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A NEW COUNCIL. A RESTORED Fire. A Legacy Reborn

––––––––
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CRIMSON THUNDER AND Nyla have finally returned home, but the peace they seek is a fleeting dream. As Nyla prepares to bring three heirs into a changing world, Crimson is thrust into a position he never sought: Leader of the first-ever Shifter Council. Tasked by the Ancients themselves to unite the warring factions of Wolves, Bears, Lions, and Tigers, Crimson must forge a path of unity before internal rebellions and external threats tear them apart.

But a new shadow looms on the horizon. A human group known as "The Collector" has begun hunting their kind for sport and research, threatening to expose the shifter world to a public that isn't ready for the truth. With his father Garnet returning from the veil to pass on the mantle of Ardon, Crimson must master his restored fire and protect his growing family. In this fifth installment of the Dragon Master series, the stakes have never been higher, and the flame of the Red Dragon must burn brighter than ever to secure the future of all shifters.

A special thanks to Karen Moss for her help with this book. You rock!

Sydney!
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Chapter 1
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THE FLEET OF SUVS PULLED through the iron gates just as twilight settled over the estate. Crimson watched through the window as the familiar landscape rolled past—ancient oaks lining the drive, the perfectly maintained grounds, the sprawling mansion that had become home. After the chaos surrounding Thomas's rescue, relief settled into his bones.

Beside him, Nyla shifted with a soft groan, one hand pressed to her swollen belly.

"Almost there," he murmured, covering her hand with his. The babies kicked against his palm—strong, insistent. His sons.

"They know we're home," Nyla said, managing a tired smile. "They've been celebrating for the last hour."

Behind them, the other vehicles carried David and Sarita, Puck and Kendra, Adam and Quinn, and the rest of their traveling party. The flight home had been long; everyone was exhausted from the mission to rescue Thomas and the others. But they were home now. Safe.

Coral and Hugo had gone ahead earlier to ensure everything was in order for their return. Although Dark Thunder assured him Spice wasn't a threat, Crimson refused to take chances.

The cars rounded the final curve, and the house came into full view—cream stone glowing in the fading light, windows warm and welcoming. Hugo and Coral stood waiting at the entrance beneath the portico.

The moment the vehicles stopped, Crimson was out, circling to Nyla's side. He opened her door and extended his hand. She gripped it, letting him steady her as she emerged.

"I can walk," she protested, but her fingers tightened around his.

"I know you can." He kept his arm around her waist as they approached the entrance. Behind them, car doors opened and closed as the others emerged, stretching and gathering their belongings.

Hugo stepped forward, his usual efficiency softened by a genuine welcome. "Welcome home, everyone. Your bags will be taken to your suites. I've had the staff prepare refreshments in the main living area. Dinner will be ready within the hour if everyone would like to gather."

"Thank you, Hugo." Nyla leaned against Crimson.

"That sounds perfect," Sarita said as David helped her from their vehicle. "I'm starving."

"Good." David's expression shifted as he assisted his mate.

"Agreed," Kendra said, Puck's steadying hand at her elbow.

The marble-floored foyer welcomed them all with its cool spaciousness. The group filtered inside, spreading out with the ease of people who'd been living together for weeks. Nyla stopped just inside the entrance, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply.

"Home," she whispered.

Crimson brushed a kiss against her temple. "Let's get you to bed to rest before dinner."

"I'm fine," Nyla said, but her exhaustion was evident. "I want to be with everyone."

"You will be. After you rest." He looked at the others. "Give us thirty minutes?"

"Take your time," David said, his expression understanding.

Crimson guided Nyla toward the hall leading to their private section, one hand at the small of her back. Their suite welcomed them with familiar comfort—the massive bed already turned down, fresh flowers on the nightstand.

He helped Nyla to the bed, kneeling beside her as she settled against the pillows. Placing both hands on her swollen belly, he spoke firmly. "All right, you three. Listen up. This is my woman first. You don't kick her while I'm holding her. Got that?"

A flutter beneath his palms. Then stillness.

Nyla's laugh was soft, wondering. "How do you do that?"

"They know who's in charge." He kissed her belly, then looked up at her. "Stay in there as long as you can, where it's snug and warm. You have the rest of your lives to run and play. Don't be in such a hurry."

"I'll rest for a bit," Nyla agreed, already sinking into the pillows. "But wake me for dinner. I don't want to miss it."

"Promise."

He waited until her breathing evened out, then made his way back to the common areas. Voices drifted from the den—familiar, welcome. As he entered, Crimson took in the scene: David and Adam stood near the windows, deep in conversation. Puck occupied one of the larger chairs, his massive frame somehow making even the oversized furniture look small. Quinn sprawled on a sofa, while Storm stood near the fireplace, silent and watchful as always.

The women had gathered on the opposite side of the room, though Kendra looked like she was about to fall asleep where she sat.

