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“ARE WE STAYING HERE for the night, or are we heading home?” Girard asked now that we’d heard Brooke’s story. We were all excited that we’d rescued a heart surgeon who was a vampire rather than a human.

“I vote we go home,” I said, eager to return to the orphanage. Ares nodded in agreement along with the others. We wouldn’t get to visit the crystal palace in our dreams, but I knew Brooke wanted to get far away from the city where she’d been held captive by an ex-Aion Corp hunter. Omen was due for his next syringe of my blood. I’d forgotten all about it and was surprised he’d sent us on this mission without reminding us.

“I don’t suppose I can borrow clothes from someone?” Brooke asked, pulling her damp scrubs away from her chest.

Girard’s gaze lingered on the brunette beauty’s body for a moment too long. She was curvy after filling up on blood. I snuck a peek into his mind to see he found her to be very attractive, for a bloodsucker. I’d dropped our glamor so she could see our true faces.

“You’re shorter than me, but my clothes will fit you better than Meredith’s or Harm’s,” Phoebe offered.

“Grab your gear and meet me at the minivan in fifteen minutes,” Girard ordered, then ushered us out into the hall. I renewed our illusions to mask us all again.

Brooke followed Phoebe and me into our room. She took the clothes my bestie offered her and had a quick shower. She looked even prettier without grime covering her beneath her glamor. Our shoes didn’t fit her, so she remained barefooted as we headed downstairs. Girard and Ares were already sitting inside the van when we emerged with Meredith and Noah. Our umbrellas shielded us from the downpour. Brooke huddled beneath mine, since she was only a couple of inches taller than me.

“The jet is waiting for us,” Girard said as he took off. “We’ll be home in four or so hours.” That included the lengthy drive from the airfield.

“Did you tell Omen we’re bringing a guest with us?” Noah asked.

“Nope,” our mentor said. “That’s a conversation I don’t want to have over the phone.”

“You mean you’re putting it off for as long as possible,” Meredith said knowingly.

Girard gave her a sheepish look in the rearview mirror. “That, too,” he agreed.

“Have you looked inside the container Kareem gave you yet?” Ares asked from his seat behind me. Brooke had chosen to sit next to me, rather than in the back.

“Not yet,” I replied, aware of how much was riding on the information Omen’s old enemy had found. “I’ll open it as soon as we’re on the jet.”

Ares nodded and slumped back in his seat. Brooke gave him a concerned look over her shoulder. I peeked into her mind to see her sharp hearing had detected that his heart was far from normal.

It didn’t take us long to reach the airstrip. We took our usual seats on the jet. Brooke opted to sit in a seat in front of Noah next to the aisle. I’d unmuted my mindreading abilities to keep a mental ear on her thoughts. Girard was having trouble focusing, since she was directly in his line of sight. It was cute that he was forming a crush on the doctor. I’d dropped our glamor again, letting Brooke get used to our real appearances.

Ares looked across the aisle at me when I pulled the plastic container out of my backpack. I was short enough to rest my feet on the backpack, rather than putting it in an overhead compartment like the others.

Phoebe watched with interest as well. “Is that who I think it is?” she asked when I flipped the lid open and we saw a sketch lying on the top.

“It’s Ares,” I verified, sickened by the graphic image.

“What’s wrong?” Girard asked, picking up on my emotions.

“Show me,” Ares requested, holding his hand out.

“It isn’t pretty,” I warned him as I handed it over.

Everyone twisted around in their seats to see his reaction. Ares blanched when he saw the drawing of himself. His chest was carved open and there was just a gaping hole where his heart should have been. Jaradel had drawn him with his eyes open, to make it even more gruesome. Twin boxes sat on the stone alter next to him. “I don’t remember the procedure,” Ares said. “Sometimes, I’m grateful I was kept sedated for so long. There’s something written beneath the drawing,” he murmured next. “Do you think Omen’s warlock will be able to translate it?”

“Probably,” I figured, mentally crossing my fingers that he could tell us what it said.

“Can we see the sketch?” Meredith asked.

Ares handed it to Noah so the wolves could study it. When they were done, they passed it to Girard. Our guardian muttered something about dismembering the syrictae once we caught up to him, but it was an empty threat. We needed Jaradel to fix the enchantment on Ares’ iron heart, or to tell us how to repair him. Brooke might be able to perform a heart transplant. She’d said she was learning how to operate on hearts. From what I’d seen in her memories, she’d performed several successful transplants.

“May I see the drawing?” the doc asked.

