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I BLAMED MYSELF FOR the mess we were in as the minivan sped towards the airstrip. My friends were just as shaken up as I was after our battle with the hunters. Meredith had almost lost her arm because of a mistake I’d made. Noah and Phoebe had been wounded as well. Girard and I had come out of the fight unscathed, but Ares was still unconscious.

“It isn’t your fault, Harmoni,” Girard said, reading my expression even as I picked up on his thoughts. No one blamed me except me. He admired me for it and believed it was a trait of being a true leader.

“Someone from Aion Corp saw our real faces because I wasn’t careful enough,” I pointed out. Ares was slumped down in his seat with his head on my shoulder. The tranquilizer he’d been shot with was strong. He would be out for a few hours.

“We all know they would have tracked us down sooner or later,” Phoebe said. Her adrenalin had cooled off and now she was recounting the horror we’d just survived. Her tone was shaky even if her hands were steady.

“Now they know we’re not the defenseless kids we used to be,” Meredith said in grim satisfaction.

“Exactly,” Noah agreed, but he saw things from the same point of view as I did. “Now that they know we’re dangerous, they’ll be a lot more careful the next time they come after us.”

“They’ll probably take us down from a distance next time,” Girard figured. “That’s what I would do if I were them.”

I nodded in agreement, scanning all the scenarios that were playing out in his mind. “We’re lucky we have you as our mentor,” I said, grateful for his steady support.

“Omen would kill me if I let anything happen to you kids,” the shifter said frankly. We all knew he wasn’t joking. Our boss had only recently managed to get us beneath his control. He would lose a lot of money if we died before we could repay our debts to him.

“What if the hunters are watching all the airstrips in this area?” Phoebe asked. “They might shoot our jet out of the sky with a bazooka.”

“They want Ares and me alive,” I reminded her.

“Why?” Noah asked, holding his mate to his side protectively. Meredith’s clothes were covered in blood from where her arm had almost been severed. Both Noah and Phoebe were sporting a few bullet holes in their clothing as well.

“The hunters don’t know why their leaders want us,” I replied. “They just have orders to knock Ares and me out, then question you guys about where Omen is. Once they know his location, they’ll kill all four of you, then wipe Omen out last.”

“We’re the expendable ones, babe,” Meredith said dolefully.

“So am I,” Phoebe said.

“Me, too,” Girard added wryly. “We’re not special like Harmoni and Ares.”

“Now that I’ve shown I’m willing to kill them, they’ll probably murder me along with you guys,” I said sourly.

Girard shook his head and flicked a look in the rearview mirror to make sure we weren’t being followed. “Aion Corp wants you two for something and it’s linked to their Chaos Project,” he said.

“How did the hunters get to us so fast?” Phoebe asked, leaning forward to look past me to see Ares was still out of it.

I’d picked up everything I could from the humans who’d been sent to hunt us down. “A tracker from Aion Corp saw us just before I changed our faces when we arrived at the hotel,” I explained. “All of their people have been given our photos, but ours are several years old. They were taken back when we were imprisoned in the lab. The tracker still recognized us easily enough.” My strawberry blonde hair was distinctive with the natural pink strands mixed in. I’d grown complacent being so far from home and should have kept the glamor on us constantly.

“You called one of the men by his name,” Girard recalled.

“Tate Franklin,” I said with my upper lip lifted. He and three of his men were the only ones who’d walked away from the short, yet vicious battle.

“What do you know about him?” our minder asked.

“Franklin is the leader of the second team who was chasing Ares after we rescued him,” I said. “He’s been given the task of bringing Ares and me in. The other two teams were meant to be his backup. We killed half of his crew and now this has become personal for him.”

Phoebe knew me better than anyone and was studying my face. She saw my unease. “Something tells me it was personal for him before we killed his men,” she said astutely. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Meredith and Noah twisted around to look at me. Girard flicked a look at me in the rearview mirror, waiting for my answer.

“He’s obsessed with me,” I confessed reluctantly. “Franklin thinks I’ve enchanted him and he wants to expunge me from his system.”

