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OUR FLIGHT BACK HOME from Seattle felt like it took forever. I was too wired to fall asleep. My mind was full of information that I’d gleaned from both Isladana and Erebus. My friends had succumbed to tiredness and were asleep. I took the snow globe out of my backpack and examined it. Just as I’d figured, a light was shining in one of the windows in the crystal palace. The silhouette of a man with hair that fell below his shoulders was on display. I knew it was Ares and that he was patiently waiting for me. Feeling guilty that he was all alone, I reached over and shook him awake. The light went out in the globe when his eyes snapped open.

“You can’t sleep?” he asked groggily, watching me put the snow globe back in my bag.

“My mind is too restless,” I replied quietly. “Go back to sleep, I just wanted to break you out of your lonely vigil.”

He smiled sleepily and my heart lurched in response. “I don’t mind waiting for you,” he said and reached across the aisle to take my hand. “I’ll wait as long as I have to, Harmoni.”

Our gazes locked and we stared into each other’s eyes. We both had blue eyes, but his were a darker, richer color than mine. The gold glow from our pupils began to brighten with our desire.

Girard woke up and cleared his throat pointedly, but he didn’t turn around to berate us. I let go of Ares’ hand guiltily, scanning Girard’s thoughts to find him mentally scolding me. We knew we couldn’t act on our feelings towards each other, but it was getting harder to keep our distance.

Ares gave me a regretful look, then closed his eyes again. He soon fell asleep, but he didn’t return to the strange realm this time when I peeked at the snow globe. Phoebe cracked one eye open to check on me. I picked up that she wished I could get some sleep and closed my eyes so she would stop worrying. Everyone’s slumber was restless and shallow.

The mission we’d just completed had been different from our usual jobs. Omen had sent us in search of information instead of treasure. We’d managed to obtain both and were returning to Augury in triumph.

I kept my eyes closed to pretend to be asleep as I rummaged through the knowledge I’d gained. Both the syrictae and Erebus had given me more information than they’d realized. Erebus hadn’t even been close enough to me to speak a word. I’d gleaned what I needed to know from him before he’d fled in his car. Isladana’s mind had been murky and hard to understand. Her thoughts were different from ours and they’d been difficult to translate.

I spent the rest of the flight and then the car ride back to the orphanage trying to sort everything into some kind of order. No one bothered me as I wrote down my thoughts in a notepad. Omen would expect a report and I needed to get my head straight first.

“I’m starving,” Phoebe complained when we entered Augury. “Omen will expect us to report to him straight away, won’t he?”

Girard stifled a yawn and nodded. “He’s waiting for us in his office.” He’d texted Omen to update him when the jet had landed.

“Shouldn’t he be in his coffin?” Meredith said with a scowl. “It’s daytime now.” We all snickered, knowing he slept in a normal bed.

“Can we stop at a drive thru on our way home, dad?” Noah asked in a wheedling tone. We’d eaten all of the snacks during the flight and they were hungry again. My appetite was absent for once. Probably because I had too much on my mind.

Girard gave one of his long-suffering sighs and detoured to head for a fast-food restaurant. I ate a meal as well, but only to keep up appearances.

“I can’t wait to see the look on Omen’s face when we hand him all of this treasure,” Phoebe said in a gloating tone. We’d voted to hand it over to our boss, rather than keeping it for ourselves. “I bet this will pay off a chunk of what we owe him, so we won’t have to work for him as long as we thought,” she added.

“We can only hope,” Ares said wryly from his seat behind us. His tone was skeptical and I felt the same way. The vampire had us right where he wanted us. I doubted Omen would be happy about relinquishing his hold on us until he was good and ready to let us go.

“How angry was Isladana about us stealing so much of her treasure?” Girard asked as he pulled into the drive thru.

“On a scale of one to ten, about a thousand,” I said with a grimace. “We gained an enemy when we crossed her. She’ll bide her time and try to get revenge on us one day.”

“Great,” Girard muttered. “As if we don’t already have enough enemies.”

