground with reinforcements within a day. Two max.”

      One dark look from Sam showed that the mage wasn’t going for his bargaining. At least he didn’t seem pissed or about to lose his temper. That was a step in the right direction, but he didn’t expect Sam to give in either.

      “What about a satellite phone? Don’t you guys come equipped with them? We could just call back to the rest of the clan,” Sam demanded.

      Vasily shook his head. “No good. We’ve tried in the past, but there’s too much magical interference in these woods from the various creatures and maybe even the Sousa.” He shrugged. “It’s like there’s a blanket over this area—no signal gets in or out.”

      Sam deflated a little, staring down at the remains of his sandwich. A snack had turned into an early lunch, though it hadn’t been much—sandwiches and fruit. Just enough to sustain them until they made camp that night, but it was clear that Sam didn’t have much of an appetite.

      “Dimitri…” Sam started, then fell silent again.

      “What? Help me to understand. I’m asking for only a couple of days’ pause so we can make sure you’re safe. More dragons.”

      “And more mages. No offense,” Gregori tacked on very quickly.

      Sam waved it off. “None taken. I get it. I can’t use magic.”

      “But they can sweep the area for more traps as well as dismantle any we find. These, I’m sorry to say, are outside my experience. We can trigger them in our dragon form and protect you…”

      Sam was quick to shake his head. “No. That’s not an option.”

      “It’s doubtful that they’re powerful enough to hurt us,” Vasily countered.

      “I’m not thrilled with that idea, but it’s more than that. What if the booby trap is linked to other traps? What if it causes some kind of cascade that damages the site of the Sousa Clan? I don’t want to take that risk. We go over or we go around if we can’t safely dismantle them.”

      “If we leave—”

      “Please, I know the danger to me is driving you and your dragon crazy, but we’re too close now. I-I can’t turn back. Just a little farther. I—” Sam’s voice quavered and Dimitri immediately grabbed him, pulling him as close as he could without actually putting the man in his lap.

      “Talk to me. What’s this about?”

      Sam didn’t fight him. In fact, the mage leaned into him. “The Sousa… It’s not only about finding this lost clan the world has forgotten about. They…their technology… There are legends and stories that say their tech could fix broken magical cores.”

      The bomb left them all silent. Even the animals of the forest seemed to have briefly lost their voices while Dimitri’s brain struggled to process what he’d heard.

      Tech to fix magical cores.

      Tech that could fix his mate.

      Holy shit. Holyshitholyshitholyshit.

      No wonder Sam was so desperate to find where the Sousa last lived. There had to be notes, books, relics of the old tech left behind. If they could get their hands on it, share it with the mages of his clan—all the fucking mages around the globe—they’d be able to fix his adorable mate in no time.

      “Are you kidding me? They can fix cores?” Luka choked out first.

      “I don’t have absolute proof, but there are some early notes and a lot of legends about it. They are the only mage clan ever believed to have this skill. Even the renowned Abe Clan couldn’t completely fix one. But the Sousa could. I believe they figured it out. All the stories about them involve healing, with the most remarkable being that they could heal cores.”

      “Whoa…” Vasily breathed.

      “Forget what I said earlier. We’re pushing on,” Dimitri announced.

      Sam placed both hands on Dimitri’s chest and shoved so that he could look directly into his eyes. His lover’s face was flushed and those perfect lips parted but, for a second, no sound came out.

      “Are-are you serious? You’re willing to keep going. Your dragon doesn’t mind? It’s not panicked?”

      Dimitri lifted his hand and cupped one of his mate’s cheeks. “Sammy, my dragon and I will always be worried about your safety. That will never end. But if fixing your core will make you happy, if it will make you feel more complete, then I will move the mountains and reverse the flow of the rivers to get it done.”

      “Thank you,” Sam exhaled in a rush. The mage crashed into him, mashing their lips together in a brutal kiss that left Dimitri half convinced Sam wanted to devour him. Dimitri was only too happy to let him.

      His dragon was an anxious, excited mess, but having Sam happy and pliant in his arms went a long way to soothing those fears. They could find whatever they needed to make his mage happy, and they could keep him safe along the way.
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      Three booby traps later and Dimitri’s paranoia was back with a vengeance. He absolutely refused to let Sam walk ahead of him. Sam was torn between finding this overprotectiveness endearing and wanting to smack Dimitri for it. The entire reason he held his impatience in check was that Dimitri was still willing to go forward. Despite the danger it meant, he was right in step with Sam the entire way.

      Turned out, the legends were absolutely right. When a dragon loved, he loved completely. Sam had never been loved like this before, with all the support and protection and adoration that came along with it. As much as he questioned the dragon’s sanity for choosing him as a mate, he had to bask in it a little, too. Hard not to.

      Between wanting to shake Dimitri, that was.

      They’d been winding up a steep path for a good two days now. The vegetation had thinned out the higher they climbed. While they weren’t forced to stop and hack through the vines as much, they were still moving slowly because of the steepness. Sam’s legs were threatening to give out, and Dimitri’s sweet offer to carry him was starting to look more enticing.

      Dimitri swore he could just shift into his dragon form and plow through the trees, clearing them a path, but Sam had zero interest in destroying the natural habitat of so many creatures. It was better if they left it as untouched as they possibly could, even if shifting would have meant he could ride on the dragon’s back.

      The rest of the team had taken turns in the sky scouting ahead, but the canopy was so dense they couldn’t get a good view of booby traps or hints of where the Sousa might have lived. Sam refused to risk missing a sign of the lost mage clan. He might be exhausted, but hope that they’d find the Sousa or even the Tupã kept him putting one foot in front of the other.

      The larger predators were still giving the dragons a wide berth. There had been hints of pumas and jaguars, but he hadn’t actually seen one yet. The only things that didn’t give a shit about dragons were the bugs.

      So. Many. Fucking. Bugs.

      Giant, venomous bugs.

      Bugs that wanted to crawl into his clothes, suck his blood, and make him endlessly itch.

      “Why aren’t the bugs scared of you?” Sam complained as they finally reached a flat area. He wanted to believe they’d finally reached the top of the mountain, but he was too tired to hope and walk. He could only manage one of them.

      “Bugs aren’t scared of anything. Everything is bigger than them. Plus, they know they outnumber everything else,” Vasily replied.

      “Bugs need to learn to be scared of dragons just like all the other creatures,” Sam muttered.

      “Preach!” Luka called out from behind him, wringing a tired huff of laughter from Sam. At least he wasn’t the only one who didn’t like the bugs.

      “I think we’ve reached the top,” Gregori announced as he walked back to join the rest of the group. He’d gone ahead to scout, searching for signs of the Sousa and booby traps. “Every direction I look, it’s downhill again. Which way? Keep heading northeast?”

      While all eyes turned toward Sam, he dropped on his ass in the dirt. Thank god. Sam’s screaming thighs and calves were absolutely done with hiking up a mountain, thank you, and would be willing to hike up another booby trap-infested mountain precisely never.

      Sam may get a bit sarcastic when tired. Sue him.

      “We haven’t seen any new clues for where the Sousa were living. It may help to get higher,” he suggested.

      “We tried that earlier today,” Vasily argued with a shake of his head. “The canopy is too thick. We’re not seeing anything.”

      “Flying might be too high. How are you guys at climbing trees?” Sam pointed to a particularly massive tree not far from where they stopped. The trunk matched the width of a city bus and its thick limbs reached high. It would give them a peek above the tallest limbs while allowing them to be lower than the dragons could comfortably fly.

      Gregori scratched his sweaty scalp, his nose wrinkling. “I don’t know if it would hold a dragon.”

      Sam groaned. They were making this more difficult than it needed to be. “But it will hold a man.” Slipping his pack off his shoulders with a relieved moan, Sam shoved to his feet and started toward the tree. “I’ve climbed plenty of trees with my brother. This one will be cake. The branches are all close.”

      Footsteps jogged after him and he glanced over to see a stern expression gracing Dimitri’s face. “I’m going with you.”

      It was all Sam could do not to roll his eyes. He’d fully expected the dragon to climb up with him.

      “Me too!” Gregori called out.

      Vasily snorted. “Luka and I will stay on the ground, ready to catch you when you fall.”

      “Or just laugh at your clumsy asses,” Luka tacked on.

      “Not funny, Luka. You fucking catch Sam,” Dimitri snarled as he stopped in the middle of pulling himself up on the lowest branch.

      “Ha! Whatever, old man. I’ll make it to the top before you do,” Sam taunted as he climbed past him.

      Gregori’s cackle followed him up the tree as he climbed up branch after branch. He might be exhausted and his muscles were burning, but now it was a matter of pride to make it to the top before the dragon. He could hear Dimitri following directly behind him, while Gregori was on the other side of the tree, picking a different path to the top.

      Sam only slowed as he neared the top and the branches started to thin out. It was becoming harder to choose where to step as he gauged what would hold his weight.

      “Go a little to your right,” Dimitri called out beneath him. “That branch looks strong enough.”

      “Got it!” Sam moved where he directed, finding the perfect position to stick his head above the leaves. A second later, a hand grasped his hip and the limb trembled under his feet. He looked to his left to see Dimitri sidling up next to him, an arm wrapping around his waist.

      “Yeah, yeah. You beat me,” the dragon mumbled, but he said it with a sweet smile filled with pride.

      “Getting up the tree is never bad. It’s climbing back down,” Gregori argued from the other side of the trunk.

      Sam waved a hand out in front of him. “Sure, but look at this view.”

      He didn’t know what he had quite expected to see, except a river, as he knew a river flowed through here because of the maps he had. There was definitely a river along with miles of green trees in every direction, undulating with the curves of the mountains.

      But also a fort.

      With a mage ward up around it.

      That, he did not expect to see.

      Sam narrowed his eyes, questioning what they reported to him, but there was no way to see that ward as anything else. It was strong, for one thing, and very solidly established. The buildings were just barely visible through the leaves. Most were hidden by the brown and green, which would explain why the dragons hadn’t caught sight of it in their flyovers.

      “Is that a town down there?” Dimitri leaned in further, also staring hard. “Sure looks like it.”

      “Uhhh…guys?” Sam did not want to say this. He really, truly didn’t. He kinda had to. “I think that’s my site.”

      Dimitri’s head snapped around to stare at him while fingers tightened on his waist. “You’re sure?”

      “Well, it’s in the right spot, to start with. According to the map I have, it should be right about there. And, uh, well, it’s got a ward surrounding it.” Sam kept a weather eye on Dimitri as he said this.

      “Must have a glamour of some sort, too, as we can’t see the ward.” Gregori gave a thoughtful hum at his other side. “Alright. If that is your site, I have even more questions now. Let’s climb down and tell Luka and Vasily. They’re not going to believe this one.”

      Sam nodded, willing to do that. Although how they’d get past that ward was the real question. Wards were pretty impregnable unless you had someone who could dismantle them from the inside or could bear a crazy amount of power against them. Sam doubted the last one was an option. Even if the entire clan’s dragons and mages pitted their might against that ward, it wouldn’t budge.

      Damn, he really hoped there was a way past this thing. He wasn’t about to be thwarted now that he was literally within sight of his goal.

      Dimitri remained even closer on the trip down the tree, and for that, Sam was grateful. His body was too tired for this nonsense.

      When they reached the ground, they took a short break to gather their strength and hydrate before heading to the site. The valley was settled more on a plateau, which meant a two-hour hike got them down to the valley floor without much trouble. There were a few booby traps, but without the overgrowth of the forest covering them, they were easier to spot. Gregori did so without more than a derisive sniff now and again.