"How's Nyla?" David asked as Crimson joined them.

"Exhausted. Our sons are active. Travel wore her out." Crimson accepted a glass of water from a passing server. "She'll join us for dinner."

David nodded, then gestured toward Sarita with a slight smile before returning his attention to Adam.

The hour until dinner passed in comfortable quiet. Crimson remained in the den, half-listening to David and Adam discuss pack business while his mind wandered to tomorrow's meeting. Eventually, people drifted to their rooms to freshen up. When it was time, he went to wake Nyla, helping her dress before they made their way to join the others.

The dining room buzzed with warmth as everyone gathered around the large table. Staff brought out platters of food—roasted meats, fresh vegetables, breads still warm from the oven. The rich aromas filled the room. Several stomachs growled in response.

Nyla settled beside him, her chair pulled close enough that he could keep one hand on her thigh. Conversation flowed as plates were filled—relief at being home, gratitude for a safe trip, and catching up.

But Crimson noticed the pauses that stretched a beat too long. David's gaze kept drifting to Storm. Adam's fork scraped his plate with unusual precision. Quinn wasn't joking the way he normally did.

Silence greeted Nyla's outburst about something Kendra had said, and then the other women yelled their agreements.

"Sorry, I didn't tell you everything before," teary-eyed Kendra said.

Crimson locked eyes with Puck, nodding. He knew the trials Nyla had faced with her sister Emily, including her attempt on Nyla's life. He firmly believed that Emily's tea had caused Nyla's miscarriage. As such, he'd never have allowed the child near his family. Thankfully, decisions on that matter were moot, since Emily was dead, just as Puck's sister-in-law was.

Though he had questions about Puck's situation, he waited until they were alone. He was unfamiliar with terms like Eremo, Calliston, and the Celestial Sanctum.

Flashes of a large grove with several shade trees, a large reflection pool, with nearby benches, crossed Crimson's mind so fast he closed his eyes, remaining still.

The women's voices drifted from the sitting area—laughter, easy conversation. But at the table, the mood shifted. Quinn set down his glass, his expression turning serious.

"How does the Bear Mountain Patrol play into that?" Quinn asked, looking at Puck. "Why didn't they step in to help Kendra?"

"They didn't. We have different leaders now." Puck's posture made it clear he had nothing more to say on the matter.

Again, flashes of fighting and thunderstorms between men and beasts rolled across Crimson's vision so clearly, he saw the seams in their clothes, smelled the soot from the fire, and tasted the acrid stench of desperation to survive on his tongue. He glanced at Puck, took in his stiff posture, and wondered if there'd been a rebellion against their leaders over Kailey. The taste of war lingered on his tongue.

Servers appeared with more courses, refreshing drinks, and cleared plates. As the meal continued, Nyla leaned against him with her hand on her belly. "They've been extra active lately," she told him through their link. "You need to have a talk with them."

Crimson smiled and rubbed his chin against the top of her head. "Now? We can go into the bathroom, take off that dress and—"

"That's not what I meant." She grinned.

"Still not a bad idea."

"I'm hungry."

"So am I."

"For food," she corrected.

"I'm hungry for you, tasty woman."

"When we get to our room, okay?" She smiled, her expression softening. "This is the first time we've all been together without tension or problems riding our backs. Feels good hanging out with friends. I like this. Especially since we'll all live near each other."

He raised an eyebrow.

"On the same continent is what I meant. David's pack is building homes for them. They'll move onto Pack lands before their pups are born."

"Pups?"

Nyla nodded. "Sometimes pups, sometimes kids. Bella always calls them kids. Whenever their mom is near, it's always kids."

"Sounds confusing."

"Not really. Either way, I know what they mean. That's what's important." She leaned back as the servers brought out another round of dishes.

"When is Angus returning?" Crimson asked, directing his question to David.

"After Thomas and the others leave for home, he'll fly back to work with the crystals," David said.

"Nyla and I will leave soon to deal with my mom's estate." The words felt heavy. His mother's house. Her belongings. All the pieces of a life that ended too soon.

David nodded, understanding. "Take whatever time you need."

"What happened to the tigers?" Puck asked once they finished eating. "Have they decided where they'll live?"

"I haven't spoken to Griff or any of the others since this thing with Spice," Crimson admitted. "I'll talk to them soon." He planned to offer Griff the caretaker position at the castle. It was remote enough to meet the tiger's needs and large enough for him to move about in tiger form.

The moment that thought formed, he saw a huge tiger running through the forest. Its mammoth claws and teeth ripped into a deer. The crisp smell of the forest teased his nostrils before the scent changed. Bloody.

What the hell? Why had he seen it?

"Was there anything about having visions or trances in the books about Ardon?" 

Nyla looked up at him. "No. But I didn't read all of them yet. Why?"

He shared what he'd seen.

