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SHADOWS CLOAKED ME as I waited for the perfect moment to begin my mission. A light breeze ruffled my hair, feeling like invisible fingers were toying with the tresses. Ignoring the wayward strawberry blonde strands that tickled my cheek, I waited for the security guard to check his watch. Right on cue, he ambled over to his car that was parked on the street. He grabbed a thermos from the trunk, then walked towards the other side of the building.

This was the moment I’d been waiting for and I nodded at my crew to get moving. “It’s time to steal a load of cash,” I whispered with a grin. I was wearing an illusion to hide my true face, but I pulled my black hoodie up anyway. The iron cuff on my right wrist was chafing my skin even with the soft black velvet lining. I was allergic to the metal, but taking it off would be too distracting. It was the only thing that kept the thoughts of everyone in the nearby vicinity from invading my mind.

Two figures across the street went into motion at my signal. The wolf shifters blended seamlessly into the shadows. They easily avoided detection from the few humans who were out and about this late at night. My best friend stepped out from behind the tree she’d been using as a shield. We all headed around to the back of the four-story office building.

We’d cased the area for the past few nights and had memorized the security guards’ routines. Two men patrolled at the front and back. They checked in with each other every quarter of an hour by radio. Like clockwork, they took turns entering the building to run an hourly sweep of the ground floor.

The guard at the back of the building had just finished his inside sweep. They were due for a coffee break now. Both guards always met on the right side of the building to chat.

Phoebe’s dark eyes gleamed with the same excitement I felt as I caught up with her. Five inches taller than my five-foot-three, the demon was even more muscular than Noah, the male shifter of our little band of thieves. “How much cash do you think the mark has stashed in his safe, Harmoni?” she whispered. Her skin was just as dark as her eyes and she wore her curly black hair in a large bun on the top of her head. I could just see the tips of her black horns jutting up from her forehead. I’d altered all of our faces, but I could see beneath the illusions.

“Lots,” I said with a smirk. “A few thousand at least, from what I gleaned from his mind.”

“Let’s hurry this up,” Meredith whispered as we rounded the corner to the back door. She was more impatient than Noah and didn’t have his calm demeanor. Her wolf was always the more aggressive one when they were in their animal forms. Meredith was far leaner than her mate, but she was a formidable young woman. Both had dark brown hair and amber eyes. She was a brown wolf when she shifted and Noah was gray. Both could fight when they had to and were strong and fast. Phoebe was strong, but not as fast as us. She could literally set anything on fire. As for me, I could use magic and had a variety of useful skills. I’d never met anyone like me before. None of us were sure exactly what sort of creature I was. Maybe I’d find out one day, but I wasn’t holding out much hope.

The building we were about to break into didn’t have external security cameras. The owners relied on the guards to actually do their jobs, the suckers. Noah was skilled at picking locks. A panel on the wall near the door housed the security system. At his nod, I reached out to touch it. A quick jolt of magic shorted it out, killing the alarm and any cameras that might be inside. He pulled a set of lockpicks out of his pocket and quickly had the door open.

“Is there anyone inside, Mistress of Mindreading?” Phoebe asked as we slipped through the door.

I shook my head as she glanced at my metal cuff. “I took it off for a few seconds earlier,” I replied, gesturing at the band. “The building is empty.”

“Of humans anyway,” Meredith said. “There could be one of our kind lurking on the upper levels.” We all knew my talents at mindreading didn’t work on non-humans as well at a distance.

“We’d smell and hear them if they were in here,” Noah said with a shrug, then headed for the stairs. “The mark’s office is on the third floor?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed as we hurried after him.

“We won’t have long before the security company will notice the alarm has been cut,” he warned us and picked up his pace.

We were all dressed like the band of robbers we were, in black hoodies and jeans. We all had black backpacks slung over our shoulders to carry the cash in. I might be their leader, but we all took the same share. These misfits were like family to me and I’d never dream of cheating any of them.

The staircase led us to a hallway and a quick search found the office. A strange niggling sensation stirred inside my mind as we closed in on the room. The closer we got to the end of the hall, the stronger it grew.