      The closer Sam got to the warded fort, the more obvious it became that this really was his ruins. Parts of the stonework were so old it had been weathered round and smooth. Here and there, he caught sight of tumbled pillars and broken arches, half swallowed up by vines and other growth. There were a couple of statues, but the faces of the figures had been worn away by the elements so that they’d lost most of their details.

      So far, there were only a couple of buildings, but the walls had fallen over, leaving behind only a rough square in the dirt and vegetation. The trees were thinner here, as if the jungle was still trying to reclaim this swath of land as its own.

      He paused inside one of the buildings situated outside the ward and moved some of the leaves and vines aside to see some broken pottery.

      “Do you think this was from the Sousa or maybe even the Tupã?” Dimitri asked as he stood beside him.

      Kneeling down, Sam picked up the largest shard and turned it to find just the smallest hint of color painted along the side. The swirling design was similar to what he’d found in the journal. “I’m inclined to think this is from the Sousa. It’s their art style. However, if the Sousa and Tupã were as close as you say, then it’s likely they have similar styles. We need more artefacts before we can make a final call.”

      Sam carefully set the pottery fragment on the ground again and dusted his hands off on the seat of his pants. “Leave everything where you see it for now. It will need to be properly noted and catalogued later. Watch where you step, and if you spot anything interesting, give a shout.”

      “You mean like these brick walls?” Vasily said, pointing ahead of them.

      That was…puzzling.

      Not far from where they were standing were some brick buildings that had clearly been built in the last one hundred years. That should not be here.

      Had whoever had arrived first decided to build up their own protection and buildings around the original Sousa Clan site?

      Finding the site and excavating it, that Sam could understand. Any archaeologist would do that.

      But building on the site of an ancient clan? No one did that. No archaeologist, at least. They’d be kicked out of their field promptly for such sacrilege. So, what the hell was going on here?

      This whole thing was weird. Really weird. The ward just added a cherry to the cake of weirdness.

      Sam stopped a good ten feet from the ward, intensely studying it. The ward was older, established, maybe sixty or so years? Perhaps older. Still fully functional, so it had a good power source. It sat right outside of the weathered stone walls, tied to them but not directly on top of them. Interesting. Not the norm—usually wards were attached to the walls of a building itself.

      Seriously, what the hell was going on?

      Dimitri made a grinding sound, much like a train heading for a collision course.

      Uh-oh, now what? Sam looked at him sharply. “What?”

      “That,” Dimitri ground out between clenched teeth, “is a Jaeggi ward.”

      “You sure?” Vasily demanded incredulously.

      “I’m sure. You can’t mistake that smell. Their magic doesn’t smell like anything else on the planet.”

      Sam stared at him, then back at the ward, feeling his whole perception of the situation go skewing sideways. “This makes no sense. Why would the Jaeggi be here?”

      “I really do not know, but I do not like it.”

      Sam didn’t like it, for that matter. For their benefit, he relayed, “The ward’s relatively new, considering the age of the site. It’s about sixty-plus years old would be my estimate. My guess is that they arrived here, set up this ward, and then set up the booby traps on the mountain to deter hikers from getting too close to this site. The ward is strong, and I see no sign of Sousa magic in this.”

      “Jaeggi wards are built more on mechanics,” Dimitri explained succinctly. He was damn near breathing ice out. “They can’t use another clan’s magic in a traditional sense. Wards would be beyond them. They’d have to use their own version.”

      “Ah. Well, that makes sense of what I’m seeing.”

      Sam stared at it some more, debating what to do. The strange thing, aside from the ward existing in the first place, was that it appeared oddly familiar. Like the magic had an affinity to something else he’d seen before. He couldn’t immediately put his finger on why.

      “We have to report this in,” Luka said behind him. “Rodrigo is going to have kittens when he hears this. Anyone got cell signal?”

      “Dammit, no,” Gregori growled. “We’re too far in the valley for that. One of us is going to have to fly out.”

      Vasily chimed in, “I think we should all fly back to the clan. We’ve got the exact GPS coordinate now. We can easily return later. Standing next to a Jaeggi ward is giving me graveyard chills.”

      Sam listened with half an ear to the debate behind him, but his attention wasn’t really on them. He kept staring at the ward, and the more he studied it, the more sure he became. He had an affinity to this ward. It looked like his own magical core did, in a strange sense.

      Normally, his scientific brain wouldn’t allow him to perform leaps of logic, but intuition strongly told him to move forward. If he could put a hand through that ward, then theory proven. If not, then all he’d do is smack a palm against it and be rebuffed. No harm either way, right?

      Unless disturbing the ward would send back a signal to whomever set it up that someone was poking at their defenses. That would be bad. But they could fly off quickly enough, right? It was worth the potential risk.

      Decisively, he set his pack down and walked right up to the ward. Despite his confidence, Sam half expected to be repelled back.

      Instead, he waltzed right through like it was thin air.

      The shock of that made him stumble to a stop and he twisted around to stare at the ward incredulously. That should not have worked. His intuition was right on the money, but why?

      Dimitri, on the other side of the ward, absolutely lost it.

      “Sam!” he barked, panic and horror clawing over his expression. “What the hell! Get over here right now!”

      “Calm down, I’m not in any danger. I’m trying to figure out why I could pass through the ward to begin with.”

      “Figure that out while standing next to me. Outside the ward.”

      Dimitri’s dragon was not happy with him being in here, but Sam wasn’t about to come out just yet. He really felt like the answer was inside the ward, not outside, and the overprotective dragon was going to have to cool his jets for a second.

      Gregori, at least, was thinking as hard as Sam. Their eyes met in silent understanding. A dawning realization.

      There was only one explanation for why Sam could get through.

      Dimitri threw a fist at the ward. It shimmered slightly in a wave of silvery sparks but held strong. The dragon was not allowed in and that said a lot, right there. This ward was attuned to let specific people through. People who were already here when the ward was raised.

      And those of the right bloodline…

      Sam stared down at his hands for a moment. His mind raced with fragmented thoughts and desperate questions. Was he of Jaeggi descent? Was that even possible?

      His mother once said that his father’s line had come out of Germany many generations ago. They’d been ostracized by their clan for some reason. She’d never given him any concrete details, but he doubted she even knew. His dad’s clan left for England and then the Americas right before the Dragon Wars had started. The hows and whys had been lost to time, as no one of that generation had kept a journal.

      Had his many times great-grandfather and great-grandmother refused to go along with Kaiser Jaeggi’s madness? Was that why they fled to America, to avoid it all? They must have changed their names too, as there was no trace of the name Jaeggi in their family history. Only Hunter.

      But it would explain his core.

      His very broken magical core.

      Genetically, if he pulled from the Jaeggi side, then of course his core would be like this.

      It would explain why he could come through the ward as if it didn’t even exist.

      Oh god, but if that was the case, if he was of that bloodline, then—

      “Sam.”

      His head came up and he stared at Dimitri, heart in his throat. Sam, for the first time in his life, was scared in a way he’d never been before. Would these dragons he’d trusted with his life suddenly turn on him because he was a Jaeggi? He had no way of protecting himself. It didn’t help that Dimitri looked a second away from losing his shit altogether.

      “Samuel,” Dimitri repeated firmly. “Get out of there. Now.”

      “I don’t know if I should,” Sam answered faintly.

      That was not the right response. Whatever tentative hold Dimitri had on his temper snapped. In a split second, he shifted from human to dragon, forcing Vasily, Luka, and Gregori to leap free before he accidentally smacked them aside with a wing.

      Fuck a duck on a cracker. His dragon had just lost all chill.

      Well. This was not good. To put it mildly.

      Dimitri slammed a clawed fist against the ward and it really jumped that time. The ward shimmered as if in protest of the violence. Sam winced along with it. Dimitri was not being quiet in the least. If someone was still inhabiting the Sousa Clan site, then the noise Dimitri was creating would draw their attention.

      “Come. Out. Now.” Dimitri’s tone promised bad things if Sam didn’t.

      Sam spread out both hands in a helpless gesture. He was very torn on what to do and, honestly…this freaked him out. More than a little. In the past several days, he’d gotten close to these dragons. He saw them as his friends. Was all of that going to disappear before his eyes? He didn’t want to lose them. And he definitely didn’t want to put Dimitri in a bad position because of his possible heritage.

      His sweet, crazy Dimitri was willing to risk everything for Sam. He loved him and protected him so fucking completely. The idea of losing all of that was threatening to carve chunks of Sam’s soul from his body. His throat was dry and his damn hands were shaking so bad, but he didn’t want Dimitri to see them and worry even more.

      “Dimitri, hear me out. I must be of Jaeggi descent if I can come through the ward.”

      Dimitri bit off, “I do not care.”

      “I know you don’t, but your king is going to have a very different opinion.”

      Gregori eyed Dimitri sideways as he asked Sam cautiously, “You really had no idea you’re Jaeggi?”

      “No. There’s no hint of that name anywhere in my family line. Trust me, I’d know if there was. I studied genealogy extensively at one point. I know my father’s line came out of Germany right before the Dragon Wars, but the first record I have of them in America is under the name Hunter. They must have changed their name along the way.”

      Which turned out to be a wise precaution, all things considered, but dammit, a heads-up to their descendants wouldn’t have been amiss.

      Dimitri was listening but still panicking, his protective instincts going haywire. He clawed at the ward, hissing in frustration. “My king will not hurt my mate. Come out of there!”

      Could Sam believe that? He knew mates were beyond precious to dragons, that no one would hurt another’s mate willingly, but…Jaeggi. The Jaeggi were a different beast entirely. Even Sam was freaked out about belonging to that clan, and he had no memory of fighting against them. Unlike the dragons in front of him.

      Shit. This really didn’t look good.

      Torn, he met Dimitri’s eyes, his own heart in his throat. “I don’t know what will happen to me if I come back out.”
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      The fear and pain bleeding into Sam’s gaze helped Dimitri regain control of himself. Sam was hurting and Dimitri refused to add to it. He needed to reassure his precious mate that everything was going to be okay, that no one was going to hurt him.

      Getting a hold of his dragon, he shoved the beast down and shifted into his human form. Then he stepped close to the magical barrier that separated him and his mate. Lifting one hand, Dimitri reached out but stopped just short of touching the ward. Close enough that he could feel the angry snap and crackle of energy.

      Logically, he knew he couldn’t break through the ward despite his massive dragon strength. He’d seen it firsthand when Gunter had been separated from his mate, Nikki. Gunter had raged and clawed at the barrier, but it had made no difference.

      He knew this and still ached to fight. His dragon bellowed for him to at least try.

      “Samuel, baby,” Dimitri managed in a ragged voice. “Please. Just come to this side of the ward. We can talk about this.”

      Sam immediately shook his head, his fingers twisting together into a knot in front of his stomach. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Please—”

      “Dimitri.” Vasily’s hard tone cut through his pleading. He twisted around to look at the other dragon’s worried but serious expression. He got it. This was way bigger than an archeological scouting mission. The ward was pointing to Jaeggi in their own backyard. They thought they’d defeated them in Europe, wiping out the dark cloud that had hovered over their heads for centuries.

      If the Jaeggi were here, if there was even a small chance they could be a threat to the clan, then Rodrigo had to know. Immediately.

      “Luka,” Dimitri bit out, his gaze shifting to the dragon beside Vasily. He was the fastest, and Gregori needed to keep working on bringing down the ward while they waited for help. “Fly to the clan. Tell Rodrigo about what we’ve found. Bring back Evora.”

      It went without saying that Evora would be accompanied by at least half a dozen other dragons, not to mention the king.

      “On it!” Luka shifted in the blink of an eye and was in the air seconds later, heading east toward the Valerii Clan compound. If they were lucky, most dragons and mages would be brought here within a couple of hours.

      But he couldn’t wait that long to have Sam safely in his arms again. He needed his mate now.