She frowned. "We'll check when we get to your mother's estate."

"We've seen rogue lions and wolves in the forests. They're becoming a nuisance," Quinn said. 

"Nuisance?" Crimson frowned.

Quinn nodded. "Stealing supplies. Ignoring boundaries. When we got the word regarding this trip, we'd been dealing with a rogue lion."

Crimson nodded as a forest rolled across his vision with the silhouette of a lone lion standing defiantly out front. He shook his head, dispelling the image. This couldn't continue.

He reached out to Coral through their link. I'm having visions. Need to know if this is related to Ardon's history.

I'll look into it and let you know what I find, Coral responded.

"If the coalition was in place," Quinn continued, "we could discuss with their Rex how we should handle them instead of killing them outright. When will that happen?" He looked at Crimson.

"I don't know. Why not just talk to Leomar? Tell him what's going on. Get his take on things," Crimson asked.

They stared at him.

"Without you?" Puck looked surprised.

"What do you expect me to do?" Crimson shot back. He'd inherited powers he didn't know how to use or control. If he didn't get a handle on that soon, it'd drive him crazy. He hadn't fully processed his mom's death or settled her affairs. His thunder depended on him for training and direction, plus he wanted to spend quality time alone with his woman. He didn't have time for a coalition right now.

"Moderate. Keep things from getting out of control. This is new. Groups don't talk or share problems. I'm thinking the only reason they didn't kill the lions immediately was because of the Gatekeepers. We need to understand the boundaries," Puck said.

Adam agreed. "True. Our hesitation to kill them made them bolder. So far, they haven't attacked, but they refused to leave our territory. If we kill them, are we starting a war with the Pride? Is there an agreement that lions, bears, tigers, or wolves can access any area without penalty?"

"This is my first experience dealing with bears." David tipped his head toward Puck. "Never seen a tiger. First time dealing with a lion directly. Is there some type of protocol to talk to the Rex? Or the Mountain Patrol? Puck and Kendra can enter our lands, but none of the other bears or shifters can. I think what Puck's suggesting makes sense. We'd need you or someone you trust to bring us all together and work this out before we start something Gatekeepers will need to clean up."

The weight of what they were saying settled over Crimson. These weren't abstract problems. His friends—his family—were facing actual threats. The rogue lion wasn't just a nuisance. It was a powder keg waiting to explode.

He exhaled slowly, his jaw tightening as his fingers drummed against his thigh. "When did you want to do this?" Crimson's gaze flicked from David to Adam to Puck before landing on Storm, who'd been quiet.

"Whenever you have time. The sooner the better," Quinn said. "Like I mentioned before, we've got a lion squatting on our land, openly defying the rules. We can kill him, but want to be sure we don't spark a war this close to the birth of our pups."

Adam, David, and Storm nodded. "If we can't meet with the lions to settle the matter, the lion dies by midnight," Storm added.

A dark dust storm rolled across Crimson's mind. Blood and fur flew in all directions. Claws, fangs, and low growls beat like a drum in his mind as a fierce battle ensued. He couldn't see who fought, but believed it was Storm and a lion. Intrigued, he'd seen no animal, other than dragons, move that fast or rip into a beast the way Storm did.

"And risk a war?" Puck asked.

"We asked nicely. If he's still there, I'll destroy him for disrespecting our alpha." Storm spoke matter-of-factly about killing an animal double his size.

As the lion lay dead and bleeding on the ground, Crimson pulled out of the trance, weighed the options, then settled. Handle this now, and David and the others could lock down their borders. A few hours after that, he and Nyla would be on their way to his mom’s home.

"I'll have Hugo contact Rex Leomar. Griff will represent the tigers." Crimson looked at Puck. "You'll represent the bears."

"What about Max?" Puck asked with a slight frown.

"My coalition. I pick the reps." Crimson looked at David. "You're there as well. I'll have Hugo set it up for in the morning. Wait until after your alpha speaks with Leomar before killing the rogue." He held Storm's gaze for several seconds. Storm never blinked or acknowledged Crimson's words.

"That'll work," David said, drawing Crimson's attention.

Puck rubbed his chin with a slight frown. "They may not agree."

"Then there'll be no representation for the bears," Crimson said. "I want people I'm comfortable around, not whoever is politically correct. That's not what this is about. I'm not interested in posturing and bullshit. When we sit and talk, shit has to get done, not waste time."

Puck held up his hand. "Just telling you, there'll be push-back from my leaders. I'll be there."

Nyla brushed a kiss against his cheek, stood, and walked toward the sitting area. Kendra and the others followed. Crimson leaned back and watched the sway of her hips before meeting Puck's gaze.