Phoebe reached the door first and rammed it with her shoulder, popping the lock. “Where’s the safe hidden?” she asked, looking around the dark room.

All of us had excellent night vision. We could easily see the desk, chairs and other items of furniture. “It’s behind that painting over there,” I said, pointing to a framed picture of the wealthy man we were robbing. He had gray hair in a bad combover to hide his bald spot and wore a smug smile. Squashed into a tight charcoal suit, he was nowhere near as handsome as he seemed to believe.

Noah slipped past me and trotted over to the painting. He pulled black leather gloves on before searching the frame to find the release switch. It swung open to reveal a safe with a dial combination. We were careful not to touch anything in the room. We knew better than to leave any traces of ourselves behind.

“I’ll keep watch,” Meredith said and noiselessly left the room, closing the door behind her.

Phoebe and I stayed as still and quiet as we could as Noah went to work. The one thing I hadn’t been able to glean from our target was the combination to his safe. Luckily, shifters had sharp ears that could easily discern when he’d found the right number.

I peered around, probing the shadows, but couldn’t find the source that was prodding at me to investigate it.

In seconds, Noah cracked the combination and opened the safe. He gasped at the sight of the wads of cash that were stashed inside. “There has to be ten grand in here,” he said in wonder.

“Let’s load up and get the hell out of here,” Phoebe said in quiet glee at our haul.

Leaving them to retrieve the cash, I concentrated on the strange sensation in my mind. It drew me to a window on the far side of the room. Crossing to the blinds, I inserted two fingers between the slats and widened them just enough to peer out.

The building next door looked innocuous at a glance. It was my turn to gasp slightly when I saw through the dark tint on a window right across from me. A man was strapped to a hospital bed, with handcuffs holding his wrists immobile. The leather straps weren’t wide enough to cover his muscular upper body. A sheet covered him from the waist down. My gaze wandered over his male perfection and stopped when I saw a long scar on his chest. Something horrible had happened to him in the past, but the scar was white and faded now.

Shoulder length, ash blond hair framed the most gorgeous face I’d ever seen, with sharp cheekbones and full lips. His eyes were closed, so I couldn’t see what color they were. Needles were stuck in both arms and a tube had been inserted into his throat. It looked like a feeding tube I’d seen in movies. The bed was surrounded by several machines that the tubes were attached to, injecting strange fluids into his body.

My friends were divvying up the loot in the background. We needed to leave before we were discovered, but my feet were rooted to the spot. Almost of its own volition, my fingers slipped the iron cuff from my wrist. I was instantly inundated with the thoughts of every human within my range. Most were asleep and I saw flickers of their dreams. Concentrating hard, I focused on the beautiful man lying mere yards away from me. Instead of hearing his thoughts, there was only silence.

“I guess he’s in a coma,” I murmured in disappointment. I was about to slip the cuff back on when he stirred. His head turned sluggishly and he opened his eyes. Midnight blue, they pierced me to my soul, but it wasn’t the irises that captured me. It was his pupils that held me immobile. In all of my short existence, I’d never met anyone who had eyes like mine. My irises were blue, but they were paler than his. As far as I knew, no one else had my slightly glowing gold pupils.

The moment our eyes met, I felt a connection to the nameless man. I saw deep, crushing misery, torment and hopelessness. Then his head turned away and his eyes closed, cutting off the connection.

I jumped when a hand touched my arm.

“What’s up with you, Harm?” Phoebe asked with a frown. “Didn’t you hear us?”

“Sorry,” I said, turning back to the window. “I was busy.”

“Busy with what?” Meredith asked skeptically as she unzipped my backpack and shoved my take inside.

“We have a new mission,” I informed them and gestured at the window.

Noah joined us and the trio peered through the blinds into the room across the alley. They could all see through the tinting with their preternatural eyesight.

“He’s hot,” Phoebe said in appreciation when she saw the captive. “Is he like us?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “More specifically, he’s like me.” I knew that would get their attention and they stared at me in shock. “I’ll fill you in back at our lair,” I said before they could inundate me with questions.