“Of course,” Girard said and handed it over.

Brooke’s mind went into overdrive as she examined the sketch. She twisted around to stare at Ares’ chest. “I heard something mechanical inside your chest. Is it a metal heart?” she asked.

“It’s made from iron,” he verified. “Harmoni and I are allergic to the metal and it’s slowly poisoning me. An enchantment is keeping the heart going. It’s also protecting me from the iron sickness, but it’s failing.”

Brooke nodded gravely and passed the page to Noah, who turned to give it to me. “You require a heart transplant as soon as possible,” Dr. Arlo figured, scanning our faces while pondering whether she should speak her mind.

“We need your expertise, doc,” I said. “Tell us what you’re thinking.” I’d already skimmed the information from her, but the others needed to hear it as well. To say the news was dismaying was an understatement.

“Ares and Harmoni appear to be from species that aren’t native to this world,” Brooke said. “I highly doubt it will be possible to find a heart that will be compatible with him.”

“Is that why the syrictae enchanted the replacement heart Aion Corp were going to put inside him?” Phoebe asked. We’d both stood up so we could see Dr. Arlo. She’d stood up as well and had turned around to face us.

“I imagine so,” she replied, drawing her damp hair over her shoulder and running her fingers through it. She knew nothing about what had happened to Ares, but was piecing it all together. “There were two boxes in the drawing,” she said. “Did they contain his original heart and the replacement organ?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Both were stolen by enemies of Aion Corp. We don’t know what happened to Ares’ heart, but we have a lead on where the replacement one is.”

“Perhaps you should start from the beginning,” she requested.

It was Ares’ story, so we let him tell it. “I was captured by Aion Corp several centuries ago,” he began. “I was kept drugged and have no memory of my life before I was imprisoned. As you saw in the drawing, the reptilian creature is a syrictae known as Jaradel. Aion Corp paid him to enchant a replacement heart that was designed to control me. Both hearts were stolen and he was forced to use one of his metal organs instead. The spell he placed on it is wearing off and my time is running out.”

Brooke took in his tale, mind whirling at the idea that magic could keep a mechanical device operational for so long. “Why did he use iron if he knew you’re allergic to it?” she asked.

“Iron dampens our magic,” I said, taking my iron cuff out of my pocket and showing it to her. I put it on now, so I wouldn’t forget to don it later. Omen still didn’t know about my boost of power. It would be wise to continue to hide it from him. “They needed to control Ares’ magic, so he couldn’t use it to escape,” I went on. “My friends and I busted him out of a lab a few months ago, not realizing the drugs were keeping him stable. We set off a chain reaction and now we need to fix him before he dies.”

“You need a new heart and a heart transplant surgeon,” she surmised.

“And we just happened to rescue you, a non-human who knows how to operate on hearts,” Phoebe said with a grin.

“No pressure,” Brooke muttered, trying to think of a way to break her diagnosis to us gently. There wasn’t really a way to cushion it, so she had to be blunt. “We need a heart that will be compatible with Ares, or the operation won’t work.” Meredith and Noah exchanged confused looks and Phoebe looked just as dumbfounded. “He’ll die if I transplant an organ into him that isn’t a match for him,” Brooke explained.

Girard, Ares and I had already suspected as much, but the news was still hard to take.
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I COULDN’T READ ARES’ mind, but his dejection was obvious from his slumped shoulders. He closed his eyes and clasped his fingers on the armrests. His fingers turned white and his entire body tensed as another wave of pain rushed through him. I wanted to reach over and take his hand, but my team would separate us if I did. My health was more important to them than his was. They didn’t want me to become infected with the same malady that was killing him. Holding hands wouldn’t hurt me, but it could quickly lead to kissing, which would be dangerous.

“What else is in the container Kareem gave you?” Girard asked in a valiant effort to change the topic.

“A few loose sheets of paper and a book,” I said, forcing myself to focus. The pieces of paper were more sketches of operations and Jaradel’s subjects. The book looked like an ancient diary. “I think this is Jaradel’s medical journal,” I figured when I flicked through it.

“He’s just as good at sketching as Ares,” Phoebe said, leaning over to examine the journal with me.

Tiny writing in the syrictae’s language was crammed onto each page, along with the drawings. “Omen will have to take copies of it and send it to his warlock,” I said.

Everyone wanted to see the items, so I handed them over. Brooke examined everything last, then gave the loose pages back and sat down to go through the journal. “Remarkable,” she murmured. “The syrictae is a highly skilled surgeon, even if he is clinically insane. His use of magic and metal body parts to prolong the lives of his patients is both genius and pathological.”

