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	All our novels and stories are for ADULTS ONLY. 


	Though the plot is the most important attribute to the stories we tell, there will be sex on the page and violence, along with violent battle 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. 
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Chapter one

Putting the Cards on the Table





Three Crimson agents led Tasker Jean-Michel Raudine, and three walked behind him, as they made their way through the underground corridors of the Whitley Crimson Headquarters. There were enough turns to get a person lost. However, Jean-Michel knew exactly where he was going. They were taking him from the underground portal to the Director’s office. The entire area made his skin shiver from the layering of protection magic. Once he was here, he’d not even have his slightly elevated strength. The guards moved aside, and he faced Skinner. 

“You’re making a mistake.”

“What? Not even going to try on the French accent anymore?” Ezekiel was busy getting a couple of folders from a box on the credenza at the back of the office.

“Why should I bother? You know all you need about me, even things that are none of your business.” Raudine was tired and playing games wasn’t his thing. Not with Ezekiel.

“You’ve lost your teaching gig at the university. The mission lasted longer than it should have, and I know why. Everybody knows why. I never expected you to be so reckless.” Skinner tossed several magazines on the desk. The picture someone had taken with one hell of a zoom. The kiss Jean-Michel and Gabriel shared after the situation with Morfesa. “This is your mess, but I get to clean most of it. I refuse to touch the human element. That’s what your, what is he? Lover? That’s what he gets to do.”

Jean-Michel moved his hand over the magazines, so he could see their contents. He turned the pages and there was never anyone taking credit for the photography. Nothing to trace. Or if there was anything to trace, it’d be a pain in the ass.

“Well-known heir to the Kennedy Corporation, who had been running the company, since he was right out of college, most wealthy, eligible bachelor, in a passionate embrace with a man. Wonder how many hearts just broke? How many women feel betrayed? How will his company board react?”

The Tasker remained silent.

“What’s he trying to do?” Skinner took out a piece of paper that looked very much like a long store receipt. When Jean-Michel looked closer, he could tell it was a listing of the books Gabriel had recently touched about dragons. “Free his lover? Make a case for you all? Tell me.”

“I have no idea about that. I was there to help with the research on the connections of demons to those portals and to see if Petrard slipped. He did. It could have been case closed, but you wanted Dante for some stupid reason. You may have gone too far.”

“You were there, doing more than following leads and interviewing suspects. Obviously. Dante is not your concern.” Skinner didn’t budge.

“It is my concern because it puts people in danger.”

“Not your concern!”

“It is. My. Concern. When you put my Councilor and my friends in danger over something you didn’t test!” Jean-Michel’s voice escalated with punctuated warning.

“Not your Councilor, so not your concern.” Ezekiel slammed his hand on the desktop to cease arguing, and when Jean-Michel opened his mouth again, Ezekiel stood up straight and pointed a finger at the creature.

Jean-Michel found that his vocal cords were no longer working. He glared daggers at Skinner. He would have gone over the desk, but his body wouldn’t move.

“Oh,” Ezekiel chuckled roughly, his vicious smirk returning. “There’s that look. You want to kill me again? Remember what happened last time? I handed you your ass.” He scoffed. “Know that you will never get the chance. I’m not as stupid as William Kennedy. Not as overconfident as Andrew Kennedy. I will never make the mistake of fucking a slave, like Gabriel Kennedy.” He gathered the magazine and paperwork into a folder.

The Tasker choked, his hands moving against an invisible collar of some type, which tightened as Skinner pleased with extreme apathy.

“I’m not one of them, Senias. I don’t make as many missteps as they do. However, Kennedy or not, never forget you belong to me. You have belonged to me ever since you made that nasty little deal for the vampire that hates you. Maybe pretending you’re a free creature gives you too much confidence. Today was about me pulling on your choke chain, reminding you.” He pointed his finger at his own chest. “Me. You belong to me.”

Having heard enough, Sebastian Evansworth opened the door to the office and entered. “Hate to intrude, but my Tasker told me you re-assigned her.”

“Ever hear of knocking and waiting for permission before entering?” Skinner placed his hand, palm down, on his desk and released the hold on the dragon. Jean-Michel turned from the desk, a hand going to the wall and another on his own thigh as he gathered gulps of air.

“Care to explain that to me, Director Skinner? To my knowledge, Melinda has done nothing to warrant such a change.” The Vampiric Councilor ignored both the question and the Tasker. His gaze settled on Ezekiel Skinner, while he moved closer to the desk. The vampire was less than pleased.

“My Crimson contacts need Melinda’s specialties in Ordia. I told her there would come a time when this would happen. In the interim, I have a Tasker here who doesn’t have a Councilor. What a perfect coincidence.”

“Excuse me?” Sebastian shook his head. “No.” There wasn't even a moment of hesitation in responding to this twist the Director was attempting to play on them.

Raudine had his arms crossed over his chest with a gruff, scornful expression upon his face. He still couldn’t talk, and Skinner knew it.

