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Author’s Note




This novel contains some subject matter that may not be for all audiences. If it’s not for you, that’s fine. I’m happy you were interested. 


	All our novels and stories are for adults only. 


	Though the characters and plot are the most important attributes in our stories, there will be open-door sex scenes. 


	Our books usually have a variety of relationships represented as well as genders. So, if you have issues with LGBTQ+ relationships, polyamorous or “why choose” relationships, or BDSM, this is probably not for you. 


	In this book specifically, be aware we describe hand-to-hand combat, violence, and mention sexual assault. Our supernatural beings do not hold back. 
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Chapter one

Home Smoldering Home





Largros knew it didn't matter how much he had trained his body for the possibility or how many times he mentally moved through what to do. When it came down to the moment, and things went horribly wrong, he had no idea how he would react. Ezekiel Skinner pushed him beyond what most people would be able to handle. Yet, as the explosions went off behind him, the dragon knew he had kept control. 

He growled as he pulled his dragon body from beneath the debris of what remained of the east side of Crimson's prison. His reddish scaling faded to maroon around all seal points to black at the claws and wings, almost making his bulk disappear in the light of the flames.  Mixed with the bright spotlights from the building's side yard, they created an iridescent shimmer over his form. No one moved toward him. Alarms were blaring and then whirred to a squelching halt. Growling and grunting, he tugged his tail from the wreckage and turned to stare at what was left of the place. In a flash of light, he stood in his human form, with ripped clothing. Largros stood bruised, bloody, shivering, and panting.

“Fuck!” He held his head and attempted to mentally reach out to his demon again. In return, he got nothing but pain. Whimpering with tears flowing down his dusty cheeks, he rounded a corner, pushed his hand out, and created a swirling magical portal the size of a modern doorway. It worked. He could still make the small portals dragons were known for making. Alas, he couldn’t feel any of his bonded, and he couldn’t reach out with mindspeak. “So be it,” he muttered before jumping through.

Letting the portal close behind him, Largros found himself in a stone hewn hallway made for dragons. The magic which normally helped with the upkeep of their lair felt chaotic. The place was smoky; torches were lit, but the magical etchings along the walls that could guide him and light the way were all barely flickering. Out of habit, his mind tried to reach out to his drakkar. Pain lanced from his brain to his eyes this time, leaving him staggering back and seeing spots.

Largros knew his clan lair by heart. After all, this was his lifelong home. It would be his kitling’s home. It should have been safe. He pulled himself together to handle this. Shifting into his dragon form, Largros bounded like a cat to the main atrium, what humans would consider a throne room. Once he had some speed, he had to slide to a stop at the opening of the empty room. He roared a call to his drakkar. There was no response, then Largros smelled the burning of flesh. There were roars and rumbles coming from elsewhere in the cavernous lair of Clan Falias. The webbed frilling at his neck moved forward, listening and feeling for anything.

With a grumble and a growl from his chest, he exited down a separate corridor. The magical lighting failed to catch up to his movement. As he passed through the veritable maze of smooth stone hallways, he smelled blood.

Largros moved faster.

Turning down the corridor to the personal lairs of his direct family, until he came to a sudden halt. Shifting back to his human form, he ducked onto the side walkway made for humans. It was shielded by a stone, plaster, and a masonry wall which only had breakthroughs every 100 meters. He could see people in odd green and maroon clothing moving around the lair. The blood in his veins ran cold. Hunters. Yet another secretive society to deal with in this world. They had breached his lair. How many dragons were gone, taken by surprise?

Throwing a stone to the far end of the corridor, he backed up behind the barrier of the human path and the wall nearest the door to his personal lair. Several of the humans in similar clothing went running out; guns and wands in-hand. They carried swords with a particular greenish glow. Refusing to freeze, Largros ordered his bruised muscles to take him inside. He didn’t care what he found.

He needed to know.

No one was looking for a human, so he got by those left inside the huge open area of his private lair to the aurumn bed in the back.

A roar louder than any he heard in a very long time made him clasp his ears. Largros watched as the hunters still in his area of the lair went running out. He knew that roar. Swallowing, he whispered hope to the stars for his drakkar. In all truth, this situation was partially his father’s fault. So, he did not hesitate to ignore the old lord. Instead, he used the diversion to his benefit.

Soon, he faced the bloody body of a dragon his size, but pale gray compared to his bright coloring. His hand went to his mouth as if to remind him of the importance of keeping calm and quiet. They’d been friends for over a century. They had killed her.

He didn’t have time to mourn. Largros pushed himself to the shallow pit of aurumn. Walking into the cold, hardening metal, he reached his human hand, shaking, to her snout. Largros felt the tears stinging his eyes as pain moved through his body from his soul. He reached out again, thinking the power of his aurumn would boost his magic beyond whatever meddling Skinner had accomplished. No. The pain was worse, so he had to stop trying. He was utterly and completely alone as the body of his dragoness immolated into nothing but energy and ash.

He heard a tiny sneeze.

Largros ran to the very back of the aurumn bed to find a smudged baby dragon, no larger than a Shetland pony. He pulled her into his arms and rubbed her back, her small wings opening slightly and her body shivering. The kitling shoved him back and hissed.

“It’s me, Kasha. Your Drakkar.” He could tell she was traumatized and didn’t want to trust a human. He cursed himself internally for never having shown her this form. She was so young; he never realized how important it would be. Largros could hear movement from the door. Anyone coming in would see them both like this.

“How far would I go to be a good father?” Largros asked the same question Ezekiel Skinner had asked before the Crimson Director found himself flying across the room. Largros put himself between the kitling and whoever came into the lair. He turned to her. “I know you may not understand English, but we spoke it to you, remember? Humans?”

She tilted her head and hissed at him again. Largros couldn’t help but chuckle as he began casting a portal on the floor beneath her. “Find the nice humans and the big dragon. Find them, Kasha. I love you.” He growled the sentiment as best he could in his human form and clicked his tongue for her. Her eyes widened, and she purred in response seconds before falling through the portal with a squeak.

