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NIGHT FELL DURING THE long drive back to Augury from the airstrip. The unsettling sense of danger that had plagued me at the restaurant where we’d met with Kareem and Rivka was gone. Maybe it had been a byproduct of catching another glimpse of the horrors that were contained within the magic mirror.

“Are we going to talk about what we saw in Sunny Knight’s cursed mirror?” Noah asked as if reading my mind.

“How much do you remember, babe?” Meredith asked. “It was such a jumble that I only saw a few things that stood out.”

“It’s a bit of a blur,” her mate replied in a grim tone.

“I remember seeing blood, gore and bodies,” Phoebe said with a grimace. “I think it was the start of our war with Chaos.”

Ares shifted on his seat behind me. “Did you see me?” he asked, tone stiff with dread.

The demon shook her head. “I didn’t see anyone specific. It was like watching a camera pan across a battle scene.”

“That’s what I saw, too,” Girard said. “I thought the mirror was supposed to show us traumatic images of the people we know.”

“There could have been people we know in the casualties,” Meredith pointed out. “I didn’t get a close look at any of the fallen.”

“What about you, Harm?” my bestie asked. “What did you see?”

“The same as you guys,” I replied. “But there was more than just one battle. I saw a whole bunch of them. Some of the humans were wearing metal armor and were wielding swords.” I didn’t mention that the images were from our world and the other realm. Like Noah had said, it was all a bit of a jumble and hard to remember.

“I saw several fights as well,” Ares said. I glanced at him to see shadows in his eyes. Our gazes met and it went unspoken that we both knew our war would spill over to where our ancestors had come from.

No one could remember clear details of the visions we’d been shown. Our conversation fizzled out and Ares handed out more snacks. He’d become our designated junk food supplier when we went on our missions.

Florence was waiting for us when we arrived at the orphanage. She reached out to give me a mental knock to gain my attention. “Grandma wants to see us,” I informed everyone as Girard parked the minivan in the garage.

The wolves standing guard welcomed us back with smiles and waves. I felt their relief that we’d made it home safely. Sending back a pulse of greeting, I was rewarded with grins of pleasure. Our pack had grown by two while we’d been away. Kareem and Rivka were too far away for me to sense them, but they were still a part of our family.

“Is Omen home?” Girard asked, keeping his voice down as he glanced at the mirror I was carrying.

I scanned the building for the vampire. “He’s out at the moment,” I replied.

“The boss took a car into the city,” Vivian said, jogging over when she overheard us. She was on patrol near the east wing. “Did you know he hooks up with women when he goes out a few times a week?” she asked. “The car he uses always smells like sex, perfume and humans.”

“We’re aware of his private activities,” Girard confirmed with a grimace.

Rocco rounded the corner of the building, keen ears picking up on our conversation. It was too cold to stand out here for long, so I jerked my head for them to follow us inside. The snow would begin to melt soon and the flurries seemed to be over.

I waited until we were inside before speaking. “Omen has an addictive personality,” I said to Vivian to explain his frequent trips into the city. “His latest vice is hookers, which is why he goes trolling for sex so often.”

She burst into snickers, then realized I was serious. “He goes out searching for sex workers?” she asked in amazement. “That seems beneath someone as sophisticated and rich as he is.”

“He used to have expensive ladies of the night sent to his penthouse in a hotel,” Phoebe divulged with a smirk. “But he got a bit too rough with them and he was cut off.”

“Did he hurt them?” Rocco asked with a scowl. The wolf shifter hated violence against women.

I shook my head before he could jump to the wrong conclusion. “He bruised their wrists a bit when he fed from them, but none of them were maimed or anything,” I reassured him.

“What about the streetwalkers?” Vivian asked in concern. “Tell me he isn’t abusing them.”

“He’s not,” I replied. “He’s not about to put himself in danger by doing anything stupid.” Except for the one time he’d lost control and had murdered a woman near his hotel, I added mentally.

“What’s that?” Rocco asked, pointing at the relic that was tucked beneath my arm. Vivian was short and stocky and looked tiny next to her hulking mate. Rocco wrapped his arm around her and tucked her against his side.

“That’s trouble,” Ms. Portello said ominously as she left her den and ambled down the hallway towards us. Florence didn’t take her attention off the mirror that was covered in black cloth. She stared at it like it was a viper ready to attack. “A tin of freshly baked cookies is sitting on the counter in the kitchen,” she said to the two guards. “Why don’t you take it around to the other shifters standing guard?”

Taking the hint that she wanted to talk to us alone, the mated couple dutifully headed to the kitchen. We followed the witch into the living room and found coffee and snacks waiting for us.

“You must be psychic,” Meredith joked when she saw the beverages were still piping hot. We snickered as we took our usual seats.

“I take it your meeting with Kareem and Rivka went well?” Florence asked. She didn’t need to ask how our mission had gone, since the answer was sitting on the coffee table in front of me.

“They’ve joined our pack,” I told her. “They were reluctant at first, but the cloth fell off the mirror and we all caught a glimpse of the future.”

“What did you see?” she asked with a frown.

“War,” Ares replied. “We all saw one or more battles, but we didn’t see any of us or our enemies specifically.”

“Hmm,” she mused, picking up her teacup. Mischief chose that moment to leap up onto her lap, scaring her. She almost spilled her tea and glared at the purring animal. “I hate it when he does that,” she muttered as he made himself comfortable. “He always waits until I’m deep in thought before he jumps up and surprises me.”

“The mirror showed Harm a glimpse of my future as well,” Girard said as Brooke walked into the room. She’d been in the shower when we’d arrived. Her hair was damp as she sat next to her fiancé on the couch. They kissed and she snuggled against his side.

“What did you see?” the mystic asked me.

“I saw Orlando Vasquez murdering some of the females in his pack,” I said. “I also saw one of his pack members running out in front of our van and getting hit.”

“Did she survive?” Brooke asked in concern.

Girard nodded as he stroked his hand up and down her arm. “Yana is okay, but some of the other females didn’t make it. I challenged Orlando to a fight and killed him. My old pack will be safe from the demented alpha now.”