“Councilor Evansworth, you seem to have no trouble inserting yourself into this particular Tasker’s life repeatedly as of late. You worked well with Jean-Michel on the doppelgänger situation. Considering your history, you might be the perfect pair.” Ezekiel smiled, and when he did, he very much looked like a fox.

“What about Councilor Kennedy? I don’t think this is a good idea. I’d much rather get Melinda back, if you don’t mind.”

“There’s already been a request for a Tasker placed for him. Since someone we thought was retiring returned from a mission, he was running in Ordia; he’s available. Don’t worry about Councilor Kennedy. He has a new Tasker. A younger version of you, Raudine. I wonder how long before we’ll have to pull that one, too?” Skinner sneered.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with him?” Sebastian was very serious about the question. “Jean-Michel doesn’t listen to Gabriel Kennedy, nor did he ever listen to Jonathan or William Kennedy before him. There’s no way he’ll listen to me,” Sebastian turned to the Tasker. “And don’t you have anything to say about this?”

“Oh, we were just discussing something similar, weren’t we, Jean-Michel? I believe I’ll use the same words. It’s not my concern. You have a Tasker. He has a Councilor to serve. So long as I am apprised of the Task per protocol, we’re done here. Do let me know before any more of your antics.” Skinner motioned to the magazines on his desk. “I prefer knowing before the proverbial and literal shit hits the fan.” He moved his fingers up and swirled them before pointing to Raudine’s throat, so the vice on his vocal cords released. Then, he pointed to the door. “I have business.”

Jean-Michel’s glare lingered on Skinner, even as the man moved to sit in the chair at his computer. He imagined the joy of taking the man’s head and ramming it through the screen, hearing the electric sizzle, smelling the cooking skin.

With a disgusted sound, Sebastian turned and started out the door. “Follow me then, Raudine, and don’t make me repeat myself.”

He marched out, not looking back to see if the draconic man listened. 

Slowly, the Tasker turned and followed through the university’s side of the building, where people thought Ezekiel Skinner was a dean and Jean-Michel was a washed-up part time history professor. Now, he was an unemployed, washed-up, part time history professor. He wouldn’t say anything more until they were away from the college and truly away from Skinner’s eyes and ears. It would appear Evansworth and Raudine were still the mortal enemies everyone believed them to be.

In the courtyard outside the building, Jean-Michel watched students lingering. Others were walking through to another class or perhaps to some social gathering. They were no longer his problem. Part of him found sadness in that. He hoped old Benny didn’t miss him too much. The janitor had been one, steady, positive influence. At least the custodian knew where Jean kept his stash.

The dragon followed close behind the vampire, not saying a word. They had already assigned Gabriel a Tasker? He had requested one? What was his kindred up to? Was Gabriel actually his kindred? Everything was happening so fast. He didn’t dare reach out to Gabriel mentally. Not like their bond was strong enough yet.

“I need a drink.”

“You aren’t the only one,” Sebastian muttered under his breath as he moved to Raudine’s vehicle. The old red truck was still in the parking lot, where he’d left it to go through the system to the underground portal.

“Make this look good and don’t fuck it up.” Sebastian walked to the passenger side and climbed into the truck. “Get your ass in here and let’s get going.” The vampire looked at the driver’s door and opened it with his mind. “Stop worrying about the human and worry about yourself for a change.”

Finally, the draconic man got in and backed out.

“Where are we going?” Senias didn’t care.

“For a drink. Find a bar. I’m sure you’re familiar with all of them around here.”

Senias huffed a growl.

"What was that? You’ve been around those wolves of yours for too long, Senias. And if you think I’m going to coddle you, you are sadly mistaken. You want coddling, go find your precious human. I’m here to help. You should be grateful.”

The silence between them was broken only by the sounds of the steering, and the tick-tick of the turn signals.

“Care to tell me what the conversation in the office was about?” Sebastian let his hands play over the pocket watch he held.

“What part? I don’t know what to tell you unless I know what you want.” Jean was being stubborn, sure. He had not felt the vampire arrive. He’d been that pissed off. “It was a lot of not my concern, and a blur of reminding me who I belong to because, apparently, one master isn’t enough.” He jerked the wheel into a tight, left-hand turn and made his way down one of the back streets.

“I was talking about me ending up stuck with you. Where exactly are you going?” Sebastian glared.

“If I’m gonna get shitfaced, I’ll do it in my Sanctuary, where nobody can come and fuck with me,” Jean-Michel replied before making a turn up through a non-paved area. Then, he bounced the truck over a small, cement curb to end up in the cul-de-sac where his house was situated. Once parked, he was ready to go inside. He didn't give a single thought to Sebastian.

“Do you really feel this is appropriate?” Sebastian exited the vehicle but didn’t move to follow his Tasker.