He ordered our meals and we ate during the short journey back home. The smell of hamburgers and fries clung to us, but there wasn’t much we could do about it. We all hefted several backpacks that were full of our clothing and the treasure we’d stolen from the syrictae. Girard led the way through the front door of the main building. We clanked with each step we took, sounding like we were wearing full suits of armor.

“Wait up for a second,” I said before our guardian could head to Omen’s office.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Omen has a visitor,” I said, scanning the shifter in his office. One of the wolves is in trouble.”

“What sort of trouble?” Meredith asked, shifting her backpacks to a more comfortable position.

“Rocco’s mate has gone missing,” I said. “She vanished when she went into the city to shop for supplies.” We’d all sparred with Rocco during training, but we didn’t know him very well yet.

“This isn’t good,” Noah said in rising alarm. It was instinctual for them to be protective of the people who lived in the same house as we did, except when it came to Omen. They barely tolerated him. The guards might not be part of our small pack, but we were on friendly terms with them.

“Do you think Aion Corp hunters snatched her?” Phoebe asked, worry creasing her brow. It was our biggest fear that our enemies would hunt us down. At least I now had a new weapon in my arsenal. I’d be able to take over their minds and turn them into my puppets if they infiltrated the orphanage.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “Not even Rocco knows who took her.”

“Come on,” Girard decided and took the lead again. “We might be able to help track her down.” He felt responsible for all of the shifters in the orphanage. He was more than just our mentor, he was the leader of the guards as well.

Omen heard us coming and so did his guest. “Enter,” the vampire said before Girard could knock.

We filed inside and saw the hulking shifter wringing his hands together. “You have to help me find my mate!” Rocco pleaded. With his bulging forehead and beady little eyes, he looked like a brute, but he was a big softy on the inside.

“We’ll find Vivian, Rocco,” Girard said soothingly, casting an enquiring look at Omen. Surely, the vamp wouldn’t be cruel enough to refuse to help him.

Our boss sat behind his desk, leaning forward so his shirt gaped open. He was handsome and had a nice body, but I kept my eyes on his face. “Our discussion about your latest mission will have to wait,” he decided. “The safety of my people comes first, as always.”

I would have fallen for his act just like the others if I hadn’t been able to skim his thoughts. My power had grown after assimilating some of Isladana’s magic. I could now read his surface thoughts even with the iron cuff on my wrist. He couldn’t have cared less about the missing shifter. He was tired and cranky and craved my blood. It was all he could do to keep his expression neutral.

“Rocco can fill us in on what happened in the library,” I suggested, wanting to put some distance between myself and the brooding bloodsucker.

“Good idea,” Girard agreed, flicking a look at our boss. His nose told him Omen wasn’t in a good mood. “We’ll report to you later, boss,” he said.

Omen waved his hand in dismissal, eyes locked on me. “I can’t wait to hear all about it,” he said sardonically.

Ares stepped between us, putting his back to the vampire to shield me from his heavy gaze. He couldn’t read minds, but they all knew about Omen’s obsession with my blood. We left the office, following in the wolves’ wake.
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WE HEADED FOR THE HUGE library a few hallways away, hurrying to catch up to Rocco. I’d already gleaned what had happened from his thoughts, but the others would need to be brought up to speed.

“What happened to Vivian?” Girard asked once we were all gathered in the library.

Rocco couldn’t stand still and paced up and down in worry. “It was her turn to buy supplies and she took the cargo van to the supermarket,” he began. “She should have been back two hours ago. I tried to call her a bunch of times, but it went to voicemail. I took a couple of the guys and headed to the supermarket. We found the van with all of the supplies in it, but Viv was gone. Her phone had been left in the back of the van.”

“Did you pick up on any strange scents?” Meredith asked.

Rocco shook his head. “Just the smell of strong cologne. It has to be hunters.” His tone was bleak at that suggestion. If Aion Corp had her, she probably didn’t have much time left.

“Is she still alive?” Girard asked.

“I can feel her through our bond,” Rocco replied, putting his hand on his heart as if that was where he felt her the strongest.

“Can’t your bond lead you to her?” Phoebe enquired.

“Only if she’s somewhere close,” Rocco replied. “She was already out of my range by the time I got to the supermarket.”

