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Author’s Note




This novella contains some subject matter that may not sit well with you, so I wanted to just let you know about it up front. If it’s not for you, that’s fine. I’m happy you were interested. 




	All our novels and stories are for adults only. 


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


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


	In this book specifically, be aware we describe bloody, dark, ritual magic, hand-to-hand combat, a violent physical attack, and sexual assault along with emotional abuse. Our supernatural beings do not hold back. 
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Chapter one

Ezekiel’s Rage





“I’ve already heard about the release and the arrest of Morfesa’s dragonling. You assured me nothing could go wrong if I trusted you. I did just that, Ezekiel. I even reigned in others who would have gotten in your way or caused you trouble. For all of this, I get nothing but failure?” Dezerian of Falias, or as he was known among humans, Scott Proctor, was obviously not pleased. Ezekiel could hear the draconic man pacing over the phone call. 

“They’ll circle their wagons and lick their wounds. I, and therefore Tal’Secus, still hold the upper hand. You keep bullshitting your own people about how much you want dragons free, and I’ll keep all of them on their chains. That was the agreement, and it shall continue to be. I’ll do the dirty work, and you continue to play the protector while being the traitor.” Ezekiel could imagine the changes happening with the tempestuous dragon on the other side of the line. He had never been so forthright with the creature. Hence, he had warded the perimeter of his office with powerful sigils. Otherwise, he might have expected the ancient to suddenly appear just to strangle him again. 

“How dare you be so disrespectful? Did playing with those demons make you forget? You might have messed around with them, but it’s my blood pumping through your veins. Don’t disrespect me or your gifts.”

“You foul yourself enough with Oberon. You know, I’m simply stating the facts - or are you starting to believe your own lies?” He barely kept himself from scoffing. “You should have had Largros on a tighter leash, not to mention his Lord. I’m doing the best I can with what I’ve got, while juggling an internal investigation. The sooner I get off this phone, the sooner I can get back to cleaning up your mess. Good evening, Mr. Proctor.” He tapped the screen, ending the call before taking a deep breath.

Ezekiel sat at his desk staring at the computer screen in front of him, expressionless. It took him a moment to collect his thoughts. Standing up to the dragon master of Tal’Secus and remaining unscathed was a first. Swallowing, he turned his attention to the information before him.

The file’s history gave him pause. He pulled up the login history and searched. The list included a mobile unit IP. He never accessed these files from a laptop or phone.

Unfortunately, his desktop had to be on the Crimson network, per protocol. But he kept these files separate from anything else and had encrypted them. Someone had to get past the security he’d set up to get to this partitioned drive. Ezekiel began running a security audit immediately.

“Director Skinner?” Ezekiel looked up to see the silhouette outside his office door. His gaze shifted with a slight sparkle of magic to prepare for anything and to decipher who was calling on him. He readied a defense should he need it. It was Nelash Fulgaul, the Demonic Councilor for the North American Crimson Council.

“Yes, councilor?” He tried to relax his muscles, but the last 48 hours had left him on edge. He moved his right hand outward to manipulate the magic on his door and added, “You may enter.” Once the large man entered, he was quick to make requests.

“May I speak with no one other than you? Do you have proper wards up?”

“Yes. Close the door, and it’s just you and me.” His eyes narrowed as the demonic councilor turned to pull the door to. When Nelash faced him once again, the councilor’s eyes had shifted. They were completely black. Ezekiel couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Malcolm? I had my suspicions when you were having a bit too much fun at everyone else’s expense during the last Council Meeting. I could never prove it. Well done. You could have gone on with your life, and no one would have been suspicious. Why out yourself to me?”

“There will come a time when Nelash Fulgaul will be expected back in the Abyss. I would prefer to avoid that by having an ally to keep me out of it. Perhaps one would be willing to provide sanctuary or a new body and life?” The doppelgänger in the demon’s skin shrugged.

“Well, demons are known for making deals. A good way to get into the role. What do you offer me?”

“I believe you may need to eliminate a certain human associate of mine before he can take away your pretty pets? Alas, death would cause quite a horrible backlash. You are already dealing with such chaos from the previous misadventures, yes?” Malcolm sat down and steepled his fingers. The man’s unsettling smile curled in an inhuman manner, making the entire appearance of the demonic councilor grotesque.

“You can take Kennedy out without making those around him come after either of us?” Ezekiel raised a brow.

“Not me, but I know who can and will. There’s just the matter of a sacrifice and a contraption powerful enough to keep the creature in.” Malcolm explained.