      “Sam, please, come back to me,” Dimitri begged, trying to ignore the fact that it looked like Sam had taken another step away from him. “I will keep you safe.”

      “Safe? From your own king?” Sam gave an incredulous laugh.

      “Yes. If I must, but I don’t think Rodrigo is going to blame you for what the Jaeggi did. Especially not for what happened more than five centuries ago.”

      “And what about what happened less than a year ago? What about the rest of your clan? Are they going to be as forgiving? You told me how your mages were slaughtered. How most of the dragons in your clan died from the loss of their mages or in the war. The Valerii were nearly wiped out because of the Jaeggi. You think they’re gonna be okay with me?”

      “You’re not the Jaeggi!” Dimitri roared.

      A sad, twisted smile lifted one corner of Sam’s mouth as he stretched his hands out to either side of him. “It’s a Jaeggi ward, and here I am on the other side. What does that tell you?”

      “I don’t care what your blood says. You are Dr. Samuel Hunter, archeologist, and you are my mate. That’s all that matters to me in this world.” Dimitri squeezed his eyes shut against the burn of tears and swallowed hard past the lump in his throat. “We haven’t known each other long, but I admire all the little parts I’ve gotten to know. I admire your quick, brilliant mind. I admire how you won’t let anything stand in your way, not even a dickish ex-boyfriend who abandons you at the last fucking minute because he isn’t worth a tenth of you. I love how you stammer when I make you nervous and how you are hands-down the sexiest man I’ve ever met. I want to spend the next several centuries learning everything I can about you, but I first need you to be over on this side of the ward with me.”

      “I…I want that too.” Sam’s voice cracked and his hands dropped to his side. “But what about King Rodrigo and your clan? What if they can’t accept me?”

      “Then we leave,” Dimitri stated without an ounce of hesitation or doubt. “I think the Burkhard dragons took in some of the Jaeggi who wanted no part of the clan’s evil plans. We’ll go to join the Burkhards. Or we’ll go find the Sodalicium. And if they won’t welcome us, then we’ll go off on our own and start our own clan.”

      Sam shook his head as he spoke. “No. This is your clan. Your family. You can’t leave your family.”

      “And you are my mate. That always comes first.”

      “Sam,” Gregori broke in unexpectedly. “I know we can’t really speak for Rodrigo, but I don’t think he’s going to have a problem with you. Sure, he’s gonna have questions. He has to look out for all of us, but he’ll quickly see that you’ve never been a threat to us, and he’ll be fine.” The dragon huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “But if for some strange reason he does, if the rest of the clan does, then fuck them. They don’t know you, don’t deserve you. If you and Dimitri leave, I’ll go with you. I wouldn’t want to be a part of a clan that doesn’t value such an awesome mage.”

      “The same goes for Luka and me,” Vasily chimed in. “We’ll explain things to Rodrigo, vouch for you. And if that doesn’t work, then we’ll leave with you too. We’ll keep you safe.”

      Part of Dimitri wanted to gather his brothers up and hug them tightly for their words, but he refused to take his eyes off Sam. Especially as tears now slipped down his cheeks.

      But Sam still wasn’t coming any closer.

      “Even if I wasn’t of the Jaeggi bloodline, I’m still a mage with a broken core. I’m not worthy of being your mate, Dimitri. Not until I get this fixed.” He slammed his hand against his chest three times as he spoke. “No dragon should be tied to a mage who can’t use magic. And no clan could possibly want a broken mage like me. I need to do this.”

      Dimitri shook his head, his heart breaking all over again for the years of anguish and frustration Sam had suffered. He was more determined than ever to replace all those bad memories with good ones, even if it took the rest of existence to accomplish it. “I can accept that you need to do this for you, but I don’t need it to care for you. The only thing that matters to me is that you’re my mate. You being able to do magic isn’t going to change who you are in the slightest. Not for me, at least. You’re still going to be my sexy, stubborn, sarcastic, grumpy mate, and I wouldn’t want you to lose that for anything in the world.”

      Sam took a step closer to the ward. Then another. His smile was warm and sweet, while pain continued to fill watery blue eyes. Relief started to unfurl slowly within Dimitri’s chest, but it ground to a halt when Sam stopped just a couple of feet from the barrier that separated them.

      “Please, Samuel, come back to me. See? If you come back, I’ll call you Samuel. No more nicknames, I promise,” Dimitri bargained.

      Sam’s smile grew a little wider and his voice was choked with tears and laughter when he said, “We both know you’d hurt yourself trying not to call me Sam or Sammy or Sammy cakes.”

      “Maybe. But I’d try.”

      “I don’t deserve you,” Sam whispered. “But I’m trying very hard to. I’m so close, Dimitri. I can’t turn back now. We don’t even know if there are people inside here still. This ward could have been left behind years ago, forgotten and abandoned, running on old magic. If I don’t at least look, I will have come all this way for nothing. I would have found my mate and been unable to keep him.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Magic or not, I am never letting you go,” Dimitri said fiercely.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “I will always trust you,” Dimitri declared instantly. “I trust you with my life, with the lives of my entire clan.” There wasn’t an ounce of ill will or cruelty in Sam’s heart, and he’d bet everything he had on that.

      “Then wait right here for me. I won’t betray you or your clan. I would never do that to you. I just want to check to see if anyone else is around. And if there are people, how many are here. That’s information you’re going to need to tell Rodrigo and the others, right? So your people are properly protected. I can do this. I can be careful and sneaky.”

      It was on the tip of Dimitri’s tongue to plead with Sam again to come out of the ward, to return to his arms where he could keep him safe from harm, but he couldn’t form the words. As much as it was killing him, he also understood his mate’s desperation. Sam’s one last hope for being able to fix his core was potentially within his sight. So close now he could taste it.

      And Dimitri couldn’t promise that Rodrigo wouldn’t pull Sam back, wouldn’t keep him from this knowledge because he’d hidden his bloodline. Not intentionally, but still a possible hidden threat to the meager remains of the Valerii.

      Of course, the Jaeggi tended to make them all a little irrational. Rodrigo probably felt it more than any of them. He’d been the king when hundreds of their mage mates had suddenly dropped dead one day, only to be followed closely by hundreds of dragons. Rodrigo had watched his clan be decimated by the Jaeggi with one evil spell.

      Even if he could explain to Rodrigo that Sam had nothing to do with the past and that Sam would never do anything to hurt the Valerii, he couldn’t guarantee that Rodrigo wouldn’t stop him, and Dimitri’s entire purpose in being was to protect and help his mate.

      “Okay,” Dimitri choked out while his dragon roared loud enough in his head to rattle his molars.

      “Really?” Pure joy exploded across Sam’s face and Dimitri’s heart flipped in his chest. He wanted Sam to always look that happy, even if part of him was dying inside from fear and panic. “Are you sure?”

      Dimitri nodded, trying to get his tongue working again. “Go. Just be quick. Be careful. Don’t let anyone spot you. Come right back.”

      “Okay. I will. I’ll be so careful. Come right back to you.” The normally grumpy archeologist was currently bouncing on the balls of his feet, appearing as if he was about to come out of his skin in his excitement.

      Sam turned and ran deeper into the warded territory, disappearing from sight behind a brick wall. Dimitri’s dragon roared in his head, but it was nothing compared to the panic that was clenching his heart in a vise-like grip, threatening to crush it to powder.

      Vasily stepped closer, dropping a hand on Dimitri’s shoulder and squeezing. “Sam is a smart, resourceful guy. He’ll be okay.”

      “And if it was Luka in there alone?” Dimitri bit out.

      The dragon snorted. “This place would already look like the North Pole.”

      Yeah, Dimitri was tempted. As they spoke, puffs of frozen air curled past his lips, and the ground under his feet was coated in frost.

      Come back to me safe and sound, Sam.

      If you don’t, I’m turning Brazil into a winter fucking wonderland.
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      Sam was aware Dimitri was currently going apeshit—he wasn’t blind. Anyone could tell that. He wanted to hug his dragon, though, for stomping on his instincts and letting Sam do this. He was going to reward Dimitri with so much kinky sex after this—assuming he didn’t freeze all of Brazil.

      Slipping beyond what appeared to be a protective brick wall built in the past century, Sam slowed his steps almost immediately as his eyes fell on the first row of ancient buildings—no, ring of buildings. It didn’t take more than a second to realize that these pale brown buildings formed a very large circle and pointed toward a central plaza.

      How fascinating. Why? Was this an ancient way of keeping time, turning the whole town into a clock? Was it for some magical purpose?

      His steps slowed and he allowed his hand to slide carefully across the wall, taking in the unique architecture. The farther he moved into the clan grounds, the more details he saw in the buildings. These were better preserved than the outer buildings. All the vegetation had been cut back to protect the structures and to reveal more of their intricate features. Flecks of red, black, orange, and yellow paint could be seen here and there, but it was mostly worn away by time and weather.

      However, a few of the stones surrounding the windows and along the doorframes had images etched into them. Some were pictures of people and animals, but in other spots he could make out some words in their native language. Or more likely spells. Had they placed spells around the entrances to their homes to protect them?

      Time ticked by as he ran his fingertips in the grooves of the stones, trying to better make out the faded symbols. What had their protection symbols and wards even looked like? Were they different from what many of the mage clans used now?

      The archaeologist in him was dying to know. Surely some of their records would say.

      If he could find any of their records.

      Sam glanced down at his watch and cursed himself. He’d wasted nearly fifteen minutes on a freaking doorway. Dimitri was waiting for him. All of this could wait a little while longer. It was just reassuring to know it was still here. Remnants of a civilization long gone remained for him to uncover.

      One step at a time. All he had to do first was figure out if there were even people here—

      “Quem é você?”

      Right, so for future reference, Sam absolutely sucked at being sneaky. Well, he might have been sneaky if he wasn’t standing in the middle of the archeological discovery of a lifetime. But yeah, he’d been distracted. Fail on his part.

      He froze on the spot, his heart hammering hard enough in the back of his throat he could taste it. Question answered: people were here.

      They wouldn’t kill him immediately for trespassing, right?

      He could talk his way out of this…maybe. Sam squeezed his eyes shut for a second and dragged in a ragged breath. He could figure a way out of this. He had to get back to Dimitri.

      Turning slowly, Sam opened his eyes and raised his hands to chest height to show he wasn’t armed.

      The man staring back at him wasn’t armed either. Relief rushed through him only to leave again with the next frantic heartbeat. If this man was a mage, he didn’t need a gun. He had magic. Or rather, Jaeggi-devised magic and tech, right? Dimitri had described dangerous explosive devices he’d encountered with the Burkhard dragons in Europe.

      The newcomer didn’t appear overtly threatening. More stunned. It probably was shocking to see a complete stranger just waltz through your ward. The guy’s face was heavily lined with wrinkles and deeply tanned, while his stark white hair was trimmed close to his head. His clothes were modern cargo shorts and a plain white T-shirt, so it wasn’t as if Sam had fallen into some crack in time.

      Sam understood enough of the Portuguese to respond to the question. “Meu nome é Samuel Hunter. Do you speak English, perhaps? My Portuguese is terrible.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed even further, and he spoke again, but it wasn’t Portuguese. German, by the sound of it.

      “Yeah, sorry, no spreche Deutsch.”

      The man wasn’t happy about this. Sam wasn’t either. He’d just promised Dimitri he wouldn’t get caught, and here he was, trying to talk to a stranger who was very likely a Jaeggi. So much for the plans of mice and men.

      Sam pointed to himself and then the way he’d come into the ward. “Can I go back out for a second?”

      The man clearly understood that—or the intention—and shook his head. No. He came in close enough to put a hand between Sam’s shoulder blades and herded him forward.

