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      The blaring alarm and red flashing light had Allie glancing at the new deployment board. With her graduating class adding almost twenty new agents to the ranks, the assignment process had to be streamlined. That and the fact the Ladon were becoming more and more brazen. Popping up in high end businesses all over town. And it wasn’t just Los Angeles.

      Seattle was also a major hot spot for the Ladon and she considered the trade the PIA had offered her. With her background, it didn’t matter where she went. Her past would follow her. Unless she got a deep cover op. A government-assisted ID in some remote location was her ultimate goal. She would even consider a little plastic surgery for the role. She had already made the request, but a new recruit wasn’t at the top of the list, despite her skills.

      The large office in the secret subbasement of the Davidson building was only accessible by the elevator and PIA-issued ID. With the influx of new agents, it cramped the desks despite the large office. Phones rang, computers beeped and printers shuffled paper at blurring speed as the fifty or so employees in the room carried out their tasks.

      Allison Sande flashed on the monitor along with her training partner, Derek Stevens, a moment before Jenner approached her desk. He’d been the agent to train her and recruit her. He was as good-looking as that day she met him, but his frame was bulkier since he had become a warrior. That revelation had changed the dynamic of the Davidson family. Senator Baker wanted nothing to do with Senator Davidson’s son and the politics were explosive. “Hey boss,” she said.

      Jenner pointed to the new monitor. “You and Derek are being sent over to a warehouse on Jacklyn. We have a tip on Ladon activity but aren’t sure it’s legit.”

      Derek was pulling on his black PIA jacket as he approached her desk. He was a tall, good-looking guy, with dark hair and brown eyes. She was happy to work with Derek despite his history. Some of the older agents still held his prior drug use against him, despite those events not being his fault. He was kind and understanding. She really liked his sister. Diane was a complete badass, and she loved the private sessions Derek arranged for her when Diane wasn’t training to be a warrior.

      “Allie, you ready?”

      Her desk was beside Derek’s and across from Greg’s. Senator Baker’s son was an agent she could do without. While she kept to herself, and generally got along with her coworkers. Greg was a complete asshole, but he was her superior and he never let her forget it. “I’m good to go.” She stood, tossing her pen in the holder and zipping up her jacket.

      Jenner swiped the tablet he was holding. “I sent the intel on the warehouse to your phones. Call me after you check it out.”

      Derek nodded to Jenner before they went to the elevator. The music began as soon as they stepped inside and chimed as it closed. They both glanced at the info on the phones.

      “A report of a man shifting to another face? The Ladon are barely trying to conceal themselves these days,” Derek said.

      Allie flipped through the report. “They deemed the man who called it in drunk.”

      Derek huffed. “You tell people you saw a man change features, they’re going to think you are high. Trust me, I know.”

      The elevator dinged at the parking garage and they exited to find an attendant with a black PIA SUV. Valet service was a new service, but just one of the many perks of the Davidson building. Her favorite was her apartment. All agents got a suite included in their contract to the PIA and she loved her small apartment, even though it wasn’t the one that was originally assigned.

      The drive from the Davidson building to the Jaclyn address was less than ten minutes, despite the midday traffic. They parked in front of a warehouse that looked like it had seen better days, but the video cameras and floodlights were modern. She pointed to them, saying nothing, and Derek nodded. While they hadn’t worked together long, only since her graduation a month ago, they were getting into a groove of learning each other’s body language.

      Derek pointed to the door in the corner and pulled his weapon. He held it up as he approached, with her following behind. They kept their bodies close to the metal wall, and each took one side of the door before Derek quietly turned the knob. The click was so faint she barely heard it over the crows cawing on the telephone wire above them.

      Derek entered first, with her following closely behind him. While most of the warehouses in that area were large open storage facilities, this one was a row of offices. Each door had a glass window, and they peeked in the first one to find an empty office with a desk, a filing cabinet, and a computer.

      Allie moved to the door opposite the office and peeked through the window. This one had a man sitting at the desk typing into his computer. There were two chairs on the other side of the desk and several files spread across the table. Allie indicated one perpetrator and pointed to the office. They ducked under the window and moved down the hallway to a large window.

      Derek peeked quickly into the room before snapping back. He pulled out his phone and typed an alert to all PIA agents before putting it back in his pocket. He mouthed the word “Lab.”