“I’d say, given the circumstances, it’s very bloody appropriate.” The dragon began unlocking the door and placed a hand to the side of it, whispering something before turning to Sebastian. “You can enter. I have bloodwyne, if you want to get shit-faced, too.”

Sebastian’s gaze was moving from Raudine to the door. There was no way Sebastian was going into this house. Raudine’s Sanctuary meant he shared it with very few people, and the vampire had a pretty good idea with whom.

“You’re acting like a lovesick human teenager with this foolishness,” Sebastian muttered. Was he talking to Raudine or himself? “You were a fierce warrior that few dared tangles with. What a shameful sight.”

Those words had Senias stopping before he could turn the corner to get away from Sebastian. Senias put his hand on the doorframe and leaned on it. There was a slight bounce in the pause. The pause let Sebastian know his words tempted the dragon to turn with the fist leading. He stiffened, ready to move.

“You have a lot of gall calling me out for being a lovesick teenager, considering our past. I wasn’t the one who left in a fit of jealousy and anger, while my dragon needed sleep. Sleep, and who knows what else? I’m not the one who turned himself in to Crimson, hoping they’d have the guts to finish me because I didn’t.”

“You know nothing.”

“I know enough!" Senias swallowed more anger as Sebastian looked away. "Are you coming inside, or are you going to stand out here in the middle of the night while I get shit-faced? It’s been a long few days, and I need to wipe the board and start over."

“Isn’t it odd that Skinner felt the need to put you in your place, when you’ve been the same jackass for decades? Not like you’ve changed. And what is this about the demons? How in the hell did they get involved in your clusterfuck again?”

Senias’s eyes narrowed.

“Are you saying you’re willing to help me figure this bullshit out? You’re willing to help me get back to what’s mine, instead of helping Skinner put further distance between me and Gabriel?”

“What’s yours?” He couldn’t help the strain on his voice, despite trying to hide his emotions. Hearing the dragon speak of another as he had once spoken of him was difficult. It took everything Sebastian had to keep the long-buried emotions from showing beyond his voice. The dragon was the only one left who stood a chance of calling him out. No, their moment was long gone with their last parting, Sen’s vanishing, and his own time spent with Crimson. There was a deep breath taken and slowly exhaled with his response. “Seeing as you gave yourself to Skinner to get me out of the cell I put myself in, I’d say getting you back to Gabriel is proper compensation.”

“You heard the truth. That’s what you were curious about but couldn’t ask.” It was more of a statement than a question. Senias swallowed and took a deep breath. “I never wanted you to feel beholden. What’s done has been done. Do you understand, Bastian?” This time, his words were softer when he spoke. He stepped to the side of the door, watching the dark-haired vampire.

“Let’s meet back up tomorrow evening. We’ll get this figured out so that we can get back to where we should be. We have new lives to live. No need to waste time.” Sebastian forced himself to shadow away, knowing that stepping through the door would do nothing but add to their problems. Senias’s mind was filled with thoughts of a particular human. Sebastian had recently found his own thoughts lingering on a particular human as well. Neither of them needed to ruin their new beginnings.








  
  

Chapter two

The Harm Caused





“Mira, I know you don’t want to talk to me, but at least listen.” Gabriel took a deep breath and went on before she could say one word. “I will figure this out. Your brother will not remain in Crimson custody any longer than necessary.” Gabriel had started piecing together the illegal portal creation case and building the dragon case secretly on the side. He was going to delve into the reason Skinner was so determined to put the incubus in a cell. The Director had started this, but the Councilor was determined to finish it. 

The lovely succubus was glaring at Gabriel as Derek cleared his throat.

“What he means ta say by that is he got your brother into this, and he’ll get him out. Just give him time, Mira. I know from experience that Gabriel is the best Councilor there is, even though he’s a pup compared to the rest of us.”

Gabriel wasn’t sure if what the lycan said was a compliment or teasing in Derek’s usual underhanded way. When Mira pulled out her phone to make a call, he gave up on that and turned his attention to Inea.

“I believe Skinner interrupted Senias and threw him off. We needed to talk to you, Inea. It’s important.”

“More important than one of my kindred being closed off from me?” Inea’s attention was not on Gabriel. Instead, she watched the lycan and elf discussing things with the people at the desk. Her hands moved over her upper arms to rid herself of the chill.

“Seth and Morgan are at the Eastside Clinic. Russell’s with them. I believe you should go and see them.” She turned to him. It was then Gabriel knew she was the dragon from his coat of arms. Those striking, green eyes already had slitted pupils darker than night. She blinked and though the green did not diminish, the pupils were round once again.

“What more could go wrong?” Her voice sounded exasperated.

“I wouldn’t ask that question.” Gabriel sighed.

“Three days.” Mira spoke up. The pronouncement had everyone else turning her way. “You have three days to fix this before my father knows about it all. After that, you won't have to worry about fixing anything. My father will see that my brother is freed, and Skinner is dealt with like he should have been long ago.” Her gaze moved between Gabriel and Inea before she turned from them. “Yvette, meet me at the Inferno. I’ll give you a list.” She raised her hand, and the surrounding shadows swirled into a miniature maelstrom. She was gone without a trace.