“Don’t tell me,” Meredith said with a disgusted look. “He plans to do that with his wiener?”

“Of course,” Phoebe said with an eyeroll when I nodded. “The big, bad hunter needs to show the little girl her place by forcing himself on her.”

“He wasn’t even going to give me a fighting chance. He planned to knock me out with a tranquilizer dart first,” I added, which made them even angrier.

“He’s scared of you,” Noah figured, shaking his head.

“He should be,” I said darkly. “After seeing the things he wants to do to me, I won’t have a problem slicing his head off the next time we meet.” No one laughed because they knew I was being deadly serious.

“It’s a pity we didn’t get to steal any of Kareem’s loot,” Phoebe said wistfully. “What a waste of time to fly all this way for nothing.”

“You mean this loot?” Meredith said slyly and reached into her pocket. She pulled out a handful of colorful gems, jewelry and gold coins. “It isn’t the haul we were after, but it might be worth something,” she figured.

“You’re so sneaky, babe,” Noah said in appreciation. “It’s one of the things I love the most about you.”

The pair kissed and not even Phoebe had the heart to try to break them up this time. We were all shellshocked by the mission that had gone so badly wrong. The wolves needed to be close to each other until they felt safe again.

Girard drove us to the jet that was on standby. Phoebe helped him carry Ares onto the plane and maneuver him into his seat. I buckled the slumbering warrior in place, then took the seat across the aisle from him. Phoebe had the window seat next to me as usual. “How are your wounds?” I asked as I settled next to her.

“Mostly healed,” she said, pulling her sleeve back to show me an angry looking circle on her wrist. “It went straight through,” she added, turning her arm over to show me a far larger exit scar on her dark skin on the other side. It must have just missed her bones.

“No one followed us,” Girard was saying into his phone as he looked out through the window. “We’ll be home in a few hours and we’ll fill you in then.”

Omen said something to him and I skimmed it from the wolf’s mind. The vampire was asking if any of us had been wounded. He was concerned about me in particular.

“She’s fine,” Girard said, turning to look at me. “Ares was shot with a tranquilizer dart and he’s currently unconscious.”

“The rest of us are fine, Omen,” Meredith called out with an eyeroll I could hear if not see, since she was sitting in front of Phoebe. “I almost lost my arm, but it held on by a thread.”

Girard gave her a frown, then sat down while Omen gave him instructions. “Will do, boss. I’ll see you when we get home.” He hung up and didn’t bother to tell us the vampire had instructed him to take a circuitous route back to the orphanage. He knew I’d lifted the info from him and that the others had heard the call. We would have to flee and find a new base if the hunters located our current lair. That would increase our debt to Omen exponentially. None of us wanted that to happen when we already owed him far too much.
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TATE FRANKLIN TOOK the wheel of the SUV himself as they fled from the mission that had gone so horribly wrong. His three surviving team members kept looking backwards, making sure the monsters weren’t following them. His blood boiled that the tables had been turned on them. The hunters had become the hunted by the very creatures they’d been tasked with destroying.

“I don’t think they’re following us, sir,” Rickman said as he gazed out through the side mirror for any signs of pursuit.

“They won’t risk it,” Tate said, voice gravelly with suppressed rage. “Their instinct will be to run back to the vampire’s lair and hide.”

“Why weren’t we warned that the specimens and their friends were killers?” Taylor asked with a scowl. They’d been in far more danger than they’d realized and they were all angry about it.

“You heard the girl,” Grach said with a scowl. “They weren’t killers before we cornered them tonight.”

“The vampire trained them for an eventuality like this,” Tate surmised in annoyance. “The younger wolves and the demon didn’t have much skill, but the two specimens are experts with swords.” The third shifter had been an entirely different story. He’d definitely had extensive training.

“The girl is only nineteen,” Rickman scoffed. “How could she possibly be an expert at anything?”

“She isn’t human,” Tate retorted. “Who knows what these creatures are truly capable of?”