“Good,” Brooke said fiercely. “I’m glad you were able to get closure after what he did to your parents.”

His worry that she would be upset about him killing Orlando vanished. The vampire gave him unwavering support as a true mate should. Their kiss lasted longer this time, but no one ruined the moment by making a snarky comment. Our dad needed to reconnect with his mate after our harrowing trip to Maine.

Florence’s gaze returned to the covered relic. She hadn’t even glanced at the reflective center and she already looked as haunted as the rest of us felt.
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I KNEW FLORENCE WANTED to look into the mirror. It didn’t take a mind reader to figure that out, even if I’d been able to penetrate her mental shields. The artifact had an insidious power beyond the ability to see into the future. It had an irresistible draw. Even someone who should have known better couldn’t deny the urge to peek at it.

“Rivka is just as gorgeous as your vision hinted, grandma,” Phoebe said, drawing the witch’s attention to her.

“She’s recovering well from her ordeal in the Aion Corp labs?” Ms. Portello asked.

“The lioness is still far too thin, but Kareem has been supplying her with plenty of food,” Ares reported. “The vampire dotes on her like she’s his mate.” He cast an amused look at Girard and Brooke, using them as an example. The pair were clinging to each other like they’d been separated for weeks rather than just one night.

“Oh, they’ll end up mated,” Florence said in an offhand tone. “It’s as inevitable as Enoch and Phoebe becoming bonded.”

My bestie beamed at that knowledge, then her face fell. “None of us are going to have much of a future together if what we saw in the mirror comes true,” she said dourly.

That was the final straw for the mystic. She couldn’t take not knowing what the rest of us had seen. “I need to look at it,” she said.

Heaving a sigh, I knew she wasn’t going to be dissuaded. “I’ll let you take a quick peek, but I don’t want the others to look at it again. The rest of you will need to stand behind me.”

My tone was firm and didn’t invite arguments. A quick mental scan told me no one wanted a second look at it anyway. I assumed Ares was just as reluctant for another glance when he rose to move behind my chair with the others.

Florence took a gulp of tea and put her cup on the lamp table next to her chair. Mischief tensed when I picked up the mirror. His back arched and he hissed at the relic even before I held it up and removed the cloth. The cat leaped to the floor and hid beneath the seer’s chair, growling quietly.

Transfixed by the mirror, Florence stared at it in trepidation. I had a feeling she wasn’t seeing what the rest of us had seen. I let her look at the relic for only a few seconds before covering it again. She let out a ragged breath and sagged in her chair. Her heart wasn’t racing like when she had a vision, but her color wasn’t good, either.

“What did you see?” Meredith asked as everyone took their seats again.

Florence picked up her teacup, avoiding our eyes as she answered. “A battle against our enemies, like the rest of you saw,” she said.

Girard rubbed his nose, a sure sign she was lying, or being vague. We exchanged a look and I shook my head. The wolf didn’t call her out on it, since she was so reluctant to come clean. Whatever she’d seen had to be bad if she didn’t want us to know about it. From the way she glanced at me, I suspected she’d caught a glimpse of my fate.

Mischief emerged from hiding and slunk over to the fireplace. He collapsed onto his side and began washing himself.

“We should probably eat dinner,” Noah said, then stuffed an entire donut into his mouth.

“You’re so sexy when you have your mouth full, babe,” Meredith joked. He smirked, cheeks bulging like a chipmunk’s.

“That’s so gross,” Phoebe said with a mock shudder, pretending she hadn’t done the exact same thing herself once.

“How about I order pizza?” Girard offered.

Florence gave him a disapproving look, but she didn’t argue. The witch clearly wasn’t up to cooking for us all tonight. None of us could be bothered to slave in the kitchen, so pizza it was.

Girard ordered enough for us, but the rest of the guards had already eaten. One of the wolves delivered the pizzas to us when they arrived. He handed Florence a tin that had been depleted of cookies as well.

Omen returned home after we’d scoffed down our late dinner. His mood was high after his latest bout of sex with a stranger. The weather wasn’t as bad now and the hookers were returning to their jobs. He preferred a wide selection of women to choose from.

“The boss is in a good mood, so this might be a good time to give him the magic mirror,” I said.

“Are you sure we should let his pet warlock have it?” Ares asked.

“It would be a bad idea for us to keep it,” Florence said, giving it a covetous look.

That was enough to spur me to rise to my feet and pick it up.

“I’ll go with you, Harm,” Girard offered.

I motioned for everyone else to remain behind. A trip to the vamp’s office wasn’t high on their list of favorite things to do, so they were happy not to follow us.

Making sure the black fabric was in place, I left the wing with Girard at my side.

“What do you think Florence really saw in the mirror?” I whispered when we were in the main building.

Girard cast a look over his shoulder, but the east wing was out of sight now. “Something pretty bad,” he figured. “I just hope it wasn’t a vision of any of us dying.”

“Me, too,” I agreed with a shudder.

Omen was in his office and heard us coming. “Enter,” he said as Girard raised his fist to knock. The leech’s crimson irises were still large from drinking my blood before we’d left on our mission. They didn’t pulse with power anymore, though. He looked sated from his romp with a streetwalker. He also smelled like he’d just had a quick shower. “Ah, you’ve retrieved the magic mirror,” he said in a pleased tone, eyes going to the object under my arm.

“This thing is dangerous, boss,” Girard said, closing the door behind us. “We all saw visions of the future when the cloth fell off it,” he added as we took our seats.

Omen wasn’t the least bit concerned as he stared at it avidly. It was tempting to pry into his mind to see what he was thinking about. That would no doubt annoy him, since he could feel it whenever I peeked into his head now. It was best to leave him to his privacy. Upsetting the balance wouldn’t be a good idea. “Maybe I should see what all the fuss is about,” he suggested.

“We all saw war,” I said flatly. “Aion Corp is going to try to wipe out all non-humans soon. A lot of beings are going to die.”