Largros felt a shot hit him in the shoulder. He couldn’t hold the portal long enough. It closed as he fell forward over it. He had to believe his kitling would be safe. He turned in time to see the intruders running toward him. Their shouts sounded like they were coming from inside a barrel. Very well. If he was going out, he’d go out in flames. The dragon's soul burst forward, shifting his human body into the huge beast they were all afraid of. His bellows ignited, and he wasted no time lighting up the lair.








  
  

Chapter two

Gabriel’s Back





“Any word from Skinner recently?” Gabriel watched Samantha check his vitals and then the area where he’d been injured and marked. Everything looked pristine, but Gabriel swore he could still feel the mark on his wrist. “I mean, since you told him you were taking the dragon case, you haven’t told him I’m awake yet, have you?” 

“No, and last I spoke with him, he sounded disinterested, so he’s up to something. You’d better watch yourself with him.” Sebastian replied. “The next spot of trouble he puts you in, we may not be able to get you out of.”

“Gabriel?” Eva called from the door.

“Yes, Eva?" Gabriel replied before he looked at Sam as she finished checking his wrist. At last, he could roll his sleeve back down and button it up.

“Have you asked Inea if she will testify?” Eva’s question reminded Gabriel that Senias had not been the only one hiding all these years.

“She said she would help in any way possible for this case to succeed, and my next stop is to talk to her. I had intended to do so before, but then everything happened. Largros is well and good but having someone like Inea testifying would be even better. She brings a certain–”

“Tragedy?” Senias supplied a growl to his words when he came out of the walk-in closet, freshly dressed and ready to take on the world.

“Her testimony would make my job easier. She should understand that.”

“It puts her in danger, Gabriel. Speak with her but only draw her into this if you feel it’s absolutely necessary.” Sen’s concerned eyes held his gaze.

The expression he noted and the sensation moving through his soul from his dragon were both new to Gabriel. Was Sen trying to be sure he agreed? Was he giving an order to his kindred? That’s not how the bond worked, from what Gabriel recalled. Before he responded, his shoulders squared instinctively and his eyes narrowed, throwbacks from speaking to his tasker.

“I’ve not had long to prepare. Thanks to all these thrown wrenches, we’re behind, and neither Skinner nor the Council will allow another postponement. I have until tomorrow night. This is it, Senias. I need her ready. This may make you uncomfortable and go against all those years of hiding and being cautious, but it’s necessary. I know better than to be idealistic.” He touched his wrist. The action told more of a story than he thought.

No one took a breath as Senias and Gabriel stood face-to-face. The dragon finally spoke.

“If it’s what you think is best, I’ll take you to her.” They could literally hear the kitchen staff downstairs. The dragon turned his glare on all of them. “What?”

“There’s breakfast cooking.” Eva broke the silence before walking to the door, passing Samantha along the way. “I’m happy you’re better and still with us, Samantha. But I also know the sun is rising. Don’t wait too long.”

“Oh, right. I need to get used to day sleep.” Sam smiled and waved to Eva before clearing her throat. She walked back over to Sebastian and purposely bumped into him with her shoulder, and the normally grumpy vampire smirked.

“I’ll happily call Skinner and tell him I’m no longer the lead Councilor on this case once you work out the when. I feel like we should surprise him if possible. Anything we can do to keep him unbalanced is a good thing if you ask me.” Sebastian turned to join his Chosen. “If it makes his life miserable it brightens my mood.”

With that, he hugged Samantha, and they walked out along with the rest. 

"Considering Dante recently enjoyed the amenities and hospitality of a Crimson cell, and now his dragon lover is there, he probably won't trust anyone’s promises."

"Can you blame him?" Senias asked as he finished lacing his boots.

“You’re talking about giving them access to my drakka?” The soft, though masculine voice came from Seth, who had been listening at the doorway to the bedroom.

“In a manner of speaking, I suppose you could say that.” Gabriel wouldn’t lie. He’d been told he was terrible at it.

“Why not call the big dawgs?” Seth asked. “Dezerian, or Mr. Scott Proctor Esquire and Lord Morfesa seem to want everybody to know all of our business, so why not put them in danger?”

“I would be more than happy to use them, Seth, trust me. It isn’t so easy.” Gabriel exhaled slowly, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“You know they won’t come forward unless they’re guaranteed not to be harmed.” Senias explained to his son. His concerned gaze found Gabriel’s. “The judgement against the dragons is partially my fault. It’s my responsibility to see it rescinded. Instead of Inea, why not me?”

“No man, I mean, you’re already in Skinner’s sights. Do you have to parade out there for him? At least he doesn’t know a lot about drakka. He can’t use much against her,” Seth reasoned. He refused to make eye contact, and he bit his already abused nails. “She’s powerful and can take whatever gets dished out.”

“And I can’t?” Senias asked.

“That’s not what I meant. Thing is, you’re the dragon lord. If shit goes down, you can call for back-up. But not if you’re in that building.”

“Seth’s making perfect sense.” Looking from father to son, Gabriel realized something. They were changing. Considering Seth and his drakkar had never gotten along, hearing Seth say this was proof of change.  Gabriel had never enjoyed a good relationship with his own parents. Seeing these two turn their relationship around made him happy.

“While the offer to testify is appreciated Sen, I already have Largros.  I don't need the same story from two witnesses in this situation. Inea was your mate.”

“Is. She still is. At least until she decides otherwise.” Seth shrugged as he looked between the two men. “No disrespect.”

“None taken, but she would provide a different insight into the draconic race for the Council to hear. A mother's point of view.” Gabriel watched as Seth nodded.

~ Be careful with both of them? They may not be perfect, but they're the only parents I've got. ~

Gabriel took a deep breath as Seth used mindspeak with him before leaving the room. He moved closer to Sen, now that they had a moment alone.

