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  Triple Trouble 5


  Out of Smoke and Ashes


  Elain Pardie’s wedding is interrupted when her matron of honor, Lina, goes into labor. Unfortunately, events spiral downhill from there for the Lyalls and their kin when an old foe refuses to roll over and play dead. As everyone suspected, Rodolfo Abernathy won’t give up.


  What Abernathy doesn’t know is he’s become more prey than predator. Shifters with grudges of their own enter the fight with their sights set on Abernathy’s downfall.


  When the fur hits the fan, it won’t be pretty.


  While Elain and Lina struggle to cope with their new roles, various shifter Clans band together to fight their common enemies. Devastating heartaches are finally laid to rest as new love blossoms.


  And Baba Yaga isn’t even done with them yet. Elain, Ain, Brodey, and Cail, along with their ever-growing band of friends and adopted family, must still confront those who’d gladly destroy all they love as evil and vengeance once again return fromOut of Smoke and Ashes.
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  Dear Readers,
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  The author and the publisher work very hard to bring our paying readers high-quality reading entertainment.


  


  This is Tymber Dalton’s livelihood. It’s fair and simple. Please respect Ms. Dalton’s right to earn a living from her work.


  


  Amanda Hilton, Publisher
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  DEDICATION


  


  


  Thanks to all my readers who keep coming back for more and who make this all possible. You have no idea how grateful I am.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  


  


  I fully admit I cannot control where “the voices” lead me, which is why what started out as two separate and standalone stories (Boiling Point and Trouble Comes in Threes) ended up merging into one whopper of a series with no signs of stopping any time soon. Just when I think I’ve excavated the bulk of the story’s bones, I turn around and find a pit I haven’t even explored yet.


  I think the characters actually start laughing at me behind my back when that happens.


  The events of this book pick up exactly where book four (and technically the seventh book of the series) Triple Dog Dare leaves off, with Lina’s water breaking as she catches the bouquet at Elain’s wedding.


  I promise I didn’t write cliff-hangers in some of the earlier books on purpose. It frustrates me just as much as it frustrates you, because when the characters go quiet, I can’t force their story. I have to wait until they sort it out and get back to me with the next installment. And no I won’t give any spoilers, but yes, some interesting bombshells dropped on me in the midst of writing this.


  At least this time the characters gave me two books at once instead of just one. (Keep an eye out for book six, coming soon.)


  If you haven’t read the previous books, including all of the prequels, it’s highly recommended you do before reading this one or else some of the events and backstory in this book might not make sense. The suggested reading order of the entire series, if you haven’t already started from the very beginning with the Alexandr dragon brothers, is:


  


  Boiling Point — Tasty Treats, Vol. 3 (Triple Trouble Prequel)


  Steam (Triple Trouble Prequel)


  Fire and Ice (Triple Trouble Prequel)


  Trouble Comes in Threes (Triple Trouble 1)


  Storm Warning (Triple Trouble 2)


  Three Dog Night (Triple Trouble 3)


  Triple Dog Dare (Triple Trouble 4)


  Out of Smoke and Ashes (Triple Trouble 5)


  


  Ryan Ausar, who insisted on showing up in this book and refused to go away no matter how hard I tried to write around him, appears in my Good Will Ghost Hunting series, also available from Siren-BookStrand.


  Damn demons anyway.
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  Chapter One


  


  The afternoon couldn’t have been more perfect for Elain Pardie’s dream wedding. The fickle late-summer afternoon weather cooperated as if custom-ordered. With a blue sky above, a light, cool breeze to take the edge off the heat, and no risk of thunderstorms, she’d publicly exchanged vows with Ain Lyall in front of their friends and family on the Lyalls’ cattle ranch in Arcadia, Florida.


  Privately, she’d already married Ain, Brodey, and Cail Lyall inside their house with only family and their closest friends looking on. Just a formality, since she’d been mated to the triplet Alpha shape-shifters for months, and the only legal marriage the state would recognize was the one to Ain.


  Together, they’d shared cake and danced and enjoyed the afternoon inside the reception tent. When it came time to throw the bouquet, the ominous feeling Elain carried deep in her gut all day had mostly faded. Then her enormously pregnant best friend, Goddess, dragon flagyer Seer, and matron of honor, Lina, caught the bouquet.


  That was when the trouble started.


  “What do you mean your water just broke?” Rick and Jan frantically screamed at their mate.


  Lina cocked her head at them. “Really? Really?” She held out her hands, one still clutching Elain’s bouquet. She indicated her huge, twin-swollen belly, swathed in a bridesmaid gown. “Look at me. I’m a friggin’ Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade float. Are you guys seriously that dense?”


  Rick, a normally self-assured dragon shifter, looked flummoxed. “But…I mean…it’s just…you’re not due for a few weeks yet.”


  She pointed at her belly. “Again, dude. Look. At. Me.”


  Elain spoke up. “We need to get you to the hospital.”


  Lina handed the bouquet off to Mai, who was also pregnant. “I need to change. I don’t want to go dressed like this.” She waddled off to the house, her men hurrying in her wake.


  Elain wasn’t about to miss the birth of her best friend’s twins. She went over to the DJ and borrowed his microphone. “Um, hi, everyone. My matron of honor is about to pop. Literally. We’re going to go with her to the hospital, but we want all of you to feel free to stay and eat and dance. Thank you!” She stepped away from the microphone to a resounding round of cheers and applause for the new parents to be.


  Ain caught her hand as she headed out of the tent. “How about Cail and I stay here and hold down the fort? You and Brodey go with them.”


  “Really?”


  He pulled her to him and placed a killer kiss on her mouth that threatened to melt her knees out from under her. “Yes, really. You and Brodey are far closer to them than we are. We’ll finish up here, make sure everything’s cleaned up, and we’ll be along later. There’s only so much room in a delivery room, I’m sure. She’s already made it perfectly clear she wants you, Brodey, Mai, Mom, and Lacey in there with her and her guys. It’ll be crowded enough as it is.”


  She let out a laugh. “True. I’ll go change.” She hugged him. “Thank you!” She grabbed Brodey and together they hurried to the house to change.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ken and Trent, disguised as a reporter and photographer, stood in the far corner of the tent as they watched the events unfold. “Dammit,” Ken softly said. “This screws our plans.”


  “I don’t think there’s any way we can grab either of them now,” Trent agreed.


  Their boss, Rodolfo Abernathy, had ordered them to kidnap Elain, and Mai, too, if possible. They were each armed with three syringes of M99, a powerful animal tranquilizer. If those weren’t enough to take down a powerful Alpha wolf shifter like Elain Pardie, they’d both be screwed.


  Now it looked like they wouldn’t have a chance in hell of using them anyway.


  Ken glanced around. “Let’s scope out the house again. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


  “Doubtful, but we need to try.” They threaded their way through other guests who’d come to see Prime Alpha wolf Aindreas Lyall wed his mate, Elain Lyall.


  It didn’t help their situation that her other two mates were Ain’s brothers Brodey and Cailean Lyall, completing the Alpha triplets.


  Despite that imposing obstacle, Rodolfo Abernathy refused to give up his claim to Elain. Abernathy also didn’t care that Elain had won the fight against his great-grandson, Paul. Or that her Clan Council had ruled that the ancient blood oath pledging Elain to his Clan centuries earlier was void as a result of her win.


  And Ken and Trent didn’t relish the idea of returning empty-handed to their boss.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mai hurried to her room to change out of her bridesmaid dress and into something comfy. Everyone else had Lina well under control. Micah and Jim would stay behind to help Ain and Cail with the cleanup once all the guests left.


  As she walked to the closet, she thought she spotted a shadow cross past their bedroom window. When she looked up, no one was there.


  Shrugging it off, she finished changing into a sundress and was heading into the bathroom when a funky scent hit her nostrils, stopping her in her tracks.


  A wolf, more than one.


  And both covered in the familiar Abernathy stink. The old man preferred using a distinctive aftershave in copious amounts that most other wolves couldn’t tolerate wearing. Anyone who spent more than a few minutes around him ended up with hints of it on their clothes.


  Paul Abernathy, her ex and the biological father of her baby, had almost always carried echoes of it on his clothes.


  Survival instinct kicked in. She whirled around and bolted for the bedroom door while struggling to rein in her growing panic. She started down the hallway toward Lina’s room when the scent hit her again, far stronger than before and coming from the living room. She raced back to the bedroom she shared with Micah and Jim and slammed the door shut behind her, locking it and knowing that wouldn’t stop anyone for long.


  Especially not a wolf working for Abernathy.


  Creeping over to the bedroom window, she didn’t sense anyone in the immediate vicinity. She opened the window, popped the screen out, and lithely climbed through it despite her own baby belly. Her plan had been to go around to the back of the house and find Micah, or any of the Lyalls, or any of the other friendly shifters there at the wedding. But as she rounded the northeast corner of the house, she spotted one of Abernathy’s henchmen on the lanai, sneaking around from the other direction.


  Fuck!


  When he spotted her, he started toward her. Knowing she couldn’t overpower an Alpha wolf, and not knowing how many others he had working with him, she did the only thing she could think to do. She shifted, her clothes falling to the ground around her as she bolted for the woods just behind the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Shit!” Ken spotted the coyote at the same time she spotted him. Before he could react, she shifted and ran, quickly streaking into the thick woods behind the house. “Dammit!”


  He caught up with Trent coming out the front door. “I found her,” Ken said, “but she shifted and took off.”


  “Which way?”


  “Toward the woods.”


  “What do we do now?”


  Ken nervously looked around. The last thing he wanted was a bunch of pissed-off Alpha wolves and their family coming after them. “Fuck, I don’t know. We can’t shift and carry the tranquilizers, and I don’t know how long we’ve got until she sounds the alarm.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mai thought of nothing else but running, something she’d excelled in, unfortunately, after she refused Paul Abernathy’s demands that she abort her baby.


  She couldn’t take the time to focus behind her, to see how close her pursuers were, because it could cause her to slow down and possibly put her within their grasp. She might not be able to overpower an Alpha wolf, but she could damn sure outrun one.


  For a while, at least.


  As silently as she could she raced through the woods, emerging a few minutes later in a pasture.


  Dammit!


  With barely a glance behind her, she sprinted across the pasture, desperate to make it to the next wooded stand approximately a hundred yards away. If she could reach the barn area she could find a hiding place, maybe lock herself in the office, and wait for Micah and Jim or the Lyalls to rescue her. After making the next wooded patch she stopped and turned to catch her breath.


  Behind her, she spotted no sign of her pursuers. She wasn’t, however, naive enough to believe they gave up that easily. Not after everything she’d been through.


  That Abernathy had the bodacious balls to send his men to the wedding in the first place spoke to his insane level of crazy stick-to-it-ness.


  She took off running again.


  Upon emerging from that wooded section, she found a thick cluster of cattle grazing a few yards away. She shifted back into human form, staying hunched down despite not seeing any humans around. She worried her coyote form, with a different look and smell than the Lyall wolves, might spook the cattle and reveal her presence.


  If Abernathy’s wolves tracked her, she’d be screwed.


  Keeping low, she worked her way through the docile cattle. About two hundred yards away she spotted the roof of one of the larger barns just past some more trees.


  Behind her, no one, wolf or human, appeared.


  She winced when her bare foot sunk into a fresh, warm, squishy cow patty.


  Then she smiled.


  Gross, but it might work. She’d rolled in far worse during her time on the run to help throw trackers off her scent.


  She grabbed handfuls of the fresh cow manure and rubbed it all over herself as she wove her way through the dozens of cattle, stopping periodically to rub against one and get its scent on her body, back and forth, confusing her trail as much as possible. Then she worked her way to the edge of the cattle in a different direction than the barns, shifted back to four legs, and rolled in another fresh cow patty.


  Before the cows could spook, she skirted the edge of the group and ran for the barns.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Where’s Mai?” Lina asked as they finally got her moving toward the front door. “And Callie?”


  Elain didn’t know. She was more concerned about getting Lina into Jan and Rick’s minivan and headed to Tampa to the hospital. They had nearly two hours’ drive, at least, and had already called the doctor to let her know they were on their way.


  “We’ll find them and load them in the next car,” Elain assured her.


  “I need them!” Lina said as she firmly planted her feet and tried to turn around.


  It took Elain, Rick, Jan, and Zack to turn her back toward the front door. “Kael and I will find them,” Zack promised. “You just go. Get to the hospital.”


  “But I need you!”


  Lacey, the wolves’ Clan Seer, and Carla and Liam, Elain’s mom and dad, brought up the rear.


  “Lina,” Carla said, “you have to go to the hospital.”


  Lina burst into tears. “Please come with me,” she begged. “I’m so scared and I need all of you!”


  Knowing Lina wasn’t going to start walking again until she was assuaged, and afraid the distraught Goddess might accidentally blow something up if not calmed, Elain put her hands on Lina’s shoulders. “We’re coming right now. A whole damn caravan of us. Let’s go.”


  When Elain tried to let go of Lina’s hand to get her into the middle seat of Rick and Jan’s minivan, Lina wouldn’t let go. Callie and Daniel had caught up with them by then.


  “No, please!” Lina said. “Elain, Mom, Dad, Lacey, Callie. You need to come with me. Zack, you and Kael bring Mai as soon as you find her.”


  Elain tossed her keys to Brodey. “You and Daniel bring up the rear with everyone else as soon as Zack finds Mai.”


  “Right.” He headed back to the house to help search.


  Callie looked torn between wanting to stay to help find Mai and going. Daniel gave Callie a kiss. “Stay with them, pet. We’ll be along shortly.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Daniel Blackestone, aka Blackie, was the Clan Council head of the Maine wolves. He was also her mate, husband…and Master.


  Everyone else piled into the minivan, Jan and Elain in the middle seat with Lina between them, while Carla, Callie, and Lacey got in the very back.


  Rick got behind the wheel while Liam climbed into the passenger seat. “Okay, are we ready now?” Rick asked. He floored it, having to slam on the brakes halfway down the long driveway as a black minivan with New York plates pulled out ahead of them and roared toward the main road without stopping. “Fucker!” Steam wafted from his nostrils.


  “Patience, brother,” Jan counseled from the middle seat. “Just get us there in one piece.”


  It would take them at least half an hour to get to I-75. Lina squeezed Elain’s hand and looked up at her. Her green eyes were filled with fear. “They’re early. What if there’s a problem?” she tearfully asked. She let out a gasp and clamped down on Elain and Jan’s hands as a contraction hit.


  “You’re going to be fine,” Elain said. “Dr. Alberto warned you twins frequently come early. They’re fine. Nothing’s wrong. They were probably mad they missed the party,” she tried to joke.


  Callie leaned over the back of the seat to talk to her. “Sweetie, breathe. Your babies are fine. They’re healthy and strong. You’re fine. Everything’s fine.”


  “But what happened to Mai? Something’s wrong. I know it.”


  Elain and Callie exchanged a glance. They both looked at Lacey. The Seer shrugged. I don’t know, she mouthed.


  “She was probably in the bathroom,” Elain said, hoping to soothe her friend. “You’ve been doing that a lot yourself. They’ll find her and bring her. Don’t worry.”


  She looked at Jan. “Do you feel it?”


  “Feel what, lovely?”


  “That…that feeling!” She looked from Elain, to Lacey, Callie, and Carla, then to Liam who sat sideways in his seat so he could talk to them. “That feeling!” She broke down sobbing. “The feeling that something’s…something’s wrong, and I’m not there to help!”


  Jan gently cupped her chin with his free hand. “Lovely, nothing’s wrong. You’re in labor. It’s all right. Everything is all right.”


  Lina looked at Callie. “You can go back, can’t you? Go back and look and come tell me!”


  She reached over the seat to stroke Lina’s brow. “Sir told me to stay with you. If he needs me, he’ll call.” She offered a smile. “You’re going to be a mom. Focus on that.”


  Lina let out a harsh laugh. “I’m a frickin’ Goddess and I’m terrified of giving birth. I’ve never babysat. I’ve never even changed a goddamned diaper!”


  “It’s all on-the-job training,” Carla assured her. “You’re going to be a great mother.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Micah hadn’t worried about Mai…at first. But when he and Jim searched the house and found their bedroom door locked from the inside, and then the missing window screen once they broke through, he went into full-on panic mode. With Jim on his heels, he traced her scent around the outside of the house until they found her pile of clothes.


  “Dammit!” He started stripping.


  Jim grabbed his arm. “What’s this mean?”


  “She ran. Something happened. I don’t know what. Her trail heads toward those woods. Go tell Ain and the others. Have them come follow me.” He shifted into his wolf form and took off following her scent, leaving Jim behind.


  What Micah didn’t tell Jim was the fear he smelled in her scent, every bit as strong as that first night when she’d arrived and he’d tackled her. A scent he hadn’t smelled since that night.


  Whatever had caused her to run, it had terrified her.


  He followed her trail through the woods, relieved to find no other fresh scent crossing her trail. He reached out to her, calling to her through their mate-bond, but received no response. Either she was too far away to hear him…


  Or she was unable to respond.


  He refused to dwell on that possibility.


  When he emerged from another group of trees, he slid to a stop, digging his hind feet into the grass to avoid plowing into the side of a cow peacefully grazing right in front of him. It turned its head to look at him before giving him a dismissive sniff. The livestock were used to seeing the Lyalls in their wolf form.


  Fuck you, too, Elsie. He put his nose to the ground and tried to find Mai’s trail. He realized at some point Mai had shifted back, her human scent overlaid with…cow?


  He stopped, confused. Then he shifted into human form and stood to look out over the grazing herd. “Mai!” he yelled.


  Another cow walked up behind him and goosed his ass with its nose.


  “Dammit!” He shifted back and started systematically weaving his way through the herd, nose to the ground. He spotted several places where it looked like Mai had either rolled or deliberately rubbed cowshit all over herself.


  Clever, she was trying to mask her scent.


  But against who, or what? And why? There were no other scents besides hers on the trail.


  Well, and now the cowshit.


  He gave up trying to track down her scent within the cows, instead jogging in circles around them until he finally located her shifted coyote scent again, now heading toward the barn area.


  A loud, close howl stopped him. He turned to see Brodey Lyall emerge from the woods, shifting back to two feet mid-stride. “Anything?”


  He shifted. “Yeah. She rolled in manure and headed that way.” He pointed toward the barns.


  He frowned. “What the hell? What’s she running from? I only smelled you and her.”


  “That’s what I’d like to know.” They both shifted back, Brodey taking the lead as the better tracker and the faster wolf.


  When they reached the barn area, they lost her scent among a cluster of parked equipment and deep mud in a low section of the dirt driveway area. Brodey turned his head. Standing mere inches apart, the cousins could hear each other’s thoughts in their wolf forms.


  “Stay here. I don’t know where the ranch hands are. Don’t shift. I’ll be right back.” He loped across the open ground to an office door tucked against the side of one of the buildings. He scratched and whined at the door before letting out a bark. When no one opened it, he quickly shifted and let himself in, emerging a minute later dressed in blue jeans and nothing else.


  He waved Micah over. “I keep a spare change of clothes in the office because I’m usually the one helping with the difficult calvings. I’ll take the calving barn. You take Barn A over there. I called Ain’s cell. They’re grabbing a truck and coming over to meet us.”


  They split up for the search.


  Micah had just emerged from the barn when he heard Brodey yelling for him across the way. Following the sound of his cousin’s voice he ran into the calving barn and almost smack into Brodey, who carried a whining, trembling, shifted Mai.


  “I found her up in the feed loft. She won’t shift back.”


  He shifted back and took her from him. “Oh, thank the Goddess!”


  She shifted into her human form and threw her arms around Micah’s neck. Brodey grabbed them both and pushed them into the office, where he locked the door behind them.


  Yes, she was filthy, caked head to toe in cow shit. “What happened?” Micah asked her. “Why’d you run?”


  She wouldn’t let go of his neck and kept her face pressed against his shoulder. “There were…Abernathy’s men. At least two, I don’t know how many. At the house. I smelled them, saw one of them. When I knew he saw me, I ran. I’m sorry!”


  “Fuck!” He looked over her head at Brodey.


  His cousin’s expression turned grim. “The others will be here any minute,” Brodey said. “We’ll stay right here. If there are Abernathy assholes at the house, I want to handle them as a group.”


  “Didn’t you see them?” she asked.


  “No, sweetie,” Micah said. “We didn’t smell anyone on your trail.”


  “What about Elain?”


  “She’s already on her way to Tampa with Lina and the others,” Brodey told her. “And they have Callie with them.”


  Micah carried her into the attached bathroom and stood with her under a hot shower, trying to get the worst of the stink off her and him both. They were still in there a few minutes later when Micah heard vehicles pull up outside the barn.


  “It’s them. Jim and Blackie and everyone with them,” he clarified. Micah heard the office door open.


  He cradled Mai’s face in his hands. “Baby, you cannot run like that.”


  “I was scared!”


  “You yell, you scream for us. What if they had chased you and hurt you?”


  Her terrified gaze flickered across his face. “Are you edicting me?”


  He pulled her close. “No, baby. Because I don’t know what any given situation will bring. But…” He didn’t want to say it, but had to. “How do you know they were with Abernathy? Did you recognize them? Are you sure they weren’t with the caterers or guests or something?”


  “No. Their scent. Abernathy always wears this distinctive aftershave. Anyone who spends time around him ends up smelling like that at least a little. I smelled it. One of them was in the house. And one of them walked by outside our room.”


  That explanation he believed. It also eased his worries that hormones or nerves might have triggered her flight instead of a genuine threat. “Okay. It’s all right. You’re safe now. You won’t leave my side or my sight until we get this figured out.”


  Jim burst into the bathroom, letting out a cry of relief to actually see her. He leaned into the shower, not caring about getting wet, to hug her. “Oh thank God you’re all right!”


  Ain and Blackie both stuck their heads into the doorway, identically grim looks on their faces. “Let’s get everyone back to the house before the ranch hands return. Right now,” Ain said. “We need to talk.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Lina tried to focus on her breathing, on the panting, on all the stupid lessons the way-too-cheerful skinny chic who taught the Lamaze class insisted would help her through the birthing process.


  “Can’t you drive any faster?” she snarled at Rick through gritted teeth.


  “I’m going as fast as I can, lovely. Patience.”


  When she tried to lunge at him between the front seats, Jan and Elain hauled her back.


  “Girl, you cannot do that,” Elain said.


  “Give me a reason not to fry him!”


  “He’s driving,” everyone else said.


  “Oh.” Lina took a deep breath as the contraction faded. “That’s a good point.” She looked into Jan’s blue eyes. Her Elemental ice and earth dragon had both a cooler body temp and a cooler temperament than his twin fire and air Elemental brother. “I want drugs when we get there,” she said. “Lots and lots of drugs. Screw natural childbirth.”


  He offered her a smile. “We’ll make sure you get all the drugs you want.”


  Behind him, reflected in the window, she caught sight of Maureen Alexander’s ghost silently watching the events. “What are you looking at?” Lina shrieked at her.


  Jan frowned. “Are you yelling at me?”


  “No. At…never mind.” Now was not the time to have that discussion.


  She closed her eyes and prayed she was wrong, that there wasn’t anything wrong with Mai, despite every nerve in her body screaming otherwise.


  


  * * * *


  


  Back at the house and with a large beach towel wrapped around her, Mai showed the men where she’d spotted Abernathy’s man behind the house on their lanai. As the shifters all knelt down to sniff, Jim slipped his arm around Mai’s shoulders and hugged her close.


  “It’ll be all right, sweetheart,” he assured her.


  She wasn’t so sure it would be, but she huddled against his side for comfort anyway.


  Blackie, Micah, and Brodey sat up first. “I smell it,” Blackie said. “Just like she said, it’s very faint aftershave. I smelled it a couple of times off and on throughout the day, but I had no idea it was Abernathy’s guys. I figured it was someone from the caterer’s.”


  “Me, too,” Micah said.


  Ain looked at Brodey. “Can you shift back and see if they’re still on the property?”


  “On it.” He quickly stripped off his jeans, shifted into his wolf form, and took off around the house toward the reception tent. The few people in attendance who weren’t shifters or aware of their existence already knew about the Lyalls’ three large, wolflike “dogs” that were used to work the cattle. No one would suspect anything out of the ordinary seeing a shifted Brodey weaving through the crowd.


  “I’ll go with him,” Cail said as he sprinted on two feet, still in his tux, to follow his brother.


  Mai watched as Ain’s expression turned grim. “I’ll go through and search the house before you bring her back in,” he said before he stepped through the sliders into the living room.


  Blackie waited outside with the rest of them. “Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “You’ve got a goodly chunk of shifters here. We’ll pass the word around to the shifter guests to keep an eye and a nose out.”


  “Yeah,” Zack chimed in. “Dragons and wolves and big cats. And even Wally the bear.”


  “Oh, my,” Kael quipped, finally drawing a smile out of her.


  Ain quickly returned. “All clear. Get her cleaned up so you all can get up to Tampa and be with Lina. Blackie, you’re head of the Clan Council. You make the call. How do we handle this?”


  Blackie frowned. “I’m going up to Tampa to the hospital. Honestly? If we’re followed, I want to be up there to help protect Mai and Elain and not down here chasing clues. I’ll take Brodey with me. You guys stay here with the guests. See if Wally, Oscar, Doug, and the Montalvos can help out and track down these guys.”


  “Then can we hurry?” Zack asked. “I don’t want to miss her giving birth. I am still Lina’s Watcher, you know.”


  Twenty minutes later, Mai was safely sandwiched between Jim and Micah in the backseat of Elain’s car while Brodey drove and Blackie rode shotgun. Zack and Kael brought up the rear in their car as they all headed for Tampa. Whoever Abernathy’s men were, they had left the property, their scent tracked back to an empty spot in the field where all the wedding guests had parked.


  “At least now we know what to keep a nose out for,” Brodey said, his tone and mood both deep and growly.


  “I’m sorry,” Mai said, struggling to hold back tears. “I’m sorry I ran and didn’t come get help. I was just…” She broke down into tears again.


  She did that a lot. She wasn’t sure if it was hormones from her pregnancy or what.


  Micah squeezed her hand. “It’s all right, sweetie. You did what you thought you had to do to stay safe.”


  She laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. This should have been a day full of joy, of enjoying her friends’ wedding, being in the wedding party, celebrating.


  Even Lina going into labor should be a good thing.


  But now…


  A deep dread settled over her. She thought her days of looking over her shoulder and jumping at every sound in the night had ended for good. As she’d settled into a sweet, safe life with Micah and Jim, she thought she’d be able to enjoy living for a change.


  Now she felt like the rug had been yanked out from under her happiness. If Abernathy wasn’t giving up even after the Clan Council declared his challenges to Mai and Elain invalid, would he ever?


  She stroked her belly.


  Will my baby ever be safe?


  Will I?


  


  * * * *


  


  From the air-conditioned comfort of her rental car, the woman watched as the two men she’d followed back to Arcadia from the Lyall ranch parked their van and walked up to one of the rooms. They knocked and only waited for a moment before being let in.


  She snapped another series of pictures, as she had all afternoon, starting at the Lyall ranch and back to the hotel in Arcadia. She’d immediately picked up Abernathy’s stink on the men at the wedding and had fought not to laugh to give herself away when she recognized the first one. Keeping an eye on him, she’d easily found the second.


  They’d both been with Abernathy in Maine, at the Clan Council hearing.


  Her instincts had been right, that Abernathy wouldn’t give up so easily and might send someone to try to snatch one or both women. She’d lost Abernathy’s trail in Maine, and for good reason. Having concrete evidence that he killed his own great-grandson in the Maine wolf Clan’s territory after the loss to Elain Pardie was one more nail in the gallows she’d hang him from. When he hadn’t returned to his compound in Pennsylvania, she suspected he was on his way to Florida.


  She couldn’t help but grin. He was so predictable. For such an old wolf, he was pompously arrogant in addition to being painfully predictable.


  And now she was back on his trail.


  “Oh, you think you are the biggest, baddest wolf out there,” she muttered as she sat back and waited to see what happened next. “You have no idea what’s ahead for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie let out a whoop from the backseat. “Sir just texted me. They’re on their way, with Mai. She’s safe and sound.”


  Lina sighed with relief. Now if she could just fast-forward through all of this, give birth, and get on with finding Fat Boy.


  She had balls to fry.


  She glanced at the spirit of Maureen Alexander, who still hovered in the window behind Jan. She couldn’t deal with the ghost of her best friend’s birth mother right now.


  She had baby dragons to birth.


  Closing her eyes, she tried to focus on her breathing. She wasn’t currently feeling a contraction, just trying to calm her frazzled nerves. As she focused inward, the sounds around her melted away, as did the sensation of riding in the car. When she tried to open her eyes, she realized she’d transported herself to Baba Yaga’s living room.


  Not that the Immortal herself was anywhere to be found.


  “Oh, come on!” Lina called out as she turned in a circle in Baba Yaga’s living room. “Really? Now?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie watched Lina’s face. Something was happening, but she wasn’t quite sure what. She felt more than saw a shimmer around her friend, as if the very air became charged.


  Then Lina opened her eyes. However, Callie knew with every ounce of her formerly Immortal being that it wasn’t Lina’s soul in residence.


  The woman looked at her, then around at everyone else. “Hello?” she nervously asked.


  Jan frowned and started to speak, but Lacey reached over the seat and held up a hand, hushing him.


  Callie leaned in close. “You’re not Lina.”


  Lina shook her head.


  Elain looked more than confused. “What the hell are you talking—”


  “Wait,” Callie told her, channeling some of her previous authority as The Cailleach, younger sister of Baba Yaga and Brighde. “Who are you?”


  Not-Lina glanced around again, her gaze settling on Liam. “My mate,” she softly said. “How I’ve missed you.”


  Even her voice sounded different.


  Lacey waved everyone quiet again as startled rounds of exclamations filled the minivan. “Eyes on the road, Rick,” Lacey gruffly warned him when the van swerved as he tried to watch in the rearview mirror. “Callie’s got this.”


  “She called Liam her mate,” he said. “I heard her. What the fuck is going on?”


  “Eyes on the road, Rick!” Callie yelled. “Don’t make me go sort-of-Immortal on your ass!”


  Jan looked from Lina to Callie. “Callie?”


  “Shh.” She glanced at Lacey, who nodded. Then she looked at Liam and back to Not-Lina. “Maureen?” she guessed as a result of Not-Lina’s reaction to Liam.


  Not-Lina nodded.


  “Oh, boy,” Callie said. She glanced up. They were just a few miles south of the turnoff to take I-275 and the Skyway Bridge. “Rick, were you planning on taking the Skyway?”


  “Yeah, why? And will someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?”


  “Pull over at the southern rest area.”


  “What?” Jan asked.


  “Just…do it. We need to get this sorted out.”


  Elain looked as confused as Callie felt. “I think we need to get her to the hospital.”


  “Yes,” Lacey agreed, “we do, but we need to figure out what’s going on first without scaring a bunch of innocent humans half to death and calling a lot of unwanted attention to ourselves.”


  “That’s for sure,” Callie said. She felt the minivan speed up as Rick switched lanes to aim for the turnoff.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain didn’t have a clue what was going on. All she knew was she’d felt something in Lina’s energy shift.


  Is this a new Seer skill I don’t know about?


  Tentatively, she reached out and gently clasped Lina’s arm. Her friend looked up at her, but it wasn’t Lina.


  In her mind, she saw the woman she’d never met in real life. The woman she only knew from a couple of photographs.


  The woman who’d given birth to her.


  Maureen Alexander.


  Elain jerked her hand away with a startled gasp.


  Lina smiled at her, but it didn’t look like her usual smile. “My beautiful daughter,” she whispered in a voice that also sounded nothing like Lina.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ain and Cail stood in the living room, surrounded by their closest shifter friends.


  Wally Medved, a bear shifter and PI, spoke first in his thick, Boston accent. “It would seem from what you’ve told us that Abernathy ain’t givin’ up.”


  The three Montalvo brothers nodded. Jaguar shifters from Bolivia, they had their own ax to grind with Rodolfo Abernathy. “I feared this,” Ortega said, the eldest brother and chief of his Clan. “He considers a blood oath, even one as old as this, a point of honor. It is doubtful he will give up until he is dead or he considers it fulfilled.”


  “What honor?” Oscar Chaudhuri asked. The tiger shifter looked around. “Seriously? I mean, I know technically he’s not our Clan’s problem, but my cousin married an Abernathy wolf and they’ve been in hiding for over twenty years. The guy gives crazy a bad name.” He shook his head. “You still ain’t gonna convince me he didn’t have something to do with Bertholde’s murder in Yellowstone a couple of years back. She was a good woman, did a lot for our Clan.” He looked at Ain. “I want to be in on it if Abernathy’s going down.”


  Ain held his hands up to quiet the men. “Look, I am in total agreement with you. But Daniel Blackestone’s head of our Clan Council. We can’t go running around with no proof and no evidence, killing people and starting a shifter Clan war. There’s more than a few of you here old enough to remember the last time we had to drive Abernathy and his group back. We’ve already got enough problems on our hands with the damn cockatrice.”


  What bothered Ain even more was the quick word Daniel had with him earlier, pulling him aside before he left for the hospital.


  Asking him to consider a spot on the Clan Council, him and Mark Telford both.


  It wasn’t something Ain was sure he wanted to do, and was even less sure he could turn down considering the circumstances.


  He caught Mark’s eye. Daniel had already spoken to him, too. Mark nodded.


  Ortega wasn’t backing down. “Fortunately for us, we don’t need your Clan’s permission to settle our old score. I am the leader of my Clan, and I’ve already discussed this matter extensively with Daniel. If Abernathy is in the area, we want a word with him. In our own way. Daniel has already informed us we are free to carry out our business in this matter in any way of our choosing.”


  “Believe me,” Ain said, “I can’t and won’t stop you. If there’s anything you need, let me know.”


  “A list of local hotels would be helpful to start with.”


  Ain nodded to Cail, who led Ortega to his office.


  “You still got a bunch of guests out there, Ain,” Wally reminded him.


  Ain scrubbed his face with his hands. “I know. I’m heading back out in a minute.”


  Doug McDermott, one of their cougar shifter friends, stepped forward. “I know there’s not a lot of them out there, but someone needs to keep an eye on the clueless muggles in case Abernathy’s goons return or he sends new ones in. You’ve got catering staff, too.”


  “Good point. You, Oscar, and Wally please take care of that.”


  The men nodded and headed outside again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lina stormed through the house, searching for Baba Yaga. When she returned to the kitchen she let out a startled eep! as she found the Immortal standing there in her matron form.


  “What the frak is going on?” Lina demanded.


  Baba Yaga smiled. “You come to my house asking me what’s going on?” She pointed at Lina’s belly.


  It was flat. Well, as flat as it ever had been in her size sixteen prepregnancy days. In shock, she placed her hands on her belly. “What…what happened to my babies?” She stared at Baba Yaga in horror.


  The matron laughed. “Calm down, Lina. They are fine. Only you are here. The essence of you. Not your body.”


  “I’m…whatthefuck?”


  “In spirit only. Well, you’re corporeal enough while you’re here.”


  Lina blinked.


  “Coffee?”


  “Um, no! Sooo not a coffee time! Give me some answers!”


  “I am. You’re not listening, Goddess.”


  “Don’t call me…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm herself. Trying to blow up an immortal being might not be the wisest of choices. She opened her eyes again. “I’m only here in spirit?”


  Baba Yaga nodded.


  “So my body’s back in the car and still going through labor?”


  She nodded again.


  “But how, if I’m not there?”


  “I never said your body was empty.”


  “It’s…what? What?”


  The matron simply stared at her, apparently waiting her out.


  It finally came to Lina. She softly swore. “Maureen’s in my body.”


  Baba Yaga rewarded her with a smile. “Congratulations. Would you like a cookie?”


  She clenched her hands into fists and struggled not to shoot a fireball at the woman. “Fuck you!”


  The matron held her hands up in front of her. “You are the one who allowed the opening for her to enter. I would think you’d be glad you can give closure to your three friends. As well as miss out on some of the most excruciating pain of your life.”


  “I…what?”


  “Contractions. She gets to feel them.”


  “But…but I don’t want to miss the birth of my babies,” she wailed.


  That was when the matron’s expression softened. She walked over and hugged Lina. “She only needs a little while. Don’t worry. You’ll get back in plenty of time to enjoy the agony of childbirth.”


  “But…but I don’t even know how this happened! Holy crap, I suck at this Goddess shit.”


  The matron’s gentle laugh didn’t piss her off more, miracle of miracles. “You are tending to your loved ones. This is all right. This is a good thing.” She draped a comforting arm around Lina’s shoulders and led her over to the counter. “Come, let me make you coffee.”


  “Coffee? Seriously? Now?”


  “Really good coffee. Have I ever served you bad coffee?”


  Lina took another deep breath and slowly let it out again. “Good point.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Parked as far away from other vehicles as they could get, and with the minivan side doors open, everyone had gathered around Maureen. Liam had shouldered Jan out of the way to sit next to her, stroking her hand.


  “Maureen?” he whispered.


  Callie had remained in place just across the seat from Maureen, wanting to keep a close eye on the events.


  Not that she had a clue what to do about them.


  Elain looked like she was in shock. Callie couldn’t blame her. And poor Carla sat there, staring.


  Elain turned to look at her. “How…what happened? This is…” She looked at Maureen again.


  Callie laid a hand on Elain’s shoulder. “The spirit of Maureen Alexander is now in residence inside Lina’s body, yes. Temporarily.”


  I hope.


  Rick’s nostrils flared as wisps of smoke drifted from them and away on the light sea breeze from the Gulf. “Where the hell is Lina? Bring her back, Callie!”


  “Hey, don’t look at me. I didn’t do this. Apparently Lina did.”


  Maureen and Liam’s eyes were locked in a heartbreakingly sad gaze. She suspected the two mates were silently communicating.


  Carla finally found her voice. “How do we really know it’s her?”


  “Good question,” Jan agreed. “Prove it.” He wore a frosty expression.


  Maureen looked at Carla. “When Elain was born, you never left my side in the hospital. When you swore you’d castrate Liam if he ever showed up again, I smiled and told you one day, you two would make a cute couple. You told me either I was crazy or it was the pain making me hallucinate.”


  Eyes wide, Carla let out a noise somewhere between a cry and a scream as she clamped her hand over her mouth. “Maureen?” she whispered through her hands.


  Maureen turned her attention back to Liam. “I don’t have much time before Lina returns,” she said. “I love you, mate. I know you had to leave. I never blamed you.” Her features turned harsh. “I blame Rodolfo Abernathy.” She looked at Elain and reached up with her free hand to take hers. “You are a beautiful woman. I’m so proud of you. I got to see the wedding and it was wonderful.”


  Tears spilled down Elain’s cheeks. “I don’t understand this.”


  “I’ve been with Liam all the years.” She looked at him again. “My spirit found you and stayed with you until recently. The hardest part was watching you grieve for me and I couldn’t comfort you and tell you it was all right. So many nights I laid down next to you, wishing you could feel me there.”


  He clasped her hand against his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Maureen. I’m so sorry I had to leave ye.”


  Jan started to make a noise protesting the contact, but Callie waved him down and shot him a warning glare.


  Maureen sadly smiled. “I know. It’s time to stop grieving now. All three of you.” She let go of their hands and sat up to hug Carla over the seat. “And you, I can’t begin to thank you enough for how wonderful you’ve been, first to me and then to Elain. I love you so, so much.”


  Carla let out a sob. “I missed you so much!”


  “I know.” She brushed her friend’s tears away. “You did good, sweetie. It’s time to live your life now.” She grabbed Carla’s hand, and Liam’s, and pressed them together. “If you decide you want to be with each other, you have my blessings. It’s time everyone heals and moves on.” She turned to Elain again and hugged her. “I love you so much. I wish I could walk this life with you, but you’re surrounded by family and friends who love you and are there for you. Stay strong, my daughter.”


  “Callie,” Rick said, “where the hell is—”


  Maureen’s eyes dropped closed as another contraction hit. She let out a loud cry, doubling over in pain as much as her belly would allow.


  Elain draped an arm around her as Jan struggled to try to climb over Liam and get back into the minivan.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lina suspiciously eyed the woman. “Is there anything else you want to lay on me while I’m here?” She sipped her coffee.


  Damn, it really is good coffee.


  Baba Yaga looked down at her mug. “You might find events spinning out of control during the next few months,” she said. “And more players will enter the scene.”


  “Oh, fan-fucking-tastic. Just what I need.” She stared at her cup for a moment. “How do I help Maureen out? Or do I spend the rest of my life being the only one who can see her?”


  “She is waiting.”


  “On what?”


  “That her loved ones find happiness.”


  Lina stared at her. “How will I know?” she finally asked.


  Baba Yaga shrugged. “You’re still new at all of this. It’s all right, child. You’ll figure it out. When the time is right, you’ll be able to help her let go. The Great Wheel is always turning. And as it does, things change. Even what appears to be old and permanent will eventually be replaced.”


  Lina cocked her head. “What are you saying?”


  “I don’t believe you’ve ever met my other sister, Brighde. Not in this life, at least. Not formally.”


  “No. Why?”


  She smiled. “You should.”


  “Wait. Why?”


  “The Great Wheel turns, Lina. Things move on. Out of smoke and ashes things are reborn.”


  “Oh, fuck me. You’re not starting with the fortune cookie crap again, are you?”


  “Drink up. You don’t have much time.”


  “What do you mean?” She immediately had to set the coffee mug down on the counter as she felt a tight band of pain wrap around her midsection.


  “I mean, you don’t have much time here,” Baba Yaga clarified.


  “Listen, you. I’m really fucking—ow!” The contraction hit her full-on, making her double over with pain.


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie knew there wasn’t anything she could do except help her friends get through this moment.


  Whenever Lina returned was out of her control.


  “Give her room!” Lacey warned.


  Maureen struggled to speak. “I love all three of you. Please, be hap—oh, motherfucking son of a bitch!” she finished with a shriek.


  “Aaaand, she’s back,” Callie said with more than a little relief as she watched the shimmer happen again.


  “What?” everyone else asked.


  Lina panted her way through the contraction before finally sitting up. “What the fuck are we doing just sitting here?” she screeched. “Why the fuck are we not moving?”


  Jan finally shoved Liam aside. “Because, lovely—”


  “Get this damn car moving!” Lina screamed. “I’m having babies!”


  Everyone scrambled to get back into the minivan. Rick once again got behind the wheel, and in less than a minute they were tearing out of the rest area.


  “What just happened?” Jan asked Callie.


  Lina looked at Callie. “I was with your eldest sister for a few minutes.”


  Callie nodded. “I suspected as much. Did she pull you there?”


  “No, she said I did it all by myself.” She took a few deep breaths. “What’d Maureen say?”


  Carla, Liam, and Elain looked shell-shocked. “We can talk about it later,” Callie assured her.


  Lina looked at the window behind Jan. “She’s gone.”


  “Who’s gone?” Rick asked.


  Lina took a deep breath as tears filled her eyes. “I can’t see Maureen’s ghost anymore. She’s gone.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lina knew she’d have some ’splainin’ to do, especially to Elain, Liam, and Carla for holding back her information about Maureen. She’d have to wait until after the whole birthing dragon twins thing was over and done with to focus on that.


  She looked at Callie. “I don’t want this Goddess gig anymore. And I don’t want to be a Seer, either. I just want to be a mom and a wife. That’s all I want.” The tiny part of her brain still holding on to a shred of logic knew her tears and emotional response were all part of being in labor.


  But she meant every word.


  “It’s all right, dear,” Lacey assured her. “You’re going to be okay. You’re a wonderful Goddess and Seer, and you’ll be an even better mom.”


  “But I don’t know how I got there,” she wailed. “I was here, and the next minute I was in Baba Yaga’s house.”


  Callie rested a hand on her shoulder. “Sweetie, it’s okay. Focus on breathing. You’re about to become a mom.”


  “But what if I’m as crappy a mom as I am a Goddess? Or worse?”


  Carla leaned over the back of the seat. “You are going to be a great mom,” she said. “I was terrified when Elain was little, but look how well she turned out.”


  “And I think she only dropped me on my head once,” Elain joked.


  “Twice,” Carla said with a smile. “But who’s counting?”


  Chapter Three


  


  Marston debated whether or not to pack his bags. If Ken and Trent managed to snag both the Pardie bitch and the coyote from the Lyall ranch, everything would, finally, be hunky-dory in his life where Rodolfo Abernathy and the damned blood oath was concerned.


  Then he could get on with trying to locate the Tablet of Trammel once and for all without worrying about Rodolfo breathing down his neck and figuring out what he was up to in regards to the whole cockatrice deal.


  If Ken and Trent failed, however…


  Marston didn’t for one moment think Rodolfo wouldn’t hesitate to take it out of his own hide out of sheer spite.


  Packing looks like a reasonable option.


  He pulled his suitcase out of the closet and started emptying drawers. He’d almost finished when he heard a knock on his door.


  He froze. It wouldn’t be housekeeping, because he’d put out the Do Not Disturb placard. When he opened the door, Trent stood there.


  “He wants to see you. Come on.”


  Marston didn’t need to ask who “he” was. He felt cold sweat break out on his back as he locked the door behind him and followed Trent around the building to Rodolfo’s room.


  Trent wouldn’t answer his questions. When he finally stood before Rodolfo, Marston asked, “Did they get them?”


  “No. Unfortunately, events conspired against them.” Marston didn’t know if he should be worried or not by the old wolf’s grin. Rodolfo looked at him from across the table before giving him a dismissive wave. “Your hide will live to see another day, don’t worry.” His grin widened, revealing canines. “I have another way to secure the coyote. And now that I know who and where the Pardie bitch is, and that she thinks she’s formed a Pack with the Lyalls, it won’t be hard to get to her.”


  Before he could stop himself, Marston spoke. “Won’t be hard? I think it’d be even more difficult now. Especially if Trent and Ken failed.”


  “Not important. Unforeseen circumstances. They’re my two best men. I couldn’t have them taking unnecessary risks when we’re this close to getting that Pardie bitch.”


  Rodolfo stood and rounded the table. He had at least two full inches on Marston. Despite Marston outweighing Rodolfo, and despite being younger than Rodolfo, Marston held no illusions that the older wolf was still dangerous. His grey eyes glinted.


  “I release you from your oath, coward. I don’t know what fuckery you have going on behind the scenes, but you are a liability to me at this point. You have identified and located the Pardie bitch for me. I will take it from here.”


  Marston blinked, not sure he believed what he was hearing.


  And not sure Rodolfo didn’t have ulterior motives saying it. “What?”


  Rodolfo crossed his arms in front of him. “You heard me. I release you from the oath and consider your part in it fulfilled. You have paid back the money you owed me in full, and you have done as much as possible to help fulfill the oath, considering the circumstances.”


  Rodolfo’s eyes narrowed. “I warn you, however, if you cross me or my path again, I will not find it in my heart to be as generous as I am now. I suggest you find out how the weather is in a different part of the world. Perhaps Australia or Asia might be a welcomed change for you. I rarely get around to those continents.”


  Marston tripped backward. “Y–Yes. Thank you.” He hated the fear squeezing his heart, but he suspected Rodolfo’s good humor wouldn’t last very long.


  Hopefully, long enough for him to get checked out of the hotel and put some miles between himself and the old wolf.


  He hurried back to his room, eager to get the hell out of Florida. He was packing when he heard another knock on his door. He froze, hoping they’d go away. After a moment, the person knocked again. A light rapping, not the heavy pounding he’d expect if it was Rodolfo or one of his henchmen back to revoke his freedom.


  He drew his gun and, moving slowly, edged toward the door. He peeked through the peephole. A young woman he’d never laid eyes on before stood waiting outside his door.


  “Open up, Marston,” she called out, eerily meeting his gaze through the peephole. “I don’t have all day to waste standing around out here. Besides, it’s fucking hot, if you haven’t noticed.”


  He unfastened the security bar and deadbolt before opening the door for her. Deadly flint-grey eyes met his gaze. “Well?” she said. “Let me in.”


  “Who are you? How do you know who I am?”


  Her smile held no humor. “You are…were a business associate of my brothers. Edgar Callaway and Lenny Porter.”


  Shocked, he stepped aside as she strode past him. At around five-six and slim, her flowing, long black hair almost looked blue. He’d known the brothers had a much younger sister, but they’d rarely spoken of her and he’d never met her.


  Cockatrice were notoriously closed-mouthed, even amongst their own kind.


  “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” he said, hoping they hadn’t told her much about his dealings with them.


  She spun on her heel. “Bullshit. You and Edgar and Lenny killed those Dalca dragons, among others, but you fucked up the ceremony. Just like you fucked up those murders in Brussels a couple of years ago.”


  He quickly closed the door and locked it, his composure shaken. “So, you’re with Abernathy and his group, I take it? I’ve never seen you before. He’s damn sure never mentioned you.”


  Her grin held no humor. “Not even close, douchebag. I know what you’re after. I have a few things I think you’ll need. Just like you have a few things I need. We can either work together, or I can kill you now and be no further behind than I was thirty seconds ago when you opened that door.”


  He raised the gun, but before he could point it at her she was standing in front of him with one hand on his wrist and painfully twisting the hand holding the gun behind his back.


  Her other hand had shot between his legs, forcefully gripping his junk.


  “Go ahead,” she hissed in his face. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve. Not to mention I’m, what, way less than half your age, at least. I have no compunction whatsoever about twisting your fucking balls off your body.”


  His eyes widened. He hadn’t even seen her move. One second she stood a few feet away, and before he could blink she had him by the balls.


  Literally.


  “Okay!” he wheezed. “Fine!”


  She stepped back, releasing him. “Now then.” She broadly smiled as she straightened her clothes. “Why don’t we sit down and have ourselves a friendly chat?”


  His heart thundered in his chest. “I don’t even know your name.”


  Her voice changed, now thick and sweet as molasses. “Aw, I’m sorry, pops. How rude of me. Name’s Mercedes. Mercedes Megaera. I think you’ll find me a far better business partner than Rodolfo Abernathy could ever be.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Trent and Ken stared at their boss, still barely able to believe their good fortune that they weren’t dead as a result of their failure to bring him either Elain Pardie or the coyote.


  “Go ahead and ask,” Rodolfo told them. “I know you want to.” He walked back to his chair and smoothly sat.


  Trent and Ken exchanged a glance before Ken manned up and spit it out. “How are you getting the coyote?” he asked.


  The old wolf’s smile still looked predatory. He even exposed canines again. “I’m glad you asked. She was orphaned a few years ago. Her father’s younger brother was given custody and appointed executor of the estate.” He grinned. “I had one of my men out in Montana do some research and found him. Casper Gallatin, by all rights, is technically the person who can speak for his niece. She was orphaned and while not expelled from her Clan, she left the area. Did you know that coyotes require permission to mate with one of their own? Perfunctory, yes. Just protocols.”


  Trent spoke up this time. “But she’s a legal adult. And Blackestone ruled against you last time.”


  “Doesn’t matter. That’s not how coyotes do things. The uncle has to approve her mate. I’ve spoken to Casper Gallatin myself. He assures me he gave no such permission for her to mate with Donovan.”


  “And the human,” Trent added.


  Rodolfo waved that comment off. “That’s irrelevant. Their Clan might consider that a legitimate mating, but I don’t.” He slammed his fist on the table, making both younger men jump. “Casper Gallatin blew through his niece’s inheritance. With a little financial incentive from me, he’s more than willing to stand up at a Clan Council and declare her mating to Donovan invalid and invoke a challenge to have her declared part of my Clan, and the baby part of my line.”


  Ken scratched his head. “I’m not trying to be dense here, sir, but I thought you didn’t want that bastard baby.”


  “I don’t. But after seeing the Pardie bitch in action, I realized she is weak.”


  “Weak?” Ken shook his head in disbelief. “Again, no offense, sir, but she took Paul’s balls off. Frankly? After seeing her fight, I’m not sure I can take her without some serious firepower in my hand. She’s fucking scary. I’ve never seen an Alpha wolf, especially a female like that, who’s that vicious and still never shifted into wolf form in the process.”


  Rodolfo tapped his finger on the table. “I know. The uncle is merely a distraction, a ruse to get all of them where I need them to be. Including Elain Pardie. In front of the Clan Council, I’m going to ask for a private sit-down with her and Mai. I’m going to come off as wanting to be reasonable and simply helping to facilitate an estranged uncle being able to speak with his niece.”


  His gaze hardened. “I need five minutes and I’ll have the Pardie bitch willingly walking off with me. I won’t care what happens to the coyote if my plan succeeds. Besides, I’ll just have someone kill her, and her mates if necessary, after the fact.”


  Ken blinked, unsure what to say.


  Rodolfo showed teeth again. “Do you know who the human woman was with them that day?”


  The men exchanged another glance and shook their heads.


  “Her adopted mother. A human.” He laughed and studied his fingernails. “A weak, mortal human not mated to anyone.” He smiled, but it held nothing resembling humor. “I simply tell Elain she needs to be reasonable. Because when we have our little private meeting, that human woman is going to be standing next to me with my hand resting on the back of her neck. I’ll offer Elain a simple, easy trade. Either she comes with me without complaint, or I will mark her mother and claim her as my mate in front of her, and she’ll never see her again. We won’t release her until Elain Pardie agrees to come with us. Somehow in there, we’ll take the coyote out. If she’s dead she can’t give birth. If not…”


  He sighed. “I won’t be happy about it, but I can’t allow that to distract me any longer from my ultimate goal. I need that Pardie bitch to strengthen my bloodline.”


  Ken now followed his train of thought, although he felt a little queasy over it. “Brilliant, boss.”


  “Yes, I thought so. The human should be easier to catch than the coyote. She’s of middle age or older, can’t shift, can’t run. Not like you two can.” His gaze hardened. “If you two can’t bring one human woman to me, you will wish you’d been in Paul’s place at the challenge. Because I won’t accept another failure. Not in this case. I was generous to you before because I was more interested in shaming Marston and getting him out of my way without having to waste my time killing him and figuring out the body disposal. Besides, we might have use of him again in the future. However, let me make it perfectly clear that I won’t be so generous with you two a second time. I expect better out of both of you. Understood?”


  They nodded.


  “You two are staying here until you get her. Make your way toward Maine once you do. Keep her hidden until I tell you. I’ll be keeping a low profile until our Clan Council hearing in front of Blackestone because I fully expect them to try to locate her before the hearing.” Rodolfo waved them out.


  The men hurried to their own room. Trent said it first. “I don’t know about you,” he muttered, his voice low, “but if we fuck this up, I’m taking off to Bolivia and praying the jaguars don’t rip my throat out before I can give them every bit of info I can about him.”


  Ken nodded. “I’m with you. But he’s right, she’s a human. I remember seeing her at the wedding, too.” He didn’t hold much respect for other wolf Clans, but he wasn’t happy about the thought of an older human woman being forced to mate with Rodolfo Abernathy.


  Especially since he personally knew the fate that befell Rodolfo’s last five mates, and rumors about what happened to the ones before them.


  “Nothing about this has gone right so far,” Trent countered. “I’m just saying, don’t count your humans before they’re caught.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Walter Medved, better known as Wally to his friends, rummaged around in one of the coolers full of leftover drinks on the Lyalls’ back lanai until he found a brand of beer he didn’t object to. He carefully lowered his large, ursine shifter body into a lounge and twisted the cap off the bottle.


  Ain and Cail had asked him and a few other shifters who’d come from out of town to stay at the house in light of the latest incident involving Mai. All the guests had gone, the caterers were finishing up, and Ain and Cail were presently shifted and working the property, looking for any other signs of intruders.


  He didn’t like anything about this situation. He found the Montalvos’ presence, while not objectionable to him personally, certainly questionable. He’d spent plenty of years in various law enforcement departments and had a finely honed investigative sense.


  Until the wily jaguars decided to let the cat out of the bag, as it were, to their true motives, all he could do was sit back and wait and lend a paw when asked.


  Oscar Chaudhuri and Doug McDermott soon joined him on the lanai. “Are we ever going to get rid of those fucking Abernathys?” Oscar growled. It wasn’t hard to picture the dark-haired, mocha-skinned man being a Bengal tiger in his shifted form. Nearly seven feet tall, his amber eyes practically glowed from a fire within.


  Doug, a cougar shifter, nodded in agreement. “I think we’re in a holding pattern until after Lina gives birth.” He sipped his own beer. “What do you call baby dragons, anyway?”


  “Trouble,” Wally joked with a rumbling laugh.


  Oscar glanced around before sitting forward and dropping his voice. “Is it just me, or is there something rotten in Denmark with those jaguars?”


  Wally arched an eyebrow at him. “Ya think?”


  “You don’t have as long a hard-on for someone the way Ortega does for Abernathy over a squabble between two youngsters. That was, what? A hundred years ago? And as far as I know, Abernathy’s son hasn’t been seen or heard from in, hell, forty years. I’ve heard at least three people who escaped their ranks swear that Rodolfo killed him with his own hands.”


  Doug nodded again. “I can believe it. And he’s right, I can’t believe there’s not more to their vendetta than that.”


  “You don’t trust them?” Wally asked.


  “No,” Doug said, “I didn’t say that. I absolutely trust them to have our backs. I trust they hate the cockatrice and Abernathy as much if not more than the rest of us do. I’d just feel a lot better knowing the full story.”


  “Ditto,” Oscar said.


  A few minutes later, the sliders from the living room opened again and the three jaguars walked onto the lanai.


  “Mind if we join you?” Ortega asked.


  Wally waved his hand at the coolers. “Help yourself. Plenty of room, and plenty of beer.”


  “Thank you.”


  Wally picked at the label on his beer bottle and waited until the three big cats were seated to spring his question on them. “You know, Ortega, I’ve spent lots of decades across two different continents doing investigations of one kind or another. And there’s something I just don’t understand.”


  The eldest jaguar brother’s eyes narrowed. “And that would be?”


  Wally nailed him with the full force of his gaze and opted for honesty. “What the hell is up with you and the Abernathys? Please respect our intelligence enough not to give us some song and dance about a hundred-year-old incident. What else happened that has you so hot on his trail?”


  The jaguar’s expression turned stormy. Wally didn’t miss how the other two brothers tensed, as if awaiting word from their leader. After a moment, Ortega rubbed his eyes before waving his brothers down. He glanced at Doug and Oscar before returning his focus to Wally. “I’m asking the three of you to please maintain our confidence.”


  Wally nodded. He glanced over at Doug and Oscar and saw them nod as well.


  Ortega’s eyelids drooped as he stared down at his bottle. His voice turned quiet. “The monster abducted and raped my youngest daughter-in-law. His own niece. A wolf. Got her pregnant and stole her pup right from her womb. Cut the baby out of her stomach after she went into labor as we were trying to fight our way into his hideout to rescue her. My son was mortally wounded in the process of trying to free his mate.”


  He met Wally’s gaze. Wally recognized the deep well of grief and fury behind the man’s outwardly calm facade. “We will not rest until we have that man in hand, have my granddaughter safely back where she belongs, and I have the chance to slowly strip every inch of that man’s flesh off his body while he’s alive and screaming and begging for the mercy he’s never showed another creature in his cursed life.”


  “Fuck me,” Oscar muttered. “I think I just wet myself.”


  “How old is she now?” Wally asked. “Your granddaughter.”


  “She will be eleven next month.”


  “So why didn’t you tell this to Blackie and the others before the showdown in Maine?” Wally asked.


  He shook his head. “It is not their concern. I do not wish to drag them into our vendetta when it is not their problem to solve. I promised my daughter-in-law as she lay dying in my arms that I would avenge her and find her daughter. Bring her home, where she belongs. And as long as there is a breath in my body, I will.”


  “Even if she’s Rodolfo Abernathy’s daughter?”


  Ortega’s expression hardened. “Especially because. I loved my daughter-in-law as if she were my own flesh and blood. I will uphold my oath to her. I will wrest her from his hands and raise her properly.”


  “Then why the hell didn’t you go after him up in Maine after Elain kicked Paul’s ass? That would have been the perfect time.”


  “He had too many men with him and they were too well-armed. We eventually tracked him and his men back to his hotel, but he must have realized we were on his trail. He slipped away before we could corner him there. We’ve been searching for him ever since.”


  “And what about the cockatrice? What’s your, eh, dog in that fight, so to speak?”


  The jaguar leaned back and shrugged his massive shoulders. “We have a score to settle with them as well regarding the death of our grandfather, but only after I find my granddaughter and take my revenge upon Rodolfo Abernathy. I cannot and will not rest until either I have proof that bastard is dead, or he is in my clutches.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Dr. Alberto met them in the maternity wing. “I’ve already got a birthing suite ready for you,” she said as she hustled everyone down the hall, Lina in a wheelchair being pushed by Rick.


  When all of them were inside, the doctor shut the door behind them. “Who’s who?” she quickly asked. “We don’t have much time.”


  Jan introduced everyone.


  “Okay, my nurse is a shifter, too. Still, assume anyone else who comes in and out isn’t. I’ll do my best to keep the staff down to a minimum, but if there are any complications, remember to watch what you say.”


  “Complications?” Lina wheezed as she recovered from another contraction. “What complications?”


  “I’m not saying there will be or there are any. Just in case. Let’s get you in bed so I can examine you.”


  The large birthing suite had plenty of room for them and the few others who were on the way. Lina let her men help her change into a hospital gown and get into bed while the doctor and her nurse prepared their equipment. Twenty minutes later, Lina wore a band strapped around her midsection that monitored her babies’ heartbeats, had a proclamation from Dr. Alberto that she was dilated almost enough to give birth soon…and was really struggling against the urge to not-so-randomly blow something up when she was told she was too far along to receive an epidural.


  Jan and Rick flanked her on either side, letting her squeeze their hands with a practically crushing grip as another contraction hit her.


  “You’re both getting neutered,” she snarled at them. “As soon as I can walk again, I’m doing it myself.”


  Both dragons looked pale. “Lovely,” Jan tried, “please—”


  “Eh, Jan?” Lacey interrupted, “I wouldn’t go there. This is normal, believe me. For any woman.”


  Dr. Alberto nodded. “Most of my patients would be on death row if they carried out the threats they issued while in labor.”


  “Who says it’s an idle threat?” Lina asked. “I’m really gonna do it!”


  


  * * * *


  


  An hour later, Mai and the others had arrived. Daniel and Liam opted to go out to the waiting room with Jim and Micah. Callie stepped out for a minute to talk with her husband.


  “So what really happened with Mai?” Callie asked.


  She didn’t miss the look Daniel exchanged with Jim and Micah. “Two of Abernathy’s men were at the house. She spotted them and ran.”


  Callie forced back her rage. She dropped her voice. “And why, exactly, can’t I go kill him now?”


  “The Montalvos are going out looking for him. They get dibs.” He gently placed his hands on her arms. “No, you cannot do that without my permission.”


  “You’re edicting me? Really? That is sooo not fair—”


  “Pet,” he warned, “don’t go there.”


  Callie swallowed her next retort, knowing it would result in the bad kind of punishment. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  “You don’t have to like my decision,” he said, “but now is not the time for this. Especially not here.”


  She knew he was right. “Well, I need to update you on what happened.” She filled him in about the incident with Maureen Alexander’s spirit.


  When she finished, Daniel glanced over to where Liam sat, elbows on his knees, hands clasped together, head down.


  “That’s why he seems upset,” Daniel softly noted.


  She nodded.


  “How are Carla and Elain holding up?”


  “They’re focused on Lina right now. I think they’re too busy to do anything else.”


  He cupped her cheek with his hand and brushed his lips across hers. “Anything you need to do to help them get through it,” he whispered, “do it.”


  She smiled. “As long as it doesn’t involve killing Abernathy?”


  He smiled back. “Yes. Such a smart pet I have.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As afternoon clicked on into night and four more hours passed, Lina was no closer to having her babies.


  Lina clamped down on Rick and Jan’s hands as another contraction swept through her. “Why…the fuck…can’t…I…have drugs?” she managed.


  Dr. Alberto shook her head. “Lina, I told you. You’re too far along. Unfortunately, it looks like one of them is sideways. I think we need to talk about doing a C-section. You’re not progressing.”


  “No!” Lina yelled. “I can do this!”


  “Lovely,” Jan said, “you need—”


  “No,” Lacey quietly said from where she’d stood by the wall. She walked over to Callie and whispered something in her ear.


  Callie frowned, then slowly nodded. She walked over to Dr. Alberto and talked to her. Lina watched as frowning doubt filled the doctor’s face.


  “The babies are still strong,” the doctor said. She glanced at the wall clock. “One hour.” Then she proceeded to hustle all the extra staff other than her nurse out of the room.


  “Kael, stand against the door and keep everyone out,” Callie ordered. He did, confusion on his face.


  “Get moving,” Dr. Alberto said.


  “What?” Lina asked.


  Callie stepped up to the bed. “Elain, Mai. Come here. Jan, Rick, stand by her legs. Zack, Brodey, you come here.”


  Brodey looked up from where he’d apparently been actively trying to ignore the process. “What?”


  “Get your ass over here,” Elain snapped.


  Callie and Lacey positioned Mai and Elain on either side of Lina, holding her hands and holding each other’s hands across her. They pushed the bed away from the wall so Brodey and Zack could stand behind her, their hands on Lina’s shoulders.


  Dr. Alberto positioned her stool at the foot of the bed. “Get busy, Callie.”


  Lina tried to look up to see what was going on, but Callie gently placed her hand on the top of Lina’s head. “Look at Jan and Rick,” she softly said. “Focus on them for a moment. Breathe. Then close your eyes and find the circle of energy.”


  “What?”


  “Shh.” Lina looked down the bed at where Rick and Jan stood, their blue and amber eyes focused on her. “Close your eyes,” Callie softly said.


  She did.


  “Relax. You’ve seen all those videos. Imagine a perfect, easy birth. Tap into the energy you feel flowing through you right now.”


  Lina wasn’t sure how or what to do, but the easy birth part she could focus on.


  Callie said, “Dr. Alberto, tell her what needs to happen.”


  “One of the babies is sideways. He needs to turn, preferably head-down, with the other sliding out of the way.”


  Lina let the doctor’s words wash through her. Her body felt light, the pain and noise all filtering from a distance, as if she was stuck halfway between the present and Baba Yaga’s house.


  Callie’s voice, still soft, seemed to be the only clear sound in her mind. “Gently, the babies change position. You see it happening.”


  Lina was vaguely aware of her grip tightening on Mai and Elain’s hands as in her stomach it felt like the twins were doing somersaults.


  “Holy crap,” she thought she heard Dr. Alberto mutter.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain had no clue what was happening. Somewhere deep inside her, the woman who held a journalism degree and who was a seasoned reporter tried to rebel against what was taking place in front of her. Disbelief. Fear.


  The rest of her was engulfed by wonder. It felt like a warm river of energy slowly circled through her and Mai to Lina and out again.


  She watched as Dr. Alberto’s eyes widened. Lina’s belly undulated, as if the babies were, in fact, changing position.


  Callie softly whispered into Lina’s ear. “That’s it. Think of your body as elastic, easily responding, no pain. The first baby is going to move into the correct position with no pain, no stress, no harm.”


  Dr. Alberto’s eyes widened even more as she looked up at Callie and nodded. “He’s crowning. Push, Lina.”


  “You are a Goddess, Lina,” Callie whispered. “Your body is the first thing you control. No pain, no stress, no harm. You push and the baby easily—”


  A loud, healthy-sounding cry filled the room as Dr. Alberto and her nurse jumped into action. “Hold up a minute, Lina. Let me get this one taken care of.”


  “Breathe, Lina,” Callie whispered. “Don’t push.”


  Lina, her eyes closed, took long, deep breaths. She looked peaceful, at total ease.


  When Elain looked back at Brodey, their eyes met. His green gaze was full of shock…and wonder. Wow! he silently mouthed.


  Elain nodded and looked over at Mai. She was staring at the bloody, squirming baby now cradled in the nurse’s arms.


  Elain didn’t need any special Seer senses to feel the slight melancholy pang in her friend’s heart. Lina was having not one, but two healthy babies.


  Mai’s baby’s future was filled with question marks no one would be able to begin to answer until after her birth.


  After a couple of minutes, they had the baby bundled in a bassinet just off to the side. Dr. Alberto looked like she was in shock. “Okay, Lina. One little push for the placenta.”


  And like that, she did.


  Dr. Alberto looked up at Callie. “Baby number two, and talk with me later about a job as a childbirth coach, if you want it.”


  Elain tried not to laugh but Callie let the comment go. “Next baby, Lina. Just like the last one. You are a Goddess. You control your body. No stress, no harm, no pain.”


  “He’s crowning!”


  “Let him be born, Lina,” Callie whispered. “Just like that.”


  Another loud cry filled the room. Lina’s eyes popped open as she let out a cry of her own, relief or happiness or pain, Elain couldn’t tell.


  “Are they okay?” Lina tearfully asked.


  Dr. Alberto grinned. “Perfect. Let’s finish with getting the placenta out and we can get you cleaned up. You didn’t even need an episiotomy. I’m serious, Callie. That was…I’ve never seen anything like it. And believe me, I’ve seen a lot.”


  Callie stood up and stretched. “I didn’t do anything. Lina did it. I just showed her how to do it.” She stepped out of the way. “Brodey, Zack, you can sit down now.”


  Brodey looked decidedly green and not just in his eyes. “Thanks.”


  Elain snickered. “You’re grossed out? I’ve seen you with your arm up to your shoulder inside a cow’s cooch helping birth a calf.”


  “That’s different.”


  “How?”


  “Because…it just is.”


  Zack laughed. “Because he’s a guy. He didn’t sleep with the cow to get the calf in there.”


  Elain snorted. “He didn’t sleep with Lina.”


  “Yeah,” Brodey said as he sat, “but that was a realistic preview of coming attractions.” He looked at Elain. “No offense, babe.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Everyone cleared out of the birthing suite to give the new parents a little alone time and to allow Dr. Alberto and her nurse to do a more thorough exam of the babies and get them cleaned up. When Elain joined the others in the waiting room that they had to themselves, something besides how tired she was caught her attention.


  “What’s wrong?” Elain asked. “What happened?” Brodey and Daniel exchanged a knowing glance. “Oh, no you don’t,” she said. “Just tell me because I’m tired and way beyond being in the mood to tolerate that.”


  It was actually Mai who spoke up first, in a soft voice, and explained why they were delayed.


  Elain heavily collapsed into the chair next to Brodey. “Have you talked to Ain and Cail? Have they found the jokers?”


  “Yes, I’ve talked to them, but no, they haven’t found them. The Montalvos returned a little while ago. They got skunked, too. They’ve also got Wally, Oscar, and Doug at the house to keep an eye on things.”


  “Dammit. I suspected he might not really give up, but I thought we’d have at least a little of a respite.”


  “And we still have cockatrice to track,” Callie added. “Let’s not forget those jerks.”


  “Lina isn’t in any condition to be doing that,” Elain said. “Not for a while, at least.”


  “Agreed,” Daniel said. “We still don’t know who Mr. Creepy, aka Fat Boy, is. Or what he plans to do next.”


  “Or even if he’s really working with Abernathy, the cockatrice, or maybe even both,” Kael added. “Or neither.”


  “True.” Blackie stood and looked at everyone. “I’m the head of this Clan Council,” he said. “And I might as well tell all of you now. I’ve asked Ain and Mark Telford both if they’ll join the Council. Also, I’ve been in talks with Andel Watterson.”


  He looked at Kael and Zack. “He agrees we need to form a union between our groups. The Montalvos are on board with our idea. Oscar, Doug, and Wally have put me in touch with their Clans, and I’ve got feelers out to other shifter Clans of other races.”


  “What are you saying, exactly,” Brodey asked. “Sounds like you’re amassing an army of shifters.”


  He slowly nodded. “That’s exactly what we’re doing, metaphorically speaking.”


  “Against the cockatrice?”


  “Against anyone who wants to try to raise arms against us. Us meaning those of us who just want to live and let live. The more I talk to people, the more I learn about the cockatrice and Abernathy. So far, everyone’s been in agreement that those bad apples won’t be missed.”


  “Spill the whole thing,” Elain said as she looked at Lacey. “You guys said I’m a Seer, so I’m guessing that gives me a little clout, right?”


  Daniel slowly nodded. “Yes, it does.” He let out a weary sigh at her arched eyebrow. “We’re going to form a super-council of all the Clans. A mega-Clan.”


  “That’s never been done before,” Kael said. “Well, it has, but not since…” He trailed off.


  Daniel slowly nodded. “Exactly. Last time the various Clans came together like this was to defeat the cockatrice and the other dark forces. It’s doubtful it’ll be that extreme this time, because all of us far outnumber all of them.”


  “But it’s better to be prepared,” Zack added in a bitter tone.


  “Exactly,” Daniel said.


  


  * * * *


  


  After an hour, Rick stuck his head through the waiting room doorway. “Come on in. She wants to see everyone before she falls asleep.”


  Elain jumped up to follow him.


  Lina looked ragged, but sat up in bed with the two sleeping babies cradled in her arms. It was obvious one resembled Jan and the other Rick from their complexions and hair.


  Elain leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Hola, momma. How are the baby beasts?”


  Lina’s eyes widened as she laughed. “Oh my god, that’s perfect.” She grinned as she stared down at her sons. “The Beasts. They have a nickname.”


  “Did you decide on their real names?” Carla asked.


  “Yes. This one”—she gently hefted the baby with the thick shock of black hair—“is Luka Andel Zaria-Alexandr. We’ll call him Luke.”


  Kael laughed. “That’s a mouthful, but I’m sure Uncle Andel will approve.”


  “That’s our hope,” Jan said.


  “This guy is Anton George Zaria-Alexandr.” She wistfully smiled. “My dad’s name was George. We’ll call him that.”


  “George and Luke,” Liam said with a nod. “Fine names for fine lads.”


  “I’m just glad they’re healthy,” Rick said. When Jan smacked him, hard, on the shoulder, Rick glared at his brother before noticing Mai’s sad look. “Oh, sorry, hon. I didn’t mean it like that.”


  Elain, who stood closest to Mai, draped a comforting arm around her shoulder.


  “It’s okay,” Mai said as she leaned into Elain for support. “Please, I am really happy for you guys and I want you to be happy. You have every right to be proud parents.”


  Elain felt the worry in her friend’s heart, almost as thick as a visible cloud surrounding her.


  “Hey,” Lina said, “you’ve got all of us, and me and Callie will both be there for you when it’s your turn. Won’t we?”


  Callie nodded from the other side of the bed. “You bet we will.”


  “I don’t want to be a wet blanket on you guys,” Mai said. “The uncertainty’s killing me.”


  Dr. Alberto added her opinion. “Hey, I was just happy these boys were born with two feet and two hands and not as dragons.” She kindly smiled at Mai. “Your little girl will be okay. Not saying there won’t be challenges ahead of her and you both because of the Down syndrome, but with a family like this around you, they won’t let you down.”


  Micah and Jim made their way over to Mai. Elain stepped out of their way, the cloud of worry melting as she disengaged from her friend.


  “Right now,” Lacey said, “I think it’s time for all of us to leave them alone. Not to mention we are all overdue for a visit with our beds.”


  “Amen,” Elain said.


  Chapter Five


  


  Cail headed out to patrol the grounds again once he heard Elain and the others were on their way back.


  He didn’t want to be caught off-guard again.


  That Abernathy had sent men stinking of him to their property, their home, enraged him beyond words.


  Fortunately, Ain hadn’t questioned him about it.


  His next job would be trying to keep his rage from Elain. She had enough to deal with right then, although he wasn’t sure he quite understood Brodey’s quick explanation of what had happened on the way to the hospital.


  He paused, head up, ears focused, listening to sounds in the night. As a raccoon emerged from beneath a stand of ferns at the edge of a wooded section, he let out a chuff at it.


  It paused, blinking at him before turning around and returning to the safety of the trees.


  Wise move. I’m not in a mood to be fucked with tonight.


  He was in a mood to maim and kill. To rip Abernathy’s throat out with his teeth.


  How deep and strong that desire ran scared him a little.


  


  * * * *


  


  Back from the hospital and at the Lyalls’ house, Daniel tried to go to sleep. Morning would come way too fast for his liking, not if they wanted to make their flight, which he did. Beside him, comfortably nestled against him, Callie had already drifted off to sleep.


  He wondered just how long she would remain lying there so peacefully.


  Her nightmares came more frequently now. At first, they happened only occasionally. Then a couple of times a week. Lately, it’d been nearly every night, to the point he’d quit saying anything to her about them.


  She never remembered them. He knew she wasn’t lying to him, because as his mate, she wasn’t capable of lying to him.


  Lacey had no advice or insight on the matter.


  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When an odd sensation swept through him, as if he’d lifted off the bed, he opened his eyes.


  And found himself standing in a strange living room.


  “Hello, Daniel Blackstone. Or would you prefer I call you Blackie?”


  He spun around. The middle-aged woman stood behind her kitchen counter.


  “Where am I? Who are you?”


  She waved his questions away. “You’re mated to my sister. It shouldn’t be difficult to guess.”


  He stared. “You’re Baba Yaga?”


  “That’s me.”


  He looked around. “How’d I get here?”


  “I brought you here. To talk.”


  He felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. “About what?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Do we really need to play games? I thought you were concerned about Callie’s nightmares.”


  Now he was tracking. Didn’t mean he trusted her. “Yes, I am.”


  “You have no idea what they’re about?”


  He shook his head. “She never remembers them. We’ve tried everything. We talked to Lacey about it and she didn’t have any clues.”


  “Have you tried edicting her to remember?”


  He stared at her again, blinking. “No,” he admitted. “I didn’t think of that.”


  “Here’s the thing. Regardless of what powers I do have, I’m not powerful enough to read her mind like that. Not her. If she was a mortal-born human or even some of the shifters, possibly. Her? I couldn’t even if she wanted me traipsing around in there.”


  “Then why are we having this discussion if you can’t help?”


  “Because I want you to keep your eyes and mind open if edicting her doesn’t help.”


  “Open how? Can I get a clear answer out of you?”


  She smiled. “No. Frankly, this time, I don’t have a clear answer for you. But you might run across another who can assist you at some point in time. If you don’t piss them off.”


  “A name would be nice.”


  “Any name I give you might not be valid when you meet with them.”


  He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Lina’s right. You are a bitch.”


  She grinned. “Thank you. And safe journeys.”


  She waved her hand before he could reply. Next thing he knew, the alarm on his iPhone was blasting beside the bed.


  He sat up and silenced it before swinging around to sit on the edge. Four hours had passed, and he’d apparently slept.


  On the other side of the bed, Callie sleepily mumbled something.


  He sighed. “Wake up, pet. Time to head for home.”


  “Five more minutes, Sir. Please?”


  He stared at her, beautiful even in the darkness to his keen lupine eyes. “Five more minutes, pet.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once home and exhausted, Elain dropped her clothes onto the bathroom floor and stepped into the shower. Mentally, physically, emotionally, she felt completely drained by the day’s events.


  No, definitely not the way she’d envisioned spending her wedding night, but she was happy for her friends.


  Unfortunately, now she was forced to think about the exchange she’d had with the spirit of Maureen Alexander while on the way to the hospital.


  I’m too tired to even shave my fricking legs.


  She rested her forehead against the cool tile and let the soothing hot water sluice over her.


  So much to absorb. So much to think about.


  And I don’t have a damn clue what to do with any of it.


  The last thing she’d expected during the birth of her friends’ babies was a conversation with the spirit of her dead mother.


  Must. Get. Back. On. Birth. Control. After hearing what Mai went through after the wedding, and knowing Abernathy hadn’t given up, it was more important now than ever to stay focused.


  She closed her eyes and let the tears fall. Just when she thought she had a handle on all the weirdness that now formed the fabric of her life and family, the Universe raised the bar even higher.


  She never heard the bathroom door open, but then Cail was standing with her in the shower, naked. He engulfed her in his arms, holding her close. “It’s okay, babe. Let it out.”


  “Where were you?”


  She heard him sigh. “I ran another patrol around the perimeter.”


  Safely folded against his chest, let it out was exactly what she did. When she finally cried herself dry, she stood there, still too tired to move.


  “I think,” he softly said, “you need a long, uninterrupted sleep.”


  She nodded.


  He made sure she was steady on her feet before letting go of her. With gentle hands, he grabbed a washcloth and sudsed her up. She stood there and let him bathe her, eyes closed, trying to simply be in the moment and not follow the tortured course of her brain’s meanderings.


  To not think about what she wanted to do to Abernathy when she finally got her hands on him.


  To not think about what she had done to Paul Abernathy.


  “Cail?” she softly asked.


  “Yeah, babe?”


  “What if I shouldn’t have kids,” she whispered. “What if I’m…what if I’m too vicious? What if I get mad and can’t control myself?”


  He looked shocked at first, his sweet brown eyes widening before he hugged her again. “Sweetie, I think, when you want to be a mom, you will be the best mom ever. You’ll viciously protect your kids. But you don’t need to think about that now. We have lots of time for that when you’re ready.”


  “But look what I did to that guy.”


  “He deserved it and more.” He held her at arm’s length, his expression serious. “Do you want to know some of the things the three of us have done throughout the years? We’ve fought a lot of battles. In the old days, it wasn’t people a few hundred yards away from each other sniping with rifles, never getting up close and personal. What you did, compared to some of the things we’ve done and seen, was a preschool brawl.”


  She blinked as she stared up at him. No, in reality, there was a lot she didn’t know about her men.


  “Do you love us any less for all those things?” he asked.


  She shook her head.


  “Then why do you think we’d love you any less? You are our life. You stood up to a bully, not just for yourself, but for Mai, too. We all know it. Everyone knows it. Despite how Daniel ruled in her favor, that fight wasn’t just about you and the damn blood oath. It was about Mai and her baby, too. It was a loud and clear statement for people not to screw with our family. Our Pack.”


  She glanced at her hands. No blood there. Despite what Callie had done for her by the water at Lacey’s thinking place in Maine, the informal ceremony helping her cleanse her hands, she still sometimes recalled the feel of Paul’s blood coating her flesh.


  He pulled her close and gently tipped her chin so he could look into her eyes. “You’re exhausted. The wedding, Lina’s babies, worrying about Mai, talking to…” He trailed off and didn’t finish.


  “Maureen,” she said. “My mother. Don’t dance around it.”


  He nodded. “That’s a lot. Yeah, we’re wolves. We’re also not indestructible. We need rest and downtime as much as anyone else. So quit beating yourself up. It’s been an emotional couple of days. An exhausting couple of days. We’ll get you some good sleep. Then when you wake up, a good meal and some quiet snuggle time. You’ll feel a lot better and be able to process all of this.”


  She snorted. “You mean some ‘fuck my brains out’ time.”


  “No, maybe Brodey might want that right now, but he can go rub one out if he gets too horny. I think you need to just chill out and relax and let your body tell you what you need.”


  “Sleep,” she said with a sigh. “Lots and lots of sleep.”


  He quickly soaped up and they both rinsed off. After drying off, he climbed into bed with her.


  She snuggled tightly against his side, his scent filling her lungs and helping to settle her racing brain.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cail watched as she fell asleep in his arms. He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.


  He worried about her, sometimes. Like tonight. Knowing how tortured she still felt about defeating Paul, it killed him he couldn’t take those feelings away from her. That he couldn’t make it all better for her.


  I’ve had a lot of years as a wolf. She had just found out what she truly was. Learning to cope with what they could and sometimes had to do in their lives wasn’t something he could actively help her with.


  All he could do was be there for her and hope the mental strain didn’t weigh too heavily on her.


  I need to talk to Brodey. Despite him and Ain frequently teasing Brodey about being the “bonehead,” neither of them would ever disparage his abilities as a wolf. He was far better at it, and dealing with the sometimes unpleasant things that came with it.


  He closed his eyes and tried to go to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain awoke at some point early in the predawn hours after experiencing swirling, nebulous dreams of a more than sexy sort. Her and her men doing all kinds of kinky things together.


  She didn’t know what had awakened her, but she knew from the sounds that all three of her men were snuggled in bed around her.


  Dammit. Now she was horny.


  And, apparently, wide awake.


  She was sandwiched between Cail and Ain, that much she could tell in the darkness based upon their scent. She never had trouble telling the brothers apart, even with her eyes closed.


  Too bad Brodey had ended up on the outside tonight. He could practically make love in his sleep.


  She stifled a giggle over that.


  Rolling onto her side to face Ain, she pressed her body against him in hopes of an automatic response of some sort short of having to wake him up. He mumbled a little, but she felt the unmistakable sensation of his cock stiffening between them.


  Bingo.


  For her part, her pussy was already wet. She didn’t know if it was the dreams that had done it to her or not.


  He mumbled a little again when she gently grasped his cock and slowly stroked it. It responded immediately, growing hard beneath her fingers. Carefully, she wiggled herself into position on her side and swiped his engorged cockhead back and forth between her labia a few times before nestling it into position and sinking it home inside her ready cunt.


  Ahh.


  She lay there for a moment, hoping Ain would wake up. He didn’t, but she felt his cock twitch a few times inside her as if to say, “Hey, get busy.”


  It was a little trickier than she’d expected, but she slowly started moving, enjoying the feel of his stiff shaft inside her pussy. She closed her eyes and lost herself in the feeling, unprepared when he suddenly rolled on top of her.


  “Sneaky woman,” he grumbled in her ear.


  Something inside her broke free in a good way, her juices flooding her cunt now as his deep, rumbling tone worked its way inside her soul. He reached down and found her hands, laced his fingers through them, and raised them over her head where he pinned them to the bed.


  “Is my mate horny?” he whispered.


  “Uh-huh!”


  “Did someone say horny?” Brodey muttered in the dark.


  “Now you’re in trouble,” Ain said. His hips began moving, every stroke of his cock perfectly hitting her clit and making her gasp at the sensation.


  Next to them, she heard Cail let out a pained grunt as Brodey tried climbing over him.


  “Hey! Watch it!”


  “Well, move,” Brodey said. “Some of us are horny here.”


  “I’m going to make you start sleeping on the floor,” Cail said.


  “Boys,” she said, “you’re ruining sexy time.”


  Ain responded by tightening his grip on her hands and taking a few hard strokes. “Oh, really?”


  “Oookay,” she said, “maybe not.”


  Suddenly, Brodey was there next to her, his lips capturing hers when he turned her face to him. His tongue fucked her mouth as Ain fucked her pussy, swallowing her moans.


  “I guess I’m not getting back to sleep until we’re done,” Cail said. “Now I’m awake and horny.”


  Brodey lifted his mouth from hers. “Wait your turn,” he said. Then he kissed her again.


  She felt the bed shift as someone moved. Cail, by her best guess. Then on her other side the mattress dipped and she realized he’d walked around the bed. His hand settled on her breast, his fingers tweaking her nipple as he nuzzled the curve of her neck. He lightly grazed his teeth across her flesh before gently nipping at her shoulder.


  It was enough to send her over the edge. Her first orgasm washed over her as Brodey swallowed her moans.


  “That’s it,” Ain grunted. He started fucking her pussy harder, faster, keeping her release rolling through her as he sought his own. She felt his cock grow hotter, harder inside her, until he let out a deep moan through his last several thrusts before falling still.


  Thisss… Her soul and body cried out for more, wanting them all inside her, wanting time to stand still so she could experience this pleasure, this connectedness, forever. It sometimes seemed she never felt more alive than she did when making love to her men, as if her mind expanded, things felt more real.


  Or, maybe she felt like that because it was the best sex of her life.


  She didn’t care why, all she knew was that Brodey practically panted for his chance to start fucking her. Which was perfectly fine with her, because she wanted him inside her pussy right then.


  Ain managed to get a kiss in before moving out of the way. In the darkness, Brodey grabbed her, flipped her onto her stomach, and pulled her up to her knees. Before she could brace herself he’d unerringly lined his cock up with her cunt and sank it home inside her.


  “Hold on, babe,” he said. “This is going to be hard and fast.”


  Hard and fast was right. She wasn’t even sure if she would manage to come before he did despite how deliciously he filled her, how he hit her G-spot with each stroke from that angle. Then Cail slid his hand underneath her, between her legs, and found her swollen clit.


  When Cail’s teeth clamped down on her shoulder, her release exploded out of her, making her bite down on her pillow to muffle her scream.


  “Oh, yeah,” Brodey said, fucking her harder and faster. “You just keep coming for us like that, babe. Dammit, that feels so good!”


  It felt like she would never stop coming. Not that she was complaining about it. Cail had latched on, not letting go, his hand working faster between her legs to rub her clit even as she felt his low, possessive growl reverberate through his body to hers. The pain in her shoulder from his bite only served to drive her pleasure higher. The scent of their arousal and hers filled the room like a sweet cloud to her sensitive wolf nose.


  “Harder!” she gasped, to Brodey and Cail both.


  The men responded, Brodey driving his cock deep inside her, bottoming out with each stroke while Cail released her only to take another, harder bite into her flesh.


  Another wave of pleasure assaulted her. For a moment, her mind was filled with a vision of the four of them, standing together over a crib. Before she could see what lay inside the crib, her mind slammed back into her body as another orgasm took her breath away.


  “Fuck yeah!” Brodey let out a final grunt as he came, his juices filling her.


  She didn’t have time to catch her breath. Cail rolled her onto her back again, this time putting her legs up on her shoulders and pressing her thighs against her chest.


  “You want it hard, baby?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  He didn’t waste any time. At this angle, it felt like he could plow her pussy even more deeply than Brodey had. But his body rubbed against her swollen clit with each stroke and quickly sent her over the edge of another soaring climax.


  “That’s it, baby,” he said. “One more for me. Give it to me.”


  His balls slapped against her ass as he drove his cock into her, harder, faster, until she couldn’t hold back and another orgasm sent her flying again.


  “There you go. That’s it.” He quickly caught up, adding his load to her cunt before falling still. He tenderly kissed her. “I love you, babe.”


  Already, she felt sleep groping for her again. “Love you, too, Cail.” She fumbled in the dark and found Brodey and Ain on either side of her. “Love you guys, too.”


  From their mumbled replies, she could tell they were quickly returning to sleep, too.


  A good, hard fucking is the best insomnia cure.


  Ever.


  Chapter Six


  


  After getting home and saying good-night to everyone, Carla lay awake long after the house went silent and still. Her mind raced, refusing to shut down.


  She had never told anyone about that little exchange in the delivery room between her and Maureen.


  Not even Elain.


  In fact, she hadn’t thought about it in years. She’d actually forgotten about it as she went through periods of vacillating between despising Liam and wishing he’d come back…for both of them.


  Despite her exhaustion, Carla only lightly dozed. Every time sleep started to take hold of her system, dreams about Maureen’s last days filled her head, yanking her back into wakefulness again as she didn’t want to relive the horror of watching her friend waste away before her eyes.


  And to have Maureen give her blessings for her and Liam to pursue a relationship…that was almost too much to hope for. Sure, she and Liam had gone out together a few times since his return, and it seemed like there was definitely a connection between them, but he’d made no move or mention of taking it any farther than just good friends.


  She didn’t want to get her hopes up. She didn’t even know if Liam felt that way about her.


  Although I sure hope he does.


  She’d given up her disbelief about shape-shifters and magick and things she thought resided only in the realm of fairy tales and Hollywood. Her life, and her view of the Universe, was forever changed.


  And if the shape-shifting wolf decided he wanted to pursue her, she wouldn’t be tough to catch.


  Then again, I’d look like a cougar compared to him. He looks like he hasn’t aged a day, and I look old enough to be his mother.


  That thought saddened her.


  With her thoughts roiling around in her head too loudly for her to successfully sleep, she finally gave up. Even though outside the last remnants from the wedding had been cleaned up, the house was an unholy disaster. Not to mention the refrigerators were dangerously empty with the house full of out-of-town guests of the predatory shifter sort, with voracious appetites to match.


  Elain and Ain had given her a household credit card and insisted she use it instead of her own money for the wedding expenses and grocery trips.


  It’s something to do to keep me from going crazy.


  It was a little after eight when she finally got out of bed, grabbed a shower, and headed out to the kitchen. She didn’t bother starting coffee, not wanting the aroma to wake anyone else before they were ready. She grabbed a notepad and pencil and quietly worked her way through the kitchen cabinets and refrigerator, as well as the refrigerator and freezer in the utility room.


  They were out of nearly everything. She knew the shopping trip was just an excuse to buy herself some nonthinking time. She didn’t deny that.


  In fact, she welcomed it.


  She retrieved her purse and keys and quietly let herself out of the house a little before nine.


  


  * * * *


  


  Trent and Ken took turns watching the property. Most everyone had disappeared after the wedding. Their best guess was they were with the mother to be, or out-of-town guests had gone home.


  Eventually, they suspected, most of the residents would return to the house. They hoped the Lyall men and Elain Pardie would go on a honeymoon, leaving the human woman unprotected.


  Maybe, for once, they’d catch a lucky break.


  Trent was keeping watch, hidden in some trees across the road and a few tenths of a mile west of the Lyalls’ driveway. When he saw their target leave the ranch and drive past him, alone in the car, he couldn’t believe their luck. He whipped out his cell phone as he ran to where he’d hidden his car.


  Ken sounded sleepy when he answered. “What?”


  “She’s on the move. Alone. This is our best opportunity.”


  Ken immediately sounded awake. “Where is she?”


  “She just left and is heading toward town. I’ll keep you posted.”


  “I’ll be in the car in two minutes. Call me as soon as you know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Carla glanced down at her gas gauge. She had enough to get into town, but she’d need to fill the tank before heading back. As she neared the gas station, which was on the other side of the road, she opted to wait.


  I’ll hit it on the way back. Then she wouldn’t have to cross traffic twice.


  Fortunately, Publix wasn’t very crowded that early in the morning. It didn’t take her long to fill one shopping cart, and as she left it parked by the registers, she quickly realized maybe she should have brought someone to help her.


  Like Liam.


  Chiding herself for her wishful thinking, she blasted through the rest of her list. Nearly six hundred dollars later, two bag boys helped her push what ended up becoming three carts full of bagged groceries out to her car, where they helped her load it.


  “You feeding an army of hungry wolves?” one of them joked.


  She hoped her face didn’t redden too much. “More like hungry termites,” she said. “Lots of out-of-town guests.” She got back into the car and glanced at the gas gauge.


  Oh, yeah. Need to fill the tank.


  


  * * * *


  


  Trent and Ken, in separate vehicles and on the phone with each other, watched her pull out of the Publix parking lot and head north.


  “How you want to do this?” Trent asked him as they both followed her.


  Ken wasn’t sure. “We need to stop her before she gets back to the house. Box her in or—”


  “Hey,” Trent interrupted. “She’s stopping.”


  They both pulled into the gas station. “Perfect,” Ken said. “I’ll pull up at the pumps on the other side. You come up behind her and shove her into the van and I’ll take off. You follow.” He circled around, keeping an eye on her as she got out of her car. She turned, rooting through her purse, which she’d set on the driver’s seat.


  “Roger.”


  Ken hung up and pulled up next to her. Glancing around, he opened the middle driver’s side door of the minivan and pretended to be getting something out. What he was doing was prepping the handcuffs he’d pulled from his pocket.


  Trent quickly walked up and, before she could protest, grabbed her and her purse. He pressed his gun into her ribs and hurried her between the pumps to Ken’s minivan. “Don’t scream, lady,” Trent said. “We don’t want to hurt you.”


  Ken slapped the cuffs on her and shoved her into the back, crawling in with her. He slammed the door shut and climbed behind the wheel, speeding off and hoping Trent hurried his ass up. He wasn’t worried about them being identified by law enforcement, because they had fake New York plates on their vehicles.


  Abernathy left nothing to chance.


  He showed the woman his gun. “Stay quiet and behave,” he warned her in his most menacing voice, “and we won’t hurt you.”


  He watched in the rearview mirror as her eyes widened. “Who are you? Why are you doing this? I’ll give you my money—”


  “Shut up,” he growled. “We don’t want your money. We were sent after you. Just shut up.”


  They returned to the hotel. Ken parked in the back of the lot and waited for Trent to pull up alongside him. “How are we doing this?” Trent asked.


  “Go grab our stuff from the room and let’s get on the road. I want to be out of here before they miss her.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain felt a thousand times better when she awoke early that afternoon. She was curled against Ain, who still slept soundly next to her. She guessed Brodey and Cail, along with her dad, must have headed out to the barns at some point. She knew Blackie and Callie had gotten up earlier to leave to make their flight back to Maine. No doubt Mai, Micah, and Jim were also still asleep.


  The house sounded oddly silent.


  A feeling of disquiet swirled in her gut. She got up, used the bathroom, and pulled on a robe. She found the kitchen deserted except for a note on the counter from her mom.


  Going for groceries. Be back soon.


  She called her mom’s cell phone, a little disturbed when she didn’t answer.


  Elain glanced at the clock and found it was after one. Knowing she was worrying for nothing, she still called Cail on his cell.


  “Morning, gorgeous,” he greeted her.


  “Hey, what time did you guys get up?”


  “Um, about nine thirty. Why?”


  “Is my dad with you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Had Mom left for the store by then?”


  “We never saw her. Saw her note on the counter. Why?”


  She stared at the note. “I don’t know. Just nerves, I guess. She didn’t answer her phone when I called. She’s not back yet.”


  “Maybe she’s got her hands full or she’s driving. You know she won’t answer her phone if she’s driving.”


  “True. Thanks.”


  “Hey, that’s all you wanted?” She caught the feigned disappointment in his tone, making her laugh.


  “Sorry. I did want to call my brown-eyed love puppy to say good morning.”


  “That’s better, babe.”


  She smiled as she hung up, then sent her mom a text. Just making sure you’re all right.


  An hour later, with no reply to two more texts, and no answer to her phone calls, Elain allowed her worry to bubble to the surface.


  Ain had spent the time after getting up on the phone in Cail’s office, doing Clan business. Elain caught him between calls. “I’m really worried about Mom. It’s not like her not to respond to texts or calls.”


  He leaned back in his chair. “Maybe she’s getting her hair done or something.”


  She shook her head. “No, this just doesn’t feel right.”


  He cocked his head. “Seer feeling or just gut instinct feeling?”


  “Does it really matter?”


  He nodded. “Go wake up Micah and take him with you. I’ve got four more calls to make.” He stared at a yellow legal pad full of notes. “I’m beginning to think Blackie is even more of a sadist than I first thought by asking me and Mark to be on the Clan Council.”


  “What?”


  He laughed. “Misery loves company.”


  She went down to the bedroom Micah, Jim, and Mai now resided in and knocked. “Micah? I need to talk to you.”


  “Just a minute,” he sleepily replied.


  When he answered the door, his hair mussed up and wearing nothing but a pair of shorts, she felt badly about pulling him from sleep. “What’s up?” he asked.


  “Mom’s sort of MIA, and—”


  He seemed immediately awake. “She’s what?”


  “She left a note she was going to the store, but that was a few hours ago, and she’s not responding to texts or calls. I want to go look for her. Ain told me to ask you to go with me. Please?”


  He nodded. “I’ll be ready in three minutes. We’ll take my truck.”


  It was more like less than two minutes later, he hurried into the living room, still zipping up his jeans and his sneakers untied. Then they were on the road and heading toward Arcadia.


  “Where does she shop?”


  “She always goes to Publix.”


  “We’ll go straight there first.”


  They were less than a mile from the turnoff to the store when they spotted a commotion at a gas station across the road. Several deputies, as well as Arcadia PD, were parked around a vehicle at the gas pumps.


  She grabbed his arm. “Micah! That’s Mom’s car!”


  He made a bouncy illegal U-turn across a grassy median, making another car honk as it swerved to miss him. Elain was out of the truck and running toward the car before he even had it shifted into park.


  The area had been cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape. When she tried to duck under it, a deputy grabbed her by the arm.


  “Ma’am, you can’t go in there.”


  She turned the full force of her Alpha on him, making him let her go and step back as she snarled. “That’s my mother’s car!”


  Micah caught up with her and grabbed her arm. “Whoa, calm down,” he muttered. “Don’t go all rabid wolf on the po-po. They tend to not like that.”


  A detective walked over. “Ma’am, did you say this is your mother’s car?”


  “Yes. Carla Taylor. What happened?”


  “How did you find out about this?”


  “About what? She left a note she was going grocery shopping, and when she didn’t come back or answer her phone, we came looking for her. Where is she? Is she okay?”


  He didn’t answer her questions. He focused on Micah. “And you are?”


  “Her cousin.”


  “I need to get some information from—”


  “Fuck that noise! Where’s Mom?”


  Another deputy walked over. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him. His name tag read Cpt. Jeurgins. “Elain Lyall?” His intense amber eyes seemed to study her.


  “Pardie-Lyall, yes.”


  He glanced at Micah, then back to her. “Let’s keep the barking to a minimum, ma’am,” he said. “Detective Juarez and all of us are doing our best.”


  It slammed into her then why she knew him. He’d been at the wedding.


  He was a wolf shifter. She’d been too upset to practice the techniques Cail had worked with her on recognizing a shifter.


  She took a deep breath and nodded. Micah slipped his arm around her shoulders and gently squeezed.


  Detective Juarez questioned her about what little she knew leading up to the moment her mom was abducted. Then asked her to follow him into the convenience store.


  In the manager’s office, they showed her several security video feeds, taken from different angles. It showed two men abducting Carla.


  “Wait,” she said as she had them pause the video. Her eyes narrowed. “That’s the same minivan that was at the wedding!”


  “Are you sure?” Detective Juarez asked.


  “Yeah. They pulled out in front of us as we were taking Lina to the hospital. And…”


  She barely stopped herself in time from saying the next part out loud.


  “And?” Juarez asked.


  She swallowed hard. “And I’m sure of it.”


  She looked at Micah. His brow furrowed as he made the connection. If that was the minivan at the wedding, then the men who grabbed her mom were likely working for Abernathy. It would be too much of a coincidence otherwise.


  Inside Elain, the Alpha wolf stormed, wanting vengeance, wanting to rip the two men open from the throat down. She trembled, struggling not to break into a rage in front of everyone.


  Behind her, Micah put his hands on her shoulders. “Breathe,” he whispered into her ear. “Don’t lose it. Hold on. I’ll call the guys. Just hang on.”


  All she could do was nod as tears spilled down her face. Fear and rage warred within her, fueled by the Alpha wolf.


  She knew if she opened her mouth she’d unleash a chilling howl mirroring the feelings in her soul.


  It frightened her.


  And bless Micah’s heart, he’d understood.


  She heard him on the phone and didn’t try to listen to what was said. The images were burned into her brain, good, clear face shots of both the abductors.


  Then she heard Jeurgins softly talking with Micah but didn’t pay attention to what they said to each other, either.


  All she cared about was finding her mom and getting her back safely.


  Twenty minutes later, Ain ran into the office. Micah grabbed him by the arm and quickly whispered into his ear for a moment. The anger on his face melted to worry as he pulled Elain into his arms.


  “Relax, mate,” he whispered into her ear. “I’m here. Lean on me.”


  She burst into relieved tears as the Alpha wolf inside her curled into a tight ball and settled down at his edict. This time, at least, she welcomed the order.


  “Thank you.”


  She let him take over with the cops. Cail, Brodey, and Liam arrived a few minutes later.


  


  * * * *


  


  Even if Micah hadn’t talked to him, Ain had immediately sensed how closed to being out of control Elain was. Heat shimmers of fury washed off her body, only visible to other wolf shifters. Once he’d edicted her, something he didn’t want to do but knew was the only way to keep her from exploding, she’d immediately settled down, tightly glued to his side.


  The fact that the men who grabbed Carla were at the wedding meant Abernathy wasn’t through with his bullshit. Given a minute alone with the other wolf, Ain knew he’d gladly eviscerate the older man without a second’s hesitation.


  No one fucked with his Pack.


  It took them the better part of another hour to get out of there. It was going on evening when the cops released Carla’s car to them and Brodey drove it home while Elain rode with Ain in his truck.


  He despised the despondent look on his mate’s face, wished like hell he could make it better for her. Anything that hurt her, made her upset, was like a knife to his own heart. His job was to keep her happy, keep her safe.


  So far, he felt like a damn failure at that. He knew his brothers felt the same, but as Prime, he took it even more personally.


  They couldn’t get hold of Blackie, either. He and Callie were still en route to home and out of touch, totally unaware what was going on.


  And he didn’t feel right about asking Lina and the dragons for help. They had enough on their plate with the Beasts and with Lina recovering from having just given birth.


  Back at the house, Micah and Jim helped sort through the groceries and put away anything that was nonperishable. The cold stuff had long since gone warm or defrosted and went in the garbage.


  “I’ll make another grocery run,” Micah said.


  Ain simply nodded. He’d called Mark Telford and the Montalvo jaguars. They were on their way. As were Doug, Oscar, and Wally, who hadn’t left Arcadia yet. He’d also called Jocko for advice, but the former head of their Clan Council echoed they had to wait for Daniel to get back in touch.


  Being helpless and unable to proceed was not a feeling Ain was used to experiencing.


  He hated it.


  All he could do was keep making phone calls.


  And pray.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Elain couldn’t sit still. “Why are we not out looking for her?” she yelled at Ain.


  He wheeled around and glared at her. “Sit down, Elain.”


  Compelled by the edict, her ass dropped onto the sofa. She glared at him. “Fuck that noise! Who the hell do you think you are edicting me to sit down?”


  Brodey dropped onto the couch next to her and draped an arm around her shoulders. “He’s the Prime Alpha of our little Pack, babe. And he’s right. You do need to calm down. We’re doing everything we can right now. Plus we’ve got our attorney working with the shifters in local law enforcement to try to keep this out of the media.”


  She knew they were right, but the fact that she felt so helpless ripped her apart even more than the Alpha struggling to be free inside her.


  The Alpha wolf that wanted to kill and feast upon something.


  Cail dropped onto the couch on her other side. “Sweetie, let Ain do his thing. Believe me, he’s got this under control. When there is something we can do, he will tell us. All right?”


  Liam slumped into a chair on the other side of the coffee table. “I can’t believe this. Everything’s goin’ to fecking hell.” He let out a snort. “I’m surprised damn Uncle Marston hasn’t shown up yet. That’d be a right fine addition.”


  “Who?” Cail asked.


  “Marston Hill. Bloody arsehole. My mother’s brother. He was a beta, but Mum said he harassed her and Father after I was born, kept tracking ’em down even after they moved several times. Even followed them over here to America.” He let out another disgusted snort. “I had a feeling he was on our trail when we escaped Spokane to Tampa.”


  “Why?” Brodey asked. “I mean, why was he trailing them and you?”


  He nodded toward Elain. “The damn blood oath. He was bound and determined to make sure it was upheld. He swore to it, and nothing would dissuade him. He caught up to me in Connecticut before I lit out to Washington state.”


  “Well it doesn’t matter now,” Cail said. “The Clan Council decreed it void after Elain kicked Paul’s ass.”


  “But he might not know that.”


  Elain had a thought. “What does he look like?”


  Liam shrugged. “Quite a bit older than me. Last time I saw him, he looked like an older man. Few extra pounds around the middle. Grey hair, green eyes. Always fancies himself a natty dresser.” He grimly smiled. “Betas and omegas tend to show their age sooner than Alphas.”


  “Natty, how? Like wool suits with a sweater, maybe?” she numbly asked.


  He slowly nodded. “Yeah. Why?”


  She didn’t realize she’d started trembling until both Brodey and Cail had her hands in theirs and were stroking her arms. “Babe?” Brodey asked. “Talk to us. You’re scaring us.”


  “I need to get up,” she said.


  “Ain!” Cail bellowed. “Unedict her, dammit!”


  “All right,” he yelled back from the office, where he was on the phone again.


  She stood and rounded the coffee table. Liam straightened as she stood in front of him. Holding her hand out, palm up, she gently grasped his.


  Elain closed her eyes. She knew Lina’s Fat Boy and her Mr. Creepy were one in the same. But could she really be able to put a name to him? “Think about him,” she softly said.


  She tried to calm her nerves, to put her Alpha back in its cage. After a couple of minutes of nothing, she took a deep breath and actively pushed her mind to cooperate.


  A fuzzy, still picture developed, as if taken from Liam’s point of view. She envisioned a busy downtown sidewalk up north, because of the light snow falling, and before she was born if the make and models of the cars were any indication. She searched the mental image, finally spotting the man standing in the shadows of a doorway.


  Her eyes popped open. “Son of a bitch!” she whispered.


  Liam looked up at her. “I was thinking—”


  “Snowing. Up north.”


  He nodded. “My last, best sure memory of seeing him.”


  Cail and Brodey flanked her. “Babe?” Cail asked.


  She released Liam’s hand. “We finally have a name to put to the face. Mr. Creepy, aka Fat Boy, is Marston Hill.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain let Cail pour her a stiff rum and Coke while Liam went off to make phone calls of his own. When he returned twenty minutes later and joined them at the kitchen table, he looked shaken and Elain was well on her way to a halfway decent buzz.


  “Neither of my brothers got a look of the fecking bastard who killed their mates,” he said, his voice sounding choked as he slumped into a chair.


  Cail placed a water glass of straight whiskey in front of him. Liam downed it in two gulps and held it up for Cail to hit him again.


  He did.


  “The bastard kidnapped their mates and talked to them over the phone,” he finally managed. “Never identified himself.”


  “They couldn’t tell if it was Marston or not?” Elain asked.


  He shook his head as he quickly drained that glass and hesitated before holding it up for another refill. “Neither had set eyes on the bastard in decades. They were both betas, and their pups and grandpups were all betas, boys and girls alike. When they couldn’t tell him where to find me, because they simply didn’t know, they each received postcards in the mail with an address they could find their mate’s body. They only lived an hour apart, but he killed the mates in different places.”


  Elain wished she was up at Lacey’s thinking spot by the water. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “This is all my fault.”


  Liam snorted. “No, girl, this isn’t any fault of ye. I blame yer great-great-whatever uncle Rodolfo, and your granduncle Marston for this.”


  “They died because he was trying to find me,” she said. The thought she didn’t want to voice, that she suspected Marston was likely responsible for the deaths of Charles and Ellie Lyall, too.


  “They died because both those wolves are fecking monsters,” Liam insisted. He turned the water glass around in his hand, studying it. “If anyone’s to blame in this room, it’s me for putting people in the middle of this ancient grudge. Which is what it truly was. Was never about a dowry. It was about Rodolfo not being able to keep his little sister under his thumb the way he wanted. About her choosing someone he would rather see dead than forwarding his family’s bloodline.” He slowly shook his head. “I never dreamed Marston would ever stoop to such a bloody low thing.”


  “Well,” Elain said, “if he ever crosses my path again, he’s dead. I don’t care if there are witnesses, I don’t care where it is. I’m killing him.”


  Brodey tried for levity. “Lina might get pissed off she doesn’t get a hand in it.”


  “I don’t care,” she quietly said. “This is bullshit.” She looked at the three men. “You’re all thinking the same thing I am, that Abernathy is behind kidnapping Mom. We all know he’s not giving up just because Daniel and the rest of the Clan Council said so. The only rule of law he respects or bows to is a more powerful opponent.” She slammed her fist on the table, making it and the men jump. “He wants a damn fight, I’ll take it to him.”


  “You’ll do nothing until I say so,” Ain said from the doorway.


  She glared at him. “We now have a name for Fat Boy and Mr. Creepy. Marston Hill. It can’t be a coincidence he showed up in town and then Abernathy filed his challenge. And now Mom’s been kidnapped. I’m sorry, but the only reasonable answer is he’s working with Abernathy.”


  “And I’m not saying you’re wrong. But unless we get hard information that will allow us to find Mom, we have to wait until Blackie gets back to us to figure out our next move.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain needed to be alone for a few minutes. With another stiff rum and Coke in her hand, she took her cell phone out onto the patio and called Lacey’s cell. The Seer had gone back to Tampa with Zack and Kael to stay for a few days to help the nervous new parents out. Lina and the babies were scheduled to be discharged from the hospital the next morning.


  When Lacey answered, she sounded wary. “Hello, Elain. Any news?”


  “Not about Mom, but I need to talk to Lina, if she’s able.”


  “I wouldn’t right now unless it’s an absolute emergency. She just laid down for a nap. Why?”


  Elain quickly detailed the facts she’d fit together in the bloody puzzle of her family’s history. “My granduncle,” she said, her voice now trembling, “is the one responsible for all those deaths. My aunts. My guys’ cousin. Kael’s family.” The tears finally broke through. “And now Mom’s missing and I can’t help but think he’s got something to do with it. What if he kills her, too, before I can find her and rescue her?”


  Lacey let out a sad sigh. “What do Daniel and Callie have to say? Callie has powers none of us do.”


  “They’re not home yet. They aren’t answering their phones, so they’re probably still in the air.”


  “I think you need to have faith,” Lacey quietly said.


  “No offense, and I love and respect you, but that’s got to be the stupidest damn thing I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth.”


  “Elain,” Lacey barked before her voice changed back, “listen to me. Carefully. The future isn’t written in stone until it’s the past. But in the things I’ve seen of the future, the glimpses I’ve had, your mother has appeared in them. Alive, well, and healthy.”


  She let out a gasp. “Really?”


  “Again, this isn’t a promise of things to come. But I don’t think I’d keep getting glimpses like that if it wasn’t the most likely path. Yes, sometimes my visions have been wrong on occasion. Considering the number of them I’ve had, I can’t believe I’m wrong on this. It would be the first time when this many visions are involved.”


  Elain closed her eyes and tried to focus on her breathing. The Alpha wolf reared its head again inside her. “I think I’m losing control,” she quietly admitted. “I’m scared about what that means.”


  Compassion colored Lacey’s tone. “Elain, this is an emotional time for you. Lean on your men. Trust them, and yourself. You will never hurt the ones you love. Ever. Especially not innocent children.”


  She felt tears slip down her cheeks, hot and heavy. “How can you be sure?” she whispered.


  “Because in the few snippets I’ve seen, you’ve been a wonderful aunt…and mother.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lina called her back an hour later. She sounded as exhausted and emotionally wrung-out as Elain felt. “Hey, sweetie. Any news?”


  “No, but I think Fat Boy now has a name.” She filled in the gaps.


  Lina went silent for a moment. “I can’t see anything,” she sadly admitted. “I think that’s the best guess we have to go on, though. As soon as we’re out of here, we’ll head back down there to help.”


  “No,” Elain said before she realized she was saying it. “You need to take care of yourself and the Beasts. We don’t have any information to go on. So being down here isn’t going to do anything but keep you from your own bed.”


  There was another moment of silence from Lina. “I’m sorry,” she softly said. “I feel like a damn failure. I just can’t see anything that would be helpful. I’m a horrible Goddess. I can’t even help Mom.”


  “Stop that. You’re not a horrible Goddess,” Elain said. “I saw firsthand how good you are, so don’t sweat it. Lacey said she keeps seeing Mom alive and well in the future. I’m going to hang my hopes on that and believe we’re going to get her back.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Daniel tried to close his eyes and sleep on the last flight of their journey home. He felt exhausted, mentally and physically. And he hated flying, but no way in hell was he driving.


  If this is what being head of the Clan Council does to a person, no wonder Jocko wanted someone young for the job.


  Beside him, Callie sat reading her Kindle. I know I’m tired when the thought of giving her a spanking can’t even raise a spark of interest.


  The unexpected highlight of the trip was, of course, Lina giving birth to the Beasts.


  One day. Not anytime soon, but one day.


  There was too much to deal with at the moment without adding a baby to the mix. Between Abernathy and the cockatrice, he didn’t want to pile any more stress on his plate. He needed time to settle things before focusing on starting a family of his own.


  Not to mention Callie’s nightmares seemed to be growing more intense and frequent. He definitely wanted to get to the bottom of that, and soon.


  Anyway, he was having way too much fun with his new mate.


  Once the plane touched down and taxied to the gate, he and Callie, as well as most of the other passengers, switched their phones back on. Various beeps and tones filled the cabin.


  It was the flurry of activity from not just his phone, but Callie’s, too, that concerned him. He looked at her and their eyes met. He didn’t need their special mate connection to know she felt just as worried.


  “What the hell?” he said as he looked at his phone again. Over two dozen voice mails, and twenty texts, filled his inbox.


  “I’ve got messages from Ain, Elain, and Lina,” she said.


  He nodded. “I’ve also got Jocko and Lacey. Oh, joy, and Rodolfo Abernathy. Let’s get off the plane and into the terminal and see what’s going on.”


  Once they were disembarked and standing out of the way of other passengers, they started going through texts first.


  “Shit,” he muttered as he read the first text from Ain. CALL ME ASAP! MOM ABDUCTED!


  Callie’s expression turned hard. “Yes. I hope you don’t plan on keeping me on a tight leash, Sir,” she muttered.


  “Until we get all the information, we’re not doing anything.” He scrolled through his texts, which were all along the same tone. “Come on, let’s get our luggage. I’ll call him from the car.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was almost dark when they pulled into their driveway. Callie left Daniel sitting in the car and talking to Abernathy. He’d already called and talked with Ain. She’d already called and had a quick conversation with Elain to see how she was holding up, and another with Lacey to see if she had any insights. She’d already tried, and failed, to find Babs or Gigi to see if they could offer assistance.


  Callie’s own rage bubbled beneath the surface every bit as much as Elain’s Alpha wolf. She also knew if she sat there too much longer she was liable to lose her temper and do something she would definitely regret later.


  Disobeying her mate and Master wasn’t an option. And sitting there, listening to what little she could hear of Abernathy’s tone through the phone, made her want to track him down and rip his guts out through his throat.


  If he was behind Carla’s abduction, Callie knew that wouldn’t help get her back. Like everyone else, she suspected he was.


  Damn, I need a spanking. She fished her keys out of her purse and unlocked the door. As she towed her rolling suitcase in behind her, she noticed the light was on in the kitchen.


  Hmm. I could have sworn that was off when we left.


  Then she felt it, the presence of someone else in their house.


  She dropped her suitcase and carry-on bags, every sense in her body tingling. There was definitely a stranger in their house. Now that she was paying close attention, she could smell them. A wolf.


  A female wolf.


  Callie’s fury built as she slowly walked toward the hallway. Behind her, Daniel was still on the phone, now with someone besides Abernathy, but she couldn’t shift her focus long enough to tell who.


  As he came through the door behind her, Callie charged at the figure who appeared in the hallway opening. Yes, a female wolf. Who looked plenty ready to do battle with her.


  Callie had just reached her, hands outstretched to wrap around the intruder’s throat, when Daniel roared out an edict in full-on Alpha tone. “Stop, pet! Now!”


  Callie froze, her hands inches from the intruder as shock filled the other woman’s face.


  “Hold on,” Daniel barked to the person on the phone as he hurried over to them. “Callie, back down, it’s fine.”


  “Who the fuck is this woman?” she asked as she turned to him. “And why am I not allowed to kill her for breaking into our house?”


  “The woman whose throat you almost just ripped out because she stupidly didn’t bother to warn us she was dropping by is my little sister, Kitty,” he explained. “So no, you’re not allowed to kill her, pet.” He smiled. “Not today.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Daniel stepped into his office and shut the door to finish his call after a hurried introduction. “My mate, Callie, this is Kitty, my little sister. Kitty, Callie. Play nice.”


  The two women stood there in silence for a moment staring at each other. The other woman looked more than a little embarrassed. Without the desire to eviscerate her interfering, Callie now saw the family resemblance. Her jet-black hair was pulled into a long braid that hung down her back, and her grey-green eyes bore the same hint of amber as her brother’s.


  Kitty cleared her throat and stuck out her hand. “Sorry. Jocko didn’t mention Danny was mated now. Kathleen Blackestone. Danny calls me Kitty. So since you’re family, you can, too.” She offered up a tentative smile.


  Callie shook with her. Yes, he’d mentioned a little sister, his only surviving close family member after the cockatrice slaughtered them. But beyond saying they hadn’t seen each other in years, he’d said little else and she hadn’t pressed him for details.


  “So that’s how you got in? He told you where the key was?”


  She nodded. “Sorry.” Her face reddened slightly. “If you want me to leave, I will.”


  Callie took a deep breath and let it out, clearing the anger and stress from her body enough that she could talk rationally. “No, it’s okay. You’ve just hit us at a really crappy time, sorry about that. How long have you been here?”


  “Just a couple of hours. I…uh, put my stuff in what I hope is the guest room.”


  It was Callie’s turn to redden. They didn’t usually keep the playroom locked unless they knew there was company coming over. “Oh, um, the door on the left?”


  “Yes.”


  “Annnd I’m guessing you saw what was behind the door on the right.”


  Kitty nodded, blushing again.


  Callie was far too old for this bullshit. “Okay, yes, your brother and I are a Master and slave couple and we…do things. That’s our playroom. If we’d known you were coming, we wouldn’t have left it open. Sorry.”


  Kitty’s smile widened. “I’m glad he finally found someone who could put up with his control freak ways. I was beginning to think he’d die alone.”


  Callie found herself liking the woman despite their initial rocky meeting. “So what brings you here?”


  The woman’s face grew hard. “I’m tracking a cockatrice nest, and I think I’ve located them. I came to ask for his help in taking them out.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Daniel was still on the phone nearly thirty minutes later while the women were in the kitchen talking and preparing a quick dinner for the three of them. Callie found out Kitty wasn’t an easy woman to keep in touch with since she spent her life literally on the road with no permanent home as she tracked down and killed cockatrice wherever she found them.


  “Funny you should say that,” Callie said. “We’ve had a few run-ins with them ourselves. And we’re trying to track down a nest reported in the area. Maybe it’s the same one.”


  Kitty looked grim as Callie gave her a quick update of the past couple of years, including her trip to Brussels with Lina and the group.


  “I’ll be honest,” Kitty said, “I haven’t had any run-ins personally with Abernathy. I do know everyone hates his guts. I haven’t found any evidence to show he’s partnered with the cockatrice. Honestly? They rarely trust shifters of other races, and they would also see someone aggressive like Abernathy as a threat, not someone to ally themselves with.”


  Daniel looked grim when he emerged from his office and joined them in the kitchen.


  “Any news?” Callie asked.


  “No. But get this, Abernathy is demanding another hearing in front of the Clan Council.”


  Callie’s mouth gaped. “Why? Never mind, I don’t care why. Can I blast him now? Please? And did he say anything about Mom?”


  “No, he didn’t mention her. But the why is because of her, and Mai.”


  “But you already ruled against him with Mai!”


  He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes, I did. Now he’s claiming Mai’s rightful Clan is contesting her mating.”


  “What? She’s an orphan!”


  “When her parents died her uncle was given custody of her and made executor of her parents’ estate.”


  “And blew all the cash, robbing her blind.”


  “Exactly. I just got off the phone with head of the coyotes in Montana, the Clan her family was part of. He has no idea what’s going on. He agreed I was within my rights to rule the way I did, but that yes, under their normal way of doing things, the uncle was, technically, supposed to okay the mating first. Although usually it’s just a formality in modern times, and the few times they’ve ever overruled a mating was if the person wanting it was a minor and their parents objected to it. He told me he has no problem with me upholding my original ruling and he’s not about to object to it.”


  Callie found herself speechless.


  Daniel stared at her, a smile spreading across his face. “I can’t believe it. Finally fried your brain?”


  “So you told Abernathy no fucking way, right?” Callie finally managed.


  He looked grim again. “Nope. Head of the coyote Clan agreed it might be prudent to let the fucker have another hearing. So I told Abernathy this coming Saturday we have a full-moon Council meeting scheduled and he’ll have five minutes to state his case and present evidence and witnesses.”


  Her jaw flapped a few times before she finally managed to speak. “Why? Why in the Goddess’ name would you give him another hearing? Especially when you heard from the head coyote’s mouth he doesn’t have a problem with Mai’s mating?”


  “Because even though Abernathy denies any hand in Carla’s disappearance, and he even had the balls to offer assistance if we wanted it, I suspect if we deny him the hearing we might never see Carla alive again.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Daniel had another slew of phone calls to handle after wolfing down his dinner. Once he finally cleared those, he collapsed onto the sofa in the living room, next to Callie. Kitty was curled up in a chair across from them.


  “So, what brings you up here?” he asked her. “Not that I mind you dropping in, because I haven’t seen you in a while. How’d you even know where I was?”


  “I called Jocko when I hit New York yesterday. He told me. I just flew in from a lovely little shit hole in the Ukraine where there is now one less cockatrice nest polluting the world.”


  “That’s quite a jump, from Eastern Europe to the US.”


  “I found info there possibly linking them to someone here. Callie and I were comparing notes. I think the nest you all have a line on is the same one I’m hunting down.”


  Daniel looked at Callie. “Have you tried your sisters again?”


  “They won’t get involved about the cockatrice.”


  “I meant about Carla.”


  “Oh. Not yet.”


  He smiled. “Go ahead.”


  He enjoyed watching the shock on his sister’s face as Callie disappeared from the couch.


  “Where’d she go?”


  “Neat trick, huh?”


  “Um, listen, what is she?”


  “She didn’t introduce herself?”


  “Yeah, she did. She didn’t say anything about being able to do that.”


  “No, I mean did she tell you her full name?”


  “Callie Maher Blackestone.”


  “Callie is short for Cailleach. As in The Cailleach.”


  Her eyes widened. “No fucking way,” she whispered. “You nailed yourself an Immortal as your mate? Do you have a death wish?”


  He laughed. “Nope, but I wasn’t sure if our first date would be my last meal or not.”


  Callie returned, dejection on her face. “They’re not home. Either of them. Bitches.” She looked at Kitty. “What’s wrong?”


  Kitty wordlessly shook her head.


  Daniel laughed again as he slung an arm around her shoulders, glad to have at least one light moment in the evening. “I just blew your cover, pet.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  With every minute that ticked by, despite the assurances of Lina and Lacey and even her own gut instincts, Elain couldn’t help but wonder if her mom was okay.


  Or if she was even still alive.


  They heard nothing from the kidnappers or Abernathy. When Daniel finally called Ain back and told him about Abernathy’s request for another meeting, she thought her head would explode.


  “Why the fuck are we not tracking him down now and torturing him to death?”


  “Because if we do,” Ain said, “we’ll likely never see Mom again.”


  “Not alive,” Ortega Montalvo agreed.


  Elain pushed herself up out of her chair. “I can’t just sit here,” she said as she headed for the sliders leading out back. “I need a run or I’m going to kill something.”


  Cail and Brodey followed her outside. When she tried to protest, Cail grabbed her hands and held them close to her chest. “This is what people do when they’re married,” he softly said. “They lean on each other. We’ll run with you.”


  “Are you going to make me take you with me?”


  “No, but we hope you won’t push us away.”


  She stared into his sweet brown eyes. Even the Alpha rearing its raging head inside her couldn’t help but agree. “Okay,” she softly said.


  Together they undressed. The men waited until Elain had completed her shift to make their own. They let her take the lead. As she loped toward the woods behind the house, Brodey, then Cail, fell in step behind her.


  Run…run…run… Part of Elain wanted to completely let go to the Alpha, let it take over the way it had that night of the chase, rob her of conscious thought and give her a few moments of blissful relief from this waking nightmare.


  Around her, the world melted away until the blood pounding through her veins and the air burning in her lungs were the only things on her mind. Without conscious thought, her stride lengthened, pace increased, until she was in a flat-out run. Her body flew across the ground as a mournful howl ripped from her lips, echoing the pain in her soul.


  


  * * * *


  


  Just a few steps behind her and having to push himself to keep up, Brodey’s heart nearly broke over the sound of her howl. He’d loved and lost a lot in his years, friends and family both, not to mention the deaths of their parents. Fought a lot of battles. Said a lot of good-byes.


  This hurt even more, knowing that at this time there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to take her pain away.


  Behind them Cail stumbled going over a log and took a header on the other side, causing him to fall behind. Brodey didn’t even take the time to laugh or call back a taunt, not wanting to lose sight of Elain. He didn’t want to leave her alone.


  He didn’t even know if she had a destination in mind or planned on running until she exhausted herself. He hoped she had enough sense of mind to stay on their property and not leave the relative safety of the ranch. If she didn’t, he was prepared to head her off.


  On they ran, Cail struggling to catch up with them under the blistering pace.


  Damn, she must have been great at cross-country track. Even in his younger days he’d rarely kept up such a pace for this long without his hide or someone else’s being on the line. As the hours ticked on and she wove a convoluted path around the wooded areas of the ranch, he felt his own energy waning. A few times he’d tried to talk with her, break through her Alpha to the woman inside, but each attempt met with the mindless buzz of a wolf encased in anger and grief.


  He wasn’t sure what time it was, but by the position of the moon in the sky he guessed it was well after midnight when she took a path that would lead her straight at the fence along the ranch’s far eastern boundary. When she made no move to change trajectory, he realized she was planning on staying her course and leaving the ranch.


  Fuck.


  Cail had dropped back a good hundred yards by that point, probably only keeping up by tracking their scent.


  Babe, take a turn. Don’t leave the ranch.


  Nothing but a low buzz of static met his attempts to talk with her through their mate bond.


  Digging deep, he pushed himself harder and managed to pull close enough to her he could reach out and snap at her hindquarters. It took him three attempts to get more than a mouthful of fur, but he finally latched on and just stopped running, the momentum sending them both tumbling in a pile of legs and fur.


  Before she could recover, he shifted back and pinned her to the ground, his forearm across her throat, the full weight of his body covering hers. “Shift back, Elain!” he bellowed, hoping she wasn’t so far gone the edict wouldn’t work.


  She struggled, whining and snapping at him, unable to throw him off.


  Cail finally caught up and shifted mid-run to join him.


  “What happened?”


  “Just fucking help me hold her down!” Brodey yelled.


  Cail lay across her hindquarters while Brodey changed position across her shoulders, finally managing to clamp his fingers around her muzzle and forcing her to look at him, to make eye contact.


  “Shift back!” he ordered again.


  Both men had to quickly readjust position as she was suddenly naked and struggling beneath them, wordlessly screaming, tears streaming from her eyes.


  “Oh, babe,” Cail said.


  Brodey gathered her into his arms and rocked her while Cail cuddled close and stroked her hair. She screamed and screamed, sobbing, wailing, the keening sound biting through Brodey’s soul every bit as sharply as he knew it was Cail’s. Their gaze met over her head and the brothers knew all they could do was let her get it out of her system.


  Eventually she cried herself hoarse as she worked the worst of the anger and grief out of her system. Still wracked by choking sobs, she finally opened her eyes and stared up at the sky. “Why can’t he just leave us all alone?” she managed.


  Cail carefully wiped at her tears with his thumbs. “I don’t know, babe,” he softly said. “I wish I had an answer for you.”


  “Some people,” Brodey added, “are just batcrap crazy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain couldn’t process her emotions. The Alpha inside her, only temporarily sated by the run, still angrily paced. Wanting justice.


  Wanting vengeance.


  Wanting to maim and kill.


  She knew she needed something to take her mind off wanting to commit mayhem.


  No better way I know. She grabbed Brodey and kissed him, hard and deep. At first taken by surprise, he barely missed a beat as he rolled her onto her back and pinned her to the grass.


  Cail grabbed her hands and held them over her head. “Submit,” he growled.


  This was what she wanted. A struggle she knew she wouldn’t win, but that would help release some of the pent-up rage inside her in a healthy way.


  She tried to throw Brodey off, knowing she couldn’t and hoping her horny bonehead would immediately take the hint.


  Thrashing against him, she did manage to get a leg loose and kick him in the chest, sending him flying. It was enough she could twist free of Cail’s grip and try to scramble away from him across the grass.


  “So that’s the way you want to play it,” Brodey said as he got to his feet.


  Cail bolted after her, dropping her a few feet away with a flying tackle that sent them both sprawling across the ground. Brodey, now fully into the action, got a fistful of her hair and pulled as he threw his body on top of hers.


  “Submit, mate!” he bellowed.


  But it wasn’t an edict.


  She continued struggling, fighting, until Brodey handed her hair off to Cail and flipped her onto her stomach. He got a knee wedged between her thighs without getting himself kicked in the balls and hooked an arm around her waist. Cail managed to grab one of her wrists and twist her arm up and behind her, limiting her ability to fight.


  When Cail’s stiff cock smacked her in the cheek, she knew he was fully into the battle to dominate her.


  Which was exactly where she wanted both men. She’d already felt Brodey’s eager cock jabbing against her butt as she squirmed and struggled.


  Brodey managed to get another knee between her legs and shoved his cock deep into her pussy. Then he fell on top of her and sank his teeth into her shoulder.


  “Yes!” she screamed.


  Cail wrenched her head back. “Submit!”


  “Yes, yes, yes!” and still she fought, struggled, feeling like the energy inside her would rip her apart from the inside out if she didn’t rid herself of it somehow.


  Brodey growled against her back, his teeth still buried in her flesh. “Fight all you want,” he said through their mate bond, “I’ll only fuck you longer and harder.”


  “Yes!”


  Cail handed off her wrist to Brodey. Then he shoved a thumb into her mouth. When she started sucking it, he yanked it out and fed his cock between her lips. With both hands clamped around her head, he started roughly fucking her mouth.


  This!


  Cail leaned over as Brodey pulled her to her knees and started fucking her. Somehow, Cail managed to sink his teeth into her side.


  The orgasm that ripped through her made her feel like the top of her head would explode.


  And still, they kept fucking her, Brodey shoving her deep onto Cail’s cock with each stroke as Cail kept his fingers clamped around her head and digging into her scalp.


  Yet she still fought. She fought them as another orgasm shredded her control and she growled as best she could around Cail’s cock in her mouth.


  “That’s it, mate,” Cail growled back through their mate bond even as he kept his teeth clamped into her skin. “You take every inch of our cocks and you just keep fighting. We’ll fuck the fight out of you if it takes us the rest of the night.”


  She came again, the Alpha in her nowhere close to being under control, yet feeling her body finally respond to her mates’ demands. She arched her back, giving Brodey even better access.


  An image flashed through her mind, of her and her men shifted and fucking her brains out, their wolf cocks knotting and tying her to them…


  The force of the next orgasm tore a low, rolling, guttural howl out of her…


  And then she was back in her wolf form before she even realized what she’d done.


  Brodey must have sensed her shift because he shifted with her. Cail swore as he fell back and yanked his cock to safety. But then he shifted, too, and with amusement in his eyes, he clamped his teeth around the scruff of her neck and pinned her down to the ground.


  “You’re in trouble now, babe,” Brodey told her. “Oh, I’ve been dying to tie with you. You want wolf fucking? Then you’d better hold on.” Then she felt it, the bulge at the base of his cock, bumping against her pussy as he worked it deeper until it was completely buried inside her.


  With his front legs holding her, and Cail’s teeth in her scruff, all she could do was brace herself with her front legs as the force of Brodey’s fucking inched her along the ground. And then the bulge of his knot swelled, larger, securely tying him inside her as his own orgasm started.


  “Yes!” Brodey echoed his mental cry of triumph with a howl.


  Elain closed her eyes and shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure washed through her. Brodey still kept bumping his hips into her, every jolt doing indescribable things to her body, as if he’d hooked an electric cord straight to the pleasure center of her brain and flipped the switch.


  “Feels good, doesn’t it?” Brodey said, the wolf grunting with pleasure. “Once you go wolf, you…eh, never go—”


  “Shut up, Brodey!” Cail and Elain both screamed at him through the mate bond.


  He let out a growl but went quiet. Finally, his hips fell still but the knot in his dick remained hard and embedded deep inside her cunt. Every movement he made triggered another flurry of pleasure inside her. Part of her never wanted it to end, and part of her wanted him to hurry up and finish so Cail could have his turn.


  Not having ever done this with them before, she didn’t know if it’d be like with real dogs where they turned around or not. Apparently not, because after a few minutes she finally felt his cock begin to grow limp, the knot receding, until he was finally able to withdraw.


  But then he grabbed her scruff with his teeth and Cail was behind her in a flash.


  And it all began again. First fucking her, hard and fast and triggering another release inside her. “Can’t say I haven’t been thinking about this myself, babe,” Cail said.


  She felt it when his knot began to swell, too. His strokes grew short and jabby as he worked it inside her. He let out a pleased howl when he finally succeeded and the knot began to swell.


  Her world unhinged again. The bigger his knot swelled, the harder she came, unable to believe she could still be coming this hard, this many times, just from being fucked.


  And that was when she realized her Alpha had curled up into a happy little well-fucked fuzzball inside her.


  Oh. Okay then. Note to self, wolf fucking makes me sane again.


  That was the last conscious thought she had for several minutes as Cail fucked her even longer than Brodey had after his knot took possession of her cunt, tying them together as he pumped his cum inside her.


  Her entire body shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure washed away every other thought and feeling until her body finally collapsed into a quivering pile of fur with Brodey and Cail still holding her down.


  “Going to be a while,” Cail warned her. “You got me worked up pretty damn good.”


  She whimpered in reply, unable to form a cogent response.


  What felt like forever later, his cock finally softened until the point he could pull out. The men let her go, lying down on either side of her as she closed her eyes and dropped into blissful darkness.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hey, babe?” That was Brodey, but she didn’t want to get up. She swatted at him and rolled over against Cail.


  “Yeah, that’s not going to work, dude,” Cail said. “She’s completely toast. Run back to the house and grab a truck.”


  “Shut up,” she mumbled. “Trying to sleep.”


  “I know, babe,” Cail said, “but it’s almost dawn, and we need to get back to the house ASAP.”


  “I’m not moving.”


  She heard them both sigh. “I’ll get the truck,” Brodey said.


  A moment later, she heard the soft sound of him taking off on four feet.


  “Thank you,” she mumbled, her eyes never opening.


  He chuckled and pulled her close, tucking her head against his chest. “I have to tell you, I’m getting a little too old to sleep on the ground as a human.”


  That was when she realized both she and Cail were once again sporting two legs instead of four. And that he and Brodey had been talking out loud, not mentally, when she woke up.


  “When did that happen?” she mumbled against his flesh.


  “You shifted back in your sleep. We shifted back, too.”


  That was enough to make her pry open an eye. “You guys didn’t sleep?”


  “Hell no. We weren’t about to take our eyes off you. Are you nuts?”


  Now she felt guilty. She tried to sit up and realized she didn’t have the energy to. “Sorry.”


  He chuckled again. “No, it’s okay. No worries, babe. That was a first for you, though. Um, we were right that you were struggling deliberately, right?”


  “Yes.” She yawned. Somewhere inside her, at least for a little while, the Alpha had been reduced to a sleepy puppy. “Thank you.”


  “Okay. Good. Just checking.”


  “I’d make it super easy for you if I’d wanted you to stop.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. I’d just say stop.”


  He laughed. “I guess that is pretty easy.” He stroked her hair, which she realized was now full of leaves and other debris. “Feeling at least a little better?”


  “For now. Don’t know how long it’ll last.”


  “Don’t say that around Brodey. He’d be happy four-legged-fucking every day, I’m sure.”


  “I don’t think I could take that. Death by orgasm is still death.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ain came with Brodey, who’d pulled on a pair of shorts, brought another pair for Cail, and brought a robe for Elain to slip on. She dozed off in the truck as they drove back to the house, barely waking up again when Ain carried her into the shower in their bathroom.


  “I’m sorry,” she mumbled as he set her on her feet.


  “For what, babe?”


  She forced her eyes open to look at him. He was quickly stripping, tossing his clothes out of the shower, before taking her robe from her.


  “For running off.”


  He gently grabbed her chin and made her look at him. “It’s okay. It was a healthy thing for you to do to deal with this.”


  “Any news?”


  He sadly shook his head. “Sorry, babe. Nothing yet.” He turned on the shower and helped her clean up, picking the trash out of her hair and shampooing it for her, gently massaging her scalp as her eyes dropped closed and she soaked up the attention.


  “Where are Brod and Cail?” She had trouble keeping her eyes open.


  “They jumped in the pool. They’ll be in.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She heard him chuckle. “What?”


  “Whatever you did, you wore them out. I haven’t seen them that exhausted in a long time.”


  “Give me time to sleep and recover and I’ll show you,” she only half joked.


  “I’ll take you up on that.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  While Mercedes hadn’t explicitly said so, Marston got the distinct opinion that saying no to her offer would have been detrimental to his health. She had cheerfully deflected all of his questions, telling him she’d make everything clear to him once they reached Maine. She spent the flight taking notes as she thumbed through an old spell book he recognized as belonging to Edgar.


  It turned out she had rented a house about thirty miles from the Maine wolves’ territory. Marston wasn’t sure he wanted to know where she got her income to afford it or the private charter flight that had taken them from Florida to Maine.


  He also wasn’t sure he wanted to be in such close proximity to those particular wolves. “Why so near to them?” He set his bags in the living room.


  She smiled. “I’m solitary. Not affiliated with any nest in the area. And yes, there are a few nests scattered around this part of the country. They’re ridiculously easy to find when you know what to look for. Fortunately for the idiots, their special form of stupidly closed-knit ways does help keep a lot of those clues out of the hands of most of the cockatrice hunters. The closer I am to the wolves, the less likely anyone from the nests will stumble across me. Or anyone from a different wolf Clan.”


  “What do you look for?”


  “Oh, certain patterns of crime literally appearing out of nowhere in very small, rural, usually agricultural towns. Robberies, murders, an explosion of meth labs and other activities. They’ve basically had to resort to drug dealing to make any kind of a living in the States and elsewhere. And authorities mistake them for drug gangs, of course, helping them hide their identity. When things get too hot, they shut down and move. They’re fairly nomadic. They might stay in a certain region for a long time, like the Brussels nest did, but they won’t stay in the same neighborhood for more than a year or so, usually. Not unless it’s a large enough area to cover what they’re doing.”


  “They can’t all be that nasty, can they?”


  “Most of them are. It’s rare for a cockatrice to totally break free from their nest. They’re liable to be killed for it out of fear of information leaking.”


  “But your brothers did.”


  “Yes, and that’s only because they ended up destroying their local nest themselves. Other nests didn’t care enough to go after them, figuring it was an internal power struggle gone horribly awry.”


  “I still don’t understand what your plan is. You’re trying to take over the cockatrice? I thought you were one of them? And if they’re as scattered as you say they are, how do you plan on doing that?”


  Her smile held no humor and chilled Marston to his very core. “Wrong, wrong, and wrong. My mother was a full-blooded, powerful cockatrice. Unfortunately, unlike Edgar and Lenny, who were my half brothers, my father isn’t.”


  “What was he? Human?”


  She let out a snort. “Nope. Life would have been easy if he was. Our kind will accept human-cockatrice hybrids. My father wasn’t human, so it made me ‘impure’ in their eyes. If it hadn’t been for Lenny and Edgar, the nest likely would have killed me outright when my mother died and then they discovered I had survived.” She let out a disgusted snort.


  “Then what was your father?”


  “Wolf. Alpha wolf, as a matter of fact.”


  Marston stared at her. “A wolf? You’re part wolf?” Well, that explained a lot about her. “Is he alive?”


  “For now he is. But when my mother told him about being pregnant with me, he was less than thrilled. For starters, I was illegitimate. He already had a mate. If you could call the poor woman he marked that. Never stopped him from fucking around on her, that’s for sure. From what I understand of wolf codes of conduct of the various Clans, she must not have been his One, because he never would have considered doing it.”


  “Yes. Most Clans in modern times adhere to that. Some don’t. For example, Rodolfo Abernathy has always been an arsehole when it comes to ignoring the Code of the Ancients.” He hoped if he kept her talking he might survive this.


  She stood and went into the kitchen. She returned a moment later with a can of Coke and popped the top. “His second issue was that my mother was a cockatrice. Apparently he considered them good enough to fuck, but not good enough to father a bastard child with. My father tried to take care of my mother and take care of the problem.”


  “Not in a good way.”


  She shook her head. “Nope. Fortunately for me and her both, cockatrice are pretty damn resilient. Chased her down and off a cliff. She shifted mid-fall and the fuckers didn’t see her. Survived to give birth to me a month later.” Her face clouded. “He found out she survived and had her tracked down again. They killed her that time. Thought she was still pregnant. Edgar and Lenny raised me. I always swore I would get revenge, especially for what the bastard told her when she told him she was pregnant.”


  He didn’t ask. He suspected she’d tell it in her own way and time.


  She looked at him with eyes that suddenly felt very familiar. “He told her no bastard wolf-atrice would see the light of day, much less any inheritance, or Pack or Clan status. Purity of blood and all that bullshit.”


  Marston felt a chill settle in his gut. “No.”


  She grinned a decidedly wolfish grin. “Oh, yes. And Daddy dearest doesn’t even know I’m alive.” She cocked her head at him. “You look a little queasy. Want a soda?”


  He nodded as he slumped down into a seat at the table. He’d jumped out of Rodolfo’s frying pan into the decidedly hotter fire of Rodolfo’s pissed-off, illegitimate daughter.


  She returned and handed him an open can of Coke. “Thank you.” He drained half of it in one swallow.


  “You’re welcome.” She stood there, watching him. “You never had any pups to fulfill the blood oath, did you?”


  He shook his head. “No.” He took another drink.


  “Why is that?”


  He was still trying to wrap his head around the news. “I’m gay. And I’m a Beta.”


  “No wildly sown oats floating around out there, huh?”


  He finished the can and let out a belch. He didn’t want to think about this. “No,” he lied. He felt a little dizzy and attributed it to his nerves and the fact that he hadn’t eaten in a while.


  “Did Rodolfo kill your sister and brother-in-law?”


  He shrugged and rubbed at his forehead. The room felt hot. He loosened his tie. “I don’t know. It wouldn’t surprise me. Liam was their youngest, but he was already grown and had left home when they died. I…” His tongue felt thick. “I thought it was an accident, but perhaps not. I lost track of him years ago…”


  She stood in front of him, looking down at him, her arms crossed over her chest. “When was the last time you were with someone?”


  He looked up at her and squinted, had trouble focusing. “What?”


  She grabbed his tie and leaned in close, her flinty grey eyes glinting. “I said, when was the last time you got laid?”


  What’s wrong with me? He stared at her, not able to process her question.


  She grinned and used his tie to haul him to his feet. “Come with me, pops. I have a job for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Marston didn’t understand where he was or why he felt the way he did or why the light in the room looked funny. When he tried to sit up, he realized he’d been shackled to the bed, his wrists encased by engraved silver cuffs that looked all too familiar.


  And he was naked.


  Mercedes appeared in the doorway, dressed in a bathrobe. “Oh, goodie. You’re awake. Don’t worry, pops, you’ll soon grow to like this. And yes, before you ask, those are cuffs like the ones Edgar and Lenny had. They’re from the same batch they ordered. I snarfed them from Lenny’s place after that damn dragon bitch killed him a couple of years ago.” She sighed. “I warned him not to get cocky, not to try to take her by himself, but nooo. He wouldn’t listen to me or let me help. Neither of them would, and now they’re both dead because of her. I’ll show her and all the others.” A brief moment of what might have passed for sadness flashed across her features before she shook her head and it disappeared.


  He tried to break free of the charmed restraints and realized how utterly futile it was. “What did you do to me?”


  “You got roofied, pops. And I pumped you full of Viagra. You’re welcome.” She strolled over and sat on the edge of the bed. “You did good for an old dude. Especially once I gave you a little extra incentive.”


  “What?”


  She leaned over to the bedside table and picked up a small remote control. “This.” She hit a button.


  His body arched, straining as something in his ass started buzzing right against his prostate. She shut it off, but not before he belatedly realized she’d earned interest from his wilted cock.


  She giggled. “See? Don’t worry, you loved it. Both times. You might as well get comfy because I’m ovulating and until I’m sure it’s taken, well…” She shrugged. “Hey, look on the bright side. There are probably plenty of submissive, kinky men out there who’d love to be held as a sex hostage by a hot, younger woman.”


  She stood, turning before she got to the door. “Oh, by the way, before you start running through a lot of possible escape plans that totally won’t work, I’m not going to kill you when I let you go. But as a little insurance I did tape our earlier lovefest and have you on record as saying some great things. Like how you’d love to kill Rodolfo and how he’s a stupid fuck.” She grinned. “And what a great fuck I am. Thank you very much, by the way. You fight me, or royally piss me off, I’ll just make sure to overnight copies along with GPS coordinates to dear old Daddy and leave you tied up with a GPS tracker duct-taped to you. I’m sure he’d love a chance to de-nut you for what you said as well as for tainting the wolf gene pool with his bastard wolf-atrice daughter. He is your uncle, after all. Well, granduncle, if I figured the family tree correctly.”


  She let out a positively evil giggle that sent a shiver through his soul. “Why do you think my brothers agreed to work with you in the first place? Do you honestly think they’d have sided with a wolf that wasn’t hooked in with someone as powerful as Rodolfo Abernathy? Well, especially because you were hooked in with him. And now, as they say, you know the rest of the story.” She waggled her fingers at him. “Rest up. You’ll need it.”


  As she closed the door behind her, his head hit the pillow. He stared up at the ceiling, his mind whirling. I’m bloody well fucked. Rodolfo wasn’t any great guy to deal with, but he had his own strange code of honor. You couldn’t trust him, but he did honor his word. He was cruel and mean and heartless.


  Well, in a strangely predictable way.


  And he wasn’t crazy. You could always follow the thread of his sanity, no matter how strained and twisted, through his actions.


  Mercedes didn’t just want revenge. She was completely insane, something he’d apparently overlooked before. Used to dealing with a certain level of evil over the years, somehow she’d managed to fly below his radar.


  He just hoped he lived to regret it.


  


  * * * *


  


  She returned a few hours later with a tray of food. Still dressed in her bathrobe, she set the tray on the bedside table and sat next to him on the bed. “Well, I’m glad I didn’t hear a lot of plaintive screaming and begging from you. That was refreshing.”


  “You’ve done this before, I take it?” Why play games? She had the upper hand and he wasn’t going to break free of the charmed cuffs. If she was going to kill him, he suspected nothing he could do in his current position would change her mind on the matter.


  She cocked her head as she studied him. “No, I just anticipated a certain level of groveling out of you based upon your previous actions in life and what my brothers told me about you. The words sniveling and cowardly were used more than once.”


  He let out a snort but didn’t answer.


  After a moment, she said, “Well, here’s the deal. I can roofie you again, if you’d like. Drop it in your drink like I did before. I’m also going to dose you up again with the Viagra, but the roofie’s optional. Your choice.”


  “Why?”


  “Why’d I roofie you? Pops, I’d think that answer’s obvious.”


  “No. Why are you giving me a choice about it now?”


  He wasn’t prepared for the way she studied her meticulously lacquered nails for a while before answering. “Because maybe there was a moment or two in there that made me curious to see if you’d enjoy it that much without it,” she quietly said.


  Here he’d thought he’d pegged her as a totally conscienceless sociopath. “I’m gay,” he said, comforted by the fact that she wouldn’t kill or seriously mutilate him until she’d gotten what she wanted from him. “No offense, Mercedes. It’s nothing personal. You are, admittedly, a beautiful woman. No one with a set of working eyes and the ability to appreciate the human form could deny that. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m attracted to men. Yes, in my younger years I did sleep with women in an attempt to ignore what I was. Bloody lot of good that did me,” he added in a mutter.


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  This is peculiar. “What do I mean about what?”


  “About it not doing you any good?”


  “Couldn’t change the fact that I’m a beta, now, could it? Couldn’t change the fact that even though I was the firstborn child, my father’s only son, my Alpha younger sister was the one who received all his blessings. All his attention. All his respect.”


  “Ah. The Daddy Didn’t Love Me defense. Seems like we have more in common than it would first appear.”


  “At least you knew up front your sire was an arsehole. You didn’t waste years of your life trying to earn his respect. You didn’t waste years of your life having your younger sister and her family lorded over your head. You didn’t waste your life breaking your back working for the man, toiling, trying to earn any scrap of decency he might throw your way just for him to completely disown you and tell you how disappointed he was in you with his dying breath.”


  There came the head cock again from her.


  He didn’t break the silence. What difference did it make if he told her? He wasn’t under any illusions how dangerous she was, or how she likely would kill him the moment she discovered she was pregnant.


  “Did you ever take a mate?” she quietly asked.


  Another subject he didn’t like to think about, and hadn’t talked to anyone about in years. “Yes,” he softly admitted. “A few years after my sister did. I’d already met a human man I knew was meant to be mine, but in that time, even that kind of attraction wasn’t enough to make me break through my fears to follow my heart.”


  He swallowed hard, the old wounds he tried to ignore bleeding anew in his heart. “Then he went and married a girl in town and it made the matter moot. Our Clan did adhere to the Code of the Ancients. I couldn’t have him even if I could talk him into it.”


  A heavy sadness settled over him as he thought about his mate. “Saying she was from a poor family doesn’t begin to express the bleak nature of her existence. I had decided to leave, to strike out on my own since I didn’t want to be tortured by what I couldn’t have. I told no one. I’d headed south, hoping to reach London. A day’s journey from home, I rode through a small village of the dreariest, most abjectly depressing kind imaginable. One family had just lost what little they’d owned the night before when their house burned down. Including their eldest child, their only son, who was nineteen and shouldered the greatest burden of working their pitiful farm.”


  As his mind traveled back, he recalled the acrid smoke stinging his nose as he stared at the smoldering remnants of their tiny house. “They had two other children, daughters. One eighteen, one fifteen. The elder girl, Elsbeth, wasn’t homely, but she wasn’t…”


  He sadly smiled. “She couldn’t hold a candle to you, dear. And I don’t mean that as a vapid compliment, either. I stopped my horse and listened to the family as they grieved over their lost son. I don’t know what caused me to dismount and walk over. Perhaps it was knowing in my life I’d never felt that kind of hopelessness until I’d left home and given up what I thought was my life. And even then it was a choice, not a fickle toss of Fate’s hair in my direction. I had plenty of choices.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I walked over to the father and before I realized what I was doing, I found my hand dipping into my purse and pulling out probably more coins than he’d ever dreamed existed, much less would ever cross his palm. I asked him how old the elder daughter was, and if she was betrothed. She looked up at me, surely in shock over what had happened and then at my appearance. I assured Elsbeth that her family would never again want for anything.”


  He conjured her face, the blue eyes red from crying, covered in soot and clothed in little more than rags. “We sought out the village vicar, who was easily convinced with a few more coins to dispense with the legal formalities and assured me he would obtain the license for us in the morning and bring it along personally the next day. Because we were in Scotland, we didn’t have to worry about announcing the banns. I took my new bride to the closest inn and after getting her a bath, I marked and mated her. She was truly a virgin.”


  Mercedes’ eyes widened slightly. “Wow,” she quietly said. “How’d you get from apparently being a decent guy to murdering families and being chained to my bed?”


  He ignored the jab. “I felt a genuine affection for the girl. She was quite shocked to find out what I was, of course, but she raised no objections because she loved her family. I informed her of the blood oath, and I swore I’d never mistreat her. All I required in return was her silence.”


  “Guess she was pretty shocked that you were a shifter, huh?”


  He smiled. “No. She was shocked that I was gay.”


  Her brow wrinkled. “Oh.”


  “I think my father was even more shocked to see me return home with her. I’d stopped along the way, of course, to clean her up and buy her some proper clothes. She agreed to go along with my story that she was the cousin of an acquaintance and to hide her true origins. I believe since we’re past the point of worrying about niceties such as being indelicate, it won’t surprise you to hear I could, of course, tell when her most fertile times were. I didn’t ask of her to do her wifely duties any other time than to try to produce an heir, although there were a few times she approached me and I obliged her out of respect for what she’d taken on by agreeing to my scheme in the first place. It took us several months, but she finally became pregnant.”


  “Wow. Why’d you lie and say you didn’t have any kids to fulfill the oath?”


  “Because I didn’t. The oath required a female born of an Alpha male. Do you want to hear the story or not?”


  She shrugged, indicating for him to continue.


  “Kathleen and Oswald had by that time already produced two sons. Asolo and Boyd. Betas, but I believe Father and Mother doted on them for the reason that they felt no guilt. Those two children, at least, would never have to hand over any of their children to the Abernathy Clan.”


  “Right.”


  He laid his head back. “Our first child was a little girl, Angela. An Alpha. Apparently the Goddess has a very fickle sense of humor. Father took great pleasure in digging at my pride about that.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. Frankly, I’ve given up caring why.” He went quiet, lost in his thoughts about a past he’d refused to revisit in decades.


  “What happened to them?” she finally asked.


  “Who?”


  “Elsbeth. And your daughter. Did you have any other kids?”


  “A son a year later.” He closed his eyes. “Elsbeth died shortly after giving birth to him. He was stillborn and she bled to death. Medical care was quite lacking back then, and even the mate of a shifter wasn’t immune to death.”


  “Oh,” she softly said. “Dude, I’m so sorry.”


  He looked up at her. “I never again tried to marry. I let people assume it was due to my grief. Turns out Father suspected all along I was gay and told me he hoped I didn’t ruin any other women’s lives. Told me it was dishonorable to do what I did even if no one else thought the same way.”


  “Harsh.”


  “He could be a very harsh man. His mother died of soul sickness after her mate was killed while she was pregnant. He was a man of contradictions, emotional and sentimental in his own ways.”


  “What happened to your little girl?”


  “She was killed in a Clan war when she was seventeen. She was a lot like my sister, vicious when need be, a fearsome fighter. She was killed in battle.”


  Mercedes sat back, apparently deep in thought. He didn’t break the silence.


  After countless minutes, she looked at him again, meeting his gaze. “Did you decide about the roofies?” she asked.


  “I’d rather not have them.”


  “Why not?”


  He shrugged as much as he could with his hands cuffed to the bed. “I have plenty of memories to help me out,” he admitted. “And you’ve got the insurance of the little blue pills.” He bucked his hips at her. “And the vibrator in my ass,” he snarked, his pride more than a little pinched by that. Yes, it felt good. But to have it deliberately used against him like that was the straw that oddly broke the camel’s back of his pride.


  “Well, I did that because I thought you’d like it,” she said. “I wanted you to enjoy it. If I’d just wanted to do it efficiently I would have gotten one of those electric shock things and jammed it up your ass and forced it out of you.”


  He wanted to laugh in her face. “Seems like you’ve already forced it out of me. At least begrudge an old wolf what little of his pride remains.”


  “Did you love your daughter?”


  He felt his face heat. “Yes, I did. Very much. As much as any father could.”


  “Then how’d you get to the point where you helped murder a family? A little girl? Edgar and Lenny told me you took the girl in the ritual. That it wasn’t in the original plan to kill her.”


  “Her older brother was supposed to be there. No, we weren’t originally going to kill her. Is that all they told you?”


  “They told me you didn’t have to do the ritual. You didn’t need it like they did.” She grinned, wolfish and looking every bit like Rodolfo Abernathy’s daughter. “That’s a pretty shitty thing to do, slitting a child’s neck, trying to drink and bathe in her blood. They said you dropped the goblet.”


  “I didn’t drop it. It felt like something swatted it out of my hand.”


  “That’s not an answer, pops.”


  “I never said I was proud of all the things I’ve done in my life.” He briefly considered not telling her the rest of the story, then decided it didn’t matter if she killed him there or not. “Don’t suppose your darling brothers told you what they’d planned to do with the girl had I not killed her, did they?”


  She frowned. “What?”


  “Oh, yes,” he shot back. “They’d planned to take her with us. And as soon as she was fertile, they planned on raping her until they got her pregnant. She was an Alpha dragon.”


  Her eyes widened. Before he could even follow the movement, his head rocked to the side as she slapped him. He tasted blood in the corner of his mouth. Turning to face her again, he sneered. “Darling older brothers left out that part of the tale, didn’t they? No, I didn’t have to kill her. But what I did was a far kinder fate than they had in store for her.”


  “You fucking liar!”


  “Am I? I saw you have Edgar’s book. He and Lenny made notes in the margins about the slave ritual they were going to use on her to keep her quiet and docile until her body was ready for breeding, as they called it. And notes again about the fertility rituals to speed things along. Why do you think that was, hmm? They didn’t have mates. They weren’t even going to wait until she was an adult. They were going to begin trying to breed her when she had her first period. Think about it. A hybrid Alpha drag-atrice? They must have seen how powerful you were, their baby sister, a wolf-atrice. They knew if they could breed drag-atrice offspring it could be a game changer. Just because they loved and pampered and doted on you as a child doesn’t mean anything. Just as I loved and doted upon my daughter doesn’t mean spit now!”


  She punched him in the face several times before getting up and leaving, slamming the door behind her.


  He laughed even as he licked at his split lips and felt his left eye swelling shut. “The truth hurts, doesn’t it, my dear?” he yelled after her.


  


  * * * *


  


  The tray of food had long grown cold as he lay there for hours, light fading and his stomach growling. The left eye had swollen completely shut. At first, he’d heard noises out in the house, her screaming, ranting, raging. Howling. Things being broken and thrown.


  Then, nothing.


  No, he wasn’t proud of everything he’d done in his life. Far from it. But he had sworn to the blood oath. Despite not agreeing with it, he’d done his best to uphold it.


  And the little girl’s eyes and screams haunted him to this very day in his nightmares.


  But his conscience would have haunted him even more had he let her live to suffer at the hands of the two cockatrice he’d partnered with. He’d been contemplating how to get her away from them when the point had been rendered moot by her brother’s absence.


  He’d almost drifted off to sleep when he heard the door open. The shadow of her form filled the doorway, backlit by light drifting down the hallway from the living room.


  Hoarse, pained, he nearly didn’t recognize her voice when she spoke. “Why?”


  He almost felt sorry for her. Her brothers had obviously meant the world to her. Her vengeance ran fierce and strong, and to have it so suddenly derailed like that must have been almost too much to bear.


  “Why what?” he painfully pushed out through swollen, bruised lips.


  She stepped into the room and hit the switch turning on the bedside lamp. Her hair hung, tangled and limp, along her face. She looked at the floor. She had Edgar’s book clutched in her arms.


  “Why didn’t they tell me?”


  He somehow suppressed the urge to laugh. “Hitler had a German Shepherd. Her name was Blondie.”


  Her fingers clutched the edges of the book. “Are you saying I was their pet dog? They loved me. They raised me. They stood up for me and protected me from our own kind. They killed for me to keep me alive.”


  “No. You missed my point entirely. He is agreeably one of, if not the worst, mass murderers in the history of the world, and yet he had a pet dog. Actions might be pure evil, but people are not.”


  “So you’re saying you’re not evil? Don’t try to piss on my leg and say it’s raining. I know damn well some of the things you’ve done. Or helped do.”


  Laughing hurt, but he managed it anyway. “I’m no saint, dear. I’ve done some pretty despicable things in my time. There is blood on my hands, no doubt about it. I’ve been cowardly and some might say spineless. Looking back on my life, I’m not going to say I’m having any great epiphany or a road-to-Damascus change of heart. I’m a selfish bastard, yes.”


  He sighed. “There was a time in my life I thought I was a good man and doing good things. The right things, at least. When I buried my daughter next to my wife and son I knew there was something missing in me that others weren’t lacking. My father apparently knew it and had no qualms about telling me.”


  He shrugged as best he could in his restraints. “Why bother? I tried doing what was right and that didn’t help my Angela, now, did it? The Goddess will, I’m sure, make me pay my considerable karmic debt when I pass on.”


  Wordlessly, she turned and left the room, the door standing open. He heard her moving around out in the kitchen. She returned a moment later with a glass of iced tea and a bottle of blue pills. Setting both of those on the tray next to the cold food, she then pulled something from the pocket of her robe and leaned over him.


  He was shocked to feel the cuffs unlock.


  He didn’t move at first as she stood back. She shrugged her robe off and dropped it to the floor, revealing a body even he had to agree was beautiful, if not the ideal gender for his tastes.


  She picked up the glass of tea and held it out to him. “Sit up,” she quietly said.


  Slowly, he did, reaching out to take the glass after rubbing feeling back into his wrists and hands.


  She shook out three of the blue pills into his other hand. “Higher dose because you’re a wolf,” she said in that same, quiet voice.


  He nodded and took them, washing them down without complaint or reservation.


  “I have a deal for you, Marston. You can say yes or no. I still won’t kill you if you say no.” She met his gaze. “I promise.”


  Sensing her sincerity, he nodded.


  “You have a few axes to grind. So do I. I thought my brothers were the greatest. They raised me, protected me, gave me a great life. They were pissed off on my behalf over what happened with the cockatrice shunning me. Many in the nest wanted to kill me.” She let out a harsh laugh. “At least that’s what they told me.”


  He nodded again, still not daring to speak.


  “Let’s get this straight. What I’m offering, I’m still in charge.”


  Another nod. That he was still alive, and now freed from his restraints, bode well for his future.


  Her gaze met his, unwavering. “Mark me. Mate me. The whole nine yards. I won’t screw around on you, either. And together, we take down that fucker Abernathy, as well as the cockatrice. We show them an old beta wolf can fuck Abernathy’s shit up, and that a wolf-atrice can take over the cockatrice and their ‘pure blood’ bullshit. They won’t be able to disrespect us any longer. We join the two races and take them both over.”


  She extended her hand.


  When he quickly weighed his options, he knew the answer was obvious. “On one condition.”


  “What?”


  “That you let me use the bathroom and freshen up and eat first. I think by that time those little blue pills will have worked their magic and I can do you justice.”


  The tiniest hint of a smile quirked the corner of her mouth. “Deal, pops.”


  He reached out and took her hand. “Deal.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He ate, showered, and removed the butt plug from his ass before returning to the bedroom. She’d kept her robe off, apparently completely at ease naked.


  “May we talk for a moment?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Sure.” She settled into the chair along the wall and near the foot of the bed. “About what?”


  He sat on the edge of the bed. “Can you shift?”


  “Yep. Wolf and cockatrice. Although as a cockatrice I can’t take the largest form and don’t have all the powers.”


  He slowly nodded. “That is very impressive.”


  “You don’t need to stroke my ego. I said I’m not going to kill you.”


  “I know.” He met her flinty gaze. “I would like to get to know you. Perhaps that’s a little schmaltzy, as they say, for you, but it does mean something to me.”


  She nodded.


  “Where have you been living? Your accent sounds American, but I can tell you sometimes slip.”


  A smile. “They raised me in Russia and Austria. I’m fluent in Russian, German, French, and English. I’ve lived here in the States for fifty years.”


  “That explains it.” He smiled and took a deep breath. “I have decided I have another condition.”


  She frowned. “What the hell? We had a deal.”


  He stood and walked over to her. She didn’t stand. He looked down at her and, moving quickly, grabbed a fistful of her hair and wrenched her hair back. “Oh, I still want our deal, never fear.” Her eyes never left his and he was pleased that she didn’t fight him.


  Although he damn well knew she could easily eviscerate him before he could blink.


  He leaned in. “In everything we do, while I would like to give you my input, I will accede to your leadership role, as it were.”


  “Okay,” she said, a nervous undertone in her voice. He smelled how she’d suddenly grown wet and suspected he’d guessed right. “So what’s your other condition?”


  He leaned in closer, grazing his teeth across her throat. “In bed, so to speak, I am in control. I do not wish to resort to chemical assistance every time. I believe I can keep you satisfied, but only if you allow me to do things my way. It was how I was able to…perform, as it were, with my wife. And how I prefer to perform when with a man.”


  He looked down to see her fingers tightly curled around the edges of the chair arms.


  “In bed?” she said, breathless.


  “Yes. Metaphorically speaking. Could be anywhere. I mean our relationship as a whole between us. When it comes to sex, I am…” He chuckled and nipped her throat. “I have some pretty kinky desires and quite a few years of pent-up sexual frustration. I think you are more than sturdy enough to allow me free rein in that way. Although with my wife she was content to let me be in charge because it was how things were done back then.”


  He reached between her legs, pleased when she spread her thighs for him. Her juices were flowing, and he forced two fingers between her labia, enjoying the soft moan of pleasure she let slip free when he did.


  He raised his fingers to his lips and tasted them. “Do we have a deal?”


  Her eyes had taken on a slightly glazed look. She nodded.


  He twisted his hand in her hair, roughly, shaking her. “Answer me,” he barked.


  “Yes!”


  “Say it,” he growled. “When it comes to sex and our relationship, I get carte blanche with you. I will own your body in that way, and you will do what I say, when I say it, and how I say it. Pain and pleasure. Understand?”


  She licked her lips. “You’ll own my body and…and do whatever you want to me.”


  He grinned as he yanked her out of the chair by her hair. “Then get on your fucking knees and suck my cock, bitch. Get me nice and hard. Then I’m going to show you that this old wolf can teach you a few tricks.” He didn’t let go of her hair, making her drop to her knees where he held her head between his hands.


  “Suck me down to the root,” he ordered, digging his fingers into her scalp. “And play with my balls.”


  Her eyes dropped closed, another soft moan escaping her as she did just that.


  “Good girl,” he hoarsely said as he roughly started fucking her mouth. It only took a couple of minutes for her to get him fully hard, and from the way the scent of her arousal filled the room, he knew she was enjoying every second of the degrading, demeaning things he said to her as she did.


  He fisted her hair again and pulled her to her feet. Using it as a handle, he dragged her over to the bed and threw her facedown on top of it. When she tried to roll over, he slapped her and shoved her back down onto the bed.


  “Stay,” he barked. He grabbed her hips and lined up his cock between her labia, rubbing the engorged head of it up and down and soaking it in her juices.


  I’m going to enjoy fucking her ass whether she likes it or not.


  But not tonight.


  He slammed his cock deep into her pussy before reaching around her and grabbing her by the throat. He pulled her up onto her knees, impaled on his cock. When she tried to bounce up and down on him, he tightened his grip on her neck. “Not yet,” he ordered.


  He licked the back of her right shoulder, creamy, unblemished flesh. “Do you submit to me, mate?”


  He felt her swallow before she whispered, “Yes!”


  He squeezed a little tighter. “Not good enough,” he said, his cock throbbing and screaming to fuck her. “Ask me. Beg me to mark and mate you, bitch. You want to lead the wolves? You’re going to have to be the whore to one, aren’t you? So make it good. Make it count. Make me believe you mean it.”


  She shivered in his arms. Her vocal cords vibrated under his fingers as she spoke. “Please mark and mate me.”


  “Tell me you want to be my bitch. Tell me you want to belong to a beta. Tell me you want my mark on your flesh. Tell me you want to get pregnant with my pups.”


  She shivered again. “I want to be your bitch. I want to belong to you. I want you to mark me. I want your pups.”


  He licked her flesh again. “Tell me you want me to turn you into my filthy whore. That you want me to do every depraved thing to you that no one else has done.”


  “Yes, please!”


  “Say it!”


  From the way her pussy clamped down on his cock, he suspected she might have just had a little orgasm. “I want you to turn me into your whore and do depraved things to me.”


  “Like make you sit at my feet and suck my cock.”


  “Yes, like sucking your cock.”


  “And fucking your ass.”


  Her body tensed, but she swallowed. “And fucking my ass,” she whispered.


  “I’m going to fuck every hole in your body,” he said. “Whenever I want to. Wherever I want. I will own your body.” He reached up with his free hand and twisted her right nipple, making her cry out, but another wave of flutters passed through her soaking wet cunt. “In fact, tomorrow I’m going to take you out and get your nipples and clit pierced. Mark my bitch in more than one way. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “So say it.”


  “My body belongs to you. I submit to you. I want to be your mate.”


  He chuckled as he licked her shoulder one more time. “Then prepare for the fucking of your life.” He sank his teeth into her shoulder as he fell on top of her. She screamed in pain and pleasure as her pussy clamped down on his cock. He kept his teeth embedded in her flesh as he fucked her, growling as she undulated beneath him while wave after wave of orgasms washed through her and threatened to make him shoot too soon.


  He closed his eyes and tried not to think of Peter, his long-dead love, but it was his face in Marston’s mind as he finally quit holding back and let his balls empty deep inside his new mate’s womb.


  Only when he’d pumped every last drop into her did he release his bite and sit up. She lay there, panting, tears on her cheeks.


  He watched as the mating mark quickly healed over. “So,” he said. “Was that good for you?”


  She pried an eye open and looked at him. A smile had started to cross her face, but he reached out and slapped her.


  He’d make her pay for his swollen eye. “That was rhetorical. I felt you coming like the bitch in heat you are.” He grabbed her hair and pulled her up as he changed position to lie back in bed. “Get your fucking mouth back on my cock and get me hard again. You wanted to be fucked, so you’re going to be fucked.”


  Her eyes widened before she dropped to her knees between his legs.


  He grinned as she let out a soft, happy moan before she sucked him between her lips. He could already feel her through their mating bond.


  And she was happy to comply.


  Not to mention she had enjoyed every second of it.


  He eased up, stroking her hair. “Good girl,” he cooed. “You’re going to learn to like sucking my cock. For the foreseeable future, you will start and end every day on your knees between my legs, in your rightful place. Not to mention in lieu of blue pills, you’re going to have to use your mouth to get me hard and ready to fuck you. When we are alone in this house, you will stay naked and ready for me to use at my leisure.”


  She moaned with renewed pleasure, the sensation vibrating through his cock and into his balls. He was glad he’d read her right, that she had a deep, hidden streak in her she’d likely never allowed anyone to see.


  He wouldn’t treat her like this all the time, although he wouldn’t deny a sadistic satisfaction over making her pay for the beating she’d given him.


  But for tonight…


  No, she wasn’t his Peter. Not even close.


  But I could grow accustomed to this.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  It was a little after eleven o’clock the next morning. Ain had to hold his phone away from his ear. On the other end, Lina, Jan, and Rick were engaged in a screaming match of dragon proportions.


  Apparently the Goddess had pulled rank on her men. A moment after a disquieting silence came over the line, Lina spoke again. “Hi, Ain. Sorry about that. You still there?”


  “Yes, I’m here.”


  “Listen, I’m sending the boys out today to get an RV. We’ll be ready to leave by tonight or first thing in the morning, at the latest.”


  “Um, you just got home from the hospital this morning. I wasn’t calling to ask you to go to Maine with us. I was just updating you.”


  “I know. I’m fine. I pulled a page from Callie’s playbook. Seriously, I’m fine. Dr. Alberto wants to study me. I’m a freak of nature even by shifter standards.”


  “Still—”


  “Want to talk to Lacey? She’ll tell you.”


  He didn’t like the fact that he was now embroiled in the middle of a dragon domestic dispute. “I got the distinct impression that Rick and Jan don’t want you going to Maine with us.”


  “I’m the Goddess and the Seer. They can fucking bite me. No offense, but we do things a little differently than wolves. We’re all going to Maine with you. If Abernathy’s going to be there, I’m going. I’m damn sure not staying home alone while everyone else gets to go up there. Besides, I want a crack at Marston if he shows his ugly mug.”


  “I see.”


  “I’m not going to fly with the babies this young. And I hate flying anyway. So an RV is perfect. Been wanting one for family vacations anyway. We can drive straight through and be there in around twenty-four hours. Meet you there, no problem.”


  Elain tapped him on the arm, wanting his attention.


  “What?” he silently mouthed.


  She made the universal “gimme” gesture with her hand.


  “Hold on, Lina. Elain wants to talk to you.” He handed it over and turned to find Brodey and Cail smirking at him. “What?” he asked them.


  Cail laughed. “Glad she’s got you as pussy-whipped as she does us.”


  A few minutes later, Elain finished the phone call and returned Ain’s phone to him. “Where can we buy an RV? Or do we have one stashed around here somewhere?”


  “What?” all three men asked.


  “Babe, I’m going to buy our airline tickets here in a minute,” Cail said.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “Nope. I want to caravan with Lina and her guys. It makes sense.”


  “In what universe?” Ain asked.


  “Eh, Ain,” Liam said from where he’d been watching and listening. “A word?”


  He stepped over to speak with his father-in-law.


  “Um, boyo, I wouldn’t think of stepping in and interfering. But if she’s anything like her mum, I would quit while yer ahead. That’s the exact same look Maureen would give me when she made her mind up about something, and yer better off trying to move a starving lion off a fresh kill than trying to get her to change her mind. And considering how upset she is over Carla, it might be best to go with her idea.”


  Ain took a breath to try to get his thoughts under control.


  Followed by another breath.


  He returned to his brothers. “I guess we’re going RV shopping. We don’t have much time. Someone call Lina back, please, and tell her we’ll meet them at their house tomorrow morning by nine.”


  Brodey and Cail stared at him. “What?”


  “You heard me,” he said as Elain broadly grinned and threw her arms around him to kiss his cheek. “One big enough for all of us, including Mai and her guys. I’ll talk with the jaguars and the others to see if they want to come, too. They can follow us or meet us up there.”


  “You are the best Prime ever,” she said with a grin.


  “I’d damn well better be your only Prime,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men ended up going all the way to Pt. Charlotte to find a Class A RV that would suit their needs and comfortably fit them. They returned home before dinner with their acquisition.


  And still no word from the kidnappers…or Abernathy.


  Elain and Mai cooked dinner that night for everyone. Oscar, Doug, and Wally opted to fly to Maine and would meet them there. The Montalvos would come back in the morning to follow them by car up to Lina’s, and to Maine from there. Mark would fly in Friday morning.


  “My Seer powers can kick in any time they want,” Elain softly groused to Mai in the kitchen as they were doing dishes after shooing the men out. “Lacey and everyone can’t give me any answers. I know I get little visions about me and the guys, and I seem to be able to feel things from people when I touch them, but neither of those skills are helpful right now. What I really want to see for myself is that Mom is all right.”


  “From what I understand, Lacey has a great track record,” Mai said. “I’d even heard of her before my parents died. She’s got a good reputation.”


  “I know but that’s not the same as proof. Or answers,” she added.


  “What are your instincts telling you?”


  Elain frowned. “I had a feeling Abernathy wouldn’t quit. I just never thought he’d stoop this low.”


  “Will Daniel rule against me, do you think?” she fearfully asked.


  Elain hugged her. “No. Absolutely not. My gut tells me that Abernathy is using your uncle to get me up to Maine. He probably guesses from the way shit went down before that there’s no way I’d let you go and not go with you. He wants me up there.”


  “And you think he’s going to try to ask for some sort of trade?”


  “If I was a gambling woman, yes, that’s a sound theory.”


  “He’s insane.”


  “We know that, but he thinks he’s the hero in his delusional world.” She felt the Alpha stir a little and carefully backed away from her anger. “I should have ripped his throat out while I had the chance that day,” she whispered. “I was right there in front of him. I could have just reached out and…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


  “Maybe this sounds naive, but I’m going to trust Lacey’s visions, too. I know you and the guys will kick his ass.”


  Elain opened her eyes again and looked down into the other woman’s face. She wasn’t that much younger than herself, only by six years, but she bore a sad mix of youthful innocence and world-weary exhaustion in her expression.


  Elain hugged her. “I promise you, he’s not getting away with this. You and me won’t spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders. We will take care of this.”


  “I know,” Mai mumbled against her. “But will you promise me something?”


  “Yeah.”


  She looked up, tears in her brown eyes. “If something happens to me and the guys, promise me you’ll raise my baby. Promise me you’ll protect her.”


  Elain hugged her more tightly. “We will,” she softly said. “I swear we will, honey. But nothing’s going to happen to you or your two lunks, so it’s a moot point.”


  The two lunks themselves appeared in the kitchen doorway, concern on their faces.


  “Everything okay?” Micah asked.


  Elain gently handed her off to him. “It’s okay. We were talking. We’re all under a lot of stress right now.”


  Liam silently slipped into the kitchen and took Mai’s place at the counter while Micah and Jim led her off to their room. He picked up the dishtowel. “She’s not doing so good, is she?” he asked.


  “She’s stressed. About the baby, about Mom…” She stopped, her hands submerged in the dishpan, and stared at the bubbles on the surface. It felt like something was trying to tickle the edges of her mind, a thought, an insight, maybe?


  Would it be too much to hope for an outright vision?


  But then the sensation left as quickly as it had appeared.


  “Ye all right?”


  “Yeah.” She found the scrubber and started washing the next pot. “But if Lina ever locates a Goddess 101 manual, I hope she finds a copy of Seer Skills for the Clueless next to it on the shelf.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain didn’t want the Alpha inside her rearing its ugly head again the way it had the night before. After making sure she had everything packed and ready to go for their early departure, she tackled Ain on the bed.


  “You sure you’re feeling up to this, sweetheart?” he asked.


  In response, she reached between his legs and cupped her hand over his cock and balls.


  “Guess that answers that question,” he mumbled as his cock immediately stiffened under her palm.


  She knelt between his legs. With the fingers of one hand encircling the base of his shaft, and her other hand cupping his balls, she slowly swiped her tongue over the head of his cock.


  He let out a soft moan and brushed his fingers through her hair. Already she felt her body responding, knew she was wet and ready. Her eyes dropped closed as she took her time running the tip of her tongue across his slit, tasting his pre-cum.


  Then she heard Brodey and Cail enter the room.


  “Oh…yeah.” In a flash, Brodey was naked and kneeling behind her with his hand between her legs.


  Cail took a couple of seconds longer to undress, but she soon felt the mattress dip again as he climbed on.


  “You sure you two are up for this?” Ain teased.


  “Might be the last chance for a while,” Brodey grumbled.


  The thought had crossed her mind that on the off chance things went really, really wrong in Maine, it might be their last chance ever.


  Not that she honestly believed that would happen.


  But it would keep her Alpha quiet for a little while, at least.


  She lifted her head and looked into Ain’s grey gaze. “All three of you,” she whispered. “Please?”


  “Coming up,” Brodey said, bouncing off the bed to find the lube and a towel.


  Ain crooked a finger at her. She crawled up his body and kissed him while he grabbed her hips and lined his cock up with her ready cunt. A soft, pleased sigh escaped her as his cock bottomed out inside her.


  Cail leaned back against the headboard with his cock fisted in his hand. Instinctively, she licked her lips before leaning over to engulf his cock with her mouth.


  “Oh, yeah,” he murmured. “Just like that, baby.”


  Brodey returned and before she could even close her eyes, she felt him drizzling lube down the seam of her ass. His skilled fingers quickly worked it into her rim, first one, then two, stretching and prepping her for his cock.


  Her clit throbbed, wanting stimulation.


  Ain palmed her breasts in his hands and began tweaking her nipples. “You have no idea what you do to us, baby,” he hoarsely said.


  Obviously they knew what they did to her, though. She held still as Brodey lined the head of his cock up with her tight back channel and slowly pressed forward, breaching her rim. There was a moment of discomfort, then the delicious feel of her body stretching to accommodate both of the cocks inside her. Need burned a connection straight to her clit as she whined around Cail’s cock.


  “Fuck me!” she thought to them.


  All three men let out a groan in response.


  Somehow, she’d gone from not really being sure she even wanted anal, to loving and craving it if for no other reason than to feel her body being filled by her men at the same time.


  And once Brodey had the entire thick length of his cock sheathed in her ass, it felt really damn good. It forced Ain’s cock firmly against her G-spot. And as she started moving, Brodey reached around her and found her swollen clit with his finger.


  Cail cradled her head in his hands. “That’s it, baby. You just enjoy it.”


  Enjoy it she did. Every tweak of her nipples sent another spike of pleasure to her clit, which Brodey now skillfully rolled between his thumb and fingers in much the same way Ain was tormenting her nipples.


  Erotic pressure built deep inside her as the climb to her first orgasm robbed her of thought. All she wanted was that sweet release, to feel her body click over into automatic pilot mode as it squeezed their cocks inside her ass and pussy. With their bodies surrounding her she felt their love, their passion, their devotion washing off them and through her.


  And also deep inside them, their worry about the final outcome of the meeting with Abernathy.


  She shoved that observation aside, afraid it’d harsh the orgasmic buzz rapidly overcoming her mind, body, and soul.


  As Ain and Brodey started moving more, the erotic friction inside her kindled her inevitable explosion. She loudly moaned around Cail’s cock.


  “That’s it,” he said. “You just keep doing that. It’s perfect, baby.”


  “I won’t last long,” Brodey said, his voice sounding strained.


  Their voices faded as a curtain of pleasure descended upon her. Another vision came to mind, of her holding a baby, a little boy…


  And then she was slammed back into her body by yet another orgasm.


  Cail came first, his cock transforming into hot, silken steel as jets of cum pumped over her tongue. She let out another moan of pleasure as his taste filled her senses.


  Ain was next, almost immediately followed by Brodey, both of their cocks also growing harder just before they exploded and she felt them pumping their seed into her.


  Maybe fulfilling her vision?


  She didn’t know and didn’t care as one last, red-hot burst exploded inside her and she collapsed into a quivering puddle on top of Ain.


  Cail’s softening cock slipped from her mouth as all three men fell still. Brodey’s lips feathered along her spine, his hands now tender and gentle as he stroked her back. Ain carefully stroked her hair, and Cail laced his fingers through hers, bringing her hand up to his mouth to kiss it.


  And inside her, the Alpha curled up, pleased and sated, too.


  For now.


  


  * * * *


  


  Carla harbored no love for her kidnappers, but the fact that they apparently weren’t going to rape, beat, or kill her did relax her.


  A little.


  That Ken stopped and picked up supplies for her, like a toothbrush and toothpaste, as well as new underwear and a jacket, gave her hope that just maybe she might live to see her daughter and sons-in-law again. As well as the rest of her new adopted family.


  And Liam.


  She didn’t know why she was now caught in the middle of this mess. She suspected it had something to do with that louse, Rodolfo Abernathy. She’d heard Ken talk with someone on the phone a few times, including threats from the unseen caller that if they screwed up their assignment, they’d be killed.


  Now if she could just figure out a way to escape, or to signal Elain and her men where she was, or even catch the attention of law enforcement, things would be great. She knew they were going to Maine, but that was all she knew.


  If she could get away from them there, she knew she could find her way to Lacey’s or Jocko’s. Or to any member of the Clan up there.


  The only thing she could do in the meanwhile was keep her head down and wait for an opening.


  They spent the first day on the road, ending up in a cheap, back-road hotel in West Virginia. They stayed there for two days, the men taking turns sleeping to watch her.


  But they weren’t cruel. They went out and brought food and coffee back. Ken, especially, seemed concerned for her well-being, and not because she was their prisoner.


  When Trent was asleep, she talked with Ken. “Why are you doing this? You seem too nice to be doing something like this.”


  “Ma’am, there are a lot of things you don’t understand about how wolves do things.”


  “My daughter’s family and friends don’t go around kidnapping people.”


  He slowly nodded. “Not all wolves are alike. Some are vicious. And sometimes, a person, wolf or human, has to do what they need to do to ensure the safety of themselves and their family.”


  She studied him. “He’s a monster, isn’t he?”


  “Who?”


  “Abernathy. He looked like an asshole, but he’s more than just a mean, bitter, vengeful man. He’s a monster without a conscience.”


  Ken slowly nodded. “That would be a fairly accurate description of him.”


  “Is he going to kill me?”


  “No, ma’am. Not as far as I know. Look, please, just go lay down and sleep or watch TV if you want to. I really don’t want to talk about this.”


  “He threatened you if you didn’t do this, didn’t he?”


  “Let’s just say Trent and I felt a need to preserve our hides.” He pointed at her bed, the one farthest from the door and windows.


  She knew further questioning would be futile. But it did put her mind at ease that, for now, she was relatively safe.


  So to speak.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  The next day, Daniel received word from Ain that the whole Florida Circus, as he’d privately began thinking of them, was on I-75 and heading north to Maine. Driving straight through, it would take them about twenty-four hours or so, still giving them plenty of time to put their heads together and plan what to do to get Carla back from Abernathy.


  Kitty had left early that morning and was still out on a reconnaissance run looking for cockatrice when Callie brought in the mail a little after noon. Curiously, there was a Priority Mail box addressed to Daniel. She walked inside. “Sir?” she called out.


  She wasn’t sure what was in the box, and wouldn’t open it without asking him, just as he wouldn’t open her mail first without asking her.


  Still, it was odd.


  “What is it, pet?”


  “You’ve got a box.”


  He walked into the kitchen, where she’d set it on the counter.


  He frowned as he looked at the return address. “There’s no name. Just that it was sent from Bangor.” He looked at her.


  “What?”


  He held it up. “This is odd.”


  “I agree.”


  He stared at it for a moment. “Can you…?”


  She smiled and reached out a hand for it. Holding it in both hands, she closed her eyes and let herself fade into it just enough she could make out the contents. “It looks like a CD or a DVD, some paper, and some photographs.” She handed it back with a smile.


  “No bomb?”


  She winked. “I wouldn’t have brought it inside if I thought it was that weird.”


  He ripped the box open, frowning when he laid the contents on the counter.


  She looked over his shoulder, gasping at the same time he did.


  Someone had taken a series of pictures of Rodolfo Abernathy and some of his men carrying a naked and injured Paul through the woods. Culminating with Rodolfo slitting his grandson’s throat.


  Then the burial.


  Then, pictures of Paul’s corpse after someone had obviously partially dug him up.


  And some other pictures, of an older man Callie was almost positive she could identify, and the two men who’d been captured on the video as Carla’s abductors.


  “Holy fucking shit on a shingle,” Callie whispered.


  “Um, yeah.”


  He picked up the letter and quickly read it before handing it to her. The other papers were maps, some printed from a computer, some hand-drawn, leading to the body.


  


  Dear Mr. Blackestone,


  I hope this finds you well. We have a common enemy, as it were. I take it you are astute enough to deduct who that someone is based upon the evidence contained herein. On the DVD is video of the murder and the burial of Paul Abernathy, as well as evidence that the two men who appeared at the Lyalls’ wedding in Florida were working for the man. You’ll also see evidence that Marston Hill has some sort of dealings with him as well. I suspect the provided evidence will give you the rationale you’ve been needing. No, I don’t wish to disclose who I am at this time, or my connection to our common interest. You will find the address I supplied on the package is for the main post office in downtown Bangor.


  Do with this information what you will. I provide it as a, shall we say, public service.


  Regards,


  Anon


  


  She looked up at him. “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”


  He carried the DVD out to the living room where he popped it into their player. They watched as Abernathy ordered his grandson carried from the limo. Then the mystery cameraman raced through the underbrush with eerie silence to film Paul’s murder and burial. When that ended, the picture changed to footage of the two men who abducted Carla lurking around the fringes of Elain’s wedding. Then several shots of the men pulling into a hotel in Arcadia and going up to a room.


  He hit pause when the camera showed who opened the door.


  Rodolfo Abernathy.


  “Holy crap,” Callie said. When he glanced at her, she shrugged. “Sorry, I’m running out of words.”


  He hit play again. One of the two men left Rodolfo’s room and returned with an older man. They both went inside.


  “That is him,” Callie said. “I’m sure of it. I remember him from Brussels. That’s Fat Boy.”


  “Hello, Marston Hill,” Daniel said.


  “This is good, right?” Callie asked. “It’s the proof we needed that he was working with Abernathy the whole time. And it’s proof of Elain’s guess about his identity.”


  He scrubbed his face with his hands. “It gets worse.” He looked at her. “Paul’s murder happened on our lands, inside our Clan’s territory. That makes it our problem. Our jurisdiction. Whoever sent us this knew that.” He studied the maps again. “It also gives us the proof we need to show other Clans to take down Abernathy without worrying about what anyone else thinks. Including people in his own Clan, if they’re stupid enough to challenge us.”


  “So who do you think sent all this? Who the hell was doing the filming?” They never revealed themselves at all in the shots, not even to say anything to identify their gender.


  “I don’t know,” he said, “but only a shifter of some sort could move that fast through the woods with that kind of stealth. A human would have been floundering around in the underbrush.”


  “Can I kill Abernathy now, Sir?” she grumbled.


  “Ask me again after we get Carla back safely and all our loved ones are accounted for,” he rumbled deep in his throat. “Otherwise, I’d turn you loose on him this second, no matter what I promised the jaguars.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Daniel left less than an hour later without telling Callie where he was going or what he was doing, only that it might be late before he returned.


  Callie didn’t miss that he took the evidence with him.


  He was still gone when Kitty returned just before dark. “Where’d he go?”


  “I suspect he went in search of a skeleton in Abernathy’s closet.”


  “Oh, what now?”


  “I mean a literal skeleton.” She told Kitty what he’d received in the mail.


  “Holy fuck,” she whispered. “That’s damn stupid of Abernathy. Shows how angry and careless he was. He knows damn well Clan territory is sacrosanct. Now we can go after Abernathy, right?”


  “Wrong. We need to get Mom back safe and sound first. Everything’s on hold until that happens.”


  “I think if we held a lottery selling tickets for first crack at the guy, we could raise a fortune.”


  “I don’t think you’re wrong.”


  It was late in the evening when he did return, dirty and looking grim. “We found the grave,” he said as he walked into the kitchen to pour himself a drink. “Exactly where the information said. Our mystery benefactor even helpfully marked the grave with those little surveyor flags to make sure we couldn’t miss it. My first guess would be someone inside Abernathy’s organization wants him gone. My second guess would be someone else we don’t know about.”


  “That’s like saying the sky’s blue,” Kitty snarked. “Let me see the video.”


  He handed her the DVD. Callie, despite having seen and even caused a lot of carnage in her life, opted not to sit through a second viewing.


  Kitty returned to the kitchen with the DVD a moment later. “A shifter had to have filmed it.”


  He nodded. “Yep. My thought exactly.”


  “What kind of shifter is the question.”


  He took a sip of the bourbon he’d poured. “I don’t have an answer. Right now, my priority is getting Mom back safe and sound. I can’t begin to deal with this until we do that.”


  “Do you think it’s the jaguars?” Callie asked.


  Kitty shook her head. “If you mean the Montalvos, it’s not them. For one, the camera angle means the person was upright. They can’t hold a camera while shifted, and they’re only that stealthy in shifted mode. I’ve worked with Ortega and his brothers a few times.”


  “Regardless of who filmed it,” he said, “this information doesn’t help us find Mom.”


  “Let me try to find her, Sir,” Callie asked.


  He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. I can’t risk you like that.”


  “Please?”


  “Do you even have an idea where to start looking for him? I can’t get him to answer his cell phone. Now it goes straight to voice mail and he’s not calling me back. I don’t know where he is or how to find him.”


  She didn’t have an answer for that.


  “Pet?”


  She huffed. “Okay, fine, so I don’t know where he is, but at least I could be out there looking for information.”


  “And that could tip him off and make him spook and kill Mom. I’m sure he assumes we think he’s behind it, but since we’ve not made any accusations about it, he’s smugly keeping his head down.”


  Another point she couldn’t argue against.


  He set his glass down and turned to her, resting both hands on her shoulders. “If you can get either of your sisters to give you information we can use to find Mom, then yes, we’ll go from there.”


  “I can go ask them?”


  He nodded. “But if they can’t or won’t, you come back here immediately. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Before he could say anything else, she closed her eyes and opened them in Babs’ living room.


  “Babs?” She quickly searched the house, and outside, swearing when she couldn’t find her. That was one of the things that had always sucked, that her two older sisters had more powers than she did, especially when it came to locating each other.


  “Babs!” she yelled outside.


  Around her, the forest echoed her cry back to her.


  “Dammit.”


  She tried Brighde next.


  No luck.


  Dejected, she returned to their kitchen. Both Daniel and Kitty startled when she reappeared. “Nothing,” she softly said.


  “They wouldn’t help you,” he asked, “or you couldn’t find them?”


  “Couldn’t find them.”


  He pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay, pet. We’ll get her back safely. Lacey insists she sees Carla in the future and for as long as I can remember, she’s rarely wrong. Especially not when she’s had multiple visions about the same thing. We’re all hanging our hats on that. It’s all we can do for now.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  It was Ain’s turn behind the wheel when they crossed into North Carolina. Lacey, who’d changed over to their RV with Lina and the babies at the last gas stop, walked up and sat in the passenger seat. “Want some company?”


  He nodded. “I’m not about to tell you of all people no.”


  She smiled. “You are a wise little wolf, my boy.”


  He snorted. “Little?”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “In the grand scheme of things, yes. Compared to me? Definitely.”


  “Sorry.”


  She let out a laugh and glanced behind them. Mai, Lina, and Elain were huddled around the dinette table and deep in discussion. The Beasts, both sound asleep, were securely strapped into car seats, which were seatbelted into the two passenger chairs in front of the dinette.


  “Our family is rapidly growing, son,” she said.


  “You can say that again.”


  “One day, it’ll be your turn.”


  He forced himself to keep his eyes on the road. “Something you’re not telling me?”


  “Nothing you don’t already know for yourself. No, I don’t have details.”


  “You’re taking this whole thing awfully casually, no offense.”


  She shrugged. “I see what I see.”


  “So you see us getting her back safely?”


  He glanced over again and spotted her sly smile. “Nooo, not that exactly.”


  “Then what, exactly?”


  She reached over and patted him on the shoulder, dropping her voice as she did. “I see lots of things that indicate we’re going to have a happy ending, to this part of the tale, at least. Please, don’t worry. Do your best to comfort Elain and not lose your temper over her stress. Giving in the way you did to her about the RV was the best thing you could have done.”


  “Glad you think so.”


  “Come now. You and your brothers can easily afford it.”


  “Not the issue. I feel extremely vulnerable out on the road like this.”


  “I can send Lina up here,” she said. “Then Goddess could be your copilot.”


  He couldn’t help but laugh.


  


  * * * *


  


  “This is going to sound stupid,” Mai said as her gaze dropped to her hands. “Promise not to laugh?”


  “Of course we won’t laugh,” Elain assured her. She reached across and gripped her friend and cousin-in-law’s hand. Immediately, a mixed sense of trepidation—over the baby she carried, Elain sensed—and relief over being so readily accepted, flowed through Elain.


  “I keep dreaming,” Mai whispered. “I told you I dream about my baby. But I’ve had other dreams.”


  “Like what?” Lina asked.


  The woman’s face turned pink. “About babies.”


  “Babies in general,” Elain said, “or specific babies?”


  “Well, not babies, specifically.”


  Elain shared a quick glance across the table with Lina before returning her attention to Mai. “What, specifically?”


  “Pregnancies.” She looked up at Elain. “You, for one.”


  Her heart raced. “Me?”


  Mai nodded.


  “And who else?”


  “Please, Goddess, not me,” Lina snarked. “I have the feeling I’m going to need several years of recovery time raising the Beasts before tackling more dragon babies.”


  “Who?” Elain asked again.


  Mai’s face reddened a little more. “Mom.”


  “What?” both women shrieked.


  “Everything okay back there?” Ain called out.


  “Um, yeah. We’re fine,” Elain said before dropping her voice. “Mom? My mom?”


  Mai nodded.


  Lina clamped her lips together but Elain could see the giggles trying to force their way free.


  “My mom’s going on sixty.”


  “I know, believe me, but it’s what I saw. She looked younger, too.”


  “Who’s the daddy?” Lina managed to get out without laughing.


  Mai’s blush deepened. “Dad.”


  “As in Liam?” Elain asked.


  Mai nodded. The poor woman looked like she had a severe case of sunburn, her cheeks were so pink. She was saved any further discomfort by both of the Beasts waking up at the same time. Elain got up and took Luke, while Lina grabbed George.


  “Boob or bottle?” Elain joked.


  Lina smiled. “Bottles for both. No one told me baby dragons were born sporting full sets of teeth. My boobs need a break. Not to mention they apparently have larger appetites than an adult dragon. I cannot keep up without formula.”


  With her free hand, she pulled the diaper bag out from under the table and handed it to Mai. “Can you please make us up two bottles? Two scoops of powder in each and fill them with water.”


  She nodded as she rummaged through the bag for the supplies. “Do we need to heat them or anything?”


  “It’s fine as long as it’s room temp. I’ve also been informed that dragon babies are hardy, that their voracious appetites aren’t picky, and that it’ll only get worse from here on out.”


  Elain smiled down at the baby in her arms, who was reaching out for her fingers. His brown eyes were wide open and full of conscious wonder as he looked directly at her hand, completely focused. Apparently shifter babies developed far faster than their fully human counterparts.


  It left her wondering how quickly a baby wolf would develop.


  And if they were also born with full sets of teeth.


  “Um, seriously Elain, don’t let him latch on to your finger.”


  Luke had grabbed her hand and was pulling it toward his mouth. She looked up at Lina. “Why n—ow!” She yanked her finger from the grinning baby’s mouth and examined the wounded digit. He’d broken the skin, fortunately not deep enough to draw blood, though. If he could do that to her finger, she could only imagine what kind of misery Lina went through trying to breast-feed them.


  Lina smirked. “That’s why. You should see the battle wounds Zack and Kael have. Like I said. Voracious. I do, however think I’ve figured out what baby dragons are called.”


  “What?”


  “Piranha.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As they neared the Clan Compound late the next morning, Brodey was behind the wheel while Elain tried to keep herself from pacing a groove in the floor. Ain, now riding shotgun, called Jocko for advice on where to park the RVs. He directed them to a large guest cabin the Council kept for visitors, which was only a few minutes from his own house.


  The older shifter met them there with the keys. “Ye brought the whole kit and caboodle, I see.”


  “The Montalvo brothers and some of the others are staying at the hotel up the road.”


  Jocko nodded as he unlocked the door. “Good, because as big as this place is, it’ll still be tight for ye.”


  He led everyone inside. There were enough bedrooms for Elain and her men, Lina and her men, Mai and her men, and one other bedroom.


  “We’ll stay in the RV,” Zack volunteered. “Liam can have the last bedroom.”


  “No, son, it’s all right,” Liam said. “Ye can have it.”


  Kael smiled and slung an arm around Zack’s shoulders. “Seriously, I think everyone will want us sleeping in the RV.”


  Lina laughed. “Liam, it’s fine. Take the bedroom.”


  Jocko looked at Lacey. “Ready for me to take ye home? Yer blasted beast is driving me crazy.”


  “Jasper’s not a beast.”


  “Naw, he’s a demon is what he is,” he good-naturedly said. “Lucky thing I love the blasted beast.”


  She hugged everyone good-bye. “I’ll stop in later, after I’ve had a shower and a nap.”


  Elain stared at everyone. “It’s Wednesday. Isn’t it?”


  Ain nodded. “Yes, babe. The showdown is in three days. Saturday.”


  Her Alpha made a few grumbles but settled without further complaint. “What are we supposed to do until then? And what if the cops try to contact us?”


  Cail held up his cell phone. “Miracle of modern technology, babe,” he wearily said. She knew he had to be exhausted, because he barely slept during the entire trip. “Jeurgins and our attorney are running interference for us. We told them another family emergency up here had us leaving in a hurry, but that we’ll be back and we’re within reach of our phones. Plus Mark’s working with them down there.”


  “It’s under control,” Ain said as he pulled her to him. “Let’s get unpacked and then I need a shower and some food. Blackie and Callie are coming over later, as are the Montalvos and everyone else, for a confab. I want to be rested.”


  “Rested?” she asked.


  He nodded. “As in a chance to sleep. Not as a euphemism for sex.”


  Elain wasn’t sure, but the Alpha inside her seemed a little disappointed by that.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Marston leaned back in his chair as he sipped his brandy. Before him on the floor sat a naked Mercedes. On her knees, her legs spread as wide as possible, her hands laced behind her back, elbows out, back arched, breasts jutting.


  And the aroma of her arousal filling the room. She already had a small puddle of her juices forming under her.


  Well, that wasn’t completely accurate. He assumed some of that was his own cum dripping out of her, too.


  Her nipples sported brand-new captive bead rings, and one also sat nestled on her clit hood, easily visible due to her completely denuded mound, which he’d had waxed before taking her to get pierced.


  He didn’t think the wolf-atrice could feel embarrassment, but her face had turned a delightful shade of red when he marched her into the day spa and had her lift her miniskirt to show the waxing technician what he wanted.


  Of course, Mercedes was no longer allowed to wear panties.


  Adding to her discomfort was the fact that after he’d sat in and watched the waxing, as soon as the technician left the room he’d bent his mate over the table and fucked her right there.


  And he refused to let her clean up.


  He’d also forbid her to come, leaving her extremely horny and more than a tad bit pissed off.


  To his extreme amusement and her irritation, she was also unable to disobey him due to her willingly submitting to him and becoming his mate.


  He’d deliberately chosen the most seedy-looking place he could find to get her piercings done, in the back of a tattoo parlor next to a liquor store.


  The piercer, also one of the tattoo artists, had grinned when Marston made Mercedes lift her skirt and her shirt right there to show him her wares.


  Marston had placed a hand on the back of her neck. “My little slut here needs a few permanent reminders of her place. Something she cannot easily remove. Something I can attach things to as I see fit.”


  “I think I can help you out, buddy.”


  Behind the flimsy cloth divider screen cordoning off the piercing table, Marston ordered her to strip and get on the table.


  “Oh,” Marston added, “if you need to play with her nipples to get them hard for the piercings, feel free.”


  She’d glared at him, but didn’t dare argue.


  Marston leaned back against the wall to watch, arms crossed over his chest. “Hands behind your head, dear,” he said. “And legs spread wide. Keep them there until I say otherwise.”


  She’d obeyed.


  “And keep your eyes open. I’m paying the man good money to bling you out, as it were. The least you can do is be courteous.”


  As he’d watched her discomfort grow, he felt his cock throb. No, she wasn’t a guy.


  But this was the first time in a long time he’d been able to completely satisfy his sadistic urges without the slightest bit of care or hesitation. Apparently, his libido liked it.


  He’d fucked her immediately after, once again refusing to let her come as he bent her over the hood of her car in the alley behind the building, her skirt hiked up around her waist.


  He cocked his head as he watched her. “How’s the new jewelry, dear? Comfy?”


  She glared at him, but didn’t respond.


  He swiftly reached down and tugged on the clit ring, making her cry out. “I suggest you answer me, slut, when I ask you a question, or you’ll find yourself sporting a very heavy, very uncomfortable weight attached to this.”


  “They’re fine!” she said, desperation tinging her tone.


  He let go. He’d had her sitting like that for the better part of twenty minutes. He knew it couldn’t be comfortable, shifter or not, to remain like that.


  But he still had a couple of things he wanted to do to her today, to absolutely cement in her mind her place in their dynamic when it came to this. After they finished their talk.


  “Now, my dear, explain your plan to trap Rodolfo. If he has, in fact, had Elain Pardie’s mother abducted, I would guess that his life is now forfeit once they get her back.”


  “You’re going to stay in the car to follow him if he actually gets to leave the place after the meeting. No one there knows what I look like. I’ve got a couple of smoke bombs. If it looks like he might get his throat ripped out right there, I’ll lob them, grab him, and run with him. If he gets out of the building, I’ll track him down.”


  “And if they kill him right there?”


  “They won’t. I’m sure the wily bastard has plans of his own on how to escape. I am almost certain he’ll manage to get himself out of the building, one way or another.”


  “You seem very certain of yourself.”


  “I am. I’ve waited a long time for this.”


  “And once he’s in our custody?”


  She smiled. “Daddy’s going to be signing everything over to me.”


  “Such a clever girl.” