
        
            
                
            
        

    


Triple Trouble 10

The Fire Road

Elain’s realizing that, as head of the Triad, she must carefully balance her personal life with her higher calling. She’s learned the hard way that she can’t save everyone, nor should she. Sometimes, that means allowing painful things to happen and keeping dark secrets from those closest to her. 

But Goddess help anyone who tries to harm her loved ones. 

Ain, Brodey, and Cail are slowly learning to trust Elain to do her job in her new role, especially as they understand just how powerful she’s become. It doesn’t mean they like it, though. Especially now that she’s pregnant with twins. 

Unfortunately, the greater good and countless lives are at stake. While Elain, Lina, and Mai struggle to break through the blockage clouding their visions, unseen dark forces are amassing. Now the key to their survival—and their happiness—relies on Elain walking that fire road alone. 

And it’s going to be a bumpy ride. 
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 PART I: BACK STREETS AND ALLEYS

 

 

Chapter One



 Sorta-kinda  the  here  and  now,  a  little  ways  in  the  future,  but  bear  with  us.  Hey,  breaking  the  fourth  wall  and  parallel

 timelines were good enough for  Deadpool.  Just don’t expect a Stan Lee cameo. Or can you…



Elain  stood  in  the  middle  of  her  parents’  backyard,  eight  men  surrounding  her,  their  guns  drawn.  Every  sense  was

heightened, every sound, every scent—she could even taste the air on her tongue. More than just her Alpha lupine shifter senses

kicking in. 

This was  her, the head of the Triad. 

She knew all the others here were now safe, and that was after she poofed Lina, Mai, Zack, Jasper, her mom, and all the

children up to Lacey’s. 

 Eight against  me . 

A serene smile filled her face. 

 Sucky odds for them. 

One of the men spoke, the one who smelled most like a cockatrice. “You’re surrounded, lady. Just tell us where the baby

is, hand him over, and we’re good to go. The little boy. Born in February.” 

“I’m not surrounded,” she said, still smiling at them. “I’m just in a target-rich environment.” 

He snorted. “There are  eight of us,” he said. “And only  one of you. This won’t end well.” 

“Exactly.”  Elain kept her arms spread, with her wrists bent and her palms facing the men.  Slowly turning, she quickly

memorized each face. “Y’all should have worn red.” 

He let out a scoffing laugh. “You done yet?” 

“As the Goddess is my witness, I’m only getting started.” 

“Look, lady. We can tell you aren’t armed. We have   guns. Make this easy on all of us and just tell us where the baby is. 

We  didn’t  sign  on  to  hurt  or  kill  anyone,  especially  women  and  kids.  Double  especially  a  pregnant  woman.  We’re  just

supposed to find that baby and reunite him with his birth family.  This doesn’t have to end badly for you.  We’ll take the kid, 

leave, and we’re gone for good. We don’t want trouble.” 

After Elain completed her slow pivot she stopped, facing the man who’d spoken. “Well, then,” she softly said. “I guess

it’s just your unlucky day, because it’s too late for that. You didn’t even wear your brown pants.  Tsk. This’ll get ugly.  Take  out

your phone. The rest of you  don’t move.” 

“What the—” Unable to fight her edict, he stared in fear as his left hand, which had been empty, reached into his back

pocket and pulled out his phone. 

The rest of the men in the circle started to exclaim when they realized they couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but talk. 

“Turn on the video camera and  film this.” 

He did. 

“Look, Ma. No guns, no rounds.” She broadly smiled, turning her hands palms up and showing they were clearly empty. 

“Click-click-boom.  Everybody…falls…down.” 

Without  taking  her  focus  off  the  man  holding  the  phone,  and  while  staring  directly  into  the  phone’s  camera  lens,  she

began snapping the fingers of her left hand. Starting with the guy directly behind her, Elain made his skull implode, then quickly

worked her way back and forth across the circle until all were dead save the lone man filming it. 

At which point, he was obviously—and understandably—a tiny bit freaked out. 

“Shit! No, nononono! Shit  shit  SHITSHITSHIT! What the  hell are you? Jesusfuckingchrist,  WHAT THE FUCK?” A dark

spot formed on the front of his jeans as he pissed himself in terror. 

Elain brought her hands forward, palms toward him. “Drop your gun.” 

He found himself doing just that, even as a low, keening wail of terror erupted from him. 

“What… what the  fuck? Holy christ, lady, please, let me go. I swear you’ll never see me again!” 

She offered him a kindly smile. “Well, you’ve got part of that right. No one will  ever see you again.” 

She stepped forward, wrinkling her nose in disgust against the sharp smell of his piss and the fact that he’d also just shit

himself. She reached up with her right hand and grabbed him by the throat. 

His carotid pulse galloped under her fingers like a panicked horse. It was all she could do not to puke at how scared he

was, the feeling washing through her. 

“Who sent you?  Answer.” 

“I  don’t  know  his  name,  I  swear!  I  swear  on  the  Dark  Ones,  I  don’t  know !  We  were  hired  through  an  anonymous

connection on a TOR network, and he calls and texts us from a burner phone.” 

“What about Aliah?” 

“Who?” 

“The woman. The birth mother of the baby you’re looking for. What about her?” 

“I don’t know about any woman, I swear! Please, let me go!” Tears rolled down his cheeks. “We’re supposed to meet

this guy in Georgia once we have the baby. He texted me the address. That’s all I know!” 

He was telling the truth. That was  all he knew, unfortunately. 

Too bad for him. 

He was still holding the phone and filming with it. Elain plucked it from his hand. Speaking directly into it with a light, 

conversational tone, she smiled. 

“Whoever this is, I will find you. And when I’m finished with you, you’ll  wish I’d killed you as quickly as I killed these

assholes.” She released the guy, stepped back out of the splash zone, and turned the camera to face him. 

“No, please, plea—” Elain snapped her fingers. 

His head exploded. 

She turned the camera around again. 

“I hope I’ve made myself clear,” she said. “Because if I haven’t, let me reiterate—you are a dead man walking as of this

moment. You came onto our land and threatened ours. Consider this an official declaration of war, asshole. One that you cannot

win.” 

She switched the camera off and tucked the phone into her back pocket. She would pull the video off it and run it through

editing software to hide her face and change her voice, in case the fucker was stupid enough to release it to others when she

sent it to him via the guy’s phone. 

Last  thing  she  needed  was  for  the  cockatrice  to  go  full  monty  and  broadcast  the  video  live  to  the  world  and  send

militaries, governments, and scientists after them. 

If Elain doctored it and hid her identity, anyone who watched it—other than her intended recipient—would think it was

some sort of horror short or independent flick or a publicity stunt. 

That left the bodies to deal with. She didn’t want her men—or anyone else—to see them. 

Not even Lina and Mai. 

 A girl needs to have a few secrets. 

It took her only a couple of minutes to search their bodies and gather all their wallets, guns, extra ammo, phones, and

other assorted items into a pile in the center. 

Closing her eyes, Elain held out her hands again and instinctively began to chant. As she did, she realized with a calm

sense of peace settling over her that all the events that had led her to this moment had prepared her for this impending war. 

All her guilt, her second-guessing disappeared, a huge weight rolling off her shoulders. 

 Ryan was right. 

As the wasabi-in-her-veins sensation rose, the bodies disappeared with a soft, gentle  pop of the air rushing into place. 

She opened her eyes.  The shifters might be able to smell where the bodies had been, but whatever mythical cornfield

held that meth house also now held the bodies. 

With a sigh of relief, she started to gather the wallets and cell phones and other items. They would have a long day of

work ahead of them trying to figure out where the assholes were sent from, and who sent them. Not to mention they’d need to

get ahead of things and send a group to Georgia to catch the fucker who’d hired them. 

 And I can’t even have a drink because of the double burritos of doom. 

Chapter Two



 Let’s  skip  back  to  the  past  and  answer  some  questions  we’ve  had  for…a  while.  Starting  with  this  one:  Where  does  evil

 come  from?  Sometimes,  it’s  carefully  cultivated,  built,  nurtured.  Even  when  it  stands  in  isolation  for  a  long  time  it  can

 spring forth to claim its vengeance. It also rarely exists in a vacuum…



Their numbers had thinned a little during the treacherous crossing of the great ocean, but that didn’t deter them. 

The way they looked at it, it meant those people were weak, not worthy of the faith the Dark One had placed in them for

this journey. Not worthy to pass their blood along to the next generation. 

To start anew, to colonize a great land. 

To reach it before the cursed wolf and dragon shifters could claim it. There were other races that bedeviled them, but

the wolves and dragons were the worst. 

They would establish their own kind in such great numbers that they would undeniably be considered the rulers of the

New World. Without other shifter races or humans to taint their blood. 

Once they did that, they could return to the Old Country and claim their birthright there. 

The lands would be awash in the blood of their enemies when they did. 

They were three score and two strong when they landed on the new shore, a rocky coast with thick forests full of game

just waiting for them to take. They had brought seeds and other items with them, and perhaps they could coerce any indigenous

peoples to use as their slaves to raise crops and work their land. 

They would likely appear gods to the simple-minded people. 

At least, that was the plan. 

They were there six months and approaching their first winter when they realized there might be one small problem with

their plans. 

The indigenous peoples were far more in number than they’d anticipated. 

And instead of fearing them, the natives fought back. 

Fiercely. 

To be sure, they had captured and killed plenty of the natives already. Including live ones they’d used in the center of the

rocky altar they were in the process of constructing exactly how and where directed by the Dark One in their book, a place to

contact him and cross through the veil. It wouldn’t be finished until summer solstice, when they put the last rocks on the top, but

they had the base in place and had sanctified it. 

Unfortunately, the indigenous people weren’t submitting to them the way they’d anticipated. Not even the magick they’d

shown them seemed to incite fear. 

If anything, they were seen as evil and something the natives needed to exterminate. 

Which  proved  inconvenient.  Despite  the  cockatrice  having  powers  and  being  able  to  shift  into  cockatrice  form,  the

simple  humans  were  wily  and  fierce  hunters  who  didn’t  seem  to  care  if  they  were  slaughtered  if  it  meant  taking  a  few

cockatrice with them. Sheer numbers threatened to overwhelm them. 

They did manage to thin the native numbers somewhat with curses and other spells. Unfortunately, after coming into the

next  spring  with  their  numbers  down  by  nearly  half,  it  was  increasingly  looking  like  they  might  not  be  able  to  achieve  their

goal. 

As solstice approached and the construction was completed, they knew they needed a worthy sacrifice, one they could

use to call forth the Dark One to their realm. With his help, surely they would succeed? 

Unfortunately, the maiden they’d picked was the daughter of a chief who didn’t take kindly to her abduction. 

When  the  slaughter  ended,  the  chief  embraced  his  daughter  before  going  and  spitting  on  the  body  of  the  leader  of  the

demons. Then he picked up the knife and strange bundle the man had been carrying and took them as the spoils of war. 




* * * *

 

Not  everyone  had  gone  to  the  rock  pile  that  day.  When  the  rest  of  their  group  didn’t  return  by  dark,  the  two  mothers

who’d been left behind with newborns of their own and caring for the infants and babies of others made a decision. 

The one with another child, Ellwyne, left her newborn and young one behind set out in search of their group. Her mate

was out there, with them. 

She had to know. 

The mate of the other woman had already been killed by the natives two months earlier. 

It was late when Ellwyne finally discovered their bodies, not even scalped, strewn around the rock pile. Left out for the

vultures and animals to pick through. Searching, she found her mate and struggled not to scream, to cry for him. 

 I will not allow myself to grieve. 

Ellwyne would, however, seek vengeance.  Their group been caught by surprise, their shifters not even having time to

shift out of human form, those who were able to shift. 

Many of them had been younglings, not quite old enough for a full shift yet. 

The  bodies  had  been  picked  clean  of  weapons,  and  their  Grimoire  Lilitu  and  the  ceremonial  knife—which  had  been

passed down from children of the Dark One—were gone. 

Ellwyne  had  a  small  dirk  that  she’d  brought  over  with  her  from  the  Old  Country.  Tracking  the  progress  of  the  filthy

humans  had  been  easy  for  her  while  shifted  into  her  cockatrice  form.  She  stalked  them  back  to  their  camp,  where  they  were

celebrating their victory. 

It  was  too  easy  for  her  to  pick  off  the  sentinels.  They’d  grown  complacent,  certain  they’d  killed  off  the  remainder  of

their group. She went tent by tent and silently wiped out their numbers, sparing no one, not even children. 

She saved the chief for last. In his tent was where she found him, the selected sacrifice for the Dark One, and their knife

and  book.  Killing  the  chief  had  been  easy.  When  the  girl  screamed,  Ellwyne  shifted  back  into  human  form  and  attacked, 

punching  the  girl  until  she  fell  unconscious.  Then  she  gathered  up  their  people’s  things,  and  the  book  and  knife,  into  a  cloth

bundle so she could carry them. 

After binding the girl’s arms and wrists,  Ellwyne shifted and carried the girl back to the altar they’d lovingly built to

their race’s sire, dragged her to the top, and then shifted back. 

Using  the  book,  she  found  the  spell,  one  they  all  knew,  and  began  the  summoning  as  she  slowly  flayed  the  native  girl

alive, her blood soaking into the rocks, christening it, consecrating it to the Dark One. 

Before her, a shimmering light appeared, a small opening. 

 The veil! 

Ellwyne stood and turned, staring in awe at the Dark One. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

She stumbled over her answer. “Ellwyne, Dark One.” 

“Where are the others?” 

She shook her head. “Murdered by these primitives.” Now she allowed her tears to flow. “My mate, everyone. Only the

children and Ghaldrer and I survived. The others were ambushed.” 

“No men survive?” 

“No.” 

He held out his hand. “Approach, child.” 

She did, stepping through the veil. 




* * * *

 

It was late in the afternoon when Ellwyne stumbled out of the portal back to their altar. The body was still there, blood

dried, but Ellwyne barely noticed. 

She pressed her hands to her belly, wondering, amazed. 

The Dark One had picked her! 

She was to bring Ghaldrer and send her across. To protect and raise their young, to hide and stay safe from the natives. 

Pretend to be humans. And when their children were of age, to summon him there at the altar and send the girls through. 

To save their race. 

They were truly the chosen ones! 

After rolling the native girl’s body off the top of the altar, Ellwyne clutched the book and knife to her as she stumbled

back to their camp. Ghaldrer stood, her eyes wide. 

“What happened? You have been gone three days!” 

“Three?” 

“Yes!” 

She would have sworn it was only overnight, but maybe her grief had muddied her mind. 

After  telling  Ghaldrer  what  had  happened,  and  allowing  herself  to  grieve  for  her  mate,  Ellwyne  grabbed  her  friend’s

hand and pressed it to her belly. “Feel the fire within me! We are chosen!” 

It was the only thing that could possibly slake her grief. That the Dark One himself wanted  them to help save their race. 

To birth a newer, better one, one that could save them and rule the world. 

“When do I go?” Ghaldrer asked. 

“Now.” 

“What about my baby?” 

“I will nurse her.” 

“How will we survive? Just two of us and children?” 

“He  is  going  to  send  someone  to  help  us. A  midwife.  One  who  can  cross  through  the  veil  undetected.  They  will  help

guide and protect us.” 

The women embraced. “And then?” 

“He will let us know. But we are to protect the book at all costs. It is the only one in the New World.” 

“He does not want us to return to our old lands, then?” 

“No. He says we will rule here.” She smiled. “We will be queens.” 




* * * *

 

Nearly  four  days  had  passed  when  Ghaldrer  finally  returned,  stumbling  into  camp  and  collapsing,  her  belly  already

swelling. 

Ellwyne smiled down at her. “Did I not tell you?” 

Ghaldrer laid her hands on her belly, staring at the swell in wonderment. “But…it is so soon!” 

“Feel  the  fire  within  you,”  Ellwyne  said.  “That  is  true,  powerful  magick.”  She  grinned.  “And  we  have  no  wolves  or

dragons to worry about in these lands.” 

“He told me we need to be careful. Our midwife will be here within a couple of moons.” 

“Excellent. We’ll need her.” 

“He said time is different there. That it moves faster here on our world. When our females are old enough to be caught

with child, that we should bring them back here and summon him. But that once our midwife arrives, we need to move. Pretend

we are human women.” 

“What about the altar?” 

“He said it is safe. But he wants us away from the natives here. We cannot intermarry with the humans, though. If we end

up bred and caught by a human, we are to kill the baby. Sacrifice it on the altar for more power. That we’re only to allow pure

babies to survive.” 

Ellwyne nodded. “That makes sense. Did he say where to go?” 

“He said that the midwife will take us south and west. That there is a great river which will one day be important. He

wants us to live there and raise our nest there.” 

Ellwyne clasped Ghaldrer’s hands. “Do you know what this means?” 

“It means a long journey.” 

Ellwyne’s eyes looked lit from within. “It means exactly what we sought!” 

“But such a high price.” 

“Nothing good comes at small cost.” 




* * * *

 

The midwife had led them to their new home. Plenty of land, plenty of game, plenty of fish. 

Not many natives in their area. They were very careful not to piss the natives off, forcing themselves to trade with them, 

make peace with them. 

To never mention what had happened at the rock pile. 

Knowing that if they did, it would mean their deaths. The deaths of their children. 

The  midwife  would  disappear  for  weeks  at  a  time  before  returning,  but  their  children  had  all  survived,  and  both

women’s bellies were swelling with the lives growing within them. 

As it came time for Ellwyne, then Ghaldrer to birth, the midwife returned. “Stay here. Settle here. Both of you. I’ll return

when it’s time to take them back.” 

But…she didn’t return. And as the children grew, the youngest was nearly eighteen years old when a large earthquake

destroyed their home, trapping and killing their mothers inside. 

The children weren’t sure what to do with the knife and book they had. They’d been taught some of the legends by their

mothers, how they must keep their nature secret, where they’d come from. 

And that everything would be revealed to them when they were of age. 

So they all moved from the site, together, after burying their mothers, rebuilding not far away. Eventually marrying with

natives and white settlers alike, the book staying with the oldest boy, who became a man who was too busy trying to survive

and raise a family to focus on chasing old myths, even though he did keep and protect the book and pass it down to his eldest

son after telling him of their lineage…




* * * *

 

The Tanuki couldn’t find them. She knew she wasn’t far off from the timeline, that the oldest offspring, maybe even the

youngest,  should  be  ready  to  take  back  to  Boorman  for  breeding.  But  when  she  found  the  old  ruins  of  their  homestead  she

realized she’d fucked up. 

And the asshole wasn’t exactly a forgiving kind of guy. 

 Shit. 

She  returned  to  Tavares,  an  off-Earth  plane  through  which  she’d  made  her  journeys  to  Earth  so  it  wouldn’t  catch  the

watchful eyes of the damned archdemons. 

She couldn’t have been that far off in her calculations, could she? 

Then  again,  she’d  been  awfully  busy  herself  and  maybe  she  had  lost  track  of  time  and  misjudged  things.  Her  own

concerns had distracted her. Caught up in a very torrid—and hopefully productive—affair with Eros, she had plans of her own

to keep track of. 

She patted her tummy over the special package she carried there. Hopefully one that would help her end up in The Firm. 

Where she deserved to be. 

Boorman  and  his  fucking  cockatrice  were  more  like  the  cock- up-trice.  They  couldn’t  get  their  shit  together,  and

whatever personal grudge it was that Boorman had with Hades’ son was going to get Boorman killed. She didn’t care about her

history with that stupid race, or that Boorman had helped her extract revenge on the Cailleach. 

She needed to focus on greener pastures. 

Like popping out this bundle and worming her way into The Firm once and for all. 




* * * *

 

In  January of 1942, a man went into the local bank in  New  Madrid,  Missouri, and rented a safe deposit box.  In it, he

deposited a canvas-wrapped book and a very old knife. 

He couldn’t read the book. To his knowledge there wasn’t anyone left who could read the thing. But he knew the power

he sensed within it was something that, one day, one of his kind would need to use. 

It’d been passed down from generation to generation, along with the myths. He didn’t dare approach anyone about it. If

he did, and it was as important as he’d been told it was, it would paint a target on his family’s head. 

Cockatrice were not ones to mess around. That much he knew. 

But he had a family to take care of. One he was about to leave defenseless. 

And he was about to be shipped out to the Pacific theatre to help fight the Japanese. 

He couldn’t afford not to.  With his mate dead, they were barely hanging on, their farm struggling.  None of them could

shift, and he doubted their children would be able to, either. He’d enlisted in the military and ordered his two sons, who were

only twelve and fourteen, to stay behind with his two older, adult daughters to run the farm. To not do so would be stupid on a

number of levels. 

So he gave the key to his eldest daughter,  Hylena, for safekeeping.  He told her not to open the box, not to look at the

book, unless he told her to. And above all, not to tell her other siblings about it.  That he was entrusting to her the secrets of

their kind, their nest. 

Or,  should  he  fail  to  return,  if  she  somehow  stumbled  across  someone  who  might  be  able  to  read  it,  then  she  could

decide what to do but to never betray their nest. That to trust the wrong person with it would mean their deaths. 

He died in the Battle of Iwo Jima. 




* * * *

 

Hylena was good to her word and while she hadn’t been able to shift, her younger sister, Syrena, and one of her younger

brothers could. They soldiered on as best they could with Hylena running the nest. 

Time passed. The nest survived, with Hylena and Syrena both taking mates and having younglings, as did their brothers. 

They kept the farm and as opportunities allowed, they made money. 

Perhaps not legally, but they were careful to stay off the radar of other shifters and other cockatrice nests. 

Especially after a cousin from Europe tracked them down and told them of cockatrice hunters who were trying to wipe

them all out. It was difficult enough for the two of them being single mothers, now that both their husbands had been killed in

Viet Nam. 

Then, in 1992, Hylena was mortally injured in a car wreck. She lived long enough in the hospital to pass the key over to

her sister, Syrena, and told her of their father’s orders. 

Syrena didn’t tell anyone else about the key. 

Not even her son, Carl…

Chapter Three



 A long time ago, there was a girl with a grudge. Even Immortals aren’t immune to the wrath of a jilted woman. Especially a

 jilted woman with friends from off-Earth places. Remember, kiddies—just because you  can , doesn’t mean you  should …



The  Cailleach  had  walked  amongst  the  people  in  her  care  far  too  many  years  for  her  to  recall.  Truth  be  told,  it

sometimes grew tiresome. 

Even the men. 

She hoped she would never grow completely tired of bedding the men. If she ever did, that would be the day she’d start

to look for a way to escape this realm. 

If her two sisters would ever allow her to do that. 

Her  latest  conquest  had  been  more  than  willing,  a  man  she  hadn’t  needed  to  seduce,  who’d  been  ready  and  eager  to

share his bed with her. Tall and stout, well muscled, a farmer who didn’t have a wife or betrothed. 

She was horny, not greedy. 

Although no man had ever captured her heart, and if she had it her way, no man ever would. 

It wasn’t her fault men wanted to tup her when she would put out and the human women who’d caught the men’s eyes

wouldn’t spread their legs before finalizing their silly sham construct they called “marriage.” 

Perk of the rank. An unintended pregnancy wasn’t a worry she had due to her status.  Neither were any of the ailments

that plagued humans. 

She had been coming to the farmer’s house for several nights now, and was wondering how much longer before she’d

have to say good-bye to him. It wouldn’t do to let any of the men she bedded grow too fond of her. She refused to take a mate, 

to be tied down. 

There was too much life yet to live, too much to see, history unfolding before her. Some of the visions she’d had showed

her that. 

It  was  those  future  times  she  truly  looked  forward  to,  when  life  would  be  complicated  and  people  who  had  blessed

luxuries would do stupid things like spend time in the wilderness in tents when they’d have perfectly wonderful homes to keep

them safe and dry. 

 Humans are stupid. 

She also needed to be in control. And physical feelings were brief, fleeting. 

That was one thing she sort of missed. How long had it been since she’d…felt? The human experience of deeply caring

for someone or something? 

Sure, she had her responsibilities. She wasn’t even talking about that kind of “feeling.” A deep  connection. 

She  missed  that,  in  some  ways.  Because  none  of  the  men  she  bedded  could  ever  be  more  than  just  a  fleeting  sensory

experience, soon to be forgotten to the sands of time. 

Once she’d made the mistake of searching for a past lover, just out of curiosity, to see how he’d fared through life. Being

able to change her own appearance made it easy to pass undetected unless she chose to reveal her true nature to someone. 

She’d found him on his deathbed, surrounded by family and loved ones. Things she didn’t have. Not really. 

 Never again. 

She learned to never follow up. Once she moved on, she never looked back. 

It wasn’t worth the melancholy tug on her senses. That wasn’t the kind of “feeling” she wanted. 

The Cailleach met up with her current conquest, Barthyn, at the local tavern. “There you are.” 

“Sorry I’m late. Slight diversion.” 

“Nothing serious, I hope?” 

“No. Silly nit who keeps flitting around me. I’ve told her repeatedly that I have no interest in her, yet she pursues me.” 

He wrinkled his nose. “Something about her and her people. I just don’t like it, and can’t put my finger on it.” 

She began to walk home with him, her arm hooked through his. She’d told him she was a widow from out of town and

traveling through to stay with relatives, to explain her prowess in bed without him thinking her a whore, and to elicit a little

sympathy from him. 

“She must care about you.” 

“I barely know her. Odd people, hers, anyway. Showed up a few months back to work a farm that had gone to seed when

the family died.  Rarely seen in town.  One of their women has apparently decided we should be together.”  He leaned in and

forked a ward against the Evil Eye ahead of them before spitting to the side. “Not people I think I wish to be involved with, 

anyway. That stretch of land they’ve taken up on has always brought bad fortune.” 

“Really? Why’s that?” 

“It’s rumored Dark Ones were killed and buried there. Who’d be daft to take up property like that, except someone not

right in the head? Or perhaps witches.” 

She  slowed  her  steps.  Technically,  some  problems  were  her  domain,  if  they  were  supernatural.  But  many  people

labelled “witches” were simply not liked by others. Few times had she bumped against cockatrice or other supernatural beings

in  this  region,  other  than  the  shifter  races  who  already  belonged  there.  She  vaguely  remembered  the  shifter  battle  where

cockatrice and others had been killed in this area, although it’d happened closer to a thousand years earlier. 

“Tell me more about this woman.” 

“Isn’t worth thinking about. I’d rather be thinking other things.” His hand slid down her back and cupped her ass through

her skirt, squeezing hard. 

 Just a little harder…

She let out a sigh. 




* * * *

 

Barthyn  slept  through  his  lover  leaving  his  bed  during  the  night.  He  was  growing  used  to  that,  but  still  regretted

awakening alone in the morning. 

 Perhaps if I try harder to convince her to stay. 

He sat up and was scratching his head when he heard galloping hoofbeats racing up his path and stopping in front of his

house. He was already out of bed when the visitor pounded on his front door. 

“Barthyn!” his brother yelled. “I need you!” 

He hurried and unbolted the door, throwing it open. “What? What is it?” His younger brother looked distraught. 

“Please, come quickly! The baby disappeared during the night!” 

“Disappeared?” 

“It is feared a witch or cockatrice”—he spit while forking the ward against the Evil Eye—“took him!” 

“I’ll  be  right  there!”  He  hurried  inside  to  grab  his  bow  and  hunting  knife.  As  he  barely  stopped  to  take  a  piss  after

bolting his door, he didn’t even think to wonder how his nightly visitor left and locked the door behind her every night. 

In  his  haste  to  make  ready  a  horse,  he  never  saw  the  small  footprints  in  the  dirt  under  the  window  looking  into  his

bedroom, either…




* * * *

 

The Cailleach awakened that morning later than usual, but had found Barthyn still sleeping next to her. She took a deep

breath and tried to clear the strange, musty fuzziness out of her brain. Like cobwebs and cotton stuffed in the nooks and crannies

of her mind. 

 I need to move along. 

Just the way she felt this morning was proof of that. As if it were a sign. 

She’d never felt like this before. 

Slowly  getting  out  of  bed,  stretching,  she  donned  her  clothes  and  walked  into  the  next  room.  Closing  her  eyes,  she

silently muttered the chant to take her away. She had no permanent home as of then. Not like Babs. She had no use for one. Gigi

sometimes took a home somewhere, for a time, before moving on. 

Whatever  the  Cailleach  needed,  her  powers  could  conjure  them.  Be  it  shelter  or  clothing  or  coin.  No  need  to  saddle

herself with a dwelling any more than she needed to saddle herself with a male. 

Especially a male who in no way could control or handle the  real her. 

Although this morning she wouldn’t deny it’d be nice to have a place to retreat to for a warm cup of mint tea and a place

to stretch out in front of a comfortable fire. 

She’d never felt like this before. It wasn’t until noon that she’d been able to finally shake the feeling. 

 Hope I don’t feel  that  again. 

Even more reason why it was time to move on, investigate other areas under her charge. 

And not take time to look back at the past. 

Chapter Four



 A good while ago, but not so long in the past that all memories have completely faded…



Jasper paced along the outer perimeter of the small village, his senses on alert. The full moon cast a silvery glow on the

recently harvested fields and the thatched roofs of the houses in the valley below. 

He wished he wielded a sword, but the best he could do was a spear with an iron tip. There was something…unsettled

about tonight. 

As  he  walked,  on  alert,  listening,  his  breath  lightly  frosting  in  the  air  ahead  of  him,  he  couldn’t  help  but  feel  he  was

being watched. 

 Phooka. 

He hoped. If it were only them and not the Dark Ones, who were reputedly attacking small villages and destroying all

within. 

Four other men were stationed around their village, single men not yet mated, as was Jasper. Jasper’s family was of the

dragon Clan, but their lines were so diluted that none could shift. Only three shifters remained in their village, and one was so

old he could barely walk, much less fight. 

And he wasn’t an Elemental, either. 

Their village was five dozen strong and made a fine living in their little corner of the world. They started no trouble and

sought none out. 

That did not mean trouble wouldn’t find them. 

The moon was high in its journey across the sky when Jasper thought he heard a cry from the north. One lone shout cut

off too soon. 

His heart raced as he tried to decide on action. Was it Gorvin, who also stood watch tonight? 

No signal from the man, either. No hint of the whistle they would give each other to indicate all was well. 

From  the  south  and  east  of  him,  where  Gorvin’s  older  brother  Kahlin  kept  watch,  Jasper  heard  a  whistle,  the  one  of

inquiry if all was well. 

Jasper didn’t know what to do. Leave his post and investigate? When they’d been subject to harmless pranks by phooka

in recent weeks? To be scolded later for falling for a trick? 

Jasper whistled back to Kahlin the code for “unknown.” 

Then, in the distance, he thought he caught sight of shadows quickly moving through the night. Too big to be game, and

not moving like deer or ponies, their destination appeared to be the town. 

Now  Jasper sounded the alert, whistling back to  Kahlin, who in turn whistled so the next guard could hear him.  Then

Jasper ran toward where  Gorvin should be standing guard.  It wasn’t long before he nearly tripped over the man’s body.  His

throat had been slit, the blood covering him looking black in the moonlight. 

His dirk and spear were also gone. 

Now Jasper whistled again, an alarm repeated by others, as Jasper raced toward town. 

Already, he could tell, they were too late. Angry orange flames lapped at thatched roofs and people were screaming as

whatever these things were attacked the village. 

From the whiff of stench, he realized his worst fears had been realized. 

Dark Ones. 

He couldn’t tell how many of them there were, only that they were hideous to behold in their shifted form, and they could

throw fireballs. As he tried to fight, he was slung away by the swat of one of the beasts’ tails and as his head hit a rock, the

world went black. 




* * * *

 

When  Jasper awoke, it was nearly dawn and deathly silent.  Thick, acrid smoke hung low in the cold, damp air like a

malevolent fog. He tried to move and not only did his head hurt, so did his belly. It was then he realized that he’d been sliced

open and was bleeding. 

A shadowy form slowly moved through the haze and Jasper realized he could barely move. 

If they were to kill him, he hoped it was faster than the death now coming for him. 

The woman’s form emerged from the smoke, a small, black pony trailing in her wake. Cloaked in black, she sadly stared

down at him as the pony walked around her and gently sniffed him. 

“I am sorry, my son,” she whispered. “You fought fierce and true and with a good, strong, faithful heart.” 

“Who are you?” 

The black pony nuzzled his hand, as if trying to comfort him.  Somehow,  Jasper knew this was one of the phooka they

saved back a little of their crops for every harvest. The ones who took the last of the blackberries. 

The ones who’d never harmed them before. 

“I am Biróg, daughter of the Tuatha Dé Danann.” 

“You are myth. My dying madness.” 

She sadly smiled as she knelt next to him. “I am sorry, child. None survived but you.” 

He didn’t care his tears stung his eyes, freely flowing for her to see. “My sisters? My parents?” 

“None.” 

“And I soon follow.” 

“I can help you.” 

“Send me along to my death sooner?” 

“Save you. In trade for something.” 

“I have nothing.” 

“You have heart and soul and a fierce loyalty. I can grant you the ability to save others.” 

“How?” 

Two more black ponies and a goat materialized out of the mist around the woman, all staring at him. 

“I can allow you to live as they do. The Dark Ones grow stronger. While other shifters can fight them, there are many

who cannot. I can grant you a nearly eternal life, in exchange for you dedicating it to helping protect innocents. Give warning of

the Dark Ones. Wherever that takes you in this world. The ability to shift into different forms to fit in. To move amongst them

undetected so you can alert and guard.” 

He felt his life force ebbing from him. “What of my soul?” 

“It is clean. Your Clan and kin have gone on to the Ether. If you wish to follow them, you can. Or I can give you another

chance.” 

“Why me?” 

“Because the Dark Ones wish to destroy others. There is more than one battle being waged. Rome seeks to destroy us

and who we are. People believe less and less in shifters and Clans and even the Dark Ones. That will, unfortunately, work to

the Dark Ones’ advantage. Allow them to more easily move amongst the population. There need to be guardians.” 

A black bull had walked up behind them and stood there, watching. 

“I…I become an animal?” 

“You become a shifter of sorts. Have you not wished to shift? Only this way, it is different.” 

He thought about his family. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to see their bodies. His youngest sister was only seven. 

Had been. 

Slowly, he nodded. 

Cocking her head, she stroked his brow. “Close your eyes, brave one. The pain will leave you.” 

Certain he was about to die anyway, Jasper closed his eyes. And then…

Then the agony disappeared. 

When he opened his eyes, he stared down at his body lying in the moonlight. Around him, the animals who’d watched

still stood, but were now looking at  him. And he could  see their souls, not just the forms they wore like cloaks. 

As they could now see  him. 

He  realized  he  was  a  large  dog,  much  like  the  beloved  one  he’d  had  as  a  child  who’d  been  ancient  even  then  before

peacefully passing from old age. A sweet old boy who’d faithfully watched the children in their family, and others. 

Biróg stood and turned to him. “How you use this form is now up to you,” she said. “As long as you use your powers for

good, to protect the innocent, you shall have our blessings and the backing of our kind. Cross that line, and we shall not fail to

end your existence.” 

A shiver raced through him. He couldn’t speak as a human any longer to answer her. 

“Think it to me, Jasper,” she said. “I can understand you.” 

 “What do I do now?” 

Her face hardened. “Keep the balance. Protect the innocent. Your mission shall find  you. Follow your heart and instincts

and do not cower from a fight. You will do well, my child.” She placed a hand on his head. “Go with the Goddess, my son. Be

brave, be fierce, and love hard and well those you protect.” 

The  animals,  as  one,  all  nodded  to  him  before  they  faded  with  the  first  rays  of  sunlight  that  appeared.  Biróg  alone

remained. 

“Please do not disappoint me,” she whispered to him. “I have stretched the boundaries of my role by doing this, but  I

cannot allow the Dark Ones to destroy this world. Live well. You will find yourself able to change forms as need be.” 

 “To human form?” 

“No. Not unless someone with more powers than I can grant that to you. I am sorry.” With that, she faded from sight. On

the still morning air, he heard, “Go. Begin.” 

He wasn’t sure what she meant, exactly, until he realized that all the scents around him were now a thousand or more

times sharper, clearer, more distinct, than ever before. 

A low growl erupted from him as he realized he could smell the Dark Ones. 

Even better, now he could track them. 

As he grew comfortable running on four feet instead of two, he followed the scent trail out of the village, following the

Dark Ones and leaving everything behind. 

 Dark Ones. 

He would find them. 

And he would root them out so others could kill them. 

He would channel his anger and grief into a purpose and try to keep others from meeting the same fate as his family and

village. 

No matter where it took him. 

Chapter Five



 Another walk through memory lane. Now we’re much closer to the current time, although still a little in the past. Just why

 will be obvious soon enough…



Lina Zaria paused as she stared at her campus map and tried to figure out where her next class was that hectic Monday

morning. 

 I should have let Zack bring me here last week to look around like he suggested. 

Eighteen  and  an  incoming  freshman  during  her  first  day  at  USF’s  Tampa  campus  during  their  summer  semester,  Lina

fought an overwhelming case of the nerves that threatened to make her puke or pass out. 

 This isn’t high school. 

No, this wasn’t high school, with all the accompanying cliques, drama, history, and general bullshit. 

This was college. 

Shoving a stray hair out of the way, she shifted her bag on her shoulder and headed—she hoped—in the right direction. 

It was not without some measure of relief that the building she approached did in fact prove to be the right one. Quickly finding

her classroom, she took a seat in a desk toward the middle of the room and hoped she’d remain anonymous. 

Hard to do sometimes with her curly, flaming red hair. 

There were less than ten people in the classroom already. As it started to fill, a guy who looked to be maybe a couple of

years older than her took the desk to her right, offering her up a friendly smile as he did. 

“Hi.” 

She nervously returned his smile. “Hi.” 

“Edgar,” he said, extending his hand to shake with her. “Edgar Callaway.” 

“Lina Zaria.” 

He pulled out a spiral notebook and pen. “Are you a fan of early American lit, or taking the class for a credit?” 

“I’m a fan.” The class covered 1900-1930. “You?” 

“Love it. Lot of people seem to ignore the classics.” 

“I know, right?” 

“Upton Sinclair, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, Hemingway. I was one of the few kids in English in high school who didn’t groan

when we had to read them.” 

Lina thought it fortuitous she’d apparently met a guy who might turn out to be a new friend. “Me, too!” 

They  talked  for  several  minutes  about  some  of  their  favorite  classics  of  American  literature  before  he  dug  a  tin  of

peppermint Altoids out of his bag and opened it, then extended it to her. “Mint?” 

“Sure, thanks. I love these.” It seemed to have a slightly odd aftertaste for just a second, but she was positive she’d seen

him take one and pop it in his mouth, so it must have just been her. 

She’d thought he was maybe in his early twenties, but no, he was eighteen, and a freshmen like her. While they’d been

talking, the class had pretty much filled up. Edgar left the tin on the corner of his desk, and before she could ask anything else

about  him,  like  if  he  had  a  girlfriend—or  wanted  one—a  woman  walked  in,  closed  the  door  behind  her,  and  headed  for  the

desk at the front of the class. 

“Hello, I’m Sandra Faulkner. Before you ask, yes, I get the irony, and no, I’m not related to him.” 

A  soft  wave  of  laughter  flowed  and  ebbed  through  the  classroom  as  Lina  prepared  to  take  notes.  Some  students  had

notebooks, some had tablets, and others had laptops. She’d opted to go with a trusty spiral notebook and pen today, until she

got a feel for her classes. 

Throughout the class, Edgar occasionally opened the Altoid tin, took one, and silently offered it to her. Since he wasn’t

offering it to anyone else, Lina wouldn’t deny she felt special. She also didn’t notice any more weird taste from them, so maybe

it’d just been her. 

Edgar was handsome, brown eyes and brown hair, but the longer the class went on…there was just  something about him

she liked more and more. 

They’d have class together three days a week, at least.  She had no illusions that a guy as good-looking as him would

have any romantic interest in her, but at least maybe he would become a friend. 

He offered her one last mint at the end of class before tucking the tin away. “See you Wednesday,” he said. 

“Thanks. Looking forward to it.” 

They headed in separate directions once they’d exited the building’s front door. She had an hour before her next class. 

 He seems nice. 




* * * *

 

Over  the  next  couple  of  weeks,  Lina  became  friends  with  Edgar  and  had  even  introduced  him  to  her  bestie,  Zack

Armstrong. She and Zack had been best friends literally their entire lives. In fact, if Zack hadn’t been gay, she suspected they’d

already be married. 

There’d been a little initial friction between the two guys, but since Lina was increasingly realizing that Edgar had no

interest in her as anything other than a friend, she played referee until the two of them figured it out. Edgar was nice, friendly, 

not at all creepy, and he had a lot of the same interests in literature that she did. 

She’d also jokingly dubbed Edgar her Altoids pimp, since he always seemed to have them on hand in class. 

By the time the semester was over,  Edgar was frequently going on double dates with her and  Zack.  Except  Edgar left

with  whatever  girl  he  was  dating,  while  Lina  invariably  went  home,  either  to  her  parents’  house  or  with  Zack,  where  she

curled up in bed with him in Hello Kitty pjs, and her in a T-shirt, and they watched cartoons until the wee hours of the morning. 




* * * *

 

“I can’t do this, Zack,” Lina tearfully whispered. 

She was curled up on her parents’ couch, her head in his lap, his fingers threading through her hair. 

The Highway Patrol officers had just left fifteen minutes earlier. 

“Sure you can, shortcake,” he gently said, wishing he could take away her pain. “You’ve got me.” 

“What am I going to do without them?” 

He didn’t have an answer for that. 

Fortunately, he didn’t have to. Edgar chose that moment to rush through the front door without knocking. 

 I never thought I’d be glad to see that fucking guy. 

He hurried over and knelt in front of her. “Hey, sweetie.” 

She burst into tears again. 

“Honey,” Edgar said, “you’ve got Zack, you’ve got me, and we’ll get you through this.” 

Zack needed to talk to Edgar, tell him the steps they had to go through, identifying the bodies—making arrangements. 

But he couldn’t bear to say any of it with Lina lying there, sobbing in his lap. 

As  they  worked  their  way  through  that  somber  August,  Zack  moved  Lina  in  with  him  for  a  few  weeks  at  Edgar’s

suggestion. Zack was no fan of the guy, but he wouldn’t deny needing his help to keep Lina going. She wanted to drop out of

school, but both men kept gently pushing her, insisting she’d get through it. 

That her parents wouldn’t want her to drop out. 

Zack didn’t even mind that Edgar brought Lina special little treats, candy bars, things like that, just for her. 

It took a while, but finally Zack started seeing his Lina return. And he grudgingly accepted Edgar as Lina’s friend. 

Although there was just something he didn’t trust about the guy, and suspected he never would, even if he couldn’t quite

put his finger on it. 

 PART II: HIGHWAY TO HELL



 

Chapter Six



 Back  to  the  present,  sorta-kinda.  Seven  weeks  after  Brighton  bit  the  big  one,  but  before  Elain  played  the  paranormal

 pyrotechnics with a few skulls that we witnessed earlier…



Elain fingered the citrine pendant around her neck as she stared out the condo windows at downtown Atlanta. “Thanks

for seeing me early.” 

“My dear, it is not a hardship.” 

Elain’s  men,  especially  Brodey,  were  recovering  from  their  brother  Brighton’s  death.  Especially  now  that  they  were

going to be fathers. 

Again. 

Just over three weeks pregnant with twins by Brodey and Cail, Elain was going to double the number of their children in

less than nine short months, give or take a few weeks. 

Elain wasn’t sure how well  she was recovering, though. 

There were two ways to look at the events of that day on the rock pile in Maine. Either she had saved her children and

others, or she’d killed her batshit-crazy brother-in-law. 

Or…both. 

 Schrödinger’s wolf. 

“Here you are,” Ryan said as he handed her a mug of mint hot tea. 

“Thanks.” 

“Are you concerned about the meeting? Rest assured, everyone will welcome your presence.” 

“Whether they want to or not?” 

He smirked. “Not at all. We have common enemies, as it were. They need to get to know you, and you them. If for some

reason I am unavailable, I wish for you to be secure in the knowledge that whoever responds to your call is someone I trust.” 

“Thanks.” 

Ryan stuck his hands in the pockets of his khakis. “You didn’t come here just for excellent tea, I take it?” 

“You take it correctly.” She sipped the hot brew, perfectly sweetened with turbinado. 

Just the way she liked it, of course. 

Why not? If the man who was what passed—incorrectly—as the Devil couldn’t make her a perfect cup of hot tea, what

good was he? 

He held out his hand, indicating for her to take a seat on the couch. 

“Tell me about the swords,” she said. 

His right eyebrow slowly arched skyward. “You are pregnant.” 

“Not too pregnant. You promised you’d help me.” 

“That’s not exactly how I remember the conversation going, my dear.” 

“Tell me about the fricking swords.” 

“I shall, if you tell me why you are suddenly so interested in them.” 

She  stared  into  her  mug,  inhaling  the  sweet  minty  steam.  “Would  something  like  one  of  those  swords  have  helped  me

figure Brighton out sooner and saved him?” 

“Unfortunately, no. They are defensive weapons, attuned to the archdemon who wields it, or someone close to him. As a

human, shifter or not, you would find one of them unbearably bulky and difficult to manage, even with considerable training.” 

“Unless I had one made for me?” 

He finally nodded. 

“You could do that?” 

“I can, but why is this so important? You have other…talents.” 

“I’d prefer not to get within touching distance of someone.” 

“Isn’t that what a gun is for?  Click-click-bang? One gun, eight rounds, everybody falls down? You used one quite well

that day to save Lacey’s life. Not to mention your…other talents in that area.” 

She took another sip of tea. “Seer Says?” 

He nodded. 

“I don’t like what I can do. I don’t want to be able to do it.” 

“There  are  many  things  in  this  life  that  we  don’t  like  that  we  are  able  to  do,  but  find  we  must  do,  on  occasion. 

Sometimes, we will look back on those same skills and be damned grateful for them when the greater good is served by using

them.” 

She scowled at him. 

“Then again,” he added, “I realize you aren’t talking about distasteful, mundane tasks like taxes or laundry.”  From his

smirk, she knew he was trying to lighten the mood. While she appreciated his efforts, it wasn’t working. 

“No.” She focused on the large windows overlooking Turner Field. “We’ve got a real shitwich to eat, here, and I have

no idea which corner to start chewing on the fucker.” 

“Sounds like some of Lina’s linguistic talents are rubbing off on you.” 

“Oh, I was already snarky before I met her.” Elain patted her tummy as she refocused on him. “But now I can blame it on

pregnancy hormones.” She grinned, drawing a laugh from him. 

“You have the amulet I gave you,” he said. “Considering what we’ve discovered, please, do not hesitate to call me in to

help. Let me fight what battles I can for you. I will most certainly fight first and question the boundary issues later.” 

She slumped against the back of the couch. “I feel like I’m being whiny.” 

“Whiny would be bitching that I didn’t give you a matching pair of earrings with the amulet.” 

Her turn to laugh. “I take it you didn’t get along with Baba Yaga like this?” 

“No, unfortunately. Not for lack of trying on my part.” 

She shifted in her seat and realized that he sensed something. 

“My dear,  I know you know about our relationship.  She is rightfully bitter, and  I don’t hold that against her.  I see the

overall picture and can understand her attitude.” 

“Can I ask you something?” 

“Seer Says?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Of course.” 

“Does your mom know?” 

It  took  him  a  moment  to  answer.  “There  are  many  things  she  knows  that  she  chooses  to…ignore.  I  have  many  half

siblings running around out there. Some who know their heritage, and many, many more who do not.” 

“Why not tell Callie and Gigi?” 

“Not  my  call.  I  have  a  decent  working  relationship  with  Baba  Yaga.  I  don’t  wish  to  do  anything  to  disturb  that. 

Especially now with the stakes growing so dear.” 

“Can I ask another question?” 

“Of course.” 

“The woman who threw the curse into Callie. You said she was from an off-Earth realm.” 

“Yes?” 

“How’d she get here and escape notice?” 

He templed his fingers and seemed to consider his reply first. “She was related to the Selkies. I don’t believe you’ve yet

met any of them. They tend to have a far nastier reputation than they deserve.” 

“Kind of like archdemons?” 

A wry smile curved his lips. “Yes. Exactly. However, they are related to another race of creatures, the Tanuki. In a way, 

they are also a type of shape-shifter, but not exactly. They are more mimics than shifters. The Selkies are native to a near-Earth

realm from which beings cross frequently. Usually peaceful beings. And a different realm than the one accessible from on top

of the rock pile.” 

Elain’s hand shot up. “Ooh, ooh, pick me!” 

A full-on smile escaped him. “I thought you wanted to hear this.” 

“This Tanuki imitated a Selkie?” 

“Exactly.” 

“And that’s how she was able to infiltrate the cockatrice?” 

He touched his nose. 

“So who the fuck was she?” 

“A pain in my father’s arse, and now, unfortunately, a deceased pain in mine.” 

“Because of what she did?” 

“In a manner of speaking.” 

“In what manner of speaking?” 

“Because of her daughter.” 

Elain thought about the visions she’d had of Ryan, his past. 

His lost soul mate, and that woman’s soul now residing in the body of a woman who was the soul mate to another. 

A man close to Ryan. 

“Am I going to meet  him today?” she asked. 

He  didn’t  meet  her  gaze  as  he  finally,  slowly  nodded.  “I  would,  however,  appreciate  your  discretion  in  that  matter. 

There are aspects of that which are…personal.” 

“Understood.” 

“I would also prefer you don’t try to read any of my team today unless I ask you to and it’s done openly.” 

“Okay, but why?” 

“Professional  courtesy. A  couple  of  them—let  me  start  over.  All of them are older than  you.  Far  older.  Some  of  them

might  appear  to  be  more  powerful  than  you,  and  in  some  ways,  they  are.  But  only  because  they  are  older  and  know  their

powers.  None  of  them,  even  collaboratively,  are  more  powerful  than  you  shall  be  one  day.  I  wish  for  all  of  us  to  have  a

respectful working relationship with each other.” 

“Ah. No accidentally pissing on anyone’s shoes.” 

“Quaint and colorful, but accurate.” 

“Got it.” She cupped her hands around her mug and inhaled deeply. “They all know who I am?” 

“Yes. They need to know. And you need to know them.” 

“In case one of them has to come instead of you?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Are you going to give Lina and Mai amulets, too?” 

He leaned forward and clasped his hands around his left knee, which was crossed over his right leg. “I haven’t decided

that yet. If I do, it likely won’t have the additional powers yours does.” 

“The Babel fish?” 

He smirked. “Quite. Although that wasn’t all my doing. It simply allowed you to tap into your innate powers.” 

Then, it clicked. “You don’t want to accidentally boost  Lina and  Mai’s powers before they’re ready and able to deal

with them without accidentally hurting someone in the process.” 

He froze for a long, nearly uncomfortable moment. “My dear,” he quietly said, “you are so insightful it is inconveniently

spooky at times.” 

She tapped her forehead. “Seer. Duh.” 




* * * *

 

If  Elain  hadn’t  known  the  guys  gathered  around  the  table  in  Ryan’s  condo  were  archdemons,  she  wouldn’t  have

suspected them of having anything other than supernaturally good looks. 

Four of the guys looked vaguely familiar, especially broody Will and surfer-dude Aidan. And not just because Will had

been in her visions. Then, it clicked in her brain. 

“You’re from that ghost-hunting show out of Tampa, aren’t you?” she asked. 

That finally drew the hint of a wry smile from Will. “Yes.” He looked at Aidan. “See? Can’t go anywhere now people

don’t know us.” 

“Oh, suck it up,” Aidan teased. He looked back at her. “Yes, that’s us, sugar.  Otherworlds is the name of the show.” He

hooked a thumb at Ryan. “He’s the head of the gO! network.” 

She stared at Ryan. “You run The Firm  and a TV network?” 

Ryan shrugged. “I have my hobbies.” 

“What’s your gig, sweet cheeks?” Aidan asked her. 

She  started  to  answer,  then  couldn’t.  Her  fingers  automatically  went  to  the  citrine  amulet  Ryan  gave  her  and  started

playing with it.  She’d found herself doing that a lot lately, either playing with it or the pink pawprint dog tag she wore on a

separate chain. Her three men wore those, too, in colors that matched their eyes. 

She didn’t know exactly what she was. 

Ryan seemed genuinely amused. “Elain is now the head of the Triad,” he finally answered when she didn’t. “She’s also

the Maine wolf Clan’s Seer.” 

“Triad?” Purson Gibraltar asked, a scowl darkening his features. “As in Baba Yaga-the Cailleach-Brighde Triad?” 

“Not anymore,” Ryan said. “Their Triad is officially dissolved, and this is the replacement. Elain, Lina, and Mai. They

are all Seers.” 

“And Lina isn’t just a Seer,” Elain said. “She’s a…well, she’s Lina.” 

Ryan smirked. “Quite.” 

Ryan went on to explain the crux of their situation with the cockatrice and how they thought the nuclear bomb vision tied

in with that. When he finished, he studied his men. “Any questions?” 

Purson raised his hand. 

“Yes?” 

“So Baba Yaga and the others just decided to pack up their toys and leave in the middle of a raging shitstorm?” 

Elain couldn’t help it.  She liked the guy.  She also thought she recognized him from both the ghost-hunting show and a

hoarding recovery show she’d also seen on gO! network, come to think of it. 

Ryan clasped his hands in front of him. “It’s not as simple as that, Purs. You know that.” 

“I don’t know shit, boss.  That’s the problem.”  He pointed at  Elain. “We’re dealing with something that’s been around

for  thousands  of  years,  and  we’re  supposed  to  do  that  with  three  chicks—no  offense,  lady—who  are  barely  old  enough  to

drink legally in the state of Florida?” 

Elain started to answer, but Ryan beat her to it. “Sheol.” 

“What?” Elain and Purson both asked. 

Ryan’s attention, however, was still directed at Purson. “I know that the new Triad made a house disappear.” 

“Give me a couple of propane tanks and a lighter, and so can I,” Purson snarked. 

“Can you rip it from its foundation, fold it in upon itself, and make it wink out of existence?” 

Purson blinked. “Say  whut?” 

“My apologies to Rod Serling, but can you send it to the cornfield?” 

“Fuck,” Purson whispered. “Sheol?” He almost looked a little queasy. 

Ryan nodded. “Sheol.” 

“Okay,” Elain said. “What the hell is Sheol? And what cornfield?” 

Everyone turned and looked at her. Only Ryan didn’t wear an expression of disbelief. 

Like she’d just asked them what a car or a toaster was. 

Ryan finally spoke. “It’s a common reference for a place that defies description, a dimension that is outside of others. 

I’m sure there’s probably a quantum physics name for it, but the closest term religion has come to describing it is Sheol. Sort of

where things go after they die.” 

“A house can’t die.” 

“I said it was the closest term. And as you already know, souls return to the Ether. It’s…” He crossed his arms over his

chest and stared at the ceiling for a moment, apparently in thought. “Are you familiar with  Dungeons and Dragons?” 

“No.” 

“Hmm.”  He thought for another moment. “Imagine you had a storage locker of unlimited size, that would hold any and

everything you wished it to. And that, at your leisure, you could simply send things to it.” 

“That would be handy.” 

“You might not get them back.” 

“That wouldn’t be handy.” 

“Or you might not get them back in the way you wished them to be. Not the same condition, as it were.” 

“That’d be even less handy.” 

“Someone see if that damned episode of  The Twilight Zone is on Netflix,” Purson griped. 

“It was in the movie, too,” Aidan said. 

Now  realization  was  dawning.  “Wait.  That  episode  where  the  kid  could  do  stuff  with  his  mind  and  make  things  and

people disappear?” 

“Cornfield,” the other men, except Ryan, all said. 

“Sheol,” Ryan simply said. 

The more she learned, the less she knew. That’s what it felt like. 

The more clueless, helpless, and powerless she felt. 

“She can send stuff to Sheol?” Purson quietly asked Ryan. 

“She can. She and the others.” 

“She’s also sittin’  right here, dude. And she’s pregnant with twins and very hormonal right now.” 

Purson held up both hands and sat back. 

“Now  then,”  Ryan  said,  sending  a  pointed  glare  Purson’s  direction,  “if  everyone  is  sufficiently  satisfied  with  Elain’s

supernatural CV, may we please return to the topic at hand?” 

Purson raised his hand again. 

Elain would have giggled at Ryan’s exasperated expression if the stakes weren’t so high and deadly. “Yes, Purs?” 

“Why can’t she just pull the person’s identity out of the vision?” 

Elain slapped her hands against the table. “And, again,  she is sitting  right here!” 

“Well, let’s see, Purs,” Ryan drawled. “It’s not like we didn’t think of that option already, right? That’s why she’s here, 

in part.” 

She looked up at Ryan. “If these are your best guys, we’re totally fucked. You realize that, don’t you?” 

He  smirked.  “Love,  they  are  the  strongest  and  the  best  at  what  they  do.  Like  you,  they  are  out  of  their  element.”  He

pointed to Purson. “I’d like to let Purs have a go at trying to see information in the vision.” 

“You said you didn’t want to do that except as a last resort.” 

“I  said  I  didn’t  want  myself  in  your  vision  and  trying  to  control  it.  One  of  Purson’s  talents  is  looking  deep  within  a

person’s soul and bringing things to the surface that are concealed, either incidentally or on purpose.” 

She glanced at the guy. He wasn’t bad-looking. He had brown hair, piercing blue eyes a different shade than her own, 

and wore an amulet around his neck that looked like it was made of bloodstone. 

She turned back to Ryan. “What’s he going to do to me?” 

“He’s sitting right here,” Purson mumbled. 

“Shut up.” 

“Enough,” Ryan mildly said. “Let him hold your hand. Do you trust me?” 

“You already told me you don’t have a problem with lying.” 

“I thought we’d already established that me lying to you would be futile?” 

True. Elain blew out an aggravated breath and held out her right hand, palm up. 

Ryan nodded to Purson, who got up, rounded the table, and took her hand in his. With his other hand, he held on to his

bloodstone amulet and began silently chanting something. His lips moved, but he made no sound. 

She felt…something. Like someone moving around in her brain. 

Then, he looked at Ryan. “I can’t. She’s got a barrier up that I can’t get through.” 

Ryan crossed his arms again. “What happens here stays here, Elain. I swear it.” 

She pointed up at Purson with her left index finger, never taking her gaze off Ryan. 

Ryan nodded. “I promise you, what he learns will not leave this room. He will only speak of what directly pertains to

the vision.” 

Hoping  she  didn’t  regret  this,  she  finally  dropped  the  mental  barrier  she’d  been  keeping  in  her  mind  against  not  only

Lina and Mai, but against Baba Yaga as well. A barrier to protect Connor’s true identity and origins. 

Purson rocked back on his heels. “Whoa,” he muttered before she felt him racing through her brain again. Finally, after

several minutes, he released her hand and stepped back. “Nothing new or helpful,” he softly said. “The vision is kind of like a

3D TV replay. It’s not an interactive game where she can discover things that aren’t there.” 

“That’s why we can’t pick up or interact with stuff in the vision?” Elain asked. 

He nodded.  She didn’t miss how he was now wiping his right hand against the leg of his jeans and had taken another

step back. 

She pulled her mental barrier firmly into place again. 

He looked at Ryan. “You know she can…um…do…um… right?” His voice sounded a little shaky. 

Rattled. 

Ryan arched an eyebrow at him. “I do.” 

“I mean, I know some of the vampires can still…but… wow.” 

Elain’s head snapped around, focused back on Ryan. “Vampires? Are you fucking kidding me?” 

“Didn’t your men tell you about them when they took you out to Yellowstone? Plus, I believe we’ve discussed them in

passing as well.” 

“I—”  She  remembered  Brodey  or  Lina  or  someone,  maybe  even  Ryan,  mentioning  something  about  vampires,  but

she’d…

She  swallowed  hard.  “Never  mind,”  she  said,  feeling  as  rattled  as  Purson  had  just  sounded.  “I’ve  got  enough  on  my

plate already.” 




* * * *

 

Elain  finally  returned  home,  her  brain  spinning.  It  sucked  that  Purson  hadn’t  been  able  to  give  her  any  insight  into  the

vision of the nuclear bomb, but at least she felt like less of a slacker for it. 

Ryan had suggested the Triad try to see more of the vision, but also added it could simply be that the situation was too

fluid for them to get accurate information. That whatever track they were pursuing might already be working toward stopping

the cataclysm in the first place, hence why they couldn’t see the woman’s identity. 

He’d also offered one last parting nugget of advice, after it was just the two of them once again alone in his condo. 

“The… activities that you three know for certain can trigger your visions,” he’d said. “Try  that. Frequently.” 

Elain felt her face redden. “Okay,” she muttered. Thanks.” 

She’d returned home to the back lanai and walked inside where her three men were taking care of Connor and Ellie. 

Ain, Brodey, and Cail looked up at her return, as did Jasper. 

 Shit.  Now  that  she  thought  of  it,  she  should  have  taken  Jasper  with  her,  but  she  hadn’t  known  about  Purson  and  his

particular flavor of skills. 

 Another time. 

Ain finally said it. “Well?” 

She shook her head and sank to the couch. “I met Ryan’s head guys, but they don’t have any helpful advice, either.” 

Brodey walked over and sat next to her, pulling her into his arms. “You’re doing your best, sweetheart,” he said. 

“It’s not good enough, though.” The thought of all those people possibly dying haunted her. 

“You can only do what you can do.” 

“They  did  say  that  maybe  we’re  having  trouble  because  something  we’re  doing  now  is  having  an  effect  and  changing

things.” 

“Well, there you go. Look at that as win.” 

“It’s not a win if we haven’t stopped it from happening for sure.” And Elain wanted to know who that old woman was. 

She felt positive the mystery woman in their vision was a cockatrice. 

Elain had no problems or reservations whatsoever over taking her out if that was the case. 

“Maybe take a day or two off?” Cail suggested. “You’re all working yourselves pretty hard.” 

“I’m apparently going to have a really long life,” Elain said. “That would make missing this timeframe by a day because

I took a day off pretty difficult to live with.” 

“I don’t have any good answers for you, babe.” 

“No one does,” she sadly said, snuggling in Brodey’s arms. “That’s what sucks. I keep looking around for someone who

might  have  more  knowledge  and  experience  than  we  do,  and  the  fingers  keep  getting  pointed  right  back  at  us.  That  freaking

terrifies me.” 

“But Ryan and his guys are on our side, right?” Ain asked. 

“Oh, yeah. Absolutely. They’re now all up to date with what we know, and how we figured it out.” 

Lina and Mai had spent the afternoon with Zack and Kael, going over—again—the three cockatrice spell books they had

in their possession to see if there was anything they’d missed. 

What the others didn’t know was that one of the books had been in Brighton’s possession for a century or longer. 

Ryan had not yet figured out how or where Brighton had acquired it. Ryan’s guys knew this part of the equation, as did

Lacey. 

But because of the cover-up to keep Elain’s men—and Lina and Mai—from finding out what Brighton had really been

up  to,  as  well  as  the  fact  that  Elain  and  the  Bolivia  jaguars  were  protecting  Marston  Hill,  it’d  kind  of  complicated  things

somewhat. 

It was bad enough Elain would need to fake her way through the public memorial they would have at the fall Gathering

in Yellowstone. Pretend to be the distraught sister-in-law. 

Brighton had nearly killed Ellie. Would have killed her, had Elain not dug deep and mastered control of that aspect of

her powers the way she had. 

And he would have killed the rest of the children and banished Elain to that other realm via the rock pile. 

She closed her eyes and breathed in Brodey’s scent. 

“Are you okay, babe?” he quietly asked. 

“Tired,” she said. “Pregnant.” Her stomach rumbled. “Hungry.” 

He helped her sit up. “The double burritos of doom are going to be hard on you, huh?” That was what they’d playfully

dubbed the twins she was pregnant with. A girl and a boy. 

The  reincarnated  souls  of  Brighton  and  Colina.  This  time,  Brighton  would  have  a  chance  at  a  normal  life  without  the

batshit conspiracy theory bullshit. Colina, the men’s little sister killed by cockatrice, would have a chance for a long life with

people who loved her. 

She didn’t yet know what they would name them in this life, but she wanted them to be able to live without the cloud of

their previous lives and deaths hanging over them. 

“Not nearly as hard as I’m going to be on myself until we’re sure we’ve got this damn bomb stopped,” she said. 




* * * *

 

Ain had exchanged a glance with Cail as Elain sat curled up in Brodey’s lap. While they were there, Ain tipped his head

to Cail, who got up and followed him to their home office and shut the door behind him. 

Well aware that both Brodey and Elain had sensitive lupine hearing, Ain opted to silently speak to Cail. One benefit of

being Alpha triplets, at least. 

 “We need to talk.” 

 “What’s wrong, Prime?”  Cail asked. 

 “I’m  really  worried  about  Elain.  Look  at  how  exhausted  she  is  already  this  early  in  her  pregnancy.  What  is  this

 stress going to do to her and the babies?” 

Cail  sat  at  his  desk  and  stared  up  at  his  brother.  “She  didn’t  have  any  problems  when  she  was  a  month  away  from

 delivering Ellie when she fought that woman at the rock pile. This is as hard on me as it is you, but she’s got a job to do.” 

 “Mai’s pregnant, too—” 

 “And Mai was on the run from the Abernathys while pregnant.”  Cail let out a sigh as he scrubbed at his face with his

hands. Then he spoke aloud, keeping his voice soft. “I trust her. Do you trust her?” 

Ain  stared  at  the  office  door,  sensing  Elain  out  in  the  living  room  but  too  distracted  by  Brodey  to  overhear  them. 

“Yeah,” he whispered. “You know I do.” 

“I know she’d never do anything to endanger our children or us,” Cail said. “I know that just like I know the sky is up

and dirt is down. That means I know she would never do anything to risk herself now, while she’s pregnant.” 

That pulled Ain up short. “You think she’d put herself at risk later?” 

“I think she’d risk her life to save others, yes.” 

“But she did put herself at risk while pregnant with Ellie.” 

“She was with Lina and Mai and trying to save Lacey.” 

“And Mai nearly died.” He couldn’t interpret the look on Cail’s face. “What?” 

“I’m not so sure there wasn’t a bigger plan afoot—maybe still is—that we’re not yet privy to. We already know Baba

Yaga’s been scheming. Maybe she deliberately set things up so that it would work out that way.” 

“Why?” 

Cail held up his hands, helpless. “All I know is I love Elain, and I trust her. The only way I’m going to get through life is

blind trust in her.” 

He stood and rested a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “The question is, Prime, can you in that one way stand aside and

let her be her? I am convinced it’s no accident we met her. I am convinced, based on what we now know, that she  needs  the

three of us to be her ground, her safe haven. So that’s what I’m going to be.” 

He squeezed Ain’s shoulder before leaving the office, closing the door behind him. 

Ain sank into the office chair. All he’d ever wanted was for them to meet their One, love her, cherish her—protect her. 

How the hell was he supposed to do that when she was who knew how much stronger than he was? 

Of course he’d give his life for her. In an instant. Yes, he recognized her strength. 

That didn’t mean he didn’t resent Baba Yaga and whatever plans she’d set in motion. Because it felt in some ways like

his dream had come true, just to be snatched from him again. 

He  also  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  if  the  deaths  of  their  sisters,  their  parents—Brighton—weren’t  also  part  of  that  old

hag’s greater plan. 

But Goddess help that woman—Immortal or not—if her plans included harming Elain or his children. Because he would

make sure his last breath was spent taking that damned old hag out if she did. 

Chapter Seven



Aliah  hadn’t  been  “back,”  as  she  thought  of  it,  quite  a  month  yet.  It  was  sometimes  hard  for  her  to  remember  to  “be” 

Carl. 

Like making sure she walked into the correct bathroom. 

Right now, she was a guy. 

It’d also been difficult not to sometimes waste time doing things to get back at Carl for his fuckery over the years. 

Like the night she’d gone to a gay biker bar with a large bottle of lube and let dozens of patrons ream her at both ends for

several hours in the back room while she sensed Carl’s mind was huddled, curled up in a corner of his brain and rocking back

and forth. 

She’d even remembered to jack off in the process several times, her own pervy brain loving the hell out of it. 

It was a diversion. A way to take her out of her thoughts. 

Revenge was the only way to keep her mind off Cameron—both her mate and her missing son. 

As she’d driven home to Carl’s place that night, with over a dozen loads of cum leaking out of Carl’s ass, and burping

up the taste of cum several times, she’d glanced in the rearview mirror. 

“I can’t wait to see what it feels like to fuck a pussy with this cock, Carl,” she’d said out loud. “But I wanted you to see

what it feels like to be the bitch for a change and know how deadly fucking serious I am about you cooperating with me. Not

that I suspect you’ll be in charge of  any fucking this body does for a while. I plan to train your body to like taking it up the ass

so if I do ever get my own body back and make it home to Earth, I can show up with a strap-on and giggle as I watch you get

hard and bend over to take it from me. Oh, and you’re welcome.” 

Unfortunately, she couldn’t waste her time doing nothing but fucking. 

Even in the name of revenge. 

She’d snuck back onto wolf land a few days after becoming Carl, once her shock had worn off and she’d realized who

and what she was.  She found no sign of her missing baby.  No graves, nothing.  It’d been so long, she couldn’t even smell his

scent in the cave. 

She didn’t dare go back to the rock pile for fear of losing Carl’s body. Only if she could be sure of regaining her own

body—and being with her baby—would she give up Carl’s body. 

For now, she needed his money, his power, and his connections. 

She  also  didn’t  have  her  spell  book.  She’d  waited  until  the  Inglesons  were  out  one  day  to  break  into  their  house  and

steal their computer. There were a few more pages of the  Grimoire Lilitu on it that hadn’t been on her laptop, which Carl had

managed to get his hands on, of course. 

Carl had purchased property in Florida, in Arcadia, near the damned wolves living there. It couldn’t be a coincidence

that Elain Pardie, the wolf she’d crossed paths with, lived close by. 

One of the three bitches who’d sent her to that fucking hell hole in the first place. 

Aliah didn’t know, but could only hope her baby was there, in Florida. It was her only lead. 

Maybe Carl had formulated different plans and had less violent intentions, but if her baby was alive, Aliah wanted him

back in her arms. 

Well, in  Carl’s arms, but that was beside the point.  She would put people in place at the property in  Florida the way

Carl had intended, only their goal would now be to observe, track, and discover whether or not her baby was there. 

And then safely retrieve him if he was. 

Once that was done, Aliah could start eliminating both her competition from other nests, as well as the wolves and other

shifters. 

They’d never see her coming. 

They couldn’t.  Carl  Shupe had not, apparently, dinged any of the wolves’ or other shifters’ radars up until now.  He’d

been smart and stayed far away from them in terms of dicking them over, attacking them, or infiltrating them. He had businesses

that looked legal, on the surface. 

Only now that she was inside Carl’s head and inside his office with full access did Aliah realize the hidden depth and

reach of Carl’s network. 

A network that even extended into Eastern Europe. 

It rattled her a little, at first, to realize how close on her own trail Carl had been. It was stupid of her not to realize he’d

bribed people to keep an ear out for her activities once she’d contacted him about the book. 

She  wouldn’t  make  those  kinds  of  mistakes  again.  With  access  to  Carl’s  brain  and  memories,  now  she  could  more

carefully plot her course. 

He’d been impacted by the book, too, and he’d only seen the scans. He’d never held the real thing in his hands, felt the

power flowing through it, a living, breathing book with secrets handed down from the Dark One himself. 

The sire of their race. 

She also had a pretty good idea where the Dark One had originally come from. 

It could not be a coincidence that the rock pile, which had also been mentioned in the book, opened a portal to a realm

described as one where the Dark One originated. 

Even  more  imperative Aliah  concluded  all  her  work  here  on  Earth—including  getting  her  son  back  if  he  still  lived—

before she reopened that portal and possibly lost access to the power being Carl gave her. She didn’t know what would happen

when she did that. As Carl had pointed out, she’d been short-sighted…before. 

Not any more. 

Now she would deliberately plan and make sure she had all contingencies taken care of before acting. 

As Carl, Aliah now had the resources she’d lacked before to put her plans into effect. 

She also had a place to escape to, with her son, if things went to utter shit here on Earth. 

Or,  just  maybe,  she  could  position  herself  here  on  Earth  to  be  a  valuable  ally  to  anyone  from  that  other  realm  who

wanted through. Give them a way to cross and take over. 

Connect with the Dark One, or his descendants. 

Wolves? Dragons? Bears? Dolphins? 

What bullshit. 

They were an  otherworldly race. They rightfully deserved to rule this plane. 

She knew she could easily be the one to do it, if she didn’t fuck things up in the process. 




* * * *

 

It hadn’t taken Aliah more than a couple of days after her return to Earth to fall into some semblance of Carl’s routine. 

Not  knowing  who  she  could  trust,  or  who  knew  Carl  was  a  cockatrice,  meant  being  careful,  claiming  she  thought  she  was

coming down with the flu, anything to explain why she—Carl, rather—might be seen as acting…off. 

Now, she knew she was confidently walking through her day acting as Carl, everyone having bought the bit, as they said. 

Although she’d avoided contact with Carl’s home nest and family in Missouri for now. 

No reason to push too hard, too quickly. 

His mother was alive, even though he wasn’t super close to her. No shocker there. He seemed to have a grudging sort of

relationship with her. And with his cousins,  Leon and  Shorty, who supervised things on that end for him so he didn’t get his

fingers dirty. 

Aliah had put her weeks spent in Carl’s meat suit to good use. She’d figured out exactly what he’d discovered about her

and her activities. 

One  of  the  things  she  had  wanted  to  do,  since  she  now  had  the  means  and  the  opportunity,  was  to  extract  some  long-

overdue revenge of her own. 

Taking out her own parents. 

She’d had no contact with them in the decades since mating and marrying Cameron. They’d disowned her since Cameron

was from another nest and she hadn’t gotten their permission first.  They’d been in negotiations for her to marry some stupid

cousin of hers, whom she’d never met, when she’d met Cameron and blasted their plans into oblivion. 

The night she left her parents’ house, they’d told her they’d kill her if she ever returned. 

 Maybe they have that fucking backward. 

Especially since now she’d discovered that Carl had indirectly been helping them with the negotiations to marry her off. 

They lived in Vermont. Two weeks after her return, she left Carl’s phone at his house with it live-streaming a gay porn

cam channel while she drove back roads and avoided tolls and parked a quarter mile away from their house, which lay in the

middle of a thick stand of woods on a fifty-acre property that had been in their nest for several generations. 

When she knocked on their front door late that night, her father opened the door and smiled when he saw Carl standing

there. 

The smile disappeared when she raised the gun and fired, the nine millimeter slug taking out the back of his skull and a

goodly chunk of his brains. Her mom ran into the living room to see what was going on, and Aliah dropped her, too. 

No one else was in the house. 

After raiding their usual hiding places for cash and jewelry and a few other keepsakes she’d wanted, she went out to the

shed, grabbed the five-gallon can of gas her father had still kept out there for the mower, and emptied it all through the house. 

Standing in the front door, she realized she felt zero remorse. 

Had “Aliah” appeared in their doorway, her father would have killed her on sight. 

His  own  father—her  grandfather—had  killed  her  father’s  sister  for  doing  the  same  thing. Aliah  had  grown  up  hearing

that story as a warning as to what he’d do, too. 

 Fuck that shit. 

She pulled out a lighter that she’d brought with her from Carl’s, a fancy one he’d taken off a guy from a nest in Indiana. 

Inscribed with the guy’s name. 

Opening  the  cover,  she  flicked  it,  lit  a  piece  of  cardboard  she’d  ripped  off  a  box  in  the  shed,  and  tossed  it  into  the

middle of the living room where it set the gasoline alight with a soft  whomp. 

Closing the lighter, she rubbed it with the hem of her shirt to remove all prints, then dropped it next to her father’s body. 

If anything was traced, it’d be traced back to one Benjamin Tahlose of Indianapolis. 

She  left  the  door  standing  open  and  used  the  growing  flickering  firelight  to  guide  her  back  through  the  trees  to  where

she’d left the car parked. 

Inside her skull, Carl silently sulked. 




* * * *

 

No one, human or cockatrice, apparently suspected “Carl’s” involvement with the murder and arson. It had made local

news,  but  that  was  the  last  of  it.  Carl  received  a  flood  of  reports  from  his  network  of  informants  about  it  over  the  next  few

days, but that had been the extent of it. 

She had dutifully replied however he usually would in a case like that, so as not to raise any suspicions. She’d also put

out word that anyone who delivered more info about the perpetrators would get a payday of ten grand. 

Since then, crickets. 

But it had been invaluable in showing Aliah who he had positioned and where, and how to contact them. 

Carl had been holding out, rebelling where he could, trying to block her from tiptoeing through his thoughts and seeing

what he knew. 

That part she still had a little trouble with, even though it was getting easier for her every day. It was like wearing one of

those  huge  inflatable  T-Rex  costumes  and  trying  to  make  everything  work  right.  Sometimes  she  moved  or  spoke  a  little

awkwardly, always able to cover for it somehow. 

A treasure trove of info lay inside Carl’s weasel-like brain. 

The key to her successful revenge and getting her son back safely would lie inside that same brain. 

That’s why, every night, she lay there in Carl’s bed and slowly started working her way through it. No telling what she

might find. She’d made some anonymous contacts and was in negotiations with them to move into the Florida property now. 

There were, however, plenty of reasons for her to be extremely cautious. She’d seen first-hand what those three bitches

could do. Getting her son back from them—if they hadn’t killed him—meant being sneaky. Going in with guns blazing would

only get her operatives killed and put the wolves on high alert. 

She’d  need  them  to  be  stealthy.  Preferably  kidnap  the  baby  back  from  them  without  a  confrontation  needed,  without

directly facing them, even though Aliah wanted blood. Getting her son back was the priority. 

Revenge would have to wait. 

 This time. 

Patience. That’s what she’d need. 

While she was patiently waiting for her plans to come together, she would explore Carl’s brain and learn everything she

could about him. 




* * * *

 

At the start of Aliah’s fifth week back, Carl’s phone beeped with an alert, signifying an e-mail dropping into an account

she hadn’t even realized was on that phone. 

The terse message ruffled Aliah’s feathers…until she started to plumb the depths of Carl’s mind. 

 Damn fracking quake. Irrigation well fucked. $10k to second account asap. - M. 

The only person with that e-mail address, she realized, was Carl’s mother. 

She  logged  into  his  personal  laptop  and  searched  his  brain  for  information  on  what  to  do.  Sure  enough,  she  located  a

secure website login page for an off-shore bank account. It contained a lot of money, way more than what would be needed for

this transaction. 

Perusing the account’s history, she saw where Carl had made transactions in the past to only one account. 

Apparently one controlled by his mother. 

Without replying to the e-mail, she went ahead and transferred the requested money despite Carl grumbling in her skull. 

“Keep it up, buddy,” she mumbled. “Just keep it up, and we’ll hit the bar again tonight and you’ll get to experience the

joys of anal DP.” 

He shut up. 

“Atta boy,” she said. 




* * * *

 

Aliah had also given thanks to the  Dark  Ones that part of one of the scans she’d sent to  Carl contained the bulk of the

protection spell she’d used directly from the book. 

She had been careful not to give him any pages that contained a complete spell, but she’d been through the book enough

times, and had prepared this particular spell so carefully, that she could replicate it even without the missing portion. 

So one of the things she did was cast a protective circle around Carl’s house and his main office. 

It  might  not  stop  those  damned  bitches  in  Florida,  but  it  would  hopefully  slow  them  down,  or  at  least  keep  Kitty

Blackestone or any of the other cockatrice hunters from sniffing Carl out. 

She’d  hired  the  guys  for  the  Florida  job,  using  anonymous  servers  for  it  so  it  couldn’t  be  traced  back  to  Carl.  They

would report their findings back to her before she okayed the final part of their assignment—to get the baby. 

Hopefully the assholes were smarter than the ones she’d hired to help her kidnap Lacey. It pissed her off that she hadn’t

anticipated Carl having pre-bribed guys. 

Before now, she’d considered herself and especially Cameron pretty damned smart. 

According to Carl, the two of them had been something of a joke, only tolerated because of Cameron’s Heisenberg skills

at cooking meth and setting up lab operations. 

 Who’s the motherfucking joke now, Carl? 

Wasn’t even a metaphorical question. He was listening to her thoughts but increasingly unable to resist her control over

his body. 

All those years together, when all she and Cameron wanted was to make a life for themselves, to have a family. 

To not get tied up in nest politics. 

To be left alone. 

Her mate—dead. 

Her son—missing. 

She didn’t even have a picture of her baby, or of her mate, to look at. 

All she had was her vengeance, and she’d enjoy every second of it. 

Chapter Eight



Three  nights  after  Elain’s  meeting  with  Ryan  and  his  guys,  Elain,  Lina,  and  Mai  sat  around  Mai’s  dining  room  table, 

with Zack and Kael filming them. 

It was late on a full-moon night, the yard outside illuminated nearly as brightly as noon to Elain, Mai, and Kael’s shifter

sight. 

Lina and Zack just thought it was bright. 

The  children  were  all  asleep,  with  Elain’s  men  taking  care  of  Connor  and  Ellie,  and  Rick  and  Jan  hopefully  holding

their own against their twin dragon sons. 

Jim and Micah were upstairs, presumably watching TV in bed and trying to ignore what was going on downstairs, but

less likely to burst in and interrupt them regardless of what they might hear than Elain’s guys. BettLynn was sound asleep in her

bedroom. 

Mai was four months pregnant now, with a healthy baby girl. 

Of their immediate family, only Elain knew that Mai’s baby was the reincarnated soul of Rodolfo Abernathy. 

Mainly because she was the one who’d put his soul there in the first place. 

Elain had revealed it to Lacey, who’d pleasantly surprised her by saying that she liked the irony of Rodolfo being born

into a woman’s body this time around, with her mother a coyote shifter that Rodolfo had tried to have killed. 

Mai’s baby bump was moving from molehill to mountain status by the week at this point. 

Elain wondered how big she herself would end up since she was pregnant with twins this go-round. 

“I’m feeling a little left out,” Lina softly muttered as they sat there holding hands around the table. “Not that that’s a bad

thing. But you two are like holding hands with hormone soup.” 

“Then get yourself knocked up, goddess girl,” Elain shot back. 

“No, thank you. Not yet, anyway. My nipples still cringe at the thought of trying to nurse another dragon baby.” 

Zack snorted, but otherwise remained silent. 

Mai finally let out an aggravated sigh. “I’m not getting anything. Even when I try to drop myself into the damn vision, I

can’t.” 

“Me, either,” Elain said. “What the  hell is going on? Usually we can at least drop into and out of the vision at will.” 

Over the past three days, their efforts to make progress with unraveling the secrets of the nuclear bomb vision had come

to a grinding halt. Even with all three women getting DP’d by their respective guys, something usually guaranteed to give them

a vision of some sort, they’d had zip. 

Other than good orgasms. 

Those explosions weren’t the kind they were looking for more information on. 

“I’m spitballing here,” Zack said, “but could this possibly mean something changed and it won’t happen now?” 

Elain  shook  her  head.  “No,  I  don’t  think  we’re  that  lucky.  Something  might  be  in  flux,  but  I  don’t  think  we’re  in  the

clear.” 

Lina let go of  Elain and  Mai’s hands and folded them in front of her on the table, dropping her head onto them. “Me, 

either. It feels like it’s still there, waiting.” 

“Ditto,” Mai said, propping her chin in her hand. 

“Have you tried talking to Baba Yaga?” Zack asked. 

“Good luck with  that,” Lina muttered. “I haven’t been able to get hold of her.” 

Mai and Lina looked at Elain. 

“I haven’t tried to reach her lately.” 

“Maybe  try  that,”  Lina  said,  sitting  back  in  her  chair.  “Maybe  she’ll  say,  ‘Whoops,  forgot  to  tell  you  events  have

shifted.’” 

“We aren’t that lucky,” Mai said. “But it couldn’t hurt.” 

Everyone stared at Elain. 

“Okay, fine.” Elain closed her eyes, expecting to open them in Baba Yaga’s house. When she looked around, she found

herself on Lacey’s thinking rock. 

In Maine. 

A sweet, cool sea breeze blew in off the water, bringing to Elain’s sensitive shifter nostrils the smell of the ocean, of

fish, of seaweed washed up along the shore, and damp beach earth. 

“Yes?” 

Elain startled and turned to see Baba Yaga sitting there next to her on the rock, staring out at the brightly moonlit water. 

“I…” Elain swallowed. “I wasn’t expecting to come here.” 

“I know, child. You were looking for me?” 

“Did I summon you like when I call for Ryan?” 

“In a manner of speaking, yes. Is that what you needed to ask?” 

“Snark doesn’t become you.” 

“I’ve earned the right to be as snarky as I choose, considering how old I am. What did you want?” 

“We’re stuck.” 

“Stuck how?” 

“On the vision. We’ve tried everything and we can’t make any progress with it. We can’t even drop into it like we could

before. Is it because Mai and I are pregnant?” 

“No. If anything, you should be more powerful because of that.” 

“Then what the hell?” 

Baba Yaga closed her eyes for a moment and Elain resisted the urge to bombard her with questions. 

When the woman opened her eyes and looked at Elain, she seemed to peer through Elain’s soul. “Something’s shifted.” 

“Please tell me that the bomb’s not going to happen.” 

“No,  it  still  is.  But  something’s…shifted.”  Baba Yaga  got  to  her  feet  and  climbed  down  off  the  rock,  Elain  following

her. 

Baba Yaga walked down to the edge of the water and washed her hands in it before holding them up to the sky, spread

wide, and softly chanting too low for Elain to make out what she was saying. 

After several minutes, Baba Yaga turned to her. “I don’t understand it, but there’s a new blank spot in my vision.” 

“Terrific. Any idea why?” 

She frowned. “No. The three grimoires. Who has them?” 

“They’re locked in a safety deposit box in a bank in Arcadia. Why?” 

“Are you sure?” 

“What do you mean am I sure? Of course I’m sure. We put them there ourselves. Me and Lina and Mai.” 

“Who else has copies of them?” 

“Just us. The guys—” 

“Guys?” 

“Kael and  Zack.  They have it rigged so no one can get the copies off our tablets.  The tablets are locked with a code. 

 Why?” 

“Because  I’m  sensing  a  darkness  clouding  the  vision,  one  which  wasn’t  there  before.  I  know  it’s  not  something  Ryan

will be able to sense. He certainly couldn’t be causing it.” 

“Try him.” 

“It’s occluded. It’s specifically blocking me…and the three of you as well.” 

“Can we try him?” 

Baba Yaga held out her hand, indicating for Elain to summon him. 

“Ryan,  appareo.” 

He appeared next to them a moment later. At least he didn’t look like she’d awakened him out of a dead sleep this time. 

He was dressed in slacks and a button-up Oxford shirt, light blue, the sleeves rolled up below his elbows. 

“You rang?” 

“We’ve got a problem,” Elain said without preamble. 

“We always have a problem, love. That’s the nature of what it is that we do.” 

“No, I mean a different problem.” 

He looked from her to Baba Yaga and back again and tucked his hands into his pockets. “What’s going on?” 

“The Triad can’t see shit about the bomb vision now,” Elain said. “We can’t even drop ourselves into it like we could

before.  Not  for  the  past  couple  of  days.”  She  pointed  to  Baba Yaga.  “She  says  she  can  sense  a  new  darkness  occluding  her

vision. I don’t even know what the fuck I’m looking for. Help?” 

He frowned and focused on Baba Yaga. “Darkness?” 

“What Elain doesn’t understand, Amiago, is that unlike the Seers, you don’t have the same prescient abilities that I and

my sisters—and the new Triad—all possess.” 

“That is true.” 

“Can ya at  least give him a chance to look into it before you shoot him down, huh?” Elain asked, desperately trying to

rein in her snark. 

He  held  his  hand  out  to  Baba Yaga,  who  finally  took  it.  Elain  found  herself  studying  the  two  of  them,  trying  to  see  a

familial resemblance now that she knew they were half siblings, but she couldn’t. 

After a couple of minutes, he released her hand, a deeper frown creasing his brow. “She’s correct, I’m afraid,” he said. 

“I can see the blank spot through her, but I’m unable to trace its source or cause.” 

“You said you could see energy signatures, like that amulet. Can you go look?” 

“Oh, absolutely I shall go look, but I suspect if I do have any success it will not be the answer you seek. I will notify you

immediately if I find anything out.” 

“Thanks.” 

He grimly nodded before disappearing. 

Baba Yaga returned to the rock and climbed up on it. Elain followed, but didn’t return to her seat, instead staring up at

Baba Yaga. 

“You’re just going to sit there?” 

“I am retired, dear. I’ve helped you as much as I am able. I will continue to work on it as well, now that you’ve notified

me of it. If I make any breakthroughs, I, too, will let you know.” 

“Why do I feel like I’m getting the brush-off?” 

“Because I came here to think and be alone. I didn’t have to answer your call. I could have sent you to my house to let

you find it empty.” 

“Why couldn’t Lina get in touch with you? She said she tried.” 

“Because I choose not to deal with her anymore unless it’s vital,” she said. “You have a solid head on your shoulders, 

as they say. Which will no doubt serve you well. Verbally sparring with Lina was amusing in the beginning, but that was before

you  emerged  as  the  leader  of  the  Triad.  If  I  wanted  to  deal  with  minions,  I  might  as  well  summon  Will,  or Aidan,  or  Purs. 

They’re far more pleasant and reasonable to deal with under normal circumstances.” 

That wasn’t…that wasn’t the  full truth. 

That wasn’t even partially the truth. 

Maybe a little truth to it, but there was a huge whopping evasion of some sort, if not an outright lie, sitting right there in

front of Elain. 

“What’s going on with you?” Elain asked. 

Baba Yaga stared at the water. 

“Come on. Tell me. You know if you want any peace and quiet, you might as well freaking tell me now.” 

Her  gaze  finally  returned  to  Elain.  “Would  it  be  faster  if  I  simply  point  Lina  toward  Bolivia  and  say,  ‘Sic  ’em, 

Goddess’?” 

Elain’s stomach rolled. “What?” she managed, barely above a whisper. 

“You heard me.” 

“What does… that…have to do with you not talking to Lina?” 

“Because I no longer have faith in my ability to shield myself from her.” 

Elain’s stomach rolled again, dangerously so. She knew it had nothing to do with the double burritos of doom, either. 

“You guys told me that the connection meant I could shield my thoughts from her and Mai!” 

“Yes,  you  can.”  She  held  up  the  amethyst  amulet  she  wore  around  her  neck  and  jingled  it  on  its  chain.  “Some  of  us, 

however, no longer have those abilities, and they grow weaker with the passage of time.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  I  am  no  longer  protected  by  my  Triad  powers. As  part  archdemon,  one  who  lost  her  mate,  my  powers  now

wane. My sisters have mates, and are therefore stronger than I am. Their knowledge is safe. Ask Ryan to give you the 411 on

how and why Will and Kal were hooked up, if you don’t believe me.” 

“Who?” 

“He’ll tell you. Although I believe you already saw some of that.” She released her amulet and stared out at the water. “I

don’t wish to give away any secrets that must stay hidden. Marston. Connor.” 

Elain swallowed. 

Baba Yaga glared at her. “Your son is safe from me, never fear. I would not kill a baby, especially one who has such

good prospects with excellent parents. Doubly especially considering the price paid for his safety. Be a grateful mother, not a

fearful one.  Fear has no place in how you must raise those children in this world. All of them.  Not just yours, but  BettLynn, 

Luka, and Anton. Colleen. Elise. Fiona. The others to come.” 

Elain laid a hand on her still-flat stomach. “What do we do if we can’t make progress?” 

“Keep trying. Move forward. Work on it, on your powers. Or focus on the past. Try to find out who else is able to work

that kind of magick. Perhaps tracing events backward will help you move forward again. Look back in time.” 

“Why can’t he track the other books?” Elain was pretty much convinced at this point that the other two  Grimoire Lilitu

still had to be out there. Somewhere. 

“Ryan? It’s a different energy signature. The amulet Brighton possessed came from off-Earth and had an energy signature

Ryan was able to sense, once he was aware of its existence. The books were created on Earth, from Earthly origins, despite the

nature  of  the  magick  they  detail.  Had  the  skin  and  blood  of  an  off-Earth  creature  been  used,  perhaps  Ryan  would  have  been

able to track them then. The knives were created on Earth. As were those stupid, evil little statues. If the magick is performed

in this realm, and the item originates in this realm, it won’t trigger the same types of…mental alerts.” 

She stretched her legs out in front of her on the rock. Elain finally realized Baba Yaga was wearing jeans and a black T-

shirt. 

“Perhaps I have not made things clear to you, Elain,” she continued. “None of us are all-powerful or all-knowing. We

each have our realms to deal with. We each have our responsibilities, our specialties. Our limitations. There is a reason that no

one being on this plane has all that power within their grasp. It would tip the universal balance.” 

“Shades of grey,” Elain muttered. 

“Exactly. Checks and balances.” 

“You’ll contact me if you find something out?” 

“I will.” 

Elain slowly nodded. “Thanks. Sorry I bothered you.” 

The lines on the matron’s face softened. “I understand your frustration all too well. It has not been so many years I don’t

remember my frustrations in the beginning.” 

Elain closed her eyes and poofed herself back to Arcadia. 




* * * *

 

Baba Yaga returned her focus to the water, ignoring the sound of the person making their way down the cliffside trail. 

When she was no longer alone on the rock, Baba Yaga finally spoke. “Good evening, Lacey.” 

“Jadwiga.” 

She didn’t even care if the Seer called her that anymore. 

It was her name. 

 Had been. 

“Why’d you lie to them,” Lacey finally asked. 

“I did not.” 

“Why did you  omit? Why didn’t you tell them the answer lies as close as that blasted rock pile?” 

She didn’t answer, at first. “Why did  you not tell Ryan all that you saw?” 

“Because  I  suspect  you  have  a  final  end  game  and  I  respect  your  wishes.  I  know  you  wouldn’t  allow  a  cockatrice  to

bomb the Midwest. I saw that much. Unless you want me to tell them what I saw. But I think that messes up your plans, doesn’t

it?” 

“We all have secrets. Things we wish to keep hidden.” 

“Some of us have things we wish to know. Questions you’ve refused to answer.” 

An  easy  silence  settled  between  them  for  several  minutes  before  Baba Yaga  finally  broke  it.  “Do  you  really  want  to

know? Will it allow your soul to settle and be at ease? If I finally tell you?” 

Lacey didn’t respond at first. When she did, the old Seer’s voice sounded choked with emotion. “Please.” 

Baba  Yaga  eventually  turned  to  Lacey.  “Lina  comes  from  a  long  line.  That  much  you  know.  She  and  Zack’s  souls

renewed, bound forever.” 

“The way BettLynn and Luka and Anton are now bound. They won’t lose each other again.” 

Baba Yaga nodded. “I hold myself responsible for their deaths. I wasn’t listening closely enough to events, at the time. I

was angry and caught up in my own pain. For that I cannot forgive myself any more than Ryan will forgive himself for Chloe or

Abby or Brighton or any number of lost ones.” 

Lacey didn’t speak. 

“Bertholde lived in agony the rest of her days. Agony multiplied by two. I barely survived losing one, and only then was

I sustained by the energy of the Triad and my own rage and the need to make sure my babies survived. Bound as a soul sister, I

could not escape then.” 

“And you can now.” 

“I will not apologize for manipulating the Ether. Had the Elders wished, the Dodeks, any of them could have stepped in

and stopped me. Goddess knows, even Hades could have, had he been bothered to pay attention.” 

Baba Yaga clasped her hands together and laid them in her lap. “I know you and Jocko ached and mourned your losses, 

and  there  was  no  solace  I  could  give  you,  my  friend.  I  saw,  I  listened,  I  watched.  I  did  the  best  I  could  do. As  I  did  with

Bertholde. Rest assured that souls always come home.” 

Lacey held out her hand to the other woman. 

After  a  long  moment,  Baba Yaga  finally  reached  out  and  touched  her  hand,  showing  Lacey  what  she  wanted  to  know. 

Then she withdrew her hand, clasping them in her lap again and watching the ocean as Lacey’s soft sobs next to her drowned

out the sound of the water lapping at the shoreline. 

When  Lacey leaned over and rested her head against  Baba Yaga’s shoulder, the former  Immortal tipped her head and

rested it against Lacey’s. 

“Thank you,” Lacey finally whispered. 

“You’re welcome, my friend. I wish I could have done more. Bringing them back to you in this way was the only option. 

Now you understand why I resisted telling you before now. I could not have them knowing too soon.” 

A few minutes later, Lacey climbed down from the rock and headed back to her house, the beach once again returning to

the sounds of the surf. 

The woman formerly known as Jadwiga stared out at the water. 

 Soon. 

So, so soon. 

She closed her eyes and deeply breathed in the scent of the ocean. 

Chapter Nine



It was a little after four the next morning. Ellie and Connor were both asleep on a blanket in the living room with Jasper, 

Juju, and Bea standing watch over them. Elain had fed and changed both babies. They’d gone back to sleep, leaving Elain wide

awake and watching some documentary on the History channel with the volume turned almost completely off about earthquakes

in the Midwest. 

Elain had kept her “don’t wake them up” bubble around herself to allow her men to sleep. While it was weird having

their house all to themselves now, Elain was grateful for the solitude. 

Relatively speaking. 

In  less  than  a  year,  her  children  would  have  two  siblings,  thanks  to  Brodey  knocking  her  up  and  Cail  adding  his  two

cents  the  next  morning  to  take  care  of  the  second  egg  she’d  ovulated  that  month.  Life  would  get  crazy—ier—and  not  just  as

parents. 

If that wasn’t enough, there was her job as a Seer and as part of the Triad. And Ain being a member of the Maine wolf

Clan Council and part of the mega-Clan Council. 

Elain hadn’t gotten any sleep following their futile Triad session the night before. After returning to Mai’s and reporting

what she’d learned—or not learned—from Baba Yaga and Ryan, they’d tried a couple of different things with no results. 

Elain didn’t think trying to see what happened in the past with the third spell book would work, because Ryan and Elain

were deliberately sabotaging that. Elain couldn’t let Mai or Lina see the truth of what had happened on the rock pile that day

with Brighton. 

Without having the spell books in front of them to work with, and the bank being closed until morning to go get them and

lay hands on them, they’d finally called it quits for the night. To say they were all frustrated was an understatement. 

But Elain couldn’t sleep. 

It crossed her mind that she needed to ask Baba Yaga, or Ryan—or both of them—if her keeping the barriers in her mind

to block the knowledge she held was possibly causing the problem. If there was any other way to protect Marston and protect

her men from the knowledge that Brighton’s death hadn’t exactly happened the way everyone thought it had. 

In  less  than  two  months,  they’d  be  going  to  the  fall  Gathering  at  Yellowstone  in  October.  She  couldn’t  get  out  of  it, 

either. Not even with the double burritos of doom as her excuse. They’d be having the larger memorial for Brighton, and some

of her men’s brothers were going to travel for it. 

Jasper got up and walked over to her, laying his head in her lap. 

She reached out and stroked his head. “And  you,” she quietly said. 

He wagged his tail. 

“You’re obviously a very good boy, but what the hell are you?” 

He wagged his tail a little harder.  “Protecting my babies.” 

“Well, they’re  my babies, but I love that you’re so protective of them.” 

 “Sad for lost crazy wolf?” 

 Oh, shit.  There was that. Jasper had witnessed all the events of that day on the rock pile. He knew the full truth. 

She cupped his head in her hands and stared into his eyes. “You  cannot reveal what you know about that day to anyone

without my permission,” she whispered, edicting him. “Understand?” 

He softly chuffed in agreement at the edict.  “No tell. Love my babies.” 

He was such a sweet dog. Well, not dog, but she didn’t know what the hell he was. 

She stroked his head. “You’ve lost a lot of people in your life, haven’t you?” 

Another soft chuff.  “Dark Ones bad. Love protecting my babies. It is my calling.” 

Maybe she could, when they weren’t so desperately working on the vision, arrange a visit for Jasper with Purson. She

wasn’t concerned about Jasper being bad. He hated cockatrice and protected her and her children. 

“You met Mercedes and growled at her.” 

 “Strange wolf woman. Yes.” 

“You didn’t attack her.” 

 “Wolf woman. Dark One smell but…”  He cocked his head and seemed to be searching for the answer.  “Jaguar girl.” 

“Fiona.” 

 “Yes.” 

He  hadn’t  growled  at  Ortega  Montalvo’s  granddaughter,  a  wolf  with  traces  of  cockatrice  in  her  because  she  was  the

daughter of Rodolfo Abernathy. 

And Mercedes’ half-sister. 

“Fiona is less cockatrice than Mercedes was.” 

 “Woman had good heart. Bad smell.” 

“None of us smelled that.” 

 “Wolf smell outside. Dark One smell inside.” 

On the  TV, the documentary talked about how the  Mississippi  River had even reversed its flow at one point during a

massive New Madrid fault earthquake a hundred or so years earlier. 

 Glad  we  live  in  Florida.  She’d  take  hurricanes  over  most  other  natural  disasters  any  day. You  got  plenty  of  warning

about them. 

“Watch the babies for me,” she said. “I need sleep.” 

 “You nap. I watch.” 

She released Jasper with one final pat to his head. He returned to the blanket to lie down between Juju and Bea, their

two Labs, at the head of Connor and Ellie. 

With  Jasper on the job of watching the babies,  Elain snuggled on the couch, dropped the “stay asleep” barrier around

her, and tried to catch a nap of her own. 




* * * *

 

Elain awoke to the smell of coffee and bacon that not only didn’t send her stomach into rumble mode in the good way the

aromas normally did, it sent her scrambling for the powder room off the hallway. 

She barely made it in time before she puked her guts up. 

She heard Cail in the doorway behind her. “Babe? Oh, sweetheart.” He rushed over and gathered her hair in his hands, 

holding it back for her. “We there already?” 

She nodded and spit, waiting to see if that was it or there’d be more. “Thought I’d have a little while yet.” 

He helped her get back up and rinse her mouth out. “You’re almost a month along now. And it’s twins. Don’t expect the

same kind of pregnancy you had with Ellie.” 

Leaning against him, she rested her head on his chest. “I’m so tired.” 

“I  know,  sweetheart.”  His  fingers  stroked  her  back  and  she  couldn’t  help  but  feel  his  mixed-up  wave  of  emotions

washing off him. Guilt that she was puking and it was partially his fault. Worry for her over the strain of her job. 

But mostly pride that one of the babies was his, and that he was about to become a father again. 

Something the brothers had long since begun to think would never happen until they met her. 

Looking up, she palmed his cheek. “Stop feeling guilty. I wanted this.” 

“You wanted one more. You didn’t sign up for two.” 

She smiled. “Consider it a two-fer.” 

That finally drew a laugh from him. 

Brodey’s head popped into the bathroom doorway. “Is she okay?” 

“She is right here,” Elain teased, turning in Cail’s arms. 

A wave of warm fuzzies washed through her when Cail’s hands settled over her stomach, protectively. 

Lovingly. 

Brodey stepped all the way into the doorway. “Sorry, babe. Can I get you anything?” 

“Don’t you have to be out on the ranch today?” 

“Prime saw how exhausted you looked and asked me to stay behind with Cail.” 

She blinked back tears. 

 Oh, great. Pregnancy hormones.  “That’s so sweet of him.” 

She’d  gone  from  not  wanting  to  quit  her  job  and  not  wanting  to  run  around  barefoot  and  pregnant…to  having  two

beautiful babies with a new set of twins on the way. 

She’d gone from fighting Ain’s suggestion that she wouldn’t want to work outside the home…to wholeheartedly agreeing

with him. 

As for the working part of the equation, if she knew there was any way she could get out of her Seer and Triad gig and

just be a mom and a wife and a mate… Well, with her three men? 

Totes worth it. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen. 

Especially not with so many lives at stake. 

Brodey enveloped her in his arms from the front. “Can I make you some tea and toast?” 

“Yes, please. Mint tea.” 

He tipped her head up and kissed her, his green eyes bright and full of happiness. “Coming right up, baby.” He dashed

off, almost bouncing like a puppy. 

Despite grieving for Brighton, Brodey’s soul had lightened considerably with the knowledge that they were about to be

parents. 

Again. 

If Brodey could do nothing for the rest of their lives but be a husband, mate, and father, that would be a dream come true

for him. In a way, she felt a little guilty that she was both an answered prayer for him as well as his worst nightmare. 

A beloved mate who, by fate and by calling, would be right in the center of danger time and again. 

When Elain was alone with Cail, she let him cuddle her close. 

“Is he okay?” he softly asked. 

“He’s healing.” The three men might be nearly identical triplets, but their personalities couldn’t be more different. “You

know,  I  keep  looking  for  an  adultier  adult  to  talk  to  about  all  this  shit,  and  it  scares  the  crap  out  of  me  that  somehow, 

somewhere,  I became the adult.” 

He snorted. “An adultier adult?” 

“Baba Yaga can’t give us answers. Ryan can’t give us answers. Obviously, Lacey can’t give us answers. I’m head of the

Triad. I feel like I’m pretty dang worthless at this point. I really do. I hate to feel like that, but I do.” 

“You’re not worthless, babe. It’s just a sticking point. You three will figure it out.” 

“But what if we don’t?” she whispered. “All those people will die.” 

He held her a little tighter. “So far, your track record for solving problems has been one-hundred-percent.” 

“Except for Brighton.” 

He  hesitated.  “In  some  ways,  maybe  this  is  best.  He  died  to  save  our  kids.  He’ll  come  back  well-loved  and  not

burdened with whatever was going on with him.” 

She  let  Cail  lead  her  back  to  the  living  room.  She  didn’t  have  a  response  for  him  because  in  all  honesty,  she  knew

anything she said would be utter bullshit in regards to Brighton’s death. 

The truth lived in her. 

It was a truth she couldn’t let her men know. 

That she willingly sacrificed their brother to occlude Colleen, the daughter of the man who’d killed their parents? 

 Uh, no. 

Not just no, but hell to the  fucking no. 




* * * *

 

The mint tea and toast helped settle Elain’s stomach the rest of the way, and she started sipping ginger ale. She was due

in to Dr. Alberto’s office in Tampa next week for a check-up. While she felt in her heart there wouldn’t be anything wrong with

her babies, that anxiety still wanted to creep in. 

She couldn’t help it. 

Mai and Lina both showed up about an hour after Brodey finally headed out to the barns to help Ain, leaving Cail behind

with Elain. Good timing, too, because an early Florida thunderstorm unleashed, the bottom falling out. 

Lina stood at the back sliders and stared out at the rain. “Maybe we need some skyclad dancing.” 

“You realize there’s lightning out there, right?” Cail asked. “I don’t think that’s safe.” 

Lina turned and motioned both hands at Mai. “There’s lightning right here, bubba. Bottled up inside her coyote self.” 

“Actually,” Elain said, staring out at the rain, “I want to go out there.” 

“What?” Cail and Mai both asked. 

“Doesn’t lightning stir up ozone and stuff?  Energy in the atmosphere?”  She started stripping, pulling her shirt off over

her head. “Cail, you okay watching the babies?” 

“Sure, but babe—” 

“Please grab us some towels. We’ll need them when we come back.” 

“Um, Elain?” Lina said. “I was only sort of kidding.” 

“Yeah, well,  I’m not.”  Elain didn’t pull her gaze from where the rain was pockmarking the surface of their swimming

pool, almost making it look like rough concrete.  She stripped off her shorts and underwear and dropped them onto her shirt. 

“You coming?” All she wore was her wedding rings, the chain with the pawprint tag that matched the ones her men wore, and

the citrine amulet Ryan had given her. 

She opened the sliders and stepped out, sliding them shut behind her. 

Lina  and  Mai  joined  her  a  moment  later,  following  her  through  the  rain  as  Elain  walked  into  the  open  expanse  of  the

backyard. 

Somewhere close by, thunder rumbled. 

“Um, honey?” Lina asked, raising her voice over the storm. “You sure this is okay?” 

Elain glanced at her. “You got a better idea?” 

“Not really, but we don’t know if we’re lightning-proof.” 

“Guess we’re going to find out.” She continued walking for another couple of minutes, out into a small field just to the

side of their house where trees would block the view of any of the ranch hands. 

Not that Elain expected any of them to be out and about on this part of the ranch, especially in this weather. 

Elain stopped and held her hands out to  Lina and  Mai, who joined hands with her and each other.  Throwing her head

back and closing her eyes against the stinging rain, she started chanting in an old language that rhymed the way she said it. 

She knew due to the connection she now had with Lina and Mai that they could understand every word. 

 “Goddess above, Goddess below, 

 Rain falls down and wind does blow. 

 Clear our minds and clear our hearts, 

 Show to us the hidden arts. 

 Show to us behind the veil

 The dark, the light, the thin, the pale. 

 Reveal the sights that we do seek

 And allow us to protect the weak. 

 Goddess we come before thee

 And as I spake it, SO MOTE IT BE!” 

Thunder rumbled, another crack hitting close by and making all three women jump, but they didn’t break the circle. 

They stood there for a long moment. Elain felt hints of the wasabi-in-her-veins sensation she sometimes got when they

started working magick, but no answers were forthcoming. 

They also couldn’t drop into the vision, either. 

“Well, shit.” Lina had worn her red hair down today, and she shoved the wet mess off her face. “Now what?” 

“I don’t know,” Elain said. 

“Fuck!” Mai screamed, throwing her hands in the air. 

A  blue  bolt  of  lightning  shot  out  from  her  hands  and  hit  a  cabbage  palm  about  thirty  feet  from  them.  It  exploded  into

flame, making the three women grab onto each other and scream in fright. 

“Holy  fuck!” Lina said. “What the  hell’d you do that for? More importantly,  how’d the hell you do that?” 

“I…I don’t know!” Mai burst into tears. “I was just frustrated!” 

“Well,  stop  crying,  and  try  to  remember  how  you  did  that.  That  was  great!  I  mean,  a  little  overkill  to  get  swamp

cabbage, but that was awesome!” 

Elain started laughing. It first bubbled out of her in little snorts and gasps until she was finally forced to collapse to the

ground in laughter, feeling damned good to have something to laugh about, finally. 

The tree steamed in the rain, the deluge putting the flames out, leaving a charbroiled and smoking husk behind. 

Lina started laughing, too, as did Mai. 

And as the sky poured, they sat there, leaning on each other and laughing their asses off as the rain put out the fire. 

Chapter Ten



After finally returning to Elain’s house, taking a quick dip in the pool to wash away the mud that the rain hadn’t, drying

off, and getting dressed, the women sat and tried again to get into the vision. 