I wasn’t an alpha shifter, but the wolves treated me like I was. Even Phoebe obeyed me without question. It was weird, since I was the smallest in the group by far. They respected me for my cunning and my ability to plan heists. They also knew my bevy of tricks and the spells I could cast. Physical strength was great, but the things I could do were far better and we all knew it.

Racing back downstairs, we exited from the building before the guards could return to their positions. Once again, we’d gotten away with our spoils unseen and unscathed. I loved it when my schemes went so flawlessly.
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SOMETHING PULLED AT Ares’ mind, tugging him back to a painful, if short, awareness as he stirred from his long slumber. He had no idea who he was, or where he was. All he knew was that the humans called him Ares. They kept him chained to a bed and fed him nutrients and a cocktail of drugs through tubes to keep him alive. They’d stolen something vital from him, but he couldn’t even remember what it was. One thing he knew was that he hated them and he would do anything to be free from his torment.

A strange instinct made Ares slowly turn his head and force his eyes open. Harsh white light blinded him, then his eyes adjusted to the glare. Looking through a window, he saw a person watching him in shock and wonder. Most of her face was obscured and he could only see her eyes. Her pupils glowed faintly with gold light. The moment their gazes caught, they became connected.

If he hadn’t been strapped down, Ares would have sat up in shock. He’d thought he was the only one of his kind left in this realm. That’s what the humans had said, even if they didn’t know what sort of creature he was. Her eyes were the same as his, which meant they had to be from the same species.

Ares saw her confusion, curiosity and loneliness before his exhaustion took over again. Unconsciousness dragged him down into the dense darkness, but not before he guessed her intentions. From the determination in her eyes, she meant to free him from this torment that he’d endured for what felt like eons.

He’d overheard his captors talking from time to time. They’d named him after a god of war. Was that why they’d imprisoned him both mentally and physically? Were they afraid that he would unleash peril on their world? Maybe he’d already torn their realm apart once. They might have chained him to prevent him from harming anyone ever again. 

His mind remained active to some extent even after he sank deep into sleep. He could sometimes hear what was going on around him, although he couldn’t understand all of it.

Doctors and scientists were using him for their experiments. His mind shied away from the memories of what they’d done to him while they thought he was unaware. They’d often mentioned a phrase that chilled him to his bones every time he heard it. He didn’t know what their end game was, but they called what they were doing to him the Chaos Project.

Ares had been in a state of unconsciousness long enough for dozens of his captors to grow old and die. They’d moved him from country to country, passing on their knowledge to the next generations in an attempt to fulfil their agenda. They called themselves Aion Corp. They never spoke about their goals in his presence. Maybe they were afraid he was listening to them while he slept. Perhaps they thought he would rise up and slay them all if they voiced their schemes out loud.

In all the time Ares had been imprisoned, he’d never felt the emotion that was currently stirring inside him. Hope was something almost foreign to him now. He’d forgotten what it felt like, along with his true name and heritage. The stranger who’d peered at him through the window was his only chance of escaping from this hell. If she managed to free him, he would owe her more than he could ever repay her.
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PHOEBE AND I SPLIT off from the shifters as we headed home. It wasn’t wise to move in a cluster, just in case we were followed. I had many talents, but I could only use them sparingly. Wielding magic in public would be a death sentence if the wrong people saw me in action. We stuck to the shadows and took a different route home to our friends.

“Who do you think he is?” Phoebe asked as we jogged through the backstreets towards the outskirts of the city. While I could see through her illusion, I looked like a stranger to her.

I knew who she was talking about, but I didn’t have any answers for her. “I don’t even know who I am,” I reminded her.

The demon cast me a wry look. “Maybe he’ll be able to solve the mystery of your origins,” she mused. “Anyway, I was wondering if he’s always been a lab rat like us, or if they caught him out in the wild, so to speak.”

My friends and I had been kept in the same facility for as long as we could remember. We didn’t know if we’d been manufactured, or if we’d been stolen from our parents. My mindreading skills had kicked in when I’d been a toddler. The humans had placed an iron necklace on me to prevent me from using my skills once they’d found out. Little did they know that their methods only dampened my magic. It didn’t shut them down completely. I’d gradually grown stronger once I’d hit my teens and had managed to bust us out five years ago. We’d been on the run ever since and had fled far away from the lab where we’d been imprisoned. I’d had to leave the other captives behind and still felt guilty that I hadn’t been able to save them all.