Gabriel took note of the way Mira worded her threat. Jean-Michel had already warned him about the Twins and their father. The rest was expected. However, the phrasing about the director? Apparently, his pause was too long for the dragoness.

“She’s in a snit. I remember those kinds of threats.” Inea touched Gabriel’s sleeve to be sure to get the man’s attention from staring at the space that once held Mira.

“You can say that again,” Derek huffed.

“Do you have a ride, Derek? Or shall I portal you?” Largros asked. He’d been quietly taking it all in.

“We rode here together on my motorcycle. I’m good. Thanks, I guess.” The lycan wasn't too happy, but he motioned for them to follow him, and he opened the next set of doors for everyone. It looked like the elf had gotten the rest of the Weylyns through customs, and they weren’t far behind. They moved upward via ramps and stairs over marble floors polished to mirror-like shine. Footfalls echoed throughout the building. The tempered plate glass on the front entrance of the building kept out the sun’s harsh rays while allowing people to see outside.

“Derek, her focus is on her brother, as it should be. They are very close, and she can’t feel him, either.” Inea sighed before letting her attention return to Gabriel. “So, the clinic. What happened?”

“It’s a long story, and I can’t talk about it here.” Gabriel and the rest made their way to the ramps that led upward from the portal and lodging areas out to the very nondescript entrance. The place had to look like a normal work environment to mundane humans, after all.

“Unfortunately, I must go face my music,” Largros whispered.

“Isabel? Yeah. She’s not happy.” Gabriel sidestepped to inspect the man. “So, you’re Largros? Of Falias?”

“Yes. Though the clan’s name might not be a good thing to mention, Councilor. My human alias is Marcel St. Clair. Have we met?” The dragon lordling offered nothing polite in the way of an introduction. Gabriel could see the difference already in how dragons treated almost everyone else around them, having met Senias, Inea, and Largros.

“You’re dating my cousin, Isabel. I believe we met at one of my aunt’s famous Christmas Celebrations at the Matthews’ Ranch. I thought you looked familiar. Did you not tell her you were going on this trip? She's very upset.”

Inea’s brows raised as she stared pointedly at the younger dragon.

“No. She tends not to allow me to go anywhere. And I wanted to help Lady Inea and have an adventure.”

“An adventure, indeed.” Inea scoffed before continuing to walk through the corridors and out the front entrance. “May the gods have mercy on your soul, Largros.”

“Thanks. I think.” The younger dragon stood by to allow Inea to go first. Gabriel simply raised a brow as he watched the exchange between the pair.

“Knowing my family, you’ll need more than luck."

Largros nodded and motioned for the man to go before him.

This place, the entry to the portals and tunnels to the back side of Crimson Headquarters, took up an entire city block. A shaded walkway led from the side of the main entrance into a small park. Hidden from mundane eyes by a magical shield, this lovely greenway was where the dragons were heading. They could safely use magic to transport themselves from that area. First, they turned to make their farewells clear.

Largros’ concerned eyes watched Inea before he turned to Gabriel. “If you need me at all, Councilor, I was a trained Tasker. As Marcel St. Clair, I can re-up my service. My public information is at Crimson HQ. Since I will be near for a few days, and I fought beside Dante in an honorable battle on the other side, I would like to see him freed. Call on me for anything.”

“Thank you, Largros. I’m certain I’ll be taking you up on that offer shortly.” Gabriel bowed to both dragons, and since he understood what and who they were, he respected their stances. Both Largros and Inea bowed their heads slightly before continuing into the hidden park so they could use their powers.

Gabriel took a deep breath before he turned to find the rest of the group.

Devon got the young lady settled in the back of the extended cab pickup on one side, while Zenlial and Eva got the two younger kids settled and buckled in. Devon climbed into the driver’s seat and buckled himself up. Derek hugged Eva and grasped forearms with Devon via the window, as Gabriel caught up to them.

“Guess I’ll be off. Let me know if ya need anything. That goes for you, too, Gabe. You might have ta admit to needing the help this time.” Derek pointed out before he clapped the younger human on the shoulder and made his way to his motorcycle.

Gabriel forced a smile and nodded to one of the lycan who had known him his entire life. Like Devon, Eva, and their sons, Gabriel was a little more relaxed around Derek than others.

“Well, that was enlightening, wasn’t it? I heard the she-devil give ya a timeframe, so I suggest ya get to workin’ on this, son. She doesn’t strike me as the patient type,” Devon pointed out. He lowered his voice as he continued, "Heard about that hit Sen took for pissing her off."

“Well, she’s dating Derek. She’d better learn patience quickly.”

Devon's gold-colored eyes went a little wide before he shot his gaze out at the figure that was taking off on the motorcycle.