Before they did, they told Cail about the fiery demise of the cabbage palm, knowing it was only going to get back to him

and the others eventually anyway. 

After an hour of trying…nothing.  Plus another wave of exhaustion rolled over  Elain, and she begged off further work. 

Zack  was  going  to  go  get  the  three  spell  books  from  the  bank  vault  and  bring  them  to  Elain  once  it  stopped  raining.  In  fact, 

she’d fallen asleep on the couch, awakened when Zack arrived with the books later that afternoon. 

She walked with him into the kitchen. 

“You want me to get Lina and Mai over here?” 

She shook her head. “No. Let me try this.” 

“You sure you want to do this alone?” 

“I have a feeling there are some things I’ll have to do alone,” she said. “Better I get used to it now.” 

He laid the three books out on the towels they kept them wrapped in.  Lina and  Mai hadn’t reacted individually to the

books as strongly as Elain did. 

She took the third one, her fingers plucking the towel and dragging it toward her. 

This wasn’t something she looked forward to if her reactions the last time she’d touched them were any indication. 

Taking  a  deep  breath,  and  putting  up  a  powerful  mental  barrier,  Elain  barely  touched  her  fingers  to  the  cover  of  the

book. She now knew, from her previous handling of them, that it wasn’t leather. It was the skin of a virgin female dragon shifter

who’d been killed, her flesh tanned for the covers, her blood mixed in with the ink. 

Forcing  all  of  that  to  remain  outside  her  brain,  Elain  tried  to  feel  for  any  hint  of  Brighton’s  history  with  the  damned

artifact. 

And she found…nothing. 

 Dammit. 

Oh, she found lots of little snippets of things, but only recently, from the last few decades. 

Nothing going back as far as when he’d obtained the book. 

She doubted what Ryan had done to occlude Brighton’s ownership of it was interfering with her abilities. 

Finally, after about ten minutes, she gave up and shook her head. 

Zack, who didn’t have an averse reaction to the books, dragged the towel toward him so she wouldn’t have to touch the

book again. “Want to try the others?” 

She let out a sigh. “Why not? Might as well.” 

But twenty minutes later, she still didn’t have any answers. 

“I’m sorry I asked you to go all the way into town to get them.” 

“Hey, no, it’s okay. Look, this is  my job. To try to be support for you three.” 

Once he left, Elain knew another stop she needed to make. Cail was stretched out on the couch and reading. Connor and

Ellie were both asleep, under Jasper’s watchful eye. 

“I need to run a quick errand,” she said. 

Cail glanced up at her. “To town?” 

She shook her head. 

He sighed and sat up, coaxing her over for a kiss. “Take your phone, please.” 

“Will do.”  She already had it tucked into her pocket. “I’m going to take him, too.”  She pointed to  Jasper, who’d been

watching. 

Jasper raised his head and stared at her, a quizzical expression on his face. 

Cail let out a little noise Elain couldn’t completely interpret. “Can I ask you a question, babe?” 

“Sure.” 

“What’s the deal with him?” 

Elain didn’t want to Seer Says Cail, but she also didn’t want to say too much. “What do you mean?” 

“Why was Lacey so hot to give him to us? Did he eat her shoes or something?” 

Elain relaxed. “He loves the babies. Considering he helped me in Maine, it’s a damn good thing we have him.” 

She could tell from the doubt painting Cail’s features that he wasn’t totally okay with that answer, but he wasn’t going to

challenge her, either. “How long will you be?” 

“Not long. Less than an hour.” 

“Okay. Love you.” 

“Love you, too.” She crooked a finger at Jasper, who jumped up and trotted over to her. 

She grabbed him by the collar and then poofed them both inside Brighton’s house. 

Her men hadn’t done anything with it yet. Brighton had left everything to Ain, Brodey, and Cail, but they hadn’t had the

heart to sort through the house. They’d half-heartedly claimed they wanted to wait until some of their other brothers could also

be there, but Elain sensed it was more guilt on their part, that Brighton had died presumably saving their children. 

Which was guilt on Elain’s part. 

Ryan  had  immediately  swept  through  after  the  incident  in  Maine,  to  make  sure  there  weren’t  any  other  hellish  little

nuggets hidden there for the wolves to stumble across. 

But maybe Elain could see something Ryan hadn’t. 

As Jasper looked around, a low growl rumbled deep in his chest. 

“We’re alone, buddy. It’s okay.” 

 “Crazy wolf. Bad wolf. Tried to hurt my babies.” 

Lina had Marston as her fixation, and Jasper had “his” babies. She couldn’t fault him for his devotion to them. “Do you

smell any cockatrice?” 

He looked up at her. 

“Go ahead and sniff around,” she said. 

He put his nose to the floor and worked his way through the house. In the previously locked room that Brighton had used

as his office, the one he’d kept locked during the housewarming barbecue he’d held, Elain spotted a large, square ceramic tile

on  a  small  table  along  the  wall.  On  it,  Brighton  had  drawn  some  sigils  and  had  arranged  various  herbs.  There  were  also

several crystals, and a piece of parchment. 

Unlike the books, she couldn’t understand what it was, or what the sigils meant, despite wrapping her hand around the

citrine amulet hanging from the chain around her neck and focusing. 

They were symbols. Symbols that must have meant something to Brighton, but meant nothing to her. 

Ryan would have seen it, though, when he swept the house. And recognized it if it was harmful. 

 Right? 

Jasper growled again as he stared up at the table. 

“You smell a cockatrice?” 

 “Dark Ones’ magick.” 

“Nothing else?” 

He went through the house again. Other than that strange altar, Jasper didn’t alert to anything except Brighton’s residual

scent. 

 “My babies were here.”  He almost sounded accusatory as he glared at her. 

“It  was  a  housewarming  barbecue,”  she  said.  “We  were  all here.  It was before we  knew  how  batshit  crazy  he  was.” 

She turned. “And when are you going to tell me where you come from?” 

 “Long story. Long time ago.” 

“Did you piss someone off and instead of a newt they turned you into a dog?” 

He sat, and Elain would swear he looked close to tears.  “No. Everyone died. I almost died. She gave me a chance to

 save others. I couldn’t save my family.” 

Elain wasn’t sure which part of that admission to focus on first. “She who? Baba Yaga?” 

 “No. Long ago. One of the others. Gave me new chance to fight the Dark Ones.” 

 Okay, focus, Elain. You’re trying to figure  this  shit out, not Jasper.  “How long are you going to be with us?” 

 “As long as you need me and will have me.” 

“How old are you?” 

He shook his head.  “I do not remember. Very old.” 

They returned to the ranch about twenty minutes later. Elain felt frustrated and defeated that she hadn’t learned anything

else. She’d called Ryan on the phone and asked about the altar, but he hadn’t sensed anything from it that he could use, although

he volunteered to try to identify it, if she wanted. 

She took pictures of the altar and its contents and texted them to him. 

That  night,  as  she  and  her  men  stretched  out  on  the  sofas  after  the  babies  were  in  bed,  Elain  didn’t  miss  how  Jasper

frequently padded down the hallway to check on both babies. 

He’d have his paws full when she delivered the double burritos of doom. 




* * * *


 

The next day brought the Triad nothing but more frustration. They went back and reviewed earlier videos of themselves

talking and describing what they saw while they were inside the vision. They also reviewed the video Elain took on the ground

in New Madrid. 

Elain even took another trip to New Madrid just to see if anything had changed to look more like what they’d seen in the

visions, but nothing attracted her attention. 

“So what if that old woman we keep seeing has occluded herself?” Lina asked. “She sure as hell feels like a cockatrice

to me. But how are we going to find her if we don’t know who she is or where she is?” 

“Not like we haven’t been through  that before,” Zack muttered. 

“Huh?” Elain asked. 

“Edgar,” Lina and Zack said together. 

“And Lenny,” Zack added. 

“Marston,”  Lina  growled.  “And  that  fucker’s  still  out  there,  living  on  borrowed  time  as  soon  as  this  shit  sandwich  is

taken care of.” 

Elain desperately didn’t have the energy to go there with Lina right that moment. She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder

and a flood of images washed through her, startling her. 

Finally, Elain jerked her hand away. 

Zack stood. “Elain? You okay?” 

Eyes wide, Elain slowly shook her head. “No,” she whispered. 

Lina stood and turned. “Girlfriend, you’re scaring me. What’d you see?” 

“I saw how Edgar did what he did to occlude himself.” 

“We know that,” Lina said. “I watched him and Lenny and Marston kill Kael’s family to work the occlusion spell.” 

Elain shook her head. “No. It was more than that. He tried to work a love spell on you the same way his mom worked

one on Rodolfo.” 

“What?” asked everyone else. 

Mai sat back. “How’d you see that? More importantly,  why’d you see it now?” 

“I…I don’t know.” Elain finally met Lina’s gaze. “Altoids.” 

Lina’s brow furrowed. “Huh?” 

“He mixed the spell in with Altoids and other candy. His mom doctored food and drink that Rodolfo had.” 

Lina looked deep in thought. “When we first met in college…” Horror filled her face as she stared at Zack. 

Now Zack stood. “Shortcake, he’s dead.  Gone. Don’t let him back into your head.” 

“The fucker threw a  love spell on me?” 

Elain nodded. 

“Wait a minute,” Mai said. “Why did Rodolfo fall tail over teacup for Mercedes’ mother, but Lina didn’t for Edgar?” 

“She did,” Zack said, his focus still on Lina. “But not that hard.” 

Lina looked torn between sorrow and rage. “That fucking  fucker!” 

“That still doesn’t explain  why Lina didn’t fall for Edgar the way Rodolfo fell for Mercedes’ mother,” Mai said. 

“Her powers.” Zack nodded at Lina. “He could only do so much. Even though she didn’t know she had them, they still

protected her in some ways.” 

Elain felt the temperature around Lina ratchet up several degrees. 

“I got her,” Zack said, grabbing Lina and herding her out the door toward their backyard to get her calmed down. 

Mai stood and walked over to Elain. “Why do you think that particular vision came to you now?” she asked Elain. 

“I don’t know. I wish I knew.” 

“No idea if it’s important or not?” 

“Nope.” 

“I hate this fucking job,” Mai muttered. 

Elain held out a fist, Mai bumping with her. 




* * * *

 

Once Zack had the incendiary goddess of snark calmed down and far less likely to set the house on fire, they sat down at

the kitchen table again to sort through things. 

“None of this makes any sense,” Mai said. “How are we supposed to know what’s tied together and what’s not? It’s like

a crazy damn puzzle assembled by a drunk person.” 

“Almost too crazy,” Elain said. “Like someone doesn’t want us putting the pieces together too soon.” 

Zack sat up a little straighter. “Baba Yaga?” 

“I don’t know.” Elain took a deep breath and blew it out again. “I mean, we know she orchestrated some things. But why

tell us about a nuclear bomb and give us that to chew on if she didn’t want us to stop it in the first place?” 

“I don’t trust her,” Lina grumbled. “Baba Yaga has an agenda. Has for eons.” 

“I didn’t say I trust her,” Elain said. “But so far, the stuff she’s apparently engineered is for the overall good. Stopping a

bomb from exploding is good. Right?” 

“Yeah,” Lina quietly groused. 

“All right,” Zack said. “I’m calling an end to today before someone accidentally gets charbroiled. Mai, Elain, you two

need your rest. You won’t do anyone any good if you wear yourselves out. We’ll pick this up again tomorrow.” 

Mai and Elain hugged them both and said their good-byes before walking back across the field toward where their own

houses were. 

Despite the heat of the mid-August afternoon, Mai walked with her arms tightly wrapped around her. 

“You all right?” Elain asked. 

“Not really, no. I feel useless.” 

“Join the club.” 

“It’s not bad enough I don’t have any kind of handle on my powers like you and Lina do. Now this. Just when I thought

we were hitting our stride as Seers. Why did everything just…disappear? Why can’t we see the vision?” 

“I don’t know.” It nagged at Elain, even though she didn’t want to say so aloud, that maybe something in the vision she’d

had about Edgar and Mercedes’ mother would provide her with a clue. 

They  parted  ways  at  Elain’s  back  door.  She  didn’t  know  why  they  couldn’t  collectively  see  the  vision  of  the  nuclear

bomb anymore. 

But maybe that wasn’t where Elain needed to point her focus. 

Chapter Eleven



Elain was still in that blissful  not-puking-all-the-time-but-smaller-than-a-house phase of her pregnancy. That night, as

they all snuggled in bed together, Elain knew she needed to try again for a vision. Something to maybe clarify why she’d had

the sudden insight she had about Lina and Edgar and Rodolfo. 

Not that it was any hardship trying. Three hunky Alpha wolves who loved pleasing her in bed? 

 Uh, duh. 

She rolled over onto Ain, who’d been on her left side. Without a word she kissed him, hard, grinding against him. 

That was another nice thing about this part of her pregnancy. If she wasn’t puking, she was horny as hell. 

Ain’s hands glided down her back and settled on her ass, his cock hardening between them as she kissed him. He arched

his back and sank his cock home inside her pussy, easily sliding his entire length into her. 

“Oooh,” Brodey said, sitting up to nibble on her neck. “Someone’s horny.” 

“Good,” Cail muttered, changing positions. “Because I’m horny as hell and I didn’t want to bug her.” 

Elain let out a soft moan as she felt Cail drizzle lube down the seam of her ass and start working a finger into her rim. 

She whined, enjoying the familiar pinching burn that quickly turned to pleasure while he finger-fucked her ass. He soon added

more lube and finger number two, and by this time her clit was throbbing. 

Brodey took over kissing her as Ain held her hips still so Cail could do his thing and get her ready. 

 “Gonna  fuck  you  real  good,  mate,”   Brodey  silently  told  her  through  their  mate-bond.  “Gonna  make  you  scream  the

 way you know you love.” 

Another moaning whine was swallowed by Brodey as he kissed her. He softly chuckled before changing position so she

could reach his cock. He gathered her hair in his hands and she eagerly opened to swallow his hard shaft. 

“That’s it, baby,” he muttered, his voice low and growly and full of Alpha need. “You swallow every bit of that. That’s

all for you.” 

Ain’s cock filled her pussy, pressing against her G-spot as Cail’s fingers slowly thrust inside her ass. Cail took his time

working up to three fingers, Ain holding her hips still so she couldn’t grind against him and get herself off until they were ready

to let her get off. 

Even better. The more of a frenzy they worked her up to, hopefully the clearer her vision would be. 

If she had one. 

Elain tried not to focus on her desire to have a vision and instead tried to focus on the nice, hard cock she was currently

sucking. Brodey’s hands gently cupped her head, letting her set the pace as she worked up and down his cock with her lips and

her tongue.  He was already moaning even before she reached out and cupped his balls with her hand and gently rolled them

along her palm. 

Now that she wasn’t nursing Ellie any longer, she wasn’t against the men gently playing with her breasts.  Gently being

the key word there. Ain let go of her hips and his warm, callused palms cupped her breasts. When he brushed the pads of his

thumbs over her sensitive nipples, she let out another moan, muffled by Brodey’s cock in her mouth. 

“Oh, yeah,” Ain murmured. “We know what our mate loves. Nothing better than hearing you make  those noises.” 

The feeling was mutual. Maybe it was selfish of her, but she loved that these three hunks loved her, wanted only her, and

were more than happy with her. 

It was a dream come true in so many ways, a dream she’d never even known she’d wanted before meeting them. 

Cail  withdrew  his  fingers  from  her  ass,  wiping  his  hand  on  a  towel  before  sheathing  his  cock  in  a  condom  and  then

adding more lube. When he knelt into place, she held still, waiting as the thick head of his cock slowly breached her rim. 

More whining from her. She knew exactly what to expect, and as he slowly thrust, back and forth, gaining more ground

with each stroke, her body responded. 

She wanted a long, hard fuck from them. 

 All the better to have visions with, my dear…

Okay,  interior  snark  monologue  had  to  get  shut  off  so  she  didn’t  accidentally  crack  herself  up  and  start  laughing  and

spoil the mood. 

Once she felt Cail’s thighs pressed against her ass, he stroked her back and let out a contented sigh. 

“Oh, yeah,” he whispered. “This. This is great.” 

She started moving, knowing it wouldn’t take long for her to get over tonight.  She likely wouldn’t even need an assist

from them with fingers or edicts, as hot and horny as she felt.  She slowly rocked on Ain and  Cail’s cocks, working them as

hard and deep as she could inside her with every thrust, the men letting her set the pace. 

Brodey grunted. “God, that’s fucking hot, baby. I can barely hold back.” 

But she knew he would try his damnedest, because she loved it when all four of them came together. 

It didn’t hurt that she thought it gave her visions some extra  oomph, too. 

She tried to savor it but as she felt her orgasm building, growing, with their cocks stretching and filling her, her mind

slipped. 

In the vision she saw a guy, middle-aged, but he was talking to an older woman. 

The woman from their visions. And this vision bore a blue tinge, meaning it hadn’t happened yet. 

Before Elain could explore it, it slipped away and was replaced by Elain seeing herself talking to Ryan and Purs while

holding Ellie. That was also tinged with blue. She wasn’t sure what they were talking about, because that also faded. Then a

memory, one she couldn’t forget no matter how hard she tried, of that afternoon on the top of the rock pile, of Brighton laying

there dying, bleeding out, and Ryan grabbing Brighton’s amulet and snatching it from around the wolf’s neck. 

That’s when her orgasm hit and she was slammed back into her body, letting out a muffled cry around Brodey’s cock as

the men started fucking her, picking up the pace of their thrusts. Another orgasm washed over her, this time finishing off Ain

and  Cail,  who  both  took  final  thrusts  before  burying  their  cocks  deep  inside  her.  Brodey  exploded  last,  the  taste  of  his  cum

rolling over her tongue as she swallowed. A brief, blissful peace settled over her. 

 Damn. 

Everyone fell still for a moment, waiting on her to move first. She sat up and kissed Brodey, who offered her a steadying

arm as she climbed off Ain and Cail and went into the bathroom to clean up. 

A few minutes later, they were all cuddled back in bed again, and she was physically a happy girl. 

Mentally, however, she was less than thrilled. Especially since she couldn’t drop into the nuclear bomb vision. 

The guy—she had no idea who he was. She’d never seen him in any of her previous visions. Was he the guy who gave

the woman the cell phone she used? Or the call she made in their vision? 

Was he a cockatrice? 

And what about the vision regarding Ryan, and his guy, Purson, and Ellie? What was  that about? 

Feeling dejected, she lay there stewing even as her guys fell asleep around her. 

 I’m a sucky damn Seer. 

Chapter Twelve



Despite  the  really  good  sex,  Elain  still  couldn’t  sleep.  Finally,  she  quit  trying.  She  put  up  her  “don’t  disturb  them” 

bubble, slipped out of bed, got dressed, and headed down the hall to the last bedroom. She decided to contact Ryan the old-

fashioned way—via text message. 

 You awake? 

He texted her back. 

 You dressed? 

She grabbed her citrine amulet and said, “Ryan,  vado tu appareo.” 

She  found  herself  in  a  living  room  of  a  small  apartment  or  condo,  but  not  the  one  in Atlanta  where  she’d  talked  with

Ryan in the past. 

She turned and spotted him standing there in a robe and looking disheveled. 

“We really need to stop meeting like this, love,” he joked. Then he pushed away from the wall. “Tea?” 

“Uh, where are we? Um, oh, my god. I’m so sorry. Were you—” 

“Relax,” he said. “I was alone. We’re in Florida. A condo in Tampa I keep for certain purposes.” 

“Whew! I mean, not that you were alone—” 

He turned. “Elain, dear,  what did you need?” 

“To talk to that guy of yours again. Purson.” 

He frowned. “Why?” 

“You said he can see things, right?” 

“Yes. And you were right there, and I hope paying attention, when he couldn’t see anything pertaining to the vision, were

you not?” 

“Can he see inside souls?” 

His brow furrowed even deeper. “I am a patient man, but will your train of thought pull into a station anytime soon?” 

“Brighton. I want to know where he got that cockatrice spell book and how long he’s had it.  Had had it.” 

Ryan carefully studied her for a moment. “How do you feel that will tie into the bomb vision?” 

“I don’t know. I’m grasping at straws.” 

His gaze narrowed. “I thought you could see into souls?” 

“I…can. If I have to, I’ll do this. I’d rather not, though.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  in  this  life,  he’s  not  Brighton  anymore.  He’ll  be  my  son. And  unless  it’s  a  vision  I  have  through  my  wacky

supernatural powers, I’d rather not know about the things I suspect he might have done in the past, based on what you told me.” 

His expression seemed to soften. “You don’t wish to color your feelings for him.” It wasn’t a question. 

“Exactly.” 

He nodded. “Very well. I’ll put some tea on. We might be here for a while.” 

“It’ll take him a while to do it?” 

“It’ll take me a while to get his attention this time of night for a non-emergency.” 

“Why? Aren’t you his boss?” 

He smirked. “You’d think so, right? But our Purs is what is affectionately called a horndog.” 

It took Ryan nearly thirty minutes and apparently an archdemon version of an emergency alert system call-out to finally

get the man there in Ryan’s living room. 

He  didn’t  look  happy  either  when  Ryan  finished  explaining  to  him  what  they  were  looking  for  and  why.  Elain  was

beginning to regret not having waited until morning. 

Purson glared at her. “Why are we doing this  now?” 

“Because knowing now would be more helpful,” she said. 

“Do you know what I was doing?” 

“Rather  who you were doing,” Ryan drawled, “but I agree, this is urgent.” 

He scowled at Ryan. “Why?” 

“Because  she’ll  possibly  be  going  back  to  sleep  after  this.  Any  additional  information  she  might  have  could  trigger

visions.  She  is  a  Seer.  I’m  sure  your  piece  of  arse  will  forgive  you  with  a  little  of  your  subtle  persuasion.”  He  pointed  to

Purson’s amulet. “You saw the visions she’s had. This is within the purview of our authority, to stop a supernatural, off-Earth

threat. The amulet that I took off Brighton came from off-Earth.” 

Purson let out a snort and finally walked over to sit next to  Elain on the couch. “You blast me like you did Abernathy

and those others, I’ll make the shitweasel bring me back as one of your babies, and I swear I’ll cockblock you until I’m twenty-

one and then some.” 

She finally smiled. “I won’t do that.” 

He finally took her hand in his, holding his amulet with the other. 

“Drop your mental barrier. Duh.” 

She did. “Sorry.” 

“Shh.” He closed his eyes. 

She felt him rummaging around inside her soul, then disappear deeper into the depths of that nebulous region. While she

didn’t follow him, she knew exactly where he’d gone. 

Watching  his  face,  she  saw  him  frown,  then  look  confused,  then  recognition  dawned.  Whatever  had  happened,  she

sensed he’d retraced his steps a little and realized he’d ended up inside the wrong baby at first. 

Then…his expression went blank for a moment and Elain sensed Ryan step closer, until he was in her line of sight, one

hand on his amulet and the other extended slightly, as if ready to reach out and help Purs. 

The blankness transformed again, this time an almost sinister, calm placidity taking over before it was gone in a flash. 

Purs opened his eyes. “Holy crap.” 

“Are you all right?” Ryan asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Do I want to know?” Elain asked. 

Purs stared at the floor for a moment. “Wow,” he softly said. “He was… wow.” 

Fear filled her. This guy was waaaay older than Brighton, and had likely seen a lot of shit in his life. If Purs was hit that

hard by what he learned, she could only imagine how bad it was. 

“He’s not going to be a wackadoodle in this life, is he?” she asked. 

“No, no,” Purs quickly assured her. “Actually, good call on asking me to do this. I get it now.” All hints of grumpiness

had disappeared from his tone. 

“It’s one of his talents,” Ryan quietly said. “Purson can connect with previous incarnations without causing problems. In

some cases he can draw them forward, if necessary.” 

“What did you see?” she asked. 

He let out a deep breath. “He really had a skewed view of the world. It looks like once their sisters were killed, it kind

of tipped him over into a morally…loose place.” 

“Morally loose?” Elain asked. 

Ryan stood with his arms crossed over his chest again. “The means justified the end?” 

“Don’t you mean the end justified the means?” Elain asked. 

“No,” Ryan said. 

Elain’s stomach rolled. “Oh.” 

“Exactly,”  Purs  said.  “In  his  case,  sometimes  using  the  word  ‘loose’  is  being  extremely  generous  and  metaphorical.” 

She didn’t rush Purs, sensing he needed time to compose his thoughts. “Brighton apparently found that amulet and it led him to

the book and the knife he had.” He stood and headed to the kitchen. “Where you keep the booze here, boss?” 

“Upper right cabinet over the sink. Glasses next to it.” 

She looked up at Ryan. 

“He’ll be back momentarily. Needs to brace himself.” 

“I gathered.” 

Purs returned with a large glass filled to the brim with amber liquid and started to drink it like it was iced tea. “Fuck,” 

he muttered, retaking his seat next to Elain. “Sorry.” 

“Thank you for doing this.” 

He  snorted.  “You  thank  me  now.” Another deep breath, another slug of booze. “He slaughtered an entire nest of those

things to get to the book and knife.  Normally,  I wouldn’t have a problem with cockatrice being killed.  But he didn’t just kill

adult men. Or adult women. He laid in wait for the adults, took them out one by one, until he was down to the children…” 

“Tell her,” Ryan finally said when Purson seemed reluctant to continue. 

Purs took another drink. “He caught a woman who told him where the book and knife were hidden. Then he killed her. 

Instead of just taking the items and leaving, which he could have, because there were nothing but children and babies left in the

house at that point, he…” 

She swallowed hard. “He killed them,” she whispered. “When he didn’t have to.” 

He nodded. 

“How many?” she asked. 

“Over a dozen. Several of them just infants. That’s not the worst of it.” 

She stared at him in stunned disbelief. “How can it get  worse?” 

“It’s how he killed them.” 

She felt the blood drain from her face. “Oh, no.” 

He grimly nodded. “Burned them alive and sat there, reading the book, listening to their screams while they died. He sat

outside to wait just in case any of them made it out.” 

“So he could kill them,” she whispered, horrified. 

Ryan wore a grim expression. “Times were different then, dear. Keep that in mind.” 

“But  Ain  felt  horrible  for  accidentally  killing  one  baby  when  he  didn’t  mean  to.  And  Brighton  just  went  in  and…

slaughtered them?” 

“It was the amulet,” Purs said. “It…it wasn’t just Brighton. The amulet drove him. The power in it drew him to the book. 

It took what he was and amplified it, all the bad, all the crazy, all the broken pieces and put him back together in a horribly

wrong way.” 

She wasn’t sure, but thought maybe Purson’s hand shook a little when he raised the glass to take another swallow. 

“Things like that,” Ryan said, “can take over a person’s soul if they’re vulnerable.” 

“What about those fucking things we have at the ranch?” she asked, her voice low and desperate. “Those damn statues? 

The books? The knives? Will they do that shit to us, too?” 

“No,” Ryan said. “The amulet came from off-Earth. I haven’t finished studying it yet to determine its exact origins.” 

“How do you know that thing won’t do that to  you?” She didn’t even know how she’d be able to defeat Ryan if he went

to the dark side of the Force, or whatever the fuck they wanted to call it. 

“It will not. It  cannot.” He smiled, but it held no humor. “That, my dear, is one of the many reasons why I am the head of

The Firm.” 




* * * *

 

Elain  felt  more  than  a  little  shaky  when  she  returned  home  an  hour  later.  Purs  had  finally  given  them  what  details  he

could. 

More than ever, she was grateful that she hadn’t tried to take that look herself. 

It would have made her sick, it would have completely destroyed her peace of mind, not to mention it would have had

her doubting herself and her choice to bring Brighton’s soul back to their family in the first place. 

But doing so had helped heal Brodey’s soul, as well as Ain and Cail. They looked forward to loving their son. They still

grieved Brighton’s death, but knowing he had a second, better chance had helped soothe them. 

She placed her hands over her belly, which was relatively flat despite the fact that she’d still had a little baby fat from

Ellie that she hadn’t had time to get rid of yet. 

 Yay, shifter genes. 

Unfortunately, she felt no joy over that right now. 

This  time  around,  she’d  make  sure  he  had  a  good  life.  Both  of  them.  That  was  why  they  had  to  get  this  damn  bomb

stopped. 

What  Purs  had  learned  didn’t  give  her  any  info  in  that  direction,  though,  unfortunately.  She’d  kind  of  hoped  maybe  it

would give her any nuggets she could use to track cockatrice, but…no. 

As  she  returned  to  bed  and  stretched  out,  staring  at  the  ceiling,  she  wondered  if  there’d  ever  come  a  time  when  they

could just have a boring, normal family? 

Because that was looking like a pretty damn good option at that point. 

Chapter Thirteen



Aliah  didn’t  waste  much  time  while  she  was  in  Carl’s  body.  She  not  only  wanted  to  get  to  know  Carl’s  Eastern

European contacts a lot better, but she wanted to know more about his home nest. He’d been so fucking closed-mouthed over

the years that she’d had no idea his mother and some other relatives were even still alive. 

Honestly? She’d thought his nest was operating out of Maine. 

But now that she knew a little, she wanted to know it all. Unfortunately, she needed that info from Carl. 

It’d be awfully suspicious if she—Carl—started asking people shit they already knew he knew. 

Despite trying to get the info out of Carl, she was having trouble deciphering everything. Which pissed her off. 

Finally, she found a folder in his computer that she couldn’t access. It required a login, and none of the ones she knew he

used worked. 

When she asked him for the info, he remained stubbornly quiet on the matter. 

“Carl, I swear to the Dark Ones, I  will get ‘I AM A CUM SLUT’ tattooed on your fucking forehead and ‘FILL MY SLUT

ASS’ for you as a tramp stamp and sell you off to a biker gang as their bitch if you don’t work with me, buddy.” 

The protestations died down. Suddenly, a username and password appeared out of nowhere in her mind. 

She typed it in and that worked. 

“See?  Now  was  that  so  fucking  hard,  asshole?  Holy  crap,  you’d  think  I  was  asking  you  to  barbecue  live  kittens  or

something.” 

She tiptoed through the files and records in the folder. There were documents and .pdf files and spreadsheets. 

And copies of property deeds. Especially in and around the New Madrid area. 

She looked up one of the addresses on Google Earth and zoomed in on it. “Heeey…” The area was perfect from what

she’d seen on the TV show about the New Madrid fault. 

If she could get her hands on a big enough nuclear device…

A slow grin filled her face. 

Well, filled Carl’s face. 

If she could detonate a large enough bomb  right there, dead center on the New Madrid fault line…

Hell,  with  fracking  and  shit  like  that  triggering  earthquakes  like  crazy,  couldn’t  a  nuclear  device  do  the  same  damn

thing? 

Even if it didn’t trigger a massive earthquake, the chaos it would kick off would be gorgeously epic. The US government

would  immediately  blame  it  on  militant  religious  nutjobs  and  start  bombing  some  worthless  shithole  in  the  middle  of

Buttfuckistan. 

When Carl started to speak, she shut him down. “You are  one syllable away from a call to a tattoo parlor.” 

He shut up. 

Holy fuck, she was enjoying the hell out of terrorizing Carl like this. She might be able to get her baby back  and got to

torture the fuck out of Carl?  And blow up part of the Midwest and possibly trigger a massive earthquake, or at least World War

III, in the process? 

 Fuck yeah! 

If  only  Cameron  could  see  her  now,  finally  in  charge  and  able  to  make  some  real  shit  happen.  She  closed  her  eyes

against the prickle of tears threatening. She had to be strong. No tears allowed. Not yet. Not now. 

First, she had to get their baby back. 

Their son. 

The only living link she had left to her mate. 

Once she did that, then she could make the rest of the world pay. And if she fucked it up, who cared? 

She could always head to other worlds, now that she knew how to get there. 

Using some of the notes she’d discovered in Carl’s files, she used a TOR server to send an anonymous e-mail to a guy in

New Jersey, asking for a meeting and promising twenty thousand, cash, just to talk. 

Sitting back with a smile on her face, she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long. This guy was greedy, based on Carl’s

memories of past dealings with him. He’d be able to arrange a meeting with people who could provide what she wanted. 

Meanwhile, she used the next several weeks wisely. Her guys in Florida had gotten decent intel and were working on


trying to figure out what the wolves’ routines were. Just running in there and grabbing the baby wouldn’t be the best option. 

Especially since there was more than one male baby in there. Only two of them appeared young enough to possibly be

hers. If worse came to worst, the fallback plan was to grab any male baby who was around the right age and bring them. She’d

kill off the wrong ones. Sacrifice them on the rock pile, even. 

Then she’d have her Cameron back. 

It was the one thing keeping her going and not just plundering Carl’s assets and then trying to get her own body back. 

She had to take precautions. If she came back in her own body now, she not only lost the leverage of Carl’s position, but

she lost access to all his money and holdings and contacts—and he would be on her ass like a fly on shit trying to kill her. 

That couldn’t happen. 

The  alligator  bullshit  in  Louisiana.  The Yellowstone  cock-up.  The  meth  house  disappearing. All  those  failures  would

pale in comparison if she fucked this up. 

And this would  not be fucked up. 

But she’d have to be patient. 

Then, the luckiest break of all, she received a reply from the contact about getting the weapon she wanted. It was doable, 

but it would cost her. 

Well, it’d cost  Carl. 

And she’d already figured out  Carl had the dough.  He’d been storing up assets in secret accounts all over the fucking

place. 

“Bet  your  mom  would  be  pissed  off  you’ve  been  holding  out  on  her,  huh?”  Aliah  teased  as  she  headed  out  for  the

meeting. “Don’t worry. Once this is over, she won’t be a problem for you anymore. I’ll make sure of that.” 

She thought he might be trying to protest, but she wasn’t sure. 

Frankly, she didn’t care. 

The days of her caring what Carl might think had long since passed. 

She was in the driver’s seat. If she had to stay here for the rest of her life because she couldn’t get her own body back? 

That would suck, but it’d be preferable to standing idly by and watching her and her mate’s baby be raised by those mangy, 

goddamned meddling wolves. 

She’d rather die than let that happen. 

And if she had to die in the process, she’d take as many fucking assholes with her as possible. 

Chapter Fourteen



By  the  middle  of  September,  Elain  was  ready  to  give  up  on  the  vision  and  admit  defeat.  Nothing  they’d  tried  had

worked.  Other than that little snippet about the unknown man—who still remained unidentified—talking to the woman,  Elain

and the others hadn’t had any more visions regarding the bomb. 

Ryan, Baba Yaga, and Lacey made no progress, either. 

It was beyond frustrating. 

Even Lina, who’d previously exuded unshakable self-confidence, was nearing depression. Poor Mai was distraught, and

not just due to her pregnancy hormones. 

Late one night, after feeding and changing Ellie and getting her put to bed, Elain stood there in her room and stared down

at her daughter. So innocent and beautiful and perfect. An Alpha wolf. 

In this case, Elain hadn’t been the one to manipulate the Ether to bring about her soul’s rebirth, either. 

That was all on Baba Yaga. No, Elain wouldn’t complain. Mercedes had been a hater of Rodolfo Abernathy, too. 

As she stared at her daughter, a thought slammed into Elain’s head. 

A stupidly simple thought. 

She picked Ellie up and created her “don’t wake up the guys” bubble as she walked down to the far end of the house, 

into a spare bedroom, and closed the door behind her. 

“Ryan,  appareo,” she softly said. 

He appeared, arching an eyebrow at her in greeting. 

“We need Purson.” 

He let out a sigh, nodded, and disappeared again. 

She settled on the bed to wait. He returned a few minutes later with Purson in tow. 

“Now what?” Purson asked. 

“Ellie was Mercedes.” 

“I don’t care if she was a fucking Rolls Royce. What’s that got to do with  me?” 

“Purs,” Ryan said. “Elain’s daughter was Mercedes, an Alpha wolf-atrice, in her previous life.” 

Purson finally looked like he was paying attention. “An Alpha  what atrice?” 

“You heard me the first time,” Ryan said. “She was the sister to the two cockatrice who were in possession of two of

those spell books.” 

“Oh. Well, why didn’t you say so? What the home does that have to do with  me?” 

Ryan pointed to Elain, handing it off to her. 

“I know what Mercedes told her mate, Marston. But I need to know if Mercedes knew anything about the origins of the

books,  where  her  brothers  got  them,  how  her  mother  got  hold  of  the  magick  she  did  to  trick  Rodolfo Abernathy,  any  of  that. 

Stuff that she either didn’t tell  Marston, or maybe that she lied about to him.  Even better if we can find out exactly what her

brothers told her.” 

Purson looked from her to Ryan and back again. “I thought wolf mates couldn’t lie to each other?” 

“It depends on the circumstances. She wasn’t his One, and she wasn’t full wolf.” 

Purson stared at the baby in Elain’s arms for a long, quiet moment. “Ryan, are you  seriously signing off on this?” 

“I am.” 

“What?” Elain asked. “What’s wrong?” She held Ellie a little closer. “Why is this different than what you did before?” 

