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SNOW WAS FALLING IN a steady, freezing barrage, coating most of us in ice. Steam rose from Phoebe as she heated her body up. I was practically glued to her side, vainly trying to get warm. “This mission already sucks,” my bestie complained.

“Agreed,” Ares murmured, standing on her other side. The fire demon was sandwiched between us, trying to thaw us both out.

Our mission to rescue some kidnapped wolf shifters, then assassinate one of Omen’s old rivals had only occurred last night. We’d slept most of the day and were already back at work.

“There just had to be another blizzard tonight,” Noah grumbled. Meredith was welded to her mate’s body in an effort to share body heat.

“You kids are too soft,” Girard scoffed. “We didn’t have electricity and central heating when I was your age.” We all rolled our eyes at him in response.

“How long are we going to stand out here?” Meredith asked, teeth chattering. There was no cover for us to stand under as we surveyed the property across the street.

“The mark is about to leave,” I replied. “We can head inside as soon as he’s gone.”

“He’s just a human,” Phoebe said with a scowl. “Why isn’t he succumbing to your mind control?”

“I’m not sure,” I said with a shrug. “He has a strong ability to resist my magic.”

We fell silent and went back to watching the modest home. It was near the end of the street of a residential suburb in Augury. There was nothing to draw attention to it from the outside. Omen had been advised that the owner, Jet Nakata, had an extensive samurai sword collection. He’d instructed us to steal one of the weapons.

Our boss had ingested another dose of my blood tonight. He’d given Girard our mission afterwards. This time, he didn’t call us all to his office to give us our orders. The vampire seemed to be avoiding me. His rage that I’d used magic to control him still hadn’t abated yet.

“It feels wrong to steal a samurai sword from a retired soldier, even if he isn’t from here originally,” Noah murmured.

“He has lots of swords,” Phoebe pointed out. “What difference will it make if we take one from his collection?”

“Probably a very expensive difference,” Ares said. “Omen wants the priciest weapon from Mr. Nakata’s collection.”

“Why does Omen only want one sword and not all of them?” I asked, directing the question at Girard. He’d been given the brief instead of me. It was a simple heist, so there was no need for me to come up with an elaborate plan.

“He has a buyer for the one particular sword,” he replied. “Apparently, it was stolen from the client decades ago. He tracked it down to Augury and he wants it back. He’s willing to pay more than it’s worth for us to retrieve it.”

“Here we go,” Meredith said when the garage door began to open. We were standing in the yard across the street. Everyone ducked down below the fence so the mark couldn’t see us. The house behind us was empty at the moment.

“Should someone that old still be driving?” Noah asked incredulously. We peered through the pickets of the fence to see an old man with a bent back climbing into a sedan. Bald, Mr. Nakata had a long, straggly white beard and was very thin. He wore a long black coat that was too large for him.

“Finally,” Phoebe said impatiently when the car slowly backed out and drove away. We left through the gate and crossed the road.

“I can’t see any security cameras,” Girard said, peering at the front door.

“There’s no alarm, either,” I replied as I sent my senses into the house. “He doesn’t have any security at all,” I said in surprise.

“Get us inside, babe,” Meredith said, wrapping her arms around herself as if it could do anything to warm her up.

Noah used the police lockpicks to break into the house. We paused in the entrance so Phoebe could dry our clothes and shoes with her demonic magic. “I didn’t set anyone on fire,” she said with a proud grin.

“You’re awesome,” I told her, just as pleased with her mastery of her skills as she was.

Ares closed the door, but he didn’t lock it. There was no need for all of us to enter the house, but it was too damn cold to stay outside. “Let’s find this sword,” he said and led the way down the hallway.

Jet Nakata’s Japanese heritage was reflected in the paintings on the walls and his style of furniture. Everything was spotless and in excellent condition. Thick dark blue carpet muffled our footsteps.

“This guy has good taste,” Girard said as we peered into the kitchen, dining and living rooms. The living room had a low table with red cushions around it. A large TV was attached to one wall. The furniture was black and was lacquered to a high sheen.

Meredith moved ahead of Ares and stopped two doors down the hallway. “I found the swords,” she said. “It might not be as easy as we thought to find the one Omen wants, though.”