He frowned at that news. Knowing war was coming was one thing. To have it verified in a vision made it all too real. “How soon are you talking about?” he asked.

“Probably at the end of May, boss,” Girard said. There was no point keeping it from him, even if Omen had no idea that Ares was the chosen champion of Chaos.

“So soon?” Omen murmured doubtfully.

“The witch we stole the mirror from was utterly insane,” I warned him. “She consulted it every day and saw horrible things happening to the people she knew. No one who owns this thing can remain sane for long.”

“The warlock who wants it needs to know just how dangerous it is,” Girard said gravely. “Ms. Portello told us we can’t keep it here because it’s too tempting.”

Omen nodded, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the artifact. “I’ll pass that on to the warlock,” he vowed.

“Be warned, Omen,” I said and he forced himself to meet my gaze. “No good can come of owning this mirror. It was created by someone evil and its sole purpose is to do harm.”

“Did you cast your spell on it to see into the past?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t need to. I can feel malevolence emanating from it.”

Come to think of it, the sense of doom felt a lot like the aura he used to emit before I’d bound him to me. If that wasn’t a true sign of evil, I didn’t know what was.

“I’ll notify the warlock that I have possession of the mirror,” Omen said in dismissal.

Girard heaved a small sigh as we left the office. “How long do you think it’ll take before he looks at the mirror?” he asked when we were a safe distance away.

“He’s probably looking at it right now,” I said with a scowl.
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OMEN SHRUGGED OFF THE warning his employees had given him. “I think I can handle one glance into an enchanted mirror,” he scoffed quietly. Still, it would pay to be cautious. Standing up, Omen rounded his desk and turned the mirror around to face himself. He braced himself with one hand on his desk, then removed the black cloth. Dark blue and with fancy gold accents, it was a masterpiece of craftsmanship. The mirror itself was surrounded by a wide wooden border that was shaped in elegant curves. It was about two feet long and eighteen inches wide.

Blank nothingness stared back at him. He couldn’t even see his reflection in the glass. “It’s broken,” he said with a scowl. He was about to cover it up again when misty clouds formed. Fascinated, he hesitated with the cloth clutched in his hand. Images appeared and he became ensnared.

The vampire watched as scenes of war unfolded in the mirror. He didn’t recognize anyone, but it was humans against non-humans. The scene changed just as he was about to look away in disinterest. A slender young woman was running for her life through a blizzard. Her long hair was strawberry blonde, with pink strands mixed in. She glanced back, blue eyes with glowing gold pupils wide with terror.

Omen saw a man launch himself at her. He was tall and had dark brown hair that hung to his shoulders. Moving so fast that he was just a blur, he grabbed hold of the girl with a snarl of triumph. His head darted forward and blood splattered on the snow, then the pair abruptly vanished, falling out of sight.

Snapping out of the trance he’d fallen into, Omen hastily covered the mirror with the cloth. He returned to his chair and sank down onto it, shaken by the vision. He’d had a glimpse of other beings in the storm as well. They’d been chasing after Harmoni, presumably with the intention of killing her. He didn’t need to see the attacker’s face to know it was him. He’d recognized his own clothing as well as the shape of his body.

“I can’t let that happen,” he murmured shakily. He wasn’t sure what had happened after they’d fallen out of sight. He’d obviously snapped and intended to drain Harmoni. His addiction to her blood had to be to blame. She wouldn’t survive the attack if his craving sank its claws into him and took over his mind. Once she was gone, he would be doomed to suffer withdrawals, since the source of his vice would be gone forever.

“Surely, not everything the mirror shows comes to pass,” he said in desperation. But that was what he’d been told by the warlock who’d hired him to steal the artifact. There was no reason for his translator to lie. Doing so would cause Omen to cut ties with him. No one wanted an ancient vampire for an enemy.

Wishing he’d never caved into his curiosity, Omen took his phone out. The sooner he got rid of the relic, the better off he would be. The warlock answered after a couple of rings. “I have the mirror,” the vamp said after greeting the human.

“Excellent,” the warlock said with greed evident in his tone. “Is it intact?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Omen said ruefully. “I was warned by my thieves that the mirror is highly dangerous. The witch they stole it from went insane from consulting it on a daily basis. One glimpse was enough to prove to me just how dangerous this thing is. Apparently, it’s highly addictive and impossible to resist.” That was the impression he’d gotten anyway.

His tone got through to his translator. “I see,” the magic user said uneasily. “I’d hoped I could utilize it for my clients, but I have no wish to lose my mind. Perhaps it would be best to get rid of it.”

“That would be a wise choice,” Omen said, relieved that his translator was being reasonable about it. “I’ll have one of my employees destroy it, if possible. If not, they’ll make sure it won’t be a danger to anyone else.”

They ended the call and the vamp stared at the mirror broodingly. He was tempted to keep it for himself, but he was smart enough to realize it would only end up causing him trouble.

He called Girard, since his second in charge was the most levelheaded person he knew. “Can you return to my office?” he asked when the wolf answered.

“I’ll be right there,” Girard replied. He arrived a couple of minutes later and knocked.

“Enter,” Omen said.

Girard knew what had happened the moment he saw the bloodsucker’s drawn face. “You looked at the mirror?” he said almost accusingly.

“Yes and I sincerely wish I hadn’t,” Omen said wryly. “I just spoke to the warlock. I convinced him that this object is too dangerous to keep. He agreed that it should be destroyed or at least hidden somewhere that it won’t be a problem again.”

Relieved to hear that, Girard nodded. “I was hoping you’d come to that decision, boss,” he said in approval. “I’ll ask Ms. Portello how to get rid of it. If anyone will know, it’ll be her.”

Omen nodded in agreement, then swiveled his chair away, so he didn’t have to see the mirror being removed. He knew how easily he could become addicted to things. The relic was far too dangerous for someone like him. “I don’t want to know what you do with it,” he said. “Just make sure it leaves Augury.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Girard vowed. He left the room and closed the door behind him.

