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Author’s Note




This novel may contain subject matter I wanted to let you know about, up front. If it’s not for you, that’s fine. I’m happy you were interested. 


	All our novels and stories are for ADULTS ONLY. 


	Though the plot is the most important attribute to the stories we tell, there will sometimes be sex on the page. 


	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, there will also be fights, manipulation, violence, bloody battles, death by fire, and other adult subjects.
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Chapter one

Mad World





What Director Ezekiel Skinner wanted, he got. And the Director didn’t get his hands dirty. Hence, Jean-Michel was on yet another “undisclosed mission.” The tasker wondered if this mission was actually on the books. He doubted it. He highly… doubted it. 

He passed face after face on the street of the mid-sized town outside ‌the Bay Area. These were “little cities” in mid-northern California. This area was called the poor man’s wine country. He made his way to the automated transit ticket station, gave up a ten spot, and took the ticket that the machine spat out. Off he went to catch a bus instead. He’d take a bus to the next station. Best to be a lost part of humanity than to make too direct a hit.

His blue-green eyes took in the mad world around him. The sounds were harsh: car motors, bike bells, the fountain, the horns. He didn’t want to be here. It was too loud, and there were too many humans. Too much of everything.

Jean-Michel got off the bus at the next stop and found signs leading to the local rail station. His feet moved slower than normal over the pavement. He paused to take in the way the breeze moved through the trees. Sometimes, it was a good thing to slow down and take in the world, but then another car horn reminded him he was delaying the inevitable.

The train that went underground near Oakland—where he needed to be. He couldn’t force himself to pick up the pace.

Jean-Michel gazed into a window along the older building fronts downtown and saw his reflection. He paused, gazing upward, trying desperately to form with his imagination what he once had been. It was nearly impossible.

Instead, his eyes came back to meet his reflection’s gaze. He had crow’s feet at the edge of his human eyes, both frown and laugh lines. His dark, auburn-red hair had silver smudged at the ears and in the scruff of his beard.

He looked human and was about to perform the bidding of a human. Albeit a human in a powerful position, but a human, nonetheless. How had he allowed himself to be brought so low? He avoided eye contact with anybody. It wasn’t something he enjoyed. Most humans were unable to see more than their own worries. No need to look into those hollow holes.

Down the stairs. To the right. Up the escalators.

Unless Director Skinner swept this mission under the rug, Jean-Michel would answer to a bunch of attorneys turned Councilors, all ready to judge him. They never got their hands dirty either.

Punch the ticket. Go to the platform.

Jean-Michel told himself he would go to a pub before the Council. He wanted to be drunk before facing his own Councilor. He didn’t want to be sober while looking into Gabriel’s eyes after what had to be done.

Dealing with humans risked such peril. The memory of Director Ezekiel Skinner’s scowl when he tried to refuse this task made Jean-Michel shiver. Had he known what kind of magic would kill Skinner, Jean-Michel would have done so a long time ago. Unfortunately, the human was well-connected and dangerous. Skinner was a keeper of secrets. And Jean-Michel did not want more of his known.

Catch the train. Take a seat. Pretend.

Despite trying not to look, a little girl in front of him caught his eye. The impish grin made him want to smile. Children could see things in their innocence that others could not. It pained him to think she would lose this gift.

He cocked his head to the side. An instinctive, curious movement, which came from the creature he truly was. She smirked at him. He crossed his eyes. She did her best to hold back a little giggle. Her mother glanced his way. He nodded a slight bow.

The mother got up to leave with her daughter. She was paranoid, being so short-lived. The little girl, missing her two front teeth, beamed at Jean-Michel. The mother sighed heavily as the tasker got up and began moving in the opposite direction. He didn’t want trouble.

“Mommy! Did you see his eyes? Mommy?”

“It’s not nice to stare, Maria.”

Jean made his way to the far end of the car and stood, holding the pole. The slowing click-clack of the train heralded an approach to the next station. The train slowed, then stopped for Oakland.

People got on, got off, shifted, shuffled seats, and slid into places to stand.

Jean-Michel made his way off the train and to the far end of the platform, away from other people. He sat on the bench, where he watched the girl walk with her mother to the stairs. Little Maria waved and showed her snaggle-toothed smile again. This time, he couldn’t help but return the expression.

Innocence wasn’t the same as ignorance.