      “Um, no, you don’t understand. I have a very upset dragon outside. I’m happy to return to talk to you after I reassure him. Yeah? Still a no, huh?”

      Well, Sam was a good thirty years younger than this guy. He was relatively sure he could make a break and run for it. Dimitri would swoop in and rescue him as soon as he was outside the ward.

      This plan died a quick death when three other people appeared out of different buildings, took in Sam with a startled jerk of the head, and immediately joined in. They tried asking him questions, but their Portuguese was so quick, he barely understood one word in five. He shrugged helplessly each time.

      The older man said something to them, which they apparently all agreed with, as they stopped trying to ask Sam questions and just followed along. It was like a procession of sorts, with more people being added every few yards.

      Sam tried not to think of it as a funeral procession.

      They weren’t being aggressive with him, which helped. They were wary but curious, much like himself.

      His guide took him through the plaza, past it, and then into another building that looked original to the Sousa Clan. Seriously, it was a testament to the original builders that the place still stood. The stone dropped the temperature by a good ten degrees as soon as Sam ducked through the doorway. A very narrow, short doorway. Definitely original. The people back then were not tall, after all.

      He had to blink a few times to adjust to the dimmer lighting, and when he did, his eyes went round immediately.

      Holy shit. He was in a library.

      Everywhere he looked, there were thickly bound tomes on shelves, and the amount of preservation spells on them was insane. Also likely the reason they still existed. For an ancient clan, it was an impressive display, as there had to be a good three hundred volumes here at least.

      Sam may have salivated. Just a little.

      A man and woman were seated in the center of the room, at a table that looked much newer compared to everything else, a tome open in front of them. They regarded Sam with the same wary curiosity everyone else had showed.

      Sam’s guide said something to them, then gestured to Sam. This was apparently an explanation, as the man stood up and came around. Sixties, Sam judged, maybe a little older. He wore a worn red cardigan and jeans, his blue eyes penetrating.

      “I’m told you do not speak Portuguese,” he said in an accented English.

      Oh thank god! They’d brought him here because someone spoke English. “I speak very terrible Portuguese, I should say. I’m glad someone here speaks English, as I don’t speak German, either. My name is Dr. Samuel Hunter. I’m an archaeologist.”

      He blinked slowly, like he needed the motion to process this. “I’m Lester Jaeggi. Why are you here, Dr. Hunter?”

      “Well, I’ve been looking for the Sousa Clan. I believe I’m in the ruins of it now, am I right?”

      “You are.”

      Sam was downright giddy. He’d have danced a jig if he’d been without an audience. Finally! Fucking finally, he had found them. After spending a good chunk of his life searching for them. It meant more than just a dream fulfilled. It meant hope.

      It might well mean that he could properly stay with Dimitri.

      He’d celebrate this later. Right now, he had to convince these guys that he was friend, not foe. Sam wasn’t quite sure how to do that, all things considered. Jaeggi and dragons were not known for being friends.

      What he needed first was information. “If you don’t mind my asking, why are all of you here? You’re very, very far from home.”

      “We’ve been here for some time.” The man shrugged. “Our fathers brought us here just before World War II.”

      …Come again?

      That made absolutely no sense to Sam.

      “Why?”

      “Hitler, at the time, was digging into anything that might give him a quick, decisive victory in war. He turned to magic as one of the possible methods. Some of our fathers convinced him there was untold magic here, secrets that no living mage remembered, and he funded an expedition. The initial wave was of twenty scientists, archaeologists, and linguists. Most of them were Jaeggi. When the war officially broke out, Hitler either lost interest or time to pursue this avenue. He pulled his people back from it and cut off funding. But our fathers had too much hope invested in this place by then. They were only too happy to be left behind. They also sent for their families and settled in, making a life here as they studied the records.”

      The full situation dawned on Sam. He breathed, “They wanted to fix their magical cores.”

      Lester’s eyes narrowed. “You know of this.”

      Sam snorted bitterly. “I’m of Jaeggi descent on my father’s side. It’s my understanding a small group left the Jaeggi and traveled west before the Dragon Wars. My core is just as broken. I came looking for the same fix.”

      “Ahh. Much is explained, then. If there is any hope in restoring what Kaiser Jaeggi broke within us, it is here.”

      So they were on the same page, then. Good. Lester seemed to realize Sam wasn’t a threat with this information, so he dared to push it a little further. “You said your families have been here ever since War World II. Have you had much contact with the rest of the Jaeggi Clan in Germany?”

      “Not really. Occasionally, we’ll send a letter or email, check in, but I think it’s been a good five years since anyone bothered. We haven’t heard a word from them in reply in at least a decade, maybe two. All communication has been curt. They are hyper fixated on another project. We haven’t delivered anything, after all, despite the promises we’ve made. Not for lack of trying. We believe we have been abandoned by the rest of our clan.” Lester’s shoulders slumped, appearing weary and defeated. “We want this to work too. We know it can! This can save all our people.”

      “You never thought to go back in all this time?”

      “Go back to what? A dwindling clan filled with broken cores, hated by both dragons and mages? Go back to the evil insanity Kaiser Jaeggi keeps cooking up?” Lester shook his head, looking all the more resolute. “The answer to our clan’s problem is here. Not in Germany. Not anywhere else. We know it. The only thing tripping us up is that we’re not able to fully read the records. The Sousa Clan spoke a variant of the language of the time, and it’s been difficult to read.”

      Sam swallowed hard and glanced back at the only exit. He hated to admit it, but he calculated whether he could make it out of the door before anyone caught him, because there was something they really needed to know. It was only right, and it might be easier to hear from him instead of the dragons. He was related to them distantly, and he could definitely understand the pain they’d been through in their efforts to fix their cursed cores.

      “Um. I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Sam started slowly, scrubbing one hand through his sweaty hair. He looked away, trying to figure out a gentle way to say the words.

      “What has happened?”

      There was no gentle way. “The Jaeggi in Germany have basically been wiped out.”

      Lester’s head jerked back in surprise. “Was?!”

      Sam winced. “Yeah.”

      Everyone else spoke at once, demanding an explanation, and Lester switched immediately to German to fill them in. Sam waited this out, watching their expressions. They looked floored, certainly, but strangely not angry. More flabbergasted. Then again, they probably didn’t have any close ties to those Jaeggi anymore. They’d never even met them.

      The woman that had sat with Lester fired off a question and Lester turned, translating it. “Why were they killed?”

      “Honestly, they did something really stupid.” Sam winced and paused, wishing he didn’t have the responsibility of dropping this bomb on their heads. So far, they all seemed nice, and no one wanted to hear about the idiotic things their distant relatives had done. “They started kidnapping mages, and some of those mages were dragons’ mates. They picked a fight with the Burkhard Clan. Needless to say, they didn’t survive the outcome.”

      Lester shook his head sadly. “Those fools. Siphoning off magic to use is a Band-Aid fix. It won’t help us in the long run. We told them that in our last correspondence. If they’d just helped us here, given us more resources and manpower, it would have been a better outcome.”

      Right, so these guys clearly weren’t in alignment with the old family. Sam relaxed utterly. He had a feeling he wasn’t surrounded by enemies, but future friends. He just had to convince them of this.

      “Not everyone was killed,” Sam added quickly, waving both of his hands at Lester. “Some defected, and they were taken in by the Sodalicium and Burkhard Clan. Or so I’m told. They’re working on fixing their cores there.”

      “Oh?” Lester perked up again. “This is good news. Perhaps if we take what we have discovered here and join it with their knowledge, we might see real progress.”

      “We can try reasoning with the dragons. They might be more willing to talk to Jaeggi like you, who are simply trying to heal yourselves. Um, speaking of, do you mind if I take a peek at what you’re reading?”

      Lester quirked an eyebrow at him. “You speak Tupi?”

      “I do. Fluent in it. Specifically, the dialect they once spoke here.”

      Excited, Lester pulled him around the table and sat him in the chair he’d vacated. Sam dropped into it, picking up at the top of the page and reading it through. The writing was a bit faded with time, some of the characters were hard to make out, but he was able to do it well enough.

      Aloud, he translated, “Record of patient Elissa, from Tanton Clan. Wounds from a magical spell that backfired, with significant damage to the core. Patient is eleven years old, burns cover one-third of her body. Applied salves this morning to stabilize her condition. I’m of the opinion we should heal her physically first before attempting any work upon her core.” Sam’s voice caught in his throat and he had to clear it twice before he was able to continue. This was it. This was proof. “My fellow healer wishes to do both in…er…he uses a word here that could mean sex or could mean in unison. I’m going with unison, considering the context.”

      Sam sat back in his chair and shoved both of his hands up under his glasses to rub at his bleary, tear-filled eyes. He’d found it—proof that the Sousa knew how to fix the broken core of a mage. His throat was tight and raw with the sob of relief he was trying so damn hard to hold in. Years of searching, digging, hoping, running into dead ends and disbelievers, but it was all on the cusp of paying off at last.

      They still had so much work to do, journals to translate and other artefacts to review, but there was a solid chance now that he could be whole at last. That he could perform magic like all the other mages. That he could be a mate worthy of a dragon, bonding them together for centuries.

      And not just him, but all the Jaeggi who had damaged cores could have theirs fixed as well. The last of the curse created by Kaiser Jaeggi could finally fade into nothingness and the old wounds would be healed.

      Lester clapped him hard on the shoulder, beaming from ear to ear. “You really can read it! Hold on, let me explain to the others.”

      He did so and Sam could see the minute they fully realized what was going on. More than a few looked at Sam as if he’d suddenly sprouted wings and a halo. Which was flattering, all told. Also, worrisome. Had they been trying to tackle this research without even knowing the language first?

      Granted, the breakthroughs on Tupi had been more recent—more in Sam’s generation. Remote as they were, as cut off from civilization and recent historical discoveries, maybe it was understandable.

      Lester patted him on the shoulder again, the man downright giddy. “You must stay, Dr. Hunter. We’ll provide accommodations for you, of course, but please do stay. We’ll make so much more progress with your help.”

      Aww, he’d been adopted. On the spot, too. Sam smiled at him. With the dragons, he might have finally found a clan to call home, but with the Jaeggi he’d found research partners. People who not only understood what he’d gone through his entire life but also understood the nature of archeological research.

      But he couldn’t stay. “I would love to. However, I do have a slight problem. I’m, um, a dragon’s mate?” Those last words came out a little breathless while his brain swam. He had a mate. A dragon mate. He might have believed it when Dimitri had drilled it into his head, but he’d been afraid to really grasp the concept when he wasn’t sure he could ever be fixed. Now that he had hope, the idea was fully sinking in.

      Lester froze, jaw dropping. “Dragons are nearby?!”

      For a second, Sam could only stare at the man. Had they not heard Dimitri’s temper tantrum just outside their ward? He might not have been doing his dragon roar, but he hadn’t exactly been quiet either.

      Then it hit him. He’d been inside the ward for a while and Dimitri was stuck waiting for him, not knowing if something happened to him. Sam looked down at his watch and swore a blue streak. He’d been looking over the journal and talking to the Jaeggi for over an hour. Dimitri was going to tear the forest down if he didn’t get back now.

      But this was way bigger than just one dragon.

      “You really didn’t know?” Sam demanded with a wince. “The Valerii have been in Brazil for a good five hundred years.”

      “I…no. No, we had no idea. Close by?”

      “Right on the coastline, about an hour or two’s flight from here.”

      Lester almost hit the floor over this news. One of the women poked him in the shoulder, demanding to know what was wrong—Sam understood that much—and Lester managed to choke out an explanation.

      It was the rest of the room’s turn to freeze, staring at Sam like he’d announced the moon was made of cheese. Oh, and he’d tasted it personally to be sure.