Letting out a sigh, Omen was glad to have the burden lifted from his shoulders. It would have been far too tempting to take daily glimpses into the future. The mirror had chosen to show him the worst possible scenario. He had no idea if either he, or Harmoni would survive the fall. For all he knew, they would both die. Maybe it would be for the best if they both perished. The girl was far too powerful for her own good. She could create an army if she realized her full potential. Omen couldn’t allow himself to become a lowly pawn. He’d rather die than be subjugated to another master’s will.

Self-pity for his unhappy life overwhelmed him as he brooded about his past. His father had been a monster of the human variety. Then Unvor had come along and had made him immortal. The trauma the vampire had inflicted on him had been far worse than anything his father had ever put him through. It had also lasted far longer.

“Harmoni isn’t like them,” he reminded himself. She might not be evil, but she still had power over him. He couldn’t stand the thought of being her puppet. What use was there in being alive if he couldn’t make his own decisions?

Girard’s prediction that the war would break out at the end of May had to be erroneous. It was unheard of for a blizzard to strike in May. Reassured that he had time to plan for whatever was coming, Omen turned to face his desk. He was glad to focus on something he could control, rather than on the chaos he’d glimpsed coming.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Four


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


I’D EAVESDROPPED ON Girard’s conversation with Omen by spying on the wolf’s mind. “Girard’s on his way back now,” I said to my team. I’d given them the gist of what was going on.

“I didn’t think Omen would willingly give up the mirror so easily,” Florence said in surprise.

“Whatever he saw shook him,” I figured.

“Maybe he saw all the hookers leaving Augury and he won’t have anyone left to hump,” Phoebe joked.

We were still snickering when Girard entered the living room. The mirror was tucked under his arm with the black cloth in place. “What did I miss?” he asked with a grin. My bestie repeated her joke and he dutifully smirked. “I’m sure Omen would find someone willing to sleep with him,” he said.

“He always was charming,” I agreed. Ares scowled at the reminder that I’d dated the vamp for a year.

“Are we going to destroy the mirror?” Meredith asked to get us back on track. She was eager to get rid of it, just like the rest of us.

“Can it be destroyed?” Noah asked.

We all looked at the witch for her verdict. Florence eyed it shrewdly when Girard placed it on the coffee table. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I can feel several strong enchantments on it. One feels like a protection spell.”

“Great,” Ares muttered. “Please tell me it isn’t going to attach itself to Harmoni like the snow and water globes.”

That thought hadn’t occurred to the rest of us and we exchanged worried glances.

“I sincerely hope not,” Florence said, appalled at the idea. “Why don’t we take it outside and see if we can dispose of it?”

Girard picked the relic up and we left the wing through the side exit. Several guards gathered around, curious about what we were up to. Rocco and Vivian were among them. “What’s going on?” Vivian asked.

“We were able to convince Omen that this object is too dangerous to give to his client,” Florence explained. “We’re going to try to destroy it.”

“Make sure you put it facedown,” I suggested when Girard looked for a good spot to place the mirror on the driveway. I didn’t want to risk us seeing any fresh horrors.

“Can we have some light, so I can see?” the witch requested.

Phoebe lifted her hand and flames blazed from her palm, lighting up the area. “I bet I can melt that magic mirror into oblivion,” she said speculatively.

“You might as well try it,” Florence agreed.

Girard made sure the mirror was facedown as he settled the artifact on the ground. He kept the black cloth, folding it neatly. “Just in case the mirror is protected by magic and we can’t obliterate it,” he said when I arched an eyebrow at him.

“Stand back,” Phoebe warned us as her other hand began to glow. She had supreme control of her abilities by now. One hand was alight with ordinary fire. The other one radiated heat so intense that it was hotter than lava. She aimed at the mirror and blasted it. We shielded our eyes from the glow until it faded a couple of minutes later. “Damn it!” the fire demon complained. “It isn’t even scorched!”

“Magic mirror one, us nil,” Noah said.

“I’ve got this,” Rocco said confidently. He ambled over to the lawn and picked up a rock the size of a bowling ball. We stayed back as he hefted it over his head, then threw it downwards as hard as he could. The rock bounced off the back of the mirror without leaving a mark.

“Magic mirror two, us still nil,” Noah said with an eyeroll.

“It probably won’t do any good, but I’ll try using magic on it,” Florence said. She cast a few spells designed to break through various enchantments and disintegrate objects, but none of them worked.

“Magic mirror three, us zero,” Noah said with a glum sigh.

“It was worth a try,” Ares said.

“Aren’t you going to try to destroy it, alpha?” Vivian asked.

My answer was a helpless shrug. “I don’t know any spells that can destroy magical objects. If grandma can’t get rid of it, then I doubt I’d stand a chance.” I might be able to clean up blood and dirt, but this was out of my scope of experience.

“If we can’t eradicate it, then we’ll have to make sure no one else can be harmed by it,” Brooke said.

“Do you have any suggestions?” Girard asked his fiancé.

“I do, actually,” the vampire said. “I think we should contact Enoch and get him to drop it deep into the ocean.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said with a grin.

“Does this mean I’ll get to see my man again?” Phoebe asked, hardly daring to hope.

“We’ll have to figure out a way to travel to the east or west coast,” I mused. “Maybe Omen will come up with another mission near the ocean for us.” By that, I meant I would nudge him into it, if I could. The last thing I wanted was for him to realize he was being manipulated.

“For now, we should seal it in a metal container,” Ares said.

“I have welding experience,” Rocco offered. “I’m sure I could hire some equipment and make a container for it.”

“I’ll help you,” Girard said. “We’ll take care of it first thing in the morning.”

“What are we going to do with the mirror until then?” Meredith asked.

“I’ll keep it in my bedroom,” I decided. “I’ll put it in the closet and chain the door shut so I won’t be tempted to take another peek at it.”

“Is it really that dangerous, alpha?” one of the guards asked.

“The relic shows traumatic visions of horrible things that will happen to the people you know and love,” Ares said. “The witch we stole it from went insane from using it every day.”