She wanted to see more of what he truly was. She still had faith. But did he? Had he lost faith in everyone else? Jean-Michel had fantasized the stern, young attorney turned Councilor for humans could see more. However, Gabriel had mentioned nothing. Did that mean all was already lost where he was concerned?

When the bell sounded, the train lurched forward, and the tasker remained on the bench. Jean-Michel’s eyes focused on the wall across from the platform. He took a drink from the flask hidden in a jacket pocket. Another drink, and he closed his eyes. Opening them again, he stared ahead beyond the tracks. He stared until his eyes watered and hurt. At the edge of his vision, on the far wall, light filtered around a double-door-sized expanse of beige painted brick. The outline of light was a magical archway hidden from most eyes.

Screwing the top back onto the flask, Jean-Michel waited until the next train came through. He focused on the outline of the door. After two trains, as people transferred on and off, he stood. When the bells sounded, he navigated to one of the support poles and out of camera range. Just as the back of the train cleared the magical outline, the tasker leaped a distance that might seem inconceivable for a middle-aged man. He made it from the platform and into the door.

Taskers were masters of not being seen. They were the elite agents of Crimson, the world’s supernatural policing force. Most were supernatural for a reason.

Go inside. Find the leader. Do as tasked. Simple.

The creatures that called this home were quite full of themselves. No one watched the entrance. Even after walking for five minutes through rough-hewn stone corridors, there were no guards.

Jean-Michel could smell them. He could smell the blood, not decay. It’s what vampire lairs made by newly blooded creatures smelled like. They didn’t let things decay or rot. Anything smelling of true death was unwanted. However, they liked the smell of blood and enjoyed having their prey in a gathering.

The corridor led out to an open area which used to be part of the rail line, or at the very least, had abandoned gear and equipment around a nice tile and cement floor. This room was open compared to previous halls.

He pulled his trigger quickly but only managed one bullet before the boot of an incoming vampire knocked the gun from his hand. Relaxing, Jean-Michel lowered his stance for the incoming attack. His center of gravity stable, Jean-Michel dodged the incoming flurry and shoved the would-be attacker into one of the others.

Five. He knew several kinds of martial arts, but the goal was to be captured, not to kill them. So, he feinted, rolled out of the way, and kicked the one who had his gun. He caught the guy on the jaw and followed the hit to send the gun skittering out of range.

He dodged three swings but backed into two more vampires. Dropping into a crouch, he let them hit one another. If the sounds were any indication, the maneuver worked. Springing forward, Jean-Michel took one out with a tackle, before rolling again and getting back into stance.

The two on their feet came at him, but two from the sidelines circled while the prone vampire his bearings. They moved quicker than he could. Figuring he’d given them enough of a fight, Jean-Michel simply played at keeping them busy. He slung one into the other before taking another out with a jumping crescent kick, purposely leaving himself open to the side.

One vampire took the shot, and pain burned in Jean-Michel’s hip as he went down. They each got at least one hit before he discouraged them.

“I have a message for Anthony!”

The vampires paused, looking between one another.

“I come from Crimson. If I don’t meet him, things could go very wrong for you,” Jean-Michel warned.

“Well Anthony’s been waiting,” one of them snarled while they dragged Jean-Michel onward to the lair.

The vampires walked with him held between them to another doorway. After a few minutes of silence, they brought the tasker to a larger cavern.

The smell of cheap cologne, cigarette smoke, and fresh blood led the way. His eyes adjusted to the darkness. They dressed as if they had stepped out of a movie screen, a la something either gothic or leather-clad punk-rock chic. It was so cliche that Jean-Michel forced himself not to choke on a laugh.

They made their way to what was obviously a throne. Did it get any better than this? He remembered what a vampire throne room looked like—a real vampire throne room. This cheap rendition was a disgrace, and if a true pureblood had seen it? There would’ve been hell to pay.

They walked up a trail to a wooden dais, which sat a few feet higher than the rest of the cavernous room. On the dais was a fancy upholstered chair, maybe something from the early 80s mimicking an older era. Even worse, the leader performed by drinking from a victim while sitting on his so-called throne.

Releasing his bite on the now-dead man, the vampire ruler wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. Anthony appeared as if he weren’t a day over twenty, a lie. He let the body fall to his feet before he assessed their guest.

“You waltzed into a vampire lair. Your masters couldn’t do this any other way?”

