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ALL THREE MAGICAL GLOBES from another realm were lined up on my dresser. Storms raged inside the orbs, obscuring the tiny buildings inside. A blizzard hid most of the crystal palace, only allowing occasional glimpses of light that shone from the tall tower. Torrential rain poured down on the sea castle that was illuminated by powerful lightning strikes. The stone citadel was masked by a hurricane. Wind whipped around so fast inside it that the building could barely be seen inside the vortex.

I sat on my bed, holding my gold unicorn with the silver mane as I contemplated my future. “What future?” I muttered dolefully, barely audible even to myself.

Phoebe giggled in her room down the hallway, muffling the noise as best she could. I grimaced when she began moaning as she had phone sex with Enoch yet again. My bestie rarely saw the merman in the flesh, yet she had a far more satisfying sex life than I did.

Feeling sorry for myself wouldn’t accomplish anything, yet here I was. Huffing out a sigh, I knew I wasn’t about to fall asleep anytime soon. I got up and put the unicorn on the dresser next to the snow globe, then left my bedroom.

Ares opened his door at the same time and we looked at each other in surprise. The fire demon let out a loud moan and Ares rolled his eyes. I had to clap my hand over my mouth to hold in my hysterical laughter. He took my hand and tugged me after him. We entered the kitchen and closed the door that was usually left open.

Cackling as quietly as I could, I sat down at the table while Ares made us both coffee. He was wearing a sardonic smile when he sank down onto the chair across from me. “You can’t sleep either?” he asked, handing me a mug.

Still grinning, I took the mug from him. “Nope,” I confirmed, speaking just as quietly. He was wearing a t-shirt and had pulled sweatpants on over his boxer shorts. “My mind is racing too hard,” I added, devouring him with my gaze. I was wearing tiny sleeping shorts and a tank top.

Ares nodded in agreement, staring at me in return. His midnight blue eyes with glowing gold pupils watched me longingly, mirroring the expression I knew was on my face. Brooke had unclogged the buildup of iron from his arteries about two and a half weeks ago, but his health would soon begin to deteriorate again.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Scared,” he replied honestly, holding his mug with both hands as if he was trying to warm his palms. Winter was over and the weather was far warmer now, but the stone walls kept the orphanage cool.

“What are you scared of?” I asked.

“Of becoming your enemy and turning on you,” Ares said gravely.

“Me, too,” I admitted, swallowing down the lump that had risen in my throat. “Florence said it’s inevitable that you’ll end up as the champion of Chaos. That means Aion Corp will get their hands on you again. Dr. Saracini is going to put a stranger’s heart inside your chest. We have no idea where it came from, or who it belonged to.”

Reaching across the table, he held his hand out to me. I took it and his fingers were just as cold as mine. “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” he said, worry creasing his brow. “I wish we knew more about the heart, but the grimoire we stole didn’t shed any light on it.”

It was bad enough that the man I loved was going to turn into my foe. The fact that we knew he was going to be controlled by the enchanted heart made it worse. All we knew was that Jaradel had cast the spell on it before it had been stolen. It was now somewhere in Siberia, waiting to be found by the Octet’s minions.

A door opened at the end of the hall and the wolves emerged from their room. “Ugh, Phoebe is phone-humping the merman again,” Meredith muttered.

“They’re almost as bad as us, babe,” Noah complained.

I met Ares’ eyes, then we were both snickering. Our somber mood had been shattered by our friends even before they ambled into the kitchen.

“What’s going on in here?” Meredith asked suspiciously when she pushed the door open.

“We’re drinking coffee because Phoebe is keeping us awake with all her moaning,” I explained.

Noah saw our entwined fingers and gave us a sympathetic look. This was as close as we could get without endangering my health. “Do you guys want a snack, too?” he asked.

“Sure,” Ares agreed, letting go of my hand since we were no longer alone. We were both wide awake and were too keyed up to try to sleep just yet. Besides, my bestie was still making sex noises in her bedroom.

Meredith poured them both coffee, while her mate foraged for food in the pantry. He took out a tin of cookies Florence had baked and they sat down with us to eat.

Phoebe ended her session with Enoch a few minutes later. She entered the room after hearing us chatting. Her long curly dark hair was down and she’d pulled on a t-shirt and shorts. “You’re having a party without me?” she asked accusingly, eyeing our mugs and the cookie tin.

“You’re the one who was having a good time,” I grumbled. “Ares and I couldn’t sleep, so we decided to drink coffee while we waited for you to finish.”

The demon grinned as she plonked down onto the seat next to me. “I’d apologize, but I’m not the least bit sorry,” she said, then grabbed a cookie.

Noah got up to pour her a mug of coffee before taking his seat again.

“Thanks,” she said around her mouthful of food.