      They knew the Ladon were developing weapons to use against the demon species. All the agents knew the story. PURE had shot the youngest Moretti in the head with a bullet that had shredded his brain and poisoned him. Somehow, he survived when Charisse got the antidote. She hadn’t met Jenner’s wife, as Charisse avoided the PIA, but she had a lot of respect for the woman who avoided her species for over two hundred years with no one knowing. She’d love to pick that woman’s brain on her covert skills.

      Derek crouched down and moved to the door of the lab. The man in the office could exit anytime but seemed to be looking for something. They had been looking for a lead on the Ladons’ new base of operation since they shut the casino down. With any luck, this was it.

      Derek held up his fingers before counting. One. Two. On three they yanked open the door and entered the lab. Two men were behind a counter full of petri dishes, microscopes and various lab equipment. One was typing into the computer as the other froze with a beaker full of liquid in his hand.

      The man typing kept his head down. “Martin, did you get the results from the latest sample?”

      The man holding the beaker tapped the other’s arm. “Vorek.”

      Vorek turned and hissed when he saw them. His eyes narrowed on Allie. “You!”

      Everyone knew Vorek was the leader of the rebel Ladon force intent on overthrowing Louis Lestant, but Allie had never met him. Why did he seem to recognize her? Did he have info on all the PIA agents? He seemed completely uninterested in Derek. “Put your hands up, Vorek,” Allie said.

      Vorek’s hand slipped beneath the table. “I have already alerted my security force. You have approximately one minute to leave or I will activate the failsafe.”

      Derek shot the man holding a beaker in the chest. He groaned and went down. “I think you have mistaken us for someone else. You are coming in Vorek. Every one of your Ladon thugs will be put down or neutralized.”

      Vorek glanced at the Ladon squirming at his feet. The bullet wouldn’t kill a Ladon, but it would incapacitate him and hurt like a bitch. “It seems I underestimated you.” He put his hands up and backed away from his groaning partner.

      Allie moved to the side of the long table with the lab equipment. “Stop right there, Vorek. There is nowhere to run.”

      Vorek’s smile made Allie’s stomach roll. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      She expected him to run for the door at the back of the lab and moved her gun to aim appropriately, but Vorek dropped down and disappeared.

      Derek slid over the table, sending glass and equipment smashing to the floor before landing on the other side. Allie ran around to find him kneeling on the floor. His fingers ran over the square panel. “Dammit, the fucker has a trapdoor.”

      They heard the sirens outside as Derek put his gun away. “We still have a perp in the office.”

      Derek motioned to the computer screen. It showed the man in the office being apprehended by a PIA agent. Allie holstered her weapon, then toed the moaning Ladon with a bullet in his chest. “What about this guy?”

      Derek stood. “Medical will treat him before we place him in his cell. The Ladon heal pretty fast after the bullet is removed.” He pointed to the lab. “Look around. Let’s see if we can find out what they were working on.”

      Allie went to the computer as Derek started inspecting the vials of liquid. Derek was the senior officer, but she had far superior computer skills, and he was happy to let her deal with the tech. Her fingers flew over the keys. “I can only get into the files that are open. They are testing a compound. That blue one in the beaker. Looks like they have been working on this for some time. They have it designated as P47.”

      Derek picked up a file from a basket at the edge of the table. “They are testing it on demons.”

      Allie stopped typing. “How do you know?”

      “The test subjects are listed by number, but we need to talk to Valen. See if there is some way he can track these subjects.”

      “If they have been abducted, how can you tell?”

      Derek was silent for some time. “Valen can connect with his people. If one is... pulled off his mental grid, he will know.”

      “Wow.”

      “That’s need-to-know intel. Keep it to yourself.”

      She nodded as she searched the files on the computer she could get access to. She appreciated Derek’s trust, and she knew his recommendation would go a long way to her getting a deep cover op. The schematic popped up, and she enlarged the screen. “They are developing a new weapon.”

      Derek dropped the file and moved to the computer. “What is it?”

      “It looks like some kind of energy weapon. The specifications are encrypted. Does electricity do something to demon physiology I’m not aware of?”

      Derek shook his head. “I don’t think so. This is something else we will have to discuss with Valen.” He pointed to another file. “What is that?”

      Allie opened it up. “This is a file on failed experiments. They deemed the psychic bullet a failure as Rico Moretti recovered. This says P42 was used on Rico and is listed as unusable.”

      Derek rubbed his chin. “P42 and P47. It sounds like multiple versions of the same compound. We should get Chad to analyze it.”