“I’m a Tasker. I was tasked. I don’t ask a lot of questions,” Jean-Michel replied.

“On behalf of Crimson? Because that bunch lost something?” Anthony chuckled as if he possessed the upper hand. He gestured toward the opening of a cave to his left. Two vampires led in a young man. He had several bloodied marks on his arms and throat. His head hung and he could hardly walk on his own. Anthony paid the entrance little heed. He kept his attention on the special agent to see the reaction.

For someone as experienced as Jean-Michel, the scene was amusing. The self-appointed coven lord still had the dead body of his dinner next to his seat. He had turned his focus on this farce of a forced drama.

“That bunch didn’t actually send me.” Jean-Michel studied the turned vampire. “Perhaps we should be honest with one another?”

“By all means,” Anthony replied, sitting with a flump on his throne.

Another show of power. The vampire had a Crimson agent and was going to use his pitiful countenance to control the situation. Jean-Michel knew how this would go. Anthony, on the other hand, had no idea what was about to happen.

“This isn’t a normal mission. Since you took an agent, your importance has grown by leaps and bounds.” Jean-Michel addressed the self-anointed coven lord. “No, this was more of an emergency mission assigned by the Director of Crimson himself.” He tilted his head toward the agent. “May I check him?”

Anthony was immediately preening and sneering in a wash of arrogance.

“Tender of heart for those less fortunate, are you?” His attention went from his guest to his captive and back again. “Inspect him all you like. Wouldn’t want you to think we were animals, would I?” While the intruder inspected his hostage, the coven lord’s attention came back to the body inches from his feet.

“Didn’t I tell you to get these out of here when I’m finished with them? I can already smell the vileness of the blood.” The coven lord kicked the body, which flopped unceremoniously down the bit of dais. He glared at the vampires, who had brought the agent to him. They wasted little time grabbing the body to remove it from the chamber.

Jean-Michel walked to the young Crimson technician. Johnny was someone they called a specialist, and his skill was hacking. Being part of a secret organization that kept its eyes on the wrongdoing of supernatural kind meant bringing something to the table. And in many cases, even something considered illegal to the rest of the world was an asset to Crimson.

“You’ve been bitten.” Jean-Michel touched the agent’s shoulder, noting multiple puncture wounds. Wasn’t much more than a kid, this one. He’d been missing for nearly five days. The vampires had not wasted their time. “Have you taken blood from any of them?”

Johnny was weak and feverish. His head was still down, and he was breathing soft and slow as he leaned against the wall.

“I don’t know,” he said around the gravel in his throat.

“Do you know who sent me? Do you understand?” Jean-Michel asked, his fingers under the other man’s chin to lift his head. As Johnny’s head tipped back, his eyes partially opened to reveal dilated pupils and a reddish tinge to the outer edges of each.

“Skinner?” he groaned, and one arm covered his stomach as he winced. “Can we leave?”

The tone of his voice had been more demanding than hopeful. The expression took the tasker’s mind momentarily to the past. Another set of eyes fading from the light of life came to mind and saddened him. Jean-Michel forced himself to focus on the present and the information he needed.

~ What do you have on him that makes you so important, Johnny? ~ Jean-Michel asked, forcing his thoughts into the boy’s mind. In this addled state, the captive agent had no defense. He hoped his question would be answered by images, or at least some breadcrumbs, on where to find a weakness in Director Skinner’s protected life.

The young agent had no choice but to allow the mental intrusion. Several images from pictures in a file marked simply ‘#32’ came to the foreground. A flash of old language and red ink shuffled in next. Then nothing. Sighing, Johnny swallowed, and his eyes opened a little more for the tasker.

“I... did good?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes, you did, Agent.” Jean-Michel placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He asked quietly, almost fatherly, “Are you ready to be free?”

“Yes, please.”

Anthony’s attention went from the doorway to the tasker. “Well? What’s it worth to you and your Director? Maybe official recognition as a true coven? The perks purebloods enjoy. It’s only fair. We rescued him, right, guys?” The other vampires chuckled.

Jean-Michel turned to face the self-appointed coven lord, and as he did, he snapped Johnny’s neck.

“What?” Anthony screamed as he moved further away, shoving his guards forward to protect him.

The tasker slammed the closest vampire against the cavern wall with such force his head cracked like a watermelon. He was already on the next vampire before Johnny’s body hit the ground.