“There’s nothing in the container that hints at where Jaradel went after leaving his lair,” Girard said. “How are we going to find him now?”

“I’ll try to use my time travel trick on the sketch of Ares,” I said.

Brooke twisted around to face me. “You can travel through time?” she asked in shock, leaning into the aisle to see my face.

My friends snickered and I barely managed not to smirk. “Not physically,” I explained. “It’s a spell I can use to look into the past when I touch objects.”

“I’ve got to see this,” she said and put the journal on the seat beside her.

“Behold Harmoni’s special brand of magic,” Phoebe intoned as I took the drawing of Ares out of the container again. Brooke left her seat and strode down the aisle to watch. She stood just behind me, so she wouldn’t block anyone else’s view.

I held the page with one hand and my other palm up. Delving back to when Kareem had first touch it, an image of the vampire appeared.

“Who’s that?” Brooke asked.

“His name is Kareem,” Ares told her. “He’s the vampire we met in the park.”

“He procured the items for us,” Girard added.

I wound back the spell to a few weeks earlier and we had our second look at Jaradel. The reptile placed the sketch on the workbench where Kareem had found it, then placed a rock on it. He faded away as soon as he stopped touching the page. “He wanted someone to find the sketch,” I figured. It didn’t look like I’d be able to figure out where he’d gone from touching the image after all.

“That’s a syrictae?” Brooke asked, fascinated by the green scales that covered him. Bald, he had a forked tongue and no nose. He looked like a snake with arms and legs.

“They don’t all have green scales,” Meredith said. “We met another one who had a mixture of green and brown scales, but she looked a lot like Jaradel.”

“I’d like to examine you properly, if you’ll permit me,” Brooke said to Ares. “I’ll need to purchase some medical equipment first.”

“Of course,” Ares said. He was willing to let a vamp we’d just met check him out if it meant she might come up with a cure. So far, her diagnosis had been anything but positive.

“I’ll need to borrow money to make the purchases,” Brooke said apologetically to us all. “I had to leave everything behind when you rescued me. Using my credit card would be unwise, since my location can be traced through it.”

“We’ll worry about all that once we’re back in Augury,” Girard said. He didn’t know what Omen’s reaction to having another vampire in his home would be. I picked up his thought that our boss might toss her out immediately. If so, we would have to find her somewhere safe to live and give her enough funds to get settled. I wouldn’t hesitate to use money from my personal stash to fund her if she could help save Ares’ life.

“Who do you work for, exactly?” Brooke asked as she returned to her seat. “You mentioned his name is Omen?”

“He’s an ancient vampire,” Girard told her. “I’ve worked for him for two centuries. He can be a bit unscrupulous, but he’s been a fair employer to me so far.”

Brooke was understandably alarmed that she would be going to the lair of a much older vamp. “Will he allow me onto his premises?” she asked.

“Omen will be curious enough to listen to your story,” I predicted. “We don’t know if he’ll let you stay, though. If not, we’ll make sure you have somewhere safe to live. We’re not going to abandon you. We need you, doc.”

Brooke had turned around to face me. She saw the pleading I didn’t try to hide and nodded grimly. “You saved my life, Harmoni. I told you I would repay you if you ever needed me. I’ll dedicate myself to finding a solution to fix Ares, so you two can have a long and happy life together.”

Ares and I shared a look, hope flaring at her declaration. The gold glow from our eyes intensified with our emotions.

Girard cleared his throat and turned to give us a disapproving look. “Keep your distance, kids,” he reminded us.

“Harmoni could become infected with iron poisoning if they’re intimate?” Brooke figured. “It would be wise for them to abstain from sexual intercourse. Even kissing could prove to be detrimental to her health.”

“Heh, now you’ve got an actual doctor warning you to keep your pants on and your lips shut,” my bestie said with morbid humor.

“Just what we need,” Ares muttered.

“Someone has to remind you two to be careful,” Noah said. “We’ve had to break you up when magic made you kiss before. It could happen again.”

Brooke was even more intrigued now. She’d had little to do with magic, since she’d spent most of her time around humans. “I have a feeling I’ll be getting an entirely different sort of education working with you,” she predicted.

“You should use your time travel spell to see if you can pick up anything from the journal,” Phoebe suggested.

“Can I borrow the book for a minute?” I asked the doc.