“Do I seem like I have issues getting such supplies?” Ezekiel asked as a beep sounded from his computer. He stared at the screen before him. The IP address, then the registry ID flashed in his security software. He reached for the mouse and clicked to access it further. With an exasperated sigh he muttered, “Of course. Derek Weylyn. The entire pack is another bunch of thorns in my side.”

“They tend to be a problem, yes,” Malcolm agreed.

“I gave them an entire war to fight. Seems it wasn’t good enough. They even brought back an ally.” He didn’t look up from the screen.

“Is this someone I might help you with?”

“Zenlial Nedian is snooping in places she doesn’t need to be. The vampire is helping her. I tried to cause problems by attaching Raudine to him as a tasker. It seemed to work, but I’m not sure anymore. The vampire is becoming more of a challenge.”

“Sounds like you are enduring a streak of bad luck, yes?” Malcolm held the last consonant in a sibilant manner. “I appreciate your trusting me. Our business; it is not done yet?”

Ezekiel finally gave Malcolm his attention.

“I can still turn it all around. Things would be easier if I had your help. And I could keep anyone from ever knowing you were Councilor Fulgaul. I could find you a new body in time.”

Malcolm touched his elongated fingertips together and whispered, “Excellent.”

“Disruption all around is necessary, and I’ve begun many of my machinations. I need you to focus on what you promised - a way to take Gabriel Kennedy out of this without killing him. I have a feeling it would help my case. While you set this up, I’ll make some calls to be sure our dear vampire lord is also compromised. If things work out, I won’t have to worry about them ever again. The timing needs to be right.” 

“As you wish, Director Skinner.” The doppelgänger’s skin and bones made a wet, popping sound as he reshaped into the demonic councilor once again. He walked to the door and left as Ezekiel watched.

Ezekiel waited long enough to know the doppelgänger had left the building. Then, he reached over to grab his phone and made a call. Soon enough, a pleasantly stern voice answered.

“Eriksson-Dade house. How might I be of assistance?”

“I need to leave a message for Lord Eriksson.” There was silence at the other end. He paused, but continued to run the security protocol on the laptop in front of him. The screen scrolled through the times the drive had been accessed and also through the fact that File 32 had been downloaded. He didn’t dare remove the folder or change anything within it. If Derek Weylyn wanted this information so damn much, he could get to it, and every time he touched it from this point on, Ezekiel would know.

“Who wishes to leave our Coven Lord a message? And what is your message, sir?” the same disembodied voice asked.

“Tell him it’s from Skinner. Tell him he needs to have a chat with his daughter.”








  
  

Chapter two

I’m Working On It…





Samantha grasped her pen on the notebook currently resting on the counter while her eyes hovered over the microscope. She watched the way the cells on the slide reacted to each other, and her mind was in a whirl. This was important work, but it was also unofficial. So, she was using Sebastian’s laboratory in the Evansworth Coven. Scribbling a label on one of the boxes, she placed the slide inside and put it with the other samples next to the DNA machine. Another mystery to solve, it seemed. But first, she needed to see if Sebastian was awake. 

Think of the devil, she smiled. She could tell from the subtle changes in the room that he was here. She was learning even the small tells. This time, she wouldn’t be surprised by him. Sam waited for the right moment to whip herself around to face Sebastian.

Sebastian’s eyes went wide, then he chuckled. “Look at who’s the sneaky one now.” 

“Surprised? Me and my human abilities have allowed me to predict your arrival. Ha!” She noticed him glancing around. No, she had not left since he had taken his daysleep.

“Oh yes, I’m very surprised. I’m sure your friends were just as surprised when you shared your delightful news with them, hmm?”

“Oh, yeah.” Sam shrugged and pursed her lips before explaining. “The only real friend I have who doesn’t work with me is Gabriel, and he’s had a bunch of his own business to deal with. So, I’m afraid my announcement is right where it’ll stay. I’m thrilled to be your intended, and he’ll be happy for me, as I’ll be happy for him with whatever he’s... doing.” She twirled her fingers in the air next to her head. “What are friends for, right?”

“Indeed. What are friends for?” With a forced grin on his face, Sebastian stepped closer to his love. Sam took his hands in her own. She felt like she was a horrible person. He’d been all excited, and here she was making light of it. It was a vampiric marriage proposal. It was nothing to sneeze at.

“Hey, I know the past sucks, literally sometimes.” Her eyes brightened when he chuckled. “But you make me happy. It’s not that I don’t want to share the news with everybody, it’s the past part. Ya know?” 

“Senias and I are beyond anything. If Gabriel is your best friend, tell him. Invite them both to the ceremony. I won’t mind. I promise to be on my best behavior for it all.” 

“Ceremony? There’s a ceremony for being intended?” 