We crowded into the room and goggled at the collection of weapons. Samurai swords in intricate scabbards hung on shelves on all four walls. Black lacquered cabinets with glass doors matched the rest of the furniture in the house and held more weapons. The swords came in a variety of colors and sizes.

“There’s one missing,” Phoebe said, pointing at an empty stand on a cabinet.

“What does the stolen sword look like?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t the missing weapon.

Girard took a photo out of his pocket to examine it. “It has a black sheath with a red tassel dangling from the handle,” he replied.

“That describes at least fifty swords in here,” Phoebe groaned.

“I don’t suppose we can just choose one at random?” Noah asked in a hopeful tone.

Girard shook his head and peered at the photo. “The name of the buyer’s ancestor is engraved on the scabbard,” he said.

We all crossed to him to examine the markings.

“This could take a while,” I said with a grimace.

“A dragon is engraved on the handle,” Meredith noted. “That should narrow it down a bit.”

“Split up and let’s start searching,” Girard said.

It was lucky we all had excellent vision, because the swords were mounted all the way up to the ceiling.

“I found it,” Ares said a few minutes later, then reached up high to take one of the weapons with a black sheath down.

Girard held the photo next to it. “Yep, it’s a match,” he said with a grin. The same dragon was on the handle and the markings matched the ones on the scabbard.

A metallic scraping noise caught our attention. We all turned to face the door at the same time. Mr. Nakata had crept back into his house and had just drawn a sword from its case.

“I guess we know where the missing sword is now,” Meredith murmured.

“He must have hidden it inside his coat,” Noah said.

Dark brown eyes watched us from a weathered, wrinkled face. Jet Nakata didn’t say a word as he dropped the scabbard on the floor behind him. He’d removed his coat and wore a loosely fitting black outfit. His mind was weirdly impenetrable for a mere human. I could only catch a stray thought here and there. He remained silent as he blocked the doorway, staring at Ares challengingly. He held his sword as if he knew how to use it.

“Please tell me we aren’t going to kill this defenseless old man,” Phoebe said with a grimace.

Mr. Nakata glanced at her and smirked. He lifted his spare hand and gestured at Ares, beckoning him to fight.

“I don’t think he’s going to just let us walk away with the sword,” Girard said.

“This man is a warrior,” Ares said, studying Mr. Nakata’s stance and body language.

“He might have been fifty years ago,” Noah muttered. “Now he’s ancient. He’ll probably have a heart attack if you swing that sword at him.”

Mr. Nakata gave him a contemptuous look, then imperiously beckoned at Ares again.

“Go ahead and fight him,” I said when Ares glanced at me. “He deserves a chance to defend his property.”

Ares nodded, then slid the sword from the sheath. He handed the scabbard to me, then we stepped back to give the pair room to do battle.
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WE WERE ALL SURPRISED when Mr. Nakata made the first move. He might be ancient, but his sword fighting skills were still sharp. Even with his bent back and arthritic knuckles, he moved with deft precision as he swung his weapon.

Ares blocked the strike that whooshed towards his face. Metal clanged against metal as he deflected the blade. Jet’s dark eyes lit up when he realized he was facing a worthy opponent. His lips parted and I saw why he hadn’t spoken to us. Someone had cut his tongue out a long time ago.

Mr. Nakata’s sleeves fluttered around as he fought, revealing twisted, faded scars on both arms. His footwork was impeccable as he battled Ares. He was only a couple of inches taller than me and frail, but he was far stronger than he looked. Even with his age, his arms were corded with wiry muscle.

Ares could have easily bested his opponent in seconds, but he let the old warrior retain his dignity. My love for him increased even more when he allowed his foe to draw blood from him. Mr. Nakata gave a low chuckle of satisfaction when he sliced Ares’ on the arm. Ares nodded in respect, then they continued their fight.

It was obvious Mr. Nakata couldn’t keep this up for long. No human would have been able to match Ares during a lengthy battle. Ares drew it out for as long as the aged warrior could handle it. Then he blocked the next lunge and knocked the sword away. His blade came to rest with the tip against Jet’s heart. “Do you concede defeat?” he asked.

