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For all those friends who stick with you through the worst as well as the best, to all those who are adopted into found-family, to all those who take their best friends and make them their bonded… you know who you are. Thank you.










  
  
Author’s Note




This novella contains some subject matter that may not sit well with you, so I wanted to just let you know about it, up front. 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 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

Portals





It was nearing midnight when he received the message with the address. When they arrived, the Victorian house was vacant. The stench of stagnant air, mold, and rot made the act of breathing a chore. At least, the state of the place made entering extremely easy. 

~ Are you sure about this? ~ The half-vampire used mindspeak to communicate with her chosen love. She rubbed her hands over her arms when the craving moved through her once again. He felt it. Morgan was at Seth’s side, where he felt she belonged.

Seth reasoned that he and his kindred had been without a fix for nearly two weeks. Their supply dried up, and their supplier refused them anymore. Someone wanted to talk business. Until they agreed to this meeting, they couldn’t find anybody willing to sell to them. It was obviously a set-up, but what choice did they have? After a few days of gnawing pains and cravings that made them snap and snarl at each other, the couple agreed to meet with the mystery.

~ I’m not sure about anything, Morgan. Other than, we’re being used. Truth is, we can’t go on like this. Neither of us can think straight, and it’s gotten painful. So, whatever’s on the agenda? If it gets us what we need? I’m willing. ~ He continued leading her inside. At the foyer, they faced a long hallway with a staircase to one side.

The door locked behind them. Both jumped, ready for anything.

“Welcome, Seth and Morgan. I appreciate that you’ve taken my offer.” The voice came from the shadows ahead of them. The redhead stepped in front of the girl, his hand urging her to stay behind him.

A light-skinned, black man with freckles on his face and white-gray hair pulled back on his neck, stepped from behind the stairway. He was wearing a white suit, a pale-yellow shirt, and a white Havannah hat. His cane was black, like his belt, shoes, and hatband. The way he moved spoke of centuries—more than centuries of life. He stopped in the hallway next to those stairs, his gaze studying them.

“You may call me Morfesa. How are you?” He spoke calmly and slowly.

“We’re not here for anything but business. We didn’t want to come.” The redhead cast his green gaze to the bottom of the staircase.

“Oh, dear younglings, do not be ashamed. It is not your fault something has ahold of you so fiercely. You can try to wean yourself free of the grip of addiction, but not without help. That’s why I’m offering this deal to you. It will get you by until you find help. All you need to do is what you are naturally capable of doing.”

“We aren’t ashamed. We just don’t trust easily.” From around Seth’s side, Morgan looked at the odd man. “What do you mean, naturally capable of doing?” Her mismatched gaze narrowed, and her fist bunched in the back of Seth’s shirt.

“I need his power to create a portal.” He walked closer, and his voice seemed warmer, more welcoming, almost fatherly. “Seth helps me create a portal to Ordia free of Crimson’s rules, and I will provide you both with the herbs you need.”

“A portal?” She took a couple of steps to move from behind Seth. Fidgeting and rubbing her arm, Morgan was a little too quick with a response. “That’s all you want for it?”

“Just a portal. It’s all I need. And your Chosen has done this for me in the past.” Morfesa shrugged before placing both hands on the golden dragon’s head atop his cane. He turned toward the back of the house, but looked over his shoulder. “We don’t want to lose you to a reactionary Crimson agent. I can be sure you are medicated and protected. After all, I have an entire dragon clan at my disposal. And unlike other dragon lords, I am not afraid of using it.” The older gentleman began walking to the back door.

“Why can’t you do it?” the young redhead asked.

“I will be helping direct the energy. But I need a dragon from a different clan, a different energy wavelength. I need more than one.” The old man stopped. He turned to watch the couple.

“Well, yeah, I suppose. I helped a demonic mage punch the portal through to the other side last time. You know about that?” Seth put his arm around Morgan’s waist, and they ambled down the hallway.

“Yes, Seth. One can form the portal. Another directs it. Still another may need to boost the energy. Nothing like your standard dragon portal—no, these flow between worlds, and lives depend on them.”

“That’s a lot of power to strain through a sieve,” Seth said.

“I’m confident you can do this again.” The old man waited. Politely.

Seth turned to his kindred. Watching her like this hurt his heart. He pulled her close to him. ~ You’re going to be okay, right? Get your head on straight. If I take too long, go to your papa. Promise? ~

Her head was nodding at him, even though her eyes were unfocused.