"Look. I have a low tolerance for BS. Time is a precious commodity, and I don't waste it. Hugo has contacted Rex Leomar and Griff for an emergency meeting. I don't like how that sounds, but it is what it is. They've agreed to be there. Ask your questions, bring maps, get solutions on boundaries, and whatever you need, so everyone understands the rules. As long as you police your own, handle your people, you'll never have problems with Gatekeepers. If you have rogues violating laws, inform us. Same with dragons. If they fuck with you, let me know, and I'll take care of them. We'll only get involved at that point. Otherwise, handle your shit like you've been doing."

"Dragons?" Storm frowned.

"Every group has rogues," Crimson said, looking at them as if they should know this.

"But... but we wouldn't see or hear or smell them. It'd be too late," Quinn said.

"You're thinking Gatekeepers or dragons in thunders. Rogue dragons aren't tethered to a master. You won't see him, but you'll hear him coming. Most rogue dragons remain deep in the mountains and have little to nothing to do with the outside world. But if you ever have a problem with them, we'll take care of it," Crimson said.

"There's a difference between dragons? Those in thunders?" Quinn asked.

"Yes. As a master, my thunder is blood-oathed to me. Similar to how your pack is to your alpha. Those wolves differ from rogues, right?"

Quinn nodded.

"Do you plan to open the area to more tigers?" Adam asked.

"I've never opened land to anyone, so I'm not sure what you mean," Crimson said as images of tigers running through the forest entered his mind before he shut it down.

"Griff and the others followed you. They're the first tigers on the land in centuries," Adam said.

Crimson didn't understand where Adam was going with this and waited.

"Lions live in prides. They're a social group with a hierarchy working together. Tigers, on the other hand, live alone and will fight to the death for their privacy rather than share," Adam said.

"And this is our business... why?" Crimson asked.

"They'll be at the coalition."

"Yes. But they won't fight in the meeting. When the meeting's over, everyone will know where the others stand, penalties for breaking, ignoring, or disrespecting boundaries. Everyone's free to be themselves; that'll never change. The only difference is everyone will know what the goalposts are and iron out potential problems. That's the purpose of the coalition. If tigers and lions don't get along, that's on them."

"If they kill each other?" Adam asked.

Crimson shrugged. "Natural order of life and not our business. But, if there's foul play, agreed-upon rules in the coalition broken, then they can solicit Gatekeeper help. Otherwise, live free."

"Makes sense," Adam said.

"Yeah. Didn't expect that. Thanks for explaining," Storm said, his gaze held Crimson's a moment longer.

"What's going on with the crystals Thomas was taking to Hawke? Did Angus find them?" Crimson asked.

"Yeah. Thomas gave them to Angus to check, and he said something happened to them. Claimed something drained them like a dead battery. He and Hawke spent a lot of time working on them before he packed them up to send back with Thomas," David said.

"Drained? Did Thomas use them as an energy source against Spice? Or did Spice tap into the crystal's energies, thinking it was Thomas?" Crimson asked.

David shrugged. "No one knows what happened yet. Hawke's eager to get them to study. Dad, too."

"Understandable," Crimson said, wondering if they would ever know what made chimeras so different.

As the evening wound down, people began drifting off to their rooms, exhaustion from travel finally catching up with everyone. Crimson helped Nyla back to their suite, his mind already turning to tomorrow's meeting.

"That was good," Nyla said as they prepared for bed. "What you decided. Your mother would be proud."

The words struck deep. Crimson pulled Nyla close, breathing in her scent—honey and jasmine and home. "I hope so. I'm trying to build something better. For our sons."

"You will," she said with absolute certainty.

After Nyla fell asleep, Crimson stood at the window, looking out over the darkened grounds. Tomorrow, he'd bring together representatives from groups that had been isolated for centuries. He hoped everyone worked through their problems without dragging him into it. With Ardon's power and untrained abilities running through him, his plate was full.
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DAWN BROKE COLD AND clear over the estate. Crimson stood at the bedroom window, watching the sky lighten from deep purple to pale gold. Behind him, Nyla slept peacefully, her breathing deep and even, one hand resting on her swollen belly.

He'd already contacted Hugo about the arrangements at the castle. Simple meeting. Discuss the lion situation. Explain Gatekeeper roles, remind them to police themselves, and provide contact info. Hopefully, they would be done within an hour and leave for his mother's estate. That was the plan.

His gaze drifted to Nyla again. She'd woken him twice last night with demands, her body hungry for his in ways that left him breathless and wondering. It had taken everything to leave her asleep in bed this morning. Tomorrow, they'd go to his mom's primary home to oversee his men pack her personal items for storage.

He still hadn't decided what to do about the island where she died.

A flash of crystal-clear water rose unbidden in his mind. The hum of the tides rang in his ears, so vivid he could taste salt on his tongue. He shook his head, dispelling the vision. Nyla and Coral had promised to search for information about these trances and find a way to keep them from popping up at random.

Within the hour, Crimson drove to the castle with David and Puck. The SUV wound through mountain roads, passing through acres of forested land before the castle came into view. Remote. Isolated. Exactly what he'd needed.