The guards stared at the mirror like it was going to flip over and inflict terror on them. “I’ll get a chain and a padlock,” the same guard offered. He loped towards the west wing where there were storage rooms for all kinds of gear.

Girard picked the mirror up again and covered it, then carried it to the north wing. Florence and Brooke headed back to their wing, since it was nearing the witch’s bedtime. The rest of us followed Girard. We didn’t have to wait long before the guard arrived. “Here you go, alpha,” he said deferentially, handing me a thin, yet strong chain. He gave me a padlock and the key as well.

“Thanks,” I said and he smiled bashfully before returning to his duties.

Our mentor placed the mirror in my closet so it lay facedown on the floor. “Do you need anything from in here?” he asked. I grabbed some clothes to change into in the morning, then he chained the door shut. “I’ll keep the key with me,” he said after securing it with the padlock.

“Thanks, dad,” I said and gave him a hug. “I feel a lot safer now.” It was a good idea for him to keep the key to lessen my temptation.

He hugged me back, then ruffled my hair like I was five years old. “Good night, kiddo,” he said, tucking the key into his pocket.

“Good night,” I replied, unsurprised when he embraced the rest of his adopted children as well. We’d had an unsettling past couple of days and we all needed a hug.

My sleep was restless when we went to bed a couple of hours later. The mirror reached out to me, trying to entice me to take it out of the closet. Again, my magic rose to counter the spell like it had when I’d breached Sunny Knight’s protection enchantment. It seemed the water globe had tweaked my innate magic. Glad that the orbs were watching over me, my mind became calm enough for me to fall into a deeper slumber.
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KAREEM AND RIVKA DIDN’T talk about what they saw in the vision the mirror had shown them. Instead, they drove home from their meeting in silence. Hungry, the lioness headed for the kitchen and the vampire followed her. He made them both coffee while she devoured an entire box of cookies.

“I thought Girard was in charge of the thieves,” Kareem mused as his guest foraged in the pantry for more snacks. She settled on a bag of chips.

“Harmoni is a strong alpha,” Rivka said, picking up her mug of coffee and leading the way to her favorite living room. He had three to choose from in his mansion.

“Is she stronger than you?” Kareem asked. They sat on different ends of the same couch, facing the large TV that was secured to the wall.

Rivka made a wry face and nodded. “I’ve never felt anyone with as much power as that young woman possesses. She’s not from any species I’ve ever met before.”

“Ares comes from the same species,” he said, ignoring the TV in favor of staring at the beautiful shifter. She was slowly becoming more comfortable around him. He behaved like a gentleman, determined not to overstep her boundaries.

“He’s very handsome,” she said and his gut tightened. “But I’ve never been attracted to blonds,” she added.

His gut unclenched and his sudden tension eased. “You were held captive by Aion Corp for eight weeks?” he asked delicately.

Rivka nodded, expression hardening at the change of topic. “I wish I’d slaughtered them all, rather than just a few of them,” she said, then tossed some chips into her mouth.

“Did they torture you horribly?” the vampire asked, trying to keep his tone even.

His guest shook her head. “Humans are strange creatures. The hunters murdered my entire pride without compunction, including the children. They shipped me to a lab and the doctors and scientists performed tests on me. I know they experimented on the other prisoners, but it was like they couldn’t bring themselves to mark my flesh.”

“They didn’t want to ruin your beauty,” he figured, then blushed slightly when she slanted a look at him. “How did you manage to slay some of them while you were held captive?”

“Men can be weak minded when they’re around attractive females,” she said with a scowl. “It’s forbidden for Aion Corp employees to engage in sexual intercourse with our kind, yet a few of them attempted it.”

Now his stomach churned. “Were any of them successful?” he asked, keeping his tone as calm as possible.

“Several men tried in the first lab I was taken to. It was easy to take them all out,” she said with a shrug. “The closest I came to being violated was in Dr. Saracini’s facility when I was strapped down constantly,” she added. “The surgeon stopped two guards just before they could molest me. I wanted to kill him when I had the chance, but I owed him.”

“Beauty like yours must feel like a curse sometimes,” he said, caressing her flawless face with his eyes.

Rivka chewed another handful of chips before replying. “Good looks don’t mean as much as a good heart does,” she pointed out. “The most handsome men also tend to be the most arrogant. I prefer men with character over pretty males with empty hearts.”

“You just described an acquaintance of mine,” he joked.

“Who might that be?” she asked.

“Omen, Girard’s employer.”

“The vampire?” she surmised. He’d filled her in on Girard Malnar’s team, what little he knew of them.

“Omen and I were friends once,” he said. “But friendships rarely last between our kind.”

“Why is that?” she queried in fascination.

“The older we get, the less tolerance we have,” he said with a shrug, being evasive.

Rivka knew he wasn’t being completely truthful. She could smell his change of emotions. The vampire’s scent was faint, but her senses were acute enough to detect it. She knew he was attracted to her, but he was deliberately keeping his distance. Neither of them were used to spending so much time with someone from a different species. She had no money and nowhere else to go, so she would have to stay with him for now.

“Is there something on your mind, Rivka?” Kareem asked, noticing her gaze had gone far away.

“I need to hunt,” she replied. “Do you think you could take me to the woods when I feel up to it?”

“Of course,” he replied. “There’s a forest a few miles from the city. Shifters often hunt there, so it should be safe.”

“Wolves?” she figured.

“Also hyenas and a few other species,” he said. “When would you like to go hunting?”

“In a few days,” she replied. “I probably won’t be strong enough to hunt for long yet.”

Kareem inclined his head in agreement. She was filling out, but she wasn’t back to her full strength. They watched TV for a few hours before the lioness retired for the night.

It was strange to have a woman living in his home. Kareem’s hearing was so acute that he could hear her in the shower. He imagined what it would be like to step under the flowing water with her, then shook himself out of the fantasy. The shifter deserved to be treated with care and respect, two things she’d been missing from the men she’d met throughout her life. He had the distinct impression that she’d never been in love. It was a shame that someone so beautiful hadn’t found a true mate.