~ Promise. But don’t take too long. I don’t want to go to him. ~ She hugged Seth tightly before letting go.

~ I know, but he’s safe. I want you safe. ~ He pulled back and turned to Morfesa. “Okay. Where are we doing this?”

“Right out the back door and into the next building. I will protect her.” He tapped his cane twice on the floor, and several people dressed in standard street clothes came in from other portions of the house. One held out a water bottle to Morgan.

“I’m here.” She took the bottle and hugged herself. ~ Seth, I love you. ~

“Follow me.” The old gentleman turned and used his cane appropriately. “We’ve tried to choose a very strategic place.”

Seth watched the ancient with curiosity in his green eyes. They were going out the back of the old house. Through the backyard and the ripped fence, they found access to the parking deck next door.

Morfesa paused and held his hand up momentarily. His eyes closed for a full minute before opening again and continuing the journey.

“Sorry, but the best way to ensure all video devices are no longer recording is to mimic an electrical issue. It takes longer to handle than other methods.” His Mississippian accent seemed benevolent, which helped his cause.

“My clan, we’re not really known for magical might on one side. On the other side, yes. So, I suppose I’ve learned at least some. But.”

“But so long as your mind is muddled, it’s difficult. Perhaps you will someday throw off your addictions. Then you will know your true might, lordling.” They walked down a ramp to the base of the parking garage. Their footsteps echoed along the corridor. The muted lighting had a sound all to itself. It was a low buzzing hum, which could become annoying after too long.

The sound of footsteps echoed even when they stopped. Seth looked further into the darkness and saw someone he’d met before. The casually dressed man wore a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt. His nearly blond locs were gathered in a thick band and hung down his back. His bright eyes and paler skin tone made him stand out from the other man, but they seemed connected.

“I believe you’ve met my son, Largros?” Morfesa asked.

“Yeah.” Seth noted the other draconic man didn’t offer his hand. It was fine. He was used to the snubs. “So, let’s get to business.”

Seth turned to the lower corridor. Taking a breath, he held his hands up before him, palms out. His eyes shimmered into a deep blue-green, and the pupils elongated, showing his true nature. With a deep growl, he manifested the energy he needed. A crackling storm of golden and copper light swirled up behind Seth and moved into his body, through his hands, and outward to form a vortex of blue mist.

“It is time.” Morfesa smiled before turning his head slightly and nodding to his son. The other young man stood next to Seth and raised his hands, palms out.

Bright golden energy moved from Largros’ palms to become a copper color as it entwined with the other dragon’s power, and the blue mist churned with a hurricane’s power. The sound was deafening for a minute or two before things began calming. The portal’s circumference grew and pulling energy stopped. Seth stumbled to the ground and landed on his side, struggling to breathe. Largros released his push of energy and took a step back from the whiplash.

Morfesa watched the portal churn and dance with an electrical current. He motioned to the guards around the room. Three made their way over to Seth and lifted him. He could barely move. His head hung low.

“You will come in quite handy. I’ll be sure you're given what you desire.” Morfesa smiled as he cupped the redhead’s cheek and smacked it lightly.

“Need, Morgan.”

“Oh, she’s safe. So long as you take a lesson and do as you’re told.” Morfesa watched as the young man struggled. “You have quite a heart, Seth of Morias. I kept it in mind when I chose you. Don’t worry. Your kindred will be fine. I’m sure you’ll be a good dragon and do exactly as you’re told, yes?”

“Mmm.” Seth felt them lift him. He watched, his body unable to fight, as Largros approached Morfesa in the portal's light. Lifting a hand, Morfesa moved some of the hanging dreadlocks back over his son’s shoulder.

“I want you to try. I want you to be a distraction.”

“Oh? For whom?” Largros asked.

“For a very naughty demon.”










  
  

Chapter two

Back into Life





Professor Raudine finished reading the last, painful sentence of a ten-page report. The current page looked like it was bleeding. He sat the paper down on his desk and rocked back in his office chair. It creaked and protested, but he leaned into it enough to hear his back pop. A deep groan resonated from his throat. 

His mind traveled back over the taste of wine-scented lips and the feel of hard muscles against his skin. Suddenly, an almost electrical sensation sparked from the brand under his right shoulder blade. It made him shiver.

He wondered if Gabriel felt it when he thought of him.