Now she was having second thoughts. 

Ryan held up a staying hand. “An unborn child isn’t likely to suffer any ill effects or disorientation from the investigation

Purson conducted. An adult is far easier to deal with as well, since they usually have their personality, their soul, their being

for this life already defined and well-set. 

“A young baby, their mind is malleable, flexible. While the soul is technically sealed off in its own life, things can leak

back  and  forth  through  those  barriers  until  the  child  is  older  and  their  personality  comes  through  and  the  barriers  solidify. 

Nature or nurture, either way. This is why it’s not uncommon for young children reportedly speak of things which are verifiable

that happened in previous lives.” 

“Will it hurt her?” Elain asked. 

“It shouldn’t harm her, no,” Ryan said. “It’s just not something usually mucked about with.” 

“So you can do it?” 

Purson nodded. “I won’t be happy about it, but I’ll try. Especially given what’s at stake.” 

Elain sat on the bed with Ellie in her arms. Purson sat next to her and while holding his amulet in one hand, he placed

his other on Ellie’s head, cupping her skull. 

A moment of fear washed through Elain as she realized those very same hands had killed no telling how many people. 

“I don’t kill babies,” he muttered with a smirk. “So stop it.” 

She felt her face redden. “Sorry.” 

She didn’t interrupt him, trying to keep her mind as quiet as possible while he did his thing. Ellie slept right through it, 

not even moving as he did. 

It took him a while, nearly twenty minutes. By the time he sat back and opened his eyes, Elain felt her nerves frayed, on

edge. 

“Her brothers told her the books came from family and never explained how or where. She thought the one Edgar had

might  have  been  their  mother’s  simply  because  of  the  scents  she  remembered  smelling  on  it  as  a  young  child.  But  she  never

realized there were still more books out there. She thought they had the only two left.” 

“And the knives?” 

“Ditto.  They already had them.  She realized later in life, after she was with  Marston, that maybe her brothers weren’t

what she thought they were early on. Marston was good for her.” 

Purson’s expression turned sad as he stared down at the sleeping baby. “Marston made her finally understand how bad

her brothers were. Believe it or not, he was a good influence on her, and she on him. She wanted a second chance for both of

them to have a happy family.  To love each other.  To take the money they stole from Abernathy and go somewhere and raise

their daughter. Maybe have more children. To stay away from everyone else and just live in peace.” 

“I believe it,” Elain whispered. “That’s why he’s still alive.” 

“There was also something about her talking to you in a garden. By a sundial? And in the woods by a grave.” 

Elain choked back a sob. “That really was her?” 

“She died violently and terrified for her baby, sad to be leaving her mate. It was some strong residual energy that hadn’t

quite embedded itself deep inside you yet as your baby. Her way of saying good-bye and thank you. She was aware then what

happened and what would come next. She’s glad that she’ll be in a good family.” 

Tears rolled down Elain’s face. “Anything else?” 

He took a deep breath, looking away. “She said thank you for sparing him. That she knows how hard that was for you. 

And  to  please  tell  him  she  loves  him  and  their  baby,  and  that  she  doesn’t  hold  him  responsible. And  she  said  thank  you  for

moving her so she won’t be forgotten.” 

Elain found herself nodding. “Thank you.” 

Purson looked at Ryan, who held a hand out. “Thank you, Purson. I truly appreciate it.” 

After shaking with Ryan, Purson disappeared, leaving Elain with Ryan. He walked over and took Purson’s place on the

edge of the bed. 

“My dear,” he finally said, “this is another reason I don’t recommend mucking about inside people’s past lives.” 

She nodded hard, still crying. 

“You have the potential to be able to do this very thing. Please, promise me to keep this moment close to your heart, and

close at hand in your mind, as a valuable reminder why you cannot just go doing things to take an easy path. I agree that, in this

case,  it  was  warranted.  Absolutely.  But  just  as  the  Ether  should  not  be  tampered  with  for  fun  or  spite,  neither  should  soul

energy.” 

She nodded. 

He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Do you wish me to stay for a few moments?” 

She shook her head. 

He tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear before reaching down and gently stroking Ellie’s head. 

Then, he disappeared. 

Elain needed to pull herself together before her next task. She put Ellie back to bed, washed her face and blew her nose, 

grabbed her cell phone, and appeared in Marston’s kitchen. 

He was sitting on the couch, watching TV. When he saw her, he immediately sat up, alarmed. “Elain! Are you all right?” 

He rushed across the room and into the kitchen, concern on his face. 

Genuine concern. 

She threw her arms around him and hugged him. “Please don’t ask me how  I know this, but it’s true, and  I can’t make

myself say it more than once, so listen closely,” she whispered. 

“All right.” 

“Mercedes loves you, and she doesn’t blame you for what happened. At all. She loves you and the baby.” 

His body went rigid in her embrace. “Elain, please tell me Ellie is all right and safe?” 

“She is. She’s fine.” 

He marginally relaxed and finally hugged her back. “Thank you.” 

“Please don’t break my heart and do something shitty and make me have to kill you one day.” 

A sad sigh escaped him. “If you tell me to live, I will. For Colleen and for you. But I take no pleasure in it for myself. I

am no longer that wolf. I didn’t want to be him in the first place, but I hated myself after I lost my One.” 

She finally released him and stepped back, nodding as she wiped her tears away. “I know,” she said. “And that’s okay. 

Sometimes, we have to keep going for the people we love even though we don’t want to. You can redeem yourself.” 

“Even though I’m a pain in your arse and Lina might one day blow me up?” 

The pain in his voice that he tried to disguise with humor didn’t fool Elain at all. “I’ll work on that. Somehow.” 

Elain  returned  home  and  poofed  into  the  bathroom.  After  a  quick  shower,  she  returned  to  bed  and  slipped  under  the

covers. 

She wasn’t much closer to an answer, but at least in a couple of ways, Elain’s mind was now at rest. 

Marston had to live. Mercedes really had spoken to her in Maine that time. 

And she’d been able to give Marston a little bit of comfort. 

On that note, she closed her eyes and tried to get some rest. 

And tried to get the heartbreaking sound of Marston’s tears out of her brain as she’d left him and poofed back home. 

Chapter Fifteen



“You realize if this doesn’t work that I will hunt you down and strip the flesh from your living body, right?” Aliah asked

the guy. 

The guy looked nervous, and rightfully so. Carl’s was a far more imposing body than hers was. “It’ll work. It’s super-

simple, and it has the backups you wanted.” He pointed to the timer again. “Use that key to unlock the keypad, set it for how

long you want it to tick down, and then close and lock the keypad. It can be preset for up to forty-eight hours.” 

“What about the phone?” 

“You have to dial the number, and let the call go through, then punch the code in. The phone will set it off immediately

with maybe a five-second delay at the most, depending on the cell signal.  It’s irreversible.  The timer can be stopped, if you

unlock it with the key and turn it off. And you can set it off immediately with the phone even if the timer still has time left on it.” 

“It won’t accidentally get a call and go off, will it?” She stared at the large device in the back of the truck. “That would

fucking suck.” 

“No, it’ll only respond to punching the code in after it answers.” He handed her the keys. “Just make sure when it goes

off that you’re at least twenty miles away and upwind, since you’re not a shifter. The blast radius won’t be that large, but it’ll

give you a good head-start.” 

“Oh, I fucking plan to be a lot farther than that, dude.” 

“Um…can I ask something?” 

“I’d avoid the Midwest around eastern Missouri for now.” 

“Okay. Thanks. I live in Detroit.” 

“Wow. That’s a shithole that could benefit from a bomb.” 

“Cheap real estate, man. A bunch of us have settled there, buying up property. High crime. Like we give a shit about that. 

Less humans looking over our shoulders.” 

“Just out of curiosity, how’d you get the stuff to make this thing?” 

“We have a supplier based out of the Ukraine. We don’t ask, he don’t tell. Let’s just say my Russian had to get good by

necessity, both written and spoken, over the years.” 

“Cool.” 

“You must really have a grudge against someone to go this big.” 

“None of your business. You got paid.” 

“I wasn’t complaining. I’m already trying to figure out how I can capitalize on this shit in the wake of the disaster. I’m

probably going to set off a couple of small, dirty bombs in New York or something. Completely terrorize people and get them

to desert the damn city so we can go in and clean out a few banks. Fucking radiation don’t bother us none. Our nest has pretty

strong genes. We’re all shifters. Well, we have a couple of younglings who haven’t shifted yet, but they will eventually.” 

Now he had her attention. “How you know that? About the radiation, I mean.” 

He snorted. “My father was one of the scientists on the Manhattan Project. He did some secret testing on the side on our

kind down at the Oak Ridge facility. Discovered it by accident. I mean, we can’t exactly survive a direct blast, duh. But fallout

and  radiation  exposure?  Shit.  That’s  nothing.  Someone  like  you,  though,  without  shifting  genes?  You’d  be  susceptible  to

radiation. That’s why I suggest being upwind of it when you set it off.” 

“Hey, if you’re so experienced with this shit, how come I’ve never heard of any going off?” 

“Because  for  starters,  when  I  quote  a  price,  most  people  say  thanks  but  no  thanks,  we’ll  go  with ANFO,  and  they  go

away.  I’ve built a couple of these before, but the people  I  build  them  for  usually  only  use  devices  like  this  for  intimidation. 

They  make  sure  whoever  they’re  blackmailing  knows  the  damn  things  are  there,  and  they  make  them  pay  up  to  keep  it  from

going off. Why you think shit’s so fucked up in Moscow right now? And North Korea? That crazy little fucker there, he’s being

controlled by one of ours. A couple of devices have been intercepted by governments, but you bet your ass that their militaries

keep that shit quiet. Most of the bombs I build are conventional ones. I also teach people how to build IEDs and shit.” 

“This will work, right?” 

“Yeah. Just make sure you’re ready to deploy it. Once it goes off, you can’t undo it. It’s not like bombing the shit out of

someplace and they can rebuild. That’ll make a hot zone.” 

“That’s what I want.” 

He shook hands with her. “Good luck, dude. I’ll keep an eye on the papers.” 

Once the guy left, Aliah unhooked the car dolly from the back of the SUV, hooked it to the back of the truck holding the

bomb in its cargo bay, and loaded the SUV onto the dolly. 

With that done, she boogied.  The only concrete tie to her now was  Carl’s mother. As  Carl helplessly struggled in her

brain to get her to stop, Aliah only laughed. 

“Carl, I never knew you were a momma’s boy. All the more fitting I blow her up when she triggers the bomb that nukes

the Midwest.” 

She  drove  straight  through  to  New  Madrid,  to  a  storage  unit  facility  Carl  owned  there  through  one  of  his  shell

companies, and stashed the truck in a unit. Then she headed out to the farm where his mom Syrena lived. 

“Carl”  had  talked  to  the  woman  on  the  phone  only  once  since  Aliah  had  been  wearing  his  meat  suit.  Their

communications usually happened either through e-mail or text. 

When the older woman opened the door, she frowned. “What are you doing here?” 

“I  had  business  locally,”  Aliah  said,  walking  in  when  Syrena  stepped  aside.  “So  I  decided  to  stop  by.  No  more

problems like that asshole, Gary?” 

His mom frowned. “No. Except the daughter’s pregnant. It’s yours.” 

“Oh?  Good.  One  more  bastard  running  around  to  remember  me  by.” Aliah  had  yanked  the  info  of  that  incident  out  of

Carl’s brain. “Maybe I need to go pay the mother a visit and fuck her again and get her knocked up, too.” 

“She killed herself two weeks ago.” 

“Oh.  Well, that is a shame.  She wasn’t half-bad.”  She pulled the cell phone out of her pocket and handed it to  Carl’s

mother. “Here.” 

Syrena suspiciously eyed it, but made no move to take it. “What’s that for? I have a phone.” 

“You’re going to help me out. I have something big in the mix, and there’s three million dollars in it for you if you just

do what the fuck I say. Money you won’t have to share with anyone. Cash.” 

Now she looked even more suspicious. “What?” 

“You don’t need to know the details.” 

“How do I get the money?” 

“I’ll wire it to you as soon as it’s done,” Aliah told her. “All you have to do is, when I text you the number and code, 

exactly one hour later, call the number from this phone and punch in the four-digit code. Then you destroy the phone, dump it, 

and walk away.” 

She still wouldn’t take it. “Why?” 

“Because  I’m going to be sitting in a business meeting in front of twenty other people, a business meeting that will be

videoconferenced to about thirty other people, and recorded. None of them will see me pick up a phone, and I’ll have proof of

it.” 

“What’s going to happen when I do?” 

“For three million dollars, do you really care?” 

She stared at the phone. Aliah could see her considering it. 

“How will that make me that much money?” 

Aliah  tried  to  act  like  Carl  would.  “Look,  I’ve  got  a  bunch  of  deals  in  the  works.  All  I  need  is  an  alibi.  This  is  an

untraceable phone. No one knows anything about this goddamned shithole, so they won’t trace you or it back to me. Meaning

these business deals will make me a shit-ton of money.” He started to pull the phone away. “But, fine. I can call Leon or Shorty

and—” 

She moved deceptively fast for an old cockatrice bitch who was a hundred-plus years old, give or take, and snatched the

phone from his hand. “No. I’ll do it. That’s all I have to do? Make a phone call and punch in a code?” 

“I’ll text you exactly one hour before with the phone number you’ll call, and a four digit code. Reply to me with just  OK

to let me know you got it. When the number you call picks up, you punch in those four digits. That’s it. Smash the phone, dump

it, and walk away.” 

“How will I know people won’t figure it’s me?” 

“Go down to the truck stop in Marston,” he said. “Lots of people stop in there. Make the call from the fucking bathroom

or something. You’re a smart woman. Think of something.” 

“I’ll do it.” She stared at him. “You have a charger for it?” 

“Oh, for chrissake, it’s the same as the other one you have. Use that. Don’t use it for any other calls, either. Okay?” 

“When are we doing this?” 

“I’ll let you know. I’m still trying to finalize the meeting date. Keep your calendar open for the next two months. It’ll be

during the day.” Aliah hoped to do it sooner than in two months, but she wanted to get her baby back first. Once that was done, 

she could have this triggered after she’d reached the northern border and could get across to Canada in the confusion. 

Aliah walked past Syrena and into the kitchen. She opened the fridge, grabbed a can of soda from there, and left a wad

of cash, nearly ten grand, in its place. She’d seen the games Carl played with his mom regarding money. 

If nothing else, that much might help the woman get over whatever hesitations she might have. 

Aliah turned and found the woman standing in the kitchen doorway. “So…you leaving now?” Syrena asked. 

“Yep. That’s my plan. Just do what I say, and we’ll all be happier in the long run.” 

“I’ll be safe?” 

“Yeah. I don’t want to take any chances. All my ducks in a row. That bullshit.” Aliah grinned the way she’d seen Carl

grin  in  his  memories.  “Gonna  take  a  lot  of  big,  rich  assholes  for  the  ride  of  their  lives.  They  won’t  know  what  hit  them. 

Needless to say, don’t say anything to anyone.” He walked past her and headed for the door. 

She  was  just  about  to  step  through  the  front  door  when  Carl’s  mother  spoke.  “This  that  big  one  you  said  you  were

working on? The Florida thing?” 

Aliah  turned.  “What  part  of  not  talking  about  this  did  I  not  make  clear?  I  hear  one  word  of  you  talking  about  this  to

anyone, and I’ll get someone else to fucking do it. You hear me?” 

She nodded. 

He headed out. Syrena was a bitch, and that was something Aliah had learned since she’d started living as Carl. But she

was also greedy as fuck, and never did anything to fuck up a chance to make money. 

As  she  returned  to  the  SUV  and  got  in, Aliah  couldn’t  contain  her  grin.  She’d  left  the  car  dolly  with  the  truck  in  the

storage unit. She’d already paid Shorty to be ready to move a truck for her. She’d left the cargo bay locked and didn’t leave the

key. The cab doors were unlocked, the ignition key in it. She’d left a combo lock on the unit and would give him that info when

she needed him to go drive the truck there. He could use the dolly to take his own car and then leave. Hell, he could have the

dolly, if he wanted. 

Not that he’d survive to use it much. 

She’d  told  him  that  if  he  successfully  completed  the  task,  and  the  other  party  picked  up  the  truck  successfully,  Carl

would wire him twenty thousand dollars. 

But to keep his fucking mouth shut or he’d have to share that money with the others. Oh, and that she’d hacked into the

surveillance cameras at the destination location and would be watching him. 

Which she had. The truck stop in Marston was pitifully understaffed and their IT department was lacking. 

They’d  even  used  the  factory-default  password  for  the  cameras.  Which  she’d  since  changed  the  passwords  to  so  she

could always log in. The assholes watching them at the store would never know the difference. 

Good old Shorty, he was as greedy as Syrena and had readily agreed to do it. It wasn’t the first time Carl had asked him

to move trucks, no questions asked. 

Now all Aliah had to do was wait for word from Florida that they could move in and grab Cameron. She’d meet them, 

get her baby back, blow up the Midwest…and then she’d figure out her next step once they were safe. 

But first she’d grab a hotel room somewhere else, get some sleep, and then get her ass back to Maine. 

Chapter Sixteen



Elain lay in bed, unable to sleep. She felt unsettled, disturbed. Not just because of the blockage over the nuclear bomb

vision, but restless in general. 

The very air didn’t even feel right. 

Sleep eluded her. 

She wouldn’t go so far as to say she felt Samhain approaching as September slipped through their fingers, but if she was

going  to  immerse  herself  fully  in  her  role,  maybe  it  was  the  collective  energies  of  everyone  who  did  believe  in  the  special

properties of the date who she was sensing. 

 This really sucks. 

Then again, maybe it was the double burritos of doom she was feeling. It seemed when she was pregnant with Ellie that

she was always tired during the day, and at night sometimes she couldn’t sleep if her life depended on it. 

Brodey rolled over and slipped his arm around her waist. 

 “You all right, babe?”  he silently asked through their mate-bond. 

 “It’s right in front of us. The answer to this damned vision. I  feel  it. It’s   right  in front of our fricking faces, and I’m

 missing it.” 

He kissed the back of her neck.  “If you need to go talk to the others, or go talk to Ryan, or whatever, I’ll take care of

 the kids.” 

 “Baba Yaga keeps telling me we have to look back in time. I don’t know what else we can do.” 

She struggled not to feel helpless, but unfortunately, defeat seemed inevitable. 

 “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

She rolled in his arms, tucking her head against his chest. All she wanted to do was make him and his brothers happy, 

raise their kids. Love their family and friends. 

 “You’re  doing  everything  you  can,”   she  said.  “I  love  you.  You  don’t  know  how  much  I  appreciate  all  three  of  you

 being here for me and putting up with all of this.” 

He kissed her.  “Love you, too. Take your phone.” 

She nodded. Then she carefully got out of bed and retrieved shorts and a T-shirt from the closet and poofed into one of

the guest rooms to put them on. 

After bringing her phone to her, she sat on the bed, closed her eyes, and tried to decide where she should go. Who she

should talk to. 

 Trust my instincts. 

Doing  her  best  to  clear  her  mind,  she  opted  to  let  the  Universe  point  her  in  the  right  direction.  It  couldn’t  hurt.  She’d

tried everything else she could think of besides taking up  Tarot cards, and she thought  Mai might have placed an order for a

deck of those yesterday, just for the hell of it. 

 I need a hint. 

When she smelled cool, piney woods, she knew where she was even before she opened her eyes. 

Maine. 

What  she  wasn’t  expecting,  however,  was  to  open  her  eyes  and  see  the  dark,  menacing  hulk  of  the  rock  pile  looming

over her. She quickly scrambled backward away from it across the damp grass, her breath catching in her throat and cutting off

her scream of fright. 

 It’s like a goddamned boogeyman. 

Once her pulse had slowed, she finally stood and stared at the rock pile. 

Why would she be  here of all fucking places? 

It was a nightmare brought to life.  Her nightmare. 

Multiple nightmares, now that she’d seen a glimpse of how the literally cursed thing was constructed. 

And knowing whose blood had been soaked into the rocks on top. 

Just to make sure, she pinched her left arm and winced. 

 Nope, not asleep. 

She walked over to it and finally worked up the nerve to reach out and touch one of the stones with the tip of one finger. 

No hot wind, no faint screaming. 

None. 

Nothing. 

Sure, the latent energy within it was there, but not the newer creepy shit. 

When she laid the palm of her hand against the rocks, she still felt nothing but cool rock and inherent funk. 

Slipping  her  phone  into  her  pocket,  she  started  to  climb,  then  realized  how  stupid  that  was.  She  closed  her  eyes  and

poofed herself onto the top of it, ready to get herself down again if she felt a hint of whatever it was she’d felt there before. 

Still zilch. 

Just the ambient funk. 

 Old ambient funk. 

 What the hell? 

She turned in a circle and felt…nothing. 

Cockatrice. There had to be a connection. The harder she tried to see it, the more the answer seemed to slip out of reach. 

Like there was something there dodging and weaving out of her vision. A floater in her mind’s eye. One of those things where

you only saw it on the periphery, but when you focused on it, it disappeared and made you think you were fucking crazy. 

She looked at her phone. It wasn’t quite midnight yet, so she poofed back to her own yard and called up a number. 

“Good evening, my dear,” the cautious voice answered. 

“Can I talk to you?” 

“Of course you may.” 

“I meant…can I come there, right now, and talk to you?” 

“Very well.” 

She  closed  her  eyes  and  opened  them  in  Marston’s  living  room.  He  wasn’t  there,  but  she  heard  a  door  open  and  he

emerged from the hallway, barefoot, and wearing jeans and pulling a T-shirt over his head. 

In other times, another life, not knowing what she did about him and his past and the things he’d done—and were he not

her gay uncle—she wouldn’t deny she might be interested in him.  He’d kept the extra weight off, and dyeing his hair darker

took years off his features. He now wore a short and neatly trimmed mustache and goatee and looked like a different wolf. He

appeared to be in his mid-forties, not too much older than her own men appeared. 

He held his hand out, indicating for her to lead the way to the kitchen. 

“May I make you a cup of tea?” he asked. 

She couldn’t help but laugh. 

He turned to her, his gaze narrowing. “What’s so amusing, if I might ask?” 

“Sorry.  Ryan  always  offers  me  tea,  too.  Tea  with  you  and  the  Devil.”  She  sighed.  “Yes,  please.  And  thank  you.  I

appreciate it.” 

She honestly hadn’t wanted to talk about any of this with him. He’d been through a lot, and he was trying to atone for his

sins. She wanted to keep him out of as much of active Clan affairs as she could to protect his identity and whereabouts from

Lina. 

Mercedes had saved Jim. No matter what else Mercedes had done in her life, that would always be at the top of Elain’s

list. 

Saving Jim’s life had, ultimately, led to Mercedes losing hers. And nearly getting Colleen and Marston killed. 

While  Marston had willingly sworn an oath to  Elain, pledging himself and his fate to her, she wouldn’t kill him when

Colleen turned eighteen. She couldn’t. 

Not when every time she dealt with him she saw more and more of the wolf he could have been had his path not turned

the way it did via chance. 

Especially not since she knew Mercedes appreciated Elain sparing him. 

How Mercedes had wanted a better, second chance for both of them as a family. 

He put the electric kettle on and turned, leaning against the counter. “Are we going on another field trip? Ortega gave me

my own weapon after our last one.” 

“No. I just needed to talk to someone. Brainstorm. I’m sorry to bother you so late.” 

He cocked his head. “Elain, we’ve been through this. I am at your disposal for more than one reason.” 

“Doesn’t mean I want to be rude.” 

The corners of his mouth quirked up in a smile. “Is Lina trying to un-alive me?” 

“No, not right now. We’re too preoccupied for that, fortunately. It’s not Lina I’m worried about.” 

He already knew about the nuclear bomb vision—and had in fact been her shortcut to figuring out where it would take

place. 

He also knew about Brighton. 

She brought him up to date with their staggering lack of progress and the relatively new blank spot in their abilities to

even pull up the vision like they had in the past, along with Baba Yaga mentioning an occlusion in her own visions. 

He frowned and thought for a moment. “Can you get me a copy of the spell book to look at?” 

“Why?” 

“I think there was something Edgar used. Maybe even some of the same spellwork he used on Lina and Zack to hide his

true nature.” 

Elain closed her eyes and thought about it, poofing her tablet to her. When she opened her eyes, his were wide. 

She unlocked the tablet, opened it to the file of Edgar’s copy of the book, and passed the device to him. 

“I know. You’re used to seeing people poof, but me bringing an object is a little—” 

“Yes,” he said. “More than a little.” He finally took it from her and paged through the .pdf file. 

“Here,” he said, turning the tablet around and showing her. “It’s a protection spell. To divert attention and keep people

from seeing what’s going on. I don’t know exactly what it says, but I recognize the title.” 

“I can read it.” She skimmed it, the citrine amulet Ryan had given her helping her interpret the ancient text it as if it were

English. “I wonder if that’s what Brighton used in his house to keep me from sensing what the fuck he was up to.” She pulled

up the scan of his copy and found the same page in his book. 

Sure enough, Brighton had made notes in his margin to modify the very same spell. 

“It  is another fucking book, then,” she said. “It has to be.” 

“Or someone who knows the spells well enough to cast them without it.” 

She met his gaze. “Aliah?” 

He shrugged. “You said she was trying to do spellwork on the rock pile. You also said Baba Yaga told you to be careful

about opening the veil. Aliah obviously knew its potential power.” 

“But she’s…” 

He stared. “Yes?” 

She flipped through Brighton’s copy, to the page about the amulet. 

The very amulet he’d worn for centuries, and had been wearing the day he almost killed Ellie. 

The day he died. 

“Fuck…fuckfuck FUCK! Ryan,  appareo!” 

He appeared two seconds later, wrapping his robe around him and tying the belt. “Could we  please do this in daylight at

least once, Elain?” 

She ignored his comment and showed him the tablet. “Brighton’s amulet. The one he had. I need it.” 

Ryan scowled. “May I ask why?” 

“Whoever or whatever is clouding our vision, it’s a cockatrice doing it. Or someone using cockatrice magick. I need that

amulet. It might let me get past it.” 

His  face  went  blank.  “I’m  not  sure  that’s  a  wise  idea.”  He  handed  the  tablet  back  to  her.  “You  don’t  understand  the

powers woven within that artifact. You saw what it did to Brighton. And you are pregnant.” 

“I’m not Brighton. I’m not nuts. If this were Lina we were talking about, okay, sure, I’d agree with you. But I’m not her. 

I’m not unstable. We have to get past whatever the blockage is. Give me a better plan, or give me that damn amulet.” 

She wouldn’t even try threatening him, because she had no clue where the damn thing was or what powers Ryan had. If

he didn’t want her to have it, she had no doubts he could keep it concealed from her. 

Ryan took a deep breath and seemed to be studying her for a long moment before he finally nodded. “Wait here.”  He

glanced at Marston. “Earl Grey, if you have it, please.” He disappeared. 

When Ryan returned fifteen minutes later, Elain had his tea ready and he’d exchanged his bathrobe for his usual khakis

and a button-up shirt. 

He also held the amulet in his left hand. 

She reached for it, but he held it up and away from her. “Before we do this,” he said, “my rules.” 

She nodded. 

“Someone will be joining us shortly. Backup.” 

“Purson?” 

“No. Will. You met him. He’s my second-in-command. I shall be there with you, holding on to you, in case something

happens.” 

“So you can break me away from it?” 

“Absolutely. You are too valuable and too powerful to be allowed to risk you falling under its spell.” 

“What’ll he do if something happens?” she asked. 

He looked grim. “If forced to, he’ll kill both of us.” 

Marston gasped. “Surely there’s another way?” 

Ryan glanced at him. “I’m all ears. Besides myself, the only person I am reasonably certain could pull her out of its grip, 

should she fall to it, is one of her men. They could edict her, but even then I’m not sure that would be a strong enough bond to

make her relinquish it.” 

“Let’s do it,” Elain insisted. 

Ryan studied her for a moment. “Are you quite certain?” 

She nodded, then patted her stomach. “I have the double burritos of doom to keep me grounded.” 

Ryan reached up to his amulet with his right hand. “Will,  appareo.” 

Another man appeared, and yes, she recognized him. 

He also carried a large sword. 

Marston stepped forward, putting himself between Elain and Will, but Ryan held out a hand. “It’s all right, Marston.” 

“It’s bloody well  not all right,” Marston said. “She’s pregnant!” 

She reached out, grabbed his hand, and gently squeezed. “It’s okay. I’ll be okay.” 

A wave of worry washed off him, nearly sickening her. Protective worry  for her. 

His fears. 

Him reliving Mercedes’ death, the fight in the woods. 

Cutting into her—

She pulled him in for a hug. “You won’t get rid of me that easy, buddy,” she whispered in his ear. “You’re stuck with

me. I’ve got this. I put my faith and trust in you and let you live. So far, you haven’t let me down. Now can you trust me?” 

He  stood  there,  staring  down  at  her.  “I’ve  done  things  in  my  life  I  cannot  take  back  and  wish  I  could.  I  bloody  well

cannot stand by and watch you die.” 

“You won’t,” she said. “I  feel this.  This is what I have to do to save lives.” 

He finally kissed the top of her head. 

Like an uncle. “You remind me so much of my Angela,” he said. “She was so fierce, such a fighter. An Alpha.” 

She swallowed back the tears threatening.  Damn pregnancy hormones.  “Thank you.” He’d loved his daughter, Angela, 

and his first mate, even though she wasn’t his  One. Angela had died in battle at seventeen.  His mate had died in childbirth a

year after Angela had been born, their son dying with her. 

He’d raised Angela alone. A single father. 

And he was again. 

“Let’s do this,” Ryan said. “I want it out of its cage as little as possible.” He held out his right hand to her, waiting. 

She took his hand in her left. “What do I do?” 

He held the amulet toward her in his left hand. “Hold on to it with me. Your hand around mine.” 

She already felt its pull through him. 

Now she was rethinking this. “What if…” She swallowed hard. 

He  smirked.  “Love,  if  you  think  the  threat  of  dying  is  going  to  stop  me  from  doing  this,  think  again. You’ve  seen  my

pain.” 

Then again, she’d had a vision of Ryan with a baby, a child of his own. 

Hadn’t happened yet, but she knew it would. 

After a deep breath, she nodded. “Let’s do it.” She wrapped the fingers of her right hand around his and the amulet and

closed her eyes. 

Chapter Seventeen



Elain felt like she’d stuck her fingers in an electric socket and struggled against the urge to throw up a barrier to keep the

power out. She knew she’d have to manipulate and manhandle the amulet’s properties if she really wanted to tap into its energy

and get the answers she sought. 

She felt Ryan’s presence there, a protective shadow, gauzy and transparent, hovering with her. 

“Stay with me, Elain,” Ryan cautioned, but it sounded like he spoke in her mind, not into her ear from right next to her in

Marston’s kitchen. 

Opening her mental eyes, Elain looked around and tried to make sense of what she was seeing. If she’d thought Rodolfo

Abernathy’s soul had been a tangled spaghetti mess of crazy-assed threads, this made that look like a neatly wound skein of

yarn. 

This was some jigsaw puzzle from hell, with all the pieces scattered around, no picture to guide you, and some random

extra pieces from other puzzles mixed in just to fuck with the person trying to assemble it. 

 Shit. 

Okay then, to do what she needed to do.  Hoping she was speaking out loud, she said, “Marston, hold up the tablet for

me, to that page in the spell book.” 

When she opened her eyes, his kitchen looked…there, but not there. An old TV picture jumping around with the vertical

and horizontal hold settings fucked beyond all recognition. A dizzying wave of nausea swept through her, and she wasn’t sure if

that was from the disorientation or her pregnancy or both. 

Squinting,  she  made  out  the  words  on  the  tablet  and  felt  a  shadowy  form  take  shape,  one  of  the  jigsaw  puzzle  pieces

materializing before her, a dark trail leading away from it. 

“Good girl,” Ryan murmured. “You’re doing excellent. Follow the energy signature.” 

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and the picture remained in front of her in her mind. She turned her focus and

quickly raced after the trail, weaving and bobbing through dark and shapeless blobs of horror she didn’t want to contemplate at

that time. Some of it residual energy from Brighton, some of it from past wearers of the amulet. 

Some of it probably from Lilith herself, and Elain now knew that’s who the dam of the cockatrice race was. Hence the

evil name of the set of books. 

A disgruntled dragon shifter female who’d wanted power. 

Power  lay  all  around  Elain,  keys  to  the  true  power  sources  in  the  book,  the  previously  dormant  powers  within  her

screaming to be united, lock and key, with all those lovely, lovely energies that could be right at her fingertips, at her disposal

—

“Don’t get distracted,” Ryan sharply scolded. “Stay focused.” 

Elain  realized  she’d  come  to  a  stop  next  to  one  of  the  blobs  of  energy  that  had  originated  with  Lilith.  Turning,  Elain

refocused  on  the  trail  she’d  been  following  and  raced  ahead  again,  Ryan  staying  with  her,  watching  through  her.  Not  really

there, but an active observer of everything going on, able to see what she saw and learn what she learned through her. 

No funhouse ever had as crazy a setup as this hellish place did. Things she knew she couldn’t unsee, even though only

momentarily glimpsed if she allowed her focus to slip from the trail. 

Horrors eagerly and happily committed while wearing this fucking charm. 

It  couldn’t  be  destroyed.  Scratch  that,  it  could  be  destroyed,  but  if  they  did,  Elain  knew  they’d  lose  any  and  all

connection to the answers they sought. 

“Keep going,” Ryan mumbled, sounding more distant. 

She stopped and turned, not seeing his presence and took a deep breath, willing him to stay with her. 

His shadow returned and his voice sounded almost…shocked. 

“Well done, dear. Let’s move.” 

Elain was more like a bloodhound now than an Alpha wolf. Speaking of, her inner Alpha had sat up and growled, alert, 

protective, ready to react. 

It felt like she ran forever although she knew in this dream or vision or whatever the hell it was, time was relative and

space  was  an  illusion.  They  still  stood  inside  Marston’s  kitchen,  in  his  apartment  suite  in  Ortega  Montalvo’s  secure  jaguar

compound in fricking Bolivia. 

The trail led through dank and dark passages, growing smaller until, finally, it disappeared under a door in the wall. A

wooden door with iron braces and hinges, like some crazy-assed castle dungeon movie set. 

Pulling on the ring above the lock didn’t budge it. 

“Now what?” she asked Ryan. 

“It is no barrier to you, merely an illusion. Place your hand on the lock and will it open.” 

She did, laughing when she felt and heard the mechanism snap open through the metal. 

This time when she tugged on the ring, the door easily and smoothly swung toward her on well-oiled hinges. 

It opened on a dark chamber illuminated only by the hellishly sickly yellow-green glow coming from a black box in the

center of the room, on the flagstone floor. The box was no more than twelve inches square. The entire chamber was maybe six

feet  by  six  feet  by  six  feet,  the  ceiling  just  inches  over  the  top  of  Elain’s  head.  The  glow  leaked  from  around  the  plain,  flat

cover sitting on top of the box. The box itself looked to be matte black on all sides. 

“Now what?” she asked Ryan. 

“Destroy it.” 

“Laces out.” Before she could think about it, she drop-kicked the damn thing against the back wall where it shattered, a

screaming ball of sickening light exploding from the wreckage before dissipating. Now an ambient light switched on from an

unseen source, like a work light on a stage set, illuminating the false walls of the chamber. 

Within the wreckage of the box, she spotted the puzzle piece she’d been chasing. 

She leaned in, picked it up, and ripped it apart. 

“Done,” Ryan said. 

Elain felt herself slammed back into her own body so hard she actually wobbled on the landing and  Marston grabbed

her, steadying her. 

Ryan had yanked his left hand from hers, forcibly separating her from the amulet, although he still held her other hand. 

“Elain?” Ryan asked. 

She was still slumped against  Marston, happy to let him support her for right now because she wasn’t sure she could

stand on her own legs. 

“There is no Elain, only Zuul,” she droned. 

Marston gasped, but Ryan chuckled. “Very droll, my dear.” 

She  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  and  let  it  out  again.  “Holy  fucking  shitballs.”  She  closed  her  eyes  as  a  rebound  wave  of

energy made her shiver. “Holy fucking shitballs!” 

“You said that,” Ryan said. 

“No…the vision…it’s back!” 

“The bomb?” 

“Yeah!”  Elation  lifted  her  spirits.  Not  only  was  the  vision  back,  but  it  felt  like  a  flood  of  information  now  filled  her

brain, washing into the previously blank space like a tsunami to reclaim what had been lost. 

“Hold that thought,” Ryan said. He let go of her right hand and disappeared. 

Will remained, watching her with a guarded, cautious gaze. 

“I’m okay,” she said. 

He slowly nodded. “Tread carefully,” he warned. “You’re new at this.” 

“Thanks.” 

Ryan  returned  without  the  amulet,  then  nodded  to  Will.  “Thank  you.  I  don’t  believe  I’ll  need  you  for  the  rest  of  the

evening, but listen in case I call.” 