“Now what, sir?” Taylor asked after a brief silence.

“Aion will retire us for sure once they hear about our failure,” Grach said sourly. “Maybe we should just make a run for it.”

Tate shook his head, knowing the planet wasn’t big enough for them to hide from Aion Corp. They had the money and resources to track them down no matter where they went. “Retirement would be better than what they’d do to us if we ran,” he said bleakly.

“I’d rather just shoot myself right now,” Rickman muttered, still checking the mirror for anyone tracking them. His heart was still beating too hard, but it was slowly returning to its normal rhythm.

Tate quickly drove away from the town where everything had gone so awry. He eventually pulled over on a country road that saw little traffic. “I need a minute,” he said, taking his phone out. His men climbed out and stood a hundred yards from the SUV. Their guns were held ready as they scanned the area for possible threats.

Taking a deep breath, Tate called Erebus. His superior answered on the first ring. “Was the mission a success, Mr. Franklin?”

“No, sir,” Tate admitted. “Everyone except myself and three of my men were eradicated by the targets.”

Thick silence fell at his statement. He could hear Erebus breathing and imagined the rage he had to be feeling. “That news is unexpected,” his superior said flatly. “Return to your base. I’ll arrive tomorrow and you can give me a full debriefing in person.” He hung up before Tate could respond.

Blowing out a breath, Tate seriously considered Grach’s suggestion of making a run for it. Aion Corp had people everywhere. Their photos would be circulated within minutes once it became known they’d run. They would eventually be discovered. Changing their names and wearing disguises might work for a while, but it couldn’t last forever.

Tate rubbed his face wearily, trying to force back the headache that was pounding behind his eyes. He’d never felt stress like this on any of the other missions he’d embarked on. The temptress invading his mind had been a violation he hadn’t been prepared for. She’d known every thought that had been running through his head and had mocked him for it.

Instead of abating, his headache grew worse. He had two choices and neither prospect was appealing. It wasn’t just his life on the line, he had his men to think of as well. Tate spent a few minutes pondering about what to do, then whistled for his team. They climbed back into the SUV to wait for his verdict.

“What did Erebus say, sir?” Rickman asked when their leader remained silent.

“He ordered us to return to our base,” Tate said. “I’ll take full responsibility for our failure. I’m giving you all a chance to leave. I won’t force any of you to go back with me.”

Rickman turned to face Taylor and Grach. He could see the same indecision in their eyes that he felt. They all knew their days would be numbered if they ran. “We might as well face the music now, sir,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Do you want me to drive?”

Grach and Taylor exchanged a look, then buckled themselves in without a word. Loyalty meant everything to these hunters. Now that they’d seen what their targets were capable of, it was even more important to eradicate them.

“I want to take down the monster who killed our men,” Taylor said after their boss switched places with Rickman.

“I believe he’s a wolf shifter called Girard Malnar,” Tate said. Their faces had all been altered, but the man who’d shot at them so expertly fit Malnar’s general description. “He’s one of Omen’s top henchmen and he’s over two centuries old,” he added. “He’s had more training than all of us combined.” The information had been included in Omen’s dossier, along with other known henchmen who worked for the vampire. 

“I don’t care how skilled he is, or how much training he’s had,” Taylor said stubbornly. “He killed our team and I’m going to make him pay for it.”

“He’s all yours,” Tate said with a hard grin. He didn’t lay a verbal claim to Harmoni. He didn’t want his men to know about his obsession with the girl. “That’s if Erebus will allow us live,” he added, turning their mood morose again.

“No one could have survived hand-to-hand combat with those creatures,” Grach said. “We’re lucky we hung back a bit, or we’d be dead, too.”

Tate’s instincts had warned him not to get too close to the creatures. He’d fired his tranquilizer gun at Harmoni, but she’d deftly blocked every dart that had come her way. Ares hadn’t been as lucky. One dart in his thigh had been enough to send him crashing to the floor. As long as the dosage was high, it should be easy enough to take both specimens down again. Next time, he would shoot at them from a distance, rather than trying to pen them in. That had been his original plan, but he’d had to change tactics when two more teams had turned up. He’d wanted the glory of capturing them and he’d let his pride cloud his judgement.