A couple of weeks had gone by since they averted the doppelgänger crisis. Things calmed down like any other situation Jean-Michel found himself in. He should have been thankful. However, he crossed a line with his Councilor, the keeper of his chains.

“Jean-Michel, will you be burning the midnight oils again?” The voice of an older staff member jostled Jean-Michel from his thoughts. Benjamin was a small man with dark skin from Honduras in his early seventies. It amazed Raudine that the human was still around, and he figured it dealt with Ben, keeping his mind busy and his body active.

“I suppose so.” Jean-Michel chuckled and moved the paper into a file folder. He slipped into a bit of a French accent like it was natural. “Want a drink, Benny? I might as well wrap for the day.”

“Why, yeah. You always have the best stuff.” The janitor entered the door and settled his dust mop’s handle in the frame’s crook. He wiped his brow with his handkerchief before shoving it back into his pocket. Good working men—drinking together. The pubs around town were full of spoiled college kids wanting a quick drink and to watch sports games.

It was detestable.

Jean-Michel picked up the bottle from the bottom drawer and poured it into two paper cups. He slid one across the desk to Benny. He recapped the whiskey and put it away. Taking his cup, he lifted it in a toast. “To still having midnight oil for the burning.”

“Midnight oil,” Benny said, louder than his host, and they both took a gulp.

“I was heading out, but thought I’d finish up one last paper. Done.” Jean-Michel got up from the desk. “So, you have the office now, mon ami.” Raudine reached for the coat hook below several framed papers, which let people know how qualified he was to teach. His coat went on—a nice sport coat with patched elbows. His hat, a fedora with a tweed band, went on his head. “What’ll you be doing tonight?”

“I have my family, friend. As soon as I leave here, I’ll be home and shower and hold my wife as close as I can, and in the morning? Grandkids are coming over. I love my grandkids. You spoil them and—”

“Give them back.” Both said it because Benny told Jean-Michel the same thing for years.

“When will you get you a family, Jean-Michel?” Benny asked.

“Most Southerners say I am too ornery to settle down with anybody worthwhile,” the Frenchman replied. 

“Then you need to find you a saint, friend. Family give you a reason, give you life forever.” The old man began cleaning.

“Bonsoir.” Raudine shook his head, leaving Benny to clean his tiny office. The man’s words were still in his head. If only it were so easy. He tried having a family. He lost it. Truth be told, the dragon wasn’t sure he wanted a family ever again.

His arm hit the push-bar, and soon, he was outside in the icy January wind. The small college town of Whitley was unassuming and less crowded than major metropolitan areas. The humans he passed by were ignorant of the large-scale operation beneath the streets and the nature of the beings with whom they shared this world. As it should be for everyone’s safety.

There were no more buses. It was too late. The old-fashioned gaslights made the stroll lovely. Jean-Michel always stopped and regarded the centuries-old holly tree, especially at this time of year. The berries were bright red. They made him feel something nice and warm, but he couldn’t quite reach whatever the memory was.

Unlike others who might have kept to the well-lit sections of town, Jean-Michel Raudine walked without fear through the darker areas and further past the huge garden homes. Instead of turning down the street to go further into the town’s historical district and its layers, he moved down the main street. There, nestled into the forested hill overlooking the creek below, was a tiny coffee house he frequented. 

“It’s amazing how well I still know you,” Dante said. His voice carried from the recesses of the small shop’s side yard. Only his ruby-colored eyes were visible. Otherwise, the demon remained cloaked in the shadows of evergreens.

“Is this business-related, or are you still angry about me convincing your sister to testify as she did?”

“Of course, it’s business. Isn’t it always business related these days between us?” The incubus stepped into view of the redhead.

“You say it as if you’re jealous.”

“Not at all. To business. We have a problem on Ordia’s side of things. I believe Pack Weylyn is having trouble.”

“What makes you think that?” Jean-Michel was curious about this, considering how close he and Devon Weylyn were.

“Nothing has come through the portal for weeks. You know, our secret, little portal opens into their eastern packlands. This means our profits are down. Significantly.”

“I’ve parted with a lot of my assets. I was looking forward to the bonus I’d normally receive from you.”

Dante’s brow raised. “You could always access the other account. He’s never touched it, so if you’re in need?”

“I will not touch it. Either he gets it, or his coven or future children get it.” Sebastian Evansworth wasn’t a subject Jean-Michel wanted to think about.