Will gave him a terse nod before he disappeared. 

Elain let out a yelp as her phone vibrated in her pocket. Still leaning against Marston, she pulled it out and saw it was

Lina. Knowing she couldn’t ignore the call, she held up a hand for silence and answered it. 

“Yeah?” 

Elain winced and pulled the phone away from her ear as  Lina screamed at her. “HOLY  FUCKING  SHITBALLS!  The

vision is back, wolf lady! Get yer ass over here right now while we still have it!” 

Lina hung up. 

Elain stared at her phone. 

“No need to repeat that,” Ryan drawled with a smile. “I think we all heard her.” 

She finally felt steady enough to test her own legs and patted Marston’s arm as she looked up at him. “Thanks.” 

“Are you all right?”  The concern on his face sent mixed feelings through her.  It wasn’t just his expression—she could

sense his mood. He felt genuinely concerned for her. 

And her babies. 

Something that flew in the face of what everyone else knew and thought about him. 

“Yeah, I need to go home and shower really fast, though.” She hugged him, then hugged Ryan. “Thank you.” Confusion

boiled and bubbled in the back of her mind, things she knew she’d need to look at, information that hadn’t been there before. 

Barriers dropped. 

Ryan stared at her, intense, focused. “Are you quite sure you’re all right? Perhaps I should accompany you.” 

“Why?” 

He pointed to Marston. “If some one slips through your memories.” 

“You might not be able to stop Lina.” 

“She can’t poof well yet, as you call it.” 

Elain decided it would actually be better if  Ryan did come with her.  He’d be a good excuse as to where she’d gone. 

“Okay. Meet me in my yard in about ten minutes.” 

“Good. That’ll give me a chance to finish my tea.” He offered her a smile. She grabbed her tablet, gave Marston one last

hug, and poofed herself into the shower in the master bathroom at home in Arcadia. 




* * * *

 

When Marston and Ryan were alone, the old wolf said it. “What changed? Even I felt it. Your guy actually took a step

toward you both.” 

Ryan picked up the mug of tea, sniffed it, and took a deep swallow from it. “I hope I didn’t just make a terrible mistake,” 

he said. 

“Why?” 

He  met  Marston’s  gaze.  “Because  our  Elain  just  destroyed  the  barrier  between  her  conscious  mind  and  her  latent

powers. Let us hope she discovers that slowly and manages to handle it well. Otherwise, we are all well and truly fucked, as

they say.” 

“But…how did that happen?” 

“She simply walked through the veil and accessed everything within her. It wasn’t just the amulet’s history and powers

she saw. It was her own mind. She took the amulet’s powers into her to examine them, even though she doesn’t understand that. 

I stayed with her to guide her and keep her from getting lost. She has no idea how powerful she is yet.” 

“I can’t believe she’d ever be a danger to anyone she loves. She’s not like…” He didn’t finish the statement. 

The archdemon lifted an eyebrow at him. “Not like Lina, eh?” 

Marston nodded. “Not that I blame Lina,” he said. “I almost wish Elain would let her finish me off.” 

“You need to focus on the future, not the past. You weren’t exactly in charge of your destiny.” 

“There were a lot of things I bloody well could have chosen not to do.” 

Ryan took another sip of his tea. “Don’t be so sure about that.” 

A chill filled him. “What?” 

“I’m  just  saying  that  I  believe  we’re  merely  witnessing  the  end  of  a  chess  match  the  likes  of  which  the  Universe  has

never seen before or likely will again.” 

“But…who?” 

Ryan sighed. “It is not my place to say. Besides, the other player doesn’t even know he’s in the game, much less that he’s

about to be checkmated. And in this way, technically, it is not my place to interfere.” 

Chapter Eighteen



Elain was scrubbing up in the shower when Brodey walked in. “You all right?” he asked. 

“Yeah!” She turned, excited. “The vision’s back! I’m going to go meet with Lina right now. Ryan’s joining us.” 

He stared at her. “Are you all right?” 

“I’m great, why?” 

He blinked, finally shaking his head. “Nothing. For a second there, I thought your eyes were a different color. Must have

been a trick of the light. How’d the vision return?” 

She  didn’t  want  to  Seer  Says  him,  and  she  wanted  to  stay  as  close  to  the  truth  as  possible.  “Not  sure  exactly.  Ryan

helped me with some creative visualization, and whatever the blockage was, I destroyed it. Now we need to try to process it

while everything’s fresh.” 

Brodey leaned in. “Can I get a kiss first?” 

She smiled and kissed him. “Thank you for being so understanding.” 

“Just keep me in mind when your schedule gets free enough to schedule me a needy day.” 

She turned back to him and kissed him again. “I will. I love you.” 

“I love you, too, babe.” 

He had just closed the bathroom door behind him when she clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. 

The sigils on Brighton’s altar. 

She knew what they were. 

They were of his own creation, worked through the amulet and the spell book, a not-quite-black-magick version of the

spell from the book to create a protective barrier and ward people off from the truth. 

That’s  how  he’d  hidden  things  from  them  for  so  long.  And  it  explained  why  neither  she  nor  Ryan  had  figured  it  out

before, because he’d made his own sigils. 

It took everything in her power not to pop right back to Ryan to tell him. Except that she was in the shower. 

And naked. 

And wet. 

And soapy. 

She  hurried  through  it  and  dried  off,  poofed  herself  into  the  closet  to  throw  on  a  T-shirt  and  shorts,  and  then  poofed

herself out into the yard…

Right into a fresh, warm, squishy pile of horse shit. 

Aaaand she was barefoot. 

Ryan, who’d been standing there scratching the horses’ noses, let out an amused snort. 

“Smartass,” she muttered, poofing herself back into the shower to rinse her feet off. 

Brodey reappeared a moment later, his nose wrinkling. “Um, babe?” 

“I know,” she grumbled. “Don’t say it.” She finished washing her feet, poofed herself to the front door to grab a pair of

flip-flops, and this time walked across the yard to where Ryan still waited with the horses. 

He smiled. 

“Don’t say it,” she grumbled. 

“Not a word, love.” 

She told him about the sigils as they walked over to Lina’s, where the lights were on downstairs. 

“That makes sense,” Ryan said. “No wonder we couldn’t decipher it.” 

Elain led the way and walked into Lina’s house without knocking, finding an anthill of activity. The smell of coffee hit

Elain, and fortunately, it didn’t make her sick to her stomach. Mai was dressed in Flintstones pjs and looked half-asleep. Lina

was barking orders to Zack and Kael. 

“There you are!” Lina said. “What the hell took you so—oh, hello, Ryan.” 

Elain glanced at him and spotted his smirk. “Hello to you, too, dear.” 

“Play nice, Lina,” Elain warned. “He’s helping. In fact, he might be part of the reason the blockage popped.” 

That pulled Lina up short. “What?” 

Ryan  spoke  before  Elain  could,  spinning  an  almost  but  not  quite  truthful  version  that  matched  what  Elain  had  told

Brodey. 

Lina  looked  stunned.  “Oh.  Well,  thank  you.  I  apologize  for  my  snark.  I’m  undercaffeinated  and  not  responsible  for

anything I say or anything I blow up.” 

“So what do we do now?” Elain asked. 

“We’re going to put butts in chairs and work on the vision and see if anything’s changed,” Lina said. “Been a couple of

months. Hopefully, we can figure out who that old bat is and take her out. I want to focus on her. Maybe we can find out from

her who made the bomb, where it is, all of that.” 

“Let’s do it.” Elain slid into a seat at the table, Ryan taking up a chair next to Kael to observe. 




* * * *

 

Aliah awoke with a gasping start. She’d been caught in a nightmare where her baby boy was ripped from her arms, both

her and him screaming as he was whisked off by that goddamned Florida wolf Seer bitch, Elain Lyall. 

As she sat up in bed, she tried to get her heart to stop racing, tried to slow her breathing. Swinging around to sit on the

edge of the bed, she turned on the bedside lamp. 

Despite  spending  several  months  in  Carl’s  body,  it  still  disconcerted  her  sometimes  to  see  Carl’s  arms  and  legs.  She

hated looking in a fucking mirror anymore. 

 Waaait a minute…

There was something else. Something…wrong. 

 Really fucking wrong. 

Jumping  up,  she  ran  out  to  the  living  room,  where  she’d  set  up  the  altar  on  an  end  table  that  was  nearly  in  the  exact

middle of the house’s physical dimensions. 

All the things she’d placed there—the herbs, the script written on a piece of parchment, the small wooden totem she’d

roughly carved to fit the part—all charred and black as if they’d been consumed from the inside out. Not even a residual scent

of smoke remained, no heat. The parchment was nothing but ashes. 

The spell had been destroyed. 

“Fuck!  No!  That  goddamned  cunt!”  Aliah  turned  and  ran  for  the  burner  cell  she  was  using  to  keep  in  touch  with  the

cockatrice in Florida. When she called, she angrily punched the hall wall with one fist while waiting for the fucker to pick up. 

Punched it so hard that she left a hole. 

“What?” 

“No more waiting. Grab the baby now and leave immediately for the meeting place and wait for me there.” 

“We can’t do it now. They’ll kill us! We have to wait until the guys leave in the morning.” 

“Then get in position and do it as soon as they leave.” 

“But we need to spend a few days plan—” 

“Do it!” she roared in Carl’s voice, at least in that way thankful to have his body under her command. 

She ended the call and turned off the phone, pulling the battery out of it.  She’d have to pack and leave immediately to

head for Georgia, where she’d told them to meet her. She’d given them coordinates for not far from the trailer where she and

Cameron used to live. She wanted to get to the trailer first and be ready before meeting up with them. 

This was totally going to fuck her timeline. Originally, she’d hoped to do this during winter, preferably during an ice or

snow storm, so it would add to the misery of the survivors and impede rescue operations even more. 

She’d have to move up detonating the bomb to now. With the chaos to help cover her tracks, she’d be able to slip out of

the country over the Canadian border, using Carl’s ID from Missouri, if necessary. 

Just one more refugee. 

Once she was out of the  United  States, she could stay low in the hunting cabin  Carl had kept as an emergency bug-out

destination. But if that fucking bitch was strong enough to disable a spell, Aliah knew it meant she could no longer fuck around

and waste time, even if her plans weren’t complete. 

She’d fucking drive the truck herself to New Madrid. 

“Oh, Carl,” she muttered as she headed for the bedroom. “Wakey wakey. Road trip time.” 

Chapter Nineteen



They  worked  on  the  vision  until  nearly  five  in  the  morning.  Mai,  farther  along  in  her  pregnancy  than  Elain,  was

exhausted and literally falling asleep at the table. They’d narrowed down the time of day the blast happened by finding a bank

clock with the time and temp on it, but they hadn’t been able to track back to the woman’s identity or find out where she came

from, or the exact date. 

If anything, they couldn’t go quite as far back to her arrival as they had before. Like maybe something had changed after

all. 

Elain didn’t want to wonder if that something was her destroying the spell that had been placed to block their vision, and

hoped she hadn’t changed the timeframe by doing so. 

They also couldn’t find anything about the man. 

Ryan helped get Mai to her front door while Elain poofed herself back to her own bed, where she collapsed. 

“You okay, babe?” Brodey mumbled. 

“Yeah. Sorry.” 

“Figure it out?” 

“No, but at least the vision’s back. I’ll take the win.” 

He got up and she drifted off to sleep. When she next awoke, dim grey light was sneaking in around the window blinds, 

and she was alone in bed. 

She also smelled coffee. 

She closed her eyes and ignored it. 

When she next awakened, her eyes popped open, something tickling her senses and Elain not knowing what. She still had

on her T-shirt and shorts she’d worn a few hours earlier when she went to Lina’s. After using the bathroom, she wandered out

to the kitchen to find a note on the table. 

 Be back soon. Had to help Rick and Jan. Babies at Mom’s. Love you! - A. 

Her sweet Prime. They’d given her a morning alone. 

She  padded  over  to  the  coffeemaker  and  poured  herself  a  mug.  She  was  starting  to  fix  it  the  way  she  liked  when

something pinged her senses again. A sound. 

Turning, she realized Juju and Bea were sound asleep on the couches. 

No Jasper. 

Of course not. Because he’d have automatically gone to Mom’s with the babies. Good luck separating him from them. 

And  that was what she was hearing, the sound of him barking. 

Frantically barking. 

She poofed herself into her mom’s living room just to hear her scolding Jasper, who was staring out the front windows. 

“Jasper, shh! No! You’ll wake the babies!” 

“Mom, what’s going on?” 

Her mom screamed, then laughed as she turned. “You scared the crap out of me!” 

“What’s going on?” 

“He won’t stop—” 

 “Bad! Dark Ones! Dark Ones!” 

“Jasper!” her mom scolded again, walking over to him. “Now, you stop that or I’ll have to put you outside and—” 

“Mom? Where’s the babies?” 

 “Dark Ones!”  He ran over to Elain and jumped up on her.  “Dark Ones!” 

“They’re in the nursery,” her mom said, “but Jasper—” 

Elain  grabbed  her  mom’s  hand  and  literally  dragged  her  down  the  hall.  “Where’s  your  phone?  And  where’s  Dad? 

Jasper,  come!” 

“My what? And your dad’s with Micah and Jim. What are you doing? What’s going on?” 

Jasper  was  practically  on  top  of  Elain  as  she  bolted  down  the  hallway  with  her  mom  in  tow. All  three  babies  were

sitting up in their cribs or play cribs and starting to fuss. Elain grabbed Connor first and handed him off to her mom. 

“What are you doing, Elain?” 

“Mom,  sit down on the floor!” 

Her mom did. 

“Jasper, stay next to her.” 

 “Dark Ones! Close and coming closer!” 

“I know they’re coming!” She could sense something tickling in her mind, a wrongness growing even more wrong by the

second. 

“You know  what?” her mom asked. 

“I wasn’t talking to you! I was talking to Jasper.” She grabbed Ellie and gently put her into her mom’s other arm, then

grabbed Joss and settled him on her lap. “Jasper, across her legs.” 

He lay down. 

“Elain, you’re scaring—” 

Elain laid her hands on her mom’s shoulders. “Mom, you all  go to Lacey’s! ” 

They disappeared with a soft  pop of the air. 

Elain immediately poofed into Lina’s. “Lina!” 

Zack stuck his head out of the kitchen. “Elain? What the—” 

“Where’s the Beasts? And Lina? And the guys?” 

“Lina’s asleep, and the Beasts are over at Mai’s. The guys are out with your guys. I think Kael’s out with them. What’s

going—” 

“Get armed. Now! There’s cockatrice coming.” She ran into Lina’s bedroom. 

The goddess was sleepily sitting up. “What the—” 

Elain grabbed her hand, grabbed Lina’s cell phone off the bedside table, and poofed them into Mai’s living room. Mai, 

BettLynn, and the Beasts were sitting on the living room floor. The babies were watching TV, and Mai looked half asleep. 

She perked up when Elain and Lina appeared. “What’s going on?” 

“I don’t fucking know,” Lina said, “but I’d like a goddamned answer!” 

“Where’s Jim and Micah?” Elain asked Mai, ignoring Lina’s half-asleep snark. 

“They had to run into town. Why?” 

Elain dove for the Beasts and scooped them up despite their protests, and shoved one at each woman. Then she grabbed

BettLynn and plopped her into Lina’s lap. Grabbing their hands, she pressed them together. 

“Go to Lacey’s now!” 

Lina’s protests still hung in the air as the soft  pop happened. 

Elain  stood  and  ran  to  the  front  windows.  Far  across  the  field  and  heading  toward  Lina’s  house,  she  spotted  a  guy, 

hunkered down low like he was trying to sneak up on them. 

 Motherfuckers. 

Dead  motherfuckers. 

Elain  poofed  into  her  own  house  and  grabbed  her  cell  phone.  Barefoot,  she  poofed  back  to  Lina’s,  where  Zack,  now

armed, spun around. 

“Shit! Holy fuck, I nearly shot you!” 

“Where’s Kael?” 

“He’s outside and shifting to go find Jan and Rick.” 

“Sorry to do this. We need guns with the kids.” She grabbed his arm. Before he could protest, Elain said, “Tell Lina to

text my guys we’re under attack and to bring guns.  Zack, go to Lacey’s now!” 

He disappeared. 

She wasn’t even going to bother understanding this surge of power racing through her.  She should be dead on her feet

with the exertion, lack of sleep, her pregnancy, and now this stress, but it felt like she’d mainlined the fucking coffee that she’d

only gotten to sniff before realizing that Jasper’s barking was a warning. 

The guy she’d spotted was still far enough away Elain knew she could get a good running start on him. She didn’t know

how many of them there were, but it was imperative she lured them all to her, in one group. 

She had to take them all out at once. 

She couldn’t do that if they were fucking scattered all over the place, and she didn’t want them to know she could poof. 

Making sure he saw her come out the front door, she took the long way around and ran back toward her house, skirting in

front of her parents’ house and scenting two more intruders somewhere behind it. As she looped around her own house, she

spotted another guy rounding the back side of Mai’s house. She fought the urge to howl and shift, her Alpha begging to be let

loose. 

Elain couldn’t afford stupid mistakes. It would get someone killed who she didn’t want to be killed. 

She had to slow down enough to let them catch up, and by the time they had her surrounded and started closing in, she

was in her mom and dad’s backyard. 

 Excellent. 

She counted eight and needed to make sure that was all of them. She feinted a couple of times and when they didn’t try to

shoot her, she realized they wanted her alive. At least for now, until they got whatever it was they’d come for. 

They were certainly going to get more than they bargained for. 

“There’s eight of us against you, lady,” one of the guys said. She realized he must be their leader. “We’re looking for a

baby. That’s all. One of you people adopted him. His birth parents want him back.” 

 Fucking Aliah. 

Ooooh, when Elain got her hands on that bitch, she was going to boil her alive from the inside out and make her wish

she’d died on top of the rock pile that day. 

“No,” Elain said. 

“Don’t make this hard. You’re pregnant.  We can see that. You   really want to do this the hard way?  No one has to get

hurt.” 

Elain felt a peaceful smile fill her face. This  was all of them, including wherever their hideout was. She could tell. She

didn’t know how she knew it, but she was sure. 

“Oh, I’ma gonna show you what hurt means, buddy,” she softly said. 

 PART III: GOODBYE YELLOW BRICK ROAD

 

 

Chapter Twenty



 Sorry to skip ahead, but you already saw how that all worked out for them…



Elain sat at her kitchen table and stared at the accumulation of armaments and phones and wallets and keys and stuff that

she’d taken off the men and brought back with her to her house. She knew she needed to text Lina that it was over and she’d

come get them shortly. 

But  she  couldn’t  deal  with  her  or  that  quite  yet.  She  still  felt  like  energy  was  boiling  in  her  veins  and  looking  for  an

escape. Probably adrenaline boosted by her magick powers. Definitely needed to calm herself the fuck down first. 

She’d kept the one cell phone back, the one with the video of what she’d done, and tucked it into the back pocket of her

shorts. 

Brodey  and  Ain  rushed  through  the  sliders  in  the  living  room  without  bothering  to  shut  them  behind  them,  their  guns

drawn. 

“Elain!” Ain screamed. 

“Yo,” she said. 

They  ran  into  the  kitchen  and  slid  to  a  halt, Ain  and  Brodey  both  looking  around  with  more  than  a  little  bit  of  a  wild

expression in their eyes. 

“Are you okay?” Ain asked. 

She nodded. “Yeah.” 

The men focused on her, more than just a little intently. Ain had started to step forward, but  Brodey put out an arm to

stop him. 

Then Brodey took a slow, cautious step forward. “Babe?” 

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked. “I said I’m fine.” 

Cail rushed into the living room through the sliders. “Elain!” 

“Shut the damn door,” she called back. “We’re air-conditioning all of Arcadia. That shit ain’t cheap.” 

When he came barreling into the kitchen, it was Ain who held out an arm to stop him. “Where are the fuckers?  Is she

okay?” Cail asked. 

“She is just dandy, thanks for asking,” Elain said, propping her chin in her hand, elbow on the table, as she stared at the

accumulation of crap in front of her. “And problem solved, thanks for asking.” 

Brodey holstered his gun and took another cautious step forward, stopping next to her, squatting so he could look up into

her face. “Babe, please look at me.” 

“What?” She lifted her head and met his gaze. 

She also didn’t miss how while he didn’t recoil, he looked like he was forcing himself not to. 

She frowned. “Brod, you okay?” 

“I’m going to ask you that same question, sweetie,” he said, his voice sounding…odd. 

Now  she  felt  confused.  “What?  I’m  fine.  Can’t  you  see  that?  Look,  Ma,  all  ten  fingers  and  toes,  and  no  extra  bodily

orifices I wasn’t born with.” She waggled her fingers in front of him. 

He stood and held out a hand to her. She finally took it and let him lead her to the powder room in the hallway, just off

the living room. He flipped on the light and stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders, as she stared into the mirror. 

Her eyes were now an eerie, deep electric midnight blue. It almost seemed like an inner light glowed, illuminating them. 

She blinked. “Huh. That’s…weird.” 

Cautiously, he turned her around. Ain and Cail had followed them and stood crammed together in the doorway. 

“Babe,” Brodey said, “what happened to those guys?” 

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and willed herself to calm down. What’d she’d really wanted to do was rip the

cockatrice limb from limb, but that would have been…

Overkill. 

 Just a little. 

When she glanced into the mirror again, her eyes were back to their normal blue color. 

Brodey noticed. He had to notice, because he met her gaze in the mirror, but didn’t comment. 

She raised up onto her toes to brush a kiss across his lips. “They’re gone.” 

“Gone  where?” Brodey asked. 

“Did you see which direction?” Ain asked. 

“We need to follow them before they get away,” Cail said. 

“No.” Brodey slowly shook his head, his gaze never leaving hers. “She means they’re  gone.” 

She nodded. 

The other two brothers frowned. “Gone where?” Ain asked. 

“Gone,” Brodey and Elain both said. 

“Meth-house gone,” Brodey said as he pulled Elain into his arms and tightly held her. She melted against him, Ain and

Cail crowding in to also envelope her in their group hug. 

“Yeah,” she whispered. 

Brodey’s chin rubbed against the top of her head. “You just startled me, sweetie,” he said. “That’s  all. I’m  not scared of

you. None of us are. I was worried  for you, not scared  of you.” 

She closed her eyes and shoved her face tightly against his chest but didn’t respond. 

Ain  pressed  a  kiss  on  the  left  side  of  her  neck,  just  below  her  ear.  “What  he  said.  We  were  scared  for  you  when  we

came in, and then I wasn’t prepared to see you like that. I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me for life.” 

“Ditto,” Cail echoed, kissing the right side of her neck. 

She shivered in their arms, but not with desire. It felt like a fever, despite the day’s warmth. “I don’t feel so good,” she

said before a loud hum filled her ears, rushing in toward her and taking her away to blackness. 




* * * *

 

When  Elain  opened  her  eyes,  she  found  herself  in  their  bed,  all  three  men  gathered  around  her,  and  a  cold,  damp

washcloth on her forehead. 

The men looked relieved. 

“How long was I out?” she asked. 

“Just a couple of minutes,” Cail said. “What’s ‘sheol’? You kept saying that. That, and something about a cornfield.” 

She sat up, all three of them reaching in to steady her. “That’s where their bodies are,” she quietly said. “That’s where I

sent them.” 

“And the meth house?” Brodey asked. 

She nodded. “I think so.” 

“What’s the cornfield, though?” Ain asked. 

“Old  Twilight Zone episode,” Elain said. “Kid had mental powers and could wish things and people ‘into the cornfield’

and make them go away.” 

“Ah. Okay, I remember that episode.” 

“I thought that was the movie?” Cail asked. 

“Dudes,” Brodey scolded. “You call  me the bonehead? Focus on  her right now, please?” 

That finally brought a smile to her face. “I’m okay. I think I just needed a reboot. Or a hard reset. Or…something.” 

“But you’re okay?” Ain’s grey eyes were filled with worry and Elain felt horrible that she’d thrown multiple scares into

them. 

At least her Alpha was curled back up into a ball inside her. A wary, alert ball, but satisfied that the immediate threat

was over. 

“I’m okay. The babies are okay.” She looked at Cail. “Please bring me my tablet.” 

He didn’t even ask why. He jumped up and ran out the bedroom door. 

She reached out and stroked Brodey’s cheek. “Can I please have some mint tea? But a glass of it on ice, not hot. Sweet, 

please.” 

He turned his face to kiss her palm. “Coming right up.” He, too, bounded out the door. 

That left her with her  Prime. Ain brought her hand up to his lips and feathered his mouth across her knuckles. “I need

better communication from you, sweetheart. Unless you want to go scaring a few decades off my life every time something like

that happens.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

“Where’s everyone? The kids? Lina and Mai and Mom? Are they safe? And who were those fucking people? Who sent

them?” 

“Safe at Lacey’s. With Zack and Jasper. They were cockatrice, and I’m not sure exactly who sent them. Didn’t Lina text

you?” 

“Just that we were under attack and to bring guns.” 

“Okay. I—” Ain’s phone rang, interrupting him. He fished it out of his pocket. When he answered, he couldn’t even get a

word in edgewise before Lina was screaming at him. 

Elain held her hand out for it. 

“—so give me the fuckety  fucking idea what the  goddamned hell is going on there, you  dickless wonder, or so  fucking

help  ME when I get the  fuck back there, there won’t  be enough left of  your furry ass to—” 

“Hey, sis.” 

Lina’s rant cut off in midstream. “Elain? What’s going on? Is everyone okay? I can’t get my guys on the phone.” 

“We’re cool, now. Everything’s copacetic.” She was desperately glad Lina wasn’t there to see her say that. She wasn’t

sure how strong her mental barrier was at that moment to hide her thoughts. 

“Um…hey, sis? Tell me the truth.” Lina’s voice dropped. “You under a gun or something?” 

“Nope. Crisis over. As soon as we find Rick and Jan and Kael, we’ll wave them in.” 

“What about the armed goonies?” 

“They’ve been…neutralized.” 

“Dead-dead? Or shortly gonna be dead? Or already wishing they were but not quite dead yet? I don’t want to miss out

on the fun, yo. I’m kind of hoping for option two or three.” 

Elain thought about how she’d imploded the skulls of the seven men, the sickening creaks and cracks as she’d crushed

them like soda cans, and then the last man whose head exploded with satisfying effect. 

“Dead-dead. Sorry.” 

“Damn. Oh, well. And everyone else is—” 

“Fine.” 

“Uh, okay. Seriously, then. What the  fucking  hell?” 

A wave of exhaustion settled over her again. “I should have called Ryan. I wasn’t thinking.” 

“You  didn’t call him? You handled them  yourself?” 

“No I didn’t call him. And yes, by myself. Everything happened so fast. I grabbed you all and wanted you out of here.” 

“Oh,  and  FYI,  sis.  Next  time,  ask  before  you  ship  us  out,  mmkay?  I  love  you,  but  we  really  wanted  a  piece  of  those

assholes.” 

“I’m sorry. I reacted.” She thought of something. “If you two would work on your poofing, I wouldn’t have had to.” 

“I—” Lina bit back her words and started laughing. “You  bitch. I love you so fucking hard. I can’t do this without you. 

You know that, right?” 

Elain smiled. “Love you, too, sis. Tell Mom that Jasper earned a steak for dinner. He was warning us. I heard his bark

and understood what he was saying.” 

“Will do. So can you please come get us?” 

“It’ll be a little bit. I just need to rest first.” 

Concern returned to Lina’s tone. “What happened? Did you get hurt? Are the double burritos of doom okay?” 

“No,  I’m  fine,  and  yes,  they’re  fine.  Seriously.  Just  the  adrenaline  crash  hitting  me  now.  I’m  okay.  Really.  Brodey’s

getting me a glass of mint tea. I need a little while to recharge is all.” 

“All right. Then we’ll hang out here until you come get us. Love you.” 

Elain fought back tears. “Love you, too.” 

She ended the call and returned the phone to Ain. All these people she loved, people she couldn’t talk to. 

Secrets she had to hold. 

That as much as the actual fight exhausted her. Drained her. 

Threatened to tip her carefully and precariously balanced pile of secrets in the wrong direction. 

She’d deal with everything, including the cell phone in her back pocket. 

But right now, she needed to get her family back together. 

Then they needed to go hunting. 

Chapter Twenty-One



It actually took Elain over an hour to feel strong enough to bring everyone home. She poofed herself up to Lacey’s to do

it. After a lot of teary, strangling hugs—and not a little scolding from Lacey about sending Lina and Mai and not using them to

help—Elain brought them all back in several batches.  Something that, for some reason, drew a lot less energy from her than

sending them on without her. 

Now wasn’t the time for her to try to figure that out. She felt too brain-dead to do that. 

Once everyone was back, and Lina had just about choked Elain out with another grateful hug, Elain’s mom tried to coax

Jasper to come home with her so she could give him that steak. 

He firmly sat at Elain’s side and refused to budge. 

“Should we be jealous?” Cail joked. 

“No.” Elain reached down and petted him. “He’s a good boy.” 

“I’ll bring it over to him,” her mom said. “Would he like it cooked or raw?” 

Elain looked at him. “Well?” 

The dog cocked his head.  “Hot and pink.” 

“Rare,” Elain said. 

Everyone stared at her, making her face heat. “What?” 

Ain arched an eyebrow at her. “That whole thing about better communication?” He pointed at Jasper. “Want to tell us

what’s up with him?” 

“I don’t honestly know.” She stroked the dog’s head. “But he’s on our side, and he’s a very good boy, and like hell will

I make him leave. If it wasn’t for him, they would have been on top of us and probably had guns on the babies. Or worse.” 

Ain knelt next to Jasper and held out a hand to him. “Thank you.” Ain’s choked voice nearly brought Elain to tears. “As

long as you want to be here, you have a home with us. I promise.” 

Jasper wagged his tail and lightly chuffed before putting his paw in Ain’s palm. 

“He said thank you,” Elain said. 

Ain smiled. “I kind of figured.” 




* * * *

 

After  dinner,  Elain  took  a  nap.  When  she  awoke,  she  discovered  her  men  had  sent  everyone  away  and  put  the  babies

down for the night. 

She also awakened to find her libido screaming for relief. 

Ain was in the living room. She grabbed him without a word and kissed him, hard, shoving him back onto the couch and

climbing onto him, straddling him. He didn’t waste time trying to argue with her. He kissed her back, lifting the hem of her T-

shirt and pulling it up and off over her head. 

Brodey  walked  in.  “Oh.  Oh!”  He  walked  over,  standing  behind  her  and  cupping  her  breasts  in  his  hands.  She  felt  the

hard outline of his cock pressing against her back through his jeans, while under her, she was rubbing herself against the hard

bulge of Ain’s cock pressing through his. 

She lifted her lips from Ain’s. “Get naked, boys.” 

Brodey was a flurry of movement, and in seconds, it was his naked cock rubbing against her flesh. He helped her up and

Ain got her shorts and panties off her before shucking his own clothes. 

Cail took that moment to emerge from the office. “I—oh!” He hurried over to join them, stripping as he went. 

Elain needed them,  now. And hard. It was as if the energy she’d expended earlier had rebounded and slammed into her, 

changing into need she had to satisfy or feel like she was going to burn up inside. 

She  rocked  on Ain’s  cock,  enjoying  the  way  it  filled  and  claimed  her,  pressing  against  all  the  good  places  inside  her

pussy. She heard Cail step away for a moment. When he returned, she felt Brodey start to work lube into her ass. 

Moaning, she leaned against Ain to give Brodey better access. Cail climbed up onto the couch, next to Ain so she could

reach his cock with her mouth. 

 Yeesss! 

She wanted this. 

Scratch that. She  needed this. 

Within a few minutes,  Brodey had her ass loosened with his fingers and had sheathed his cock in a condom.  When he

pressed the thick head of his cock against her ass, she thrust back, hard, impaling herself. 

She lifted her head from Cail’s cock. “Fuck me!” she growled before swallowing his shaft again. 

They  listened,  taking  over  and  using  her,  making  her  moan,  Brodey’s  arm  draping  around  her,  his  fingers  working

between her legs and finding her clit. 

He stroked her clit as he and Ain fucked her, Elain’s mind spinning into that blissful, peaceful place where she loved to

be. 

And when the first orgasm hit her, so did a vision. 

She saw the guy talking to the old woman again.  Not a long vision, just a repeat of the one she’d seen before.  Only it

wasn’t tinged blue this time, so that meant it had already happened. 

The  next  orgasm  slammed  Elain  back  into  her  body,  and  the  force  of  her  squeezing  the  two  cocks  inside  her  started

triggering their orgasms. As Ain and Brodey started to come, Elain sucked Cail’s cock harder, trying to get him over with them. 

She cupped his balls in her hand, gently squeezing as she licked and sucked and was finally rewarded for her efforts with a

mouthful of cum. 

Elain flopped over sideways on the couch and tried to catch her breath as her men started to untangle themselves. 

“You all right, sweetie?” Ain asked. 

She nodded. “Yeah. But the guy already talked to the woman,” she said. 

“Huh?” all three of them asked. 

She  dragged  herself  up  to  a  sitting  position.  She’d  need  a  quick  shower  before  she  went  to  bed.  “The  vision  I  had

before, of that guy talking to the woman we’ve seen in our vision? Before, it was blue. I just saw it again, and it wasn’t blue

anymore. That means it happened.” 

“Oh,” they said. 

She  nodded.  “Oh.”  She  held  up  a  hand  to  Brodey.  He  helped  her  up  off  the  sofa.  “Someone  please  help  me  to  the

shower,” she said. 

Brodey immediately scooped her into his arms and started carrying her. “I got you.” 

She draped her arms around him. “I didn’t mean carry me, but I won’t argue.” 

Cail and Ain followed. “Good,” Ain said. “Glad you’re not going to argue.” 

After a quick group shower, Elain called Lina and Mai and updated them and agreed to meet there at Elain’s early the

next morning. Then Elain snuggled in bed with her guys. 

“I love you. All three of you. You realize that, right?” 

“We love you, too,” Ain said. “What brought this on?” 

“Today.” She kissed him, then leaned over to kiss Cail, then Brodey. “I love you.” 

Brodey reached up to stroke her face. “Love you, too. You kicked ass today.” 

“Ditto,” Cail said. “Love you so fucking hard. You scared us, but in a way, it was a relief. I’m still going to worry about

you, but knowing you can take care of business is a huge burden off me.” 

She looked at Ain, who nodded. “What they said. I don’t like not being there to protect you, but I’m glad you can protect

yourself. It makes it a tiny less stressful on us.” 

She smiled. “A tiny less?” 

He held up two fingers almost touching. “Tiny.” 

She snuggled between Ain and Brodey. “I need to work with Lina and Mai. Mai can throw lightning bolts. I hope I can

do the fire and ice thing Lina does.” 

“Lightning would be cool,” Cail said. 

“Word,” Brodey agreed. 

Chapter Twenty-Two



 I’m not in Kansas anymore, Jasper. 

Elain wasn’t sure if the dog could hear her thoughts like that, but when she looked she saw he’d cocked his head as he

stared at her. 

Everyone  else  in  the  house  was  asleep.  Elain  knew  that  Micah  and  Kael  were  patrolling  the  grounds.  Kitty,  Wally, 

Mark,  and  several  other  shifters,  from Arcadia,  Maine,  and  elsewhere,  were  converging  on  the  cockatrice  meeting  point  in

Georgia  to  try  to  find  the  guy  who’d  hired  them.  Elain  had  fudged  her  way  around  that  info,  saying  the  guy  had  told  her  the

meeting place before he died. 

He’d told her it was in a text on his phone, so…technically, close enough. 

She made sure not to specifically test that loophole on her three men, though, and had directed her comment to Kael to

pass along. 

Regardless,  Elain was sure he’d prove to be the guy she’d seen in her vision talking to the woman who detonated the

bomb. 

The property patrol was unnecessary, but Elain wasn’t going to tell her guys that. 

She’d slipped out of bed after casting the “don’t wake them” bubble around her men so she could go review the video

she’d had the cockatrice leader make. With a pair of earbuds plugged into the phone, she was curled up on the bed in the last

guest room, Jasper next to her and also watching. 

The phone had been locked with a passcode, but when Elain concentrated, the numbers came to her and she opened it on

the first try. 

She found the video and hit  play. 

Her stomach rolled as she watched herself, watched what she did. Listened to what she said. 

And how her eyes had flashed to dark blue as she got started. 

How…cavalierly she’d killed them. 

Jasper put a paw on her leg.  “Dark Ones kill innocents. You did good.” 

“Thanks,” she whispered. Still, she had to jump up and rush into the attached guest bathroom and puke. 

That woman on the video wasn’t who she wanted to be. In the heat of the moment, it’d felt right. 

It’d felt  fun. 

She  couldn’t  let  her  power  go  uncontrolled  like  that  again.  She’d  end  up  hurting  an  innocent  person,  and  that  wasn’t

something she could deal with. 