“Who would ever have thought the fierce, sarcastic and very deadly tasker had such a soft heart?” He stood there, face to face, and breathed in the warm, spicy, intoxicating scent of his lover. Sen once again placed his face near Gabriel’s. He remained there, maybe a millimeter from touching him.

“The arrows of life make us cover and protect those soft parts of us. Then someone comes along to remind us, if we remain shielded, we may be safe, be we miss out on living.” He tenderly nuzzled Gabriel’s cheek with his own. With mindspeak, he added, ~ You make me want to live again. ~

Closing his eyes as Sen’s cheek moved over his and Sen’s words caressed along his senses, Gabriel visibly shivered in reaction. “Everyone seemed shocked when you did this the first time.” His hands rested on Sen’s hips without a second thought.

“Dragons, in our natural forms, can’t speak so well. Our language is simple compared to most. It’s why we learn to mindspeak before we’re even born. Little things. Enough to communicate our needs. You need to learn our stances and non-verbal communication.” Senias didn’t pull away. His own hands moved up Gabriel’s back while one went to his face. Bending forward, he nuzzled Gabriel’s opposite cheek then moved his lips over Gabriel’s ear.

“I...Largros mentioned it, too.”

“I don’t mind him teaching, so long as he didn’t demonstrate.”

“No, he didn’t. Demonstrate, that is.” Gabriel could barely think straight with Sen’s breath over the shell of his ear.

“A nuzzle is our kiss. Remember? I claim you with the gesture. With this one, I do the same, though it’s more intimate.”

“Claiming me?" Gabriel chuckled. "I mean, I don’t serve you.” He teased.

“If you served me, I might have a fockin’ stroke.” Senias laughed as he pulled Gabríel closer. “You sure you can handle being kindred to an old claw such as myself?”  A low growl built in his chest.

“Yes. You can teach me. What are you doing?” The touches and the way Sen moved were practically hypnotic. Gabriel relaxed and yet remained on edge with the feelings his dragon stirred to life. They continued to move slowly and with purpose.

“These stances I would never show others unless my instinctual side is brought out. These are claiming stances meant only for you, my handsome kindred. Those around us who know dragons well enough would recognize anything like this and back off.”  

Almost like dancing, they moved. Senias pushed him back a step then turned in a circle while remaining in the same space. Their bodies were in constant contact. This was something new. Gabriel had to swallow.

“Sure you can handle this, Kennedy? I’m no kitten.” Sen's eyes shifted again as he purposely took another sniff.

"If we weren’t facing so much, I’d show you I’m more than capable of handling you. Not just a Kennedy, remember?”

“Yes. I remember. You’re so much more than that.”

“Ahhh, you finally got it through your head, huh? Good.”

Senias backed off to allow Gabriel to gather himself. The dragon knew him so well. Straightening his suit, he turned to the door. The newly bonded couple made their way down the stairs. Rather than using the big dining room, they opted for the smaller table in the kitchen, which was now filled with food and surrounded by people.

For Gabriel, the moment seemed surreal. This was their family.

Devon’s phone chimed. “It’s Russ.” Devon looked around at the others and then down at his own phone as the text alert came through. “And an emergency text from Crimson?”

Gabriel’s smile diminished as he looked down at the same text on his phone. "We need to go. Something's happened at Crimson Headquarters. We need to check on Largros."








  
  

Chapter three

The Justification





A good portion of the building that hid Crimson Headquarters was blown to bits. The problem? Local authorities had to be controlled. They were allowed to do their jobs. However, there were specially trained Crimson agents walking around, making sure these mundane people didn’t have any memories of the underground bunker. There were other agents and engineers hard at work covering everything up. Humans were not allowed to know anything. Though asinine to the dragon tasker, he’d agreed to the social contract long ago. 

“What have we got?” Senias asked Russell as he walked up to what was left of the front of the building. It looked like a scene of an explosion. No. Expansion. ~ Gabriel, Largros shifted. ~

~ What? ~

~ He has to be injured. Metal and concrete don’t give easily. ~ Senias could feel his kindred's shock. ~ Only a desperate dragon would take the risk of shifting inside a building. ~

“Skinner’s being treated at Eastside, so is everybody else who ain’t able ta heal quick. From what we can put together, Skinner requested blood tests. They had Largros in the infirmary. There, after the medical staff drew the blood and left, he shifted and escaped.” Russ growled under his breath.

“This makes no sense.” Looking back over his shoulder, Senias saw Gabriel talking to Zenlial.

“This is as close as they’re gonna let ya get.” Russ watched the movement of the guards around the site and sniffed the air. “I don’t like this any better than you do. Something ain’t sittin’ right about this whole thing. It’s why I called ya when I did. They had this place sealed before I even got up here.”

“I smell too much magic,” Devon said. “The other prisoners?”

“All others are still inside and accounted for. They were all moved to the far side, away from the infirmary. Somethin' about maintenance. The only one gone is Largros. Can't stink any worse.” Russell huffed, sending smoke out of his nose. His blue eyes sparkled.

“Keep yourself controlled." Senias whispered to Russ before turning to Devon. “What do you think?"

"Just look at some of this damage. It’s more than I think shifting is capable of. I don't see strafing marks. We both know what those look like." Devon sniffed the air. "Mmm... yeah. Magic. No dragon's breath. He did like you in the warehouse where we took on the doppels. I see claw marks. He had to pull himself out of the rubble. He didn’t have anybody here ta help.”

"And there’s dragon blood. He's definitely injured." Russ pointed to the wall closest to the forest-side of the building. “Wait. That don’t make sense.”

"If he shifted, he wasn't wearin' the collar or manacles. The wards had ta be off. If Dante’s not strong enough to bypass the damned things, Largros isn’t. But if he had nothing holding him back, why shift? Why not use his innate ability to make a small portal?" Devon asked.

“Why not reach out to yer kindred? Or, well... whatever Izzy and Dante are to him. They’ve got some sorta bond, right? I can chit-chat with Seth, and we don’t have ta be close. Why didn’t he do that?”