“I know a spell that might be able to help us figure out who took her,” I offered.

Rocco rounded on me with hope shining in his amber eyes. “I’m willing to try anything to save her,” he vowed.

“It’s not something we want everyone to know about,” Girard warned him. “You’ll have to keep it a secret.”

Rocco nodded without taking his eyes off me. “What do you need to cast the spell?”

“I need you to take us to the store where she was taken,” I replied.

“It’s getting old lugging all this stuff around,” Phoebe said, hefting her gear.

“We’ll leave it here,” Girard said and shucked off his backpacks.

We piled our gear on the floor, then hurried outside. Rocco took the front passenger seat of the minivan. He jerked in surprise when I cast glamor on us all again. “That’s a neat trick,” he said, although all of the wolves had seen me use it dozens of times by now.

“It’s one of Harmoni’s innate talents,” Girard said in a proud tone.

“We’re all wondering what you and Ares are,” Rocco said, turning around to face me.

“I’d tell you if I knew the answer,” I said wryly.

“No one knows what they are,” Noah added. “Their origins are a mystery.”

“You can’t use magic?” Rocco said to Ares.

“Unfortunately, no,” Ares confirmed.

“Is it because you’re sick?” the wolf queried. His nostrils flared and he gave Ares an apologetic look. “We can all smell that something is wrong with you,” he added.

“It’s one of the reasons why he can’t use magic,” I told him. “We’re working on a cure.”

“Good luck with that,” Rocco said sincerely. “I’d do anything I had to if something was wrong with my mate.”

Like all mated pairs, he had an unbreakable bond with Vivian. He could sense she was alive, but not much more than that. It couldn’t tell him where she was, or what had happened to her yet. All sorts of horrible scenarios were playing through his mind. I wished I could reassure him that she was fine, but it would be a lie.

Aion Corp had eyes and ears everywhere. They used to rule this city way back when it was first built. Their influence had faded away they’d moved on after the purge. There wasn’t much point in them staying here when they didn’t have any enemies left to eradicate. They’d left traces of themselves in the park that the orphanage overlooked.

It only took fifteen minutes to reach the supermarket. Rocco opened his door even before Girard pulled to a stop. “The van was parked over here,” he said, waiting impatiently for us to climb out. We followed him to a spot that was now occupied by a sedan.

“It’s going to raise some eyebrows if the humans see you doing your trick,” Ares warned me.

I looked around to see the parking lot was bustling with people. “Form a shield,” I requested, gesturing for them to create an arc around the back of the car.

“What’s she going to do?” Rocco asked anxiously, peering around to make sure no one was watching us.

“Harm is going to recreate what happened to Vivian,” Girard said. “She can call up images from the past.”

Rocco nodded, but he had no idea what we were talking about. I knelt down and put my hand on the ground. His mouth dropped open in shocked fascination when I unleashed my magic and the sedan was suddenly overlapped by a black cargo van. A short, stocky woman with long brown hair was loading supplies into the back of it. “That’s Viv!” he exclaimed in excitement.

“Here we go,” Phoebe said when a man approached her from behind. “Freeze it right there!” she said and I halted the image.

“He’s a shifter,” Noah said with a frown when we saw the man’s amber eyes.

“That bastard!” Rocco said in a strangled tone that was full of rage.

“Who is he?” Ares asked.

“He’s Dodi, Viv’s ex,” the shifter said, clenching his fists. “Viv was dating him when we met. She knew I was her mate straight away and broke things off with him, but he kept pestering her. We thought she’d finally be free of him when Omen moved us all to Augury. Dodi must have tracked her down and used cologne to cover his scent to throw me off.”

“Is he going to kill her for revenge?” Phoebe asked.

Rocco shook his head. “I don’t think so. He’s probably going to try to win her back.”

“What a moron,” Meredith said derisively, putting her arm around Noah’s waist. “No one else is ever going to interest her now that she’s found her mate.”

Rocco nodded in agreement. Some of his fear had abated now that he knew it wasn’t human hunters who had her. “How are we going to track him down?” he asked, hoping we would have the answer.