Mr. Nakata sank down to his knees, breathing heavily from exertion. Lowering his weapon, he hung his head, waiting for the end to come.

I crossed the room and knelt in front of him. He might not be able to speak, but I knew he could understand us. “You fought well, brave warrior,” I said in admiration. His head came up and he looked at me in surprise. He’d expected Ares to skewer him through the heart. “We were paid to steal this weapon from you,” I said, gesturing at the sword Ares was holding. “It belongs to someone else and they want it back.”

Guilt appeared on the old man’s face. I had the sense that owning it had weighed heavily on him. Unable to resist the temptation, I reached out to touch his arm. Our contact lifted the barrier in his mind enough for me to see glimpses of his past. He came from a long line of warriors who had fought for their country. Jet had been tortured by his enemies during a battle long ago. They’d cut out his tongue and had beaten him almost to death. He’d survived and had managed to escape.

A family had harbored him and had nursed him back to health. They’d been wealthy and he’d been jealous. He’d stolen the sword and had fled in shame. He’d sold it for a fortune and it had started an obsession for him. Jet had spent his life collecting the weapons and had managed to buy the original sword back two decades ago.

Mr. Nakata met my gaze again and saw the knowledge in my eyes of his deeds. A weight seemed to lift off him and he nodded, motioning for Ares to take the sword. He wanted it to be returned to the family he’d stolen it from. Ares held his hand out and helped Mr. Nakata to his feet. The two warriors bowed to each other in mutual respect, then Ares took the scabbard from me and sheathed the sword.

“He’s letting us take the weapon?” Girard asked as Jet stepped aside.

“Yeah,” I replied, crossing to the hallway to grab the sheath he’d dropped. I handed it to him and he bowed in thanks. “Let’s go before he changes his mind,” I added.

We headed outside and left the house. Mr. Nakata’s sedan was parked at the curb. I didn’t know how he’d been aware he was about to be robbed. His instincts had been correct and he’d busted us in the act.

“It was really nice what you did for that old man,” Noah said to Ares in admiration.

“You could have ended that fight in about three seconds,” Meredith added as we hurried to our white minivan that was parked halfway down the street.

“I wanted to see his fighting style,” Ares said, glancing at his wound. The cut was shallow and would heal quickly.

“He was fast, for a decrepit old guy,” Phoebe said.

“What did you see when you touched him?” Girard asked me.

“I saw his past,” I replied, glad to climb into the minivan to get out of the cold. “He was captured during a battle decades ago,” I went on. “His enemies cut out his tongue and tortured him. I think that’s how he gained the mental strength to keep me out of his head.” He’d had to toughen up to live through his torment.

“How did he come to steal this sword?” Ares asked, stroking his hand along the black sheath admiringly.

“He managed to escape from his captors and a wealthy family took him in,” I replied. “They nursed him back to health and he repaid them by stealing the sword. He sold it and became rich and bought it back again twenty years ago. He’s felt guilty about it for all these years, which is why he let us take it in the end.”

“I’m sure Omen’s client will be glad to have it back in his family,” Meredith figured.

“How did a Japanese warrior end up here in the States?” my bestie asked.

“I have no idea,” I replied. “I didn’t get to read much of his mind. I only saw a little bit of his past.”

“Omen will be glad we didn’t have any trouble retrieving the sword,” Girard said. “He’ll make a nice profit from this mission.”

“We didn’t even get to loot anything for ourselves,” Noah said glumly. “It wouldn’t have been right to steal any of the other swords from Mr. Nakata.”

“We might be thieves, but we’re not evil,” I agreed.

“Tell that to the people we steal loot from,” Phoebe said with a smirk.

Her stomach growled and Girard let out a sigh. He automatically headed for a drive thru before she could beg him for food. “Do you want donuts or burgers?” he asked.

“Burgers,” the demon said without bothering to consult the rest of us.

“We just ate dinner an hour ago,” Meredith said with an eyeroll.

“So, you don’t want a snack?” our mentor asked as he pulled into the drive thru.

“Of course I want a snack,” Meredith said. “I never turn down a free meal.”

“It’s annoying when you take a dig at me for always being hungry, yet you eat just as much as I do,” my bestie complained.