"He couldn't. He could only do what Skinner allowed." Senias swallowed roughly. He couldn't help remembering the fight he'd had with Skinner after he'd checked on Sebastian when the vampire had been stabbed. The mage had held him still, lifted him off the ground and did so with very little exertion at all. Then, he recalled the day Dante had been arrested. The Director had choked him.

"What're ya saying?" Russell asked his mentor as his father growled. Russ did a double take.

"How long has he been able ta force his will on dragons? On you?" Devon's amber eyes shimmered with fury.

"It's nothing. It's only while I'm in human form and even then, if I prepare—"

"Nothin' my ass. Yer my brother. You should have told me."

"Devon, what were you going to do? Make things worse? Put the target on your ass? I love you brother but be practical. He’s Magi. He can manipulate matter. He’s powerful enough to control a person’s body. It still doesn’t explain what happened to get from that point to Largros shifting and leaving, especially since he turned himself in. He believes in what he did. It also doesn’t explain the lack of mindspeak. Why wouldn’t he reach out?” Senias pulled his phone and shook his head. “No call from Dante. Gabriel hasn’t mentioned a call from Izzy.”

“You gonna make Gabriel aware?” Russell asked.

“Yes. I believe he wants to question Skinner about his client. Let's see if we can get any more information from these agents or witnesses. Maybe use both of your whiffer sniffers for more?”

Devon narrowed his gaze while his dragon brother grinned.
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Hearing his dragon's voice in his head from such a long distance was something new. Zenlial noticed him slow down as they were walking. He touched his temple and she nodded, letting him walk behind her.

~ Were you able to find anything? ~

~ Largros shifted. There’s much more damage than Largros is capable of. You saw what I did when I had to shift in a warehouse. This was tighter. As far as the extra damage? Remember what our friends said about Paris? ~

~ I do. ~ Gabriel replied as he looked up to see a sign indicating triage.

~ We saw no evidence of dragon breath. Don’t tell him, just see what happens. We'll collect evidence then talk after you're done. Just remember, you’ve already been his target. Don’t let yourself get caught up again. ~

Gabriel felt a push of concern and love from his dragon. Damn, how had he lived for 30 years without this? Hearing Skinner's voice, he followed Zenlial to the room. He wasn’t prepared for what he saw.

The man grabbed his ripped shirt from the side of the bed, trying to put it on despite obvious first and second degree burns over his right shoulder and charring over his shoulder blade. The scapula was actually visible. Gabriel had to swallow back bile.

“I told you, I have magic to handle the rest. You and your doctors can shove the mundane treatment.” He hadn’t yet turned to see who exactly had entered the room. "Well?"

Before Gabriel spoke, they were joined by yet one more. A surprise.

“Who have you gone and pissed off now?” Scott Proctor, the human form for the elder dragon Dezerian of Falias, entered the room still dressed in his business suit. He did not look pleased as he walked past the pair of Crimson Councilors without paying them the least bit of attention.

“I pissed off a dragon while questioning him. Took him for standard testing and blood draws, and he took advantage. Dragons are dangerous.” Ezekiel finished pulling the shirt loosely over his skin, grimacing as he did. His eyes focused on Scott. “That’s why they are blacklisted.” He spoke each word with very specific emphasis.

“What happened with Largros?” Gabriel stepped into the room. Skinner seemed surprised.  Gabriel's countenance remained stern and unrelenting, same as he looked in the Council Chamber.

“Councilor Kennedy. Good to see you’ve recovered. How unexpected. I take it you’re here because you’re taking on the case again? Good luck proving dragons are precious sweet little kittens. I just found out what it’s like to have napalm land on my shoulder. I don’t suppose that bothers you much, though, does it?”

"Largros?” Zenlial prodded.

“I pushed his buttons concerning Dante deSalucet and his involvement. I may have threatened him. We sometimes do this when we’re fishing for more information. Apparently, he didn’t like my style of interrogation. I got thrown up against the table, then the wall, and got lucky. I moved in time to have my shoulder hit, not my head. I saw his dragon form and then things went black. Someone pulled me from the rubble. Anything else, considering you’re not the investigator?”

"My client doesn't need to answer your questions," Scott muttered, his eyes fastened on Ezekiel Skinner.

It was telling. Catching Ezekiel like this, it provided a glimpse into the man’s mind. No proof of dragon’s breath, yet Skinner claimed Largros had strafed him?

"Your client?" Zenlial asked, shocked.

Gabriel nodded. "Fine. But make no mistake, I will find out the truth.” His steady gaze held the Director, “Whatever you hoped to gain in this new fiasco of yours, I will make damned sure it fails.”








  
  

Chapter four

Isabel Feels It





Isabel needed to feel close to Largros despite the distance and the lack of connection. So, she wore one of his shirts over her long tank and pajama bottoms. She felt like her mind couldn't stop long enough for her to process everything. Meeting with everyone touched by the Kennedy legacy and understanding the gravity of the Kennedy connection to the rest of the supernatural world was one thing. The others? Crimson had Largros, and she wasn’t his only love anymore. Where did she even stand with that? Had she lied when she accepted it? Did it really matter considering the circumstances? 

Raking a hand through her messy curls, she grumbled softly before walking to the window. From there, she could see the top of her tree in the distance, beyond the main pasture. Something tickled at Isabel’s senses. She felt the same when Largros suddenly appeared nearby. Of course, Nathan had tightened the wards on the house, but he agreed to allow her dragon love could come past those.Her tree was where she felt drawn.

In the silvery sheen of pre-dawn morning, she blinked rapidly before focusing. Yes. She saw a shimmer reflecting the moonlight. Did one of the animals get loose? Slipping on her boots and a jacket, she grabbed one of the sturdy canes from the front stand and made her way out the door and down the stairs of the front porch. It took a few minutes, but once she got to the tree, Isabel realized something white as snow and almost as large as a great dane was tucked within the fronds of the ferns and bushes near the north side. The scaled tail shivered every few seconds. A baby dragon? What Largros and her father referred to as a kitling?