He nodded in reply, then slung his arm around Meredith. Their bedroom was soundproofed, so we didn’t have to listen to them going at it like rabbits every night. “We should get dad to soundproof Phoebe’s room,” he suggested, as if he’d just read my mind.

“There’s probably not much point,” my bestie said, mood darkening suddenly. “We all know the war between Chaos and Order is almost here. There’s only six weeks left until May 30 now.”

I’d known that, but it was still a shock to hear it. The ominous sense of doom that I’d felt soon after finding the third globe hadn’t left. It had only grown stronger. A pall had fallen not just over the orphanage, but over Augury itself. This city had become our haven, but now all I felt was danger.

“Everything will change soon,” I said with a shiver. “Our lives will be upended once the war begins. The enchanted heart will be found within a few more weeks, which will be the catalyst for the ruination of this world.”

My tone was full of gloom and it spread to the others.

“Was that a vision?” Meredith asked, leaning against Noah for comfort.

“I guess so,” I said, wishing Ares was sitting beside me, rather than across the table. Our romance had been doomed from the start. We’d only been given a few short months to get to know each other. While we’d kissed a few times, we’d never even consummated our love in this world. We’d only been naked together when we were in the crystal palace.

Meeting Ares’ gaze, I saw his desire for me. I mentally vowed that we would know each other in the biblical sense at least once before we were separated by war.
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“THIS WEATHER ISN’T natural,” an old man sitting at a table nearby grumbled. Yuri didn’t look at the aged couple who were eating their breakfast, but he was listening to them.

“I know,” his wife agreed. There was only one week left of April, but there had been little surcease of the endless storms. “Many people have frozen to death this year,” she added glumly. “There have been far too many accidents, tragedies and attacks from evil monsters.”

Her husband nodded, then they fell into a companionable silence. Yuri kept his expression neutral as his team scoffed down their food. They still had hundreds of sites to visit and their time was running out. Hades was growing impatient despite the fact that the relic supposedly wouldn’t reveal itself until an appointed time. Their weekly phone calls had become tense.

“Another wonderful day full of sunshine and roses,” Artino said dourly, glancing out the window at the snow that was coming down sideways.

“You smell as pretty as a rose,” Rodi joked.

“And you’re even more beautiful,” Lasko added. They all snickered when Artino pretended to flip his hair over his shoulder girlishly. Yuri smiled, hiding his increasing unease.

He discovered his ruse wasn’t as good as he’d hoped when they left the inn and headed for their SUV.

“What’s wrong, boss?” Lasko asked as they used their gloved hands to shovel snow off the windshield.

“Nothing,” Yuri denied, glancing up at the dark clouds that hid the sun.

“You’ve been quiet these past few days,” Rodi pointed out, teaming up with Galanos to clear snow from the back window.

“You can tell us,” Lasko insisted.

His second in charge had proven to be steady and trustworthy. Yuri had faith in his team, but he didn’t want to burden them with his concerns.

“Cough it up, Isakov,” Artino said in a mock stern tone. He was helping Lasko remove snow and ice from the windshield.

“Come on, boss,” Galanos coaxed. “We’re all in this together, aren’t we?”

The old couple chose that moment to leave the inn, giving Yuri a brief reprieve. Arm in arm, they shuffled over to an ancient car. Yuri motioned for his men to keep clearing the windows. He finally gave them a reply once they were enclosed inside the SUV. “I think we’re getting closer to the relic,” he said reluctantly.

Rodi would have sneered at the reminder of his affinity with magic in the past. Now he just accepted it. “How much longer will it be before we find it?” he asked gruffly.

“Hades said he thinks the spell that’s hiding it will fade by the end of May,” Yuri said.

“That’s only about five and a half weeks away,” Lasko said in anticipation.

“I can’t wait to find it and get the hell out of Siberia,” Artino said with a grin. “No offense, boss, but I’ll be a happy man if I never set foot in Russia again.”

Yuri gave him a sardonic look as his team chuckled. Even for him, the winter had been harsh to deal with. Lasko took off at his signal. Yuri didn’t mention the niggling sensation in the back of his head, urging them to move northward. It might freak them out to learn he felt like he was being guided towards the artifact.

His team chatted and he listened with half an ear. Yuri had sensed magic several times during their quest. They’d all been spells designed to protect graves. After recognizing the first enchantment, he hadn’t pointed the others out to his squad. Rodi had come around a lot since they’d first started working together, but he didn’t want to remind him of his unusual skills too often.

The first church on their list today was on the outskirts of the small town. It had a tiny graveyard that was full of ancient markers. Digging the snow out of the way, they searched each one for a sign and came up empty as usual.