“So fucking touchy.” The demon scolded, “You could get into it, but won’t. He can but refuses. I’ll never understand the two of you.” The incubus scoffed, “I suppose we’ll have to visit him to find out what the problem is.” 

“And by we?”

“I mean you.” Dante didn’t even hesitate in his response.

“That’s what I thought.” Jean-Michel took a deep breath and let it out, the steam floating away. “There’s plenty of time. After all, I have no life.” His mouth was a thin line as he stared at the incubus.

Walking back toward the shadows, Dante smirked. “Oh, I’ll be patiently waiting to hear from you. Just remember, the longer you take, the longer you’ll be without the extra coin, Jean-Michel.” He stepped into the darkness to vanish, leaving the redhead to continue his little jaunt.

Not the best news, and Jean-Michel wondered which lycan packs were involved. Walking the rest of the way up the path, Jean pushed the door open. The lovely young girl with braided hair looked up. She was as pixie-pretty as they came.

“Well, I was wondering where you’d gotten off to, Professor.” Mariah continued washing dishes in the tiny sink built into the back side of the counter. “Your usual?”

Raudine smiled at her and nodded before moving to the side display case. Mariah tossed him her keys. “Lock it back while you’re at it, si vous plait?”

A gruff chuckle left Raudine as he opened the display case and chose a nice cigar of his favorite making. Locking it back, he asked, “Shall I also lock the door?”

“No. Still got almost an hour before we lock up. They’re testing operation times to see what kind of business we’d make later in the evening. I think it’s a waste this early in the week, but maybe Thursdays through Saturdays?” She shrugged. “Thank you. Merci.”

“My pleasure, Mademoiselle.” 

Turning to lean on the tall counter, he dropped the keys into the girl’s hand. “Now, mind if I smoke while you concoct my drink and clean?”

His eyes were alive with flirtation when he looked at the girl. Mariah was always game for it. She was attractive, practical, and intelligent. She would’ve been in his bed already, but he didn’t want entanglement.

Well, at least not with her.

“I love the smell of those things. And of you. You still haven’t told me what cologne you wear. I swear, if I ever find out, I’ll spray my entire apartment with it.” Mariah moved over to her prep area to place a hand-sized square of cheesecloth on the counter. She hopped on her toes and grabbed the appropriate tea canister. “Hope you don’t mind a bit more lavender in the tea. I made them order a better brand.” She placed a spoonful of the loose leaves in the center of the cloth and then pulled all the sides up to tie it off. She added it to a handmade cup and poured in heated water from the coffeemaker.

“I love lavender. Earl Grey with lavender is a favorite of mine. So long as you put a spoon of honey and some cream in it, I’ll drink it up like a kitten his milk.” Jean-Michel moved to the one set of comfortable chairs in the place. The rest were cafe chairs that had seen better days. He lit the cigar and took a few good draws from it.

“You got it, chief. I would love to see you drink something like a kitten drinks milk. That’d be nearly X-rated.” She giggled before reaching for the honey.

“I’m sure you would.” Raudine sat and took another draw from the cigar. He tried to let his mind calm down. There was a lot of business to think about. But not at this moment. This moment was for relaxing.

“So,” Mariah spoke quietly because he damn near looked like he was meditating.

Raudine opened his eyes and grinned before placing the cigar aside and reaching for the offered cup.

“Yes, ma amie?” He took a sip. The flavor was delightful, as always, and the warmth of the milk helped his mind relax. He hoped to sleep tonight, a welcome change.

Mariah took a cafe seat, turned it, and sat down. “I wondered if you were okay. You look tired and stressed. I got used to you, Professor. I guess I’m concerned?”

“Oh, there’s nothing to be concerned about, Mariah. Je suis cava, just a bit tired, and I’ve been trying to work out a puzzle. So my brain, it is,” he moved his index finger in a circle at his temple and took a deep breath, “tired.”

“Oh? What kind of puzzle?” she asked, curiosity overcoming trepidation.

The chimes on the door jingled. And damned if his puzzle didn’t walk in the door. 










  
  

Chapter three

When You Can’t Go Back





Gabriel was ending a long week of meetings, conference calls, and contract negotiations. The end product was well worth the headaches and hassle. Now that he’d taken care of all this business, he could turn his full attention back to Crimson Council matters. 