Brooke tossed it to me and I caught it. I held my hand out into the aisle so everyone could see. I set the spell to begin when it had first been used. There was a long pause that meant at least a few centuries had passed before images formed.

“How long ago was this?” Noah asked in fascination as we watched Jaradel hand over some coins to a merchant in a store. He wore gloves to cover his scaly skin and a cloak with a hood. The hood was pulled forward so his face was deeply shadowed.

“It’s hard to say,” I replied. The syrictae slipped the journal into his pocket, keeping his head down so the merchant didn’t see he wasn’t human. “It’s got to be at least a few hundred years ago,” I guessed.

Jaradel sauntered through the market of what looked like ancient Greece. I sped up the spell and he climbed onto a horse. A dozen men and women with pale skin and hair moved to surround him on their mounts.

“Who are they?” Brooke asked when I paused it.

“Ice demons,” Phoebe said, noticing the frost that lightly coated the horses’ coats. We could see horns on the majority of the demons, but they were mostly hidden by their hair.

The group galloped to top of a cliff where Kareem had tracked them. We watched in fast forward as they took a platform down to the entrance to a cave. Jaradel took the new journal to his workroom and the image faded. He reappeared almost immediately, writing down his thoughts and the experiments he’d performed.

“This is fascinating,” Brooke marveled as the spell continued. “It must have been created after he’d operated on Ares, since that procedure isn’t in the book,” she figured.

My spell ended when the journal became full. Jaradel put it on top of his dresser in his bedroom. It was knocked to the floor at some stage and Kareem had eventually found it.

“It didn’t give us any insight into where Jaradel went, but it was interesting to watch,” Girard said.

I’d hoped we would pick up something useful, but it looked like we would have to rely on Omen’s pet warlock once again.
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OMEN WAS SITTING AT his desk, reading through the endless paperwork that plagued him. It was the price he had to pay for being a successful businessman. His phone rang early in the small hours of the morning. Seeing Girard’s name on the screen, he answered it. “Girard,” he said in greeting. “How is your mission going?” His foot tapped against the floor restlessly. Omen had fed on a glass of wolf shifter’s blood, but he desperately craved Harmoni’s blood. She was due to feed him again tonight.

“We’re on our way back, boss,” the shifter replied, sounding strangely nervous. “We’ll be there in half an hour. I just wanted to give you the heads up that we’re bringing a guest with us.”

The vampire frowned, unable to tell what the shifter’s mood was over the phone. “Is this guest dangerous?” he asked. Right now, he didn’t even care as long as he could feed from Harmoni.

“Only to her enemies,” Girard joked and a few snickers from his young charges sounded in the background. “We’ll be home soon and I’ll fill you in then,” he added, then he disconnected the call.

Omen put his phone down, anger simmering beneath the surface. It was just like his second in charge to drop something like this on him with barely any warning. Wolf shifters were strange creatures who were ruled more by loyalty than money. He paid his guards well and they kept him safe, but he still didn’t fully trust them.

“What are you up to, old friend?” he asked, drumming his fingers on his desk. With so little time to plan, he left his office and found Rocco guarding the front door. “Girard and the others will be here soon,” he said. “They have a stranger with them and I’m not sure if she’s dangerous or not. I want you to gather some of the guards and be ready when they arrive.”

“I’m on it, boss,” Rocco said, saluting him, then loping away from his post. The hulking shifter looked dumber than he really was, thanks to his bulging forehead and beady eyes. 

Omen returned to his office for twenty minutes before heading outside again. Most of his guards moved to form a protective arc behind him when he came to a stop near the garage. Two more stayed at their posts at the gate. They all heard the white minivan approaching before it came into view. It drove up the long driveway and came to a stop next to the garage.

Omen’s eyes penetrated the tinted windows. He spied a beautiful vampire sitting beside Harmoni just as she dropped her illusions spell. His fangs descended as he snarled soundlessly. It was instinctive for an ancient vampire like him to be protective of his turf. He sensed she was far too young to be a threat to him, but his hackles rose anyway.

Girard got out and opened the door for his passenger. Omen noted that he took up a protective spot in front of their guest. “Boss, this is Dr. Brooke Arlo,” he said in introduction. “Brooke, this is Omen.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Omen,” Brooke said with a timid smile. “I’m sorry for intruding on your property without your permission,” she added and bowed her head submissively.

Harmoni gave him a challenging look, waiting for him to act like a barbarian and throw the doctor off his property. His guards exchanged glances as they waited for his orders. “Welcome, Dr. Arlo,” Omen said with a hint of sourness. “Please come inside. I’m looking forward to you all filling me in on the reason for this unexpected visit.”