“Yeah, but you still love me,” Meredith said, turning to bat her eyelashes at the demon.

Phoebe showered the wolf with sparks, being careful to hide it from the human who was taking our orders.

Ares chuckled in his seat behind me, making my insides clench with need. I wished Omen had sent us out of town, so we could dream ourselves back inside the crystal palace again. Our time was swiftly running out. It was already the beginning of February. We only had until the end of May before we would be on opposite sides of the coming war.
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OMEN FELT AS POWERFUL and godlike as usual after drinking his dose of Harmoni’s blood. The urge for sex had him driving into the city to search for a prostitute after his thieves left for their mission. He no longer craved Harmoni’s body and he still didn’t know why.

“It must be because she’s become my master,” he murmured dourly. “She is no longer attracted to me, so I don’t feel an attraction to her,” he figured.

Unvor had found Omen to be irresistible, but he’d only felt loathing for his sire. The attraction didn’t always go both ways, that much he knew for certain.

Thinking about the control Harmoni had over him was enough to sour his mood. He’d had time to ponder about his predicament during the past month. So far, Harmoni hadn’t tried to exert her will over him. She apparently had no idea she’d turned him into her puppet. Omen hated feeling weak. It reminded him of the torment he’d gone through for a century beneath Unvor’s control.

“I’ll just act as if everything is normal,” he told himself, driving to a seedy area of Augury. “She’ll never know she has power over me if I behave like I’m still in charge,” he added, still trying to convince himself of that.

Women dressed in skimpy clothing were normally lined up in the streets here. It was far too cold for that in winter, so they wore long coats. They opened their coats whenever cars slowed down as they drove past them. Tonight, the weather was terrible enough that only a few brave or desperate hookers were out and about.

Omen tried to choose a different woman each time when he was on the prowl. He erased their memories of him when he was done. While they weren’t as skilled and professional as high-priced prostitutes, they were enough to satisfy his urges.

“At last,” he said when he spied a woman standing near the curb. She was wearing a thick, faux fur coat and sparkly bright red platform boots. Tall and dark-skinned, she looked a bit like Phoebe with her wild curls beneath the hood of her coat. Covered in snow, it looked more like polar bear fur than fox fur. He slowed down and the hooker opened her coat to display her body. Her outfit was a sparkly red bra and a tiny black skirt. She was a bit too thin for his tastes. “She’ll do,” the vampire decided.

“Hey, baby,” the prostitute said when he lowered the passenger side window. Leaning through the window, she forced herself to grin. “You looking for a good time?” she asked.

“Get in,” Omen replied with a nod.

The human climbed in, sighing in relief when the warmth from the car rolled over her. “You can use that alley over there, sugar,” she said, pointing a long red fingernail just down the street.

Omen was familiar with the alley and most of the smaller side streets in this part of Augury by now. He nudged the black sedan into the opening and pulled to a stop. “Get in the back,” he said, gesturing at the back seat.

“It’s your dime,” the hooker said. She slithered out of her coat, then quickly got out and climbed into the back. “Tell me what you want, baby,” she crooned when he joined her.

“Ride me,” Omen ordered, unzipping his pants and pulling them down to his knees.

“Money first and you’ll be wearing one of these,” she said, pulling a condom out of her bra. She gave him a challenging look, ready to leave if he disagreed.

Omen nodded, reaching into a pocket of his jacket. He handed her three hundred dollars and her eyes widened. It was more than what she usually charged. “You can leave your clothes on,” he said when she went to take her bra off.

“That works for me,” she said, grabbing the cash and stuffing it into her bra. She worked the rubber over his erection, eyeing him like he was candy.

Omen leaned back against the comfortable seat and let her take over. The hooker pulled her thong aside, then sank down onto him. She moaned and it sounded real. Her hands went to his shoulders, then she rode him with abandon.

Eyes closing, the bloodsucker’s head went back. His fangs elongated with pleasure as the friction worked him into a frenzy of need. She was good at her job and knew how to bring her clients to their peak fast. “Does that feel good, sugar?” she panted.

He nodded, glad it was too dark for her to see his fangs. “Faster,” he urged her, putting his hands on her waist. She complied and his hips bucked in reaction.