Rickman took them to the jet that was waiting and they returned to their base. Only half of the squad had made it back. Tate didn’t have an emotional connection to the dead and he didn’t mourn his losses. Instead, he was pissed. It was one more reason to punish the specimens for the trouble they’d caused him. He would have to make sure not to mark Harmoni’s perfect body when he exacted his vengeance on her. His superiors wanted her intact.

“What are our orders, sir?” Rickman asked, standing at attention just inside the door.

Tate looked around, then gestured at the door that led to their barracks. “Clean out the deceased’s gear to make room for the new squad members that we’ll be getting.”

“Yes, sir,” Rickman, Taylor and Grach said in tandem. They were all pretending there wasn’t a good chance that they would be dead soon. Erebus was coming to the US all the way from Greece, like a god of vengeance rather than a god of darkness and shadow.
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OMEN WASN’T TAKING any chances with the safety of the orphanage. He instructed the pilot to use a different route than he’d planned to take us home. The pilot had to do some fancy talking to get the go ahead, but we finally landed three hours later. Two teams of wolf shifters were waiting for us. They escorted us to the orphanage, making sure we weren’t being followed. They drove a convoluted route to catch anyone out, but it turned out to be unnecessary.

Ares stirred just as we drove through the iron gates. He straightened up and looked around in a daze. “Are we home?” he asked groggily.

“Yep, we got here safe and sound,” I confirmed.

“What did I miss?” he asked, becoming more alert by the second.

“You’ll hear everything when Omen debriefs us,” Girard said, reminding us that we were surrounded by shifters who had exceptional hearing. We would have more privacy in the vamp’s office, since the guards usually patrolled outside.

Girard parked next to the garage and led the way inside through the front entrance of the main building. Ares was still groggy, so Phoebe let him lean on her. She was a lot taller than I was and she made a better crutch for him.

Omen was standing in front of his desk when we entered. As usual, he wore expensive clothes and his shirt was open to show off his muscular chest. He gave us a grave look, shaking his head at the bloodstains on our clothes. “I’m relieved to see you made it back in one piece,” he said. “I take it you weren’t able to pilfer any of Kareem’s hoard?”

“Just this,” Meredith said, delving into her pocket again. She handed over everything she’d grabbed from the safe before the battle had broken out.

Omen was surprised, since Girard had told him our mission had been a total bust. “Aren’t you the clever one,” he said in surprise as he rounded his desk. He sat down and spread the items out on his desktop. “These gems will be worth a nice amount and the jewelry is fairly ancient.” He held up a coin and studied it in admiration. “This, however, is the crowning glory.”

“Is it worth a lot?” Phoebe asked sourly as we took our seats. Of course he was more interested in our haul than in our welfare.

“It is, indeed,” he replied absently, then scooped it all into a drawer. Steepling his hands together, he rested his elbows on the desk and regarded us. “Tell me everything that happened.”

Girard looked at me and I nodded for him to do the talking. I wasn’t sure I could get through it without breaking down. “We made it to the hotel without any problems, but one of Aion Corp’s lackeys spotted us before Harmoni changed our faces,” the wolf said.

Omen tsked and gave me a chiding look. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson to always be careful,” he said.

Girard continued his report before I could utter a sarcastic retort. “Harmoni had a bad feeling when we left the hotel, but the hunters were keeping their distance, so she couldn’t read their minds. They followed us at a distance to Kareem’s mansion. We broke inside and found the safe, then Harmoni realized we were about to be attacked.”

“I grabbed a handful of loot before we prepared to defend ourselves,” Meredith said proudly.

Omen rested his chin on his fingertips, looking at us raptly. “This is the bit I’m most interested in,” he said. “How exactly did you defend yourselves from twenty-four Aion Corp hunters?”