“At ease,” Girard joked to the guards. “Brooke is here at our invitation. She isn’t going to cause any trouble.”

Omen nodded at the wolves to go back to their usual duties and they obediently dispersed. He stalked ahead of the group, seething on the inside. He couldn’t wait to hear why they’d brought a rival who claimed to be a doctor to his territory.

Taking a seat behind his desk, he waited for the group to file inside. There weren’t enough chairs for them all, so Girard politely allowed Brooke to take his seat. “How did you come to meet Dr. Arlo?” Omen asked, steepling his hands and resting his elbows on his desk to peer at his guest.

“It’s a long story,” Harmoni said, taking charge like she usually did. If he didn’t know better, he would suspect she was an alpha from the way everyone deferred to her.

“Do tell,” Omen said sardonically. He didn’t berate her for telling the story instead of Girard, since it allowed him to devour her with his gaze. His eyes strayed to her neck, eyeing her veins longingly.

“We met with Kareem and he recognized our scents immediately,” Harmoni explained. “He knew we were the ones who broke into his mansion and caused all the damage to the building. He made a deal with us to steal some weapons from a human as payment. We didn’t have much choice, so we agreed to the bargain.”

Omen took a deep breath, trying to catch her scent, but all he smelled was rain. “Go on,” he said. He was aware of Dr. Arlo studying him curiously, but he ignored her. The doctor might be pretty and had an amazing figure, but Harmoni was the only one in this room that he was attracted to.

“Noah and I broke into the human’s estate and we found out he’s an ex-Aion Corp hunter,” Harmoni went on. “I sensed a vampire on his property and read the guards’ minds. The hunter is overseas at the moment, but he planned to hunt Brooke down and kill her when he returned.”

“We were curious about her, so we broke into an underground hunting enclosure,” Noah said. “Brooke let Harm read her mind and we learned enough to know she wouldn’t hurt us. The guards released a bunch of Dobermans and she knocked them all out while Harm and I took care of the humans.”

Omen was barely paying attention. He unconsciously licked his lips, anticipating drinking Harmoni’s blood again. This time, he’d made sure he was properly dressed and didn’t look disheveled. “I see,” he said.

“We managed to escape and took the weapons to Kareem,” Harmoni said, taking over again. “He gave us the items he took from Jaradel’s lair in exchange for the jeweled axes.”

The vampire flicked a look at Ares to see the blond warrior’s expression was gloomier than usual. “I gather the items Kareem gave you didn’t shed any light into the syrictae’s whereabouts?” he asked with a hint of glee.

“Try not to sound too choked up about it,” Phoebe muttered. He shot the fire demon a scolding look and she smirked at him insolently.

“No, they didn’t,” Harmoni said grimly. “Kareem found some sketches and a medical journal that were left behind.” She took a clear plastic container out of her backpack and opened it. “This was left by Jaradel for someone to find,” she said and placed a sketch on his desk.

Omen put his finger on a corner of the page and slid it closer to examine it. He hid an internal grin at the sight of Ares being carved open and lying on a stone altar. “That must have been painful,” he said in fake commiseration, slanting a look at his rival.

“I was unconscious and I didn’t feel anything,” Ares said in a flat tone, knowing how much the vampire was enjoying this moment.

Something had been written beneath the drawing. “I’ll send a copy of the documents and the journal to my translator,” Omen vowed, holding his hand out for the rest of the items. “I’ll make sure he receives them as soon as possible. It will take time for the warlock to decipher the book. It could take months to translate it all,” he warned them.

“Ask him to focus on the note at the bottom of Ares’ sketch first, boss,” Girard requested as Harmoni handed over the container.

“Of course,” Omen said, placing the drawing on the top of the other items and closing the lid. “Now,” he said, looking at Brooke. “Why did my employees decide to bring you here, Dr. Arlo?”

“They believe I might be able to help Ares, since I’m a heart surgeon,” she replied in a respectful tone.

That news hit Omen like a blow to the gut. “Is that so?” he asked, masking his sudden fury. “How fortuitous,” he added, scanning their faces to see their badly hidden delight.

“You agreed to do everything you could to help us find a cure for Ares,” Harmoni pointed out. “Dr. Arlo wants to run some tests on him. I told her we would make sure she has a safe place to stay and buy her the equipment she needs. She could be our best hope at fixing what’s wrong with Ares, if we can’t locate Jaradel.”