“Oh my, wherever did you come from?” She really didn't expect an answer from one so young. She’d never seen a real baby dragon before, despite her family’s connection to them. What maturity level was this kitling? A child, a toddler, or an infant? How had it come to be here? Isabel reached out a hand.

As soon as Isabel touched the butter-soft scales of the kitling, the little dragon shivered and their head popped up from the bushes. It mewled as if it were calling out for help.

Quickly, Isabel pulled her hand back and looked around to make sure she wasn’t going to be waylaid by anything wanting to protect the little one. When nothing came to the kitling’s cry, Izzy took a chance and moved a little closer. “I’m sorry I scared you, little one.” She softened her voice for the little one.

The baby dragon tentatively sniffed Izzy’s clothes and calmed down. Suddenly, the kitling reached forward with both of their front claws to wrap its arms and wings around Isabel’s legs. Isabel was surprised.

“Hey, hey, it's okay. You're safe here. No one will hurt you.” Taking her jacket off, she placed it over the little dragon as best she could and crouched down to soothe the frightened child. That’s when she noticed smeared blood and soot on her bottom half. "Oh no," she whispered. Pulling her phone out, she called her dad while reaching out mentally to her dragon. ~ Largros? ~

Nothing. But he was in prison, right? So why did she feel likethis involved him?

"Izzy, yer up early, pumpkin."

“Daddy, something’s wrong. You should come up to my tree as quick as you can. There's a baby dragon, here.” She swallowed while listening to silence at the other end of the call.

"Stay there. Keep alert. Me and your Mama will be right there."

As she hung up the phone, Isabel remained crouched down holding the kitling to her while she waited for her parents to get to them. They would know what to do.

The kilting huffed and blew out a little sob, tears welling in her eyes. Isabel couldn't believe how human the kitling seemed. "Everything's gonna be okay. My, uh, drakkar is coming to help. He'll know what to do."

~ Drakkar? ~

Isabel's eyes got large and she smiled. "You can mindspeak? Of course you can mindspeak. But I mean, how much?" 

When the sound of the truck’s engine got closer, the little one shivered and tucked her head under Izzy's arm.

“Well… what in the world have you got there, Iz?” Nathan climbed from the cab before he hopped from the siderail of the large work truck. Rose got out of the passenger side, pulling her blond hair back into a ponytail. She looked like an older version of her daughter. The silver-haired man came closer, slowly. He got to a knee beside Isabel and the kitling, looking them over. “She’s a wee one. I haven't even seen a kitling since coming to Gaia,” he whispered.

“I think maybe the parents got hurt, and maybe it did too. See the blood? We need to get it down to the house.”

“It? Izzy, this ain’t a barn cat or a lost dog. This is a child. We need ta figure out why she’s here.” He carefully looked over the kitling while making a purring sound from his chest. “But yes, we can take her back. She’s cold and…” As soon as Nathan smelled the kitling, he growled loudly and deeply.

“Nathan?” Rose asked.

“Dragonsbane tainted blood. You need to clean her off and then we all need to get clean."

"Dragonsbane? That’s a real plant?" Izzy was astonished.

"It's what hunters use. It comes from the arid plains of Ordia. Rosie, get in the driver’s seat.” Without a second thought to his daughter’s position, he lifted the kitling in his arms. Despite the little dragon’s protests, he made his way to the passenger side of the truck to heft her into the middle of the bench seat. “Get all of you to the house and don't you come out until I tell ya.” He motioned for Izzy to climb into the cab next.

“You've not bonded to him, have you?” he asked his youngest once she was in the truck.

"No sir. Not like that." Isabel had her arms and lap full of kitling as she answered her dad. His question worried her more. She watched the kitling. “She’s his… isn’t she? And she’s scared and bloody.”

“I’m gonna find out what’s happening. I promise, pumpkin.” Nathan took his daughter’s hand and squeezed. “She’s here for a reason. I know what a drakkar feels. She’s what matters most to Largros, and he trusts us with her safety. He trusts you. Focus on her. She needs warmth, food, and water. Raw, cleaned fish is usually best.”

“Okay,” Izzy whispered as she let her hand move over the scales on top of the kitling’s head.

"What are you doing, love?" With her hands on the wheel and her foot on the brake, Rose waited for her husband.

“I need to check the perimeter of our lands. Gabe is makin' our case tonight. This ain't a coincidence. Get her inside and into a hot bathwater as hot as you can stand it. She’s less than a year and needs heat. Warmed some blankets for after the bath. I’ll be in soon.”

“Be careful, Uscias,” Rose said before he slapped the side of the truck, prompting her to go.

Isabel had never heard her mama call him by that name before. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves as the kitling laid her head in Isabel’s lap and shivered again. Compared to an adult dragon, she was so tiny.

“I’ll call Senias from the house. He needs to tell us what is happening. And he needs to know about this.” Watching her own dragon through the mirrors, Rose drove the precious bundle down to their home. Both women watched as Nathan wasted little time in shifting to his huge-as-a-house dragon form. As a silver and black dragon, Uscias began running then lifted into the air to glide along the property line.








  
  

Chapter five

Convincing a Witness





Gabriel and Zenlial waited for the elevator to open at the top of the parking deck. They’d called ahead and were expected. The twins lived in apartments behind the main club. Gabriel began wondering how much time he’d end up here. He absentmindedly rubbed his wrist. 

“Will this be a problem, Gabriel?” Zenlial asked.

“What? No, this won't be a problem.” Gabriel froze and stared at the metal doors. The tone sounded, the doors opened, and both of them stepped inside the club. Gabriel led the way to the bar. After Zenlial took a seat on one of the stools, he took one beside her. He wondered how long they would have to wait only to be pleasantly surprised by Derek.

“I hope you’re not wanting anything else from Mira.” The lycan said it point blank as he met Gabriel’s gaze. Despite the harsh greeting, he poured a cup of coffee for the councilors.