“Kareem had an armory full of weapons and shields, so we borrowed them, boss,” Girard said. “I shot a few of the hunters before they rushed at us. The kids and Ares took the rest down. Only four of them escaped.”

Omen’s gaze moved across us all, lingering on Ares before stopping on me. “Did you partake in the slaughter, pet?” he asked me silkily.

“Don’t call me that,” I said, fists clenching in annoyance. “And yeah, I did. I killed five of them before they even knew they were in danger. It was as easy as cutting down the wooden dummies in the training room.”

Most people would have been put off by that chilling response. Omen just grinned at me in admiration. “I knew you had it in you, darling,” he almost purred, tips of his fangs lengthening slightly in desire.

I didn’t need to read his mind to know what he was thinking. “We’re not going to become your private assassins, Omen,” I said flatly. “Our agreement is to steal loot for you to pay off our debts. The only time we’re ever going to use the skills Girard is teaching us is for self-defense.” My team nodded their agreement with me.

“One of the hunters has a special interest in Harmoni, boss,” Girard said, tone heavy with inference that he didn’t voice.

Omen saw me grimace and his eyes narrowed. His scarlet rims pulsed when he deduced what the wolf was talking about. “What is his name?” he asked, directing the question at me.

“Tate Franklin,” I replied, knowing he would just nag at me until I told him. “He thinks I’ve enchanted him and he’s obsessed with knocking me out with drugs and having sex with me.”

Ares’ head whipped towards me, expression alarmed and full of rage. Said so starkly like that, it made my flesh crawl. Ares saw me shudder slightly and took my hand. This was the first he was learning about this, since he’d been unconscious when I’d told the others about it. 

Omen sneered at Ares’ show of support, but kept to the topic at hand. “Why did you let him live?” he asked, correctly assuming Franklin had been one of the four hunters who’d escaped.

“They set off a grenade to block our path,” Girard explained. “We had to break out through a window. My priority was to get the kids to safety, rather than hunting the humans down.”

“I’m sure you’ll have another opportunity to rectify that mistake when they come after you again,” Omen said with a hint of disapproval. “You mentioned they were going to question you about my whereabouts?” he asked.

Girard nodded and rubbed his nose to combat the sharp smell of anger that permeated the room. “Aion Corp wants you dead, Omen. They want us all dead and their two ‘specimens’ back in their custody.”

Omen gazed at Ares and me with a frown. I tugged my hand free from Ares’ grasp and the vamp smiled slightly, as if he’d won a victory. “I would very much like to know more about this mysterious Chaos Project that Aion are so desperate to achieve,” he mused.

“Maybe we should track down someone higher up on the hierarchy and get Harm to read their minds,” Phoebe joked.

The vampire turned to regard her. “What an excellent idea. I’ll begin looking into it immediately.”

I elbowed her in the side and she gave me a sheepish shrug. “I didn’t know he’d take me seriously,” she said defensively.

“How are you going to track down someone high up on their food chain?” Noah asked.

Omen leaned back in his chair and tapped his chin with a finger. “By starting at the bottom and working my way up, of course,” he replied. “It should be easy enough to capture one of their hunters. Each one will lead me to someone with more importance, until I can locate someone with the knowledge we seek.”

“It won’t be that easy,” Ares refuted. He was still a bit dazed from the tranquilizer, but it was wearing off faster now. “Not even Dr. Saracini knew exactly what the project was supposed to achieve.”

“What did he know about it?” Omen asked curiously. Ares had told us the doc used to talk to him in his sleep, unaware that his patient was absorbing everything he said.

“Only that Aion Corp planned to use me to better themselves in some way,” Ares said. “I’m guessing they planned to control me somehow with the heart they were going to place inside me. If I have magic like Harmoni’s, they must believe they can utilize it for their own benefit.”

“They’d have their own pet mind reader,” Meredith figured.

“Not to mention a skilled warrior,” Girard added.