Rivka was hyperaware of Kareem. She could feel the link Harmoni had forged between them. It would have been intolerable to live with an alpha who outranked her. As it was, she could barely stand the fact that the girl had power over her.

Kareem felt the same way. He was good at hiding his emotions, but not good enough. They were both chafing at the thought of a stranger being their alpha and master. It united them and strengthened the bond that was forcing them together.

The lioness dried her hair, then climbed into bed. It was rare for her to take a lover. Male lions were highly territorial and she hadn’t found anyone who matched her strength of will. The only men she’d slept with had been from other prides.

Peopled tended to think she was in her twenties, since alphas aged slower than most. In truth, she was in her eighties. Kareem was several centuries older than her and he wasn’t even a shifter. He had an antiquated charm that she found very attractive. The thought of sleeping with someone from another species had never occurred to her before. She wondered what it would be like to have sex with a vampire. Would he lose control and sink his fangs into her while they fought for supremacy? A shiver of desire danced along her spine. Maybe he would be able to hold his own and not cave into her alpha power like the other men she’d been with had.

Kareem listened to the lioness as she tossed and turned. He needed to feed, but he waited until she settled into a deep sleep before he slipped outside. Human blood wasn’t as powerful as shifter blood, but he wasn’t about to ask Rivka if he could feed from her. The poor woman had been through enough. He wanted her to feel safe and welcome, rather than to feel indebted enough to let him drink from her veins.

His fangs elongated at the mere thought of drinking from the lioness. No woman had ever had this effect on him before. He’d loved several vampire females long ago, or had felt deep affection for them anyway. It had sustained him during the torture he’d suffered at Aion Corp hunters’ hands three centuries ago. It had been a very long time since he’d bothered to have a relationship. They always ended badly. Shifters mated for life, which was a foreign concept to most vampires. If he were lucky enough to have a woman like Rivka by his side, he would treasure her for eternity.

Ensnaring a woman who’d returned home from a late shift at work, Kareem drank from her, wishing she was the feline who was currently asleep in his home.
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ROCCO WELDED A METAL box around the magic mirror, so no one could break it open, at least not easily. Once the job was done, Phoebe called Enoch to ask a favor of him. She mentioned we needed to dispose of a dangerous object. He agreed to take care of it, as long as they could spend the night together.

A few days had passed since then and the demon was still excited. “How are we going to get Omen to send us on a mission near the coast?” she asked.

“For the tenth time, I’ve been trying to infiltrate his dreams and give him a nudge, but he keeps waking up,” I said in exasperation.

“Phoebe is desperate to hump the merman again,” Meredith said with a smirk.

“It’s not my fault he’s a sex god,” my bestie said defensively. “How would you like to go without humping Noah every five minutes?”

“It would suck,” Noah replied for his mate and slung his arm over her shoulders. “I wouldn’t last a week without Meredith in my bed.”

“Same,” she agreed, snuggling against him.

Ares was getting a checkup from Brooke in the east wing and was missing out on our banter.

A mental tug came from one of the wolves who was guarding the gate. I zeroed in on her and read her thoughts. She felt me and opened her mind. “A wolf shifter just turned up,” I informed my friends.

“What do they want?” Phoebe asked.

“He’s ratting out a pack of rat shifters,” I said with a smirk. My humor vanished when I listened in. “It looks like we’ve got another enforcer job,” I said with a grimace. I used my bond with the guard to notify her we would take care of the problem. She relayed that to the visitor and he left.

We’d finished training early, so Ares could visit our resident doctor. Girard was still in the west wing, training with some of the wolves. I sent him a nudge through our link to draw him to us. “Dad will be here in a minute,” I told the others.

“What’s going on?” Meredith asked.

Ares didn’t show up on my radar like everyone else, but Girard was with him and they were coming this way. I held my finger up to delay answering the question.

“How are you feeling, Ares?” our guardian asked as the pair reached the third floor.

“I’m fine,” Ares replied, yet he sounded a bit down. “Brooke increased my dose of sedatives a bit more,” he said. He hated feeling sluggish, but it would help slow down the iron poisoning.

They entered the movie room and I stood up. “A wolf just came to visit us,” I explained now that we were all gathered together. “A pack of rat shifters is running an illegal gambling ring.”

“What sort of gambling ring?” Girard asked, picking up on my distaste.

“Dogfights,” I said.

All three wolves snarled at that news. Meredith and Noah shot to their feet, ready to get moving immediately. Phoebe rose as well, but she didn’t feel the same instinctive rage. “What sort of dogs are they using in their fights?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” I replied as we headed downstairs. “The wolf just passed on the message that dogfights were going on and gave the guards an address.”

“What’s the address?” Girard asked when we reached the minivan. I gave him the details, changing our appearances and masking us and the vehicle with a spell. The ability to hide us from electronic surveillance and from being noticed had come in handy many times now.

Ares reached into the cargo area to grab the duffel bag full of our weapons. He handed them out as Girard drove in grim silence to an industrial area. Warehouses surrounded us by the time we reached our destination.

“It’s too quiet,” Girard said as he stopped near the warehouse the rats used. “No one is here yet,” he surmised.

“Let’s hide the van somewhere, so we don’t scare them away,” I suggested. “They probably won’t start the fights until after dark.”

It didn’t matter that our scents would be detectable. All kinds of non-humans frequented the dogfights. Girard parked behind a nearby warehouse and we waited for the rodents to appear.

Phoebe’s stomach started growling an hour later. Meredith snickered at the gurgling noise, which set me off. Girard turned to glare at us, making us giggle even harder. Ares solved the problem by handing out cookies. “I stashed an emergency tin in the van,” he said with a smug grin.

The snack tided us over until the sun went down, but it wouldn’t last forever. It was a relief when we heard vehicles approaching a few minutes later.

“Here we go,” Noah said in anticipation as we climbed out of the van.