“Let’s continue to watch the spell and see what Dodi did with your mate,” Ares suggested, beating me to it.

I stood up to test how much my magic had evolved. Just as I’d hoped, I didn’t need to maintain actual skin contact with the ground. Standing on the ground would be enough. The images lurched into motion again and we watched Dodi sneak up behind Vivian.

“She sensed she was in danger,” Girard said when Vivian started to turn around. Dodi smashed his fist into the back of her head and caught her as she fell.

“Call me crazy, but that doesn’t seem like the best way to win someone back,” Phoebe said with a dark scowl.

“I’ll kill him for hurting her,” Rocco vowed, trembling with the need to find and rescue his mate.

“There’s no blood, so he didn’t smash her skull in,” Meredith figured, peering at the ground.

We stayed in an arc to hide the images as Rocco dragged Vivian to a nondescript sedan. The van vanished from sight now that it was no longer a part of the spell.

“It’s a rental car,” Noah said, noting the sticker in a window.

“It’s from a local company,” Girard added. “He probably didn’t take her far.”

“She would have woken up pretty quickly, so he’d need to subdue her,” I figured. The rental overlapped an SUV that was currently parked in the spot. Dodi lay Vivian on the back seat, then quickly tied her hands and feet and gagged her.

“How did no one see him abducting her?” Ares asked in exasperation.

“He must have gotten lucky,” I said. “It might be possible for me to follow the rental car, but I’ll have to remain on foot.”

“People will freak out if they see a ghost car passing through them,” Phoebe warned me.

“This is going to be tricky,” I agreed, mind whirling with possibilities.

“That’s her ‘I’ve just had an awesome idea’ face,” my bestie said to Rocco.

“I’ll owe you big time if you can track down my mate and rescue her,” Rocco said earnestly.

“You won’t owe me anything,” I denied. “You two are part of our squad. We’d do this for anyone on our team.”

He gulped down a sob that he desperately tried to suppress and nodded. “I’m going with you,” he said, tone defying anyone to argue with him.

“Me, too,” Phoebe said before Ares could put his hand up to volunteer.

“What’s your plan, Harm?” Girard asked.

“You’re going to hide the sedan with the minivan and we’ll stay on foot,” I said. Our vehicle was large enough to encompass the smaller car.

“This should be interesting,” Noah said and Meredith nodded in agreement. This wasn’t one of our usual missions, but we were determined to succeed. Rocco and Vivian were counting on us not to let them down.
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JUST I’D SENSED, I could keep the spell going as long as I remained on foot. I was glad I didn’t have to take my shoes off as we strode out of the parking lot. Running for an unknown distance in my bare feet wouldn’t have been much fun. Girard was behind the wheel of the minivan. My friends wore bemused expressions as they watched the car that appeared to have merged with the van.

“This is the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen,” Rocco admitted.

“Us, too,” Phoebe assured him.

“You’ve never cast a spell like this before?” he asked me. Phoebe was tall, but he towered over her.

“Not quite like this,” I replied. Girard was doing a good job of following Dodi’s trail when the sedan turned. It had to be disconcerting for him to appear to be sitting directly on top of the kidnapper.

Rocco shot a querying glance at the demon for an explanation.

“Harm’s never tried to follow someone with her magic like this before,” she told him. “Usually, she just uses the spell to see what happened in the places we’ve stayed at.”

“Has she used it inside the orphanage?” he asked. I knew he was talking to keep his panic at bay, but it was distracting. Phoebe knew I needed to concentrate and fielded the questions for me.

“She used it there recently,” Phoebe said. “We saw the kids and their caretakers who used to live here before the place shut down.”

“What was it like back then?” the wolf asked. We had to pick up our pace to keep up with the minivan.

“A lot of children were sent to Augury to live in the orphanage,” Phoebe said, already panting and regretting volunteering to stay close to me. Running was her least favorite form of exercise. “Lots of them came and went over the decades,” she continued. “Then they had an outbreak of cholera and it wiped everyone out.”

Rocco wrinkled his nose, easily able to keep up with the minivan without puffing. “We heard something bad had happened a long time ago, but we didn’t know it was cholera.”