      Tension had thickened in the room. While they weren’t up in arms about this, there was this feeling that the Jaeggi mages were on the verge of panic. Even if they had been outside of the mess the Jaeggi had made recently, they knew they were hated by the rest of the mage and dragon community for what their ancestors did. Knowing dragons were right in their backyard had to be terrifying.

      Sam dared to continue, hoping he could reassure them. “It was my mate and the dragons of his clan that brought me here. They’ve been outside waiting for me this whole time. Can I go back out and reassure him before he has a heart attack? He really, really did not want me to come in here by myself.”

      Lester opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again. “But the dragons will not like us being here.”

      “Dimitri—that’s my mate—reassured me that they know not all Jaeggi are bad. I think once we explain that you’ve been here for eighty years and aren’t interested in doing any damage to dragons, they’ll be fine. You’re like me. You’re just here to figure out how to fix your cores, right? They shouldn’t have issue with you.”

      Or so he hoped.

      Sam wanted to believe the Valerii wouldn’t have a problem with the Jaeggi at the Sousa site. Dimitri was adamant that Sam was safe within his own clan. But what of these guys? Would Rodrigo look at them as favorably? It was a little hard to wrap his head around it, but he felt a kinship with them. Not because they were all technically related to the same clan, but because they had suffered and struggled their entire lives with the same ailment: a broken core. They’d devoted their entire lives to uncovering the truth as scientists. In too many ways, they were the same. They’d never hurt anyone.

      Maybe it was naïve, but Sam wanted them to have a chance at a better life, just like himself.

      Lester paused him with an uplifted hand and then had a quick conversation with everyone else. A few people ducked out to run off to do something—who knew what—and even more people came in. Quite the debate went on for a good fifteen minutes. Sam didn’t have a prayer of keeping up with any of it. They were speaking in a mix of Portuguese and German, so any hope of understanding went out the window pretty quickly.

      Finally, though, there seemed to be an agreement. Lester gestured for him to stand again.

      “Come. Let us go talk to your dragon mate. Hiding in here won’t do any good. We will persuade them.”

      Phew. Well, Plan A was mostly a success, despite its poor beginning.

      Now to convince the dragons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Dimitri was of two minds watching as backup arrived. On the one hand, he needed his king here to explain everything to, but on the other he knew Sammy was very afraid of their possible response. Dimitri had meant every word to him—if they rejected Sam, he’d leave the clan. He wasn’t about to let go of his mate now that he’d found him.

      He honestly didn’t think it would come to that, though. Rodrigo was a passionate man but a reasonable one, and he didn’t make decisions based on emotions. He’d hear Dimitri out prior to deciding anything.

      It wasn’t just Rodrigo that landed. Ha Na, Evora, Thiago and about half the clan had decided to come in too. Of course they had. Curiosity alone would compel them, and there were more than a few who eyed the Jaeggi ward with severe misgivings. Dimitri shared the misgivings one hundred percent. It was only made worse by Sam being in there.

      Rodrigo waited until Ha Na climbed off his back before shifting, abandoning the saddle right there. He came directly to Dimitri, white brows drawn together in concern.

      “Dimitri, I’m told Samuel is in there?” A slight tremor shook his words as if he was as unnerved as Dimitri that one of their mages was in the clutches of the Jaeggi. And Sam was definitely one of theirs as far as Dimitri was concerned.

      “He is,” Dimitri confirmed, agitated all over again. “I couldn’t convince him to return to me. He was determined to see if anyone was inside.”

      “But it’s taken a good hour for us to come. He’s still inside?”

      Dimitri was a little heartened that Rodrigo shared his worry about Sam. Well, really, his worry was about a thousand times more intense than Rodrigo’s. “Trust me, I’m just as unhappy about it. Velichestvo, I swear to you, he’s not our enemy—”

      “Calm down, calm down. I know he isn’t. I need to understand this. Start from the beginning.”

      He was sincere. Dimitri’s heart stopped trying to curl in on itself in distress. His king wasn’t going to kick up a fuss. At least, not about Sam. He marshalled his thoughts and tried to put this in order. “Sam didn’t know he was of Jaeggi descent. He said that on his father’s side, they did emigrate from Germany, but the family name has always been Hunter. Our guess is they changed their name as soon as they left Germany.”

      Rodrigo gave a judicious nod. “In the old days, if a family didn’t agree with town policy, they were shipped out. That could well be what happened with them. Also, Jaeggi means ‘hunter’ so that fits.”

      “Sam was just as surprised as the rest of us when he passed through that ward. It’s obviously of Jaeggi make, but what it’s doing here is anyone’s guess. He insisted on going in and checking the site out before returning. Rodrigo, he’s terrified you won’t accept him. He’s my mate.”

      Ha Na patted his arm soothingly. “He’s fine, son, and so are you. We won’t hold him accountable for things that happened well before he was even born.”

      Rodrigo snorted and placed a gentle hand on the slender shoulder of his mate with the vibrant blue hair. “Of course we won’t. That’s nonsense.”

      The short mage turned her attention to the ward that stood in front of them, tapping one finger on her pursed lips. “Now, how do we get him safely out of there?”

      Dimitri shook his head helplessly. He didn’t know. It grated that he couldn’t lay hands on his mate when he was in that much potential danger. He was relieved to know Rodrigo had no issue with Sam—at least that worry was off the plate. Now if Sammy cakes would just get his ass back here, he could reassure him, too.

      Evora eyed the ward with keen interest. “This has been here for some time. Decades, would be my guess. What is so important about the Sousa ruins that a Jaeggi would be interested in this place?”

      He knew the answer to this, at least. “The Sousa were famous centuries ago. They were the only ones who could heal burned out cores.”

      His entire clan was staring at him now, incredulous.

      “They could what?” Evora demanded sharply.

      “Sam told me they were basically a burn ward for broken or damaged magical cores. They were the only clan that seemed to know how to fix them.”

      Evora shared a long look with Ha Na, the two women dazed with this revelation.

      “They’re here trying to fix their cores,” Ha Na breathed. “That’s the only possible explanation. These Jaeggi found out about the clan’s specialty, somehow, and came here to research it. If there’s any records left—”

      “Then we have a chance of helping those who remain now,” Evora finished. There was a light in her dark eyes, one of determination and keen interest. She was all for diving into this. Of course, Dimitri had yet to meet a mage who didn’t love a magical challenge. And there had been nothing like the conundrum of the Jaeggi broken magic.

      It was Thiago, listening to all of this, who seemed to catch what the women had yet to realize. His expression questioned Dimitri even as he cautiously asked, “Why is Sam here?”

      Dimitri’s eyes closed, the pain too intense for a moment. He had to breathe in deep to settle himself enough to answer. When he did, he spoke with a carefully level tone. “Sam’s core is also broken.”

      “Shit,” Thiago breathed in stunned sympathy. “The Jaeggi blood.”

      Dimitri could only wordlessly nod, throat too tight.

      Ha Na immediately came to him, hugging him tightly around the waist. He hugged her back, bending to put his head on top of hers for a moment. He needed the comfort just then.

      “We’ll figure this out,” Ha Na promised. “The Abe Clan is already working on this. With the information we can bring from here, we can cure Samuel.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me,” Dimitri told her, voice breaking a little. “It really doesn’t. As long as I have him, it’s fine. But Sam—it kills him that he can’t work magic. He’s afraid for me, if he can’t bind us together properly. Ha Na…”

      “Shhh, we’ll fix this. I promise. You will not prematurely lose your mate. Kaiser Jaeggi has done quite enough damage to the world. He doesn’t get to take yet another mage from his dragon.”

      Dimitri chose to believe her. He wanted nothing more than to believe her. She was so fiercely determined he could hear and feel it. Rodrigo watched them with his jaw set, equally determined. Dimitri had wanted to believe that as soon as he explained what was happening here, they would support him. His clan wasn’t one to abandon anyone. But fear had gripped him because there was also no erasing the centuries of pain he’d seen etched in the face of their king when the Valerii had lost so many dragons and mages to the Jaeggi. When they’d lost hope. When there were no more mages and they were just existing, waiting for a slow death.

      Who wouldn’t want to make the Jaeggi suffer for that pain?

      Thankfully, they’d had time to heal and find new reasons to hope. It was time for the suffering to end.

      Ha Na kept hold of him even as she spoke with Rodrigo and Evora. “We should contact the Abe Clan immediately. Gunter as well. If there are records here, he’s the best to help us catalogue and sort them.”

      Rodrigo nodded slowly, taking her point. “Yes. That’s a good idea. I’ll call Alric first, explain what we’ve found. He’ll want to know, and we can pull in specialists from there.”

      No one questioned whether or not King Alric would help. Of course he would. Despite the very recent and personal enmity between him and the Jaeggi, King Alric hadn’t hesitated to take in the defecting Jaeggi. He clearly understood that the ones who kidnapped Cameron weren’t the same as the Jaeggi who had fled their own clan rather than continue the atrocities. King Alric accepting the Jaeggi after the battle was proof enough of that.

      All of this was good, better than Dimitri had feared, but it didn’t relieve his primary worry.

      Where the hell was Sam?

      Did he have to figure out how to bust into that ward after all? Because he would. He’d dig under it if that’s what it took. Sam had been in there way too long.

      Granted, more than five minutes was too long, in his opinion, but it was going on two hours. At this rate, Dimitri’s heart was going to explode from worry.

      Where the hell was his mate?

      Dimitri heard him before he saw him. Sam walked like no other, with this confident stride, as if he were always walking with a firm destination in mind. He appeared around the corner of the building at an easy gait, for all the world like nothing was wrong.

      Dimitri’s eyes scanned him, eager to reassure himself that his mate was fine. It didn’t look like there was even a hair out of place on his head. And that smile—he had a thousand-watt smile on his face. The man was downright skipping, that’s how excited he was. Did that mean he’d found what he was searching for?

      That expression told Dimitri all he needed to know. Whatever had happened, Sam had come out on top. He’d found what he needed, or negotiated with whoever was in there, and come through it with his usual brilliant flair.

      Damn, he was sexy. Dimitri had a whole new appreciation for how much.

      Dimitri pulled away from Ha Na, reaching out with both hands in a clear come here. He tried to say with his expression alone that there was nothing to fear here. It must have worked, as Sam wasn’t the least bit worried as he quickly crossed the distance between them. He didn’t even glance at Rodrigo or hesitate at the ward’s boundary. He just stepped right through.

      Excited, Sam said rapidly, “You will not believe this! There’s—oomph.”

      Dimitri swooped in on him as soon as he was clear, grabbing him by the waist and hauling him in. Finally. Finally, his mate was back with him, and that nasty ward wasn’t keeping them apart. Dimitri’s heart shook under the wave of relief and his breathing was loud even in his own ears.

      No more wards. Dimitri wouldn’t ever, ever let this man go again. Especially to a place he could not follow. Once was most definitely enough.
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      His bones were going to be turned to dust at this rate. Dimitri was squeezing him so tight he couldn’t breathe, but he could also feel the fine trembling running through his dragon’s entire body. His poor Dimitri had been scared out of his mind with worry.

      Never again.

      He would never scare Dimitri like that again if he could help it.

      That was assuming he survived this hug in the first place.

      “Dimitri, son, you’re killing your mate,” interjected a sweet voice over the blood pounding in Sam’s ears.

      The dragon instantly released him and took a step backward. Sam twisted his fingers in Dimitri’s T-shirt, holding him close while gasping for air.

      “It’s…it’s okay,” he panted. “I’m okay.”

      “Oh, he is a cute one,” the same gentle voice murmured.

      Sam’s head popped up and he found a tiny Asian woman with blue hair and a warm smile standing next to Dimitri.