I shared a glance with Phoebe. We both knew I had many talents that they weren’t aware of yet. Ares would be far more of an asset than Aion Corp knew if he could access his magic. “It’s late and we’re tired,” I said before the vampire could bombard us with more questions that we didn’t want to answer. “We need to shower, eat something, then go to bed.”

Omen took in our disheveled states and inclined his head. “I’m sure you can find your way to the north wing,” he said. “Girard will stay behind to answer my questions.”

Girard gave us a supportive nod as we rose to our feet to file outside. “You kids did good,” he said.

I paused to smile at him. “Thanks for keeping us safe, Girard.” Pride swelled inside him and his loyalty to us grew. Omen might be his boss, but the wolf didn’t have a bond with him like he did with us. Soon, the vampire might find that his henchman would be on our side, rather than on his.
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WE HEADED STRAIGHT to our bedrooms and showered before congregating in the kitchen. The fridge and cupboards were fully stocked. Ares pitched in, even though he had little idea of how to cook. He was still a bit unsteady on his feet, so Phoebe told him to take a seat at the dining table across the hallway.

“I can’t believe we killed twenty men,” Noah said when we carried our meals into the dining room and sat down to eat.

“Girard shot a few of them,” Meredith reminded him.

“I’ve got the highest kill count,” Phoebe said glumly. “I had a head start with the eight men I roasted.”

A snicker escaped from me before I could clap my hand over my mouth. “Sorry,” I said when she gave me a hurt look. “I think I’m still in shock.”

“We all are,” Noah said in commiseration. “None of us have ever stabbed anyone to death before.”

“Or bashed their heads in,” Phoebe added. She’d used a club to take her foes down, then finished them off with fireballs.

“You don’t look like you’re shocked,” Meredith said to Ares.

Ares paused with his fork in the air. “It seemed familiar,” he admitted. “It felt as though I’ve been in a thousand battles before.”

I hated to admit it, but I knew what he meant. I’d never been in a real fight before, but it had come to me naturally. “Me, too,” I said reluctantly, to everyone’s surprise.

“You feel as if you’ve killed people before?” Ares asked in astonishment.

“I know it’s weird, since that was my first actual battle, but yeah,” I replied. “I don’t have an explanation for it.”

“It has to be a genetic thing,” Noah figured. “I hope Omen can track that syrictae down, so we can get some answers from him. We all want to know what sort of beings you two are.”

“It’s pretty awesome that you can fight like that,” Phoebe said, torn between admiration and jealousy. “The humans didn’t stand a chance against you two.”

“I just wish they’d stop hunting us,” I said glumly, pushing my food around with my fork. “I don’t want to kill them. I just want them to leave us alone.”

Ares gave me a look as if he saw straight through me. Did he know I’d enjoyed cutting them down and making sure they’d never hurt us again? If so, he kept his thoughts to himself.

“You’d better keep your fire extinguisher handy tonight,” Meredith warned Phoebe when we finished eating. “You’re bound to have nightmares about that mission. I know I will.”

“I’ll sleep next to you tonight,” I offered.

The demon nodded gratefully. “Girard made sure I have lots of fresh sheets, but I’d rather not set the mattress on fire if I don’t wake up quickly enough,” she said.

“How are you feeling?” I said to Ares as we carried our plates to the kitchen.

“I’m fine,” he replied. “The drugs have mostly worn off.”

“What about your iron poisoning?” I asked, looking at his muscular chest where the mechanical organ was pumping his blood through his veins.

“I don’t feel ill yet,” Ares said. “Maybe the tranquilizers they shot me with will stay the effects of the iron,” he added wryly.

“You know, it might not be a bad idea to keep you lightly sedated,” Noah mused as he piled our dishes into the dishwasher.

Ares shook his head. “I don’t want to have my mind fogged by drugs.”

“Not even if it’ll help keep you alive?” Meredith asked.

“How about we keep it as an option if things get bad?” I asked when Ares had a stubborn look on his face.

“Only as a last resort,” he said reluctantly.

“Omen had better find that reptile dude,” Phoebe said. “He’s the only one who might know how to fix you.”