“Not at all, we're here to speak with Lady Inea. I thought she’d be ready by now.” Gabriel took a fresh cup of coffee and enjoyed a drink without an ounce of hesitation.

“Nea? She’ll be out once she’s proper. She’s more like you in that respect, gotta have her hair done and her clothes tidy. Why do you need her?”

“I need her help with the case. I’ve been over this several times in my head, and though Sen volunteered to be the back-up, his connection to me will make it easy for them to tear his testimony apart. I need someone with no connections to me and, as far as the Council knows, she has none.”

“She has a connection,” Derek muttered as he took a drink of coffee.

“Yes, but no one really knows the details. She’ll be a much better witness than Largros could ever be,” Gabriel replied.

“Especially now.” Zenlial whispered as she sniffed the coffee placed before her. Her ears twitched despite her glamour covering them.

“What’s he done this time? I swear, I told Izzy not ta fuck around with him.” Derek rumbled his displeasure. Zenlial looked at the lycan with a questioning expression.

“That’s her business, and you know it.” Gabriel quickly shut down any protective stance Derek had toward his cousin. “However, I…I’m not sure what he’s done, exactly. Devon and the others are still trying to figure it out.” He could tell Derek was about to ask more when Dante strolled into the room from the stairwell in the back.

“Councilor, I’d say it’s a pleasure to see you again, but you’re starting to remind me of a black cat. What sort of bad luck are you planning to visit on us today?”

“I’m here to convince Inea to be my primary witness. I need her to testify.” He didn’t like the stare he got from the half-demon, nor the silence from everyone.

“She agreed to be back-up, didn’t she?” Dante asked. His jaws worked. Gabriel swore the demon was growing a permanent glare. Could he really blame him, though?

“As of this morning, she is no longer back-up,” Zenlial supplied. Gabriel tried not to show how much Zenlial’s overzealous honesty bothered him. Dante’s glare was getting more powerful with every word.

“No longer back-up? Has Largros refused?” Inea asked as she walked out of the back stairwell. Derek had been correct. She was already dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved blouse with knee-high boots. She pulled her shoulder-length blond hair back with a stylish headband.

“I wouldn’t necessarily call it refusing.”

“And what would you call it, Councilor Kennedy?” Dante narrowed his gaze on the human in the room.

Exchanging looks with Zenlial, Gabriel clasped his hands before him on the bar and stared right at the incubus. “He escaped custody and injured several while doing so. Currently, Crimson is hunting him. That's what I mean.”

“Escaped? That makes no sense. He handed himself over for your damned case to get built, so why the hell would he risk fucking it up by running away?” Dante asked.

“Any idea where he could have gone? Perhaps a clue where the Falias Clan lair is so we can get to him before Crimson and Skinner do?” Gabriel still wanted to help, but could see they still didn’t fully trust him, and he couldn't blame them.

Derek walked off, pulling out his phone.

“No, I don’t know anything about where Clan Falias is. South America or maybe Central America? Largros, like any other dragon, is also known to have lairs all over the world.” Inea turned to Dante. “He escaped and you still don’t feel him?”

Though he was obviously taking a minute to concentrate, Dante eventually shook his head. "No."

"We need to find him and check on his clan and his family. Humans have taken enough.” Inea took a ring from her necklace and put it on her finger.

“I understand where you’re coming from, but if no one testifies, dragons can continue to be hunted,” Zenlial pointed out.

“It’s not being rescheduled?” Inea asked.

“You’re not doing it,” Dante stated.

“I could only get it pushed back one night.” Gabriel realized he’d get nowhere trying to convince the others, especially not Dante. So, he focused on Inea. “Giving the Crimson Council a mother’s perspective could mean breaking through their icy hearts. It's a risk, yes, but one I know will succeed.”

“I know the idea of the case. I don’t like putting my dragon up as the one sticking her neck out for it. My hands are tied where Largros is concerned, Gabriel. And now you want my dragoness to walk into a magically-sealed courtroom and defend her entire fucking species?” Dante’s eyes glittered a dangerous red.

“I want the dragons to no longer worry about someone hunting them.” Gabriel explained. “Because of the blacklisting, if they catch Largros, he could be killed for what’s happened. No court dates, nothing. The one thing I can do for him is change the dragon’s standing on the blacklist before they find him.” He locked glares with the demon. “She is the best witness there is.”

“You realize what I did when they killed our kitling? What if they bring it up?” Inea asked before being turned in place to face Dante, his emotion tangible.

“Tell me you aren't seriously considering doing this?” The rubies of his eyes glowed with energy, filling with the emotions he felt coming from her.

“Yes, I’m entertaining this!” She closed her eyes and took a breath as she held his upper arms in place. Opening her eyes after a few cleansing breaths, she faced Dante’s gaze.

Gabriel was taken aback by the emotion he saw between them. He felt uncomfortable and turned to the side. Zenlial continued watching, sipping her coffee and not one bit ashamed of it. Clearing his throat, he got the elf’s attention and motioned for her to follow him to the closest table, giving the couple some space.
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“Angelus, I already relive it in my dreams sometimes. If I must live with it for the rest of my life, why not do some good with it? If my testimony can help keep other dragons, and future kitlings, from suffering the same fate, why would I not?”

His jaw tensed, and his brow drew down. Her demon did not like this at all. “The risk though Nea, I don’t like it. I just...” Dante shook his head and stood there before her. Never had they hid anything from one another, and he wouldn’t now. "Haven’t we already placed enough on the line for this case? We’re not guaranteed to win. There’s a chance I could lose one of you. I won’t survive losing both of you.”

Inea placed a gentle hand on his cheek and then pressed her cheek to his opposite, nuzzling as she did. Closing his eyes, Dante pressed his cheek to her palm. “I hate the idea of risking you.” He pulled her close.

“Gabriel’s right. When I think of others who might take on the risk, I see strategic problems. I’m not going into a cell. I’ll go in to be a witness. And the worst that will happen if we play this right is me being banished. Still, no cell. I’m not Largros. No offense, but he’s not a sorceress.”