      Allie hissed when another compound was listed. “Derek, your name is in here. Some kind of super addictive drug. It’s genome specific.”

      Derek nodded. “Yeah, my former best friend had it engineered for me. Most of the PIA think I got addicted to pain meds due to my doctor oversubscribing them. We knew Ren was working with the Ladon.”

      “Fucking bastard,” Allie hissed. Based on the test subjects who had died miserably she was shocked that Derek could kick the drug.

      “Yeah, he was a real piece of work.” They both turned when Jenner entered the lab.

      “Jesus. I wasn’t expecting this level of coordination. Vorek has someone with deep pockets backing him.”

      Allie nodded. “They are developing a new weapon, but I can’t break the encryption on that.”

      Jenner put his hands on his hips as he surveyed the room. “I’ll get Kat on it right away. We need to know what we are dealing with.”

      Allie tried to access several more files with no luck before a file labeled Hybrid opened. “There’s a file on hybrids.”

      Jenner huffed. “I’m not surprised. That’s what they call us. What does it say?”

      “It lists some bloodlines. Yours is in here. Actually, everyone who has married a demon is listed, as well as a lot of PIA employees, but there is something they are trying to source.”

      Jenner swore under his breath. “They’re going to target civilians they suspect have demon blood.”

      Allie nodded. “Looks like.”

      Jenner pointed at the door. “Tech support is en route. I want you looking for Vorek. I will send you the report on everything we find here.”

      Allie followed Derek from the lab to the hallway. An agent stationed at the door pulled his gun on Derek. “Stop right there.”

      Derek didn’t flinch. “I suggest you put your gun down before I drop you.”

      The agent shook his head. “You exited the other office three minutes ago and left the building.”

      Allie’s eyes narrowed. “And you didn’t think to stop the fake Derek. Was he with his partner, or do you think Derek would leave me in a hostile environment a month after basic?”

      The agent’s jaw dropped as he realized his mistake. “I just assumed...”

      “That Derek wasn’t doing his job? Looks like you are the one who needs to brush up on your training.”

      Derek shook his head. “Now we know how he got out of the building. Come on, Allie. Let’s check video surveillance in the area. If Vorek keeps my face for a while, we can track him.”

      Allie gave the agent a dirty look as Derek pulled her to his side. “Leave him alone, Allie. Everyone knows you could take him down.”

      She allowed Derek to steer her to their vehicle. “I wasn’t going to take him down.” Okay, she totally was, but she had to keep up appearances.

      Derek laughed. “Allie. Every one of your instructors said they haven’t seen anyone as skilled at hand-to-hand combat since Kiki. That’s saying a lot. She’s a bit of a legend. Even more so now.”

      “Yeah, she is ninety-five pounds of Kick-Ass, but the idea of a hormonal warrior is the stuff of nightmares.”

      Derek laughed. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Where to next?”

      Derek grabbed his phone when it beeped. “Jenner is taking a sample of the compound over to Chad. We should head over and ask Valen some questions. I doubt Vorek is stupid enough to hold on to my face, but you can check video surveillance on the way.”
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      Allie and Derek walked down the hallway toward the exit when she heard a sliding sound and a wisp of air. “What was that?”

      Derek stopped and glanced down the hallway. “An air compressor?”

      She backed up two steps and glanced into the office they had first checked out, but a man was hiding behind the desk, grabbing something from the drawer. She pulled her gun and cocked her head toward the office. Derek pulled his weapon before they each took a side of the door.

      Derek kicked the door open, and they both rushed in with their weapons raised.

      “Put your arms up!” Allie yelled.

      This Ladon was not like the others. His eyes were milky white, and it was obvious he wasn’t human. “This one can’t be bothered to dress up,” Derek said.

      The Ladon’s eyes narrowed on Allie. “It’s you.”

      Ice trickled over her spine. That was the second Ladon in as many minutes to recognize her. Or thought they did. “You don’t know me.”

      The Ladon with the eyes of a snake smiled. It was a disturbing sight. “But I know of you.”

      “I’m sure you have lots of intel on the PIA and its agents,” she said.

      The Ladon sneered. “True, but our benefactor’s interest in you has nothing to do with the PIA.”

      Derek moved deeper into the room. “Don’t let him bait you, Allie. He is messing with you.”

      She wanted to believe that was true, but something deep inside told her there was more going on. That same feeling that had saved her life so many years ago. “I won’t.”

      The Ladon backed up before a panel slid open on the wall behind him. He ducked through as Allie dashed to enter the small tunnel. There was a wisp of air as the panel shut behind her.

      She pulled out her small flashlight and lit the tunnel while holding her gun in one hand and the light in the other. The passageway was narrow and the echo of warping tin alerted her. The Ladon was fleeing down the metal tube. She was tiny, and she had to hug the side wall to maneuver in the small passageway.

      Her boots thudded against the tin as she darted forward, and she had the impression she was in a massive air duct. Why would they install metal tunnels? Why would they need that kind of ventilation? Was it just for an escape route? Vorek was tricky; she had to give him that. He had Louis Lestant, Valen Moretti, and the entire PIA after his ass, and he continued to elude them. The ingenuity of this lab was an indicator of why. How many tunnels or secret rooms were in this place?

      Light shone down the tunnel ahead and she rushed to exit the panel as the Ladon jogged down the alley behind the building. They were on the opposite side of the entrance and no agents were stationed on this side yet.

      She aimed her weapon at his back. “One more step and you get a bullet in the back.”

      The Ladon stopped and dropped a small black flash drive that he held in his hand. It had to be the item he retrieved from the drawer. “Ah, Miss Sande. You really should have stayed out of this. You will not enjoy the repercussions of your actions.”

      Allie kept her face like a stone. “I will enjoy shooting you, though, so go ahead. Make a run for it.”

      The Ladon growled. “He should have put you down.”

      “Vorek doesn’t care about a lone PIA agent.”

      The Ladon’s milky eyes focused on her and she had to fight back the shiver, running down her spine. “Not Vorek. Our... partner. Sponsor, if you will. Our funding is because of you. We should thank you.”

      She hated the smug tone in his voice. More because she didn’t think the asshole was lying. “Tell me more about this sponsor.”

      The Ladon sneered. “Only Vorek knows who he is. We call him Retribution. Surely you have heard of him?”

      Her gun shook as the name from her past resurfaced. She had been looking for him, but had never confirmed that the hacker was responsible for the events that had changed her life. The man that was likely a murderer.

      The Ladon smiled, then stomped on the black flash drive he had dropped. He turned to run as she squeezed the trigger.

      The thud echoed around her as the bullet pierced his heart and a hole exploded outward from his chest. He pitched forward before stumbling and falling to the pavement.

      She holstered her gun and sprinted to his side, but his eyes were open and blood pooled beneath his body. She grabbed her radio. “Derek, I’m on the north side of the building. I shot the Ladon who tried to escape, but he doesn’t appear to be healing. Get a medic over here now.”

      Derek’s voice crackled through the mic. “We are en route.”

      The PIA agent with a white band on his arm exited the ambulance that screeched around the corner of the building seconds after her call. The agent took the Ladon’s pulse with two fingers. “You are right. He isn’t healing. They rarely go down this easy. I need to get him to the clinic.”

      Allie and Derek helped get the Ladon on a gurney and into the ambulance before its lights went on and it rushed away with its sirens blaring. “That was weird.”

      Derek stared after the ambulance. “I thought he was staying true to his natural form when he didn’t fully shift, but maybe he couldn’t.”

      “Do you think they will save him?” she asked.

      Derek shrugged. “I don’t know. We set the clinic up to perform operations on the Ladon, and Chad oversees any demon ailments. We usually just wait for them to heal. This was... strange.”

      Allie picked up the smashed flash drive. “He destroyed this before I shot him. I think he took it out of the drawer in the office. He said he knew me. That someone is after me.”

      Derek put his hand on her shoulder. “He was messing with you. Trying to throw you off balance so he could escape. Don’t read too much into it. Let’s head over to the Moretti mansion. I found another serum in a hidden fridge after Jenner left. I want to take them to Chad.”

      Derek led her to their vehicle as her thoughts turned to the hacker known only as Retribution.
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      The Moretti mansion was downright stunning. The Ladon had destroyed it in a missile attack, but you would never know that now. The curved driveway was teeming with bright shrubs and pink Mimosa trees. All competing for the sun’s attention. The fountain in the center of the turnaround streamed water in four directions and small birds bathed in the basin in its center. Multiple white Roman columns stood like sentries at the entrance. “Pretty,” she said.

      Derek strode to the front door and walked in without knocking. “Come on. Valen is waiting.”

      “Did you text him we were here?”

      “Not exactly,” Derek said as they stopped at the marble-tiled entrance.

      The massive stained-glass windows reflected an array of crystalline lights on the glossy finish of the floor, and she watched them move over the floor like a seabed of color. “Wow.”

      Derek motioned her forward. “Valen is in the parlor. It’s just ahead.”

      Valen sat beside Laura on a red velvet couch. He was stretched out and looked perfectly comfortable despite his perfectly tailored suit. His brother Dante stood beside him, handing Laura a glass of water.

      Derek glanced upstairs. “Is Jess with Maddie?”

      Dante nodded. “She is having a hard time accepting that Blam is coming to the end of his life. Chad and I can no longer do anything for him. Kiki and Diane are with her.”

      Allie glanced at the sad faces. “Blam?”

      Laura smiled, rubbing her extended belly. “My cat. He was doused in acid when I found him, and despite Chad and Dante’s efforts, his organs are failing.”

      “I’m sorry.” The prince and his wife were the most powerful couple known to the PIA, and they both looked devastated over the eventuality of losing their cat. The PIA’s original mandate to survey and police the demons seemed so woefully misplaced. They didn’t know about the Ladon when the PIA formed. They were working against the Morettis. How ironic they now depended on what they planned to incarcerate.

      Derek took out two syringes from his pocket. “Where are Chad and Jenner?”

      Jenner exited the kitchen, with Chad behind him. “Right here. You got more samples? What the hell are the Ladon doing?”

      “No idea, but the one Allie shot destroyed a flash drive, so I am hoping the tech guys can retrieve the data.”

      Jenner grabbed his phone when it chimed. “Hold on, I need to take this.” He went back into the kitchen.

      Chad took the syringes from Derek and smelled one of them. “This is the poison used on Rico. I recognize the scent.”

      Allie glanced at Derek. “That must be P42.”

      Chad’s eyes flashed. “That is the name for the poison?”

      Allie nodded. “They are testing a newer version. The current one is called P47. They are developing some kind of energy weapon, but we aren’t sure how it works.”

      Valen stood. “Energy, as in a taser?”

      Derek shook his head. “We don’t know. It is shaped like a gun but has an energy pulse. The files were encrypted. We only saw a picture. Does electricity have any effect on you that we should know about?”

      Valen was quiet for a few seconds. “No. None of my people are aware of the adverse effects of electricity.”

      “Is anyone missing? They appeared to be doing trials on demons, but no names are listed. Just specimen codes,” Derek asked.

      Valen’s eyes flared. “None of my people are missing. Only the women.”

      Allie’s heart squeezed. Everyone knew about the missing women. Two hundred years in captivity and now they may be experimented on. The Ladon were right pigs. “Let’s hope it isn’t them.”

      “Agreed,” Valen said as he turned to Chad. “Can you make an antidote to this new version of the poison?”

      Chad glanced toward the kitchen. “Perhaps if I use Rico’s blood. He fought it for a long time and should have natural antibodies in his blood.”

      While Allie had never met him before, the man who exited the kitchen was definitely a Moretti. The dark hair and eyes were the same. As was the tailored gray pinstripe suit. He held no emotion in his dull eyes until they landed on her.

      Rico’s eyes flashed red and his fangs sprouted from his mouth. He took a step toward her as her hand went to her gun.
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      Rico’s demon roared to the surface in a haze of anger, retribution, and lust. The months trapped within his own body had been worse than the black void that plagued the males of the demon race. It had been a dark pit of nothing. Not even his visual senses had an outlet during that torture.

      Dreams had been his only respite, and they had returned him to the days of his youth. The day the cotillion exploded and his race was lost. Some would call it a nightmare, but those moments in the morning when his mother, Carina, had gathered them together as a family and told them how much she loved them, that she was proud of them, were burned into his mind.

      After his waking, his brothers had relayed their version of the truth. His mother had sacrificed herself for her people and endured unimaginable pain. Worse, she knew when she walked into that building what would happen to her. She had prepared for it the same way she had prepared for Rico’s death. She ensured there was a way for the ones she loved to rebuild. To live.

      While his brothers had given him all the information when he woke, he couldn’t feel it. The abduction of the women, the torture they had endured. The truth about the Ladon and how they had conspired to kill their own. All orchestrated by Louis and Draven Lestant. Draven was dead and a new faction of Ladon
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