
Dragon Master Crimson Thunder – ‘The Ardon Legacy’

Book 4



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DRAGON MASTER CRIMSON THUNDER - 'THE ARDON LEGACY'

    

    
      First edition. February 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sydney Addae.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230263067

    

    
    
      Written by Sydney Addae.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

A Note from Sydney:

Books by Sydney Addae:



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    When Crimson Thunder's mother is found dead under mysterious circumstances, it sets off a chain of events that will test the limits of his power and love. As the leader of the Gatekeepers, he must maintain peace between shifter communities while investigating a series of disturbing events involving powerful crystals and altered humans known as Chimeras.
With his mate Nyla carrying their triplets, Crimson's protective instincts are at their peak. But when he's trapped in an underground lair of extinct creatures, he discovers his true heritage as Ardon's descendant, unlocking powers that could either save or destroy everything he holds dear.
In this gripping tale of love, loss, and legacy, Crimson must face enemies both ancient and modern while protecting the delicate balance between dragons, wolves, bears, tigers, and lions. With the help of Dark Thunder, La Patron-Silas Knight, and the Higher Court, he races against time to prevent a catastrophe that threatens the entire shifter world.
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Awash in excitement, Nyla hadn’t slept much the night before. She rushed through her shower, dressed, and ate a hardy breakfast, a requirement from her sons. Moving through the halls, she re-checked the suites set aside for her friends. Baskets of fruit, fresh flowers, robes  — everything looked wonderful.

“Where are you?” Crimson asked.

“On my way to the kitchen to make sure we have everything for lunch.”

“I’ve checked. We’re good. Meet me in the library.”

“Library?” She changed directions and entered.

Crimson sat in an extra-large recliner and smiled. “My chairs arrived.”

Nyla stared at the custom, oversized garnet leather chairs scattered around the room. Of all the times to create more of a mess. Internally, she shut down the negativity, stepped back, and smiled. “They look comfortable.”

“This one is. I suppose the rest are as well. Hugo’s transferring my books here later today.”

“Today?” she squeaked from the comfy chair.

Crimson nodded. “While you’re in the nursery, we’ll sort out things here. Catch up. Unless you planned for us to be with you.” He looked at her.

“No. No, this is perfect. We want some time to talk, too.” Seeing the room through his eyes, she smiled. “These work really well in here. You did great.”

“Sit with me for a while. Hugo’s sent transport to meet the plane. When they arrive, I’ll greet them and make sure they’re in their vehicles, with security flying overhead to bring them here. Promise you won’t overdo things, and you’ll rest when you’re tired.”

Smiling, she turned to face him. “Your sons won’t allow anything different. They’re running things for now. I promise I won’t do too much.” She grinned and kicked her feet in the air. “I’m just so happy and can’t wait to see them. I miss them so much. It’d been nice if Jasmine and Asia could’ve come. Maybe they’ll fly over for the luncheon with Lightress.”

“Or maybe they’ll stay to help run the Wolf Nation. LaPatron oversees over three million wolves. That’s a lot to deal with.” Crimson reminded her.

“I know they’re busy. Plus, we’ll visit them soon.” She grinned.

“Baby, we haven’t started this visit yet. Wait to talk about the next one.”

“Okay. Okay.”

“Is Sasha coming over?”

Nyla frowned. “She’s been distant since I told her about this visit.”

He met her gaze. “Distant?”

“I don’t think she likes wolves. Which is weird because she’s never met any. Even if she had, I’d think she’d want to meet my friends.”

“Because they’re your friends?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Shifter groups rarely interact with other groups. I didn’t understand the degree of separation until recently. Sasha may not be the only person in the enclave who shuns your friends.”

Nyla stared at him and snorted. “If they shun my girls, I don’t want anything to do with them. I gave Sasha a pass because I felt bad Lightress doesn’t want her at the luncheon, which makes sense. But if she says anything negative, we’re done.”

“Did you tell her that?” Crimson asked.

“Nope. Her heart will speak, and I’ll know.”

He extended his hand. Moving, Nyla took it and sat on his lap as he pulled her close for a soul-searching, mind-blowing kiss. “Love you.” He placed his hand on her stomach. “I love your mam, so be nice to her.”

Nyla laughed as she stood. “Let’s hope they heard and understand.”

Crimson held her close in his arms. “The plane’s here.”

Grinning, she looked up at him.

“This visit. It makes you this happy?” He searched her gaze.

“Yes. Yes. They’re here for me. I’ve never had that before. Go get them.” She pushed his chest.

“Yes, ma’am.” He brushed a kiss across her lips, stepped back, and disappeared.

Twenty minutes later, he reappeared and pulled her close. “Where were we? It’ll take an hour for them to arrive. I want to taste you.”

Her core throbbed at the promise in his gaze. “An hour? Hmm. Show me what you can do.”

Crimson picked her up, strode down the hall to their bedroom, and put her on the bed. “I’d have taken you in the library, but I don’t want them inhaling your scent.”

“Stop talking and do something else with that mouth.” She ran her thumb across his lower lip.

He bit down on it before sucking it further into his mouth while his hands ran up her thighs before pushing her legs apart.

“While we have guests, wear panties.” He patted her bare mound.

Grinning, she nodded. “You left early this morning, and I’d hoped we’d have time to do this before they arrived.”

His gaze became translucent as his fingers slid between her slick folds. Her body trembled beneath his questing fingers.