“It’ll work out, love,” Eva assured her mate.

With a rumble in his chest, he turned his attention back to Gabriel. Devon reached out to place a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder.

“We’ll get these pups settled and go see the trio of trouble at the clinic. I take it, this part is new to ya?”

“Yes. You could say that.” Gabriel took a deep breath. Zenlial was standing only a few feet from him, still in her Ordian clothing. It reminded him that she needed to get to her lodgings and get changed. “You need to get all of them home, and I need to take Lady Nedian to her quarters.”

“We’ll figure all this out,” Devon promised.

Gabriel watched as Devon pulled the truck out of the parking lot. His mind was already at work, trying to pull things apart to find the loose piece within the intricate threading of this tangle of problems. Mira’s words kept coming back to him over and over. Her father would see Skinner dealt with, as he should have been long ago.

“You might want to find a more private place to have such deep thoughts, Councilor Kennedy. Or might I call you Gabriel?” Zenlial smiled.

“You can call me Gabriel.” Gabriel shook his head and let his eyes focus on Zenlial. She was correct, of course, but he couldn’t help that his mind was whirling.

They had shoved him out of the proverbial closet and right into the spotlight. He had lost access to his Tasker. His dragon. The man he loved. Gabriel wasn't sure where he stood with Jean-Michel. Or was it Senias? Best to refer to him by his alias. Gabriel had felt the slap of his dragon becoming angry and more than a little disappointed when Skinner gave him credit for the investigation. The rotten cherry on top? He’d let his emotions help him write up those investigative findings that had led to this current situation. Dante wasn’t innocent by a long shot, but he was innocent of what Skinner had arrested him for. Gabriel hated to admit it, but for once, he hadn't been unbiased. Gabriel didn't know if he was more upset at himself or Jean.

“I’m not sure that three days is enough time to free Dante and get him cleared of the charges, but I can try my best. I just feel like there’s more to this than we know.” Gabriel recalled how Mira had worded her threat.

“I need to stop going back and forth through that portal. Seems I bring bad luck each time.” Reaching up, she touched the man’s shoulder. The gesture knocked Gabriel out of his deep state of thought again. “I find that if you speak things through with someone who has not a clue what’s happening, it can help you find a solution. Between their thoughts on everything and your recounting of the situation, you process the conundrum. Since I know nothing, I volunteer to be your clueless person.”

Gabriel’s eyes locked on the elf, as if she’d stated something absurd, but then he smiled. “Minlial was a good counselor, too.”

“Hopefully, she still is.”

“I’m sorry, Zenlial. I didn’t mean…” He cut himself off with a headshake. “Very well, let’s walk to my car. My Tasker and I took on an investigation for Director Skinner. He sent us to look into a connection between Councilor Petrard and the unsanctioned portals Crimson is aware of.”

“There were connections made to demons and not to dragons?” Zenlial asked. “Also, why would he send you and your Tasker on this investigation? Did you not have more important things to handle when I left?”

“He made excuses. We accepted. It was probably a set-up. If that’s where you’re going with those questions.” Gabriel unlocked the doors and opened the passenger side for his new, Elven associate. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. Besides, there was plenty of evidence to support the accusation that demons were involved, and I presented my findings to the Director.”

“How?” Zenlial looked from the door to the center console, while Gabriel came around to his side. She watched him as he strapped himself in, and then she did the same. “So, where are the connections for the demons, then? Being from Ordia, I think of dragons when someone mentions a portal.”

“Because dragons are illegal here, we think of other species. Councilor Petrard is a descendant of the family of hunters to which Dante and Mira were born. Petrard readily admits to knowing all about them and Lord Darius Val’Ashtar, their father. He admitted to using unsanctioned portals, then claimed that he wasn’t involved. He threw the twins, Dante and Mira, under the bus.”

"A bus?"

"Oh, it's an expression meaning he shifted the blame to them."

“Our Dante? The silly, frisky demon that helped save Pack Weylyn?”

“Silly? Frisky?” Gabriel paused.

“Yes. Is he not full of little jokes, naughty commentary, and flirts when you're around? I find that difficult to believe, Mr. Kennedy. You’re gorgeous, and he is a sex demon. You should have seen him dancing and enticing the young dragonling, Largros, while also showing loving attention to his dragoness. He hasn’t even mentioned trade the entire time we’ve been around one another. He mentioned one portal, and because Crimson compromised that portal, he and the dragons had to risk coming through the main portal. I am very thankful no one asked more questions than they did.”

Gabriel couldn’t help but stare. He had to find his tongue.

“You hadn’t thought about that, had you? The coming back through the main portal part? He had two dragons with him, and if he could cast a portal between worlds, why wouldn’t he have done so? It would have been wiser than to risk his dragons at the main portal, don’t you think?” 

“Well, there’s the idea of a good defense brewing,” Gabriel admitted. 