“But the Director…” Anthony got behind some of the other vampires at his disposal. The agent stalked ever closer.

“The Director didn’t send me to bargain, you idiot.” While he closed the gap between himself and Anthony, lights around the walls began flickering and losing power. Guns fired, but the tasker rolled out of the way and to the sidewall behind the throne.

The two who stayed with their leader took defensive stances. Anthony took a step back. Bullets ricocheted from the hewn stone walls.

“Stop shooting, idiots!” Anthony screamed. His tone let the tasker know this coven lord finally realized he was not in control.

The lights flickered and went out one-by-one, leaving them in darkness. They’d be more aggressive. Overconfident. These vampires thought they had the upper hand in the dark. Perfect.

The two fledglings rushed their opponent while Anthony backed to the room’s outer wall. His eyes were wild as they adjusted to the absence of light.

For Jean-Michel, darkness was not a hindrance. He tripped one vampire who moved so quickly the bastard landed on his head—knocking himself out. They literally didn’t understand their own strength. The other he took on, meeting the thing’s swinging fist with the palm of his hand. He turned the hit’s inertia against the vampire and slammed the creature onto his back. The crunch of a broken arm filled the air, then a gurgling scream.

“What are you?” Anthony asked, his voice trembling. The screams of other vampires were his answer. Anthony grimaced from a flash of magical light emitted from Jean-Michel’s chest. When he looked up again, he was frozen by what he saw blocking the only exit.

The only light in the cavern came from the entrance tunnel, and suddenly, it was extinguished. The temperature rose in the area by fifteen—no, twenty degrees in a matter of seconds.

Anthony made it back to the side of the throne when he was mesmerized by the face of his own death. Dark scales moved like a living wall. The teeth were as long as swords, and those blue-green eyes were the size of car doors. The creature’s mouth opened, and liquid fire dribbled to the stone floor.

~ Do you know what I am now? ~ Jean-Michel asked. He needed this. He needed to remember who and what he was. They would know. And then they would all die.








  
  

Chapter two

A Day in the Life





Gabriel Kennedy, the handsome owner of Kennedy Corp. and well-known philanthropist, stood on the grand staircase in his family’s colonial mansion to toast and give his opening speech before the eager crowd below. 

“On behalf of my late grandmother, Amelia Kennedy, I’d like to thank each of you for attending this year. A lovely lady, my grandmother was quite fond of both Whitley University and art of all kinds while still alive. The University has been, and will most likely be, a grand institution of learning for centuries to come. It all relies on gracious people, such as yourselves. You foster the future through tradition, as well as the future of well-rounded student education, by reaching into your pockets tonight and letting go.” He smiled at the current of soft laughter. “My grandmother had faith in the artists, the writers, and the creative minds who had not yet been born when she designed this fund. She had faith other people would keep this candle burning. Let’s not extinguish it.” Gabriel paused, taking a deep breath.

“It is with great appreciation that I welcome you to the Annual Amelia Kennedy Gala.” The round of applause was deafening, and he politely toasted them all. Socialites, business owners, CEOs, and politicians made up the noisy lot. Though Gabriel had anxiety, he forced himself to mingle. It was expected of him. As he spoke to them, mentioned the various fundraisers, like the private auction and the raffles to be held later in the night. They were going to have fun, but they were going to spend their money. Of that, their host made certain.

A lovely woman decked out in the finest fashion had to offer 20 years ago wove her way towards him, and Gabriel prepared himself. The lighting seemed to dance off her mass of jewelry and her pale pink lip-gloss added to the nostalgia that was her. With a wicked grin, he took her hand to press a light kiss upon the top of it. Gabriel Kennedy strove to be the ideal gentleman.

“Well, you are the devil himself, Mr. Kennedy.” The lady flushed slightly and fanned herself, spreading the strong, floral scent of her expensive perfume into his face.

“Ms. Herrington, it is always a pleasure to see you.” Breathe. Breathe lightly. Don’t cough. Smile.

His hand stroked the side of his pants. She was a generous donor to the evening’s cause, so he played it up for a short time. His brown hair, chocolate eyes, and tanned complexion made most of the women here happy to be in his company. Ms. Herrington was but one stop along the path while captivating the wealthy gala goers.

“We want to supply three years of undergraduate courses in the Fine Arts to five students this year. Not to mention, give the college incentives to keep funding more and more within the School of Arts and Drama. I hope you’ll help us fulfill those dreams.” He wasn’t sure how many times he’d said it while mingling or dancing.

In the subdued atmosphere, no one truly knew him well enough to bet on who would catch the bachelor’s eye. All part of the game, so many tried, but no one realized Gabriel might as well be untouchable. They saw the person he allowed them to see.

Gabriel let them enjoy his hospitality one night every year. They would cavort in their formal attire and eat meals from a locally chosen chef. A dance would follow in the rear ballroom, which echoed the sweet melodies of the small ensemble orchestra put together by the University’s Music Department. He paid everyone well during this event, for he saw it as giving back to the community.

As he spoke, his eyes moved over those who danced in the ballroom. He remembered learning to dance. He had enjoyed it at one time. Now, it was simply an obligation performed with donors.

During one of his rounds through the crowded ballroom, his phone vibrated. Slipping the slender device from his coat pocket, Gabriel excused himself and found a quiet place to answer the call. The name Derek told him who and what..

“The good news is we think your witness is right. There may be a doppelgänger involved. The bad news is the lack of ‌ scent. That’s a clue, but means we can’t track this thing.” 

Gabriel took in this new bit of information. Closing his eyes, he pinched the bridge of his nose while thinking. He must’ve taken too long because Derek started talking again.

“I know you got the case because the witness is human, and you’re the human Councilor, but what do we do with this? You know we’re here because we’re your friends, but if Councilor Airsight finds out some of the lycan involved themselves without his permission, we’re fucked. Jonas is a by-the-book sort.”

“We still haven’t received all the intel on this subject. The witness said he watched the victim die, and then the assailant became the victim. But how many are there? How do we know who did what? There isn’t much history on doppelgängers in the Chamber library. I found a petition to allow them a seat on the council with rights with limitations at the European Council a year ago, but the petition was denied. Those remaining in this world were supposedly sent back across. Gaia’s apparently not ready for them. Have you tracked the so-called victim?”

“No. The guy paid with cash, and we don’t have the authority to take security footage. That’s what your tasker’s for. They carry ‌identification and have the back-up from Crimson. Devon’s already nervous about this as it is, Gabe. He asked if you were sure. Is this legit? Because, maybe, your witness is the murderer?”

“I’ve been tracking odd and unexplained disappearances where the victim turns up later to claim their life. There’ve been 3 in the U.S. in the last month on the southeastern coast. I have no right to push forward and investigate these cases unless I can prove something about it is supernatural.”

“So, you need this one. If it’s for real.”

“We need to interrogate them. Something is going on. I knew the minute my client mentioned he’d witnessed this, things fit together. I wanted Jean-Michel on this, but he’s… been assigned another task. Skinner always has an excuse. I’ve left messages. It falls on you and Devon. I trust you; do you understand? Whatever’s going on will come to light faster if they are in our custody—not if they’re dead.”

“Got it.” The call ended.

Plastering a smile back into place, Gabriel returned to the gala. His mind scoured a thousand other subjects.

***

Four hours later, Gabriel stood with his trusted valet, Eva, in his office at Kennedy Corp. He admired his degree while holding a glass of flavored sparkling water. His eyes moved to the picture of his grandfather and grandmother on the wall nearby. The only other picture happened to be him with his grandfather the day he graduated from college.

“There were more people this year than last,” she said finally, her light brown-hazel eyes looking at his hand.

“I feel like the place was taken over. After a while, all I see is the mess they’ll leave and not the people.”

“Well, they can have at it. The staff’ll clean it all up before you get back. No trouble, ma boy. We can go to the chambers or maybe their library for some peace and quiet if you don’t want to stay here.” The lilting Caribbean accent melded with the Weylyn pack accent when Eva spoke.

“I need someplace I can think. Devon and Derek are out there handling things Jean-Michel should be dealing with. His absences are annoying.” He left the wall to turn his gaze upon the university town from his 6th-story window.

“So, I see you’re still researching the shifters,” Eva said as she looked over the large table Gabriel had in the middle of his office. “Is that where you’ve sent my mate and our eldest off to?” She shifted the papers to read more. “I thought you’d never leave things like this in the office.”

“I ran out of time before the gala. You’re right. I should clean it up. I just…” He sighed before turning to make his way to the decanter nearby to pour drinks. “I’m mixing my human life with my Councillorship a lot lately. I thought I could keep everything separate.”

“Not as easy as planned?”

“No,” Gabriel handed her one of the highballs. He took a deep breath before drinking. Then, he pointed at the far side of the table where she stood. “Our family’s not as clean as I used to think. I tripped over some things when I did some research. Has me a little rattled, is all.”

“I see…” Eva glanced over the books he had strewn out. They were about his ancestors across the drink, and some were about dragons. She drank the liquor in one smooth gulp before settling the glass on the table. “Tell me what my mate and boy are up to, and I’ll gather all of this. It needs to go back to the Council Chamber Library where it’s safer.”

“They’ve been following a doppelgänger. I’m not sure if we’re on the right track, yet.” He massaged the back of his neck. “How can we handle such an elusive creature?”

“Have you spoken to Director Skinner? You’re a Councilor. It’s your job to prosecute and defend, not send people to police things,” Eva pointed out. “You’re showing your grandfather’s hero complex again, Gabe. You’re taking on too much, and I’m not sure I like ya dragging my pack into it, truth be told.”

“He’s been slow to respond. Sometimes, I feel like they’re not so worried about losing human lives. We don’t have the luxury of shifting or using magic or having unusual strengths and senses for defense.” He hoped Director Skinner had good reasons for his sluggish response. Maybe the man was too busy with other things? Gabe always gave the benefit of the doubt. But for how long? He helped Eva with the last few books, then gathered his notebooks and pens, and notepads.

“Hmmm,” Eva responded.

“I’m sorry, Eva. I feel like this is important. As soon as I can task Jean-Michel to the case, Devon can be home to deal with your pups and Derek can go… do whatever Derek wants.” He sighed.

“I’ll use the bathroom before we go. You stay here.”

Gabriel noticed the way she observed everything as they packed up. He was almost positive she knew more than she let on. But dragons weren’t the top priority, anymore. Not since his client had reported seeing the doppelgänger.

The idea of being taken, killed, and replaced frightened him. Doppelgängers had already taken how many human lives? Had this one not made a mistake, shining a light on other odd deaths or murders in recent months, no one would’ve thought about it. As Gabriel scribbled on a pad in his briefcase, he silently assessed the unusual amount of missing person reports in Whitley. Reports he hadn’t even had time to peruse. For a university town, the possibilities were deadly. Students could go missing and not be reported for weeks.

He heard the phone vibrate on his desk. Regarding the device, Gabriel sighed heavily. Jean-Michel Raudine’s name appeared on the screen. The Councilor answered.

“It’s about time. What use is having a tasker assigned to me if he never responds? I’ve been reaching out to you for days.”

“This tasker is on assignment for someone on a higher pay grade than you, Councilor Kennedy,” Jean-Michel replied over the sound of ice and sloshing liquid. “Take my absence up with him.”

“The Director is too busy to be bothered. And you’re my tasker, not his.” Gabriel heard a grunt added to the sound of pouring liquid. “Are you drinking, Jean-Michel?” Gabriel flattened the palm of his free hand on the desk.

“Yes. If you had a day like mine, you’d be drinking, too.”

“No. I would do my duty,” Gabriel heard a release of air from the caller. “Sorry to be so boring, but there are things to do besides getting drunk. Lives are on the line.”

“There are always lives on the line with you lot. You should take the stick out your arse and pour your own drink,” Jean-Michel chuckled.

Gabriel’s eyes glared down at the phone he had just pulled from his face. Why did this man always get his goat? He took a deep breath, swallowed, and continued.

“In case you were blissfully unaware, there’s an emergency happening here. I’m trying to save people from a horrible end.”

“Let me guess, human lives?”

“Well, yes, but perhaps I’m trying to save supernatural lives. Who knows why doppelgängers do what they do?”

“Have you asked them?”

“I would if I had one to ask,” Gabriel ground his teeth. He took another pronounced breath. “I’m trying to save both supernatural and human lives. For that, I need a tasker who is available to me. Not drunk.” If it were any other person...

“Oh, come on, Gabe! You don’t think the Council and Crimson are here for supernatural benefit?” Jean-Michel took another drink.

“It is stated in the vows and pledge of duty—”

“I want your opinion, not some fuckin’ vow,” The man growled from somewhere close to his soul. “Stop hiding behind someone else’s words and empty promises.”

Gabriel’s voice caught. He experienced a flash of memory. A sleeker, younger version of his tasker used this deeper voice while arguing with his father. The Councilor had felt the anger and tension in the room that day, years ago. He swore to himself he felt it again. After all, Jean-Michel had been assigned to several human Councilors over the years; Kennedys all in a line. He was not human, though Crimson listed him as such. Perhaps he was a human magus? They lived longer.

No. Gabriel knew better. His eyes moved to the cart where the books had been. He swallowed.

“Crimson wants supernaturals cleaned up and out of sight, so their precious humans never have to be burdened by knowing supernaturals exist.” The tasker paused to scoff. “You know what’s funny? Humans who know about supernaturals? They want to become them or wipe ‘em from the face of the earth out of jealousy. So, which are you?”

“You. Are. Drunk.” Gabriel spoke with measured patience. “You know how I feel about drinking and being drunk.”

“Why are the rules all made about you creatures? Humans don’t even treat one another properly and yet, all those rules. Consider all these murders and wars. You use one another and us! Skinner’s a fine example, using Crimson to herd supernaturals and keep’em under control. We’re not the ones out of control in the first place.”

“That’s news to me, considering I received a report of a doppelgänger in Whitley taking the life of a human. Supernaturals have the upper hand. A balance must be kept, Tasker. Crimson and the Council are about balance.” This wasn’t the time for a philosophical discussion. He needed to reel in this conversation.

“Repeat the first part again?”

“Jean-Michel, come back here. The supernaturals in question are killing humans, replacing them, and wreaking havoc on other people’s lives,” Gabriel whispered every phrase slowly when Eva walked back in.

“Yeah, well, I’ll get right on it.”

“Raudine!” Gabriel shouted the last name, but the call ended before he’d even finished the second syllable. He stared down at the phone. Where had so much venom come from? Why the sudden indignation? They had both taken vows, had they not?

“Not the best conversation, I take it?” Eva asked. When Gabriel set the phone down, she held out the mug.

No matter how upset or annoyed with Jean-Michel Raudine Gabriel got, the man made a valid point. It was something to think about, but it hardly seemed the time.

“I don’t understand him, sometimes, Eva.” He swallowed and put the phone back in his pocket before gathering the keys. He wished he could figure out Jean-Michel’s scars. Maybe then he could help? But how?

“The man has always been peculiar. He has a semi-decent soul, I suppose. Otherwise, my mate wouldn’t call him brother.” She shrugged before taking the keys and giving the bag to Gabriel. “Of course, Devon also calls him a jackass.”

Gabriel smiled.








  
  

Chapter three

Pandora’s Box





The sounds of Richard Wagner’s opera of “Tristan and Isolde” drifted through the upstairs office of the antique store known as Pandora’s Box. The owner, Miranda Garrett, studied the aged book before her. Most of her business happened earlier in the evening. So, she was free to make some calls, or so she thought. 

Reaching for the glass of red wine sitting on the edge of the massive desk she brought the drink to her lips while regarding one, last, tattered page in the leather-bound book. Her eyes caught movement through the windows. Her assistant, Yvette came up the stairs to her office door.

“There’s a here to see you, Ms. Garrett,” Yvette. The fact that the woman called her by her official gave Mira pause. She and Yvette had been acquainted since France in the 1600s.

“What?”

“I think you should see this person.” Yvette glanced back over her shoulder to the stairs before returning her gaze to Miranda.

“Fine.” With a sigh of defeat, Miranda placed the book on top of an old podium and set her notes in a top drawer. When she looked up, it was to see an old friend, someone she hadn’t had business with in quite some time. “Frenchie?”

“Mademoiselle, I was told you could be of some assistance to me.” The words were soft and sensual as they floated from his lips.

His accent was the same as it had been years ago, which was the tell. Sure, Jean-Michel Raudine still played the French accent card here and there, but not like this. And he knew better than to refer to her as a mademoiselle.

Miranda’s features hardened. “Yvette, go down and begin closing for the evening.”

Yvette’s eyes narrowed her lower lip pouting, but she gave a small nod and departed, leaving the two alone.

“Tell me, shifter, why I should aid you when you walk in here, set on deceiving me? Why should I not rip... you…. to shreds?” She navigated back to her seat.

The man sighed and turned to close the door to her office. He didn’t answer until he sat in a chair right in front of her desk. Her eyes were glaring heat at him, and her body was stiff.