Cleaning everything from his desk other than the computer screen, he wiped things down. The place was immaculate, full of modern cleanliness. Gabriel’s office was spacious, with sleek furniture. Everything was black or gun metal. He straightened his clothes before donning his jacket and making his way out of the empty office building.

He knew his Tasker liked the unique, little, coffee shop nestled in one of the barely touched forests in town. So, he was on his way. Though he’d never admit it, Gabriel missed Jean-Michel. No. He missed Senias. Those late-night phone calls just to jerk his chain, the adventure surrounding the man, no, the dragon. Oh, and he missed his touch. 

No calls. No messages. Gabriel wasn’t about to run after his Tasker like a teenager with a crush. Or was he? No matter how much he tried to deny it, Jean-Michel had been his crush for years. Since they’d crossed the line, Gabriel couldn’t stop thinking about the next time. When would it be?

Would there be a next time? The drive couldn’t be quick enough.

As he opened the door, the wind chime hanging right above it inside the shop alerted everyone. Removing his gloves and coat, Gabriel looked around the interior. The floor looked filthy, but Gabriel realized it was a painted stain on earth-toned concrete. Wood shelving surrounded the cafe setting inside. There was a steampunk-like gear sculpture across half the ceiling, which worked the ceiling fans. Unfortunately, because it was winter, it all was gathering cobwebs.

Gabriel wished he could hire a cleaning crew to go through the place. His gaze landed on a man with graying auburn hair, smoking a cigar.

“There you are. I’ve been trying to reach you for days, Raudine. You’ve been avoiding me.” He took a seat across the coffee table from his Tasker. 

“Mea culpa, mon ami. Yes. Avoiding. It didn’t work, I see.” Jean-Michel took another sip from his cup, mischief in his blue-green eyes.

“Oh.” Gabriel failed miserably at playing off the slap in the face. He stiffened and cleared his throat. “Well, for Council matters, ignoring or avoiding me won’t work.” Gabriel placed his bag on a table, and then his coat over the back of the chair, so he could sit against it and not the dingy cloth.

“You take things too seriously sometimes, Gabriel.” Jean-Michel grinned, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes becoming more pronounced, along with his smile lines. “Good to know I was missed. Merci.”

“Oh?” Heat spread from Gabriel’s cheeks to the rest of his face and down his neck.

“I’ve been extremely busy.” Jean-Michel rested his cup on the chair's arm. “What can I do for you?”

“I have Council seats vacant thanks to the doppelgängers,” Gabriel spoke low because this was not business a normal human ought to know. “The lycan seat needs to be filled, and they want me to ask Devon. Also, while the Elven Councilor is still missing, the Elven High Court is sending over someone to replace her. Zenlial Nedian.”

He noted the intensity in Jean-Michel’s gaze. 

“Your of the opinion that the elf might be alive? It’s rather optimistic to think she survived a doppelgänger or whoever they were working for.”

“I have hope. Not sure what it’s worth,” Gabriel replied.

“Hope is worth a lot. If you task me with these things, I am bound by my oaths to help you in this above all other things.” Jean-Michel put the cigar out, leaving an aroma of vanilla and sweet tobacco in the room.

“Consider yourself tasked, Mr. Raudine.” For the moment, his eyes smiled. He was pretty sure he was about to blush again, so he played at looking at his watch. “What time does this place close?”

“Mariah will stay open for me as long as I desire, oui, Mademoiselle?” Jean-Michel looked over Gabriel’s shoulder to see the girl was watching them. She blushed and giggled, but she recovered quickly enough.

“If you’re paying my hourly wage, I can find stuff to do. I have a class at 10 in the morning. So, let’s not keep me past midnight?” She finished drying the cups and put them away. “What about your handsome guest, Professor? What’ll it be?”

“They have teas, coffees, espresso, sparkling drinks, Italian sodas, and all kinds of nasty pastries left over from the day.” He motioned for Gabriel to handle business.

“You look familiar. What’s your name?” she asked. 

Walking to the bar, Gabriel smiled at the young woman. “The name’s Gabriel Kennedy, and I’d like some mint tea with a teaspoon of honey, if you don’t mind, madam.” He pulled out his wallet and gave her a fifty. “Consider the change to be compensation for your time, since it’s about to be past closing.”

“That’s why you look familiar. My business professor talked to us about you. So, I’ll serve you in a fancy cup, Monsieur Kennedy.” The girl winked at him.