“We’ll find out once we free him,” I figured.

“Did you pick up anything from the humans in that building?”

I shook my head, skirting around a pile of leaves. It was fall and the trees were shedding all over the place. “I only concentrated on him, but I couldn’t pick anything up from a distance,” I said.

“He’s definitely one of us,” Phoebe figured, knowing it was hard for me to read their minds from a distance. Holding out her hand, she conjured a small flame. The fire danced across her fingertips before she snuffed it out. It was too late for many people to be walking about, so I didn’t admonish her. If anyone had spotted her through their windows, they would probably think she was just playing with a lighter.

“How much cash did we scavenge tonight?” I asked, hefting my backpack to judge its weight.

“Twelve grand,” my bestie said in satisfaction. “It’s enough to keep us in donuts for months.”

My stomach growled and we snickered. The mere mention of my favorite food was enough to awaken my hunger. “There’s a convenience store just around the corner,” I pointed out. “I’ll grab some supplies.”

“The puppies will probably stock up as well,” she reminded me.

I laughed at her pet name for our friends. Meredith and Noah were a year younger than us. I was nineteen and Phoebe was a few months younger than me. “Wait here,” I said when we turned the corner. “I’ll be right back.”

Nodding, Phoebe leaned against the wall of the apartment block behind her and crossed her arms. She kept watch for anyone following us as I crossed the road. The iron cuff muffled my power, but I picked up on the clerk’s interest as soon as I stepped inside. I’d pushed my hood back, so I didn’t look like the criminal I was. To him, I had brown hair and eyes and was mildly pretty. I hadn’t bothered to change the slender shape of my body. It took a lot more effort to fully glamor my friends and myself.

“Hey,” the clerk said with an inviting grin as I walked past the counter. “Let me know if you need any help finding anything.”

“Sure thing,” I replied with a fake smile, wanting to slap him for the lewd thoughts that were running through his mind. I grimaced when he pictured bending me over his counter and shoving himself inside me. “Gross,” I complained softly, blocking his mind from mine before I saw more of his fantasies.

I grabbed enough supplies to last us for a week, then paid for them and left. Phoebe had moved further down the street, instinctively finding a place to hide. She took a couple of bags from me and we broke into a run. If we’d been human, it would have taken us an hour to reach our home. Much faster than those feeble beings, we reached the abandoned building in twenty minutes.

We came to a stop near the decrepit brick wall that encased the old hotel. I took my cuff off long enough to ascertain that our friends were the only ones inside. “The wolves beat us back,” I informed my best friend.

“They always do,” she said with a sigh, then led the way to the back of the property. Vines overgrew most of the fence. We’d cleverly hidden a secret entrance behind a pile of junk. Phoebe lifted a heavy metal door with one hand. She let me slip through the gate first, then followed me. I dropped our illusions the moment we entered the property. Meredith’s and Noah’s glamor also vanished from them.

The building looked decrepit on the outside, with mold and vines covering the brick walls and windows. We lived in constant fear that the property would be bought by a developer. If that happened, they would bulldoze the building and we would have to find somewhere else to live. For now, it was as safe and secure as we could make it.

We’d worn a path to the back door and I used my key to open it. Noah had rigged power and water for us, so we didn’t live in squalor. The windows were covered with wood on the inside, so no one could see the lights when they were on.

“Home, sweet home,” Phoebe said with a fond smile as we entered the small foyer.

The floor was made from cracked white tiles with a black diamond pattern. A small cloak room was to the right. We stored our wet gear in it when it rained. We’d converted the reception area into our living room. A fireplace was to the right and was the focal point. We’d bought couches and armchairs from various secondhand stores. They were mismatched, but comfortable.

Twin staircases with fancy wooden banisters led up to the next level. The one on the right had collapsed, but the one on the left was intact. Our bedrooms were on the upper floor. Meredith and Noah shared a room on the east side. Phoebe and I had chosen rooms at opposite ends of the same hall on the west side. A lot of the other bedrooms were filled with dirt, leaves and junk. Most of the old hotel was uninhabitable. We’d only cleared enough space for our use. The front of the building downstairs was blocked off with rubble, making it unappealing for anyone to try to snoop around.