“It was horrible, but Omen got lucky in a way, since the deaths decreased the value of the property a lot,” I said.

Rocco cast a furtive look around, almost as if he was expecting our boss to be lurking somewhere out of sight. “He didn’t have anything to do with the outbreak, did he?” he whispered.

I shook my head and fought back a smile. “He moved to Augury years after the orphanage shut down. Not even he’s evil enough to kill a bunch of women and children just so he could buy himself a new lair.”

Rocco chuckled sheepishly. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. Don’t tell him I asked you that, okay?”

“We won’t,” Phoebe promised, then focused on keeping her breathing steady.

We received a lot of strange looks as we raced alongside the minivan. Girard kept his pace slow and I slowed down the images so we could keep up with him. Dodi had driven for ten minutes before the sedan suddenly turned into a driveway.

Girard kept going and parked at the curb. I released my magic and the fake sedan vanished, revealing the real thing sitting in front of us. There was no need to see the rest of the spell now that we’d found the car’s location.

“Viv is in there,” Rocco whispered, staring at the nondescript house. “Can you tell if she’s okay?” All of the shifters knew I could read minds and he looked at me expectantly. Vicious barking came from inside before I could scan the house. “That’s Viv!” Rocco said.

I caught hold of his arm before he could rush inside. “Dodi has set traps,” I warned him quietly as I delved into the mind of his enemy. “He knows you’ll come for your mate. He intends to kill you, then take Vivian back home with him.”

“She’s in her wolf form,” Girard figured. “It was smart of her to shift. She’ll have a better chance of fending him off if he tries to do anything to her.”

The veins in Rocco’s forehead were pulsing with fury and terror for his mate. “I’ve got to save her,” he said in desperation when she yelped suddenly. “She knows I’m here.” I didn’t tell him Dodi had just punished his mate for barking. He would rush inside for sure if he knew she was hurt.

“What’s your plan, Harm?” Meredith asked, ready and eager for battle.

“Give me a second,” I requested, scanning Dodi to ascertain how he’d fortified his house. Vivian’s mind was hard to read in her animal form. She knew her mate was here and she was terrified for him. She’d tried to warn him and Dodi had smashed a baseball bat into her side to shut her up. He’d cracked a couple of her ribs, but she was already healing.

“Uh, oh,” my bestie said when she saw my expression. “That’s her ‘I’m going to rip this guy a new a-hole’ look,” she divulged to Rocco.

“What did he do to my Viv?” the shifter demanded.

“She’s okay and she’s counting on you to stay in your human form and save her,” I said to try to calm him down. I knew he was seconds away from shifting. Once he transformed, he would become an animal driven by instinct. He would surely die in his effort to save his mate.

“What sort of traps has Dodi set?” Ares asked. He and Noah had hold of Rocco’s arms, trying to keep him in place. He strained against them, but he was still able to think rationally.

“He’s put beartraps in front of the doors and all of the windows,” I replied. “There are more set up inside. Pretty much the entire floor in every room is covered in them.”

“This guy is nuts,” Girard said, shaking his head.

“It’s a clever tactic,” Ares said in reluctant admiration. “How are we going to get inside to rescue Vivian?”

“Do we even need to?” Phoebe asked, receiving a snarl from Rocco. “Harm can control minds, so she can turn Dodi into her puppet,” she told him before he could blister her with a scathing remark.

Rocco’s beady eyes widened and he looked at me with a trace of fear. “How strong is your ability to control people?” he asked in trepidation.

“It’s pretty strong, but I’d never use it on my friends and allies,” I said, not hiding my hurt that he thought so little of me.

“She’s telling the truth,” Girard said in my defense. “Harmoni is an alpha. She might not be a shifter, but she has the same instincts to protect the people she cares about as our alphas.”

Rocco looked at me with new respect and bowed his head submissively. “I apologize for my insult, alpha,” he said contritely.

Phoebe rolled her eyes at me and I knew she’d never let me live this down. “Why don’t you just take over Dodi’s mind and order him to disarm all of the traps?” she asked.

“Girard is right,” I said ruefully. “Dodi is nuts. I already tried to latch hold of his mind, but it’s like trying to herd cats. His thoughts are all over the place.”