Omen’s warning that Ares only had a year to live rarely left my mind. He’d been with us for less than a month, but his time was running out. I wished there was someone else we could go to for help, but the vampire was our best bet. Omen had contacts all over the world. If anyone could find the syrictae, it was him.

I stopped in my bedroom long enough to change into a t-shirt and sleeping shorts and to grab my pillow. Phoebe was already in bed when I pushed her door open. None of us had made any changes to our bedrooms so far. It felt like we were living in temporary accommodations.

“You’d better bring the fire extinguisher over here,” Phoebe said when I shut the door behind me. “I don’t want to burn you to death if I have a nightmare.”

“Neither do I,” I agreed ruefully and grabbed it from the bracket next to the door. I placed it on the nightstand and lay down. A moan drifted to us from the far end of the hallway and we both snickered.

“Not even almost losing her arm can stop Meredith from humping her mate,” Phoebe said.

“Humping?” I repeated with a snort of laughter.

“That’s what dogs do to each other,” she said defensively. “Horny dogs will hump anything. You’ve seen them going after their owners’ legs like they’re the hottest bitches on the planet.”

That set us off into loud giggles that we had to smother with our pillows.

“Keep it down!” Noah shouted. “We’re trying to sleep!”

“You mean you’re trying to hump!” I called back and heard a chuckle from Ares.

“Who the hell says hump nowadays?” Meredith retorted.

“I do!” Phoebe called out. “Try to hump each other more quietly. We’re trying to sleep here!”

A fist thumped on the door to the staircase. “Keep it down up there!” the wolf shifter on guard growled. “We can hear you all the way down on the ground floor!”

Phoebe and I muffled our giggles, while Meredith and Noah recommenced what they were doing. More moans and groans came from their room before they called out in ecstasy. “Finally,” Phoebe whispered. “Now we might be able to have some peace and quiet.”

“Don’t count on it,” I said when the pair started up again. “I guess almost dying has put them in the mood to be noisier than usual.”

“They’re celebrating being alive,” she agreed, then yawned. “Do you feel bad for killing those men?” she asked me.

I hesitated before replying, mulling over her question. “Nope,” I said at last. “Not even a little bit.”

“I didn’t think so,” the demon said without a trace of judgement. “You and Ares were born for war.”

“You’re a demon,” I reminded her. “You should be the one who doesn’t feel anything when you kill.”

“That’s the thing,” she admitted. “I felt horrible when Girard told me I’d burned those men alive, but it wore off pretty quickly. I don’t feel all that bad for killing the second bunch of hunters. Humans have called us monsters ever since we were born. Now we are monsters. Like you said, they turned us into this and now they’ll have to pay the price.”

She’d just voiced the same thoughts I’d had. We shared the same sense of guilt for not feeling guilty enough. I took her hand and she squeezed my fingers. “I feel the same way,” I said when I picked up on her worry that I would think she was evil. “I didn’t want to kill anyone, but I don’t feel bad because they’re dead,” I added.

“We’d better not tell Omen how we feel,” my bestie said sleepily. “He’ll send us out to kill his enemies on a regular basis if he knows it doesn’t really affect us.”

The wolves didn’t have much remorse for killing the hunters who’d been after us either. It had been self-defense, rather than coldblooded murder, but Aion Corp wouldn’t see it that way. They would be even more determined to destroy my friends and to have Ares and me beneath their control.
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TATE BARELY SLEPT WHEN he eventually went to bed. Erebus hadn’t told him what time he would arrive, but it probably wouldn’t be before lunchtime. What little sleep the hunter had was restless and full of bad dreams. He kept watching his men die beneath a barrage of bullets and seeing the other two teams wiped out with a gun, several blades and a spiked club.

He woke when his alarm went off and went about his usual routine. His men took turns keeping watch outside. Grach was on duty when two black cars arrived. He came inside long enough to warn his leader before returning to his post.