“So wet for me,” he breathed.

Nyla shuddered as he breathed across her heated mound. The contrast wrecked her. Crimson mastered oral sex and never disappointed. He knew where to touch, how hard to press, and when to back off. It was like he could read her mind and knew exactly what she needed.

Nyla moaned in delight as Crimson’s tongue swirled around her clit, sending waves of pleasure through her body. She clenched the sheets as his tongue moved deeper, teasing and exploring every inch of her most sensitive areas. Her juices flowed as Crimson’s skilled tongue worked its magic. She arched her back, pushing her hips forward while moaning his name as he held her in place, pleasuring her with his mouth.

Gasping and writhing, Nyla screamed his name, begging him to end this delicious torment. Overwhelmed, she tangled her fingers in his hair, urging him to keep going as he delved deeper with his tongue. His movements were slow and deliberate, drawing out her pleasure until she teetered on the edge. The sensation was electric, sending jolts of pleasure coursing through her body.

She arched her back and let out a long, guttural scream as she came, her entire body shaking with the force of her release. Crimson kept licking and sucking, drawing out her pleasure until she was spent and satisfied.

Stroking his hair, Nyla met his hungry gaze as he slid up her slick body and thrust his tongue into her mouth and cock into her sheath at the same time.

Time stopped. Nothing felt as good as Crimson filling her. They remained locked together, their tongues dancing until he moved.

She clawed at his back as he pounded into her, each thrust making her moan louder than the last. Her walls clenched around him, pulsing with sweet blissfulness as he hit every sweet spot deep inside her. Their bodies moved together in a rhythm that only they knew, each thrust bringing them closer to the edge. Sweat glistened on their skin as they moved faster, harder.

“Nyla,” he screamed as they both cried out in ecstasy.

Crimson collapsed onto her, his chest heaving with exertion, and Nyla wrapped her arms around him, holding him close. “I love how you always know just what I need,” she whispered as her heartbeat slowed.

“Because I need it too.”

They lay in the afterglow of their love-making until he rolled over and growled. “Hugo says they’ve turned onto the property.”

Nyla shot up. “What? Already?”

Crimson scooped her from the bed and strode to the shower. Minutes later, they met their guests in the foyer.

“Nyla,” Renee screamed. Jackie, Sarita, and Bella caught up with Renee and took turns hugging Nyla. Tears ran down her cheeks as she kissed and hugged them over and over. Wiping their eyes, they stared at each other.

“Group hug.” As they embraced, Nyla whispered. “I missed you guys so much.”

“Hi, Nyla,” Adam called.

She looked up. Adam, David, Storm, and Quinn stood in the same spot, waving and watching. Heat raced up her face as she wiped her cheeks. “Oh, I’m sorry. Hi and welcome.” She looked at Hugo and then Crimson.

“Hugo sent their bags to their rooms. Don’t worry about it. They’re teasing you. Go on with your sisters. We’ll meet you for lunch in an hour?” Crimson said.

“Are you hungry? We can have lunch sooner if you prefer.” Nyla looked at the women.

“An hour is fine. Ate on the plane. Show us around. Go do guy stuff,” Renee said over her shoulder as they took Nyla’s arms and headed in the opposite direction.

Crimson looked over his shoulder and smiled at the others. “Come with me.” They moved silently down the hall until he entered his study.

Staff had arranged most of his books, and the shelves were filled with three-quarters of them. They’d also set up the chairs and had a fire going. Bottles of wine and liquor sat on the mahogany bar in the back.

“Hugo, the library looks great.”

“Thank you, sir. There’s two more cases of your books we’ll unpack during lunch.”

Pleased, Crimson sat in the same chair as before and waved for them to do the same. “Would any of you like something to drink?”

“What kind of beer do they serve in this part of the world?” Quinn asked. “Seriously, dude. Where the hell are we?”

Crimson laughed as Hugo entered with a cart holding buckets of beer in the ice. “You’re here and here’s the beer.”

They looked at the labels and took refreshments. “Thank you for bringing your mates to spend time with Nyla. This is new for us, and she’s scared. It took a lot for her to admit that to me. She’s adopted your mom and considers your mates as sisters. Nyla’s my heart. Seeing her happy, knowing you made this possible, means a lot. Thank you.” He raised his bottle, and they drank.

“Much as I’d like the gatekeeper leader indebted to me, I can’t. Truth is, Renee was coming with or without me.”

Crimson’s brow rose in surprise as he stared at Storm.

“Yeah. Sarita too,” David said, with a slight smile. “Wouldn’t discuss it. Refused to listen to anything I had to say if I wasn’t agreeing.”

“Bella did the same. Made it clear her sister needed her, and she was coming no matter what.” Adam shrugged. They looked at Quinn.

He laughed. “Man, I don’t know why y’all trip and try to discuss stuff like this. There wasn’t a good reason not to visit and every good reason to come. Once Jackie said she needed to be with Nyla and her other sisters, it was a wrap. No discussion.”

Crimson rubbed his chin. “Must be something in the water because Nyla said the same to me about our trip to visit you in a few months.”

They laughed.

“There are a few things you should know. My mother’s not been well and spends a couple nights a week here, so she isn’t alone as much. Also, Coral may invite us over to visit. He’s been seeing and talking to my dad.”

“Your dad?” Adam asked.