He moved his thumb over her soft hand before asking, “No. It is but a question. But, if we were to be Chosen, yes, there is a ceremony. You are my intended, and I cannot stop thinking about the rest. Could you be ready for us to be more?” 

“More? Aren’t we already moving fast?” Sam asked. 

“It does not need to be immediately. But I would like to set a formal date. I know how I feel, and my heart will not change. My emotions will only grow stronger.”

Dr. Samantha Keene was speechless. They had come so far, so fast. When supernaturals felt a certain way, they really did. 

“Are you well, Sunshine?”

Clearing her throat, Samantha explained, “I’ve been talking to Eva Weylyn. She said it’s quick sometimes, with lycan. When she and Russell’s father met, it was love at first sight. And I can’t help feeling like maybe we have the same thing. I never imagined I’d find love at first sight. It’s so cheesy.”

“If it makes you feel better, it was not love at first sight for me. It was love at first angry door slam.”

“What?” She giggled.

“The night you were treating me for the silver nitrate poisoning; I was upset because of Senias. You had no idea what was wrong, only that the man had upset me. You shoved him out of the room as if he were not supernatural at all. Then you slammed the door in his face.”

“Oh, yeah…”

“I’ve been in love ever since.” Sebastian took her hand in his own. “You knew who I was and yet, you protected me.”

“I was kind of afraid it would make you feel emasculated, not gonna lie,” her voice got a little bit higher when she admitted it.

“Ahh, no, never. You were fearless and selfless. You did it for me. Your heart is as huge as that dragon, and I hope to hold onto it for as long as you allow.”

Sam stared at him and then wiped the moisture from her eyes. “Okay, you’ve got to stop making me cry, Lord Evansworth. Those are some strong, fancy words.”

“I meant every one. I also mean it when I ask you to be my Chosen. To go through the ceremony with me.”

“I don’t want to be turned. I need more time to decide about‌ it. But I noticed there are others in the coven lair who are human and yet Chosen. Seth is a dragon, and yet he’s Chosen to Morgan.”

“Correct. The next step does not need to be turning. It can be to become my Chosen officially. To be acknowledged by all in the coven as my Chosen and not just be something said between us is part of the ceremony.” He pulled her free hand to his. “I want to give you a ceremony before my coven in the lair.” He kissed the center of her palm. “We exchange blood before them all, and they will treat you as my mate or spouse. Once you are ready for the change, I’ll bring you over. You will only be a vampire on your terms.”

“Last question. Are you sure you want to do this? It has nothing to do with Senias’ moving on?” Samantha asked.

“Excuse me?” His brows furrowed.

“It’s just, Gabriel and Senias have gotten close. And then you said everything you did and how it affected you to feel the bond lessen?” Sam closed her eyes and then opened them with a deep sigh. “I’ve been thinking about it all, and I don’t want to be the second choice for anyone. I never thought I’d be in this situation. So, I’m asking if this is about me and you or about you being lonely?”

“What I said about Senias has nothing to do with this moment.” Sebastian paced a few steps right in front of Samantha. “I’ve already introduced you to those around me as my intended Chosen. If you’d rather wait for the actual ceremony, I have thousands of years to do so.”

“I don’t,” Sam replied quickly. He stopped pacing, and so she continued. “You know… I don’t have thousands of years.” Samantha continued to stare into his eyes. “Tell me, what do I need for the ceremony?” She liked having all the facts before deciding.

“A nice dress and yourself. It is much like a human wedding ceremony, except for a few changes. We will exchange vows, but we also bleed for one another. After our vows, we will sit while all our coven members make a blood pledge to you. Our coven then usually serves us a meal. You aren’t a vampire, so we can skip the meal and enjoy dancing and talking to everyone until you are ready to retire. It’ll take place at the lair with the entire Coven present, so you can only have a few friends present.”

“I don’t have many. But, why the limitation?”

“Because any more than a few will probably cause trouble, and I don’t want your evening ruined. Our ceremonies are unusual to outsiders who’ve never experienced one. You must also remember lycan don’t do well in enclosed spaces.”

“I have Gabriel and his plus one. I have Amy and her plus one. I’d like to think I’ve made friends with Eva and therefore Devon. If they can’t do this, I’ll accept it. I understand. Then Morgan, Seth, and Russell? I’ve been talking to them all since treating them. I hope they kind of belong to both of us now.” She scrunched her nose and let her smile win him over.

“Those are perfect guests for our ceremony.” Sebastian chuckled as he kissed her. He wrapped his arms around Samantha’s waist and drew her close.