I could hear the shifters in the kitchen, which could be accessed by a door to the left of the fireplace. We passed an office, staff bathrooms and a few empty rooms until we reached the kitchen. There was enough room to host a party in here. We’d dragged a table and chairs inside so we could all eat together.

“Howdie, slowpokes,” Noah said with a smug grin as he finished putting the items they’d bought away. Phoebe had guessed correctly that they would also stop to shop.

Meredith grabbed two more mugs and went about making us all drinks. “Did you get donuts?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Of course,” I confirmed as I dumped the bags on the stainless-steel counter.

Phoebe opened the box, picked up a donut and crammed it into her mouth. “They’re nice and fresh,” she said, spraying a few crumbs on the floor.

“You’re an animal,” Noah said with a mock scowl and ambled over to the storage room where we kept our cleaning supplies to grab the broom.

I snagged a donut and helped Phoebe put the rest of our supplies away. Meredith and Noah chowed down on the donuts as well. We decimated the full dozen while drinking coffee.

“So, do you have a plan to break the hottie out of that weird medical ward yet?” Phoebe asked. Meredith handed out serviettes to clean our hands as they waited for my answer.

“We’ll do what we always do and spy on the humans for a few days,” I replied. “Once we’ve learned their routines, we’ll move in and get him out of there.”

“What if he’s dangerous?” Meredith asked.

“We’re all dangerous,” the demon replied. Holding her hand up, it burst into bright, hot red flames for a few seconds. I could feel the heat from a few feet away.

I snickered along with the rest of them, knowing we couldn’t openly use our gifts. We had to be subtle and sneaky. They were two of the things I excelled at, which made me an effective leader for a team of thieves.
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MEREDITH HEATED UP four more drinks in the microwave, then we ventured back to the living room. The wolves cuddled on a brown velvet couch and Phoebe and I sank down onto our usual armchairs. Mine was turquoise and was big enough to curl my legs up beneath me. The demon’s chair was fire engine red, just like the embers she could conjure at will.

“Do your trick, Harm,” Noah requested. All three of my friends perked up in anticipation.

I had many tricks, but I knew which one he was talking about. Removing my cuff, I placed my bare foot on the worn floor and unleashed a spell. Reading the past from the hotel, I created a vision of what the room used to look like before the place had been abandoned. It was so realistic that even I stared in wonder.

“I wish the chandelier was still here,” Meredith said wistfully. We peered up at the majestic crystal chandelier that had once graced the room. Noah had installed a light, but it was a poor substitute.

The reception desk had been to the left of the entrance, with small clusters of chairs, couches and coffee tables near the fireplace. We’d arranged our furniture in the same positions, so we appeared to be sitting on the pristine dark green chairs and couches.

“Can you create an illusion of the people who used to come here?” Phoebe asked.

“I guess so,” I figured and my power flared.

A pale, grainy image of humans appeared and slowly became more solid. Phoebe made a startled sound when an overweight man appeared right on her lap. We burst into laughter as she surged to her feet with a shudder.

People were milling around, standing at the reception desk and sitting on the seats from my illusion. Their mouths were moving, but we couldn’t hear what they were saying.

“Their clothes are from the nineteen eighties,” Noah said, taking in their outfits.

“Look at their hair,” Meredith said, aghast at the hairstyles.

“I bet they went through a lot of hairspray,” I joked at the stiff, heavily teased strands most of the women sported.

“Does it tire you out to use that much magic?” Noah asked curiously as we watched the illusions go about their business.

“Nah,” I said, dismissing the spell and slipping my cuff back on. “I think I’ve got a lot of magic stored up, since I don’t use it very often.”

“It’s all the humans’ fault,” Phoebe said with a scowl as she took her seat again. “They’ve hunted us almost to extinction and keep the rest of us imprisoned.”

“They’re afraid of us,” Meredith said with her upper lip lifted in scorn.