“Crimson will always be looking for a reason."

“Not Crimson. The hunters and Ezekiel Skinner.” She sighed heavily. “He has to go. If I do this, and it helps other witnesses to his crimes feel safe in finally coming forward, well, it would be worth the risk."

“If he doesn’t get away. So far, no one has been able to touch him.”

Inea moved her thumb over his cheek. "Mi akero, I need to do this." She watched Dante close his eyes when he heard the demonic term related to life partner.

“I’ll go along with what you wish to do for the time being, mia akera, but they'd better keep you safe.” Dante eased his embrace so she could step away from him, and they could join the others. He reached down to take her hand.

“Councilors?” Inea began walking forward with her bonded kindred.

Gabriel turned in his chair to give the dragoness his full attention.

“If you believe the Crimson Council will accept our retaliation against humanity for the death of most of our species, I’ll testify in this case. Know, I will not spend any time in a cell, nor will I wear chains.”

“I’m not here to judge you for your actions, Lady Inea. You and Senias were justified in your responses to having genocide visited on your species and losing your child in the wave of violence. I need to know things ahead of time to be sure how to answer any questions. Do you understand? For I know very little concerning that part of my dragon’s life. The memories Sen shared were still a jumble, triggered by stress and magic."

"We can discuss it. The cell, the chains, and my safety?" She watched Gabriel for any hint of duplicity.

“So long as you’re testifying, I'll handle it."

"Are you sure?” Dante asked.

"I do this so no one else loses their kitlings to fear or hate, if ever one were to be born." Inea spoke with conviction and even a growl in her voice. Tears shimmered in her angry eyes. The magical energy in the air crackled. Everyone stood still.

Dante stood behind her, pressed to her back, his hands at her waist. He spoke softly, using his language to calm her while pulling excess energy from her. She relaxed to lean back against her bonded demon before sighing and wiping her eyes.

"For this testimony, tell the truth. Let them see the vulnerable heart we’re seeing right now. Let your pain become less rage and more sorrowful. Show them your grief. As long-lived as the other councilors are, they will feel this with you. They will relate to you. I’ll make sure they see the error of their ways.”

“Are you sure?” Inea asked.

“Times have changed and so have you. There are laws that punish those who harm children, no matter what race or species, but they never protected dragons. That needs to change,” Zenlial whispered. “Largros could have provided the fear and pain which comes with being hunted, but it is the tale of a younger dragon who has not seen so much, not lost so much as you, Lady Inea.”

“Exactly,” Gabriel confirmed.

“Like I said, I want to make sure these tragedies never happen again,” Inea told them both.

“Too late,” Derek said as he pulled the phone from his ear. All eyes were on him.








  
  

Chapter six

The Kitling





After hearing the updates from Isabel through Derek about a kitling at the Matthews’ Horse Ranch, namely Largros’ kitling, everybody made plans to go. Inea was especially upset, and so was Senias, once Gabriel told him. Mira could understand why. She closed the bar for business to give them time.

Senias stepped through his personal portal at the very same time as everyone from Dante’s Inferno stepped through Inea’s portal. Uscias stood before them with a hand raised, allowing the draconic magic to enter his magical wards. Once the portals were closed, Uscias walked beyond them and moved his hands palm-out to the sky. With a flash of magical lightning, the protective wards were sealed again.

“Where is she?” Inea asked, her concern more than apparent.

“Rosie and Izzy have her in the guest bedroom. They gave her a hot bath and did their best to get her warm. What she needs is aurumn. I’m too old. The energy exchange if she touches my aurumn might kill the little thing. She ain’t more than a few months, if that.”

“Take us to her, please.” Dante didn’t demand like he might with others. His hand squeezed Inea’s instinctively.

Mira remained behind the others at Derek’s side, watching everyone’s reactions. Unfamiliar with this place, she recalled meeting the elder dragon at Gabriel's home. He was kind and spoke in similar style to the lycan. Listening to her brother speak to the elder, she couldn’t believe how desperate her twin sounded. Her gaze shifted to Derek with a questioning look. Who were these people?

Derek squeezed her hand, reminding her to keep calm. Their eyes met, and he nodded. That he trusted them went a long way to ease her nerves.

Uscias motioned for them all to follow him into the house. He walked past the main stairs to one of the two downstairs bedrooms. There in the middle of the bed a pure white snout popped out from under blankets to immediately begin sniffing the air.

"So, you’re sure this is Largros’ little one?" The succubus stood frozen in place. “I've not seen a kitling like this since Seth was this small. Did he send her?” She asked Isabel and Rose, who were on the bed comforting the baby.

“How could he? I haven’t figured it out yet,” Isabel whispered.

“Have any of you visited Largros?” Rose asked Dante before scooting back to allow Inea onto the foot of the bed. The dragoness purred and clicked draconic whispers to the little one.

Dante’s gaze lifted from the kitling to Isabel’s mother. “No, I haven’t felt him since the visitation at Crimson. He's not there anymore."

"What?" Isabel's eyes grew large with surprise.

"You can't feel him either, then?" Dante asked.

"No. I tried reaching out when I found her bloody and covered in soot. What is happening?” Isabel asked, becoming more upset with every second. 

"Crimson and Skinner are claiming he attacked when given the opportunity to escape. It makes no sense. They've covered the magical energy, so I can't track him. We don't believe things are quite so cut and dry," Senias explained.

"He didn't want to escape." Isabel and Dante glared at each other for saying the same thing at the same time.

"No, he wanted to use the case against him to help remove the dragons from the blacklist. We got it. We know this is all a set up. The important thing is taking care of his child and finding him." Gabriel tried to cut the tension between the obvious rivals and move things along. "Focus. What do we need to do for her? It's a her, right?"

“Yes. She’s so young. We need to take her to my old lair. If Gabriel's fine with it, as it's on Kennedy property—"

"Whatever you need, Inea," Gabriel agreed.