“Yeah. He slips in and out of reality. Being around Nyla helps. I’ve invited him here for dinner one night this week. Hopefully, he’ll come. As I said, Nyla sees your family as her family.” His gaze landed on each. “Is that a problem? Recently, I’ve learned what we’re doing isn’t the norm. Are their pack rules against us hanging together?”

“Not that I’ve ever heard of. If there were, Dad would’ve said something,” Adam said.

“No offense, but your mom loves Nyla like a daughter. I’m not sure what he’d have said,” Crimson added.

“Good point. But as much as he loves Mom, neither would’ve remained quiet and would’ve warned us about any problems before we flew to the other side of the world,” David said. “Doesn’t matter to us what anyone thinks, anyway. We’re friends, family, because we chose to be. They can kiss my ass.”

Crimson laughed. “You sound like Nyla when I told her some in the enclave may not accept her friendship with wolf-shifters. Her response was a lot more colorful. I pity anyone who says or does anything my mate thinks is offensive.”

“They feel the same, trust me.” Storm shook his head.

“You’re still on make-me-pregnant duty?” Quinn teased Storm.

“Yes. Can’t understand why there’s not a storm brewing in the oven already.”

Surprised by Storm’s bluntness, Crimson laughed.

They looked at him and joined in.

“How do you feel about all of this? You can’t just take our women as Nyla’s sisters. They have baggage.” Quinn pointed to himself and the others.

Crimson smiled. “Never had much family before, and there’s a lot of you. Dad and LaPatron were really close. I respect the hell out of him and would do anything to help him. This, you coming to be with my woman during a hard time, speaks volumes. Sitting here with you, I understand what Nyla means. It’s good being around others who want nothing from you and wish you the best. So, I’m good with it.”

They held up their bottles. “To brothers.”

“Brothers,” they said and drank.

Laughter from the hall made them turn as the door opened. “Here they are.” Nyla’s smiling gaze met his. “This is Crimson’s man cave. Not to be confused with his office. That’s on the other side, not the family wing.” She sat on his lap.

Adam stood and pulled Bella close. “Tired?”

“Not yet,” Bella whispered. “I’ll nap after lunch.”

Sarita sat on David’s lap and kissed him.

“Are we going to bed now?” Storm looked at Renee’s flat stomach.

“After lunch. I’m getting sleepy. Pregnancy will do that to you,” Renee said.

Nyla’s head whipped around as she left Crimson and hugged Renee. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for you and Storm.”

“Pregnant?” Storm parroted, wide-eyed.

“Yeah, man, you finally did it.” Adam slapped him on the back.

“Does Mom know?” Bella asked, wiping tears.

“Yes. Dad too. They let us keep the secret to share until we got here.” Renee looked at Storm. “Happy?”

He stood, lifted her, and twirled her around. “Yes. Yes.”

“Who’s us?” David asked.

They looked at Jackie as she crawled onto Quinn’s lap and placed his hand on her stomach. “We’re having a litter of two.”

Quinn blinked several times and then grinned before kissing her.

“Congratulations,” Crimson said, standing. “Let’s feed these women before the babes in their bellies get cranky.”

Laughing, they left.
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At lunch, Nyla’s heart brimmed with joy. The sun poured through the dining-room windows, casting a warm glow on the elegant table set with her finest linens and a vibrant bouquet at the center. This was her first luncheon, made even more special by the love and laughter shared with everyone gathered. She glanced around, savoring the moment before addressing the group.

“How did this happen?” she asked, her voice tinged with disbelief as heat rose to her cheeks. Her hand fluttered as if to fan away the flush. “I know how pregnancies happen, but the timing. Is it common for littermates to conceive simultaneously? I’ve never heard of anything like this.”

Jackie leaned back, her hand shielding her rounded belly. “Didn’t happen that way with Tyrese and Tyrone. Mama says intent is a huge part of it. We control our bodies, allow ourselves to become pregnant.”

“Sounds right,” Sarita chimed in, her gaze softening as she looked at David. “I want your pups. I’m ready for our den. Once I decided, it happened soon after.”

Bella nodded, her smile serene. “Same here.”

Storm’s brow furrowed as he turned to Renee. “Why’d it take us so long?”

Renee shrugged, her fingers toying with her fork. “I went back and forth. When Nyla got pregnant and started her nursery, I saw things clearer and wanted a room full of little Storms.”

Storm’s brow arched. “How many is a room full?”

“A litter of three. Mom thinks two sons and a daughter, but she’s not sure,” Renee said with a playful grin.

Adam chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “More like she wants you to have a little Renee for payback.”

Renee’s eyes narrowed as she flicked a green pea at him, hitting him square in the chest. The table erupted in laughter as Adam winked.

“How big is your litter?” Crimson asked David, the mirth in his voice carrying over the clinking of glasses.

“Two,” David replied, sharing a knowing glance with Sarita. She nodded, her smile bright.

“And yours?” Crimson turned his attention to Adam.

“Two,” Adam said with a wink at Bella, who reached over to squeeze his hand.

“Nine,” Crimson said, his tone light but proud. “Mine takes it to twelve. An even dozen. Holidays and birthdays are going to be wild.”

Laughter rippled around the table.

“Laugh all you want. Nine wolves and three dragons are going to be a handful,” Crimson added, throwing back his wine and pouring another glass with a flourish. “And that’s just the first round.”

“What?” Adam asked, his expression a mix of surprise and amusement.

“Nyla wants more kids,” Crimson said, his gaze softening as it rested on her.