“They should be,” I reminded her. “We’re stronger, faster and generally superior to them.” It wasn’t a boast, but mere fact.

“That’s exactly why they’ve tried to eradicate us,” Noah said. “You remember what the scientists and staff used to say about us when we were in the lab.”

“We’re too dangerous to be allowed to roam free,” I said by rote. I’d read their minds often enough to know our captors had all been of that belief. Occasionally, one of our minders would feel pity for our plight, but not enough to free us.

“We’d still be in that hellhole if you hadn’t busted us out,” Phoebe said, mood darkening at the memories of our captivity.

“They underestimated Harmoni,” Meredith said with a fierce grin.

“They didn’t know what I was capable of,” I said in satisfaction.

“You hid most of your talents from them,” Noah said. Their admiration for my accomplishment warmed me more than the coffee I was sipping. “They’ll never let us go if they ever get their hands on us again,” he added morosely.

“We’re just shifters and a demon,” Phoebe reminded him. “Harm is the real prize. They’ll want to dissect her to see how she works, probably while she’s still alive.”

Now it was my turn to shudder because I knew she wasn’t joking. We all knew how imperative it was to stay under the radar. That was why we mostly stayed home in the daytime and usually only went out at night. It wasn’t safe to allow our faces to be caught on camera. That was why I changed our appearances when we were on our missions. Hoods did a good job of covering us, but magic was even better when there was surveillance equipment around.

It was late and the adrenalin from our mission faded enough for us to head to our bedrooms. Meredith and Noah trotted arm in arm to the east wing, while Phoebe and I turned left when we reached the upper hallway. Nodding goodnight, my bestie stopped at her door when we came to our hallway. I nodded back and kept going until I reached the door at the far end.

My bedroom was spacious and tidy, if not spotless. The comforter had a pattern of colorful oak leaves, since it was fall and it seemed appropriate. The chest of drawers and closet were full of mostly black clothing. We all shied away from wearing anything that stood out. Bags full of cash were stashed beneath my bed. I knew the others also kept their loot in their rooms.

My bathroom was kind of bland, with beige and brown décor, but at least the water was hot when I took a quick shower. Pulling on a clean t-shirt and undies, I turned off the light and slipped between the sheets. My mind was still racing from the unexpected encounter with the handsome captive. I closed my eyes and conjured up his image. Studying him closely, I couldn’t see a single flaw on his face or body, apart from the scars the humans had inflicted on him.

Sorrow for the stranger welled inside me. He was being mistreated and used as a guineapig just like we’d been. This wasn’t the first time we’d rescued one of our kind. We’d found and freed dozens of others when I’d become aware of their presence during our travels before we’d ended up here. During our five years of freedom, we’d created a small network of survivors. They stayed with us long enough to regain their health, then we found them somewhere safe to stay. Our friends and acquaintances were scattered all across the country, hiding from the people who wanted us dead.

Having the ability to read minds was one of my most useful gifts. It was easy to outwit our foes when I could pluck their thoughts from their heads. I’d had to be very careful to hide what I could do as a child, since my every move had been constantly monitored.

The scientists and doctors had known I was different from the shifters, demons, vampires and other species they’d captured. Some humans could use magic and cast spells, but not on the same scale that I could. I’d gleaned that my DNA wasn’t human and that I was a mystery to them. The only thing I hadn’t found out was our exact origins. My friends and I had been taken to the lab where we’d eventually escaped from before we’d been two years old. None of the staff who’d been in charge of us were aware of exactly where their specimens came from. They were kept in the dark along with us.

I was still in shock that I’d finally found someone like me. It was going to be hard to remain patient long enough to learn the habits of his captors. I wanted to rush back to the building and break him free right now, but that would be stupid. We needed to bide our time and formulate a plan before we could strike.

I fell asleep with midnight blue eyes and golden pupils on my mind.
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A NURSE BUSTLED AROUND Ares, checking his needles and feeding tube, making sure nothing had been dislodged. Even after working in the facility for a year, she was still creeped out by the unconscious being. A sign on the wall caught her eye and she read it for the hundredth time.