The modernized structure sat on sprawling grounds—trees lining the approach, the old bailey transformed into a functional space, the courtyard wide enough for gatherings. David and Puck had been here before for his mother's memorial service. 

Crimson parked in the courtyard. Hugo had already arrived to prepare everything. They climbed out, boots crunching on gravel as they approached the entrance.

Crimson removed the wards with a thought, the protective barriers dissolving at his command. The castle's heavy doors swung open at his approach.

Inside, their footsteps echoed through the empty halls. Crimson led them through corridors he'd walked only a handful of times, heading toward the meeting room Hugo had prepared. The space was large and open, with a mahogany table and five leather chairs arranged around it. Windows let in natural light. A sideboard held bottles of water and plates of food.

Griff and Leomar arrived moments later, entering the courtyard before Hugo escorted them inside. They entered silently, offering only brief greetings before taking their seats.

Crimson grabbed a bottle of water and filled a plate with food before sitting in the middle chair. The others followed suit; the scrape of chairs and clink of dishes were the only sounds. He ate methodically, his mind on his woman.

Nyla. The way she'd looked at him last night, eyes dark with need. The softness of her skin, the sounds she made when—

He forced his attention back to the present. 

When everyone had finished eating, they set their plates aside. Crimson looked around the table, taking in the assembled shifters. A lion. A tiger. A bear. A wolf. And himself, a dragon. Five species that had operated in isolation for centuries now sitting together because David had a boundary problem.

"Thank you for coming. It's short notice, but necessary, so we all understand what's expected and how to go forward. As lead Gatekeeper, I prefer not to be involved with your groups at all. We have agendas that include dealing with alien forces that keep us busy. As protectors for all shifters, it's important that you have access to Gatekeepers for emergencies. My definition of an emergency is rogue members who've hurt or shared our secrets with humans. If you toss them out for violating your rules and they aren't a danger to others, we don't get involved." Crimson looked at them. "Continue policing your own."

Leomar nodded, his golden hair catching the light from the windows. "Thanks for clearing that up. Wasn't sure if we had to report them to you or not."

"We've got a problem with lions in our territory." David looked directly at Leomar.

"Lions? Where?" Leomar's posture shifted, suddenly alert.

David leaned forward, elbows on the table. The two alphas held each other's gaze as David explained the situation—the rogue on pack lands, the repeated requests for him to leave, the deliberate defiance.

"In the past, being in the mountains wasn't a problem," Leomar said carefully.

"Without permission, it's a problem now," David said. His tone was level but firm. The two stared at each other for several long seconds, the air between them crackling with unspoken tension.

Crimson watched the exchange, noting the shift in Leomar's expression. The Rex was reassessing, recalculating. Realizing the old assumptions no longer held.

"Give me a few hours to get the word out about the new rule requiring permission and boundaries. If they haven't left by end of day, it's agreed you'll handle it in whatever manner you see fit with no retribution from our pride. However, if your pack wanders on our land without permission, we'll handle it in the same manner," Leomar said.

David nodded slowly. "All permission requests to enter your land will come from either me, my beta, Adam, or my gamma, Quinn."

"For now, I'm the only authorized person to seek permission to cross into any other lands." Leomar looked at Griff, Puck, and Crimson in turn. "We're reorganizing, and once we're more settled, I'll update you."

His gaze settled on Puck. "When will you share what's going on in the caves with the crystals?"

Puck's expression didn't change, but Crimson saw his shoulders tense. "I don't know what's going on in the caves."

Both Leomar and Griff frowned. "Why don't you know?" Leomar asked. "Isn't that what the coalition is for? Sharing information important to shifters?"

"No," Crimson said. They all looked at him. "This coalition is to ensure all shifters understand the role of Gatekeepers in keeping them safe. Information is shared as needed with that goal in mind."

Leomar's surprise was evident. "We already knew your position. But I didn't know Alpha David had a problem with a lion until he mentioned it."

Crimson nodded but said nothing.

"We can expand the coalition to discuss challenges among our groups," Puck said, his deep voice thoughtful. "Unless dragons or gatekeepers are involved, Crimson won't have much to say and will simply act as mediator."

Griff shifted in his seat, drawing attention. "That makes sense. I'm not sure why I'm here. There's five tigers. We don't do groups. I don't lead anyone."

"Why'd they follow you here?" Crimson asked.

Griff's frown deepened. "Don't know. Hadn't realized they followed me. Guess you have a point. But I'm not their leader. We don't have that."

"Someone has to inform them of Gatekeeper roles, boundaries, and protocols. They can't wander on Pack or Pride lands without being attacked. Now that we all know that, Gatekeepers won't interfere. They could die," Crimson said.

"I'll pass it on." Griff's jaw tightened. "But if the mountains and lowlands are off-limits, where can we live?"