Girard was armed with his three usual handguns and his beloved machete. The rest of us had swords and knives. Phoebe carried her spiked club. I could easily take control of the rat shifters if I had to, but the wolves were spoiling for a fight.

“What’s the plan, dad?” I asked, deferring to Girard, since this was personal for him.

“We’ll move closer, but wait for the crowd to arrive,” he decided. “There’s no point in shutting the gambling ring down unless there are plenty of witnesses. More idiots will start up another dogfighting ring if we don’t make it clear that this won’t be tolerated.”

Barks, snarls and growls came from the animals that were caged in the back of several vans. Spectators and gamblers began to arrive and parked near the warehouse. Dozens of non-humans and even some humans poured into the building.

“Let’s go,” Girard said as the cages were removed from the vehicles.

We followed him to a side entrance of the warehouse. I scanned the crowd and picked up that the humans were aware of who was running the ring. They didn’t care that shifters were in charge. They just wanted to see the poor canines tearing each other apart.

The building was large, but mostly bare. A ring had been created in the center, made out of corrugated iron sheets. Ares and I didn’t want to get close to the makeshift bleachers the spectators were standing on just yet. We hung back a bit as our friends moved closer. Too much iron sapped our strength and made us ill. Ares was already suffering from having the metal in his body as it was.

At Girard’s nod, I readied myself to ensnare the crowd. Our mentor whistled loudly as a rat shifter was about to order the fight to begin. The shrill noise cut through the cacophony and heads turned in our direction. “On the order of Omen, this dogfighting ring is hereby closed down,” Girard announced. I scrubbed the humans’ memories of our employer’s name so it wouldn’t inadvertently get back to Aion Corp. Our kind knew better than to spread his name around.

The rat shifters exchanged glances, then reached for the guns that were hidden beneath their clothing. They knew who Omen was, but they were making too much money to let him shut them down without a fight.

Girard roared in fury and went on the attack. Meredith and Noah were right behind him. I used mind control to force the rodents to toss their guns aside. Phoebe, Ares and I waded into the fray. We used our fists rather than our weapons. The spectators made a run for it before they could get drawn into the battle. I instilled an order for them not to attend any further fighting rings as they fled.

Pummeling the leader of the ring to the ground, Girard pointed his machete at the rat’s face. “Either obey Omen’s orders, or I’ll chop your head off right now,” he snarled.

“Okay!” the rodent squealed in terror. “We’ll shut the dogfights down! I swear we’ll never pit animals against each other again!”

To make sure of that, I instilled the order into their minds. “Take the animals to a shelter and donate money to pay for their care,” I said coldly, disgusted with their low behavior.

“We should chop them apart,” Meredith growled, crossing to a cage to stroke the head of a shivering pit bull. The dog was new and didn’t have any scars yet. The poor thing was terrified. “No animal deserves to be treated like this,” she said with a scowl.

Ashamed of themselves for torturing the canines for profit, the rat shifters would have to find a new way to make a living. Thanks to my talents, they would never cage animals and force them to fight each other ever again. My friends and I had been held prisoner and had been experimented on, so we felt empathy for the dogs.

“Will they take the animals to shelters straight away?” Girard asked as the rodents began moving the cages back into the vans.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “No one who came here tonight will ever be a part of anything like this again.”

“I wish it was that easy to eradicate all of these sick, twisted rings,” Girard muttered, then herded us back to the van so we could return home. We weren’t paid for jobs like this, but they were important. We needed to ensure non-humans kept a low profile in Augury. Aion Corp would sweep through here with hundreds of hunters if they knew how many of our kind occupied the city. They would purge us from the place all over again.
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TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED since the unknown vampire had broken the lioness out of Bertram Saracini’s facility. Not even Hades knew who the bloodsucker was, according to Phanes. The initial panic from the staff had died down when there hadn’t been any further incidents.

Bertram had made very sure there wouldn’t be another escape attempt by any of his specimens. Phanes had arranged for more shifters to be delivered to the cells. His team was nervous as they waited for the bear shifter to be wheeled to the operating theatre.

“I can’t get over how lucky I was,” the anesthetist said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Who thought a toothache would end up saving my life?”

Everyone had heard him repeat this so many times that it was bordering on annoying by now.

“Are you sure this specimen is properly sedated, Dr. Saracini?” the head nurse asked nervously.

“I’m positive,” Bertram replied. “As per my instructions, each cell has been fitted with new equipment. A scan will show us their brainwave activity. Alphas won’t be able to pretend to be unconscious in the future.” He’d tested the equipment on the new batch of shapeshifters that had been brought in. One was an alpha wolf. The scans had proven to be highly accurate.

“It’s a wise move to have all vehicles examined before anyone can enter or leave the grounds now,” another staff member said. “Using mirrors on the ends of poles to check beneath them is a brilliant idea.”

Dr. Saracini nodded, taking the credit even though the head of security had come up with the idea. “I’m not sure how the vampire discovered our location, or how he knew the lioness, but I assure you, there won’t be another breach like that,” he said to his team again.

“I knew she was bad news,” his backup surgeon muttered. “We should have operated on the lioness first instead of last.”

Bertram had heard variations of that admonishment too many times. He wished she’d never been brought to his facility at all. Too many people had died on that horrible day. Guilt weighed on him heavily that he’d been too soft on the beautiful creature. She’d been terrifying, yet also majestic in her savagery when she’d morphed into her animal form. His close brush with death still left him feeling shaky inside.

Four guards transported the specimen from the basement to the operating theatre this time. They remained in the room with their guns trained on the shifter. Heavily sedated, the bear didn’t stir as a guard removed his restraints. The patient already wore a gown rather than white pants and a shirt this time. They were usually changed in their cells rather than the operating room. There hadn’t been enough time to go through their usual routine when the lioness had been brought upstairs. Phanes’ command to have her in the theatre within the hour had upset their normal schedule.

The medical staff stayed a safe distance away as the specimen was moved to the operating table. Only when he was strapped down did they approach and begin the procedure. All four guards remained in the room, staying near the walls so they were out of the way. Every precaution was taken to make sure no one would be harmed again, including the bear’s hands being strapped down and covered so he couldn’t claw anyone to death.