"I’m second generation, and that lair has been vacant for years so the aurumn won’t harm her. As I energize the metal, it should help her. Dante, Isabel…did he never say anything about her?” She purred for the little one, and the kitling made a mewing, whining sound in her chest and cuddled closer to the dragoness.

“No. I didn’t know about this. He kept so much from me.” Isabel chewed her fingernail.

Mira could feel Isabel’s discomfort. What she hated was also feeling her twin’s worry on top of that. Largros had a lot to answer for. Then, the elder helped clear the air.

“Iz, this is a secret worth keepin’. Not many dragon kitlings are born. He was protecting her. She would’ve had a drakka who had a say in mentioning her kitling, too. The drakka has first say in decisions. Unfortunately, I don't think any of it matters. Not if she’s here with us.”

"What makes you say that?" Dante's hands squeezed into white-knuckled fists.

"I smelled dragonsbane in the soot. It's from Ordia. Which means—"

“Hunters. And Ezekiel has control of the deSalucet Hunters. Largros' drakkar paid a visit to him and did not hide his nature. That probably did not go over well with Ezekiel,” Dante explained.

“Does anybody know where the Falias lair is?” Zenlial asked. They were all circled around the bed now.

“No, I’ve not been to it," Dante whispered.

"It's not your fault, brother." Mira could tell her brother wished to hell he had gone to the lair. Even once, a demon could backtrack. When she said it, she realized Dante locked his emotions off from her. She felt the sting, but she could also understand.

“We have though.” Gabriel looked from the group to Sen as he went on. “We went to Clan Falias' lair. We had to go to get Seth and Morgan.” His gaze met Sen’s. “Is it possible for you to take us there again?”

“I can try, but I highly doubt it. Morfesa wanted us there last time. It was a setup. First, the kitling needs to be warmed in aurumn. I can release the wards at the Kennedy lands and Inea can take the spare lair on the Kennedy back 40.” He didn’t have to say it twice. The demon was already moving.

Careful in how he wrapped the kitling, Dante kept her in the blankets when he picked her up.

“There, there. So brave…” Rose quickly got up and helped adjust the baby’s wing tips, so the blankets weren’t bothering her. “Uscias, I want us to go with her. Largros placed her in Izzy’s care, which means she’s under our care, too. We should help. You can protect her while Inea helps her and the others find Largros.” 

“You got it, Rosie. Get your things, ladies, and we’ll get us there in a snap.” Uscias walked out of the room, leading the rest.

Uscias worked with Senias to create a portal out of one dragon’s wards and through the other dragon’s wards. The colors of the fog-like energy were blue and red with a swirling of purple at the center as the door-sized portal coalesced. Mira had never seen dragons work together like this. She’d rarely seen supernatural beings of any kind work together. She wondered about the precedent this set, but everyone was in such a hurry, she didn’t ask.

Along the way from one place to the other, she heard her brother’s deep voice as he spoke to the kitling in the abyssal language, promising to keep her safe and making a vow to her that he would bring her drakkar back to her alive. The succubus feared to argue about the ethics of it all; her twin was so intense.

What if he couldn't deliver?

Inea ran through first, and on the other side they could see a garage-sized cave opening, shrouded by vines and saplings. The dragoness paused to move her hands up from her sides until they met above her in a loud clap. Everyone gathered to watch as the lair seemed to come alive. There were lights within, and the overgrowth as well as the filth and natural detritus came whirling out from the cave's mouth like a miniature tornado to be thrown aside, out of their way. As Inea walked inside the smallish opening, a blinding light flashed over her body. In the lady’s place was a large pale cream dragon with shimmering scales the size of a double-decker bus. Luckily, the inside of this cave was much larger than the opening itself. She paused, her large head turning slightly to address those who had come through the portal.

~ I need to prepare the aurumn for her, but you are welcome. There are human furnishings inside. I used this lair a very long time ago. I suggest everyone else help Gabriel prepare for the case or help my kindred find Kasha’s drakkar. ~ She continued into the cave.

“Kasha?” Izzy whispered.

Uscias and Senias remained outside, immediately weaving protective magic. The rest walked inside to watch as Inea warmed the aurumn, a magical wave moving from her body to clean everything as well. Dante stepped in after, to carry Kasha to his dragoness. Mira felt Derek's hands on her shoulders.

~ I cannot imagine being this close to you and involved in your life but not being told about children you may have. ~ She wondered if she was reading too much into it because of the female's history with Derek.

~ You told me about your past, and I told you about mine. I'm not sure what the deal is between them. Not my circus, though. ~ Derek replied using mindspeak. They watched everyone treat the little one like the precious thing she was, and he smiled. Mira felt his heart warm, and she had to admit; it was a wonderful sensation.

~ She’s beautiful, though. And from what’s been said, rare. I can understand why Largros wanted to overturn this decision. He wants a better world for her. Thing is, since she’s here and he’s not, you know it can’t be good. ~

They watched the elder dragons walk back in, Gabriel at Senias' side.

The dragoness pulled the kitling closer and let the golden floor warm and energize her. Dante walked back to the inside of the entryway and placed his own demonic sigils with a stick he found nearby. He activated them with his blood before stepping back to the front of the cave. Now, any who made it into the lair and close enough to set off his wards would have quite the nasty surprise in store. He wrapped the cut on his palm with a handkerchief to cover the wound.

“Now, we need to find Largros.”

“While you were all handling the babe, I tried focusing on the position in the Falias Clan lair. I couldn’t find it. You’ll need another way in,” Senias explained.

Dante growled. “As much as I’ve helped you over the years and the one time I need the help, this is what I get?”

“There's another way,” Gabriel suggested. “Dezerian of Falias a.k.a. Scott Proctor, Esquire. Find him or Oberon, and I guarantee he can get you into the lair. Largros introduced us. He is also from Clan Falias.”

Dante’s wicked smirk curled his lips. “Oh, I know exactly where to find him.”
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