      “Oh. Hello.” Sam straightened, trying to quickly pull himself together in front of a stranger.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t meet earlier. I’m Ha Na, Rodrigo’s mate.”

      Sam’s smile froze at the mention of the Valerii king. He’d noticed that the gathering on the other side of the ward had grown significantly while he was gone, but when he’d spotted a worried and frantic Dimitri, everyone else seemed to vanish. His entire being had been focused on one thing—returning to his mate.

      Now that he was standing there beside Dimitri, he had to face the king of the Ice Dragons. Fear gripped his heart with icy fingers, and it was a struggle not to take a step closer to Dimitri for protection.

      King Rodrigo turned toward him, instantly wrapping an arm around Ha Na’s slim shoulders. Yet the expression on his handsome face wasn’t one of anger or even disgust. It was sadness and a healthy dose of worry.

      “Samuel, I know you’re not well acquainted with me yet, but I wish to reassure you that I would never judge you purely on your bloodlines. As long as you never wish harm on my clan, how could I not seek to help and protect you? You’re a mage first, and our job is to protect mages.”

      “Even broken ones?”

      The worry in Rodrigo’s eyes was pushed back by the smile that transformed his features. “We don’t see broken or unbroken. When we look at you, we see only mage.”

      Dimitri wrapped Sam up in another hug from the side, but this one was gentler and allowed him to easily drag air into his lungs. He dipped his head and pressed several sweet kisses to Sam’s temple, washing away the last of his fears and anxiety. He was safe. Dimitri was safe. He wasn’t going to fight with his clan or find himself suddenly homeless because he’d been bonded to a mate with Jaeggi blood.

      With his place within the Valerii secured and Dimitri content again, all he needed to focus on now was getting his core fixed—

      “Shit! I almost forgot!” He pushed at Dimitri enough to put a little space between them so he could meet his mate’s gaze. “I forgot to tell you what I found. There are a small group of Jaeggi within the ruins, but they separated from the main branch of the clan years ago.” His eyes darted back and forth from Dimitri to Rodrigo as he started to explain what he’d discovered. Other dragons and mages gathered closer with every word, but he ignored them for now. “They used the Nazis to fund their research mission to find the Sousa. Since they located the ruins, they’ve had little contact with the outside world and none with the rest of the Jaeggi Clan in the past five years. They had no idea what’s been happening, especially with the Jaeggi. They’re archeologists and researchers trying to find a way to fix their cores, just like me.”

      “Have they found a way?” Evora asked as she moved to stand beside Rodrigo.

      “They found a lot of old texts and devices, but they aren’t fluent in the Tupi language like I am. They’re still working on the translations. Plus, it looks like a lot is missing still. So much work needs to be done.”

      “Are they willing to meet with us?” Rodrigo demanded.

      Sam nodded. “They’ll lower the ward long enough to allow me to bring three people inside for now.”

      Dimitri’s hands tightened on his waist. “How many people are inside the ruins?”

      “Fewer than two dozen.” Sam turned his attention to Rodrigo. “They don’t mean to be cagey or difficult. They’re just…wary.”

      “I understand,” the king said with a nod. “Dimitri and Evora will accompany me inside.” Rodrigo’s expression immediately softened as he gazed down at his mate. “Forgive me for leaving you outside the ward.”

      Ha Na gave a dismissive scoff, as if she had no desire to stick by her mate’s side, but the effect was completely ruined when she placed her hand against his cheek. “Evora is a logical choice. Besides, I’ll keep Thiago company so he doesn’t worry too much about his mate.”

      Rodrigo covered her hand with his own and turned his face enough to press a kiss to her palm. “My family is safe in your capable hands.”

      That earned a giggle out of her. “I can’t wait to tell my grandson-in-law that nonsense you’re uttering now.”

      Sam cleared his throat and looked away from the cute couple. “I’ll just go inside the ward and tell them what’s been decided. I—”

      Dimitri cut him off by gathering him in his arms, squeezing him tight enough to make him squeak. “You are not leaving my sight again!”

      Sam might have dropped his head back against Dimitri’s shoulders and rolled his eyes, but he got it. Dimitri was still recovering from his first scare. He was not about to let Sam be separated from him anytime soon.

      Dragging this new dragon growth closer to the ward with him, Sam cupped both hands around his mouth as he shouted, “They agreed! You can lower the ward!”

      In the blink of an eye, the buzzy, crackling barrier that surrounded the ruins disappeared. Sam pulled at Dimitri’s arms until he finally loosened his hold enough to let Sam take a step forward. With a smile, Sam threaded his fingers through Dimitri’s, holding his hand as he led the way into the restricted area. Rodrigo and Evora followed close on his heels. The second the quartet were inside, the ward snapped into place.

      Low, dragon-y grumbling came from the other side of the barrier, and the general temperature of the forest area dropped by at least fifteen degrees. The clan members separated from their king and head mage were not happy.

      Rodrigo stopped and turned back, delivering an impressive warning glare. He pointed a finger in the general direction of his clan. “Behave yourselves. The Valerii will not be responsible for starting a new war.”

      “Don’t worry, dear!” Ha Na called out, waving one hand in the air toward him. “I’ll keep them in line.”

      Evora snorted next to Rodrigo. “It would have been safer if you’d left Thiago to watch over the clan.”

      Rodrigo smirked at the head mage and resumed following Sam. “You think Thiago is thinking all that clearly right now with you on this side of the ward on your way to meet with Jaeggi? Doubtful. Very doubtful. My love will keep them distracted from their raging nonsense.”

      Sam smirked to himself as he led the way along the path to the central courtyard surrounded by old buildings and ruins. There wasn’t a single sign of any of the Jaeggi who were currently occupying the space, but then it was likely they’d all pulled back to the safety of the ruins rather than trying to face two dragons and a highly accomplished mage on their own.

      As they passed beyond the walls, they quickly spotted the crowd of Jaeggi standing in the central courtyard of the Sousa Clan home. The woman who’d been sitting across from Lester in the library was standing in the front of this small clan of Jaeggi, her arms folded over her chest and a frown on her thin lips. Her eyes darted over each of the people as they approached. To her left was Lester, ready to act as an interpreter. Thank god.

      Though, if he was staying in Brazil with Dimitri, it meant that he’d need to buckle down and learn Portuguese as well. Something warm and tingly rose in his chest at the thought. He was willing to bet he could work out a very good reward system with Dimitri as he studied the language. Yes, that could be very fun.

      But ideas of fun rewards were shoved to the back of his mind as tense silence filled the air. Even the forest animals around them had fallen quiet, as if they were all waiting for the fighting to begin.

      “Lester, this is King Rodrigo Valerii of the Valerii Ice Dragons, and this is Evora, head mage of the Valerii.” He paused and motioned toward Dimitri, who was practically plastered to him. His dragon’s skin was cool to the touch, sending a delicious chill down his spine. “This is Dimitri Valerii—”

      “His mate,” Dimitri finished in a near growl as his arm wrapped across Sam’s waist from behind.

      Okay, a touch caveman. Well, Sam had to admit that it seemed rather on point for a possessive, overprotective dragon. He patted Dimitri’s hand on his stomach gently, trying to reassure him.

      “I’m Anje Jaeggi, leader of this enclave,” the woman mage said in heavily accented English, her eyes locked on Rodrigo.

      “I’m Lester Jaeggi,” Lester quickly interjected, continuing the conversation with more ease and a tentative smile. “Sam told us about what has happened recently with the Jaeggi in Europe. We want no part of them. We left the main part of the clan decades ago to pursue our own means of survival that had nothing to do with old grudges and wars. We have no interest in continuing the war with the dragons and mage clans. We wish only to fix our magic and live in peace.”

      Rodrigo stood stiff and silent for several seconds before giving a nonchalant shrug. “Sure. We’re fine with that.”

      As Lester relayed those two short sentences with a kind of wonder in his voice, mouths fell open in a massive wave across all of the Jaeggi. Even Sam was staring at the king as if he’d lost his mind. Really? Was it that simple? He’d hoped and prayed that it would be, but there had been a darker part of his mind that feared the Valerii weren’t going to punish these Jaeggi for being Jaeggi? He was just going to let it go?

      Rodrigo turned his head a little toward Sam and offered a small smile before looking at Lester and Anje again. “We fought the war five centuries ago and I lost too much of my clan. Yet another battle was fought less than a year ago. The Jaeggi who wanted to hurt both dragons and mages alike are dead. And those who simply want what you want—to be healed and to live a peaceful life—are now finding a second chance among other mages and dragons. There’s nothing to be gained by holding on to the hate. We are only hurting everyone by clinging to the past.”

      As the translator spread Rodrigo’s words, Sam watched the wave of relief and even tear-filled joy spread through the gathered people. Sam had brought news less than an hour ago that threw their entire world into chaos. They had thought they might be teetering on the brink of annihilation thanks to angry, vengeful dragons.

      He understood. Only an hour had passed since he’d thought that Rodrigo would order his death or at least demand he be separated from Dimitri because of his Jaeggi bloodline.

      “We simply ask that you share what you have discovered with our clan as well as the other dragon and mage clans,” Evora interjected. “We are happy to help in any way that we can.”

      Lester nodded. “We are happy to accept your help. We are just asking that all artefacts for the Sousa be left here at the site for the time being. It’s important that we keep everything we find intact and in place while we continue to unravel their knowledge.”

      “From what I’ve seen of their work, there are a number of pieces missing from the Sousa’s magical and technological advances,” Sam added, fearful that Rodrigo wouldn’t agree to their request out of possible mistrust. “Plus, we are still working on all the translations. I need to teach them the Tupi language so they have a fuller understanding of what they have discovered. We can make scans of books and take pictures of everything we’ve found. Upload it to a shared cloud so all the mages and dragons can study it.”

      He didn’t want Rodrigo to believe for a second that this information wouldn’t be shared. What the Sousa had created was a gift that needed to be shared with all mages around the world. But it was still going to take a lot of time to translate and understand what they had found. As excited as he was, there was part of him that was still hurting that the answer to his own broken core wasn’t sitting right in front of him.

      But he was close. Closer than he’d been in his entire life.

      Rodrigo nodded. “Then I say we declare a truce, right here, right now. We promise to help each other uncover the knowledge of the Sousa and then share what we learn.”

      “Yes. Yes, we can agree to that,” Anje said eagerly after Lester completed the translation. She stepped forward, hand extended toward Rodrigo.

      The king of the Ice Dragons’ eyes widened slightly as if surprised by the immediate agreement. Sam wasn’t as surprised by her actions. The Jaeggi in Brazil had no interest in fighting, just healing their magic. Plus, their numbers were tiny compared to the Valerii Clan. They had no hope of surviving a fight against the dragons and mages.

      Rodrigo shook Anje’s hand with a broad smile. “We’ll also bring in mages who specialize in healing. They can help to look over your clan as well as assist in working through your current research.”

      Lester scoffed. “We’ve not had any mages capable of healing in centuries.”

      “All the more reason to bring them in immediately to help your people,” Evora pointed out.

      Anje nodded, her sad eyes dropping to the ground. “Yes. Definitely yes.”

      “The Abe family is still in Sonthofen, right? Staying with the Burkhards,” Rodrigo murmured as he glanced over at Evora. “I have no doubt that they would wish to be here for this discovery.”

      “The Abe Clan? They still exist?” Lester gasped.

      Lester took the words right out of Sam’s mouth. Every mage clan knew of the Abe Clan’s legendary healing skills, but as far as he knew, the Abe Clan had disappeared off the face of the earth during the Dragon Wars. If any one of those skilled healers could come to Brazil and help with the research, that would speed things along tremendously.

      “Yes, we discovered them when one of their members was mated with a wind dragon from the Burkhard Clan,” Evora explained.