“Good.” Sam loved making Sebastian Evansworth, the grumpy ass of the supernatural world, become a joyful person.

“For once, I agree with the lycan witch. I see no need to wait, when I know I love you.”

“Then, I’m ready for the ceremony.” Samantha moved her arms around his neck. “I think I may soon be ready for both, so long as you’re the one and you’re gentle with me.” She giggled. “Wow, I never thought those words would come out of my mouth.

“Which part?”

“Be gentle with me.”

“Ahhh, good point.” Sebastian kissed her soundly before lifting her up into his arms. “Let me practice being gentle with you right now. Then, I’ll make sure we can meet up with your best friend and his plus one to tell them the good news. Eh?”

“Wait! Yes, yes! But…”

“But what?” Sebastian reluctantly put Samantha back down.

“I need to clean up the slides. They’re important, about our Jane Doe.” Samantha knew he was just as proper about procedure as she was. Especially lab work. “I’ve found some interesting things about these and I’m running the DNA profile. So, I need to put them up.” She kissed his lips. “Go get ready. I know my way to your room.”

He backed away from her slowly, and then simply vanished into nothing. 

“I hope I get to learn how to do that, too,” she whispered before turning to clean things up appropriately. She was putting things away in the cooler when she felt it again. Her eyes scanned the room. “Hello?”

No answer.

“You’re in a lab inside of a vampire coven, Sammie. Get a grip. If there was anything to fear, it’s the coven lord, right? And you’re about to fuck his brains out, so…not scared of him at all.” Shaking her head, Sam made her way out the door and to Sebastian's suite, right down the hall.








  
  

Chapter three

Meeting the Kids 





Gabriel made sure the meetings he needed to deal with happened in the morning. This afternoon, he was at the estate when the kids were brought home. It was going to be the first time he would meet Sen’s son, and he wanted it to go as smoothly as possible. Of course, there would be questions and hesitation, but he hoped by the end of the meeting there would be a few answers and Sen’s son would know they had a safe place to wait things out. 

Before he knew it, the trio walked through his office door.

Russ, he knew. Gabriel had grown up with the older Weylyn kids looking out for him sometimes, and that included Russell. He still preferred his biker attire in his personal time. He was shorter and stockier than the others with dark hair and a rough demeanor. 

Russ was very protective of those he saw as trustworthy. Despite knowing and trusting the man, it had taken Gabriel a while to convince him this was the best place for his bonded kindred after they came out of the clinic. Now, as they made their way into his office, he had to be sure they were still convinced.

He was unfamiliar with Seth and Morgan. So, he took a moment to commit them to memory. The girl was petite. With her red and black hair, tattoos, and piercings, she reminded him of the old punk rock fashion from the 80s and 90s. She had on a Korn t-shirt, torn jeans and all. The male at her side? There was no mistake, he was Jean-Michel’s. It was so odd. Did dragons intentionally find human bodies that resembled their parents? The naturally red hair and the way he stood watching Gabriel in the same cautious, studious fashion his father had? His tattoos and punk attire were more conservative than the girl’s clothing and accessories. Seth was short compared to his drakkar, slighter of build, but then Russ was the same compared to Devon. Most importantly, the three belonged together.

“I appreciate you're coming to the estate. Let’s start with introductions. I’m Gabriel Kennedy, and you, madam?” He held his hand out to the young lady first. When nothing happened, Gabriel realized he had already overstepped. Russ watched the outstretched hand and then Seth.

Seth put his hands in his pockets and gave a short glare before he shook his head quickly. Morgan seemed sympathetic, but she did nothing. This wasn’t starting off well at all. Seeing Russ squeeze his eyes shut worried Gabríel. Then, the young man walked over to grasp his arm in lycan fashion. Gabriel accepted.

“He’s alright. Seriously, guys, he’s a bit of a starch shirt and I swear sometimes he’s gotta stick up his ass, but he’s cool.”

“Thanks… I think?” Gabriel replied. Russ was vouching for him with the couple, and it meant a lot. He’d take it.

“Morgan Evansworth of Morias.” She then grasped his hand.

Being this close to her, Gabríel realized she had heterochromia, one green eye and one blue, and she didn’t resemble Sebastian at all. So many questions swirled through his mind. His brow furrowed, but he held his hand out to Seth. “And you, sir?”

Seth cautiously grasped Gabriel’s hand, strength vivid. He hid it behind the smaller stature and human form, just like his father.

“Seth of Morias and Gorias.” He ‌gazed into Gabriel’s eyes. “The Kennedy heir. Interesting.” He let go of the man’s hand and took a step back.