Steeling himself, Tate left his office and strode to the door. He’d only met Erebus once, back when he’d been recruited. He hadn’t been alone then and he wasn’t alone now. An escort of nine men and women followed him inside. They all wore black suits and blank white masks, just like the last time Tate had met his superior. Aion Corp employees hid their identities well.

“Mr. Franklin,” Erebus said in greeting without extending his hand. His tone was neutral rather than dire. His eyes gave nothing away behind his mask.

“Sir,” Tate said respectfully, stepping aside to let them into the building.

“Call your team together,” Erebus ordered, heading straight for Tate’s office at the far end of the building. He made himself at home behind the desk as his guards stood with their backs to the walls.

Tate gathered his men and they entered his office. He didn’t blink an eye at seeing his superior sitting at his desk. It was a powerplay to put him in his place. As far as rebukes went, it was a mild one.

Erebus studied them in turn before speaking. “I want to know every detail of what transpired during your mission,” he ordered. While his accent was strong, his English was impeccable.

Tate had already mentally prepared his report and straightened his spine. He gave his report in a clear, concise manner without embellishments. It was impossible to read Erebus’ reaction with his face hidden. Only the slight jerks and tilting of his head gave away his surprise or alarm. “I decided to retreat and abandon the mission, since there were only four of us left, sir,” he said to finish up. “I used a grenade to block their path so they couldn’t follow us.”

His superior sat with his arms folded neatly on the desk, staring at him silently. Erebus finally gave a heavy sigh and sat back in the chair. “This is much worse than I’d imagined,” he said and Tate’s gut clenched. This was the part where he and his men would be retired. He knew the bodyguards were armed and expected them to pull their guns from their holsters and cut them down. “The specimens are showing an instinctual ability to fight with little or no training,” Erebus went on. “They must be captured and rendered helpless before it’s too late for Ares.”

A frown appeared on Tate’s brow before he could smooth it out. He had no idea what Erebus was talking about. “Do you have orders for us, sir?” he dared to ask.

Tilting his head to the side like a curious owl, Erebus was silent long enough to make the four hunters sweat. “The fact that you survived such poor odds proves you have the instincts needed to hunt down these creatures,” he said at last. “You will need to choose four men to replace the ones you lost. Be ready to be deployed once the specimens and their friends are spotted again.”

“You’re not retiring us, sir?” Rickman asked, then flinched when the white mask turned in his direction.

“If we retired every hunter who failed to bring in the monsters, we’d have no one left to send after them,” Erebus said wryly. “You have no idea of the war that we are on the cusp of, gentlemen. Aion Corp is all that stands in the way of the genocide of the entire human race.”

This was news to Tate and his team and they exchanged confused looks.

“If we don’t control the monsters, they will run amok and take over this world,” Erebus continued, voice full of fanatical resolve. “It is vital that we capture Ares and Harmoni before they grow too powerful to be stopped.”

He didn’t explain what he meant about it being too late for Ares and Tate knew better than to ask. It was above his paygrade anyway. “I’ll find replacements for my team asap, sir,” he vowed.

“See that you do, Mr. Franklin,” Erebus said and stood up. His guards moved to surround him as they exited from the office.

Tate escorted them to the door, expecting someone to turn around and execute him. It wasn’t until the black cars drove away that he finally relaxed.

“I can’t believe they didn’t retire us,” Rickman muttered as they gathered around their boss.

“Neither can I,” Tate admitted.

“I’ve got half a mind to search our base for hidden bombs,” Taylor said. It wasn’t a joke. Aion Corp were as dangerous as they were mysterious. It was impossible to predict what they would do.

“What do you think Erebus meant when he said it’ll be too late for the specimen, sir?” Grach asked.

“It sounds like the creature might be sick,” Rickman speculated.

“If he is, we’d better find him and take him back into our custody before he dies,” Tate said grimly. “Who do you think Erebus will blame if the specimen doesn’t make it?”

“Us,” Taylor said glumly. “I guess we’d better wrap him and that pretty little girl up in bubble wrap once we get a hold of them.” Her face had been ordinary during their mission, thanks to
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