Bertram took a few deep breaths to calm himself before commencing the surgery. It was a routine procedure and nothing went wrong. He knew it would take several operations before his team would feel safe again.

Phanes had supplied him with more hearts from shifters who’d outlived their usefulness. They were shipped to the facility from labs all over Europe. State of the art equipment kept them viable so they could be used on Dr. Saracini’s specimens.

Replacing the bear’s heart with a wolf shifter’s organ, the inevitable happened as soon as an artery was attached. His crew was adept at minimizing the mess as the patient went into a seizure. The equipment was rolled away and a towel was placed over the specimen’s chest. It soaked up the blood until the creature expired.

“Good work, everyone,” Bertram said. “I’m glad to have such talented, dedicated staff working with me on such an important mission.”

His praise was enough to bolster their confidence, just as he’d intended. Making them feel important was necessary to remain a cohesive unit. He couldn’t operate on the non-humans alone.

“The new security measures make us all feel far safer, Doctor Saracini,” the head nurse said in a grateful tone.

“I apologize for not being thorough enough previously,” he said ruefully. “We’re all still learning how to deal with these monsters, since we’ve only worked on humans in the past.”

“Phanes should have warned us to take better precautions,” his backup surgeon said, then winced. It wasn’t wise to speak out against the upper echelon of Aion Corp. He glanced at the observation room above them and let out a relieved breath when he saw it was empty.

“We know better now,” Bertram said as they removed their scrubs.

His superior had warned him, but no one had expected any of this to happen. At his nod, the guards wheeled the dead shifter from the room. There was no need to examine the corpse. The doctor had learned everything he possibly could from his specimens by now. The operations were just a means to keep his skills sharp until Ares was finally recaptured and returned to him.

It was a relief to head to his office and take a shower. The surgeon needed some time alone after dealing with his staff all day long. He’d had so many meetings with them lately that he hadn’t had any time for anything else. Now that the facility was secure, he hoped everything could return to normal.

“Who was that vampire that rescued the lioness?” Dr. Saracini muttered when he took a seat at his desk. “How did he know where she was and who sent him to find her?” They were questions he’d probably never receive an answer for. He’d contemplated moving to a new facility, but that would mean he would have to have all of his staff retired again.

Bertram felt exhausted at the prospect of having to set everything up in a new location. The thought of training a new crew wasn’t something he wanted to contemplate. Phanes had agreed with him that it probably wasn’t necessary to pack up and move again. With his superior backing him, he felt confident that the occurrence had just been random. It was unlikely that either of the non-humans would return to exact vengeance on them. Or so he hoped.

“They would have slain us all before leaving if they’d wanted us dead,” the surgeon reassured himself. Still, he carried a gun whenever he was alone now. He didn’t feel safe when he was coming and going from the facility. It was worse at night. Bertram jumped at shadows, terrified the scarlet-eyed vampire was coming for him.

The surgeon checked his watch and saw it was only an hour until nightfall. In the past, he worked long into the night on his reports and paperwork. Now, he took it home with him. His house didn’t have the same heavy security as the facility, yet he felt far safer there. No one knew where he lived, so the creatures wouldn’t be able to track him down.

“Unless they follow me home from here,” Bertram murmured as he gathered up his paperwork and placed his laptop in its case. Carrying the heavy burden to the elevator, he was relieved to see guards on patrol in the parking lot. Most of the staff had left, with only the night crew remaining. All of the cells were guarded night and day. He was only a phone call away if anything went wrong again. If it did, he hoped he wouldn’t be in the facility when disaster struck next time.
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A WEEK HAD PASSED SINCE we’d stolen the magic mirror and it was still haunting the orphanage. Omen hadn’t given me an opportunity to slip into his mind yet. He woke up every time I tried to infiltrate his thoughts. The relic was making it worse, since it called to everyone except Ares and me. Ares was resistant to mind control, which was lucky. It would take far stronger magic than that to override his will. One of the orbs had boosted my mental protection, so it couldn’t influence me either.

“We have to get rid of that mirror, Harmoni,” Florence said as we took our seats in the living room in the east wing. The witch had cooked dinner for us all as an excuse to bring us together. She’d waited until after our meal to broach the subject.

“I know,” I said, picking up on her stress. Mischief felt it as well and jumped up onto her lap.

“It’s going to drive us all nuts soon,” Phoebe muttered. “I keep dreaming about it.”

“So do we,” Meredith said, nudging her mate. Noah nodded in agreement.

“Everyone is dreaming about it,” Girard said. “Even the wolves who didn’t see it feel compelled to find it.”

“It’s just as well I figured out how to use my bond with my pack to keep everyone out of my bedroom,” I said wryly. We’d caught the guards trying to sneak up to our floor a few times. They had no idea what they were doing and were confused when we chased them back out.

“I’ve got an idea,” Ares said. “But you’re not going to like it.” He directed that comment at everyone except me.

“You’re right, I don’t like it,” Girard said with a scowl.

“We haven’t even heard his idea yet,” Brooke said with a fond smile at her mate.

“Does it involve the two of you going off on a harebrained scheme?” our mentor asked.

“Pretty much,” Ares confessed.

“What’s your idea?” I asked, just as mystified as everyone else.

“You said Omen’s mind is locked down tight and he senses it whenever you try to pry,” he said. I nodded in confirmation. “I bet he can’t keep his mind shielded when he’s with one of his hookers,” Ares added.

I grinned slyly, but Girard shook his head. “No. No way,” he protested. “You two aren’t going to sneak around Augury, following Omen around when he’s on the prowl for sex.”

“I can’t take any of you guys with me,” I pointed out. “The mirror has wormed its way inside your heads. It might be able to force you to warn Omen and ruin Ares’ plan.”

Scowling even harder, Girard muttered something beneath his breath. “How do we know we can trust you not to do anything stupid?” he asked.

“Watching our boss get naked with a prostitute isn
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