“Yeah, baby, just like that,” the human moaned, rapidly heading for an orgasm of her own. Omen started pumping, taking control. Her fingernails dug into him as she held onto his expensive jacket.

Omen’s urge to bite her and feed was difficult to ignore. It wasn’t blood hunger that was getting him worked up. He wasn’t hungry, thanks to the dose of Harmoni’s blood he’d just had. It was the memory of the crime he’d gotten away with a few weeks ago that was playing through his mind.

The prostitute climaxed, letting out a screech as she dug her fingernails into his clothes. Omen was right behind her, pumping until he came. He sagged, feeling boneless and content. 

“You can come back anytime, handsome,” the human said, climbing off him and fixing her clothes. She reached over to snag her coat.

“One more thing,” Omen said before she could open the door. She glanced at him and he ensnared her with his vampiric charisma. “You won’t remember me,” he ordered. She nodded jerkily, then opened the door and got out.

Omen got dressed and tossed the condom into a dumpster when he got out. He didn’t feel the cold, but he slid behind the wheel before his suit could become covered in snow. The pleasure was already fading now that the deed was done. He drove towards the hotel where his penthouse was, but kept going instead of stopping.

Pulling over a short while later, Omen stared at the manhole that led to the sewers. It was barely visible beneath the dusting of snow that had fallen since the last snowplow had gone past. He’d kept his eye on the news after he’d drained a woman and had stashed her here. Her body had been found by cadaver dogs a couple of days after she’d disappeared.

Panic had broken out in the area, but the fuss had died down when there hadn’t been any other murders. Omen closed his eyes and replayed the event in his mind, feeling a sick sense of pleasure. It was rare for him to indulge in his darkest desires. He had no intention of becoming like his master.

“I’m not evil,” Omen said, but he didn’t sound very convincing. “I’m not my father, or Unvor,” he said, putting more conviction into it this time.

Muddled memories of slaughtering his way through Zaida’s male harem and going on a rampage flashed through his mind. He’d murdered more humans in the space of two nights than he’d killed in the past century.

The siren had unlocked the monster within him when she’d tried to force him to do her bidding. He’d already been addicted to Harmoni, who had her own brand of magic. Two women from different species had vied for dominance and Harmoni’s spell had won. He couldn’t remember much of what happened. All he knew was that he felt a link to her now.

“Harmoni would get her friends to put me down if they knew what I’d done,” he said, opening his eyes to stare at the place where he’d stuffed the body. “I can’t let her touch me and delve into my thoughts,” he muttered. They’d allowed him to get away with the murders of Zaida’s harem and the women, but only because the siren had made him temporarily insane. He had no excuse for draining this victim.

“I’m sure Ares would be only too happy to remove my head from my shoulders,” he said with his upper lip lifted. The warrior worshiped Harmony like she was a queen. All of her friends treated her like she was their leader. Even Girard was deferential to her. There was no denying Harmoni was intelligent and gifted when it came to plotting heists. He couldn’t understand why everyone constantly bowed to her wishes.

“What hold does she have over them?” he mused. “Has she bewitched them all?”

How had she gained supremacy over him? That was the question he wanted answered the most. It was also one he couldn’t voice. Not without letting her know that the tables had turned between them.

Sighing at the conundrum he was in, Omen headed home through the worsening storm.
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TATE FRANKLIN HAD LEFT almost everything behind when he’d fled from the cabin that his former colleagues had destroyed. Catalina Hernandes had given him a second chance at life and he wasn’t about to squander it. He only had a couple of changes of clothes in his duffle bag and a few thousand dollars in cash. It was lucky he had a credit card in a fake name.

“It should be enough to get me through my final mission,” Tate said as he slogged through the snow. Darkness had fallen, but the moon lit up the sky. He’d been on foot ever since he’d left the campsite two days ago. It had been tempting to take the van, but it would have been foolish. Aion Corp had been tracking the vehicle. He needed new transportation so he could stay under the radar.

It was weirdly lonely not to have his team at his back. Tate hated to admit it, but he missed Rickman, Taylor and Grach. They’d been steadfast hunters who’d had his back for years. Now they were charred corpses, along with Collins, the only recruit that had been left. His entire squad had been wiped out and now he was all alone.