Omen knew he’d just been neatly manipulated by the nineteen-year-old girl and he ground his teeth together. He couldn’t refuse to aid the doctor without breaking their agreement. Harmoni would take her team and leave, which meant he would no longer be able to drink her blood regularly. “The east wing is currently vacant,” he said with great reluctance. “I’ll give you the funds you require to run whatever tests you need,” he said.

“Will it be added to our debt?” Meredith asked dourly.

“Of course,” he replied with a smirk at the wolf. “But I’m sure you’ll all gladly pay whatever costs are necessary to ensure Ares’ survival,” he added silkily.

“We’ll pay any price,” Harmoni agreed, sharing a longing look with his rival that sickened Omen.

“Why don’t you show Dr. Arlo to her new quarters?” Omen suggested, wanting to get rid of them all before his blood addiction could overwhelm him. Being in close proximity to Harmoni was torturous after more than a few minutes.

They rose and filed out without a backward glance.
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“THAT WENT BETTER THAN I’d expected,” Girard said quietly after we were far enough away from Omen’s office that he couldn’t hear us. He led the way through the main building to the east wing.

“We all know Omen didn’t have a choice,” Ares said in satisfaction that we’d gotten our way.

“What was the bargain you made with him?” Brooke asked me.

“Aion Corp put a tracking device in Ares,” I replied. “They followed us to our lair and we had to make a run for it.”

“I accidentally burned eight humans to death when I set fire to the abandoned hotel where we were staying,” Phoebe interjected matter-of-factly.

Brooke raised an eyebrow, then motioned for me to continue. I paused to wait for Girard to open the door to the east wing before I went on. “We needed to get the tracking device out and I knew Omen would be able to detect it,” I said.

“Our kind have a knack for knowing when there are things inside bodies that don’t belong,” the doc said.

“Omen had to leave everything behind when we led the hunters to his fetish club,” Meredith said.

Brooke did a doubletake. “He owned a fetish club?” she asked in surprise.

“I kind of miss that place,” Phoebe said nostalgically. “I met a lot of cute guys there.” Most had been human, so she rarely slept with them. She’d focused on the non-humans who occasionally visited the club instead.

“Omen said he would help us and remove the tracking device if we agreed to work for him,” Noah said, taking up the story. It was a condensed version of what had actually happened.

Girard had come to a stop in the hallway so we could chat. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, listening in.

“We agreed and he brought us here to Augury,” I told her.

“What do you do for Omen?” the doctor queried.

“We’re thieves,” Ares said. “We pull off heists to repay our debts to him. We owe him several million dollars, since he had to abandon his business enterprises when the tracking device led the hunters to his fetish club.”

“That sounds a lot like extortion,” Brooke said in disapproval.

“He’s a bloodsucker, what do you expect?” Phoebe asked with a shrug, then realized her faux pas. “Oops, I didn’t mean you’re all nefarious scoundrels,” she added sheepishly.

“Most vampires are,” Brooke said kindly. “I’m not a fan of stealing, but it seems you’re just doing whatever you have to in order to survive.”

“That about sums up our lives,” Meredith agreed. “Aion Corp experimented on all of us until we broke free,” she said, indicating everyone except for Girard. “The Octet who run their company are evil. They intend to use Ares to take over the world. We need to put a stop to their plan, or we’ll all be wiped out.”

Brooke was shocked to hear that, but she believed the wolf. “I’ve heard a lot of stories about an unknown organization who do horrible things to our kind,” she said in a disturbed tone. “You’re all very brave for standing up to them.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Girard told her solemnly. “Aion Corp have been murdering non-humans for eons. If their Chaos Project is successful, non-humans will cease to exist and humans will become enslaved.”

“This is a lot to take in,” Brooke said with a frown. “I’ll offer you any help I can now that I’m aware of what’s going on. It’s the least I can do for my rescuers.”

Girard blushed slightly at the warm smile she gave him. I shared a look with Phoebe and we had to smother our snickers. I caught a thought from her that our dad was acting like a schoolboy with a crush and nodded in agreement.

“We’ll show you the east wing and you can decide where you want to sleep and where to set up your medical lab,” Girard said, cutting a scolding look at my bestie and me. He’d smelled our amusement and knew we were silently laughing at him.

The tour went quickly, since the east wing didn’t have a lot of furniture. Most of the rooms were empty.