Nyla’s cheeks flushed again, and she waved him off. “We won’t discuss that now. I might change my mind.”

“She can birth females and wants daughters,” Crimson said matter-of-factly.

“When did that happen?” Jackie asked, her brow furrowed in curiosity.

“The High Court changed the rules and our biology. If I’d gotten pregnant today, I could carry either males or females instead of only males,” Nyla explained, her tone thoughtful. Then she glanced at Crimson, her hand resting on his arm. “I want daughters, so I’ll have at least one more pregnancy. We’d like a large family.”

Crimson nodded, his expression warm. “Whatever you want. I want.”

“However,” Nyla began, her tone firm but light, “when a woman is pregnant, it is not the time to discuss future pregnancies.”

“Pardon.” Crimson chuckled softly and glanced at Storm, his smile teasing. “This is the side of mates no one talks about—the constant desire to make your mate happy, even when she shoots you down in front of family. Good thing I’ve got tough skin.”

Laughter rippled around the table. Nyla reached for his hand. “I love you.”

Crimson’s gaze softened as he winked at her. “Love you more. Whatever you want, I want... within reason.”

“Lightress invited us to lunch tomorrow and is looking forward to seeing everyone.” Nyla sighed and pushed back from the table. “It’s nap time for me. These three demand I rest once they’re fed.” She caressed her rounded belly.

“Same here,” Bella said as she stood with Adam. “Lunch was lovely. Hit the spot.”

Sarita and David followed suit. “It was just right,” Sarita agreed, her voice drowsy. She leaned into David, who rubbed her back. “I need a nap too.”

Jackie grinned at Quinn. “Let’s lay down and rest.” She wiggled her brows, her tone suggestive.

Quinn pulled her close, his arm slipping around her waist. “The bedrooms are this way.”

Hugo stepped forward with a serene smile. “I’ll show you.”

“We’re going to rest, too,” Renee added, her arm linked with Storm’s.

Crimson took Nyla’s hand as they walked with their guests to the suites. Once the others were settled, they returned to their bedroom. Nyla yawned, her cheek brushing against Crimson’s chest as she leaned into him. “Sleepy,” she murmured.

“I know. Get some rest.” He turned down the covers and helped her into bed, tucking her in with gentle hands.

“Where’re you going?” she asked, turning onto her side to look up at him, her eyes heavy with fatigue.

“To check on Mom and Coral.” His tone was steady as he shared the conversation he’d had earlier with David and the others.

“That’s good. Are you bringing her back with you?”

“Not today,” he whispered, brushing her hair away from her face. “But I’d like her to meet them.”

“Make sure she knows they’re wolf-shifters,” Nyla said, her voice firm despite her drowsiness. “I don’t want anyone uncomfortable in my home.”

“Will do.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek, the soft contact drawing a faint smile from her as she nestled deeper into the sheets.

“Be back before they wake, if you can,” she whispered, her words trailing off.

“Promise. If anything comes up, I’ll take care of the guys.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

Crimson ran his finger down her cheek, watching as her breathing slowed, signaling sleep. Quietly, he stepped away. A moment later, he stood inside his mother’s home.

The scent of lemon polish lingered in the air, and the living room looked tidier than the last time he’d visited. Carlotta sat in the window seat, her gaze fixed on the view outside.

“Mom,” Crimson called softly.

She turned; her expression startled, then smoothed into a faint smile. “Cardinal. Crimson, what’re you doing here? You have houseguests.”

Relieved that she remembered, he nodded and walked closer. His eyes fell on the book beside her on the window seat—a collection of photographs of his dad. Its usual spot on the hall table was starkly empty.

“They arrived earlier and are resting after the long flight. I came to check on you.” His voice was gentle but curious. “What’s that?” He nodded toward the book.

Her cheeks flushed as she looked away. “Nothing.”

He reached for it, but she blocked his hand, snatching up the book and clutching it to her chest.

Crimson paused, studying her. A flicker of something unspoken passed between them, her guarded stance making him wonder. “You don’t want me to see pictures of Dad?”

Her head whipped around, her eyes wide with a flash of fear. “What?”

He pointed again, his tone steady but probing. “Pictures of Dad. I’ve seen them.” Not all of them, but enough to know they existed.

“When?”

“Mom? What’s going on with you?” He stepped closer, concern tightening his voice. “Are you seeing someone?”

She frowned, her expression a mix of confusion and offense. “What?”

“Is there a man in your life?”

“No. I’ve got friends. Nothing more. I was faithful to Garnet. Never cheated on him.”

His brow rose at her sharp response. “Faithful? Cheated? It was a contract to give him a son. You agreed to his conditions. Knew about his life before accepting the contract.”

Her eyes darted around the room as she clutched the book tighter against her chest. “No. I mean, yes. He wanted a son. I gave that to him. Me. No one else.” She ran her tongue across her dry lips and closed her eyes, her voice dropping to a whisper. “He’s everywhere.”

The statement struck Crimson as strange. Coral had spoken about seeing Garnet in blissful, almost euphoric moments, but his mom’s demeanor was different—haunted, tortured.

“Everywhere?” he asked carefully, watching her closely.