After she felt steady once more, she e-mailed herself the video and then locked the phone again, turning it off and tucking

it in a bottom drawer in the dresser. No one would look for it in there. Once she edited the video, she’d transfer it back to the

phone and then send it to the person who’d hired them. 

Jan and Rick, with Brodey tracking, had found the nearby house the cockatrice had been using, a piece of property that

had sold several months earlier. Ryan was working on that angle for them now, to track down any principals involved in that. 

There  weren’t  any  clues  as  to  who  the  men  worked  for.  It  looked  like  they’d  packed  up  their  vehicles  and  were  just

waiting to complete their mission to bug out. 

Thankfully, their plans had been shot to hell by Elain. 

She headed to their home office, Jasper on her heels, and grabbed her laptop. Fortunately, she still had her personal Mac

she’d used while working at the TV station. 

Including her own copy of video editing software for when she wanted to work on stuff at home. 

She took the laptop back to the guest bedroom, downloaded the video, and started editing it. 

She had to go dry heave in the bathroom toilet twice in the process. 

Elain was glad she was covering up her eyes with the blurring. There was something downright fucking spooky seeing

them change color like that. 

No wonder poor Brodey had done a double-take when he’d first seen her in the kitchen. 

She didn’t blame him in the least. Hell, she wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d backed right the fuck up. 

Once she finished the task and ran the audio through a filter to disguise her voice, she saved everything and transferred it

to the phone. 

She’d seen that the cockatrice were supposed to meet up with their employer tonight. She’d wait until morning to send

the video to the person’s phone if their people hadn’t caught up with them yet. Maybe then she could track them down with that. 

Her  powers  might  be  able  to  permanently  fuck  up  someone’s  day,  but  she  still  wasn’t  sure  how  to  use  all  of  them. 

Sending the video too soon might trigger something worse before they were ready for it. 

After returning her laptop to the office, she headed for bed, Jasper peeling off to sleep in the hallway between the two

open nursery doors. 




* * * *

 

It was just before daylight the next morning. Elain had slept very little, nerves and power still surging through her. When

Cail had started to sit up, she grabbed him and pulled him in for a kiss. 

Then there was a flurry of motion, and before long she was sixty-nine on top of Ain, with his mouth and tongue doing

delicious things to her clit, while Brodey fucked her and she sucked Ain’s cock. 

She wrapped her fingers around Cail’s cock, and periodically stopped sucking on Ain’s and took Cail’s into her mouth. 

“Fuck,” Cail whispered. “That’s so good, babe.” 

Ain  grabbed  her  hips  and  held  her  in  place  as  he  started  aggressively  licking  and  sucking  her  clit.  “Mate,  come !”   he

ordered through their mate-bond. 

Elain’s orgasm slammed into her. She deep-throated Cail’s cock until her nose was pressed against his stomach. He let

out a groan, his hand dropping to the back of her head as he started fucking her mouth. With her other hand stroking Ain’s cock

and keeping him hard, she eagerly worked to get Cail off. 

In her pussy, Brodey was taking his time, slow, teasing strokes as he withdrew before slamming hard and deep into her. 

“That’s it, baby,” Brodey said. “Prime just got one out of you, so it’s my turn.  Come!” 

She howled with pleasure around  Cail’s cock.  He started fucking her mouth harder, faster, now in total control of her

and using her the way she wanted him to. 

She’d just started spinning down from that one when Cail’s strained voice spoke. “Mate,  come!” 

Elain whined, helpless to disobey their edicts. She knew she could engage in a little turnabout with them and edict the

three of them to come, but what was the fun in  that? 

She wanted them to last a little longer. 

Cail’s cock felt even harder as it slipped through her lips, against her tongue, salty pre-cum leaking from the slit in his

thick head. 

Finally,  he  pulled  her  hard  and  deep  onto  his  cock  and  held  her  in  place,  his  low,  satisfied  moan  rolling  through  the

center of her soul as he shot his load down her throat. She eagerly swallowed, milking every last drop out of his balls. 

Once he finished, he grabbed her hair, pulled her off his cock, and guided her back onto Ain’s. 

“Finish that, baby,” he said in her ear. “Suck his cock now. Such a beautiful mate you are.” 

She deep-throated Ain, his happy growls as she did rumbling through her clit and triggering another orgasm. 

“Oh, she came again,” Brodey said, chuckling. “Didn’t even have to edict her that time.” 

She was trying to rock back and forth on top of Ain and meet Brodey’s tempo with the way he was fucking her, but both

Ain and Brodey held her in place, in charge of her body. 

Blessed relief for her brain, albeit temporary, to take her out of her head and eliminate all other thoughts except for the

pleasure she was giving and receiving and the love surrounding her. 

Nothing felt more right than this moment. Being their love, their mate, their wife, the mother of their children. 

She never understood before, but she did now. 

It wasn’t that her life before them was wrong, but for her, now that she  got it, she realized this  felt right. 

She’d never trade the pleasure and love she now had in her life for a career. That was the right choice for some people. 

Before she met her men, it’d been the right choice for her. 

This, however, was what she wanted.  These three men.  This passion and love.  The protective fury they still felt, still

washing off of them like a powerful aphrodisiac. 

Sure she could take care of herself, but she also had three Alphas who wanted to take care of her and their children. 

No one could pay her enough money to ever want to give that up. 

Brodey had shifted angles and now his cock was hitting her  G-spot with every thrust, sending her into orbit one more

time. Ain quit holding back and started thrusting his hips up against her face. Brodey picked up the pace, too, and finally, as she

came one last time, her orgasm milked Brodey’s from him, and her moans around Ain’s cock finished him off. 

Brodey’s  cock  exploded,  filling  her  with  his  cum  as  she  swallowed  a  load  from  Ain.  Breathless,  pulse  racing,  she

slumped to the side so she didn’t suffocate poor Ain while Brodey went the other direction. 

Cail curled up behind her. “Good morning, baby.” 

“Good morning, mate.” She laced her fingers through his. 

“I hate to be the voice of reason,” Brodey said, “but Elain, Mai, and Lina need to get back to work.” 

Ain sighed. “Agreed. We also need to find out if the others caught the guy the cockatrice were going to meet with.” 

“There’s  something  ironic  about  me  wanting  to  be  the  one  to  lie  in  bed  and  fuck  around  all  day,”  Elain  said,  “while

Brodey is the one urging me to not do that.” 

“Yeah, I know.” Brodey sat up and yawned. “But my libido isn’t as important as stopping a bomb or figuring out who

the fuck sent those goddamned assholes yesterday.” 

Elain remembered the video. “True,” she softly said. “We do have things to do.” 

A quick call by Ain confirmed the others had not yet tracked down the other man in Georgia. 

While the guys were getting ready, Elain used the excuse of going to check on the kids to get the hidden phone and send

the video. 

Then she shut off the ringer and tucked the phone into her pocket. Either the person would respond, or they wouldn’t. 

Either way, they would hopefully think twice about sending someone after them in the future. 

 If they lived that long. 

Chapter Twenty-Three



Aliah had dropped the truck off at the truck stop in Marston and left it there after setting the timer on the detonator, just in

case. She also activated a countdown timer on another untraceable phone so she wouldn’t lose track of when it’d go off. 

She’d have plenty of time to get well out of range. If her plan to get rid of Carl’s mother didn’t work, the bomb would

still go off and cause mass confusion. 

She’d already put fake plates on Carl’s SUV, which she’d left in a nearby parking lot on the other side of the Interstate. 

She parked the big truck where she could see it from one of the security cameras there at the truck stop to keep an eye on it. 

She walked into the store, bought a soda with cash, and then left, heading back to the SUV. 

She’d have to boogie pretty fast to get down to Georgia to meet the guys. If they arrived before she did, they were to call

her  and  she’d  direct  them  where  to  wait.  But  she’d  told  them  when  she’d  hired  them  to  be  damned  careful  once  they  left

Arcadia.  To  lay  lots  of  false  trails,  double-back,  and  take  their  time,  making  sure  absolutely  no  one  followed  them.  They

should be arriving at the meeting place early the next evening if they followed directions. 

As she put distance between herself and the truck, she relaxed. Finally,  something would fucking go right. 

This would work out better anyway. Once she’d put plenty of miles between herself and the truck, she pulled over into a

rest stop just north of Atlanta a little after daybreak the next morning to check her e-mail. She’d had no messages yet from her

guys in Arcadia. 

 That worried her. It should have been done and over by now. 

No missed calls, no voice mails, no texts from them. 

What she did have, however, was an e-mail to the anonymous account, sent not too long before. 

The e-mail contained a video. When she hit play, Aliah literally felt the creepy crawlies roll across her flesh. 

 Fuuuuck. 

She assumed the woman was the wolf cunt. Her face was obscured with some stupid blurring, and it was obvious her

voice had been altered. 

But…what the  hell had she done to kill the guys? 

It looked like…

But that wasn’t possible! She hadn’t even touched them! 

 Holy…shit…

Now feeling horribly exposed and like she was about to wet her pants, Aliah got back on the road to find a hotel. She

needed to think, to try to contact her guys. 

That had to be a hoax. 

 Had to be. The wolves were trying to draw her out. They probably had her guys held captive, and were realizing they

couldn’t get any info from them except where the meeting point was. 

Nothing that could identify  her, or Carl. 

A  hoax.  Special  effects.  That  had to be the answer.  No one had that kind of power, she didn’t care who the hell they

were or what the fuck kind of shifter they were. 

It just wasn’t  possible. Not even the  Grimoire Lilitu had spells in it that could do that kind of thing, and it was the most

powerful fucking book on the planet! 

After finding a hotel room, Aliah got her shit set up and tried contacting her guys again from the burner cell. 

Nothing. 

She didn’t dare leave messages. 

She  pulled  the  battery  and  sim  card  from  that  burner  and  grimly  activated  another  burner.  She  had  to  work  on  the

assumption that she wouldn’t be getting her baby back today. 

Not that she was willing to give up just yet, but maybe a massive disaster would help her cause. A distraction. Give her

some cover to find him herself and grab him. She checked the time left on the detonator timer. Then she made herself a cup of

coffee and took a shower. Once she did that, she sat on the bed. There were sixty minutes left on the detonator’s timer. 

Taking a deep breath, Aliah texted the phone number and four-digit code to the phone Carl’s mom had. Moments later, 

Syrena responded. 

 OK

One hour, either way. One hour until life as these pitiful humans knew it in the US changed forever. 

She sat back to wait…and gloat. 




* * * *


 

“The company that purchased the property is a shell company,” Ryan said early that morning. 

He laid copies of documents out on the Lyalls’ dining room table. “Carl Shupe is the guy’s name. From what I found out, 

he’s a cockatrice.” 

Lina clapped her hands together and eagerly rubbed them. “Great. Gimme an address, devil dude.” 

Ryan arched an eyebrow at her. “I don’t have one exactly.  But he is cockatrice. And  I have a picture of him from his

driver’s license. However, the address listed is for an empty warehouse in Bangor, not a home. My men already checked it out. 

I’m still working on tracking down his residence.” 

Elain snatched the picture up almost as soon as he’d laid it down. “That’s him!” she screamed. 

“Who?” everyone else asked. 

“The guy I saw in my vision a few weeks back. The guy talking to the woman who detonates the bomb!” 

“Great,” Lina said. “We have a fucking name, we have a fucking face. Let’s find him. Time to barbecue him.” 

“Can we get some help?” Elain asked Ryan. 

He nodded. “I’ll go round up more assistance.” He’d no sooner left than Baba Yaga showed up. 

“You found him?” Baba Yaga asked. 

“Great,” Lina drawled. “Just the person we  don’t need. Hey, thanks for your stellar lack of assistance in this matter.” 

“I did the best I could. What do you have?” 

Elain  chose  to  take  the  high  road,  shoulder  Lina  out  of  the  way,  and  take  over  again.  “We  have  a  name.  Carl  Shupe. 

Cockatrice.” She showed her the picture. 

Baba Yaga frowned. “That name sounds familiar.” 

“Ryan’s got people looking for him now.” 

“Have you as the Triad tried looking for him or the woman in New Madrid?” 

“We probably will, if Ryan can’t locate him his way.” 

“Did anyone call Lacey to ask her?” Baba Yaga suggested. 

The three woman stared at each other with blank expressions. 

“D’oh!” Lina said, smacking herself in the forehead. “I’m on it.” She raced for her phone. 

Elain watched as a pleased smirk filled the former Immortal’s expression. 

“You’re enjoying that far too much,” Elain softly said. 

Baba Yaga  shrugged.  “So  sue  me.  I  get  my  amusement  when  I  can.  Considering  there’s  very  little  amusing  about  this

whole situation, please allow me my diversions.” 




* * * *

 

Baba Yaga felt excitement roll through her for the first time in…

Since before her endless pain started. 

As she watched them scurry around and try to track the man down, all the pieces slipped into place for her. She knew the

truck was parked somewhere near where the old cockatrice woman lived, but she wouldn’t be able to find it by herself. Not

with her diminished powers. 

She could, however, take a little trip. 

“I shall go look for him.” She disappeared to her home and stood, eyes closed, calling up the Ether. 

One of the things she’d been able to do was look into the past. She’d held back from Lina, Elain, and Mai the scope of

her abilities. 

No use giving them hints. They needed to earn their powers slowly, so they didn’t misuse them. No sane person gave a

loaded gun to a baby and allowed them to play with it. 

She hunted down the energy signature for Carl Shupe and found him in Georgia, except…

It was…

Muddied. 

Baba Yaga made the connection. 

The rock pile. 

Aliah’s energy had made it back through, even though her body still lay elsewhere, off-Earth, and she was now inside

Carl. 

Now having locked onto his signature, and Aliah’s, Baba Yaga traced back down the timeline and smiled. 

 Clever girl. 

Aliah had no idea what Carl’s mother held back as a secret. Even Carl’s mother didn’t know what she had. 

Yet. 

If allowed to go forward, Baba Yaga wouldn’t even have to do anything but misdirect the Triad for a little while. Syrena

would avoid detection all on her own due to the inherent mistrust cockatrice held for each other. 

Baba Yaga sighed. Unfortunately, events had already been set into motion. There wouldn’t be time to tell the Triad about

the other items. They would have to deal with that issue themselves, and she didn’t even have time to try to see what the future

might hold for them. 

Not if she wanted to take advantage of this opportunity without Hades or Ryan interfering with her plans. 

After quickly penning two letters, Baba Yaga returned to the Lyalls’ house. “Today,” Baba Yaga told them. “The bomb

will go off today. Soon, if not stopped. In less than an hour.” 

“What the  hell?” Lina screamed. “We thought it wouldn’t happen for at least a year!” 

“The timeframe has changed,” Baba Yaga said. “With the blockage gone, I, too, have now seen things. You need to go to

New Madrid immediately and stop the woman. Her name is Syrena, and she’s a cockatrice. You were right. Carl Shupe gave

her a cell phone. She calls the number and it triggers the bomb.” 

“Fuck!” Lina turned to Elain and Mai. “Well, road trip?” 

“Elain,” Ain said, pushing through the others. “Take a gun with you.” He held out his, grip first. 

Baba Yaga noticed how exhausted Elain looked. Understandably so, since she was now trying to handle all her powers

at once instead of having time to grow used to them. 

In time, she would become awe-inspiring. 

For now, she had to be misdirected. 

“You must go  now,” Baba Yaga urged. “Quickly, to that corner, the parking lot. Wait for her there. She won’t know who

or what you are. You can take her by surprise.” 

Elain took the gun from Ain and tucked it into the back waistband of her shorts. “You’re sure?” 

“Time grows short,” Baba Yaga said. “You must stop her or the bomb will go off.” 

Lina looked a little skeptical. “Why aren’t you going with us?” 

“I’m retired. This is no longer my fight. I’ve told you all I know. I don’t have the powers you do, and I’d only be in the

way and a distraction. If I discover something else, I will tell you.” 

“Come on,” Elain said. “Let’s go.” She grabbed Lina and Mai’s hands and they disappeared. 

Before Ryan could return and sense her lie, Baba Yaga disappeared to her house again. Looking around, she didn’t feel

anything but peace filling her. 

This  would work. 

Except…

She headed to Lacey’s. The old Seer was in her kitchen. 

Lacey didn’t even turn. “Coming to say good-bye?” 

“Please, do not tell them.” 

Lacey finally turned. “As long as that bomb isn’t going to kill innocent people, my lips are sealed.” 

Baba Yaga nodded, then finally stepped across the kitchen to hug her. “Thank you, my friend,” she whispered in Lacey’s

ear. 

“You’re welcome. Go in peace, and may you find what you seek.” 

“Oh, can I have two stamps?” 

Lacey smiled and walked to her desk, giving them to Baba Yaga. “Want me to mail those for you?” 

“No, thank you. I shall do it.” 

Lacey stared at her for a moment. “Good luck.” 

Baba Yaga nodded and disappeared, appearing at the thinking spot. She had about five minutes before she had to leave. 

Inhaling the sweet, salty air for one last time, she hoped whatever lay ahead included moments like this beyond measure. 

Peace, only without the stabbing pain that never left her soul. 

She  appeared  at  the  post  office  in  New  Madrid,  dropped  the  letters  in  the  outside  collection  box,  and  then  looked

around. Casting a barrier around herself, she shed the persona of Baba Yaga. 

Now she was Jadwiga, part archdemon, daughter of Hades, and she drew from that heritage. 

It had to be enough.  Had to be. She had to distract the girls so they didn’t find the truck too soon. 




* * * *

 

Elain, Mai, and Lina stood there, frantically looking around. 

Elain didn’t even care what a sight they must look like. All she cared about was finding that woman. 

“Where the fuck is that goddamned cockatrice cunt?” Lina muttered. 

Elain felt shimmers of heat washing off Lina. “Easy, girl,” Elain warned. “Don’t blow anything up too soon. You don’t

want to give her advance warning and scare her off.” 

It felt like an invisible clock ticking down in Elain’s brain. They searched the parking area, the street, ran across to the

corner looking at the bank, then back to the parking area. 

No sign of the woman. 

“Fuck!” Lina screamed, stomping her foot. “What the hell! Get that old fucking bitch back here to talk to us!” 

Elain couldn’t waste time on that now. “Lina, focus.” They were down to less than five minutes. She grabbed their hands

and dragged them south, across the street and down to the  park  from  where  they  could  see  the  parking  area.  Elain  knew  she

could poof to the parking area as soon as they spotted the woman. 

But first, they needed to see her. 

“What if we can’t find her?” Mai said. “We’re almost out of time!” 

“Maybe we can find the bomb and send it to the cornfield,”  Lina said. “I don’t give a crap if it fucking blows up shit

somewhere else where it can’t hurt someone. We have to get it off  this world.” 

“Join hands,” Elain ordered. They formed a circle and Elain immediately began raising power, the wasabi-in-her-veins

sensation appearing, hot and heavy and filling her immediately from the ground up. 

She closed her eyes and started chanting. 

“Goddess above, Goddess below, 

 Our quest reveal, our quarry show. 

 We search high, we search low, 

 Reveal it now and  MAKE IT SO !” 

In her mind, she saw a box truck parked at a truck stop. A man— the man, Carl Shupe—had parked it and left it sitting

there. 

The vision disappeared. 

Elain’s eyes popped open. “Did you guys see that?” 

“Yeah,” Mai said, “but where was it?” 

They  all  stared  at  each  other  for  a  moment,  then  turned  to  the  southwest,  where  in  their  visions  the  fireball  always

arrived from. 

“Marston!” they all screamed, grabbing hands again so Elain could poof them there. 

Chapter Twenty-Four



Jadwiga  grabbed  her  amulet  and  silently  muttered,  taking  her  to  the  truck.  She  didn’t  know  how  long  until  the  others

figured out her deception, realized the cockatrice woman had spotted them and run, and then tried to follow their visions to the

truck. 

Hopefully, not until after she’d done this. She didn’t know exactly how large the device was inside the truck and didn’t

want to risk appearing inside with it for fear of accidentally triggering it too soon. That would be her last resort, if necessary. 

The back of the truck was locked, of course. After trying the cab and realizing it was locked, too, she spotted a nearby

rock and grabbed it, smashing in the driver’s side window and opening the door. Scavenging through the cab, she found a tire

iron  behind  the  seat  and  hurried  around  to  the  back  of  the  cargo  area.  The  lock  was  no  match  for  the  lingering  supernatural

powers she possessed, and it snapped when she wrenched at the hasp on the door itself. 

She threw the door open, and there lay the bomb. 

Peace settled through her. She dropped the tire iron, climbed in, and stared at the timer counting down. 

Exactly as in her own visions. 

Just seconds left. 

 00:10

It was about four feet by four feet in total, large enough she could lay on it. 

 00:09

She smiled, wrapping her arms around it, embracing it. 

 00:08

Sensing  Elain  and  the  others  were  approaching,  Jadwiga  closed  her  eyes  and  started  chanting,  tapping  into  her

archdemon bloodlines and the extra power provided to her by the amulet Ryan had given her. 

 00:07

As the world around her faded and she appeared in the front yard of her little cottage in her special private bubble, the

device still lay under her. 

 00:06

 00:05

She rolled onto her back, pulled off the amulet, and sent it back to the truck. 

 00:04

Closing her eyes, she drew in a long, deep breath, and slowly let it out again. 

 00:03

 00:02

“Good-bye, Zachary, my love,” she whispered. 

 00:01

 00:00

Bright, searing light filled her world, even through her closed eyelids, as Jadwiga returned to the Ether that had called to

her for so, so long. 




* * * *

 

Gigi had been reading on the lanai, enjoying the afternoon when a horrific, searing pain blasted through her brain and

made her scream in agony. Oscar came running, on full alert as he knelt next to where she’d ended up on the ground. 

“Love? What’s wrong?” 

With  the  heels  of  her  hands  pressed  against  her  forehead,  she  couldn’t  even  bear  to  open  her  eyes  at  first,  until,  as

quickly as it’d come, the pain disappeared. “I…I don’t know…” 

He scooped her into his arms and carried her inside, gently laying her on the couch. “What happened?” 

“It…It was…” Horror slowly grew inside her. “Please get me my phone.” 

“What?” 

“Please!” 

He ran for it. 




* * * *

 

One second, Callie had been washing dishes. 

The  next,  she  was  writhing  on  the  kitchen  floor,  the  plate  she’d  been  washing  shattered  on  the  tile  next  to  her  as  an

agonizing pain slammed into her head with the force of an asteroid hitting the moon. 

Blackie,  hearing  the  commotion,  ran  into  the  kitchen  and  tried  to  pry  her  hands  away  from  her  head,  where  she  was

cradling it. 

“Pet? What’s wrong?” 

“It huuurrrts!” she sobbed. 

“What hurts? Talk to me!” 

“My—” And as suddenly as it’d hit her, it stopped, like a balloon popping. 

Blinking through her tears and gasping for breath, she looked up at him. “I…don’t know.” 

“What happened?” 

“It was like…I…I really don’t know. It was like something just…” 

He picked her up and carried her out to the living room where Elise was sitting up in her playpen and beating on a toy. 

Blackie gently set Callie on the couch. 

“Pet, you’re scaring me.” 

Her tears still flowed. “I’m sorry, Sir,” she whispered. “I don’t know what happened. But something’s  wrong.” 

“Wrong how?” 

“I don’t know!” 

He  folded  her  into  his  arms  as  she  sobbed  while  on  the  kitchen  counter  her  cell  phone  began  to  ring.  It  stopped,  then

started again almost immediately as whoever had called must have hung up to end the voice mail and try again. 

“That’s…that’s Gigi’s ringtone. Please, answer it, Sir.” 

He finally stood and grabbed it. “Yeah?” 

“Where’s Callie?” Gigi asked without hesitation. She sounded…horrible. 

“Right here.” 

“Is she okay?” 

He handed her the phone. 

“Gigi?” she whispered. 

“Sis, are you okay?” 

“Did you feel that?” 

“That’s why I’m calling. You felt it, too?” 

“Yeah. What does it mean?” 

On the other end of the phone, Gigi let out a long, shuddering sigh. “I’m not sure I want to know.” 




* * * *

 

Elain, Lina, and Mai appeared outside the truck parked at the truck stop in Marston, Missouri. 

“What the  fuckity fuckballs?” Lina screamed, running toward it. “It’s fucking  empty?” 

Mai ran her hands through her hair, spinning around, frantically looking at the other trucks in the lot. “That’s the truck, it

 has to be! It’s the one we saw! Where the  hell is the bomb?” 

Elain hauled herself up into the back of the truck and froze when she spotted the amethyst amulet laying on the floor. She

reached down and picked it up, fingering it. 

“What’s that?” Lina called. 

Elain  lifted  her  head,  listening,  closing  her  eyes  and  feeling. A  bright,  hard  screaming  thunderous  pain  flashed  in  her

head, making her gasp and stagger back to lean against the wall of the truck’s cargo compartment for a moment before the pain

completely dissipated. 

From the shrieks Lina and Mai let out, they’d felt it, too. 

“What…the… fuck?”  Now  bent  over,  Lina  screamed  as  she  stomped  her  foot,  her  head  in  her  hands.  She  finally

straightened. “What the shitballs unholy  fucking hell was that?” 

Lina was doing a lot of screaming and swearing today, even by her usual standards. 

Not that Elain blamed her. 

Elain reached for her own amulet and whispered, “Ryan,  appareo.” 

He appeared immediately in front of her in the truck, an unreadable expression on his face. 

“Yes, dear? Did you find him or the woman?” 

She held up the amulet. 

He  snatched  it  from  her,  staring  at  it  for  a  moment,  undeniable  horror  dawning  in  his  expression.  “Stay  here,”  he

snapped. “Do  not leave.” He disappeared. 

Lina turned and peered into the dark interior. “Was that Ryan?” 

“Yeah.” Elain turned to face her. 

“Did that fucker just show up, or did you call him?” 

“I called him.” Elain walked to the back of the truck and carefully climbed down. 

“What the  hell?” 

“I don’t  know.” Elain looked around, already knowing in her heart what had happened. 

She walked around the truck, to the driver’s side. Lina and Mai didn’t follow her. 

Taking that brief moment alone, Elain motioned, calling up the Ether. 

One bright, new shining soul had just emerged into the mix. A familiar soul. 

“No!” she whispered. 

But the strength of it couldn’t be denied. She knew even without dipping her fingers into it who it belonged to. 

Hearing Lina and Mai approaching, Elain waved it closed and turned to face them as they rounded the back of the truck. 

Lina spotted the shattered driver’s side window. “Did they—hey, why are you crying?” 

Elain wiped at her eyes. “The pain we felt.” 

“Okay,  how are we going to find this  motherfucking bomb? Where did it go? Who the fucking hell has it? We’re almost

out of time!” 

And Elain knew. She knew without needing to know the details. 

She  knew. 

“It’s no longer a problem,” Elain softly said as her knees gave out. She sank to the dirt, tears rolling down her face. 




* * * *

 

Ryan first returned to his Atlanta condo and grabbed his sword. Yes, he could have summoned it to him and done this

there in the truck, but he didn’t want the women possibly witnessing what he suspected had come to pass. 

If there was anything left to witness. 

Casting  a  barrier  around  his  condo,  the  strongest  possible  to  contain  anything  physical  or  metaphysical  and  repel  any

attempts  to  enter,  he  opened  a  small  portal,  just  large  enough  to  view  Baba Yaga’s  little  bubble  inside  of  Sheol  where  her

house lay. 

There was…nothing. The conduit that should have allowed him to at least see into it was no longer there. 

Gone. 

 Jadwiga was the conduit, even with her diminished powers. 

Nothing but blank, empty void stared at him. The vast expanse of Sheol. 

 Dammit. 

He opened the portal a little wider, giving him a larger view, and still…nothing. 

Void. 

 Oh, Jadwiga. 

Swallowing back the lump in his throat, he held the amulet up and stared into it, searching for any sign of her energy. 

Nothing. 

Waving his hand, he closed the portal and dropped the barrier. Setting his sword back in its usual place in the corner, he

closed his eyes, sought out his father, and appeared in his parents’ living room on their island house in Boca Grande, Florida. 

Hades sat in a recliner, dozing, with a golf game on TV. 

 Must be nice. 

Here they were, trying to stop an apocalypse, and Hades was taking a nap. 

Ryan sensed his mother wasn’t home, so he cast a barrier to conceal his presence there before speaking. “Father.” 

Hades  awoke  with  a  start.  In  this  guise,  he  looked  like  a  mild-mannered,  well-tanned  retiree. A  little  on  the  thin  side

now, with a greying mustache and grey hair. 

As he sat up, he stared at Ryan. “What’s wrong?” 

Ryan held up the amulet. 

Standing, Hades walked over and took it from him. “But that’s—” 

Ryan nodded. “Yes.” 

Hades disappeared, reappearing almost immediately. 

“Why can’t I enter her realm? Why can I not find it?” 

Taking a deep breath, Ryan softly said, “Because it no longer exists.” 

“Impossible!” 

“Apparently not.” 

“Where is she?” Hades roared. 

Ryan muttered the words to take him and his father inside the back of the truck. 

Hades spun around. “What is this?” 

“Shut up, Father.” 

Elain, Lina, and Mai appeared at the back. 

“Well, looky who da fuck decided to show up,” Lina spat. “Hades, his royal fucked-upedness, I presume?” 

Elain grabbed Lina and shook her head. Elain looked like she’d been crying and was still on the verge of more tears. 

Hades stormed toward the back of the truck and jumped down, far more agile than a man of his apparent years would

appear. 

Then again, many things about Hades were deceptive, including his appearance. 

“What happened?” he boomed. “I demand to know where Jadwiga is!” 

Lina crossed her arms over her chest. “Who the  fuck is that, Stan Lee? Just because you decided to pop in for a cameo

doesn’t mean I have to put up with your fucking shit. I will cunt punt your fucking ass back to—” 

Mai gasped, her hands flying to her mouth as her eyes widened. “Baba Yaga?” she whispered. 

Ryan  decided  he’d  better  take  over  and  contain  the  situation  before  Lina  and  Hades  got  into  it  and  made  it  infinitely

worse.  “Everyone,  please,  just  wait  a  moment.”  He  appeared  in  Gigi’s  living  room  and  found  Oscar  huddled  over  her.  She

was on the phone. 

Gigi spotted him first. “Ryan?” 

“Is that Callie? Is she all right?” 

“Yes, but what happened? We felt—” 

“I know.” He walked over and held out a hand. “Please, come with me.” 

Oscar stepped in front of him. “Like  hell she will!” 

“You may come, too.” Before either could argue, he grabbed their hands and transported them to the parking lot, leaving

them standing there before disappearing again and appearing in Callie’s living room, where a similar scenario was playing out. 

Except she had a baby. 

“This is urgent,” he told Blackie before the Alpha wolf could argue. “I need her. I shall have her safely back shortly. I

would take you as well, except for the baby, and she should not be there.” 

Blackie looked like he wanted to argue, but he turned to Ryan. “Swear on your life that you’ll protect her.” 

“She will return safely in a few minutes. I swear it.” 

Blackie hesitated before he leaned in and kissed her. “Be safe, pet.” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

Ryan reached out and caught Callie’s hand before she could say anything else, transporting her to the parking lot where

they joined the others. 

Callie immediately fell into Gigi’s arms, hugging her, sobbing with relief. 

Ryan  plucked  the  amulet  from  his  father’s  hand  and  walked  over  to  Elain.  “My  dear,”  he  quietly  said,  “I  need  your

assistance.” 

Elain swallowed hard and stared at the amethyst amulet, but made no move to reach out. 

“Please,” he whispered. 

She  finally  looked  up  into  his  eyes,  her  blue  gaze  filled  with  the  weight  of  the  grief  threatening  to  drive  her  into  the

ground. 

She held out a hand to him. 

“Whoa, whoa,  whoa!” Lina shoved herself between them and stepped back, forcing Elain a step back with her. 

The fiery goddess defiantly jammed a finger in his face. “I don’t know what the  fuck is going on here, Ryan, but she’s

fucking  pregnant, and I don’t want her touching  your ass.” 

He struggled to rein in his aggravation and keep his temper in check with her. She was frightened and upset and he knew

she wasn’t thinking straight. “Afraid I’ll give her archdemon cooties?” 

“I don’t know what the fuck you thin—” 

He reached out and gently clasped her upper arm. “Lina,  child, please  step out of the way.  Now.” 

Her mouth snapped shut. Under any other circumstances, the shock in her eyes would have made him burst out laughing. 

But there was nothing funny about this. 

Not a…damned thing. 

She stepped aside. 

Elain reached up and took his offered hand. With her other hand, she reached up and touched the amulet. 

She gasped, tears spilling down her cheeks as she met his gaze and shook her head. 

He  gently  withdrew  the  amulet  before  pulling  her  into  his  arms  as  she  started  sobbing.  “I’m  sorry,  my  dear,”  he

whispered. “I’m so, so sorry I had to ask that of you. But I had to be sure.” 

He’d seen through her what she’d seen. Jadwiga and the bomb, and the split second of when it detonated, destroying her. 

Chapter Twenty-Five



Five  minutes  later,  Ryan  had  returned  everyone  to  their  respective  locations—well,  except  for  Gigi  and  Oscar,  who

insisted on going with Callie. 

And his father. 

Who, despite Ryan throwing up a barrier around his Atlanta condo, appeared in Ryan’s living room. 

“What happened to Jadwiga?” Hades demanded. 

Ryan headed for the kitchen. “Not bothering to respect my space, nor my role, are we?” 

“Tell me what happened!” 

“She  outsmarted  you.  That’s  what  bloody  well  happened,  Father.”  Ryan  skipped  the  small  glasses,  grabbed  a  large

glass, and filled it to the brim with bourbon, neat. “She outsmarted us all.” 

“What? Where is she?” 

“The Ether.” 

Hades recoiled as if slapped. “What?” he whispered. “Impossible!” 

Ryan  leaned  against  the  counter  and  took  several  large  gulps  of  the  alcohol.  Elain’s  vision  had  shown  him  what  had

happened. 

And the first moment of pain-free happiness Jadwiga had experienced in countless years, since discovering her beloved

murdered. 

The split second as she savored knowing she would be out of pain for good. 

“She had a little more power left in her than I gave her credit for. She transported the weapon back to her special little

pocket in Sheol. When it went off, it took her with it. Bloody brilliant woman.” 

Hades staggered back a step. “She’s…truly gone?” 

Ryan swirled the liquor in the half-empty glass before nodding. Then he took another gulp. 

“I’ll…I’ll—” 

“You’ll  do  NOTHING!”  Ryan  roared  at  him,  charging  him,  forcing  Hades  back  another  step.  “Understand  me? 

 NOTHING!” 

“She was my daughter!” 

“You and Mother’s meddling in mortal lives is  over!” Ryan drained the glass and turned, launching it against the kitchen

wall, where it shattered. Then back to his father. “Wasn’t it enough that both Will and I suffered? Wasn’t it? And to this day I

still suffer!  Enough!” 

Hades tried to draw himself up to his full height. “How dare—” 

“How  dare  I?  Really,  Father?  Let’s  go  to  the  Elders  right  now,  shall  we?  The  Dodeks?  Tell  them  what  happened? 

They’ll feel absolutely no pity for you.  Between you and  Uncle  Zeus, the two of you pillocks have caused more than enough

trouble to last the entire Universe until infinity retreats upon itself. Frankly, I have bigger threats on my plate than you suddenly

deciding to exert parental rights you willfully gave up or ignored countless mortal lifetimes ago.” 

Ryan  backed  his  father  against  the  dining  room  wall.  “If  you  suddenly  feel  such  patriarchal  guilt,  then  go  introduce

yourself  to  your  two  daughters  who  are  now  mourning  the  loss  of  their  sister.  Quit  shedding  your  crocodile  tears  in  my

presence. You hadn’t seen Jadwiga in how many eons?” 

“Not eons. Several hundred years ago, when she sought me out for assistance once.” 

“Well, that’s lovely. No weekly bowling team, then? No ‘Take Your Daughter to Work’ outings?” 

“She didn’t want to see me.” 

“Can you bloody well blame her?  I am in charge of The Firm now, Father. If you wish to challenge me for it, then we

shall present it to the proper channels, and you and  I can take up swords and hack at each other.  Believe me,  I’d welcome a

chance at it right now.  But unless you wish to do that, it’s time for you to bow.  The fuck.  Out.  Go meet your granddaughter, 

whom you’ve likely never laid eyes on.” 

His gaze widened. “Who?” 

“The  Cailleach?  Callie?  She’s  mated  and  wed  and  the  mother  of  a  beautiful  daughter.  Whom,  if  Callie’s  bloody

brilliant, she’ll never let you have a hand in raising.” 

“That’s uncalled for.” 

“Don’t start with me, old man. You really want to make me believe you care?  Then go to  Callie and  Gigi and talk to

them. Admit  the  truth  of  who  you  are.  Make  amends. And  then,  perhaps,  I’ll  believe  a  hint  of  the  bluster,  the  smoke  you’re

trying to blow up my arse.” 

Ryan waved his hand and sent Hades away. 

Ryan was no idiot. Had he not broadsided his father with that nugget of info, distracted him, no way would sending him

away have worked. 