“It seems pointless to search every grave,” Artino complained, turning his back to the driving snow. His handsome face was scowling as he applied fresh lip balm. “If the relic is so powerful, our boss should be able to sense it easily,” he figured.

Their heads turned to Yuri to watch his reaction. “I assume so,” he said reluctantly. “But the spell is weakening over time. I might need to be close to it before I’ll be able to detect it.”

“Damn,” Lasko said glumly. “I guess we’ll just have to keep searching every boneyard.”

Yuri was about to nod in confirmation when he saw movement in the snow. Dropping his shovel, he lifted his assault rifle and aimed at the figure that was lurching closer.

A woman somewhere in her eighties shuffled into view, unaware that she’d come so close to being shot to death. Blinded by the snow, she didn’t even notice the five hunters who were staring at her like she was a ghost. Pulling a bouquet of flowers from beneath her winter coat, she bent to lovingly place them on a grave. Murmuring a few words to her deceased ancestor, she turned and painfully retraced her route, disappearing into the storm.

“She almost gave me a heart attack,” Galanos muttered, realizing he’d shouldered his assault rifle.

They’d all reached for their weapons, assuming it was yet another attack from the force that opposed them.

Putting their weapons away, they continued their task. Yuri stepped over to the grave where the flowers were already being covered. He brushed the snow away so he could read the inscription. The deceased was probably the old woman’s grandmother, since it was one of the last graves that had been filled. He couldn’t see any unusual symbols, so he respectfully put the flowers back where they’d been placed. There was no sense in angering the dead more than they had to. They had enough problems with living opponents constantly trying to kill them.

A hand came down on his shoulder, making him flinch in reaction.

“We’re done here, boss,” Lasko said, unsurprised when the Russian automatically reached for his gun. It was hard to hear anyone coming up behind him with this storm raging.

“Let’s go,” Yuri said, jerking his head towards the gate. They had a lot of ground to cover before they could call it a day. Like Artino, this felt like a waste of time to him. The draw to head northwards pulled at him, but it wasn’t insistent yet. He sensed he would know when it was time to heed the call. Until then, they would continue to work their way through his list, taking down everything that tried to impede them in the process.

It was dark by the time they finished searching the last cemetery for the day. A howl sounded and Galanos sucked in a gasp of fear, fumbling for his gun.

Standing back-to-back, the hunters waited for either shifters, or real wolves to attack. A large animal bounded through the snow. It barreled into Galanos, knocking him down. Instead of tearing his throat out, a tongue bathed his face in happy delight. “Don’t shoot it!” he yelled when he saw friendly pale blue eyes staring down at him.

“We didn’t intend to,” Lasko said with a grin, offering the kid his hand.

Galanos was hauled to his feet and bent to pet the Siberian husky. The animal was smaller than a wolf, but just as furry. The dog wagged his tail and whined. Even with his thick black and white coat, he was shivering a bit. “He must be lost,” Galanos said and gave Yuri an entreating look. “Can we give him a lift back to town?”

“The SUV will smell like wet dog,” Rodi complained. The husky turned its pale eyes on him and he heaved a sigh, then petted it.

“He should fit in the cargo area in the back,” Yuri said, giving in to the inevitable. They were the good guys and good guys didn’t leave vulnerable animals out in a blizzard.

The husky leaped into the back of the SUV when Galanos opened the door for him. They piled into the vehicle and Lasko followed the GPS back to town.

Artino glanced back when he heard a low growl behind him. The husky’s hackles were raised and the beast was staring through the side window. Artino looked around just in time to see a flash of a pale face and crimson irises. Several more vampires raced across the road behind them, moving in a cluster of black clothing.

“What was that?” Lasko asked, catching a glimpse of movement in the rearview mirror.

“Bloodsuckers,” Rodi said, watching the tail end of the creatures as they disappeared into the storm. “I counted five of them,” he added.

Yuri was highly tempted to go after them, but it would be foolish. Hades had tasked them with finding the ancient relic. He couldn’t let his own desire for revenge lead him astray. “They probably let us see them to try to lure us into a trap,” he figured.

“But we’re not going to fall for it, right, boss?” Lasko asked.

“Right,” Yuri agreed.

They reached the town and they got out. Galanos opened the back door of the SUV. The husky leaped to the ground and butted his head against the young hunter’s thigh in gratitude. Loping off into the storm, he morphed into a naked human before standing up and vanishing into the distance.

Shock held the squad immobile, then they all unshouldered their guns. Yuri cursed himself inwardly. He’d been so distracted by the pull from the relic that he’d allowed an enemy to get into their vehicle.

“Are we going after it?” Artino asked with a scowl.

“How the hell did it fool us?” Rodi muttered as their leader shook his head.

“It seemed so friendly,” Galanos said, feeling betrayed by the shifter’s ruse.

“Did we say anything it could use against us?” Lasko asked, tone hard and angry.

“Nyet,” Yuri said. “It’s doubtful the shifter speaks Greek,” he reminded his crew. “I think it was young and only recently became able to change form. Clearly, its parents haven’t taught it about its enemies.”

“That thing probably lives somewhere here in town,” Galanos said in distaste. “We should search every house and kill it and its pack.” He wiped his face with his sleeve, trying to eradicate the filthy saliva it had left on his skin.

“We have a more important task,” Yuri reminded him.

“Maybe the vamps will find them and eat them for us,” Rodi said dourly. Artino snickered, then they hurried into the inn to thaw out.

Yuri wasn’t surprised that vampires and shifters were in the area. They were bound to encounter far worse the closer they drew to their goal.
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HADES DONNED HIS BLANK white mask before leaving his car. It was time for his weekly meeting with the Octet. Athena arrived moments later and he paused to wait for her. She was more intelligent than attractive and there had never been a romance between them.

“Athena,” he said in polite greeting, offering her his arm.

“Hades,” she said in response, hooking her hand through his elbow. Their guards followed in their wake as they headed for the basement.

Hades thought back to a time a couple of decades ago when he’d allowed lust to cloud his mind. He’d had a brief affair with a beautiful woman. They’d both been married, but had succumbed to their desires. He’d come to his senses and had ended the affair, then he’d vowed to remain faithful to his wife. He’d never slipped up again.

Thinking back on that indiscretion now, Hades wondered what had gotten into his mind. It had been dangerously stupid to sleep with the huntress. Her husband hadn’t been part of the organization, but her son had. Her progeny had risen through the ranks after his mother’s untimely death. Hades had promoted the man himself. Part of it had been from guilt, but he’d never admit that to anyone.

Hera had beaten them both to the long rectangular table. She sat alone, probably plotting their demises. Hera nodded stiffly and they both ignored her as Hades helped Athena into her seat.

“So, you’re going to ignore me as if I no longer exist?” Hera snapped, almost vibrating with anger.

“Dear Hera, you’re as pleasant as always,” Athena said with a sigh. For someone who’d named herself after the queen of the gods and goddesses, Hera could be incredibly petty at times.

Footsteps sounded through the open doorway, then Dionysus escorted Persephone inside. Alcohol fumes preceded Dionysus, which was normal. He spent most of his free time drinking and partying, living up to his namesake of the god of wine and revelry.

Persephone grinned at Hera behind her mask as she took her seat. She was enjoying Hera’s comeuppance far too much. It was delightful to see her fall lower on their hierarchy. Now Hera had the same rank as the rest of them. Her family had lost favor and money as a result. It was a delicate balance to stay at the top. One wrong move could easily result in disaster.

Aphrodite, Apollo and Poseidon entered last, then one of the armored guards closed the door. Low chatter was exchanged as the final members of the Octet settled into their chairs. Most of them were in high spirits since everything was finally falling into place.

“Yuri Isakov and his team should locate the enchanted heart in five weeks’ time,” Athena said to kick off their meeting. Hades didn’t mind sharing the limelight with her. She was a far better partner than Hera had ever been.

“Time has passed so quickly,” Apollo said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Has it really been five months since that witch told us where to find the relic?”

“It has,” Hades confirmed. “It’s a pity Florence Portello can shield herself with a protection spell. She never would have made it out of our former headquarters alive without her magic to shield her.”

“Now she’s joined our enemies and is shielding them from us,” Hera pointed out with a hint of triumph. “You should have taken better steps to prevent the witch from using her skills against us.”

“As I recall, you were Hades’ equal back then,” Athena said coolly, leaning forward to look at her past Hades. “What steps did you take to prevent Ms. Portello from defecting to the other side?”

“Hades was dealing with the witch, not me,” Hera said with a sniff of disdain. “I never would have contacted someone of her ilk in the first place.”

“And we would still have no idea where to search for the heart,” Persephone said, hoping her smirk didn’t come through in her tone. “Athena is a much wiser leader, it would seem.”

Athena nodded her thanks for the support as the others murmured in agreement.

Deflating at the taunt, Hera sank back in her chair to sulk in sullen silence as the meeting progressed. Her hatred for her rival was growing like a canker inside her. She needed to take Athena down a peg and return to her rightful place at Hades’ side. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be any way she could regain her power. Her husband was so furious with her that he’d moved to another bedroom. Their children were shunning her, unwilling to get caught up in the drama. Hera’s entire life had fallen apart after her failed coup. The risk of turning on Hades hadn’t panned out. Now she was paying the price and it was far harsher than she’d expected.

“Betrayal should always be punished,” Athena said. She was talking about Florence Portello, but the comment was aimed at Hera. “Otherwise, it will encourage others to attempt foolish plans that are intended to harm us,” she said pointedly.

Hades coughed to smother his chuckle. “Keegan Nhem is still determined to break through the witch’s protection spell,” he said. “The warlock is certain he’ll eventually prevail. We just have to be patient and trust that Chaos is on our side.”

“Events are aligning now,” Poseidon said, wishing he’d put off his morning swim. He hadn’t dried his hair properly and it was being unruly. “The warlock will discover Omen’s location at the appointed time,” he added.

“Just like Mr. Isakov and his team will find the heart when the spell fails,” Aphrodite agreed. “There’s no point in worrying about things that we can’t control.”

Hera rolled her eyes at that stupid notion. “Our ancestors didn’t form the Octet with a wait and see attitude,” she said with a sneer. “They seized an opportunity when it presented itself and they forged a lasting empire.”

“By trusting the sort of creature that’s proven time and again that they’re treacherous,” Dionysus pointed out. “They made a deal with Jaradel’s grandfather that set all of this into motion,” he said, waving his hand to encompass them all. “How do we even know that the syrictae was being truthful five thousand years ago? Maybe he was setting our ancestors up for eventual failure.”

“It’s a bit late to concern ourselves about that now,” Hades said wryly. “The fact that we all have powerful positions within Aion Corp, not to mention extreme wealth, would indicate that the syrictae was more trustworthy than his descendent turned out to be.”

Dionysus shrugged, unwilling to concede his point. “Jaradel has secret plans that involve hundreds of shifters and millions of dollars,” he reminded them. “We still don’t know what that creature is attempting to do, but it can’t be good.”

“Which is precisely why I refused to pay him what he demanded,” Hades said. “Jaradel isn’t aware that we have several skilled heart transplant surgeons on our payroll. He believes he’s the only one who can successfully implant the enchanted organ into Ares. Bertram Saracini is the best of the best and he’s the sharpest he’s ever been. We no longer need Jaradel and he’s sulking that I’ve refused his requests.”

“We’ll need him if something goes wrong with the enchanted heart,” Hera said dourly. “What if the spell to control Ares fails? Jaradel is the one who placed the enchantment on the organ. He’s also the one who created the mechanical heart that is slowly killing the specimen with iron sickness. How do we know the spell will do as we asked and allow us to control Ares?”

Hades hadn’t thought of that and exchanged a disturbed look with Athena. “Chaos is guiding us all,” Athena said. “What will be will be and there’s nothing we can do to change the course of our destinies.”

It was meant to be reassuring, but they all shivered as if a chill swept through the room. Even the armored guards felt it. Metal clanked softly as several of the men who were lined up against the walls shifted slightly.

Hera almost cackled at the portent of doom they’d all felt. Instinct told her their plans weren’t going to play out quite as they expected. She only hoped she would get to see Athena face ruin if disaster struck them all down.
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DR. SARACINI HAD RECEIVED an update from Hades himself yesterday, rather than Phanes this time. The member of the Octet had sounded almost excited. “It’s almost time to operate on Ares,” Bertram murmured, sitting at his desk to read his emails.

Instead of filling him with terror, he was looking forward to the procedure. His surgeries were flawless, even if most of his subjects died on the operating table. Every now and then, he used a compatible heart so the patient could survive. They were always euthanized before they could wake up from the procedure.

He’d trained for this for three decades. The past few months of operating on non-humans had honed his skills even more. He felt ready to transplant the missing heart into the specimen and finally fulfilling his destiny.

“First, they have to find the organ and the specimen,” the surgeon said wryly. 

From what Hades had hinted on the phone yesterday, this would happen in around five weeks’ time. Bertram had always been skeptical about Aion Corp’s goals. There was too much secrecy within the organization. Few even knew the Octet existed, let alone who they really were behind their masks.

Aware that their leaders were people of importance in the real world, Dr. Saracini had tried to figure out their true identities over the years. He was fairly sure Hades was an extremely wealthy businessman who was often photographed at swanky events. The others were probably his cronies.

One thing he was fairly sure of was that they sought to rule. The enchanted heart would control Ares, who would have his magic restored without the iron heart suppressing his power. Bertram wasn’t sure he even wanted to see the outcome of the procedure. He’d heard about the things Harmoni could do. Ares would have the same abilities, or so he assumed.

Magic wasn’t something the surgeon had encountered very often. He knew little about enchantments and preferred to rely on science. Hades seemed confident the heart would allow him to turn Ares into his minion. But what was their end goal? To cleanse the world of all non-humans, or so it seemed. Privately, Bertram believed the Octet had far grander plans in mind.

“What comes after destroying the monsters?” he murmured, staring unseeingly at his screen. “World domination,” he replied with a heavy sigh.