“I did not intend to deceive you, Ms. Garrett. I only thought to take on an image that you would be more comfortable with and more inclined to help.”

“Well, all you accomplished was annoying me. So rid yourself of the facade before saying anything else.” What right did this jackal have to her beloved memories? The nerve.

As she watched, his features melted and reformed to an ash-grey-skinned individual with colorless eyes and no hair. His ears were slightly elongated, almost like elven ears, and his fingers were twice the length of a human’s. He was extremely thin, almost fragile. When he spoke again, his voice remained soft and deep but held no accent.

“My chosen name is Malcolm. We are being hunted by Crimson. We have fallen into hard times because of this. We know you have connections to the Council and Crimson, but you also have connections to the Underground. As such, we are taking a chance we can offer you something worth your while in exchange for helping us.” Their voice had a gargling, watery sound, as if filtered through the back of his throat with phlegm.

“Aren’t you blacklisted? Like dragons?” Sure, they weren’t capable of mass destruction, but they were uncontrollable. They could augment their abilities. Perfected, they used the ability to become whoever they wanted as quite the commodity. “If so, Crimson could prosecute me for aiding you. I could lose everything.”

“Not if you have the connections. I believe you can use a few.”

“I assure you, I don’t have that type of connection with the Council. If they were fit to set Crimson on your trail, there is nothing I can do to help you. I’d prefer you leave.”

“You have an attachment to the tasker I took the form of. Your Frenchie?” Malcolm tilted his head while watching Miranda glare. “We believe you are mistaken, or you are holding back.” Emotionless, black eyes watched her. It made her nervous.

“We?”

“I and my group of doppelgängers. We communicate.” They pointed to their head.

“Because I have a relationship with a tasker? That doesn’t mean I can help.”

“You must. There is no other way. Accommodations need to be made.”

“Then seek accommodations legally, through Crimson and the Council, like all other supernaturals.” Miranda didn’t like where this was going. She knew what these creatures might be capable of. She doubted they could overcome her own abilities, but she wasn’t sure.

“We will not submit to an agency that does not have our interests at heart, Ms. Garrett. To access this world, we sought other-than-legal means. We cannot reverse this or seek legal arbitration of our situation after the fact.”

“What exactly is your situation?” Mira sat forward.

“That’s none of your concern. We will work out payment both in advance and after you find the bodies. We will need 30 human lives to take for long enough. We believe you can arrange this.”

“Maybe if this were the Dark Ages,” she scoffed. “It’s taken me decades to keep Crimson off my doorstep. Pandora’s Box is a legitimate business. If I do this, it could open my life up to them.” She stood and leaned her hands on her desk in front of them. “I have no obligation or reason to help you.”

She saw not even a blink from the doppel. How many times did she have to say no?

“Your sense of self-preservation rivals our own. We respect this.” They steepled those long fingers. It made his appearance even more grotesque. “We didn’t want to do it this way, but you leave us no choice.” Reaching into the inside of their jacket, they pulled forth an envelope. “You owe a debt to someone. If you assist us, your debt will be cleared. If you do not, your debt will be cashed in. With interest.” The doppelgänger handed the envelope over to the dark-haired woman. It was printed on folded card stock. A seal bound the folded flaps in red wax, with a dragon lanced by a spear.

“I see.” Miranda licked her dark red lips and took the envelope. Her eyes moved over the details, and her voice lowered. “I’ll see what I can do, but I promise nothing.” This was going to be a very dangerous tightrope to walk.

“We believe you have calls to make and scheming to commence, Ms. Garrett.” The doppelgänger got up from their seat to leave. “Let me know when I can call my brethren.”

“I said I couldn’t promise anything. Besides, I need to check on this.”

Malcolm made it outside the doorway before turning to look over their shoulder. “We believe this place would suit us as a place of respite before our transitions to new lives. I shall endeavor to make all transitions as painless as possible.” They turned slightly, taking on the look of some unnamed man in casual attire with warm, hazel eyes and a gracious smile. Despite the warmth of their facade, what Malcolm said next chilled Mira to the bone. “Do you believe Crimson would make your brother’s stay in their cells as painless as possible?”

She looked down at the stamped message and then back up at the doppelgänger.

“Correction. You need to find 28 viable lives for us, Ms. Garrett.” The false man turned to leave. Why had the number decreased? She decided she would rather not know.
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