“Yes.” Her voice quivered as tears spilled down her cheeks. “I loved him. So very much. From a young girl, I wanted Garnet.” She wiped at her tears, but they continued to fall. “At ten and four summers, I saw him in council when my mam and I went with my sire about colors or something. White Thunder and the others argued, made threats, behaved unseemly. Garnet waited, then gave his opinion. It made so much sense everyone agreed.” A wistful smile softened her face. “I watched him the entire time. So handsome and strong. That day, I decided he’d be mine.”

His heart ached for her unspoken longing. “Mom.”

“He never attended balls. Never took a breedable. I watched and waited. Turned down several contracts waiting for him to notice me. If I heard he was interested in a topic, I studied it. Became proficient. I chased him for years without realizing he’d given his heart to another.” Her tear-filled eyes met his, filled with pain and regret. “No one told me. Maybe they laughed behind my back or whispered about his preferences in the shadows. It never occurred to me he preferred men.”

“Not men, Mom. He loved Coral,” Crimson corrected softly, his voice gentle.

“Coral couldn’t give him a son. As a red dragon, he needed an heir,” she snapped, her eyes blazing with anger and old wounds. “Which is why I never knew. He lived with that woman and Coral. Ivanna didn’t provide an heir either.” She inhaled, her chest rising and falling as if trying to steady herself. “Garnet broke my heart. So many wasted years living on crumbs of affection. Hoping he’d turn to me. See how much I loved him. How good we’d be together. I’d have given him more sons.”

More sons, Crimson thought with conditions.

“He loved you, Mom. Not the way you wanted, but he loved you.”

“I loved him with everything inside, and it wasn’t enough. I’m not enough.” Her shoulders bowed as she clutched the book tighter, sobbing into its cover.

Crimson’s chest tightened. He stepped forward, pulling her to her feet and holding her close, her tears soaking into his shirt.

“Mom. When I was small, you made me a cake to celebrate winning a game you’d taught me. A card game to learn my colors and numbers. Do you remember that?”

She sniffled, her voice muffled. “That month, you wanted to wear green, like a leprechaun. Such a sight you were in green sneakers, socks, shorts, and a shirt.”

Crimson grinned at the memory. “I asked you to dye my hair green, remember?”

A soft laugh broke through her tears, and the sound lifted his heart. “You were such an impertinent fledgling, demanding I color your hair to match your shirt.”

“Instead, we made a yellow cake with green icing,” he said, his voice light, coaxing her out of her sorrow.

She smiled through her tears, nodding. “Your lips had a green tinge the next day from the icing. You were so proud.” Her smile faltered as her voice dropped. “Garnet was angry.”

“You told him to let me be a little one as long as I can. I remember you standing face to face with him, arguing that he wanted me to grow up too fast.” Crimson’s voice was hushed yet filled with a deep reverence for the memory.

She nodded against his chest, her warmth grounding him as the room’s dim lighting cast soft shadows over their forms.

“Thank you for that,” he said, his voice soft but firm. “You don’t know how often I’ve reflected on the times you allowed me to go my way, experiment, learn new things. Those lessons never left me. They guided my business decisions, my life.” He paused, his fingers tracing gentle circles on her back. “You wanted Garnet for who you thought he was but didn’t know him. He chose you to give him sons based on what he knew about you. Believe me when I say he didn’t choose you lightly. He wanted the best for his son. That’s you.”

Her breath caught, but she didn’t pull away.

“Although you didn’t have his heart, he respected you enough to keep his private life apart from his relationship with me. He treated your heart as gently as he could without ruining his life. I wouldn’t be standing here with three sons on the way if not for you.” His voice softened further, carrying a note of gratitude that filled the space.

She pulled him closer, her head lolling against his chest as though seeking both solace and strength.

“Can you forgive Dad?” he asked gently, brushing his lips against her forehead. “Forgive him for not being who and what you needed? Not for him, but for yourself. Nyla, my sons, and I can’t replace him in your heart, but maybe we can help you heal. Move forward with your life. Because this—sitting in the dark, wishing things were different—isn’t good.”

Her sigh was long, the tension in her body fading away. “Yes, of course, you’re right. When did you become so wise?” she asked, tilting her head to look up at him. Her gaze was filled with wonder and gratitude. “Thank you for forgiving me and loving me.”

The reminder of Onyx and the others kidnapping her sent a shiver through Crimson, his stomach twisting at the thought. “Always,” he said firmly. “Think about what I’ve said.” He wanted to press her to eat more, to banish the gaunt, haunted look that still lingered on her face.

She stepped back, wiping her face with the back of her hand, and scrutinized him. “I didn’t mess up everything. We had great times together.”

Crimson’s lips curved into a smile. “Yes, we did. Every day was an adventure. You made everything fun. Remember that time you took me to the shore? I was certain the fishes heard me ask them questions about the water and told the fishermen to put them back so they could answer.”

Her laughter rang out, clear and genuine, a sound that seemed to light up the dim room. “You claimed the fish talked to you and said they wanted to return to the water. I had to buy all those fish and take them with us to stop you from crying.”

Crimson joined her laughter, his chest shaking with amusement. “Did we return them to the water? I don’t recall.” His eyes sparkled as he watched her face glow with the memory.

“Goodness no,” she said, shaking her head. “A bit of bait and switch that day. I gave the bucket to security to take to the house and took you to the beach to look for fish homes. Once you played in the water with the other fledglings, you forgot about the fish.”

Her smile lingered as she rested her hand on his arm. “Thank you, son, for replacing sad memories with those of joy. Go spend time with your friends. I’ll be fine. It’s time to leave the shadows, take a trip to regroup, get some sun, and see old friends.” She held out the photo album, her fingers brushing against the worn cover. “Keep it for your sons.”

Crimson exhaled, the weight in his chest lifting as he pulled her into a hug. “Enjoy. And thank you, Mom.”
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Chapter 3
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Nyla woke to the soft sound of Crimson’s snoring. He lay shirtless beside her, his broad chest rising and falling in a peaceful rhythm. A faint smile tugged at her lips as she slipped out of bed, her bare feet brushing against the cool floor. The bathroom light was dim, casting a gentle glow as she went about her routine. Lately, it felt like she was in there every other hour.

When she returned, the bedroom was silent except for the faint rustle of the sheets as Crimson shifted. He now lay on his back, one arm tucked beneath his head, staring up at the ceiling. His silver eyes softened as he saw her.

“Rest okay?” His voice was low and warm, like the morning sun breaking through clouds.

She nodded, sitting on the edge of the bed and reaching for his free hand. His palm felt rough but comforting. “La Patron didn’t send extra security. That’s quite an honor.”

Crimson’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “He knows his pups better than most. Just as I’d break the neck of anyone who got too close to you or my sons, his sons would do the same. And if I missed,” his grin widened, “you’d crucify anyone who meant harm to our boys. I believe your sisters are the same. Beware of mamas in the making.”

Nyla chuckled and kissed the back of his hand. “True. Especially with my emotions all over the place.”

“Sasha’s your best friend,” he said, his tone shifting to something more serious as he met her gaze.

“I want to believe that,” Nyla admitted, hesitating.

“Jackie and the others are visiting and will leave. What’ll you do for support then?” His gaze stayed steady, probing.

“I’m not sure,” she replied, her tone thoughtful. “Make new friends. Have no friends. What I won’t do is tolerate biases against the women who’ve had my back from day one. In all honesty, has Sasha ever gone out of her way for me with no benefit to herself?”

His brow arched. “Don’t know.”

“I love and accept her the way she is,” Nyla said, her voice soft but firm. “That doesn’t mean I’m blind or deaf. I’m aware of what she does and how. When we first met, Lisa had just disowned me for not having a contract. It was brutal to my self-esteem. Plus, she cut me off financially. I was desperate—lonely. Sasha was nice, invited me to hang out with her. I needed that.”

“Did she have friends?” he asked, his tone even but curious.

Nyla frowned, the memory stirring emotions she hadn’t touched in a while. “No. I didn’t notice at first, but after a while, I realized the others were standoffish. By then, we were friends. Don’t misunderstand,” she added quickly. “I love Sasha. She’s my close friend. But recently, I’ve experienced a different level of friendship—one with genuine caring, giving, and taking. If I asked my sisters to meet someone or go somewhere, they’d trust me to keep their best interests in mind. They wouldn’t say no because the person was different.”

“Sasha doesn’t feel the same?” Crimson asked, his brow furrowing.

Nyla shrugged. “She’s on the fence about meeting them.”

“Maybe it’s the pregnancy?”

“Could be. Won’t affect this visit. She’s the one missing out.” Standing, Nyla stretched. “We have guests. What’re your plans before dinner?”

Crimson stood, towering over her. “We’re going to Dark Thunder’s castle. He wants to meet them. Should be interesting when they see the décor—dragons on the columns, statues, banners.” His voice carried a mix of amusement and pride.

“Driving?” Nyla asked, arching a brow.

“Is there another way for them?” he teased, wrapping his arm around her waist. Pulling her close, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You smell incredible. A combination of us.”

“I noticed that the other day but wasn’t sure when my scent changed,” she replied as they left the room.

“We’re mated.” His tone was smug. “Higher Court reinstated mates.”

“And that’s part of it?”

He nodded as they entered the nursery. Inside, the atmosphere was warm and relaxed. Renee stood sketching on the wall while Jackie, Bella, and Sarita lounged on the window seat, flipping through colorful catalogs. A bowl of fresh fruit and bottles of water sat nearby on a small table, evidence of a thoughtful host.

“How’d everyone rest? Is everything okay?” Nyla asked, glancing at each of them. Their relaxed expressions reassured her.

“Fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I’ll have to make it up to Quinn tonight,” Jackie said with a cheeky grin. She gestured to the catalogs. “These are awesome. I’ve highlighted several things to order for the nursery.”

“Me too,” Sarita said, her voice light but genuine.

“I’ll leave you ladies to it.” Crimson offered them a warm smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling slightly.

“Are you leaving? Going somewhere?” Sarita tilted her head, curiosity in her gaze.

“Yes.” He winked at her and strolled out, his footsteps fading softly down the hall.

Bella watched him go and smiled. “Crimson’s chilled a bit since the last time. I like this side of him.”

“Me too,” Nyla agreed as she exhaled deeply, a hint of pride in her voice. She sank into the seat next to them. “He’s working hard on it. He merged with his dragon.”

Renee joined them, perching on the edge of her seat with interest. “I thought they were one, like we’re one with our wolves.”

Nyla shook her head, her expression serious. “It’s a deeper level. His beast is in control now, and it’s not as warm as his human side. Doesn’t see gray areas.” Her brow furrowed before she glanced toward the door Crimson had exited. “He’s been chill, as you say, today. So far.”

“When I shift, my beast’s in control,” Jackie said, her voice thoughtful.

“The dragon is always in control,” Nyla replied with a faint shrug. “Few allow their beasts that level of freedom.”

“Why did he?” Bella asked, leaning forward slightly.

Nyla hesitated for a moment, her expression softening. Then she began recounting the battle that had changed her mate, her voice carrying the weight of the memory. The others hung on the tale, spellbound.

“His dragon takes no risks with our safety,” she finished, her tone thick with emotion.

“Sounds like David,” Sarita teased, nudging Renee lightly.

“And Storm,” Renee added with a grin. “He’s a hunter.”

“What’s a hunter?” Nyla asked, tilting her head in curiosity.

Renee reclined, her tone shifting as she explained. “The Goddess gifted certain wolves in Grandfather’s line with the ability to hunt outlaws and judge them. Far as we know, only three wolves on the planet have this ability. One is an alpha and Storm’s cousin. Can’t remember the name of the other one. He’s really old, and Storm rescued him.”
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CRIMSON ENTERED HIS study, the scent of aged wood and parchment greeting him like an old companion. The space was shadowed, the late afternoon sun stretching across the room. Through the open French doors leading to the patio, he caught sight of Storm and David seated at the wrought-iron table. Their postures were casual, yet their sharp gazes betrayed a constant state of readiness.

Inside, Adam, and Quinn stood near the shelves, rifling through books with curious hands. Their movements stilled as they turned to look at him.

“Ready?” Crimson’s voice cut through the quiet, steady.

“For?” Adam’s brow arched, his tone edged with curiosity, a faint smirk playing on his lips.

“Visit Dark Thunder.”

“Just us?” Storm’s gaze swept the room, scanning for signs of anyone else.

“Yeah.” Crimson hesitated for a split second, wondering if they’d question his ability to keep their mates safe. Would they take offense at his hospitality?

“Transpo’s out front,” he added, his tone brisk, before turning on his heel toward the door.

The others exchanged glances, but followed without a word. Outside, the cool air carried the faint scent of pine and earth. A sleek black SUV waited, its engine humming softly, a low vibration in the stillness. One by one, they climbed inside, their silence heavy with anticipation.

“Nice of you to ride with us,” David said as they pulled onto the highway. The cityscape soon gave way to sprawling woods, the dense trees casting long shadows across the road.

“Things are calm,” Crimson replied, his voice low.

“Meaning?” Quinn’s tone was sharp, his gaze steady on Crimson.

“Just what I said. Dark Thunder wants to meet La Patron’s sons. Today’s the best day to get it out of the way. Tomorrow might be different.”

“Who’s Dark Thunder?” Quinn pressed.

“Ancient, like Lightress. He’s responsible for gatekeepers and elevating dragons to master status. Like Grandfather, he comes and goes, based on what’s needed.”

“He’s a ghost?” Adam quipped, his grin wry.

“Ask him,” Crimson replied evenly.

Adam chuckled but fell silent, the weight of the conversation settling over the group. Outside, the forest thickened, the shadows deepening as the sunlight struggled to pierce the canopy.

“Are there a lot of shifters here? Wolves? Bears? Lions? Tigers?” Adam asked suddenly, his tone light but laced with genuine curiosity.

Crimson’s gaze flicked to him, his expression unreadable. “Strange you should ask that. I wasn’t aware they were organized until recently. Mountain Bear Patrol wants to meet with me. So does a lion tribunal. I’ve met Alpha Nyx and members of his pack.”

The group exchanged looks, absorbing the revelation.

“Meet with you? Why?” David asked, his frown deepening.

“Gatekeepers handle the safety of all shifters. They want to talk about it. A local Rex asked how to contact us if they needed help. I need to discuss it with Dark Thunder.”

“Is this normal? Bears and lions meeting with gatekeepers?” Storm leaned forward, his brows furrowed in thought.

“I’ve been told this is the first time.” Crimson met each of their eyes in turn. “You look surprised.”

“It’s surprising,” Storm admitted. “I’ve never met a bear shifter. Other than the lions who worked with the dwarf, I hadn’t seen them before either.”

Crimson nodded, his gaze turning to the window. The forest parted, revealing the castle in the distance. Its towering walls were draped in moss and ivy, the structure looming against the dusky sky like a relic of another age. A sense of foreboding crept into the air, its oppressive weight heavier than he remembered. He realized teleporting in had spared him from noticing its lifeless exterior.

“What the hell?” Quinn whispered as they crossed the creaking bridge into the courtyard. The chill in the air seemed to intensify as the SUV rolled to a stop.

A servant Crimson didn’t recognize opened the door, bowing before leading them inside. Their footsteps echoed through the grand hall, the sheer scale of the space—and the artifacts adorning it—drawing their eyes. Statues of creatures long forgotten, intricate tapestries, and ancient relics lined the walls, each piece steeped in untold stories.

At the far end of the room, Dark Thunder sat at a long, polished table, his piercing gaze fixed on them. His presence dominated the space, commanding respect, and a twinge of unease.

Crimson stepped forward, meeting his gaze without hesitation. “I’d like you to meet my brothers,” he said evenly.

The others, jarred from their subdued awe, rushed to Crimson’s side, their postures snapping upright as they faced the ancient being.

“This is David, Adam, Quinn, and Storm,” Crimson said, his tone calm yet carrying an air of authority.

Dark Thunder’s brow arched as his sharp gaze settled on Storm. “Welcome to my home. Would you care for refreshments?”