Aion Corp had been trying to rid the planet of non-humans for centuries, if not longer. They intended to wage an all-out war against their foes once they were in control of Ares. Dr. Saracini intended to be far away before that could happen. He’d secretly been funneling money into offshore bank accounts in preparation. He had his eye on an island in the tropics that had houses he could afford. He planned to make a run for it as soon as the operation was over and Ares had recovered.

“I’m not sticking around to watch what the Octet are planning to do with their puppet,” he said. “No good can come of using Ares as their tool. Chaos is bound to have free reign once the specimen wakes up.”

A shiver wracked him from head to toe, making his chair roll away from his desk in reaction. It was almost as if his instincts were telling him to flee now, before disaster could strike.

Unfortunately, leaving now would only result in him being retired. Bertram didn’t kid himself that he would be able to hide indefinitely. He only hoped Aion Corp would let him go after he’d served his purpose. With luck, they would be too busy with their battles against their foes to worry about tying up a paltry loose end like him.

Feeling restless, Bertram shut his laptop down and stood up. His gun was in his pocket, but he still didn’t feel safe. The doctor carried a weapon at all times, except when he was operating. He even slept with his gun on his bedside table now. It was just as well he’d remained single. How could he explain his paranoia to a wife?

Dr. Saracini knew where his fear stemmed from. The unknown vampire who’d broken in to rescue the lioness was to blame. The creature had effortlessly gotten inside, then he’d torn the guards apart. Bertram had watched the female shifter morph into her beast form, then murder three men right in front of him. Hunters might face this sort of conflict regularly, but he’d never witnessed a deadly battle himself. It wasn’t something he wanted to see ever again.

Nodding at the guard who was stationed outside his office, Bertram performed a sweep of the facility. He checked that the entrances and exits were properly guarded before finally making his way to the basement. Several shifters were currently in the cells. They were deeply sedated and were hooked up to machines that monitored their brainwaves. He wasn’t about to make the mistake of keeping any of them alive for several weeks again.

Finally, the surgeon checked Ares’ cell. The machines he’d bought months ago were ready to be used at a moment’s notice. Harmoni’s cell was almost identical to this one. She would be kept under sedation after the enchanted heart was placed into Ares. Or that had been his orders anyway. They’d assumed the specimens would be caught long before now. Phanes had planned to perform experiments on the girl, but now it seemed his tests would have to wait.

Another premonition of doom hit the doctor as he stared at the bed Ares would be strapped to. He’d had the warrior in his custody for decades. The previous doctors and scientists before him had kept the specimen unconscious for five centuries. All of their tests had shown iron deposits in Ares’ system. Poisonous to the creature, the mechanical heart had been weakening him the entire time it had been suppressing his magic. Medication had been used to keep him alive. He could only imagine the shape Ares was in by now.

“What if he dies while I’m operating on him?” Bertram murmured. He and his team would be retired, of course. A failure of that magnitude wouldn’t go unpunished.

Aion Corp weren’t big on forgiveness. They rarely gave second chances to anyone, unless they’d proven their worth. The surgeon remembered when the previous Phanes had suddenly vanished. Bertram had engaged in a theoretical conversation with the scientist that had frankly scared him. He’d never mentioned a word of it to anyone else. Someone must have found out, since his colleague had been removed and quickly replaced.

“Did the previous Phanes truly dabble in attempting to clone Ares?” he muttered, looking over his shoulder to make sure the cell door was shut. It wouldn’t have worked, thanks to the iron that had spread throughout his entire body. Magic was at play, of course. The spell had ensured none of the samples could be used to recreate the warrior. But the scientist had seemed so sure of his success during their sole conversation about the topic. It had been over twenty years ago, but Bertram still remembered it. His colleague had theorized that he could create a perfect replica of the specimen and raise it to adulthood.

“He didn’t actually go through with it, did he?” Dr. Saracini whispered in sudden realization, feeling like he was going to throw up. “Is Harmoni the result of his research?”

She had to be, simply because Ares was the only other creature that shared their species. Somehow, the former Phanes had managed to cleanse the specimen’s samples and had used IVF to create a child. He’d hidden his success from everyone and he’d been killed before the truth could come out.

Faced with a sudden dilemma, Bertram didn’t know what to do. He knew he should notify Hades about this immediately, but he hesitated. The girl would soon be captured and would end up in the cell nearby. What harm could there be in keeping this to himself? After all, she wouldn’t be a danger to anyone once she was sedated. Unlike Ares, her body was free from iron sickness. The new Phanes would no doubt figure out the truth of her origins once he studied her closely. Then it would be up to him to decide her fate.

Relieved to have the burden lifted from his shoulders, Dr. Saracini headed back to his office. He had another surgery planned for tomorrow. He didn’t need any further stress to ruin his concentration.
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TATE FRANKLIN LAY ON a rooftop, spying on the orphanage that sat on the top of a small hill. He’d discovered Harmoni’s lair nine days ago and he was still working on a plan to take her down. It wasn’t going to be easy, that much was clear. Thirty wolf shifters guarded the property. They rotated their duties at the front gate, around the perimeter and inside the building.

A tall, slender man with chin-length dark brown hair stepped through the front door. It was Omen, the handsome vampire he’d been tasked with eliminating months ago. It was hard to believe so much time had passed since Ares had escaped.

Watching the bloodsucker round the east wing to the garage, Tate wished he had a better view of the rest of the building. Entering the garage, Omen left the grounds in a black sedan. He would return in an hour or so. The ex-hunter had no idea what the creature got up to, but he always came back. While Harmoni and Ares were his priority, he wanted to destroy all of the monsters that dwelled within the stone walls.

Speaking of the specimens, he saw occasional glimpses of them through the windows when they visited the east wing. Girard Malnar, a female vampire and an elderly woman lived in that wing. The wolf shifter and vampire appeared to be a couple. He had no idea who the old woman was. She looked like a normal human and even had a black cat.

“She’s probably a witch,” he muttered, ignoring the light rain that was coming down. It was spring now, so at least he wasn’t subjected to the cold as he kept his vigil.

From this vantage point, Tate could see the main building and the south and east wings. He’d viewed the property from all sides and knew the guards slept in shifts in the west wing. Harmoni and her friends had the north wing to themselves. Unfortunately, it was the most well-protected area of the sprawling edifice. He couldn’t get close enough to it to take a shot at the occupants. The hill was steep and there weren’t any buildings beneath it on the north side. There was only the park Aion Corp had created long ago.

Letting out a quiet sigh, Tate knew he really only had one option to take down both targets. He would have to wait for them to emerge from the north wing and cross to the garage. The east wing blocked them from his view, so he wouldn’t have much warning. He would have mere seconds to take action and snipe the specimens with his rifle.

The problem with this scenario was the glamor Harmoni always cast on her friends and herself. They never looked the same. Even their heights and body shapes varied, at least to some extent. He wouldn’t have enough time to shoot all of them when they were in a cluster. Harmoni had to die first, since she was their ringleader. Ares would be next. 

Tate could have used a grenade launcher, but the creatures would probably hear it coming and scatter before it could explode amongst them. This would have been far easier if he’d still had his team with him. Rickman, Taylor and Grach would have assisted him to cut the targets and their friends down with sniper rifles. They could have wiped out the shifter guards far more easily if he’d still had Collins, Leyland, Olivetti and Young in his squad as well. But they were all dead and he was all alone. Bitter hatred burned inside his gut, making his stomach churn.

He’d lost weight since he’d located his quarry. Food was an afterthought. Eating was something he did only to survive. Tate was aware he was obsessed with Harmoni. Her beauty had ensnared him and had poisoned his mind. The thought of using her body for his pleasure sickened him now. She’d ruined his life and he longed to return the favor.

“There you are,” he murmured when the object of his thoughts appeared briefly in a window of the east wing. Harmoni frowned and paused for a second to stare outside.

Tate blanked his mind and lowered his rifle. He rolled onto his back and went utterly still. The ex-hunter couldn’t sense his target, which meant she hopefully couldn’t sense him either. He was out of her range, but the creature had uncanny instincts.

A few minutes passed before he dared to roll onto his stomach again. Lifting the rifle, he peered through the scope. Harmoni and her entourage were no longer in sight. They were probably eating dinner with the woman they treated like their grandmother. Even the guards loved the old crone. She handed out tins of food to them on a daily basis. They were cookies and donuts, if he wasn’t mistaken.

Sneering at the show of normality, Tate wondered what really went on behind the stone walls and diamond paned glass windows. Evil deeds, no doubt. They were monsters, after all.

One thing he’d noticed was that Ares didn’t look so good. The specimen’s skin was paler than usual. He had dark smudges beneath his unnatural eyes. While still handsome, he didn’t move with the same speed and grace that Tate remembered.

“He’s dying from the iron poisoning,” Tate said in satisfaction. From what he could tell, the warrior didn’t have much time left. “Maybe he’ll croak and I won’t have to put a bullet through his brain,” he said with a smirk. He wasn’t about to leave it up to fate, though. He would take the shot to end the creature’s life, right after he’d cut Harmoni down.

The scene played out in his mind for the thousandth time. He would blow a hole through Harmoni’s face, destroying her life and her beauty in an instant. Ares would catch her as she fell. Tate’s second bullet would eradicate the specimen while he was vulnerable and broken by her death. He would continue to fire until his gun was empty, or the non-humans found him and tore him limb from limb.

He didn’t kid himself that he would survive this mission. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to. Everyone he’d cared about was dead. Branded a traitor, he could never return to his position at Aion Corp. His life was effectively over, so going out with a bang seemed appropriate.

Tate continued to watch the orphanage until Harmoni and her friends left the east wing. Omen had returned after an hour had passed, heading for the main building after parking the black sedan in the garage. It was doubtful his targets would be leaving the grounds, so the ex-hunter packed up his gear.

As quietly as a mouse, Tate climbed down from the roof of the house he’d chosen to use as his vantage point. He drove the battered white car to the city that was an hour away from Augury. Showering, he lay down on the hard, lumpy mattress of the cheap hotel he’d moved to yesterday. He never stayed in one place for long and always paid in cash.

When he finally fell asleep, Tate dreamed of being Harmoni’s minion again. He saw himself and his crew wiping out dozens of Aion Corp bases. They’d killed over a thousand of their former colleagues before they’d been eliminated. Their blood was on his hands and he could never atone for the treachery he’d been forced to mete out.
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FEELING EYES ON ME, I paused to peer through a window. Phoebe came to a stop as well and stared outside. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I guess not,” I said when I couldn’t sense anyone who meant us any harm. My magic had been boosted even more, thanks to the newest globe we’d acquired. “It felt like someone was watching me for a second,” I added sheepishly.

Ares nudged us into motion, presumably disliking us standing in full view like this. “Girard will ask the guards to be extra vigilant,” he said, knowing our mentor could hear our conversation.

Right on cue, Girard stepped out of the living room and into the hallway. Florence had invited us to dinner, but we still had a few minutes left. “I’ll go and talk to the guards now,” Girard said, hurrying over to the side exit.

“I smell chicken,” Meredith said in a dreamy tone.

“We should have worn shin guards, babe,” Noah joked. “Mischief loves chicken more than any other food.”

“Grandma should feed him before we eat,” Phoebe said as we entered the living room.

“She always does,” Brooke said with a grin. “Mischief has a bottomless pit for a stomach.”

“Just like Phoebe,” Ares said with a smirk, then ducked when she flicked sparks at him from her fingertips.

“Dinner will be ready in five minutes!” Florence called out. “Can someone give me a hand in here?”

“I’m coming!” Phoebe called out.

“How many times did we hear her scream that to Enoch last night?” I said to Ares.

“At least twelve,” he replied and we all broke into snickers.

The fire demon loped out of the room, chuckling at the joke.

My unease didn’t diminish as we shared a meal together. I dutifully tossed some chicken to Mischief when he poked my shin with a single claw. Phoebe cursed beneath her breath and sacrificed some of her meal next. Everyone except Brooke paid a tithe to the adorable little monster. She scooped him up and petted him as he purred in utter contentment.

“Wait until you see the wedding dress I bought today,” Brooke said to her fiancé. Girard had broken the news to her that he was planning their wedding. It was scheduled for May 19, which was only three weeks away now.

“You’re going to cry when you see mom walking down the aisle, dad,” Meredith said solemnly.

Girard’s ears went red with suppressed emotion. “I’m looking forward to the big day,” he said. “I just hope nothing goes wrong.”

“It’ll be fine, dear boy,” Florence said with a fond smile. “You worry too much.”

“You haven’t had any visions of the hall going up in flames, or hunters busting through the doors to gun us all down?” I joked.

“Nope,” the witch said. “The tarot cards indicate it will be a beautiful occasion and that nothing will ruin it.”

Girard seemed skeptical, but he’d learned to trust her instincts. We all had by now. “That’s good,” he said in a distracted tone. Cocking his head to the side, he listened to a couple of guards talking outside. They were just chatting about sports, so he relaxed again.

We were all a bit twitchy now that May 30 was drawing so close. Our sleep was restless and we expected Aion Corp hunters to appear at any moment. The worst part was not knowing where or when we would run into them. All we knew was that Ares would be captured again at some point.

I hoped it was just paranoia that I’d felt someone watching me. Our enemies wouldn’t hesitate to move in if they knew where we were. Ares and I would be tranquilized and the others would be murdered. I would become a science experiment again, while they would use Ares to take over the world.

“You’re not hungry, Harm?” Phoebe asked, nudging me in the side.

“Not really,” I said with a grimace. I felt a bit queasy, in fact. Maybe the dozen cookies I’d eaten an hour ago were to blame.

“You look a bit pale,” Brooke said with a frown.

“I’m fine,” I said, dredging up a smile. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

The doc glanced at Ares, correctly figuring out he was the subject that kept me up at night. Distracted by her impending nuptials, she didn’t insist on examining me
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