“You can’t control crazy people,” Meredith mused. “I guess that’s good to know. So, how are we going to rescue the damsel in distress?”

“Do you have any guns with silencers in the van?” I asked Girard.

“Of course,” he confirmed. I knew he always kept an emergency cache of weapons in the vehicle. “Who’s going to shoot him?” he asked.

“Who’s the best shot?” I asked.

“That would be me,” he said, puffing out his chest.

“I want to kill him,” Rocco said harshly. “It’s my right as Viv’s mate,” he added.

Girard assessed him, then nodded. “I’ll get one of the silenced guns,” he said, then hurried over to the van.

“Are you a good shot?” Ares asked. He was an expert after just a couple of months of training. He’d been born a warrior and he was adept with all of the weapons he practiced with.

“I learned how to shoot long before you were ever born, son,” Rocco said wryly.

“How old are you?” Phoebe asked.

“I’m eighty,” he said with a shrug. Shifters aged slowly and he looked like he was in his mid-twenties.

None of us told him that Ares was far, far older than he was. Like he’d said, it was his right to defend his mate.

“Is Dodi aware that we’re here?” Girard asked when he returned with a silenced handgun.

“Not yet,” I replied. “He’s in the kitchen at the back of the house.” We’d been speaking in whispers, since shifters’ hearing was so good.

“I thought he’d be in one of the rooms overlooking the street,” Ares said. “I’d want to keep watch for my enemy if I were him.”

“You’re sane and he isn’t,” I reminded him wryly. “Dodi has set beartraps all over the backyard as well,” I added. “He’s locked the gate and is hoping Rocco will jump over the fence and land on one of the traps.”

“What a nut bag,” Meredith said. “How is Rocco going to get close enough to him to shoot Dodi?”

“I need to take a look at the back of the house before I can come up with a plan,” I replied and took the lead. 
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I SCANNED THE HOUSE to our right and found it was empty. We entered through the gate and made our way to the backyard. Rocco was tall enough to peer over the barrier to Dodi’s rental property. “You’re not wrong,” he said, keeping his voice a bare murmur. “There are beartraps everywhere.”

“I need to see the yard,” I requested.

Phoebe shouldered Ares aside with a glower when he went to put his hands around my waist. She lifted me up so I could see over the six-foot barrier. Lethal beartraps lay in wait, covering the entire yard. I saw a small woodshed backing up against the fence from the property behind Dodi’s rental house. “That should work,” I figured.

Vivian barked, then yelped when her captor hit her with the baseball bat again. “Shut up!” he snarled loudly enough for us to hear him. “You can’t save your mate. He’s a dead man walking.” He laughed nastily and we could all hear the craziness in his tone.

“I need to end this now,” Rocco said and strode towards the back of the yard.

Phoebe put me down and we hurried after him. “You need to climb onto the shed that’s facing the house,” I whispered.

Rocco halted and waited for me to catch up. “Why?” he asked.

“It’ll lift you up high enough to see directly into the kitchen,” I said. “Dodi keeps pacing up and down, passing in front of the window every few seconds. Vivian is tied to something and there are beartraps all around her. Dodi left just enough room for him to walk between them, as long as he’s careful.”

We climbed over a couple of fences to make our way to the shed. An old couple were inside the house behind us, watching TV in a room deeper in the building. Rocco hoisted himself onto the woodshed and lay down. It creaked beneath his weight, but held. “I wish I had a rifle,” he murmured as he aimed the pistol at the window.

“You’re only going to have one shot at this,” I warned him, standing on an upside-down metal bucket so I could see over the top of the fence.

“I know,” he said grimly. Blinds were covering the window, but they were open. He could just see enough to be able to make out Dodi when he strode past. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to make this a kill shot,” he confessed.

“I’ll help you with that by making Dodi stand still for a few seconds, if I can,” I said, concentrating hard on the insane kidnapper. “I’ll tell you when to shoot,” I added.