“And do I get your name?” Gabriel thought to himself that her Southern drawl nearly butchered the French accent she was played. “And unique cups, by the way.”

“Mariah’s the name. And thank you. I made this one myself.” She began packing the cloth to make a tea bag.

“It’s a beautiful piece. I love unique works of art.” He watched her add the hot water over the bag.

“I don’t know if I’d call it a work of art, but it’s fancier than my normal work.” She let the tea steep while studying both men. The last of her other customers got up to leave. “Are you going to make our Professeur less lonely?” Mariah asked conspiratorially, withholding the cup from him. “He could use less loneliness, you know.”

Gabriel couldn’t help his brows lifting at hearing the brazen question. He tucked his wallet back into place and cleared his throat. “I am not sure I’m his cup of tea.”

Mariah made a snorting sound in her nose as she handed the cup over the counter. “Yeah right. Well, I’m fairly certain the professor likes all kinds of tea. Here.” She handed him a packet of honey. “In case you need more.” 

Returning to the table, Gabriel took his seat and drank. His eyes fluttered, and he sighed. “Excellent tea.” He lifted the cup to look it over. “Lovely piece, too. Wonder why she works here. She could have her own business.”

“Mariah works here because it makes her happy. She’s a special sort with a latent talent in her psyche. Our dear Mari makes pottery, poetry, and knitting. She has a blog, works here, and sells things she loves. This funds her education at the University. I also may have helped her find certain, unknown grants and scholarships to encourage her.”

“How do you know all of that?”

“I’ve been coming here for a couple of years. In the human perception of time, it’s a lot. She is quite an open book. A warm and caring soul.” Jean-Michel took another drink of his herbal tea. “I’m not a total lost cause in relating to others.”

“I never thought you were.” Gabriel lowered his voice. “Speaking of relating, anything between us will remain private. I meant what I said. I take my privacy seriously and want no harm coming to either of us.”

Maybe he was having second thoughts?

The Tasker nodded. He leaned forward to take out his wallet and place a large bill under the saucer before taking the cup again. Jean always smelled of tobacco, earth, and patchouli, along with a bit of musk from just existing. They were close, and Gabriel felt like he was high on the possibilities.

“Do you feel it?” Jean-Michel asked suddenly.

“Feel what?” Gabriel raised a brow. Was he caught doing something inappropriate? The expression on his lover’s face told him he’d given the wrong answer. What did he need to say?

“Never mind.”

The world crashed back into existence.

“Can I get you anything else, fellas?” Mariah asked from the bar. It was like she sensed the shift in tension.

“Didn’t want more?” Gabriel finally looked at the dragon again.

“No. The thoughts of other things keep me up well enough. I don’t need to add more caffeine to it.”

“Thoughts of other things?” There was a hint of hope in Gabriel’s voice.

Jean-Michel swallowed before explaining. “I have many people to answer to.”

“Do these people care, or are they causing you trouble sleeping? Devon and Eva are always worried about me. I know they worry about you, too. So, do you have anyone else watching your back?”

“You mean, as anything other than a target or a tool?” He chuckled. “Maybe three. The two you mentioned. And the one right in front of me. That carries a lot of weight, considering I’m supposed to be looking out for him and not the other way around.”

Gabriel smiled, his dimples showing.

“Four. If you count the fang who’d probably rather wring my neck than look out for me.” He smirked and raised his cup in a half-assed toast. “But he had impeccable timing at Pandora’s Box. I’ll give him that.”

“What is it with you two? Half the time it seems he wants you dead and the other half, I swear he wants you in his bed.”

“Because half the time he wants me dead and the other half, he wishes I was still in his bed.” Jean-Michel’s eyes hardened. “Want to know any more, mon ami?”

Gabriel swallowed. He’d hit a sore spot. Damn, he should have known better. The tone of the answer let him know where he stood. It was a fantasy he could barely taste.

“No, thank you.” Finishing his tea, Gabriel set it aside. Embarrassed, he got up, grabbed his things, and made his way to the door. He imagined Jean-Michel was watching his every move because he was leaving.

“Gabriel.”

Though he heard Jean-Michel call his name, Gabriel would not play the dragon’s game. He opened the door. The miniature wind chimes sang their song, and Gabriel nearly walked right into a fit, silver-haired man with steel-gray eyes. Startled, he took a step back.

“Ezekiel?”










  
  

Chapter four

The New Mystery





“Gabriel.” 