      Sam raised a questioning eyebrow and looked wordlessly over his shoulder at Dimitri. The Burkhard Clan was a Fire Dragon Clan. How did they have a wind dragon?

      Dimitri smiled and pressed a kiss to the tip of his nose. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Ravi is an interesting character. I wish you could meet him, but I understand his twins are due to be born in the next few months. He’s not going to be leaving Germany anytime soon.”

      “If you don’t mind, we would appreciate it if you would lower the ward. It would help to settle the minds of my clan,” Rodrigo politely requested.

      “Oh! Yes! Of course!” Lester turned and shouted for a couple of other Jaeggi mages to remove the ward around the ruins. He turned back and graciously smile. “I hope you don’t mind, but we ask that we limit the number of people within the ruins to only a few at a time and to be accompanied by one of our archeologists or Dr. Hunter.”

      Rodrigo quickly nodded. “Of course, completely understandable. You need to preserve the site and what you’ve uncovered. We don’t wish to hinder your work.”

      Within a matter of minutes, the compound was filled with members of the Valerii Clan. Dragons and mages mingled with the Jaeggi mages, making introductions and chattering excitedly. Sam might have rolled his eyes at himself as he realized that all the Valerii spoke Portuguese, so the translations and English had been spoken purely as a courtesy to him.

      Even if he couldn’t understand what was being said any longer, it was easy to read the mood of the place. Hopeful. Excited. Relieved. And definitely a good splash of curiosity.

      How had these Jaeggi managed to fly under the dragons’ radar for so long? How had they escaped even the notice of their own clan?

      Strong arms wrapped around him and carefully turned him to face the dragon who was quickly stealing away all his common sense. Dimitri should not feel like home to him—not already. But then he’d never met anyone in his life who cherished him the way Dimitri did. Everyone he’d tried to date had been a disaster one way or another.

      Dimitri was never put off by his cold demeanor or his short temper or his too-sharp tongue. He approached Sam with patience, compassion, stubbornness, and a twisted sense of humor. His overprotectiveness wasn’t stifling, but rather warmed him down to his broken core.

      “Congratulations,” Dimitri murmured, his lips brushing against the corner of Sam’s mouth.

      “We still have a very long way to go,” Sam pointed out, his voice becoming a little breathless. It felt like it had been years since he’d last kissed this man. At the very least, days. He refused to believe it had been mere hours.

      Dimitri’s low chuckle sent an enticingly cool breath across his lips and Sam shivered in his lover’s arms before burrowing closer. Dimitri kissed the other corner of his mouth. “Maybe, but you’ve accomplished something grand. You helped to bring the Sousa back to the rest of the dragons and mages. You have also probably saved these mages as well. How much longer do you think they could have survived on their own before the very last of these Jaeggi died out? You’re quite amazing.”

      “You’re just saying that because you’re my dragon,” Sam mumbled, trying to catch Dimitri’s mouth for a real kiss and none of this evil teasing bullshit.

      Dimitri lifted his head enough that Sam couldn’t reach his lips any longer. “I’m saying it because you are fucking amazing. Your dedication, perseverance, patience, and brilliance have paid off. However, as your dragon, only I’m allowed to tell you that you’re sexy.”

      Grabbing Dimitri’s head with both hands, Sam growled as he pulled it down to slam their mouths together. The kiss was hard and thorough, helping to make up for the time they were apart. This was what he wanted.

      He was going to unlock the secrets of the Sousa, fix his core, and be a mage worthy of this wonderful dragon.
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      Dimitri should have known it would be nearly impossible to get Sam out of the ruins once they were discovered. The Jaeggi archeologists offered them a nice place to stay when Sam showed his reluctance to leave, but Dimitri wanted to go home. To return to his quarters with his bed.

      More importantly, he needed to see Sam among his things in his home.

      He needed Sam in his bed, officially making it their bed.

      Maybe it was that his dragon was still unsettled by being separated from Sam for too long.

      Or maybe it was the lingering fear that Sam still didn’t accept him as a mate.

      The only thing he felt could reassure them both was having Sam somewhere completely safe.

      In the end, Sam hadn’t needed a lot of cajoling and bargaining to convince him to leave. Dimitri simply needed to promise two things: a long, hot bath, and air conditioning.

      His mate knew what he liked, and Dimitri was more than happy to deliver them every chance he got.

      Before the sun could set that day, Dimitri’s dragon was wearing the saddle and Sam was safely strapped into place. Other dragons had agreed to fly back for the Jeeps and drive them to the clan compound. He flew back, chased by Sam’s laughter as it was caught up by the wind.

      As they set down, the sky was growing dark. They stopped in the kitchens long enough to grab a good meal and then it was off to Dimitri’s private quarters. While he prepared the bath, he was surprised to find Sam slowly wandering around his room, picking up random knickknacks, books, and other things he’d left about. He even caught him lifting a bottle of cologne to his nose and smelling it before he put it down with a little smile on his lips. During Sam’s previous stay with the clan, the mage had never visited his chambers, but now it was the only place that he belonged.

      And right now, Sam was learning him. It made Dimitri’s heart swell in his chest until he thought it could burst. Maybe there was hope for them yet.

      When he could take no more, Dimitri quickly and gently stripped off the filthy, sweaty clothes that were sticking to his mate’s frame and settled him in the enormous garden tub. But that only led to Dimitri shedding his clothes and joining him.

      And that led to slow, bone-melting sex that left them limp and sated while the floor was covered in water that had sloshed over the edge of the tub.

      Holding Sam in his arms, his mate’s head on his shoulders, he was content, but there were worries that still plagued him, leaving him feeling incomplete. As much as he hated to admit it, there was still unfinished business between them.

      “You have a look on your face,” Sam announced as he pulled on a clean pair of briefs after exiting the tub on somewhat wobbly legs.

      “A look?” Dimitri repeated, trying to sound innocent and utterly clueless. He glanced up to see Sam run his fingers through his wet hair before pushing his glasses onto his face.

      “Yes, a look. A worried look. You just got laid. I’m standing in your room in the middle of your clan. The Sousa ruins have been found. I’m not quite sure why you’re worried.”

      Dimitri frowned at the floor. He wanted to have a serious talk with Sam, but he’d thought maybe he should wait until tomorrow. Allow them to have one quiet, happy night together. Then he could fuck everything to hell.

      “Talk to me,” Sam ordered, and that pretty much sealed it for him.

      As tempted as he was to drag his mate into bed, this wasn’t a bed conversation. Threading his fingers through Sam’s, he tugged his sexy mage into the living room where they sat side by side on the couch.

      “When you went past the ward without me, I nearly had a heart attack,” Dimitri admitted in a low, trembling voice as those pain-filled minutes resurfaced in his mind to clench his heart. “My entire existence is to protect and serve my mate, but I can’t do that if I can’t follow where you go. You have to allow me to stay by your side so I can keep you safe.”

      Sam’s lips turned down in a hard frown and he drew in a few deep breaths through his nose, as if trying to calm himself. The fact that he hadn’t immediately jumped to his feet and started shouting was a good sign, but Dimitri wasn’t sure how long that would last.

      His Sammy was an incredibly independent person. He’d ventured off to a foreign country with little knowledge of the language and no knowledge of the area, because he refused to be stopped by a flaky boyfriend.

      “I understand your concerns and feelings, but I want you to understand that it also makes me feel like you’re trying to control me, and that’s not good either,” Sam replied in a tone that made it clear he was trying very hard to remain calm and rational.

      Dimitri lifted the hand he was holding to his lips and gently pressed a series of kisses along the knuckles. “I don’t want to control you, Samuel—”

      “Don’t call me that,” he cut him off in a snappish voice.

      Dimitri’s words froze in his throat, and he blinked at Sam, shocked by his comment. Sam had spent days complaining that he didn’t like all his nicknames and now he didn’t want him using his name as he’d requested.

      “It…it sounds weird when you say it now. Cold. Everyone calls me Samuel, except for you.” Sam dropped his eyes to their joined hands, his brow furrowing. “When you call me your silly, goofy nicknames, it feels special. I don’t hear you using any weird nicknames with anyone else.”

      Every day. Every fucking day, this man was finding new and strange ways to send his heart soaring.

      “That’s because no one else is my mate. You are my Sammy, Sam-a-lam, Sammy cakes, Sam-I-am, Sam. You are my everything. My mate. My heart. My life. I love you.”

      Sam’s eyes snapped back to his face, so wide behind his glasses they looked as if they’d roll from his skull. His lips parted, but no sound came out for several seconds. Dimitri didn’t expect to hear the words in return. Not yet. Not so fast. But he was a dragon who’d spent hundreds of years in this world. He was content to slowly woo and win the heart of this man.

      “Dimitri,” he whispered brokenly.

      “You don’t have to say it. I’m a patient dragon. I know we’re mates. The feelings will come eventually.”

      Sam pulled his hand free and lurched to his feet. He paced away from the sofa, bare feet moving from cool tile to thick rugs over and over again while he shoved his fingers through his hair. “It’s not that I don’t have feelings for you, or that I don’t think we’re mates. I know we’re mates. I believe it.”

      Dimitri rose to his feet as well and moved to cut Sam off from another circuit of the room. He lightly held his slender shoulders. “Then what? What’s bothering you?”

      “I’m scared to commit to anything with you. I can’t stand the idea of making promises and locking you to me while my core is still broken like this.” Sam lifted sad eyes to peer deep into his soul. “You keep saying a dragon is born to protect and serve his mage, but don’t I have a responsibility as well? As a mage, am I not supposed to create magic that uses the gifts you give me to help protect the lives of my clan and to make the world a better place? How am I supposed to be worthy of your power and protection if I can’t even use magic?”

      Leaning his head down, Dimitri pressed a lingering kiss to the center of Sam’s forehead. “You are worthy. Even if you never cast a single spell in your entire life, you are worthy. To my clan, you bring strength, wisdom, and an unwavering determination. You have a deep knowledge of spell theory that can help all of our mages. And for my dragon brothers and sisters, you are a beacon of hope that one day we can all find our other half and experience a love that will last centuries.”

      “Dimitri—” Sam choked out.

      “Even if you never fix your core, it will have no effect on how much I love you,” he continued, not willing to let Sam drown in his worries one second longer. “Nothing in this world can change that. But because it is important to you, I will stand by you and help you any way I can to make that happen. You’re my mate. The only one I will ever have. And yes, I wish to bond with you, but it’s not necessary. You’re mine and I am yours. Those two facts are all that matter to me.”

      His lover blinked, sending two fat tears rolling down his flushed cheeks as he grabbed Dimitri’s face with both hands and pulled him in for a bruising kiss. He thought he heard a snarled “Mine” just before their lips met.

      Dimitri’s eyes fell shut and he lost himself in that kiss as Sam clung to him. He wrapped his arms around his mate’s slender frame, pulling him tight against his body. He was never letting this man go. If he needed to tell Sam every day for the rest of their lives together that he was worthy, then he was only too happy to do that.

      “Mine,” Sam whispered again as he pulled back enough to nip at Dimitri’s bottom lip.

      Dimitri chased after him, trying to steal another kiss, but Sam giggled—he actually fucking giggled. Dimitri pressed more kisses to the corner of his mouth, across his cheek, and to the end of his chin.

      “Alright,” Sam said, stopping Dimitri.

      He furrowed his brows at Sam. “Alright?”

      “Yes. Alright, I’m your mate. You’re never getting rid of me now. We’re going to unravel all the mysteries of the Sousa, I’m going to fix my core, we’re going to be properly bonded, and we’re even going to do that thing.”

      “Thing? You mean, sex?”

      Sam snorted. “We do that already and we’re great at it. No, I’m talking about the happily-ever-after thing. We’re going to do that.”