He nodded and went absolutely still. My team gathered behind me, watching in silence. Dodi was ranting at Vivian, completely unaware that he was being watched. Viv was growling at him in rage, snapping at him whenever he came too close to her. I waited for him to pace away, then return, then I seized hold of his mind. “Now!” I whispered as the shifter turned towards the window at my mental command.

Rocco took the shot and the silenced bullet shattered the window before hitting his enemy in the face. Dodi shouted in pain when his cheek torn open and blood sprayed from the wound. He staggered backwards and stepped on a beartrap. The shifter shrieked in agony when metal teeth closed around his calf and cut into him to the bone. Vivian barked in vicious joy and clamped her teeth around his other leg. Tugging hard, she pulled him off balance. I winced when he fell face first onto another beartrap. His screams cut off suddenly and Viv howled in victory.

“Did I kill him?” Rocco asked shakily.

“Sort of,” I hedged.

“What happened in there?” Phoebe asked, peering over the fence. At five-foot-nine, she didn’t need a bucket to stand on like I did. She just had to stand on her tippytoes.

“Rocco shot Dodi in the cheek and he stood on a beartrap,” I reported. “Vivian bit him and pulled him sideways. He fell and landed face first on another trap.”

“Ew,” Meredith said at the visual that conjured up. “How are we going to get past all the beartraps to rescue her?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Girard said and bent down to pick up a big rock out of a garden. He hurled it at one of the traps to set it off. His aim was exceptional and he hit the trigger right in the middle of the trap.

“That’ll work,” Ares said with a grin when the metal teeth snapped shut.

Everyone except me started throwing heavy rocks, since I couldn’t see over the fence without standing on the bucket. I climbed onto the woodshed to watch. “It’s clear,” I reported when they’d disarmed a path leading to the kitchen window.

Rocco vaulted over the fence and ran across to the house. He used the butt of the gun to clear the shattered glass out of the way.

Vivian shifted to her human form as he shoved his upper body inside the house. There were too many traps for him to try to enter the kitchen. “What took you so long, you big lug?” she asked in a mock annoyed tone.

“Your ribs,” he said in a pained tone, hanging half inside and half outside the window. “How badly are you hurt?”

“I’ll live,” she said with tears in her voice. She was too tough to let them fall. “Give me your shirt, so I don’t have to walk around naked,” she added. Her ribs were badly bruised even in her human form.

Rocco pulled out of the window long enough to strip off his shirt and toss it to her. She used a knife from a drawer to cut the rope that had been tied around her neck. It was attached to pipes under the sink. Pulling his t-shirt on, she allowed her mate to lift her onto the counter. He carried her across the yard, carefully retracing his route to reach us.

“Hey, guys,” Vivian said casually when he lifted her over the fence. Not much taller than me, she had a stocky build. Rocco’s shirt was long enough to offer her modesty, so she didn’t flash us all.

“Hey,” Phoebe replied. “Was your ex always a psycho?”

Vivian heaved a sorrowful sigh. “Dodi only cracked after I left him for Rocco. He’d deluded himself into thinking I was his mate. He refused to accept the truth when I ended our relationship.”

“I told you I should have killed him when he kept pestering you,” Rocco scolded her. She barely came up to his nipples, but she wasn’t the least bit intimidated. She knew how much he loved her.

“Yeah, well, he’s dead now,” Vivian said philosophically. “Thanks for coming to my rescue,” she said, encompassing us all with a glance. “How did you find me?”

“Harmoni is an alpha,” Rocco told her. “She has secret skills we can’t tell the others about. She took over Dodi’s mind just long enough for me to shoot him in the face.”

Viv turned to me with wide eyes. “Thank you, alpha,” she said and bowed her head. “Rocco and I owe you. We’re in your debt if you ever need us.”

“Call me Harmoni,” I requested, embarrassed by the attention. “You guys don’t owe us anything. You guard our lives on a daily basis and keep the orphanage safe.”

“Only because Omen pays us to,” she said. It didn’t bother her to be barefooted. She’d left her shredded clothes in the house and had no intention of returning for anything. “Now that we know we’re guarding an alpha, it changes things,” she added.

“I’m not an alpha shifter,” I reminded her.