The man was all heavy eyebrows and constant glare. The Tasker could feel a shiver down his spine from having to deal with Ezekiel Skinner. And it wasn’t a good shiver. Gabriel, of course, let him in.

“I’m here because I have something to discuss with your Tasker. Unfortunately, he’s not answering his calls.”

“Well, feel free to talk. He’s sitting over there. I was leaving.”

“Actually, I need you here as well.” Skinner made his way over to the two chairs across a table from one another. He pulled one of the cafe chairs over as well.

Jean-Michel could see the tightening of Gabriel’s shoulders. The huff, followed by a sigh, told him the Councilor wouldn’t leave. Sure enough, he closed the door, locked it, and returned to the previously vacated chair.

“You could have called my phone as easily as his. I would have answered. Given it entails my Tasker, I would have been able to reach out to him.”

“I’m simply doing as I was told. I’m handling my alias, handling class, and you know, keeping my head down.” Since being stabbed, Jean-Michel didn’t like the idea of getting into trouble. “Are you sure you need me?”

“No other tasker can handle this piece of reconnaissance. Raudine is specialized in this subject. Who knows, you may be as well, considering your family.”

Both the Tasker and Councilor shared a quick glance before returning their attention to the Director of Crimson.

“As you know, I’ve been looking into the appearance of unsanctioned portals.”

The Tasker rolled his eyes. When he heard Ezekial pause and clear his throat, Jean-Michel sat up straighter and motioned with his hand for the Director to continue. He didn’t need trouble. To be honest, both he and Gabriel thought Ezekiel was up to his throat in those unsanctioned portals, and nobody else.

“We know they’re made by demons or dragons. I have word Councilor Petrard of the Paris Council has been getting information and products obtained through the main portal in Nice. Thanks to the new lycan wars, trade from Ordia has slowed significantly, so I believe people are seeking quicker results through illegal means.”

Jean-Michel and Gabriel took a quick glance at one another. This might be the first Gabriel heard of it, but Ezekiel’s mention only verified Dante’s assertions. The draconic man was concerned about Devon. Did his lycan brother know? The largest portion of Devon’s pack lived in the other world. Much of his family lived there as well. Devon’s immediate family, however, was in this world. In Gaia.

“You have both business and council ties with Petrard. Or you did. That might get you into his confidence quicker than I could manage.” Skinner was directing this commentary at Gabriel. “Raudine also has ties to the man. He's been tasked to him in the past.”

“It doesn’t mean the man is going to admit to smuggling or going against the Portal Accords. New portals aren’t supposed to be made. It’s dangerous. You, of all people.”

“Councilor Kennedy, I suggest you be careful with what you are about to say to me.” Skinner waited.

“If this is true, it’s big. There’s a problem. To hold someone as powerful as Petrard accountable for anything, we need solid evidence. What worries me most is if he’s using a dragon. Demons have a protocol with Crimson. Dragons aren’t supposed to be in this world.”

Skinner raised a salt and pepper brow while acknowledging Gabriel, but turned his attention back to Raudine, who immediately began speaking.

“Who do you believe is responsible for this?” Jean-Michel asked. Who was Ezekiel’s target this time?

“The Twins, of course. They have it in for me, ever since things happened with the doppelgängers. I still believe they were the ones allowing those things in. It’s no secret they have a spare portal. Therefore, they know how to make portals. As of one hour ago, a new portal opened upright on their back doorsteps.”

Neither Jean nor Gabriel expected Skinner to come forth with the details. The gods built that man of secrets and lies. They glanced at one another again.

“I hoped to keep you unaware of the details so you could prosecute. You’re the best I’ve ever seen at it. I may have to choose another councilor.”

“I appreciate the compliment. As for Raudine, since he is my Tasker, his tasks are mine to assign, not yours. I believe we covered this in our last discussion. I’d be involved one way or another.”

“I suppose.” Skinner rose, and so did everyone at the same time. The Director of Crimson was moving toward the door. “And Gabriel?” Skinner paused before leaving. “I don’t trust anyone.” The Director turned to leave and wore his frustration like a coat.

“What do you make of it? I mean, he’s covering his own ass, but why go after Dante and Mira? If our theories are correct, she helped him and came out of it all smelling like a rose. She didn’t turn on him.” Gabriel picked up his things.

“But she knows. She could be a loose end. Mira shares everything with her brother. They’re both loose ends.”