Hearing a vehicle coming, Tate stepped behind a tree. He wasn’t about to hitch a ride. He had no idea where he was going and he wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere. For now, he didn’t want anyone to see him. Headlights lit up the area, reflecting off the snow that had been plowed aside earlier.

When the car had passed by, Tate moved back onto the road and kept walking. Winter had a firm grip on the land and it wasn’t about to relinquish its hold in a hurry. Denuded trees reached into the sky, searching for the feeble rays of the sun that would rise at dawn. He felt like they looked; half dead and unsure whether he would survive until spring.

“Now you’re being morbid and dramatic,” he accused himself. Tate wasn’t a poet. He was a death dealer who took down the monsters that preyed on innocent humans.

“That’s what I used to be,” he said with a new surge of bitter hatred for Harmoni. “Now I’m a rogue and a traitor to my own kind. Aion Corp will shoot me dead if they spot me. I’ll never regain my reputation and be trusted by my colleagues now.”

He’d orchestrated the destruction of dozens of bases and facilities all across the United States. He’d murdered over a thousand hunters with the help of four other teams. Harmoni would no doubt be pleased with their achievements, but he felt sickened by it.

“She has to pay for what she did to us,” Tate said. “That monster can’t be allowed to live. She’ll destroy Aion Corp, then ruin our planet.” He wasn’t sure how the girl would achieve that goal, but it didn’t really matter. All he knew was that she was too dangerous to be allowed to live.

Tate’s feet carried him to the outskirts of a small town. He saw a decrepit old car for sale in a yard just ahead and paused. The sedan was rusty in a few places and the tires were balding. If it had been human, it would have been middle-aged, tending towards elderly. White, it would blend in most places and would be perfect for his purposes.

He looked down at his thermal suit and grimaced. His outfit would stand out far too much, so he trudged behind some shrubs to get changed. Now wearing jeans and a warm jacket, Tate headed for the house where the car was for sale.

Fifteen minutes later, he was driving away in his crappy new ride. The motor was in better shape than he’d expected and the heater even worked. The radio was busted, so he drove in silence. A pine scented air freshener hung from the rearview mirror. Tate wrinkled his nose at the overpowering smell, then yanked it off and tossed it onto the back seat.

Driving to the next town, he pulled into a drive thru. Tate ordered a meal and parked in the lot to eat it. He ate automatically, barely tasting the food. He was still getting used to having control over his mind and body again. A tiny part of him still felt as if he was Harmoni’s puppet.

Finishing his meal, he got out to toss his trash, then climbed back into the car. “What now?” he asked himself, but he came up blank. He needed to locate Harmoni so he could destroy her, but he had no idea how to find her. No one knew where she, or her friends were. Not even Erebus could track them down. The girl had talents no other creature had ever displayed before. She could be sitting in the car right next to him and he wouldn’t even know it, thanks to her ability to change her face.

Tate glanced at a car as it pulled in next to him. A young boy was sitting in the back. Their eyes met and the kid pulled a face at him, poking his tongue out and pushing his nose up with his finger.

Tempted to pull his gun on the spoiled brat to give him a fright, Tate buckled himself in and drove away. When he’d been that kid’s age, he’d watched his older brother and both parents being mauled to death by wolf shifters. He’d never had a chance to have a normal life. Non-humans had killed everyone he’d loved and he’d been raised by hunters after that.

Tate had seen too much death at the hands of the creatures he’d been paid to hunt. They were all foul and evil and deserved to die. He hated them even more after being forced to eradicate his own kind. It wasn’t just shifters he despised, but every species that had no right being on this planet. Any being that didn’t have human DNA needed to be destroyed. That task was too much for only one man to accomplish. He would content himself with eliminating Harmoni.

Ares was on his hitlist as well. Aion Corp wanted their precious specimen intact, but Tate knew Ares was too dangerous to be controlled. He could wreak havoc if he gained access to magic that was similar to Harmoni’s. Whatever goal his former employers had wasn’t worth the risk. As far as they knew, Tate was dead. No one would expect him to hunt the pair down and wipe them both out. Catalina Hernandes was the only one who knew he was still in the game. She wasn’t about to rat on him after letting him go.