David pulled out his tablet, the screen glowing as he brought up a map. He turned it so Griff could see. "This is the boundary for our land. North, east, and west of that isn't ours."

"Bears live in those mountains," Puck said, leaning over to point at the map. "But if you don't bother us, we won't bother you."

"The lowlands are off limits for now. As I said, we're reorganizing," Leomar told Griff.

Crimson watched them divvy up territory, establishing boundaries that had never been formalized before. The meeting accomplished something. They'd be done soon, agreements made, and he could—

"I need to discuss something with you when we're done here," he said to Griff.

Griff nodded.

The air in the room changed. A pressure building, like the moment before lightning strikes. Crimson's instincts flared a warning half a second before lights sparked above the table.

Not a vision. Real.

Four bodies materialized out of nothing—tall, imposing figures radiating power so intense the air itself seemed to shimmer around them. Crimson recognized Grandfather immediately, but the others—

"Calliston?" Puck's whisper was strangled with shock. He fell to his knees, his massive frame thudding to the floor.

"Baihu?" Griff's eyes went wide. He stood so fast his chair scraped backward, then dropped to his knees as well.

Leomar stared at the tall male with golden hair streaming over his shoulders, his face draining of color. "Nemeon? Is this a trick?"

"Not a trick," Nemeon said, his voice resonating with ancient power.

Leomar lurched from his chair onto his knees, his head bowed.

David and Grandfather stood in a loose embrace, familiar and warm. Crimson remained in his chair, watching as the Ancients positioned themselves—Calliston behind Puck, Nemeon behind Leomar, Baihu behind Griff, and Grandfather behind David.

All of them faced Crimson.

"This is the beginning of a new era," Grandfather said, his voice carrying the weight of prophecy.

"Yes." Baihu's hands rested on Griff's shoulders. "A new era."

"New era?" Crimson's pulse kicked up. What the hell was happening?

"Yes, son. A new era." The voice came from behind him.

Crimson whipped around so fast his chair toppled. His father stood there. Garnet. Whole and solid and impossibly alive.

He didn't remember moving, didn't remember crossing the space. He was just there, arms around his father, holding him with desperate strength.

Real. He was real.

Garnet stroked his back, his touch warm, solid, and achingly familiar. "I'm here to pass on the baton to you as Ardon's heir. You've earned it and made me so proud."

Garnet leaned back, his hands framing Crimson's face. Their eyes met, and Crimson saw tears there, bright and unashamed. Then, his father kissed his forehead.

The kiss burned. Seared through skin and bone like a brand, marking him. Crimson gasped, unable to pull away, unable to speak. Questions raced through his mind—How are you here? Where have you been? Does Coral know? Can you stay?—but the words wouldn't form.

Heat raced up and down Crimson's back, spreading from where his father's hands gripped his shoulders. Garnet spoke words Crimson didn't recognize—ancient words, power words, syllables that resonated in his bones and called to something deep inside him.

The next moment, his dragon broke free.

The transformation was instant, beyond his control. His beast surged forward, claiming space, claiming form. He heard gasps, then growls and chuffs as everyone else shifted in response. The room filled with the massive forms of their true selves—David's wolf, Puck's bear, Leomar's lion, Griff's tiger. Even Grandfather and the other Ancients had taken their primal shapes, filling the space with power and presence.

Crimson snorted to clear the smell and taste of sulfur from his nose. Smoke curled from his nostrils—

Smoke.

He froze, staring at the gray wisps dissipating in the air.

That shouldn't be possible. Fire was Ardon's gift, lost generations ago when—

He looked at his father in dragon form. Tears streamed down the great beast's face, cutting tracks through deep red scales.

"Dad?" Crimson shifted back to human, his voice cracking. "What—"

"They've returned your fire. Ardon's fire," his father said, his own voice thick with emotion.

"What?" Crimson stared at his hands, then back at his father. "Other things have happened. I've got so many questions. The visions, the trances—"

"We're here to prepare all of you for the next step."

The others shifted back to human as well, their faces showing varying degrees of shock and awe. The Ancients resumed their positions behind their representatives, a living tableau of power and purpose.

Crimson looked from his father to the others and back again, his mind reeling.

He'd come here to discuss a boundary dispute.

Now, apparently, everything had changed.
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Chapter 3
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CRIMSON STARED AT HIS father. His fingers trembled as they touched his face, confirming he was real. "Next step? Does Coral know?"

His father's smile held a hint of sadness. "No. I'm here because the Highest Court has fully reinstated the line of Ardon through you. Hold it for your sons. It's our heritage."

"You never said much about it. I'm having visions, trances. Seeing things that have nothing to do with me. Plus, Mom... Mom's gone."

"Not gone. Transitioned to rest. Carlotta loved you more than anything in life. No matter what, remember that."