      “Does that mean we’re going to come up with some sensible ground rules about how and when you can take chances with your life?” Dimitri pressed. It was better to try to sneak it in now that Sam was in a good mood.

      His little mate rolled his eyes. “I can learn to be more cautious if you can learn to trust that I have more sense in my head than you give me credit for.”

      “Deal.” Dimitri punctuated it with a quick, hard kiss. “Does this also mean that you’re okay with moving to Brazil and living here with me and the rest of the clan?”

      Sam’s cackle rang out in the quiet room. “You mean living in a beautiful country in a gorgeous house on a private beach, surrounded by magic, mages, and dragons, while going to bed each night with my sexy mate? Yeah, I think I can manage that.”

      Dimitri’s heart sped up, nearly tripping over itself in his chest. His mouth had gone dry as he summoned up the courage to ask one last question. “And do you think it might be possible for you to one day…fall in love with me?”

      The smile on Sam’s puffy red lips grew infinitely softer and sweeter. While one arm was wrapped around Dimitri’s neck, Sam smoothed his other hand across Dimitri’s cheek. “I wish I could pinpoint the exact moment when I fell in love with you, but when I look back across all my memories of you, there is no shining act or set of perfect words that tipped me over the edge. It’s like I’ve always loved you. That love has sunk deep into my bones and woven its way into the very fabric of my soul. I love you, Dimitri. You are my dragon, my mate, and I am never letting you go.”
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      When Rodrigo said people were coming, he didn’t mean next week. The response was almost immediate, in fact. Sam had all of two days to get an idea of where everything was in the ruins—which was laughable, no way he could do that in two days—before he was hit with experts.

      Honestly, the speed with which they responded was more than a little exciting. It meant they were as enthusiastic about this place as he was, and Sam really wanted that. Needed it, even.

      Dimitri was right at his side as the red dragon landed outside of the Sousa ruins. He was massive, enough to give even Dimitri a run for his money. On his back rode a tall, slender Asian man who waved hello.

      “Dimitri! I feel like I just saw you!”

      “Same, Ryu!” Dimitri waved back and then said quickly, “That is Abe Ryu, one of the leaders of the Abe Clan, and seriously the best healer they have. He’s part of the reason why King Alric is flying again after being injured for five hundred years.”

      Sam let out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s impressive. So I’m getting the big guns, is what you’re saying.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. The dragon is Gunter, as you probably guessed. He’s more or less the acknowledged historian for the dragon clans. Brilliant man, if highly distractible.”

      Most of the truly brilliant minds were. They spent more time in their heads than in real life. Sam took that as a good sign as well.

      The Jaeggi were much more relaxed now that they had a truce in place with the Valerii. They were also, after two days, thawed enough to allow multiple dragons and mages into the ruins. Really, after spending eighty years beating their heads against this particular wall with little to show for it, they were more than glad to welcome in experts. Sam could hardly blame them. They didn’t want a research project, after all.

      They wanted a cure.

      He was in perfect alignment with them.

      Abe Ryu was a dignified gentleman, a silver fox in many ways, and he wore a smile from ear to ear as he approached. He clasped Dimitri’s hand in a strong grip before turning those dark, keen eyes on Sam.

      “Ryu, this is Dr. Samuel Hunter, a talented archeologist and my mate,” Dimitri introduced. He sounded like he was bragging.

      He was. Sam was under no illusions.

      Sam shook the man’s hand as well, taking his measure. He practically radiated competence and magical prowess. As first impressions went, it was a good one.

      “It’s very good to meet you,” Sam greeted him. “I’m amazed at how fast you got here.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t hard,” Ryu replied with a head tilted at Gunter. “I’m not sure who packed faster, me or him.”

      “Chance of a lifetime, of course I packed quickly.” Gunter shook Sam’s hand as well, and for a bookworm, he certainly had a strong handshake. “Gunter Burkhard, nice to meet you. These ruins are impressive. How much have you seen?”

      “I have barely scratched the surface, I assure you. And that’s with a guide. Come in, let me show you the main library. There are a few places in the ruins we’ll really want to focus our attention—at least one of the buildings was a hospital, I’ll swear to this—but the library is the best place to start.”

      Gunter patted the bag resting against his hip. “I brought a scanner and laptop. Whatever we find here, I’ll scan and send on.”

      “Perfect. I’ve been neck deep in translating ever since arriving, really, but I haven’t made much of a dent. There are a good three hundred volumes in this library alone.” Sam turned and led the way, talking as he went. “Some of them are patient records. From what I gather, they stored the complex cases, using them as case studies, I guess. It’s fascinating to read but also frustrating. They assumed the reader had a certain base level of knowledge that I simply don’t. I’m hoping that one of you can make more sense of this. Or we can find something like a primer textbook.”

      “I’m sure there is one,” Gunter assured. “It was standard practice for all the mage clans. They didn’t assume anyone knew anything, or that future generations would simply know. They always wrote the basics down. It might take some digging, is all.”

      Sam was heartily glad to hear it. Gunter’s trip across the ocean was redeemed with that statement alone.

      Lester was in the library, as usual, but this time he was reading through Sam’s translations rather than breaking his brain against the Sousa books. Sam was translating as fast as he could, but mental fatigue often did him in after a ten-hour stretch.

      Dimitri seemed to have him on some kind of timer, too. After ten hours, his dragon would swoop in and cart him back to the clan.

      Sam never fought him too hard on that. For one, no brain power, might as well stop. For another, comfy beds and hot sex awaited him. Really, no one sane would argue.

      With a wave, Sam introduced the men. “Lester, this is Abe Ryu and Gunter Burkhard, our experts. Gentlemen, this is Lester Jaeggi. He’s one of the main researchers here.”

      Handshakes all around, and then Gunter asked seriously, “Where can I set up? I’d like to scan what we have. Do you have a catalogue?”

      The man was all business. Lester appreciated it as he drew Gunter to another table. “Set up here. We have a generator line that we’ve run here you can connect with. Our catalogue is handwritten, but we have that here as well.”

      Ryu paused Sam before he could follow, his eyes sweeping over Sam’s chest in an obvious study.

      He’d had too many mages over the years look at him like that. With that kind of scrutiny and realization. It brought back many bad memories. Sam instinctively wanted to shy away from it, but if there was anyone who could help him, it would be the Abe Clan. Ryu needed to understand what he was up against, too, and he couldn’t do that if Sam was ducking him. He forced himself to hold still.

      “Your core is interesting,” Ryu finally stated.

      “I’m sorry?” Sam didn’t expect that. Not one person in his entire life had used that word to describe his core.

      “The Jaeggi cores I’ve encountered so far were…warped, one might say. Because they took in other mages’ power, it overloaded and distorted their own cores. It did damage, and it’s been hard to restore the cores because of it. Yours, however, has no such signs. It’s not working properly, that’s obvious, but it’s not damaged.”

      Sam sat on that for a second. “Ryu, that has to be the kindest assessment I’ve ever heard.”

      Ryu’s eyes crinkled up in a smile. “I bet. What interests me is that your family has both healthy and inactive cores. It will be a perfect side-by-side comparison to give me much needed data. Genetically speaking, you’re all from the same bloodline, in a sense, so I should be able to see where the differences manifest.”

      Now that was a very good point. Sam wasn’t a doctor or geneticist, so he hadn’t thought of it along those lines, but he should have. “My twin’s core is perfectly fine. Would it help if I got Salem down here?”

      “It would.” He paused and blinked at Sam once as if something he’d said suddenly sunk in. “A twin? Heavens yes, that would be the perfect way to study this. Can we arrange this quickly?”

      “Well, really, the ball’s already rolling. I called home when I found this place, as I had to tell them I succeeded—and that I was mated to a dragon. Lots of news there.” Sam shot Dimitri a smile, getting one in return. “My parents and brother offered to help me pack up my apartment and move me down here. In the short term, they’re bringing more of my things down for me, so I don’t have to stop here and go up there. I expect my brother end of next week.”

      “Perfect. Introduce us as soon as he lands. I will say, I read over the information you did send to King Alric and it was very, very promising. The translated text was a clearly documented case, with a good resolution. The Sousa knew what they were about and didn’t think anything of a broken core. It means that fixing the Jaeggi is firmly within the realm of possibility. I have no doubts that we can reverse what Kaiser Jaeggi’s spell has done.”

      Sam felt a little weak in the knees hearing that. He stared up at Ryu, not sure if he was hallucinating. Was it possible to have a waking dream this realistic?

      “I think you just broke his brain, Ryu.” Dimitri slung an arm around Sam’s shoulders and hugged him tightly for a moment. “This has been weighing heavily on him.”

      “A mated mage without the ability to bond with his dragon? Of course it weighed heavily.” Ryu shook his head, expression sympathetic. “It’s why I wanted to look you over first thing and reassure you. This is possible, Samuel. We may have lost the knowledge over time, but I don’t believe that anyone can create something that another can’t recreate. Man’s ingenuity is not so limited. They figured this out without anyone about to tell them it was even possible. We know it’s possible. If we can’t figure it out, it’s because we’re stupid or limiting ourselves.”

      Sam really liked this attitude. He felt overwhelmed with hope, to the point that he felt his heart might burst with it. “I…God, Ryu, you seriously just made my day. My year.”

      “This will happen,” Ryu promised him firmly. “Especially with you here to translate for us, speeding the process along, we can figure this out. My wife is coming after our grandchildren are born. We have twins coming in. You of all people can appreciate that, since you are one.”

      Sam grinned. “Yes, I can. I’m amazed you’re here.”

      “Wind dragon twins,” he said with a proud and happy sigh. He shook his head slightly, still smiling. “I will be here for a week or two, then go back for the birth, before returning. I wanted to dig into this. It was too tempting to let it sit. Now, you said that there was a building you were sure is a hospital. While Gunter scans things in, show me that. As a doctor myself, I’m keenly interested in what they were doing here. Did they leave behind tools?”

      “They left everything behind. It does look like they just got up from dinner, walked out, and never returned. You wouldn’t believe the number of things we’ve found here. Why they left is a mystery I’d love to crack, but in the meantime, come see their medical equipment. I have a whole storeroom that might interest you.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely interested.”

      Sam led the way out of the building with Ryu and Dimitri right at his side. He pointed things out as they walked, knowing that Ryu would want to get his bearings. Part of him couldn’t help but be giddy.

      When he’d come down to Brazil, he’d done it with only a thin string of hope sustaining him. He’d been betrayed by hope too often to invest his whole heart into it, but he’d been too desperate to not try. For the first time in his life, he felt like he could really hope for the future. He had the considerable magical prowess and intellect of multiple clans backing him. The only possibility was success.

      His hand found Dimitri’s as they walked, lacing their fingers together. Dimitri gave it a light squeeze, bringing a smile to Sam’s face. He’d be able in the near future to heal his core, to bind them together. Sam had perfect faith in that. Failure was no longer a bitter pill he had to swallow.

      The answer was in these ruins. All Sam had to do was find it.

      That, he could do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      To all interested parties, we invite you to come and see if you’re a mage! Or possibly a dragon, I don’t want to limit people. Do you think you have magical blood in your ancestry? Why not try and see if you’re magical yourself?

      We have a website so that you can test the theory. Just click the link below and discover more about you – and us! Bios for the Burkhards are up on the site as well.

      Come, my pretties, into our lair of dragons and magic.

      
        
        AreYouAMage.com

      

      

      

      Cam: Cassie, that wasn’t at all professional sounding.

      Cassie: Pfft, who wants professional. We’re mages. Not a PR firm.

      Cam: Why did anyone agree to put you in charge of this?

      Cassie: Because I know how to build a website. And I called dibs.
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