“How am I going to track Harmoni down?” he asked as he headed away from the small town with no idea where he was heading. An Aion Corp radio was in his duffle bag, so at least he could listen to their chatter. With luck, he would pick up on a lead that would guide him towards his targets.
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GIRARD INSISTED WE train during the day when we weren’t sent out on missions. Rocco and the other guards enjoyed sparring with us. None of them could land a punch on me, thanks to my innate speed and acrobatic skills. It was highly entertaining for all of us when they went into a frenzy in an attempt to at least score a light tap on me.

Ares was the undisputed champion when it came to fighting skills. Not even I could match him. He was almost as fast as I was and far stronger. I stood on the sidelines with everyone else, watching him go toe to toe with Rocco. The wolf shifter was taller and bulkier than Ares, but he was slow in comparison.

“Come on, Rocco!” Vivian shouted. “Knock his teeth out!”

Rocco cast a sardonic look at his tiny mate at that unlikelihood. “Someone would have to hold him still first,” he grumbled, then winced when Ares punched him in the ribs. He took a swing and his opponent casually stepped back to avoid it.

Vivian made a frustrated sound, then she couldn’t stand it any longer. She raced over to them and leaped at Ares. He heard her coming and spun aside, moving so gracefully that he took my breath away.

Rocco looked up to see his tiny mate flying through the air, then she crashed into him. He staggered back with a grunt as she wrapped her arms and legs around him. “Thanks for the help, babe,” he said when she gave him a sheepish look.

“It’s not fair that you two are so fast,” Vivian complained as she dropped to the floor. “No one has a chance of a fair fight against you.” She was talking about Ares and me, of course.

“It’s a tough cross to bear, but we manage it,” Ares said gravely, stealing my line.

Everyone snickered, then Girard clapped his hands. “That’s enough training for today, kids,” he said, including the guards in his comment. He was over two hundred years old, a full century older than most of the shifters. Ares was far older than our guardian, but we had no idea exactly what his age was.

“Thank God,” one of the wolves muttered. “I always feel like I’ve been through hell after these sessions.”

Everyone was sporting bruises from sparring with us. Phoebe packed a mean punch that rivalled Ares’. The demon was strong and packed with solid muscle.

We left the shifters in the west wing and cut through the main building. The past week had flown by and it was time for Omen’s next dose of my blood again tonight. I was keeping my distance from him, since being near me agitated him now. The loathing he felt for both of us flared up whenever he saw me. Linking him to me had made him more sensitive to having his mind invaded. He stiffened in alarm whenever I tried to pry into his thoughts. It was best to leave him alone. The last thing I wanted was for him to figure out that I’d bound him to me.

Girard split off from us and took the door that led to the east wing. The rest of us headed to our quarters in the north wing.

“I can’t wait for dinner tonight,” Phoebe said in anticipation. “I wonder what grandma is cooking for us this time.”

“Whatever it is, it’ll be tasty,” Meredith predicted.

“We’re so lucky Florence decided to move in with us,” Noah said with a fond smile as we reached the third floor.

“She’s an asset to our pack,” Ares agreed.

Not only could Florence cook up a storm, she was also a powerful witch. Her clairvoyance had saved my bacon a couple of times by now.

“We’ve only got half an hour before she’ll be expecting us,” I reminded everyone. We hurried to our bedrooms to shower and get changed.

The snow globe and water globe flanked my gold unicorn with a silver mane on the dresser. Storms raged inside both magical orbs. I paused to study them in fascination. A perpetual blizzard caused a near whiteout in the snow globe. Lightning flickered in the water orb as rain lashed the glass from within. The crystal palace and sea castle were mostly obscured. I knew the crystal palace was real, since I’d visited it so often in my dreams. Instinct told me the sea castle was also real.

“Enoch’s people used to live there,” I murmured, crossing to the bathroom to take a shower. The merfolk had been driven from their home and then their world. Like my ancestors, they’d ended up here somehow. Ares and I were both descended from the king and queen who’d been transported here by the snow globe eons ago.