“Ah, yes. I’m Kennedy from birth and of no choice of my own. I’m simply trying to make the most of it.” Gabriel tried a smile to ease the tension. He’d never been good at this. He’d only ever needed to socialize for business. It had taken Eva and Samantha to pull him out of his hermit lifestyle.

“No choice of my own, either. So, you wanted to talk to us?” Seth was soft-spoken, unlike either of his parents. However, his odd smirk reminded Gabriel of the one Senias wore when the dragon was testing someone.

Gabriel waved towards the chairs while he started the coffeemaker on the side counter to brew. He had an entire tea and coffee service there, ready. Seth was beside Morgan, his hand always on hers until he stepped away to inspect some books lying on a side table. Morgan took Gabriel’s invitation and sat in one of the two chairs in front of Gabriel’s desk.

“I’ll be honest with you, I was going to plead your drakkar’s case, but it really isn’t my place–”

“You’re right, it’s not.” Seth interrupted with the same calm, quiet voice. He pulled out a decorative book from the shelf to peruse while the human cleared his throat.

“Instead, I hope you’ll grant me the opportunity to get to know you, and perhaps you may have questions for me or want to know me. Also, if you tell me more about this situation, we’re all in, I can better keep you safe from prosecution and judgment at Crimson. I will not push or force anything, but it never hurts to have friends or allies, does it?”

“This reminds me of my father’s lab. It’s very ordered.” Morgan leaned so her elbows rested on her knees as she watched Seth closely.

Gabriel took note of Russell, who was also watching his best friend closely. Gabriel wasn’t sure what to make of it, other than Seth was the leader. What he decided would dictate how the other two proceeded. Time to become more direct with Seth.

“You made those portals, didn’t you? If you did, I need to know all the details so it can be addressed properly.”

“What were you told?” Seth asked. For Gabriel, the dodge completed the parallels to Senias. Neither gave an inch unless forced to do so.

“This is no longer about your addiction, Seth. If you end up in Crimson custody, I wouldn’t know how to proceed.” Gabriel needed to make Seth understand. The lycan in the room rumbled, warning Gabriel he was on thin ice.

“So, this is not really getting to know us and vice versa, more like an interrogation? I thought you said we were safe here?”

“I know it might seem like an interrogation, but no, Seth. It’s not. Protecting you means I need to know how to defend you should it come to that. Hopefully, it won’t. I like to be prepared. I really want to get to know you.” His gaze met Seth’s, and he hoped his sincerity showed. Apparently, being direct worked better.

“They knew us. They knew where to find us. And they were persistent.” Seth huffed like a lycan. “We tried to ignore them, moving from place to place, but they set things up. This was over months. I think they even made sure Russ was away.”

“Skinner?” Gabriel asked.

“I never saw Director Skinner. I know who he is, so I’d recognize him. Drakka made me aware never to get in his way. But it wasn’t him. It was Morfesa and Largros of Clan Falias. The older guy sent people. Then, he met with us. I didn’t know about Largros until his drakkar ordered him to help me.”

“Largros admitted ‌it and took the blame with Crimson,” Gabriel explained. “I need to know the details from your point of view, though. Hence, my questions. I want to keep you out of Crimson but also get him out. Maybe even spare the dragons from the blacklist.”

“Really? Huh…” Seth thought it over. “Well, Morfesa is the oldest of the dragon lords, so we were caught between a rock and a hard place. How do you say no to someone like that?”

“Apparently, you don’t without the risk of becoming barbeque.” Gabriel cleared his throat as he recalled the evening he and Senias faced off with the enormous dragon. “I need the details. How was this done?” He hoped Seth would at least trust him enough to help with the information they could.

“The first time was simple. There was already energy where they wanted these portals. The second time was tough. To get what they wanted from me, they took Morgan. I began the portal.” Seth sighed heavily. “Largros pushed his energy into it, and Morfesa amplified it to make it strong enough. I’m not sure Largros had a choice.”

Gabriel was quiet while mulling over what Seth had said. Had this been more of a setup than he originally considered? He needed to talk to Largros.

“The Proctors, Morfesa, and Largros are all part of this Tal’Secus? Skinner? So should I go after the organization rather than the individuals?” When he heard the husky chuckle coming from Russell, he turned and asked, “What’s so amusing?”

“Tanglin’ with Tal’Secus will put a mark on yer head. They’re powerful, and they’re everywhere.” The cigarette was tucked between his lips, and the sound of the Zippo flicking open was unmistakable. “They’re nearly cult-like. Considerin’ who his parents are, they were probably hoping to bring Seth under their control.”