“Bottle of beer,” Crimson said, pulling out a chair and settling at the long table.

The others echoed his request, their voices blending into a chorus of agreement. Moments later, the servant returned, pushing a cart laden with buckets of iced beer. The faint clink of glass against ice broke the silence as he distributed the bottles.

“You arrived today?” Dark Thunder asked, his deep voice resonating in the spacious room.

Crimson’s brow lifted at the question, but David answered, his tone straightforward. “Yes.”

“What do you think of the area?” Dark Thunder’s gaze swept over them, his expression unreadable as he studied their reactions.

“Where are we?” Quinn asked, his tone tinged with exasperation as he leaned forward slightly.

Dark Thunder and Crimson exchanged amused glances, a silent understanding passing between them.

“You’re here,” Dark Thunder said simply, his lips curling into a faint, enigmatic smile.

Quinn scowled. “Is there a reason we can’t know which continent we’re on?”

“Yes, there’s a reason,” Dark Thunder replied, his voice even, revealing nothing more.

Crimson leaned toward Quinn, his voice low. “After the luncheon with Lightress tomorrow.”

Quinn gave a reluctant nod, his frustration simmering but contained.

“You’re an ancient like Grandfather?” Adam asked, his curiosity breaking the uneasy pause.

The floor trembled under Dark Thunder’s glare, his authority filling the room like a tangible force.

Crimson’s expression darkened. “My brothers,” he said firmly, a warning edge to his tone.

“Teach them respect,” Dark Thunder snapped, his eyes narrowing.

“He meant no disrespect, and you know it,” Crimson growled, his voice low but steady.

Dark Thunder’s intense gaze softened into a sly smile. “Did you say brothers? You’ve been adopted by La Patron?”

Crimson glanced at Adam, his tone casual. “He and Grandfather get into pissing contests sometimes.”

Adam gave a slow nod, understanding dawning on his face.

“You asked to meet them once they arrived. We’re here,” Crimson said, his voice calm but unyielding as he locked eyes with Dark Thunder.

“Yes. It’s an honor for La Patron’s pups to visit the area. Welcome.”

“Thank you,” Storm and David replied, their voices respectful but firm.

“I meant no disrespect,” Adam added, his tone measured.

Dark Thunder nodded in acknowledgment before turning his attention to Quinn.

“Your home is interesting,” Quinn said, his eyes flicking to the towering shelves and intricate carvings lining the walls.

Dark Thunder laughed, a low, rumbling sound, joined by Crimson. “It’s a museum. I’m rarely on this plane and only reveal it when I’m in residence. It’ll do for now.”

Moments later, Sapphire and Emerald entered, their movements fluid and purposeful. They each gave one-armed embraces before standing at ease, their gazes appraising the four men.

With an air of authority, Crimson made introductions. “And these two are Sapphire and Emerald. They arrived to help clean up the mess with the dwarf.”

David nodded, along with the others. “That was an interesting day,” David said, his tone dry.

Emerald’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “Nice country, though. If Sasha weren’t breeding, I’d have stayed longer.”

“How long are you going to be in town?” Sapphire asked, his focus shifting to Storm, who had relaxed.

“We’re not sure,” Quinn said with a shrug. “I think we’ll be told a day before, if not the day of.”

“Spoken like a mated man,” Emerald teased, his grin widening.

“Guilty,” Quinn admitted, settling into a chair. He glanced around, his expression light with humor. “This place is straight out of a gothic novel. I’m glad your home’s not like this,” he said to Crimson.

“It’s old,” Sapphire said simply, his tone neutral as his gaze briefly locked with Crimson’s.

As the conversation ebbed and flowed, Blaze and Violet entered. Their eyes darted to the wolves, their expressions unreadable as silence stretched between them.

Crimson broke it with a wry smile. “I’m going to assume you’re overcome with seeing me standing here, that you’re rendered speechless.”

Blaze blinked, then pointed. “Hello. Who’re they?”

Crimson glanced over his shoulder, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “My brothers.” He winked at Adam and the others before turning back to the dragons.

Not long after, Noah and Coral arrived. Coral’s face lit up with a genuine smile as he crossed the room with quick steps. “Hello, David. Adam. Storm. Quinn.” His voice was warm and welcoming as he embraced each of them in turn. “It’s good to see you. How was your trip over?”

As Coral engaged the group in light conversation, the surrounding air buzzed with subtle tension. Noah strode over, his presence commanding yet approachable. His tone was brisk but friendly as he said, “These rude assholes didn’t introduce me. I’m Noah, Coral’s litter mate. Welcome and nice to meet you. Any brother of Crimson is a friend of mine. If you need anything during your stay, let me know.”

Blaze tilted his head, his brow furrowed in visible confusion. “You lead Gatekeepers. How can you have wolves as brothers?”

Crimson’s expression remained calm, his tone indifferent as he shrugged. “I do. That’s the way it is.”

“But we’re dragons. Air-bound. They’re not,” Blaze persisted, his confusion deepening.

Crimson’s eyes narrowed, his voice hardening to steel. “Blaze, I don’t really know you. These four are my brothers. Don’t start shit in here.” His gaze bore into Blaze, the weight of unspoken authority pressing down until Blaze shook his head and backed off.

Blaze raised his hands in mock surrender, his expression sheepish. “Just trying to understand what’s going on. Heard the Mountain Bear Patrol want to talk to you. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Crimson replied
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