“I’ll set up my bedroom and lab on the ground floor,” Brooke decided. She had a large kitchen and living room down here, as well as a dining room. All floors had a similar setup, but she preferred to keep her equipment on the lowest level. Each wing had enough facilities for scores of people. She would be all alone in here, but that didn’t bother her. She preferred peace and quiet when doing her research.

“Let me know how much money you need to purchase your equipment,” Girard said.

“I need a computer to search for everything that I require,” Brooke said.

“You can borrow mine until dad can buy you a new one,” Noah offered.

“Who’s your father?” the doc asked curiously.

“Girard is. He kind of adopted us,” Meredith said, striding over to take Girard’s hand and leaning her head against his shoulder. “He loves me the most,” she joked and batted her eyelashes at him.

“Dream on,” Phoebe said. “I’m obviously his favorite.”

We broke into snickers at his mock scowl. “You know I love all of you equally,” he said in a gruff voice.

Brooke smiled, glad to see we genuinely cared about each other. “I think I’ll fit in here nicely,” she decided. It had been years since she’d spent any time with non-humans. I didn’t delve her deeply enough to find out what had happened to her sire. She would hopefully tell us her history when she felt more comfortable around us.

“It’s almost dawn,” Girard said after checking his watch. “You’ll have to stay in the north wing with the kids until we can get your quarters outfitted.”

“You can borrow more of my clothes for tomorrow,” Phoebe said as we headed back to the main building to be able to reach our wing.

We were all tired and eager to get some sleep. Girard escorted us to the third floor of the north wing. He made sure Brooke had clean sheets on the bed of the room she chose, then he headed to his quarters in the west wing.

“He seems like a very nice man,” Brooke murmured once Girard was out of earshot.

“Dad is awesome,” Phoebe agreed. We were both lingering in her bedroom, but the others had gone to bed. “He’s taken a shine to you,” she added.

“Has he?” the doc asked, slightly flustered.

“He thinks you’re beautiful,” I said. “He’s too polite and formal to hit on you, so you don’t need to worry about him saying anything inappropriate.”

“I’ve never dated a shifter before,” Brooke said in a musing tone, eyes straying to the door. “It might be interesting to see how they differ from my kind.”

“He won’t try to tear your jugular out while he’s having sex with you,” my bestie said wryly, which made me snicker.

Brooke laughed as well, then covered her mouth when she yawned. “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me,” she said sincerely.

“You’re welcome,” I replied and she surprised me with a brief hug. She hugged Phoebe as well, then we left her room. She’d chosen a bedroom across from Phoebe’s room, as far away from Meredith and Noah as she could get. The shifters were already moaning and their bed was creaking alarmingly.

“Sorry about the humping going on at the far end of the hallway,” Phoebe said, deliberately raising her voice. “You get used to it after a while.”

“We can hear you!” Meredith called out in annoyance.

“I know!” the demon retorted, then we snickered.

“I’m kind of glad I’ll be sleeping in the east wing,” Brooke said with an amused smile, then she closed her door.

“I wish I was sleeping in the east wing as well,” I said dourly when Noah called out his mate’s name.

“I second that,” Ares muttered from his bedroom.

“At least they hump fast,” Phoebe said when the wolves climaxed together and fell silent.

“That was just round one!” Noah said facetiously.

We all groaned, including Brooke, knowing we wouldn’t get any sleep until they’d worn themselves out.
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YURI ISAKOV AND HIS small team landed on a remote airstrip owned by Aion Corp in the south of Siberia. Hades wanted them to work their way northward, checking every church and graveyard they could find. Snow gear had been waiting for them on the jet. Hades had been thorough with his preparation and the clothing fitted the five men perfectly.

“Siberia is a large country, so it will take a long time for us to search for the artifact,” Yuri said. “Our first task will be to map out all of the sites we can find on the internet.”

“There’s no way every church in the country will show up on the maps,” Lasko predicted. “What will we do if we don’t find the object?” He was the most outspoken of the group.

“We’ll find it,” Yuri said grimly. “You know what will happen if we don’t.”

“Hades will retire us all,” Rodi muttered. As usual, his expression was dour.

“It looks like a blizzard is raging out there,” Artino said, peering out through the window as the jet coasted towards a hangar in search of shelter. He checked his reflection, running his hands through his hair to make sure it looked perfect.

“Welcome to the motherland, gentlemen,” Yuri said wryly. “Russia is unforgiving in winter. Luckily for you, I’ll be able to keep us all alive.”

“Why do I have a feeling this is going to be the worst mission of my life?” Galanos said with a sigh. The youngest by at least a few years, he had a babyface that made him look even younger. All four of his colleagues had black hair, brown eyes and olive skin. Yuri stood out with his grey eyes and short iron-grey hair.

Yuri grabbed a heavy duffle bag that Hades had arranged for him. They all had plenty of gear to tide them over. His bag contained a computer and a device that would enable him to use the internet anywhere he traveled. They waited for the jet to stop, then descended the stairs. An SUV with snow chains on the tires was waiting for them. Yuri drove to the tiny hotel where they would be staying and his team split into two groups. He would be sharing a room with Lasko. The other three men would have to decide who would sleep on the two beds and the floor in their room.

Weary from the long flight, everyone except Yuri lay down to sleep. He fired up the computer and familiarized himself with it. “Let the search begin,” he murmured and called up information on all of the churches and graveyards on record. Even a quick search was daunting. Dots were scattered all over the map of the sites they would have to visit. “It’ll take forever to search them all,” he said quietly, dismayed by the sheer number of properties he was seeing.

Yuri didn’t have a printer, so he saved a copy of the map, then zoomed in on it. He took a notepad and pen out of the duffle bag and started making a list of nearby sites. Focusing on the dots in the town they were in, he wished he could split his team up to search them more quickly. It would be a pointless endeavor, since he was the only one who could sense magic.

Writing down all of the locations in the surrounding area, Yuri switched off the laptop and finally went to bed. He woke up as soon as Lasko started moving a few hours later. “Notify the others that we’ll begin our search directly after we eat breakfast,” Yuri ordered.

Lasko nodded as he pulled his pants back on. Donning a jacket over his t-shirt, he left the room and returned a couple of minutes later. They took turns having a quick shower, then headed to a tiny restaurant a short walk from the hotel. Their chatter was minimal as they ate their meals.

Yuri listened to the conversations that were going on around them. It was good to be back in the place of his birth. His parents had come from Siberia and he’d lived there until he’d turned eighteen. He’d only moved to Greece after he was recruited by Aion Corp.

“What are they saying, Isakov?” Artino asked curiously. They all referred to each other using their surnames. It was common practice for Aion Corp hunters.

Two little old ladies were discussing something with tense expressions and fearful eyes at a table nearby.

“Someone was found dead this morning,” Yuri translated. “The boy was just a teenager. They think a wild animal killed him. Possibly a tiger.”

“Fantastic,” Rodi muttered.

“Could it be a shifter?” Lasko queried.

“Da,” Yuri replied, unconsciously falling back into his native language. “It is possible,” he added.

“Do we have permission from Hades to hunt down any non-humans we come into contact with?” Galanos asked eagerly.

“He didn’t specify,” Yuri said with a shrug. “I don’t see why we can’t eradicate any monsters we encounter during our search.”

His answer pleased his team and they shared excited grins. Maybe their mission wouldn’t turn out to be as boring as they’d expected after all.

Yuri didn’t smile at the thought of getting to eliminate a shifter. It was just part of his job. His real passion was hunting vampires. Bloodsuckers had killed his parents and two sisters when he was nine years old. He would walk over broken glass in his bare feet if it meant he could get the chance to behead a leech.

“Did they say where the body was found?” Lasko asked, keeping his voice down. They would stand out too much if people heard them speaking Greek.

“Nyet,” Yuri said. “But it shouldn’t be too hard to find out.” Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he waited for a break in their conversation. “Excuse me,” he said in Russian, thickening his accent so he sounded more like a local. “I overheard you mention a young boy was killed. Can you tell me where this occurred, so we can avoid the area?”

The elderly ladies exchanged a look. They’d seen men like these five before and knew how dangerous they could be. “It was near the lake,” one of them said. “They saw fresh tracks that looked like it came from a big cat,” she added with a shudder.

“Stay away from the lake,” the other woman warned them. “The child isn’t the first person to be slain in this area recently.”

Yuri thanked them, then the hunters finished their meals and left the restaurant. “The boy was killed at a nearby lake,” Yuri told his team. “I remember seeing it on the map last night. It’s not far from one of the churches.”

“Great,” Artino said, breath frosting as he spoke. “Let’s get out there and hunt down the tiger shifter.”

“Can you tell real animals from shifters?” Galanos.

“Always,” Yuri replied. “It’s hard to explain, but they feel different from normal animals.”

“That must be part of your special talent,” Rodi said with a hint of a sneer.

Yuri made note of it, but he didn’t say anything. He was used to other hunters being prejudiced once they found out about his heightened senses. Either they would learn to trust him, or he would end up
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