“Forgive me, but why does it matter so much who his parents are?” Gabriel’s brows drew down in the center and his arms crossed over his chest. He couldn’t help the instant concern he felt knowing a powerful society might have an interest in Senias. After everything his ancestors and Skinner had put Senias through, Gabriel had no intention of allowing anyone else to abuse the dragon he cared so much for.

“Inea just took on the leadership of her own clan for her diminishing drakkar, Lord Esras of Gorias. And Sen, well—” Russ was interrupted.

“He’s the Dragon Lord. I mean, you’re acting like his kindred, so how is it you don’t know?” Seth’s blue-green eyes, so similar to Sen’s, were suddenly locked on Gabriel.

Gabriel tensed up. He prepared himself as he would for any case he was expected to present or defend. The only difference was that he would defend himself and his place at Sen’s side.

“I know he is the Lord of Clan Morias. I know Morfesa referred to him as the Dragon Lord. I don’t understand why it’s important, considering he is not currently taking an active role.” He lowered his arms to his sides and tried to relax his rigid stance.

“It’s not just that he’s the lord of his clan. Dragon Lord. My drakkar can call on all of us if he ever uses his full power. And you’re not his kindred if you don’t understand how important he is. So, what role do you claim with my drakkar? What gives you the right to summon me and my Chosen kindred to you?”

“From what I saw in the news, Gabriel may be about to become yer drakkar’s kindred. He can summon ya, but it’s not official clan business. It’s personal. This is so ya know one another. So, he learns more about all of us. He can use his position to protect ya - hopefully.”

“Are you trying to force yourself into the position?” Seth asked Gabriel. “Because those situations rarely end well. Ask Morgan’s dad.” He said matter-of-factly.

“Let’s leave Seth. We don’t owe this guy anything, and he has no rights where you’re concerned.” Morgan was already standing up, ready to go.

“I force nothing on your drakkar. I have no rights over you. I will never try to hold rights over your head; I don’t care what position I hold. All I want is for you to remain free and safe. Therefore, I welcomed you here, to my home, which is warded and surrounded by lycan guardians. I’m asking for information about the portals. I need to understand the hierarchy of the dragons. Also, I hoped to get to know the people I’m putting my reputation on the line for. I never demanded you come here. You are welcome to leave anytime you like. I hope you’ll at least give me a chance. Give this place a chance as a possible safe home.”

“A safe home? With a Kennedy? How do we know there’s not some kind of motive behind wanting us here? I mean, do you know your own family’s history with us?”

Gabriel’s shoulders sagged. Yes, he knew the family history with dragons. Or, well, most of it.

“With or without your help, I will present the case for removing dragons from the blacklist to the Council for review. I will do my utmost not to implicate either of you. Considering Largros not only turned himself in, but took full responsibility for the portals. I hoped you’d help make this easier.” Gabriel moved behind his desk again and made sure everything was in its proper place as he waited to hear Seth’s response.

“He…he what?” Seth's gaze moved between Russ and Gabriel.

“Yup, the dragon went and stepped in.” Russ shrugged.

“What are you missing for this grand case of yours to be presented?” Seth asked.

“I need to speak to the dragons. I need more than one witness, or I need history from the dragons’ perspective. No one has bothered to take the case seriously. And no dragon came forward to petition for fear of death. We have a dragon to push the case, but his experience is all from after the dragons were blacklisted. He may not have enough of a story to tell the Council.”

“He damn sure ain’t a perfect witness,” Russell pointed out.

“Exactly. So, I need your suggestions for older dragons, dragons who can attest to the damage caused by the listing. I also need research materials I can enter as evidence - information to help me tell the draconic story.”

“And once they’re no longer blacklisted?” Morgan asked.

“It means they are truly free to exist in this world. It also means they can request a seat on the Council and plead cases for their brethren like the rest of us do.” Gabriel explained. “No more hunting, hiding, and making shady deals with people who want to take advantage.”

“He’s going to change our world. When he’s done, being a dragon will no longer be a death sentence. Being a dragon will no longer place everyone we care about in danger.” Senias stood calmly at the office door when he spoke. None of them had heard him approach.

Seth was up and ready to move in an instant. His hand was on his Chosen. He shifted his gaze momentarily to Russell. The body language was not something Gabriel would have expected. Was he nervous or frightened?

“Seth, please don’t go,” Senias pleaded.

“Did you just say, please?” Seth asked, mystified.

“I’m asking you to give me another chance. No confrontation.”

“Really?” Seth asked, a doubtful expression on his face. But his drakkar was no longer facing ‌him.