“See, that’s why this works. Your mind is too busy. You overlook things you might not be searching for. My mind can parcel things out for you.” Zenlial smiled brightly. "Such as you believe Director Skinner set you up.” Zenlial placed her hands in her lap as they drove. “The entire investigation was a ruse, but a ruse for what?"

"I am assuming he wants to throw suspicion away from himself and his corrupt partners. I believe he knows more than he lets on about the doppelgängers," Gabríel replied. "Raudine says he knows for a fact that a dragon was the main energy in those portals. The co-creators, he’s not sure of. Possibly demon.” He took a deep breath. “I was trying not to cause any more problems for the dragons, so I left out that part.”

“Oh, Mr. Kennedy, I’m not sure omission is the best tactic in the long run. I understand you are good friends with some dragons and wish to protect them, but what if this is precisely what Director Skinner wanted? He has someone to take the blame.”

“I was trying to buy time. I expected the Director to review our findings and request further investigation into the twins. That would be standard.” Gabriel shrugged and continued to get them going.

“Unfortunately, this sounds anything but standard.” Zenlial replied. “He sped up process. Is that allowed?”

“We need to look up precedence on this.” Gabriel didn’t like it. Skinner had known what he was doing all along. The Director also knew how to get under his skin and how to use his weaknesses. Was this how Senias felt about him? Were they one another's weaknesses?

“Unless we find a crack in his reasoning, Director Skinner doesn’t have to release Dante or even grant him a probationary period. He could be stuck in there until it is all handled.” Zenlial pursed her lips and narrowed her gaze. "Why him?"

“I thought, even if they questioned him, Dante could handle everything better than the alternative. His Councilor should have been there,” Gabe sighed loudly. He turned off the exit and came to a stoplight before he continued the discussion. “Unless his Councilor wasn’t concerned.”

“You’re correct.” She watched him momentarily before asking, “What do you know for sure?”

“As in?” Gabriel frowned.

“As in, you said Tasker Raudine knows dragons made the portals, and you didn’t tell Crimson this in your report. You were protecting your Tasker? Or someone else?” Zenlial asked.

“I feel like I was protecting all dragons. My Tasker didn’t create those portals, but whoever did doesn’t deserve to die because they’re being used.”

“So, you know who made them, and that they are being used.” She smiled as she faced forward in her seat again.

Gabriel pulled into the parking lot.

“You must be tired, Gabriel. You are letting me know more than you should. Good thing I am trustworthy. I would hate for you to be questioned by someone other than me. Maybe you should take me to my new place and promise me you’ll get some rest?”

“When did you turn into Eva Weylyn?” Gabriel asked.

“I respect Eva Weylyn, sir. I will take that as a compliment.” She smiled brighter, but kept her eyes on him. “Promise. Promise to get some rest and always call on me before handling any of this portal business. I meant it when I told you I was trustworthy. Ask either of the Weylyns.”

“I can get some rest. I promise.” Gabriel chuckled.

“Largros can come with us,” Zenlial smirked when she thought about that. “He volunteered, remember? And Dante would welcome that company. They trust one another. Remember, you’re not alone.”

Gabriel nodded. He hated relying on other people, but working through his trepidation with Zenlial helped. However, they both needed to be on the same page. He cut off the car and turned to her before she unbuckled her seatbelt.

“About Largros…”








  
  

Chapter three

Protective Papa





It was mid-morning, and the old colonial house was already alive with activity. John was arguing the specifics of a recent business acquisition with Ashley, while descending the stairs. Their mother, Rose, could hear them from her office, where she was working on the final drafts of the design for the new barn. 

Rose stepped out of her office to get tea and see what her children were up to. They were all adults, with their own lives happening all around. However, this would always be home base. She could hear two of the three that were in the house with them. Two were off to college across the country. John was here to stay while he worked at Kennedy Corp., and Ashley was in a graduate program at Whitley. Glancing up the stairs, she sighed.

~ She’s doing it again. Is it your turn or mine to fetch her down this time? ~

~ I just got back from the fields. Washing up. You want me to bring in a nice bucket of cold ass water for her or a baby goat? ~ The humor played off of the old dragon’s mindspeak to his kindred love.

~ Don’t get snarky with me, sir. ~ Rose smoothed her pretty white hair back behind her ear and started up the stairs. She smiled just a little to herself.

Nathan, as the others around the farm knew him, turned away from kicking off his boots on the front stoop next to the door when he felt a familiar disturbance nearby. And since he felt it, so did his kindred, Rose.

~ Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in. ~ He had turned to catch Largros’ portal appearing on the front lawn.

“Oh, he wouldn’t dare.” Rose stopped midway up the staircase, and then all anyone could hear were her footsteps rushing to the front door. Her anger fed from Nathan’s anger and vice versa. It was what happened between dragons and kindred, sometimes.

The young man looked around like he was confused.

“Piece it together, whelp!” Nathan stood on the porch, ready. And what an intimidating figure he cut. Well-muscled in a tank, heated from the ranch work he’d been doing this morning, the white, buzz-cut hair set off his piercing blue eyes. Those eyes homed in on the younger, draconic male.