“It doesn’t matter,” Girard said as we climbed over the fences to reach the neighbor’s yard again. “Shifters respect all alphas. It’s in our genes.”

“Isn’t Omen an alpha?” Ares asked.

Rocco snorted out a laugh. “The vampire thinks he is, but he’s not.”

“He’s just wealthy and powerful,” Vivian agreed. “Only master vampires are alphas.”

“None of us have ever met a master vampire,” I said, indicating myself and my friends.

“We have and once was definitely enough,” Rocco said with a grimace. I picked up that he and his mate had only been working for Omen for a decade. Before that, they’d done odd jobs wherever they could. Girard had recruited them after another mated pair had quit and took a job elsewhere.

“I’ve met a couple of master vampires,” Girard said. “They’re terrifying.”

“Do you know what happened to Omen’s master?” I asked. It was something I’d always been curious about, but hadn’t been game to ask Omen.

He shook his head. “That isn’t a topic our boss wants to discuss,” he warned me.

I nodded and we continued our trek back to our minivan. Ares took the front passenger seat this time. Rocco and Viv took the back seat where he usually sat. They clung together, glad to be reunited. Phoebe wrinkled her nose at the kissing noises going on behind us, but she knew better than to make a sarcastic comment. 

We were all glad we’d managed to save Vivian and that she would be okay. The guards hadn’t had much to do with us in the past. From what I was picking up from the wolves, that was about to change. Few of them had been in a pack with an alpha before. Now that they knew I was a true leader, they were going to spread the word to the others.

I wasn’t sure how this would impact on us, or how Omen would react to it. With luck, he wouldn’t find out about it at all. An egotistical bloodsucker like him wouldn’t be happy to find out that one of his lowly employees was an alpha of any kind.
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Chapter Five
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HADES WASN’T THE TYPE of man to allow himself to panic. He remained in tight control even after learning that their headquarters had most likely been compromised by the specimen known as Harmoni. Erebus had made a stupid mistake when he’d fallen for her ruse, but it wasn’t the end of the world. The Octet owned many buildings in Athens and they’d simply relocated to another one.

“Are you sure we’ll be safe here?” Hera asked in a cranky tone. They were in the basement of their new headquarters. As always, their loyal guards lined the walls, wearing armor and carrying swords and shields. It was tradition for them to wear the medieval trappings of war from ages past.

“Erebus hasn’t been to this building,” Hades reminded her again. “The specimens can’t search every edifice in Athens if they come after us.”

“Of course they’ll come after us,” Poseidon said, frowning heavily behind his blank white mask. “The girl would have gleaned everything Erebus knows about us from his feeble mind.”

Hades rolled his eyes, making sure the self-styled god of the ocean didn’t see him. He was getting tired of their dramatics. “Omen might have taken the specimens beneath his wing, but he doesn’t have an army behind him to hunt us down,” he pointed out.

“Hades is right,” Aphrodite said in surprising agreement. She usually focused on frivolous things like clothes and parties. It was a reminder that she had a brain behind her carefree façade. “Harmoni and Ares don’t have the strength of numbers to fight us. All they have is a few random wolf shifters who are hired by Omen.” Just mentioning the vampire’s name made her tone turn sour.

“It would be foolish to discount Omen’s prowess,” Apollo reminded her, stroking his hand down his tie to straighten it. “He’s killed many of our hunters over the past four centuries.” 

“That leech needs to be eradicated,” Dionysus said with a scowl. “He’s gotten away from our predecessors too many times. He’s like a cat with an infinite number of lives.” He was slumped in his chair, fighting a terrible hangover. A fleeting thought that he should take it easy on the alcohol for a while flickered through his mind. He liked to party hard as often as he could, but he was no longer a young man.

“He can’t hide from us forever,” Persephone mused. “We have spies everywhere. Not even a creature as old and wise as him can remain beneath the radar indefinitely.”

“He’s done a pretty good job of it so far,” Athena pointed out. “Our plan to torture his whereabouts out of the specimens’ friends would have worked. The bloodsucker should have been dead by now. It’s frustrating that the creature has attained a new talent to use mind control.”

“Is it a new talent, or could Harmoni control humans all
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