“Know what?” The perky feminine voice broke their concentration. “Did you forget about me and my uh, need to get home and get good Zs for class?”

Jean-Michel turned to her and smiled. “How could we forget about you, Mariah? Don’t worry. We were just leaving.” The Tasker walked to the door to grab his jacket off the hook before speeding up a bit to open the door for Gabriel.

The surprise on Gabriel’s face was beautiful. He loved keeping the man on his toes!

“Well?” Gabriel asked after they were outside, and the door locked behind them.

“We go to the portal he was talking about. I want to know if it’s like the one we found in the middle of Whitley’s industrial park. If it is, the demons don’t have a damn thing to do with it. It makes little sense Dante would place a portal close to their territory. And considering–never mind.”

“Considering?” Gabriel pressed.

“Considering Dante already came to me about the situation on the other side of the portal, how would he have another portal opened?” Jean-Michel was tight-lipped about his connections. But, if he were going to work with Gabriel Kennedy, he supposed, some information was best to share.

“You don’t just do business with him, do you?” Gabriel asked as they continued to walk down the gravel path to Gabriel’s sedan. “The way Mira was all over you, and you knew how he worked?”

“Oh, come off it! Don’t read into that. I know how he works because I have a business relationship with him. His sister didn’t even know when we made some deals.” He motioned to the car. “Shall we?”

Gabriel stood a few feet away, his eyes narrowing.

“I’m telling the truth. And if you’re anything like your ancestors, your magical sight can confirm.” The Tasker crossed his arms over his chest.

“Why would I hope you were telling the truth? Not like we have anything but a casual relationship, right, Raudine?” Gabriel motioned for Jean-Michel to get in before unlocking the doors and sliding into the leather seat.

Jean-Michel swallowed as he watched the man get into the car and continue adjusting things like this didn’t bother him at all. The dragon wondered why it bothered him. There were plenty of on-again, off-again lovers in his past. Why were Gabriel’s words so damn sharp? He took a deep breath before getting in the car. 

“Go the same route to Dante’s Inferno I used, and we should see what Skinner rambled about. I should feel the draw of the portal once we get close. We’ll also be seeing a bunch of Crimson SUVs, I imagine.”

“Thank you. I know what I’m doing.”

They sat in silence on the way. The dragon figured he had little to say, so why bother? When it came down to it, he made up his mind. They’d gotten it out of their systems and now he could steer clear and keep Gabriel safe.

Jean-Michel was doing his best to discourage connections once again. Everyone who ever aided a dragon, a blacklisted creature, could be punished for it. Gabriel wasn’t on Skinner’s radar as an accomplice, and he hoped to keep it that way. He’d been a loner before the doppelgänger case. He could be a loner again. They pulled around the SUVs and went straight up to the crime scene tape.

“Sorry sir, there’s been a gas line situation. I must ask you to turn around and leave.” When the Crimson guard leaned down to the window, he didn’t recognize them. 

“I’m Councilor Gabriel Kennedy of Crimson. This is my Tasker, Jean-Michel Raudine. We are here at the behest of Director Skinner to help with the investigation. Where should I park, and if you can direct us?”

“Sorry, sir. If you can back the car down the alley across the street, it should be out of the way. Then, you can make your way across the first floor to the basement level of the parking deck. Forensics is sweeping, so ask before you touch anything, floor included.” He nodded before stepping back.

“Easy enough.” Gabriel parked, and they made their way casually across the street and over the tape.

Jean-Michel said nothing. He simply waited. As soon as they were out of hearing range for most people, the inevitable happened. The human turned to him and said what he needed to say.

“You really are that much of an ass? You don’t give a damn about what we—”

“You.” Jean-Michel cut the man off.

“Okay, that I wanted there to be something.”

“This isn’t the place. Since you’re asking, I lost my give-a-damn over a thousand years ago. You’ve even commented on my attitude once before. Why did you think things could be different?” From the look on the man’s face, the commentary was more effective than Jean-Michel expected. The Tasker looked away as soon as he recognized the pain in Gabriel’s eyes. He heard Gabriel clear his throat.

“Of course. You’re right. I shouldn’t have thought it'd be any different.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and began walking. “Forget it. We have work to do.”

The usual chill was back in his demeanor. It put distance between Gabriel and those around him. After all, Jean-Michel didn’t like to be made a fool.
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