Largros looked up and growled at the supernatural in front of him.

“Oh, I wish you’d try to back that up, boy.” The older man wiped the filth from his scruff and made his way toward the steps on the front porch. He moved like a cat, ready to pounce. “I’m about done with this affair. You don’t know how ta treat my gal, you don’t deserve her.”

“Where is Isabel? I need to speak to her and apologize. There was an emergency.” Largros walked to the steps but stopped and hopped back, as if something bit the hand he’d laid on the banister.

“Oh, I took the pleasure of reinforcing old magical wards around the house, in particular, around Izzy’s room. Thought you might try to swoop in and take her away without bein’ a respectable creature. Guess I was right.” Nathan’s human form was older, but he was twice the size of the little blonde playboy standing in the yard in front of him.

“Isabel!” Largros tried to call to his lady, then tried mindspeak. He had an instant headache. Seeing the wicked smirk on the face of the elder in front of him, Largros realized the magical wards protected against mental speech.


      [image: ]“What’s going on outside?” John asked Ashley. They were in the side kitchenette, with a bay window overlooking the front yard. He slowly lowered his paper when he saw his younger sister on her knees in the window seat peeping out the window. 

“Looks like Izzy’s sweetheart is trying to smooth talk our mother into letting him see baby sister.” She sipped her coffee as she watched.

“Hmmm, should be entertaining,” He went back to reading the paper.

“That’s it?” Ashley raised a brow when their brother seemed so apathetic.

“Look, she gets into some fresh trouble every other week. Then she comes home with her tail tucked, acting like the victim. I don’t even give a shit anymore.” John reached over and pulled his coffee towards him without even looking up.

Ashley shrugged and opened the window a crack so she could hear what was going on while watching the scene.

Her mother, Rose, stood there, chin tilted up and her green eyes glittering. She stepped out onto the front porch and pulled the door closed behind her.

“And just what do you think you are doing here in my front yard, young man?”

“Mrs. Matthews, I need to speak to Isabel. Please.”

“What makes you think that we’d let you talk to Isabel?”

“An emergency came up, and they needed me on the other side,” he replied, his voice sounding more frustrated than apologetic.

“I don’t think he is going to get to see her,” Ashley called out to John as he continued to read his paper, and she continued to be nosy.

“Only if she gets her lazy ass out of bed and handles it herself.” He was finishing up the business section of the paper when his eyes stopped on something and narrowed.

“Who’s not going to see who?” Isabel yawned, rubbing a hand over her face as she made her way into the room. She raked that hand through her dark hair and reached for the coffeepot to pour herself a cup.

“Speak of the devil.” John smirked but continued reading. “Largros may not get by Nathan to see you,” John mumbled, but his eyes never left the paper. He began folding it around the article he was reading.

Moving to the window, Isabel yanked the curtain open and caught sight of her boyfriend facing off with her parents. “Oh, God, why didn’t you get me?” Her annoyance only got worse when both of her older siblings shrugged. She blew her hair out of her face and marched to the front foyer.

“What?” John asked Ashley. “She’s the baby. She always gets preferential treatment and gets pissy when we try to help her. It’s only fair we stay out of it this time.”

Ashley sighed before nodding and then pulling the curtains properly again so she could continue to spy without being noticed.


      [image: ]“You can check with your friends, the Weylyns, about it all. Your nephew, Gabriel, knows too. I went to help Devon Weylyn because his Tasker couldn’t. They needed someone with similar training. The trip was so sudden, I didn’t have time to tell Isabel. I left her a note and a present at my home down south, but she never opened it.” 

“If it was for my nephew and the Weylyns, why didn’t you have them send word to her and let her know you were called away in an emergency? Even Gabriel makes it a point to stop by and say his farewells when he will be away for an extended period. You couldn’t make such a stop yourself?” Rose would not be easy on him because she had been consoling her daughter. So, there was no sympathy to be found in either parent.

“I thought Derek was involved, so I didn’t want to open that can of worms, either.”

“Likely excuse. You left my girl missing ya, unable to communicate with ya, and thinking the worst of every damn scenario. All you had to do was let her know.” Nathan growled and took a step forward, but Rose had his arm.

“Do you really think she would’ve let me go without being as miserable? Or demanding to go with me?”

“You would have given her the respect of having the choice to talk to you about it.” Patting his kindred love’s hand, so she knew to release him, Nathan walked down the steps to stand an inch or more over the other male. He looked the young one up and down. The stance was scolding. “You ain’t ready for her kind of love, whelp. You need ta leave her alone until you know what yer doing.”

“We’ve been together for eight months and four days. We’re still learning about each other. I don’t propose to be perfect or perfectly aware of what she would or wouldn’t do. I thought she’d love the surprise I left her. That she’d forgive me.”