Crimson raised a brow. "She loved you. It hurt her you didn't love her. Why didn't you ever tell me about Coral? He's great. Nyla loves him, too."

"Nyla, your mate?"

"Yes. We're breeding. Lightress says three sons."

"Wonderful. Next, you'll have three daughters."

"Three daughters?"

"Yes. You and Nyla will be fruitful, I'm told. Your fledglings will be gifted and natural leaders. I'm really proud of how you've grown. The way you brought the groups together. They respect and honor you. This is how it's always supposed to have been. Now you and the others will set the shifter world in order, not with a heavy hand, but as a collective unit. Come. The others wait." His father squeezed his shoulder and walked beside him toward the table where the ancients stood behind their seated representatives.

David stood and met Garnet's gaze. "Hello, sir. Greetings from La Patron and the wolf nation."

"Ah. David. It does my heart good to see you seated at this table with my son. Silas is my dearest friend, whom I trust with my son and grandsons. Let him know it is well and thanks for all he's done."

"Yes, sir."

Garnet pointed to the chair.

Crimson didn't want to sit. He wanted to stand close to his father. Ask questions, discuss his concerns as lead Gatekeeper, his fears about fatherhood, and his role in protecting his fledglings. Swallowing hard, he sat and waited.

"Shape-shifters were always meant to coexist and collaborate seamlessly. Time and time again, our failures were primarily due to pride. Our people suffered. Humans have discovered our presence. Some seek to destroy us, while others aim to become like us," Nemeon said, his voice a deep baritone that vibrated in the air.

"We always hoped that each successive generation would learn from the mistakes of their predecessors, yet it never happened. The possibility that the High Court would take the side of those who scorn our being on this planet and expel all shifters was a fear we all had, given how disunited we were," Calliston said.

"Yet we're still here while they have expelled others. Our people have kept the laws, remained hidden from most humans, caused them no harm, lived peacefully while thriving. Those things allowed us to live here, but we've never become a cohesive unit. If we'd operated together, the elves, fairies, and other creatures would not have wreaked havoc on this world. We failed by being fragmented," Baihu said.

Crimson wondered what they'd have done differently, but didn't ask. The sight of Calliston, considering the recent information about his sanctuary, felt unreal. "I mean no disrespect, but other than Grandfather, my dad, and I've heard of Calliston, I don't know who you are." He pointed to Baihu and Nemeon.

Nemeon bowed and looked at Leomar.

"Crimson, allow me to introduce Nemeon the Fierce. Father of all lion shifters," Leomar said, his face filled with awe and pride.

Nemeon dipped his head. Long, golden hair fell over his shoulder before he met Crimson's gaze.

"Honored to meet you," Crimson said.

Nemeon returned to his position behind Leomar's chair.

"Crimson, this is Baihu, legendary white tiger and father of all tiger-shifters," Griff said in a reverent tone.

Baihu dipped his head, showing black-and-white stripes like a zebra, and a physique that rivaled Calliston's.

"Honored to meet you," Crimson said.

"Crimson, meet Calliston, father of bear shifters. We shared some of his history on the flight home."

"I remember." Crimson met Calliston's amused gaze. "Honored to meet you."

Calliston nodded and returned to his spot behind Puck.

David spoke. "Crimson and Grandfather have worked together. But to the others, this is my grandfather. He serves the Goddess who gives life and liberty to all wolves."

Grandfather nodded at Crimson before greeting the others.

Crimson looked up. "This is Garnet, my father. Former Gatekeeper leader and heir of Ardon."

"Let us continue. We've listened and watched this meeting for several reasons. One, to ensure each of you is here voluntarily. Two. That you want to work together as a collective unit. Three. That you understand, dragons are the last line of defense for shifters and humans from outside forces. With the full reinstallation of Ardon's seed, you will be safer than before. But," Grandfather held up a finger, as they all watched him. "You must do your part. If you see, smell, taste, or hear anything that's unworldly, you must share that information with Gatekeepers to investigate. Your people can no longer turn blind eyes to the obvious. Use your extra sensory gifts to help all, or you'll lose them."

"The High Court charged us with working with our people to assist Gatekeepers by identifying potential threats. That last one with Mudd was too close," Baihu said before looking at Griff. "Nothing happens by accident. It was meant for you to meet Ardon's heir and befriend him. Our people must change to make viable contributions to assist in the security of all shifters or become extinct from lack of purpose. Do you understand?"

Griff nodded. "Yes, sir. Whatever you or Crimson need from me, I'll do."

Baihu clapped his shoulder. "That is a good start. Others are on the way. Soon you'll have a community."

"Community? Where? There's not much land," Griff said.

"We heard, and will make changes." Nemeon moved to face Leomar. "The land you've claimed is enough for a pride three times your size. Until we replace your numbers, we halved the size of your land. I sent word to Fergus. They're making changes as we speak. It's important this council works."