A thought struck me and my upper lip lifted. “Are we related?” I whispered in horror. The pair hadn’t had children in their realm, but they must have had at least one child in this world before they’d died.

Ares was waiting for me when I dried off, dressed and stepped into my bedroom. “I heard what you said,” he told me with a faint smile.

“About us being related to each other?” I queried.

Phoebe, Meredith and Noah barged inside, proving how good their hearing was. “We’ve been wondering about that ever since we rescued Ares,” Meredith said. The wolves had showered together and had been waiting for us in the gaming room.

“We don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Noah said. “Your ancestors died thousands of years ago. Their offspring must have mated with other species, possibly humans, since they didn’t have anyone else to hook up with.”

“Non-humans can’t procreate with humans,” I reminded him. “I picked that up from the doctors and scientists who experimented on us. They’ve been trying to mix various species for centuries and it’s never worked.”

“You two are different from the rest of us,” Phoebe pointed out. “Your kind must be able to mate with other types of beings, or neither of you would exist.”

“Aion Corp have wiped out other species before,” Ares reminded us. “Harmoni and I appear to be the last of our kind.”

“Our point is that you two aren’t closely related,” Meredith said. “You’d be distant cousins at best, which means you won’t be at risk of inbreeding.”

My heart lurched at the thought of having a family with Ares. We both knew that wasn’t going to be possible. Our war with the Octet would begin at the end of May, which meant we only had a few months left. Neither of us had told our friends that I would have to sacrifice myself to save our world. That was the fate my distant ancestors had faced. As the only female of my kind left, the burden had fallen on me to become the champion of Order.

“I’m lucky our captors never harvested any of my eggs,” I said with a shudder. “It would be horrible if children I didn’t even know about were being raised in Aion Corp’s labs.” I’d read the doctors’ and scientists’ minds and knew exactly what samples they’d taken from me while I’d been sedated. Like their other captives, they’d stolen hair, skin, bone marrow and blood samples.

Ares stiffened and a look of dread came over his face. “They took thousands of samples from me,” he said in horror. “They could have been experimenting on my offspring ever since they developed the appropriate technology.”

“Even with the iron poisoning in your system?” Phoebe said doubtfully. “Wouldn’t that affect your little swimmers?”

“You’re right,” he said in relief. “I recall Bertram Saracini mentioning my iron sickness would be a problem with procreation.”

No one mentioned that it would ruin our chances of having kids if we were able to have sex without me becoming ill.

“That’s another reason not to let Aion Corp get their hands on you guys again,” Noah said grimly. “They’d strip Harm for parts like a wrecked car, using her for all sorts of sick experiments.”

All this talk of our enemies was enough to ruin my appetite. I took Ares’ hand and we followed the trio from my bedroom. Ares cast a longing look at my bed on his way through the doorway. It was cruel that we couldn’t be together during what little time we had left. None of our friends would stand back and let us endanger my life. They loved me too much to let me take a risk like that. Even if it meant I’d have to suffer misery and loneliness.
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Chapter Six
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FLORENCE HAD MORE THAN just a splendid dinner on her mind. I could tell she was planning something as soon as we entered the dining room in the east wing. Her smile was distracted and her gaze was far away while we ate.

Phoebe wasn’t the only one who was hungry. The demon jerked halfway through her meal and looked under the table. “Ow! Mischief!” she admonished the cat. “That little monster just clawed me, grandma!”

“I suggest you give him some chicken, dear girl,” the witch said with a smirk. “It’s his favorite food,” she added.

My bestie grumbled beneath her breath, then picked up a small slice of white meat. She held it under the table and the cat snatched it from her fingers. His purr reverberated from beneath the table as he devoured the snack.

Meredith was the next one to jerk and swear. “Here, take it!” she snarled, tossing some of her chicken to the feline.

Noah’s snicker turned into a scowl when the cat scratched him. “You should think about declawing that animal,” he said, sacrificing some of his meal. “He’s dangerous when he’s hungry,” he added.

We all received the Mischief treatment and gave up a small portion of our food, except for Brooke. The cat knew she didn’t have a plate. He leaped onto the vampire’s lap and turned to stare at us.

“Look at his smug grin,” Girard said, shaking his head. “He wasn’t
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