‘When Chaos rules, it will steal hopes, crush dreams, twist thoughts, deny purposes, dominate minds, break hearts, destroy souls, take lives and enslave the world.’ It was far from a cheerful sentiment and always gave her the chills.

She’d signed a strict and binding agreement not to speak about anything she saw or heard inside the facility. They told her nothing, except that the man strapped to the bed wasn’t human. He was dangerous, which was why he was being drugged and restrained.

Her gaze travelled over the creature’s magnificent body, marveling that his physique could remain so perfect after being inactive for so long. Humans would wither and their limbs would be drawn into a fetal position over the course of a few years. Ares looked like he’d just fallen asleep an hour ago.

Cameras weren’t allowed inside the room, so she was free to lift her hand and brush her fingers across his jaw. His hair hadn’t grown and he didn’t have any stubble. It was as if his entire body had gone into stasis.

Pity welled within her at his plight. Could he really be so dangerous to humanity? She knew shifters, vampires and demons had once rampaged across the planet. They’d almost wiped-out humanity completely. Something had happened a long time ago to turn the tide. Now the non-humans were the ones who’d almost been exterminated.

Withdrawing her hand, it clenched into a fist when she noticed an indentation in his pillow. Her breath caught in her throat when she realized Ares had moved during his slumber. To her knowledge, he’d never turned his head before.

She turned towards the window, but only saw the blinds of the window across the alley. The glass was so heavily tinted that no one would be able to see inside. It was normal protocol to mention any abnormalities to the head doctor, but she decided not to bother. Knowing her luck, she’d end up looking like a hysterical overreactor and end up losing her job.

Finishing her routine, she smoothed out the indentation in the pillow before leaving the room. She glanced at the sign on the door that read ‘Chaos Project – approved staff only’. The door locked behind her and only someone with a keycard could enter it.

Ares had been aware of the nurse. He’d tensed slightly when she’d found the marks he’d made on the pillow last night. He willed her not to say anything to her superiors, knowing he had no power over her. To his relief, she smoothed away the traces he’d left before leaving the room.

He hadn’t fallen as deeply asleep as usual after his encounter with the strange woman who’d spied on him. It was possible his body was acclimatizing to the drugs that kept him dormant. They’d had to increase the dosage many times and he was probably due for another increase in the narcotics. He couldn’t afford to let his captors know he’d briefly surfaced from his slumber. They could decide to move him to a new facility in another country if they grew suspicious.

Faint alarm coursed through his veins at that thought. He didn’t know how long it would take the mysterious woman to release him from his bonds. If he’d been the one planning it, he would take a few days to watch the humans and learn their routines. It would be foolish to rush in unprepared. If she truly was like him, then she would hopefully be cautious. It would be disastrous if she failed her attempt. They would probably move him to an underground crypt where no one would ever be able to find him.

Just before nightfall, the door opened, but it wasn’t the nurse this time. A strong, familiar cologne wafted to Ares as the head doctor entered. It took incredible willpower for him to remain still and pretend to be unaware. It had been a long time since he’d been this close to alertness. The last time had been maybe a decade ago, back when he’d acclimatized too quickly to the latest round of drugs. This human had been the one to notice he was stirring and had taken steps to ensure he would remain docile.

Dr. Bertram Saracini closed the door and checked the information on the clipboard. The nurses did a good job of keeping track of Ares’ intake of fluids and sedatives. He’d never forgotten how close the specimen had come to waking up ten years ago. Aion Corp wasn’t ready for that to happen yet. Their plans were apparently nearing fruition after all this time, but there were vital steps that needed to be taken first.

“How are you feeling today, Ares?” he asked. “I trust you’re comfortable,” he added, then chuckled at his own wit. His father had brought him into the fold three decades ago, when he’d been in his mid-twenties. Few knew about the Chaos Project and what they hoped to achieve from it. Anyone who couldn’t be trusted was eliminated, just like the staff at this facility would be once he chose a new place to move to. Bertram was starting to feel the need to relocate again. He’d already begun the process. It was time to leave America and head back to Europe. It wasn’t wise to stay in one country for too long.

The machines that kept Ares alive were easily replaced, so it wouldn’t be a problem to leave most of it behind. A fire in
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