Leomar swallowed hard and nodded. "Yes, sir. Thank you for informing them. Otherwise, we'd have a rebellion on our hands. Would you like to meet with our pride?" The hopefulness in Leomar's voice bordered on begging.

"Yes, if it's permitted." He nodded at Leomar.

Garnet moved. The other ancients followed and stood behind him, facing the table. "From this day forward, you are the Shifter Council. Your role is to set policies, address conflicts as you've done regarding the rogue lions, and ensure a shared vision of a unified, prosperous shifter world is achieved."

Puck held up a hand. "Wait. Max leads the bears. He agreed to me being on Crimson's coalition because it was the only way, but he'd object to me being on a Shifter Council," Puck said.

Frowning, Calliston spoke. "Ardon’s heir refuses any other representative from our people. Without you, there's no voice for us on the council. As in all things, the choice is yours, but please, choose wisely."

"We're already shunned in our Eremo. Looked upon with contempt. I'd like to avoid my cubs going through more derision." Puck ran a hand through his hair.

"Will you accept Max as a replacement for the council?" Garnet asked Crimson.

"No." Crimson reeled from the declaration that the five of them would set policy for all shifters. He'd never considered going that far.

"Are you willing to make any substitutes on this council?" Garnet asked.

Crimson looked at Griff and then Leomar. "David and Puck have sat in my home, shared meals with me and my mate. Their mates consider mine as sister. I consider them brothers." He pointed at Griff. "We've just met, but there's an underlying level of respect which may turn into a brotherhood." His gaze landed on Leomar. "Our beginning started with lies and mistrust, but you're the only Rex I know and want Lions represented. In time, a friendship may grow or not. Your position is the only one I'd consider a substitute."

Leomar's cheeks reddened as he nodded. "Understandable. When we met, our pride was at a crossroads of change. It's my hope as we continue, a friendship and trust will grow."

"The only person who can approve substitutions is Ardon's heir." Nemeon frowned.

Leomar nodded.

"Most things you witness, like Crimson's dragon or the true forms of the Ancients, you will never share. In fact, this group cannot discuss most things dispatched from the High Court apart from these meetings. You'll share solutions, pathways, and directives with your groups. Create a system for that," Grandfather said.

Crimson met his father's gaze with the realization that Coral would never know of this meeting with his father.

"Are there other questions regarding the Shifter's Council?" Garnet asked.

"I accept the position," Puck said, his tone dry.

"Max will get over it," Crimson predicted.

"The five of you will mind link, open a path of communication so that information flows between the groups. You will decide who to share the link with in your group, with the understanding whatever they receive will come from you and not directly from the sender. This will allow you to sift through information and dispense it to others in a timely manner," Baihu said.

The next moment, links to Puck, Leomar, and Griff opened.

"Hello," Crimson said and smiled at the surprised expressions.

"This is really happening. We'll be able to discuss matters with each other. No longer alone," Leomar said.

"I'm building a Pack and am limited in time, but if you need me, reach out," David said diplomatically to the nervous Rex.

"Yes, yes, I understand it's just... It's been a long time since I've been able to speak freely without fearing a knife in my back or an attack. That alone is a precious gift. Thank you," Leomar said.

"No problem," Griff said as he slapped the lion on the back.

"Can Kendra talk to Nyla?" Puck asked, grinning.

David and Crimson looked at him and laughed. "You're messy," David said.

"Can Sarita?" Puck asked.

"No, but we can't link to Mom either, so it's okay," David said.

"Now that the communications system is in place, we'll move on," Garnet said. "We touched on the necessity of each group using their skills for the broader shifter community. The Higher Court does not want a repeat of what happened with Mudd blowing up the mountains, or otherworld weapons hidden in caves, or aliens with hostile agendas living amongst humans, while attempting to destroy shifters and humans in this world. As shifters, each group must assist in the safekeeping of this planet."

Calliston stepped aside. "Our sense of smell is the strongest of all shifters. We will institute training programs to hone our skills in detecting anomalies in caves and above ground, preventing any creature from hiding weapons. We'll create a system to report all anomalies around the globe, to assist Ardon’s heir in revealing and eliminating the threat."

"I'll have one person on my team assigned to that program. Thank you. We appreciate your foresight and help," Crimson said.

Calliston nodded and stepped back.

"Wolves are the largest shifter group on the planet. On the northern continent, our bitch league is the eyes and ears of our pack, alerting alphas and La Patron of any irregularities. There's a system in place, a series of checks and balances to deal with any threat at the local, state, and national level. With that model in mind, the Goddess has instructed Alpha Barticus, Alpha Razor, and other Alphas globally to do the same. Her intention is to provide information regarding potential alien threats to assist Ardon’s heir in discovering credible problems in outlying areas," Grandfather said.

"Thank you. I've seen how well that group operates and appreciate the Goddess making it a global
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