Gabriel noticed Senias coming closer. He had no idea what to say. “I was going to meet you.” Gabriel’s words were hurried. After all, he was nervous Senias would be upset by his absconding with the couple. He swallowed as Senias placed a hand on the left side of his face and leaned into him, nuzzling the right side with his own. It was something Gabriel had never experienced in front of others. He froze there for a moment. Then it was done, and the dragon turned to stand beside his lover.

~ You handled everything in the best way you could have. Thank you for keeping them safe. You do not know how thankful I am. ~

Gabriel inhaled slowly; one hand lifted to touch his cheek where the rough stubble of his lover had just been. He caught the awe-struck expressions of their audience. He felt his cheeks warm.

“I’m glad he got you here. He’s braver than I have been for years. He’s wise beyond his age. It’s something you’ll figure out. And this is the safest place for you. I want to keep you safe,” Senias pointed out.

“Guess that answers ya question, huh, bro?” Russell was the first to speak.

“Maybe.” Seth faced them both. “Other than the information you already got, what do you need from me?”

“Let me know about any places I can go to get more evidence,” Senias replied. “Tell me about any dragons who may have something. You stay here, safe, under my protection and Pack Weylyn’s protection. I’ll collect everything.”

“Questions answered and stay safe, it’s all we ask,” Gabriel assured. He was relieved. Things were finally looking up. For once, he and Senias were on the same page. It felt pretty damn good.








  
  

Chapter four

Djinn Hunt





Ezekiel ran from one ruined building to another and wound up turning, so his back was against the cinder block front. They were in an old war zone. The rusty stains on the ground were a testament to the carnage of the past. Shouldn’t it be gone by now? He had to wonder, considering they were now in the middle of hunting something that might easily make more bloodstains of them. 

How much of what they were seeing came from other hapless victims of this djinn? Malcolm, wearing the human form of Councilor Fulgal, popped his head out of the hole in the wall a few meters away. Catching sight of Ezekiel, the doppelgänger motioned for him to follow.

“Here. He said it’s close,” the doppelgänger whispered.

Ezekiel grunted and turned to follow. Just in meeting their host, the mage realized their host had disdain for them. It was the position Ezekiel enjoyed best - being underestimated. Considering he wasn’t yet sure how this ritual ‌would play out, it was best to keep those he was involved with under the impression he was less-than.

The self-proclaimed “ghost hunter” and expert on Djinn didn’t like tag-alongs. He complained about their being uneducated in the art, heathens to his ways, and bumbling idiots when Malcolm had stumbled earlier. All of this had been spoken in his own language, of course, but Ezekiel was a polyglot. He understood most languages quite well, including several supernatural languages.

Ezekiel needed a djinn. This man knew where to find one. For that, he was useful; a means to an end. The Director of Crimson would put up with the verbal abuse and over-the-top showmanship until he got what he needed. Right now, the man was drawing a circle with chalk on the floor of this abandoned building and praying to Allah as he did so.

~ Is that his deity? ~ Malcolm asked using mindspeak.

~ Yes. But he’s being excessively melodramatic. My bet is he knows where the creature is, and this is all for show. He’s accustomed to an audience on his digital shows, not actual supernatural agents. It’s fine. ~

The markings the man drew on the floor, and the way he continuously chanted, wore on Ezekiel’s nerves. Considering the expression on Malcolm’s face, he wasn’t alone in his annoyance. While the hunter continued his display, Ezekiel’s gaze raked over the ruins they had been picking their way through. So far, he’d seen and sensed nothing. Were djinn really so talented?

~ Didn’t you say capturing this djinn required certain items? ~

~ Yes. He has them. I brought some things of my own as well. ~ It was easy to calm Malcolm with the least bit of information. Perhaps it was that they had worked together previously? The doppel was willing to trust him.

~ Is the plan to wait until the djinn is caught and then kill the hunter? That would save us the trouble of paying or the concern of him telling anyone about this little excursion. ~

~ You are quite astute, Malcolm. I’m trying to be patient. Let him put on the show. A sacrifice must be made to keep the soul lock on the bottle. A sacrifice must be made to bring about the command or, as the storytellers call it, the wish. ~ Skinner looked to the side, down a hallway lit only by the faint light of the nearby building’s security and the moon. Finally, he could feel it. 

~ There. It’s curious. It’s in the doorway at the end of the hall. It’s moving. Place yourself flat against the wall. ~ Ezekiel pushed his back against the opposite wall, giving the being a full room to move through. As it cautiously rounded the corner, he could get a better look. It resembled inky darkness incarnate. Various shapes were created out of the cloud of nothingness, and it smelled like smoke and embers. Both of them could see streaks of darkness through the being smolder and light up, then fold back in on itself. It was almost like watching lava cool as it moved down a hill. The djinn took on a faintly humanoid form as it paused between them, as if acknowledging their presence before moving on to the next room.

The creature was quite amazing to see. He would have loved to study one more closely. He could only imagine Malcolm felt the same way, maybe wondering what it would be like to try to mimic this type of elemental being. Could doppelgangers even accomplish such a feat? He was brought out of his rabbit hole by the doppel’s mental intrusion.

~Are you certain the hunter’s soul will be strong enough to lure the Djinn in? ~ Watching what the hunter was doing from where they stood, Malcolm’s gaze narrowed. ~ This isn’t some sort of act, is it? He does not seem frightened. ~

Ezekiel guessed Malcolm knew his kind ‌would be frightened when faced with such an entity. They were cowards at heart. Ezekiel didn’t respond, for the ghost hunter must have realized something was happening. He stood holding a string above the glass and gold bottle on the floor. He held the string and continued to call for protection from his deity. When the djinn made itself known, he seemed to freeze in awe.

~ You think pissing his pants is an act? ~ Ezekiel smirked as he stepped slowly, silently away from the wall to better see what was happening. Perhaps it began as an act, but now, the human was face-to-face with a true being of might.

The being was moving around the circle the hunter had drawn. Apparently, his protection was working. He spoke something to the being of smoke, ash, and darkness. 

~ I don’t like this. He spoke to it. ~ Malcolm confided.

~Alright, and what did he say? Surely you have more knowledge of the languages than I do. ~ Ezekiel watched Malcolm’s reaction as the wind picked up around them. The litter and debris in the building swirled in miniature tornadoes as the Djinn further manifested itself before the hunter. And then, the sound of its voice reverberated through the metal beams in what was left of this bombed-out structure. It was a sound heard through the vibration - as if the being was never meant to speak out loud to mere mortals. Though Ezekiel could not decipher it, he could assume the intention. The djinni was drawing others.

Both the hunter and the doppelgänger stared at the Djinn in awe, like the hunter had been doing moments ago. Shaking, the hunter walked forward. Even Malcom was stepping away from his hiding spot. Ezekiel had enough protection all over him to keep a damned siren away from him, so he simply followed the mesmerized doppelgänger, curious to see what came next.

The human hunter was swaying back and forth, stepping closer to the edge of the circle while the being of darkness coalesced into a being who resembled an ebony elf with golden adornments. Bracers, arm cuffs, all the hair was gone; ears pointed to fine tips. Skinner couldn’t see the thing’s face from where he stood. By this time, the doppelgänger had made it into the main portion of the room. Suddenly, Malcolm shifted from one form to another. Then, he went into another. He was shifting between all of his previously used forms. The act was melting his flesh so quickly that the doppel was soon screaming in pain.

Skinner took the opportunity granted by the momentary distraction to make his way to the opposite side of the room. He still could not see the djinn’s countenance - but the djinn probably didn’t know he was there, either.

Malcolm couldn’t seem to hold on to any of the forms he had once worn. They were all being ripped from his mind and physically skinned from his body. He cried out in agony. Finally, there was nothing but his true form left, a tall, ash-gray creature with‌ long curving fingers, colorless eyes and a hunched-over frame. Those hands reached up to feel over the smooth expanse of his skull, and the doppel groaned. For the moment, Malcolm seemed lost to reality.

Ezekiel reached into the circle of protection, grabbing the cord leading into the beautiful glass decanter the hunter was white-knuckling. He tossed it over the Djinn’s head, pulling it to clasp with another magical piece of metal he had ready. Before the being could turn on him, he clapped his hands together, a shock of electrical current startling the hunter while not marring the circle of protection.

The magical current of energy staggered both the djinn and the doppelgänger, but the hunter immediately went back to his prayers and his duty of pulling the cord into the bottle. The djinn fought, but when it went for Ezekiel, the director ducked and rolled behind Malcolm, kicking the doppelgänger into it.

Despite Malcolm being in his nearly expressionless doppelgänger form, their horror in facing the djinn and being engulfed by it was undeniable. Ezekiel had to cover his ears; the shrieks were so loud. He didn’t turn away. He needed to see this through. The djinn melted into the dark smoky form it had appeared in. Then it was drawn into the bottle. What was left of the corpse of Malcolm went in the impossibly small container as well. That part was not so easy to watch. At least the doppel wasn’t screaming anymore.

The hunter plugged the bloody top of the bottle, quickly placed it on the ground, and backed away, still speaking his prayers under his breath. Ezekiel reached down and lifted the container. He could see movement inside, and he smiled.

“Well done. Now that you’ve proven yourself, I have an important job for you.”
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