As it was, Hades had a double surprise in store for him. 

He just hadn’t worked it out yet. 




* * * *

 

Blackie didn’t understand why Gigi and Callie were crying and clinging to each other, but he immediately joined Oscar, 

when the three of them reappeared in his living room, in wrapping his arms around them. 

He nuzzled Callie’s hair, relieved she was safe but his heart aching at whatever it was that had her upset. He was about

to ask what had happened when a knock sounded at the door. 

Oscar’s head whipped around and the Bengal tiger shifter started growling. 

 That put Blackie on alert. “Who is it?” 

“Him.” Oscar stalked over to the front door and flung it open, fortunately not ripping it off the hinges in the process. 

Blackie also didn’t recognize the older man standing on his front porch. “Who the hell is he?” 

“Hades,” Oscar growled, sending a ripple of chill up Blackie’s spine. Had Blackie been shifted, his hackles would have

been standing on end. 

“Ha—” Blackie’s mouth snapped shut. 

“What  do  you want?” Oscar snarled at the visitor. The guy looked harmless enough. Kind of reminded him of a comic

book guy or someone he’d seen in movies a few times, but he couldn’t remember his name off-hand. 

But Blackie had not only seen Oscar shifted, he’d hunted with him. He’d never before feared his friend. 

Blackie  was  bowel-withering,  shitting-his-pants  terrified  of  how  Oscar  sounded  at  that  moment.  Despite  the  visitor’s

appearance, he must be a threat for Oscar to react like that. 

The older man, however, didn’t back away or so much as flinch. “I’d like to talk with them, please,” he softly said. 

“Why?” 

“Because…I need to tell them something.” 

“What?” 

“This is personal, between myself and them.” 

“We’re their mates,” Oscar said. “What you say to them, you say to us.” The man braced his hands on either side of the

doorway.  “And  I  don’t  give  a  shit  who  you  are  or  what  your  powers  are,  I  guarantee  you  I  can  tear  a  few  strips  out  of  you

before you can blink.” 

Gigi  had  finally  gotten  Callie  over  to  the  couch  and  then  walked  up  behind  them.  Blackie  did  a  double-take,  not

remembering ever seeing such a look of rage on the woman’s face. 

He was almost glad she no longer had her powers. He didn’t doubt if she did that Hades would likely be little more than

a smoking charred spot on his front porch. 

“What do you want?” she asked. 

“Please,” he said. “May I talk with you and the Cailleach?” 

“Callie,” both Blackie and Gigi said at the same time. 

Hades took a deep breath. “With you and  Callie. Please? Just for a moment. Then I’ll go.” 

Oscar didn’t move until Gigi finally touched his shoulder. 

Blackie stepped out of the way, going over to Elise’s playpen and scooping her up from where she’d started to fuss over

the thick tension in the air. Then he walked over to the couch and sat next to Callie. She took the baby from him as he draped

his arm protectively around her shoulders. 

Although,  truth  be  told,  he  knew  if  Hades  wanted  him  dead,  or  wished  into  a  cornfield,  or  whatever,  the  deity  likely

could do it without a second thought. 

And probably had to others, in the past, if his reputation was to be believed. 

Oscar closed the door and followed them over to the couch. Hades looked…well, Blackie wasn’t sure what he looked

like. 

He’d call it grief-stricken if describing a human. 

But Hades wasn’t human. 

In any way, shape, or form. 

Not truly. 

“This is difficult for me,” Hades said. “Because I know I’ve kept this a secret for so long. But there is something I’ve

never told you. Jadwiga never told either of you.” 

He felt Callie tense next to him. 

The man continued. “The reason you three were chosen for the Triad is because you three…are my daughters.” 

Blackie thought the growl was from  Oscar at first, until he realized it was coming from  Gigi, who launched herself at

Hades. “What? You  fucking son of a bitch! You never  told us? What the  fucking hell!” 

It looked like Oscar took a split-second to consider letting Gigi do it before finally reaching out and snagging her with

one arm, pulling her against him before she could actually land a punch on the man. 

“Stay, pet,” he whispered to Callie, the edict holding her in place. 

“Jadwiga was the strongest,” Hades continued, his gaze focused on the floor. “I had her called first, to give her a chance

to get the most training. I was younger and foolish and I thought I could in some way help make up for—” 

“For what?” Callie softly said. “Abandoning us?” 

“That’s why she never took another mate,” Blackie suddenly said, a lot of stray pieces now clicking into place. “When

her dragon mate was killed, the father of her children. He was her soul mate. She was part archdemon and she couldn’t bear to

take another mate.” 

Callie and Gigi both stared at him in shock. 

Hades nodded. “Yes.” 

“What happened to her?” Blackie asked. 

“She killed herself,” Gigi said. “That was what Callie and I felt.” 

“You were not just sisters by blood,” Hades said. “You were bound as soul sisters. Through the Triad.” 

“She knew?” Callie asked in a shaky voice. “She  knew you were our father?” 

Hades slowly nodded. 

“Why didn’t she tell us?” 

“Because  she  hated  me.  Rightfully  so,  I  suppose.  Her  brother  died  after  she  was  called.  Killed.  She  wasn’t  there  to

protect him, and she blamed me.” 

“Oh…my…Goddess,” Gigi whispered. “She set them up. She set the new Triad up, set us up to give up our powers so

that our Triad was fully dissolved, and then she could kill herself. She set this whole thing up.  Everything. As a way of finally

being able to escape back to the Ether. Because she knew she couldn’t kill herself otherwise.” 

Hades slowly nodded. 

“What?” Blackie asked. 

“An archdemon,”  Oscar said, “can’t just kill itself.  Especially if they’re bound to another.  Either a soul mate, or soul

brothers or sisters. They’re too powerful. That’s how Hades saved Ryan’s life when Ryan’s soul mate was murdered. He soul-

bound  Ryan  to  two  other  archdemons.  It  would  take  something  extremely  powerful,  far  more  powerful  than  a  soul-bound

archdemon, to send its life force back to the Ether.” 

Hades didn’t speak. 

Blackie stood. “So…you’re telling me…  Wait.” He stared at Gigi. “The bomb. The nuclear bomb vision!” 

“She  lied  to  Elain  and  the  others  and  sent  them  on  a  wild  chase  once  they  figured  out  where  the  bomb  was  and

approximately when it was going off. She got there first and took it.” 

“Took it?” 

“To her house,” Oscar said. “Her special place. She waited until it was about to go off and let it detonate.” 

“So…” Blackie sat down again. Not so much sat as his knees gave out and he folded. 

Callie laid her head against his shoulder and started to sob. He once again draped his arm around her shoulders. 

“She saved everyone, Sir,” Callie whispered. “She took the bomb and saved everyone.” 

“Everyone except herself.” 

“She was in a lot of pain,” Callie said, sniffling. “Ever since she gave up her babies. Even before, when Zachary died. 

She didn’t tell us about it until after the fact. If I hadn’t seen her when I did, I wouldn’t have known. She made me promise to

help her later on.” She looked up into his eyes. “And then I met you.” 

Blackie studied Hades. “So Gigi and Callie are half archdemon?” 

“Jadwiga was actually more than that. Her mother was three-quarters archdemon, although her mother did not know that. 

So she was far more than half. Unlike with shifters, that makes a very huge difference. Even someone only half archdemon can

have a lot of powers. Gigi’s mother was a dragon shifter. Callie’s was a wolf shifter.” 

“I’m  surprised  you  can  remember  that  far  back,”  Gigi  bitterly  said.  “How  many  women  did  you  knock  up  over  the

millennia, you bastard?” 

“I’ve always tried to do my best to—” 

“If you don’t shut up  right now,” Gigi said, “I’m going to summon Lina up here to take care of you. And I’d be willing to

bet she’d give even your ass a run for your money.” 

“You’d better leave,” Oscar said. “You’re not welcomed here.” 

“I’m sorry,” the older man said before disappearing. 

Blackie held Callie and Elise a little tighter against him as his gaze met Oscar’s. 

“How about once we all calm down,” Blackie said, “I’ll run to the store and pick up some steaks and we grill them. I

can drop you by your house to grab your car on the way.” 

Oscar pulled Gigi tighter against his body and kissed the top of her head. “Sounds like a good idea to me, brother.” 

Chapter Twenty-Six



In her Atlanta hotel room, Aliah waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

She checked her phone, checked Carl’s watch, checked her Twitter feed, the USGS feed, CNN.com, and…

She fumed. 

 What the  fucking  hell? 

She’d paid a lot of goddamned money for that fucking bomb. Well, Carl had, but same thing. Even if Syrena hadn’t come

through, the timer still should have gone off by now. 

Finally, fifteen minutes after nothing had apparently happened, she decided to take a look-see. She didn’t want to leave

the  digital  footprint,  but  she  turned  on  her  laptop,  logged  into  her  web  browser,  found  the  surveillance  camera  that  was

attached to the truck stop building, and tapped into its feed. 

That it was still in existence worried her. 

She zoomed in on the truck and realized the back of it stood open, giving her a clear view into the interior of the cargo

area. 

Empty. 

“Son  of  a  fucking  bitch  goddamned  motherFUCKING  BITCH  CUNT  WHOREDOG

!  S

”  Turning,  she  kicked  the  wall, 

putting a large hole in it with Carl’s foot. “FUCK!” 

Throwing her head back, she let out a howling scream, wishing Carl could shift into cockatrice form so she could storm

through the building and kill people. 

What  was  the  worst  that  could  happen?  They  kill  her?  It  was  Carl’s  body.  She  suspected  her  body  still  lay  back

wherever the hell-fuck realm she’d been sent to, alive but unconscious. If Carl’s body died, she’d most likely pop back into her

body, based on what she remembered reading from the spell book she no longer had in her possession. 

Somewhere inside his skull, Carl tried to protest that he didn’t want to die, but she ignored him. She’d punch him in the

nuts if she wouldn’t feel it, too. 

Having tried that once, she didn’t want to try it again. It hurt like a motherfucker. 

That’s when she realized the laptop was still online. She killed the Wi-Fi connection and slammed it shut, then flipped it

over and pulled the battery out of it. She grabbed her shit, hurried out of the room, climbed into the car, and peeled out of there. 

If  the  bomb  hadn’t  gone  off,  and  was  now  missing,  that  was  a  serious  fucking  problem.  There  hadn’t  been  any  cops

around the truck, so it wasn’t like the authorities had found it. 

The guys she’d hired for  Florida knew nothing about it.  No one knew anything about it, except the guy who’d built it. 

And she’d been careful not to be followed by him when she’d left him. 

It probably meant Carl’s fucking old hag of a mother had somehow double-crossed her. Not only not setting the bomb off

—even  though  Syrena  hadn’t  realized  that’s  what  would  happen—but  somehow  figuring  it  out  and  then  stealing  the  fucking

thing. And disarming it. 

 Shitty-ass mother. 

It meant the cunt was still  alive. That was an even bigger fucking problem, because now Aliah didn’t know if the woman

had gotten any evidence of her own against Aliah. 

Well, against Carl. 

That also meant a double-double cross somewhere, because the bomb’s timer mechanism should have gone off anyway. 

No way the woman could have gotten out of the blast zone in time. 

 So who fucking deactivated it? 

Then, a moment of insight.  She pulled over into a parking lot, threw the car into park, and took a walk through  Carl’s

thoughts. He couldn’t stop her at this point. She’d figured out how to plow right through any barriers he’d tried to erect. The

power she’d absorbed from the spell book was in her soul and in her thoughts, not in her body. 

She’d thought maybe he’d somehow, while she was asleep at some point, taken control of his body again and warned the

woman, but no. 

He hadn’t. 

He couldn’t. 

He  didn’t  even  know  how  to  do  that.  Was  powerless  to  do  it.  It  was  like  she  had  his  essence  locked  inside  a  closet

within his own brain. 

 Well, shit. 

That would have sucked balls, but at least it would have been an easy answer to the question. Carl had no answers to

 any of her questions. 

Now  what the fuck do I do? 

Worse,  she  had  no  idea  where,  down  the  chain  of  people  she’d  gone  through  to  get  the  device  in  the  first  place,  the

problem  lay.  She  hadn’t  told  Carl’s  mother  what  was  going  on—duh—but  maybe  she’d  followed  Carl  and  figured  it  out. 

Maybe the guy who’d made it had someone follow Carl and just waited for her to leave it parked there to steal it back. 

She pounded on her steering wheel. “Fuck!” 

Another problem would be not knowing if someone was waiting to take Carl out. Or had been tracking Carl. She hadn’t

planned on going to ground this soon. There were still bank accounts she was trying to drain, assets she was trying to liquidate

that would be difficult to get rid of once the bomb went off. 

No one would want to buy property or fracking rights in the middle of a radioactive zone. 

 Fuck. 

The wolf cunt and her friends had killed off her guys. 

The bomb didn’t go off as planned. 

 Nothing was going as planned. 

This was  really starting to piss her off. 

 PART IV: BACK TO THE CROSSROADS





Chapter Twenty-Seven



Elain  curled  against  Cail  in  their  bed.  Five  days  following  losing  Baba Yaga,  she  still  felt  wrung  out,  physically  and

emotionally. 

Not just because of the events at the truck stop in Marston. 

 Everything. 

The aftermath of the showdown there on the ranch and the frantic search to shut down the bomb.  The growing double

burritos of doom. Losing Baba Yaga…

In a way, Elain felt…lost. The three of them had taken time off as the Triad to recover and regroup. They didn’t know

exactly what their next major focus would be, so they were busy sorting through various visions they’d had individually and

dealing with loose ends there. 

Elain  sensed  Lina  held  growing  concerns  about  Uncle Andel’s  health.  That  he  had  cancer  he  hadn’t  told  anyone  else

about, and Lina had already seen visions of his funeral. 

And when it would happen. 

Elain needed to work with Lina and Mai on their poofing powers. It was well past time they were independent in that

way. They’d let their lack of self-confidence hold them back. 

She didn’t know if it was from revelations she’d had while exploring the cockatrice amulet or what, but Elain had seen

what Mai and Lina needed to do. 

First, Elain needed to recover. 

Knowing that Baba Yaga—Jadwiga—had killed herself still overwhelmed her. 

Jadwiga  had  spent  countless  years  in  agony  after  losing  her  soul  mate,  unable  to  find  happiness  again.  Had  she

engineered everything that had happened? 

Elain knew yes, in part. She’d taken advantage of what was to happen and helped steer it to her own ends. 

And now, she was free, while the new Triad struggled to accept what had happened and once again move forward. 

Elain snuggled tighter in Cail’s arms, draping a leg over his. Brodey and Ain had insisted on cleaning up from dinner, 

sending Elain and Cail to bed ahead of them. 

Arching her hips against him, she nibbled on his lower lip. 

“I thought you were tired?” he teased. 

“Not too tired for this.” 

He rolled on top of her, his cock easily slipping into her pussy as Elain wrapped her legs around him. He kissed her as

she held him, raking her nails up and down his back and drawing a low hiss of pleasure from him. 

 “I love you so, so much,”  he said through their mate-bond as he kissed her. 

 “I love you, too.” 

It was slow, gentle, easy, and so, so sweet. For once no desperation in her, no panic. 

Things would once again happen that needed their attention. 

But not tonight. 

Tonight was for them. 

He varied his strokes, from short, hard ones to long, slow, teasing ones, building her up, rubbing against her clit with

every thrust. 

He pressed his forehead against hers. “I’m so close, babe.” 

“Do it.” 

He did, Elain watching, loving the look on his face as he took several more strokes and finally finished deep inside her, 

coming to rest with his eyes closed, his face at peace. 

Not lingering long, he opened his eyes and smiled at her before crawling down her body and settling between her legs. It

only took him a couple of minutes of playful flicking and teasing with his tongue to bring her over. As she lay curled there in

his arms, the bedroom door opened and Brodey and Ain walked in. 

“Ah, wearing her out, huh?” Ain teased. 

She smiled and crooked a finger at him. “Always have energy for my boys.” 

Ain crawled into bed with them and she coaxed him into climbing on top of her. “What are you in the mood for, baby?” 

“Easy and fast,” she said. 

With  her  already  well-lubed,  Ain’s  cock  easily  slipped  into  her  pussy.  As  he  fucked  her,  he  leaned  in,  kissing  her. 

 “ Come  for me, baby,”  he said through their mate-bond. 

Elain’s  body  responded,  his  mouth  swallowing  her  gasping  cry  as  her  body  orgasmed,  coaxing Ain’s  cock  to  follow

suit. In minutes, Ain had switched places with Brodey, and he too was kissing her and issuing a silent edict to her to come. 

When she cuddled, sated, between Cail and Brodey, she closed her eyes and then mentally swore. 

She had something to do tonight. 

 Right now. 

Fortunately, her men fell asleep quickly, allowing her to throw up a barrier to conceal her movements as she snuck out

of bed, cleaned up, and threw on clothes. 

This was something she’d been watching for, and she couldn’t let the moment slip by. 

She walked down to the last bedroom, focused on the energy, and then followed it. 

Chapter Twenty-Eight



Night  had  fallen.  Oscar  brought  Gigi  a  cup  of  herbal  tea  where  she  lay  stretched  out  on  their  sofa,  the  TV  on  but

unwatched. 

He  worried  about  her.  His  usually  spirited  mate  had  barely  spoken  in  the  past  week.  He  felt  desperately  glad  they’d

settled in Maine, near Callie. 

Callie and Blackie had come by to visit every day, both sisters sitting, holding each other and crying as the men headed

out to the back porch, Elise in Blackie’s arms. 

So many countless years the three sisters had been together. Maybe not physically, but psychically connected. 

To  lose  that  connection  had  crushed  the  two  women.  Even  when  the  Triad  had  ended  and  Gigi  and  Callie  had

relinquished their powers, they’d still had that tether. 

And now…

It was just the two of them, emphasizing to them their mortality. 

Something they truly hadn’t faced until now. 

Then  there  were  the  letters,  identical  ones,  short  and  sweet,  mailed  by  Baba  Yaga  from  New  Madrid  the  day  of  the

showdown. They’d arrived in the mail two days earlier. 

Blackie and Callie had already left from their visit today. Oscar knelt on the floor next to Gigi. 

“Mate, tell me what I can do for you? Please?” 

She sighed. “I wish there was something. How could we not have seen it? All of it? She hid everything from us all those

years.” 

On the coffee table lay the letter. Gigi had read it countless times since its arrival. 



 Dear Sisters, 

 I love you. I always have and always will, but the Ether calls to me. It has for too long. The pain I’ve borne for all

 this time has broken me in ways  I cannot begin to say.  It is time for me to move on.  My chance for happiness died back

 then. It doesn’t mean you two can’t find joy in your mates and your families and your lives. Go forth and live, for me. Do

 not feel guilty, or sad. Rejoice for me that, finally, I am at peace with a chance to live again without pain. Be happy in your

 lives, for that is the best legacy I can ask for. 

 Forgive  me  for  never  telling  you  about  our  father.  I  didn’t  want  knowledge  of  his  part  in  our  lives  to  taint  your

 deeds. He lost all rights to be our father when he walked away from our mothers. 

 The burden is now lifted from you. Relax and enjoy the hard-won peace you rightfully deserve. I see nothing but long

 lives of happiness ahead of you, outside the occasional skirmish. 

 Be at peace, live with love, laugh often, my sweet sisters. 

 Blessed Be. Merry Meet and Merry Part and Merry Meet again, 

 Jadwiga. 



“I don’t know what to do without her,” Gigi softly said. “I relied on her so, so much in the beginning. I didn’t realize we

were sisters by birth.  I thought by calling and by power, yes, but  I didn’t know.”  She stared into his eyes. “How could  I  not

know?” 

“She didn’t want you to know.” He stroked her cheek. “Had she wanted you to know, she would have told you.” 

“All  those  years.  It  explains  her  rage  and  pain.  I  thought  she  was  just  holding  a  grudge.  I  had  no  idea.  I  should  have

known! I knew about archdemons, about their mythos. About their soul mates and pain of losing one!” 

“Love, you cannot blame yourself.” The tears rolling down her cheeks broke his heart. “And she wanted you and Callie

to go on and live.” He scooped her up and carried her to their bedroom. 

Taking his time, he slowly undressed her, kissing every inch of her flesh as he went, wanting nothing more than to ease

her pain and make her smile. Finally, he felt her responding to him. 




* * * *

 

Elain  stood  on  the  porch,  her  eyes  closed,  senses  open.  She’d  poofed  herself  there  when  she’d  sensed  a  shift  in  the

energy up here. She hadn’t known for sure if it’d be Gigi or Callie who’d be the lucky one until tonight. 

Part of her had thought perhaps it might be Lina—which would have been absolutely fucking hysterically funny as well

as ironic—but Lina was doggedly determined not to get pregnant again yet. 

As Oscar made love to Gigi inside their house, Elain reached into the spinning force of the Ether and found the energy

she’d been looking for. One she’d kept an extremely close eye on for the past week, hoping she’d be able to do this. 

Some people deserved second chances. The life growing within her and Mai was proof of that. 

Ellie was proof of that. 

Especially people who’d spent most of their lives in excruciating pain, be it mental, physical, or both. 

As the time drew closer, Elain plucked the energy from the Ether and then closed it, waiting until the perfect moment to

shove it toward her friends. Once she knew she’d accomplished her mission, she closed her eyes, fingered her citrine amulet, 

and spoke with her mind. 

 “Ryan, vado tu appareo.” 

She opened her eyes in his Atlanta condo. 

He didn’t even bother to ask, handing her a perfectly prepared mug of mint tea, as if expecting her. 

“Thank you,” she said as she walked over to the windows. 

He joined her, in his hand a tall glass of amber liquid that, from its smell, she knew held bourbon. Neat. 

Eventually, he spoke. “Thank you,” he quietly said. 

She nodded. “You could have done it yourself.” 

“Not as easily as you. My strength in that way lies in sending souls onward when stuck here.” 

“But you did it before. Not too long ago.” She stared at him. 

“With assistance from Father.” Silence fell again, comfortable, comforting. “Marston,” he said. 

She shrugged. 

“How do you continue to conceal him from Lina?” 

“However  I have to,” she quietly said. “I won’t let him die.  He’s atoning.  I can’t in good conscience let her take him

out.” 

“That puts you at odds with her eventually.” 

“I know.” 

He  sipped  his  drink.  “They  won’t  let  me  interfere.  The  Elders.  The  Dodeks.  If  it’s  between  you  and  Lina.  I  will  do

everything within my powers to help you, but if it comes down to a duel between the two of you, I will not be allowed to step

in.” 

“I know.” She looked at him. “Besides, you’ve got a lot on your plate coming up soon.” 

“Do I even want to know?” 

“I’ve told you some of it.” 

“Can you tell me the rest?” 

“It’s…vague.” She finally met his green gaze. Different than Brodey’s green eyes, but she couldn’t explain how. “I think

it means there’s still a lot up in the air. But the stuff I saw before, that’s still going to happen.” 

He let out a breath that sounded like a sigh before taking a sip. 

“You won’t be able to check out,” she quietly said. 

“I know.” 

“He won’t let you. He’s going to keep a closer eye on you now.” 

Ryan  nodded.  “I  figured  as  much.  She  was  clever,  Jadwiga.  I  always  knew  she  was  special,  but  never  in  my  wildest

imagination did I ever dream she’d outsmart Hades.” 

“How did your mother react?” 

He  stared  out  the  windows,  into  the  distance.  “I  haven’t  discussed  this  with  her.  Knowing  her,  I’m  sure  she’s  ripped

Father a new one.” 

“Why?” 

“For not taking better care of his children.” 

“Even though they weren’t hers?” 

“She’s a mother. Had he cheated on her after they were together, yes. But he didn’t and couldn’t. She did not view any of

them as bastards, but as extended family.” 

“Do you think Callie and Gigi will eventually have a relationship with him?” 

“No, but I suspect Mother will want to get to meet the grandchildren. She’s always wanted them.” 

Elain stared at him, not saying it. He met and held her gaze, the words unspoken. 

“Stay the course,” Elain finally said. “Don’t give up. Don’t give in.” 

His voice sounded barely louder than a whisper. “Do you understand how badly it hurts? The loss sears my soul every

day. When I do manage to sleep and open my eyes, the first thing that hits me is the pain. Every time I see her, it is torture. And

yet I cannot force myself to stay away, even knowing that she is not mine.” 

“But she  is yours.” 

“Elain, we are not wolves. We are archdemons.” 

“She is still yours,” Elain insisted. She finally turned her gaze back to the window, unable to stand the pain behind his

eyes. “Have patience and faith, Amiago.” 

“Why do you call me that?” 

“Because you cannot forget that’s who you are. Who you were to her. She will return to you, one day.” 

“Will nearly died after losing Abby. He wouldn’t survive losing Kal. And this time, I would refuse to help Father.” 

“He won’t lose her.” 

“You’re daft.” 

“No, I’m just stumbling my way around this craziness as best I can and telling you what I see. What I  feel. Just be ready

and don’t give up.” 

She finished her tea, handed him the mug, gave him a quick peck on the cheek, and returned home to Arcadia. 




* * * *

 

Ryan closed his eyes and felt the echoes of Elain’s words boring through his soul. He knew that there were things Lina

and Mai didn’t know. 

Things they one day should know, but he wouldn’t be the one to tell them. 

Not yet. 

There were others who were best left to that revelation, if they so chose. 

He walked back to his kitchen to rinse out her mug. 




* * * *

 

Lacey had heard the familiar car pull into her drive without needing to hear the man’s voice to know her visitor. 

“Eh, lovely? Ye here?” 

“Out here.” 

Jocko walked through her house and joined her on the back steps, where she’d been sitting and staring at the two rose

bushes planted in the corner of her garden. 

He  heavily  lowered  his  bulk  to  sit  next  to  her  and  draped  an  arm  around  her,  pulling  her  close.  “Oh,  lovely,”  he

whispered when he saw her tears. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t give ye happiness.” 

She tucked her head against him. “You did. You have. And you  do.” 

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “They were as beautiful as ye are, my love. I wish ye’d let me mark ye.” 

“Not yet,” she softly said. “I can’t yet.” 

His heavy sigh weighed her down. “I understand.” 

They sat there, staring at the rose bushes. “I need to tell you something,” she finally said. 

“I have a feeling this is important to ye.” 

“And to you.” 

He  tipped  her  head  up  to  look  down  into  her  eyes.  Her  rugged,  rough,  and  gruff  old  Alpha  wolf.  “Nothin’s  more

important to me than ye.” 

“Jadwiga finally told me.” 

He froze, staring at her for a long, silent moment. “Yes?” he whispered. 

After  she  repeated  it  to  him,  he  sat,  stunned,  with  her  crying  in  his  arms.  “Are  ye  sure?”  he  hoarsely  asked.  “Is  she

sure?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then why’d she…I mean…” He sighed. “All these years, shepherding them along, then? One life to the next?” 

“Hades gave her a lot of leeway as his daughter.” 

“And she couldn’t bind ’em in the same way, being they were siblings with different loves throughout their lives. Unlike

Sean and Colm.” 

“Right.” 




* * * *

 

Jocko felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “The crotchety old biddy,” he hoarsely said, his own tears finally falling. 

“Goddess bless her.” He closed his eyes and deeply inhaled Lacey’s scent. She’d soothed his soul so well after losing his mate

so many years before. 

“Will ye be tellin’ them, then?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  don’t  know  if  they  need  to  know.  I  don’t  even  know  if  they  should  know.”  She  sat  up  and  sniffled, 

wiping at her eyes. “It might be the wrong kind of distraction for them right now.” 

He laced fingers with her and gently squeezed. “So will ye at least settle my mind on one thing?” 

“What?” 

“Ye  traveled  to  Bolivia.  When  ye  returned,  I  know  I  smelled  a  hint  of  something  wrong  on  ye.  What  secret  is  Ortega

keepin’ from us?” 

“Not from  us. I can’t tell you that, either. Colleen must be protected. Elain is handling it, and you cannot mention this to

anyone. I can’t protect the knowledge within you from Lina. That’s why I can’t let you mark me right now.” 

“So I can’t edict ye, and so ye can skirt around the absolute truth with me to protect me.” He closed his eyes, fighting the

urge to groan. “Bloody hell,” he muttered. “I’m guessin’ there’s adequate cause?” 

“More than adequate. Including what I’ve seen. And what Elain’s seen. Please, you have to trust her. And me.” 

He took in another deep breath and slowly blew it out. How many hours had they silently sat on this same step over the

years, staring at those two rose bushes at different times of the year, wondering. 

Never knowing. 

Hoping. 

“Given  what  ye  just  told  me,  lovely,  I  will.  Baba Yaga  didn’t  walk  down  a  road  of  fire  just  to  have  me  runnin’  my

feckin’ mouth and ruinin’ her plans.” 

She gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you. Can I make you dinner?” 

He  smiled  and  pulled  her  in  for  a  deeper,  harder  kiss,  his  hand  cupping  the  back  of  her  neck,  melting  her  the  way  he

always  had  ever  since  they’d  taken  up  together  as  a  couple.  “First  I  want  my  dessert,  lovely. A  sweet  taste  ‘o  my  heart  and

soul.” 

Chapter Twenty-Nine



Syrena had been on the run a week now. That morning, after Carl texted her, she’d bugged out. Ever since the day he’d

come by and given her the phone, she’d been planning to leave and had packed, ready to leave at a moment’s notice and never

look back. 

She’d driven by the parking lot where she’d initially planned to park and then kept going when she saw the three women

standing there, appearing to be looking for someone. 

It wouldn’t do for her to be seen. 

She knew a goddamned wolf when she saw one. Syrena didn’t even have to get close enough to smell it. 

She pulled into a parking lot at a Walgreens a couple of blocks over and then walked down and around and back again. 

If Carl thought she was going to do what he said to do, he was fucking nuts. 

She didn’t know what it was, exactly, that Carl had planned, but she didn’t put it past him to kill her in the process. Or at

the very least, set her up to take a fall. Especially considering how weird he’d been acting lately. 

Her senses had pinged from the moment she’d requested money for the new irrigation system well and hadn’t been made

to play twenty-thousand questions with him, or give him five estimates first, to justify it. 

That alone meant something was up. 

Then he’d openly left the money in her fridge. 

Like he was trying to lull her into a false sense of security. 

That wasn’t like him. 

Something was wrong. Seriously wrong. 

Like hell she’d go down for it. 

She’d already packed everything she’d need to take in her car and would be leaving her home behind for a place she’d

purchased a while ago without telling Carl. Down in southern Mexico, not far from a nephew of hers, one beholden to her by

incriminating information she held on him. Information that would earn him an immediate death sentence from Carl if he knew. 

Carl had no need to know any of that. Yet. 

But before she did that, she needed to retrieve something. It couldn’t be left behind. 

The bank was open, and she’d headed inside.  Soon, a helpful teller was assisting her with opening her safety deposit

box. 

Once she was alone in one of the little alcoves they had for people to go through their things, she opened the box. 

Inside, wrapped in several layers of old canvas, lay a book she suspected was one that had been spoken of in rumors for

generations. The knife being with it only added to her suppositions. 

A  Grimoire Lilitu. 

It took her breath away and, frankly, she had to force herself not to scream in delight and victory, to crow, to shift and

kill everyone in the goddamned bank. 

Obviously, Carl had somehow heard rumors about the safety deposit box key. That was the only thing she could think of. 

And if she called that number he’d given her, whatever was supposed to happen when she made the call would take her out, 

too, giving him the key and giving him access to this. 

 Nopety nope nope. 

She switched off the cell phone, pulled the battery out of it, and dropped it inside the box, closing it and then returning

with it to put it back, locking it away. 

The book and knife, she’d tucked them in her purse and briskly headed out and down the street, not even bothering to

look toward where she’d seen the three women. 

 I don’t need any more fucking trouble than I already have. 

Whatever had happened, she knew she no longer had a son. Carl was gone. Whether he’d turned on his nest, or turned on

his kind, or just plain turned crazy by cockatrice standards, Syrena knew she would face the next stage of her life alone. 

But  with  the  power  of  a  Grimoire  Lilitu,  she  knew  she  could  rule  the  world.  She  also  knew  there  was  a  cockatrice

down  in  South  America  somewhere,  one  rumored  to  be  nearly  five  hundred  years  old  and  who’d  avoided  the  wrath  of  the

wolves and other shifters in Europe, one who’d worked for the Nazis and escaped to South America with them, and who might

be able to read the book. 

She’d find out or die trying, but she wouldn’t sit around and wait for her son to kill her. 




* * * *

 

Boorman returned from the Tavares plane feeling frustrated and angry. The damned Tanuki, Bera, had apparently gone to

ground. Whatever she’d done to piss off Ausar on Earth, now she was desperate to cover her tracks. 

 Fuck. 

That stupid creature had fucked everything up from the get-go.  Then again, he shouldn’t have expected any better from

her considering how her mother had fucked things up in the past. 

He wouldn’t make that mistake a third time. Unfortunately, he’d been desperate for someone he could bend to his will, 

use for his purposes, who could cross the planes undetected by the archdemons. 

He  returned  to  the  cave  to  think  and  see  if  he  could  contact  anyone  on  the  Earth  plane  through  the  barrier.  He’d  had

trouble in the past trying to summon whoever had the amulet. 

 If anyone had the amulet. 

Not being able to travel to Earth himself for fear of Ausar and his henchmen sensing it the moment he crossed, he’d tried

to contact any descendants who might be in possession of the amulet. 

Then again, it could be sitting on a dusty shelf somewhere, or in a box. 

Or buried in the ground in some stupid coffin. 

He could search for it himself…if he were on Earth. 

What  he  wasn’t  expecting  when  he  returned  to  the  cave  was  to  find  the  bodies  of  two  men  lying  there.  Obviously

murdered,  and  despite  their  stench  of  death,  there  was  more  than  a  hint  of  his  lineage  in  them  despite  them  also  stinking  of

human. 

 Blast! 

What had he missed? 

Time flowed differently on Earth, faster than here. Obviously, they’d traveled through the barrier. Of course, it figured

he hadn’t been here when they’d done it. 

There was also the body of a woman…

Wait. Not a body. She was unconscious. Breathing, and had probably been the one to kill the men. 

And she was…

A smile filled his face. No. He couldn’t be  this lucky, could he? 

She was of his line. Why she was unconscious, he couldn’t figure out. But she was alive, and she looked uninjured. 

Even better, she smelled strongly of her fertile time. 

He grabbed her and slung her facedown over a large rock that had served this same purpose in the past. He didn’t care if

she was conscious or not. She was part human, but there were enough of his line’s genes in her that he could smell it on her. 

Meaning she could start this process again. 

He smiled. 

 What a lucky break. 




* * * *

 

Aliah awoke with a start in the hotel room, sitting up in bed, disoriented and confused. For a moment, it’d felt like she’d

been immersed in a dream where—

Yep, Carl’s cock was rock hard. And being in his body, she felt that. And his horniness. 

 Dammit. 

Dropping back onto the bed, she spit in her palm, fisted his cock, and started stroking, trying to sate the suddenly urgent

need to fucking  come. 

Why not? It wasn’t like she could take any other actions right now, other than catching up on sleep. 

And she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep with this damned thing poking all over the place. 

No  sooner  had  she  busted  a  nut  the  first  time  than  his  cock  annoyingly  sprang  to  life  again.  She  used  her  cum-coated

hand, not needing extra lubricant, to quickly stroke a second one out of Carl’s balls. 

Then, as she lay there recovering, a third hard-on sprang up. 

 What the hell? 

This time, the orgasm didn’t produce much in the way of cum, but it left her trembling, barely able to think. 

Carl  didn’t  know  what  was  going  on  either.  She’d  just  looked  inside  his  brain  to  find  him  when  the  urge,  insatiable, 

struck again. 

It was nearly dawn as she lay there in bed, exhausted, Carl’s cock raw and finally unable to get hard again. 

The  feeling  had  been  as  if  someone  else  was  in  charge  of  her  body.  Not  Carl,  because  the  putz  was  metaphorically

rocking in a corner and sucking his thumb. 

This had been unlike anything she’d felt before. 

Aliah finally crashed into sleep. 




* * * *

 

Boorman hadn’t bothered to fasten his breeches after taking the woman several times. 

If she didn’t survive and never woke up, then at least he’d vented some frustration. 

If she did, she would bear the start of another chance to finally get what he wanted. 

He’d send her back to Earth to do his bidding, Bera be damned. 

And he’d not screw up this time like he had before. He wouldn’t allow time to flow and pass and lose track of her. 

And he would make sure to keep her bred. Already, he knew what he could do to keep her tethered to him for as long as

he needed her. He had a recipe he could use, keep her needing him, dependent upon him. 

Smiling,  he  slung  her  over  his  shoulder  to  take  her  to  his  home.  He  didn’t  dare  leave  her  alone  for  fear  of  her

disappearing. 

There—presuming  she  woke  up—he  could  make  sure  to  keep  her  captive  until  she  caught,  make  her  drink  the  potion

until he was satisfied she would remain loyal to him…

And hopefully, finally, formulate a successful plan to get his revenge. 





THE END
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