“That’s more truth than you’ve spouted in a while. Don’t mean it was a good idea.” Nathan remained unmoving in Largros’ path as the door swung open behind them.

“What are you two doing?” Isabel had heard enough.

“Not letting him near you until we get a good explanation for what inconsiderate bullshit he put our baby girl through.” Rose explained.

“I can handle this myself.” Isabel would have marched down the front steps except, they were blocking the way.

“Settle yourself, Isabel Marie Matthews, and watch your tongue when you speak to us. He left without saying a word to you and claims he left you a note and a gift. How considerate. Coward.” Rose turned from Largros to Isabel. “He needs to answer for that. To do otherwise is a disrespect to you, and neither of us will tolerate that.”

Isabel nearly hugged her mother to move her out of the way. Stepping past down to the bottom step, she stopped to stand near her dad, while speaking to Largros. She even placed her hand on her father’s shoulder for support and, perhaps, to keep the man from going after her beau.

“I didn’t know where you were, or what had happened. One minute, I could feel you, and then you were gone.” Her bottom lip trembled as she held his gaze. “The worst part was that no one was telling me anything. I called every number, and nobody would tell me anything. As each day passed, I felt even more helpless and finally had to wonder what I’d done that was so terrible that you’d do that to me. I even harassed Gabriel.”

Seeing her like this, and opening himself to her, Largros felt some of her pain. His expression lost its edge and became soft and concerned.

“I am so sorry for what I’ve done to you, Isabel. The truth is, I’ve never had someone care about me as you do. I’ve never cared about anyone as much as I care for you.” He shook his head and took a breath. “I was trying to get past you. I had to help with something in Ordia, and I did, while helping the Lady of Gorias. Though I am a lordling, such connections are a blessing to my clan. It was an amazing opportunity, but I know how you and your family feel about the other side. Top it off, the Weylyns were involved. There’d be fighting, and I thought I could do this, then apologize. Even left you a note, and a present in my home for you, but I suppose you never went by.” He looked down and backed up a step. “I see where that was disrespectful.”

“So, there’s a bond, and you didn’t realize it, or are ya that much an asshole?” Nathan asked. He didn’t seem pleased. 

“I didn’t know it was so strong,” Largros admitted. 

The elder blew hot air through his nose. Nathan glared at the younger dragon. “You couldn’t feel her, either. Connections on the other side of a dimensional portal get dampened to nothing. So, what does that say about your bond to our girl? She was suffering, while you, what? Play hero?”

“Nothing! As a Tasker, I—”

The larger man moved forward, a growl deep in his chest. “You think we’re buying this act? You’re full of shit.” Nathan’s spit flew as he spoke.

“Dad, don’t.” Isabel rushed between them. Shoving her back against her father’s chest, she faced Largros.

“You thought I’d say no. You went to prove to yourself that we weren’t that close, and it was because the bond we share frightens you. It had nothing to do with anything else, Largros. You wanted to be away from me, and you were. I hope you got the answers you wanted.”

His eyes grew large. He swallowed, but he didn’t speak.

Isabel walked back toward the house. “I’m glad that you’re alive. That’s all that matters. I can stop worrying at least.”

“Isabel! Wait!” Largros moved forward and found himself slamming into Nathan’s strong hand and then flying backward to land on his ass. He grunted and watched as Isabel moved up the stairs and through the door without looking back. Rose followed her daughter and shut the door behind them. There was a deep growl resonating from the older draconic man’s chest.


      [image: ]“Think you need ta really stew on some things, welp. Don’t come ‘round here until you grow the fuck up.” Nathan motioned for the other dragon to move along. Largros turned and got up. Walking down the drive to the cover of the woods, he disappeared. Only when Nathan knew the other dragon was gone did he turn and come back inside. 

Curled on her side in the middle of her bed, Isabel hugged her pillow to her chest, and her tears fell quietly. Standing outside the open door, Rose watched their girl and moved to let Nathan walk by. He pulled the footstool over to the side of her bed to sit on. He moved his hand out to take hers, not asking permission.

“I’ll be alright. Just hurts, you know.”

“I know, pumpkin. That kind of pain tells you what a wonderful person you are. You feel it deep in your heart. Sometimes, other people don’t feel the same as you do. That’s okay. Either they will feel it as they grow, or they move on, and you let life bring you the right person. Remember, not long ago, you were in his shoes, and Derek Weylyn was the one with a heartache over you? The difference is your mistake wasn’t malicious.”

“I want to stay here and never leave my bed again. Can I do that, Daddy?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you can stay in here for a couple of days, but you’d end up being bored. I know you. And you got horses out there, which would miss their rides with you.” He laid his white-haired head down on the bed near her, so they could look into one another’s eyes. “Izzy, I lost count of how many times I hurt people, and how many times people hurt me. But, baby, I learned something each time bad stuff happened. And then, I met your mama. She was worth the heartache, and by then, I’d learned better how to act.” 
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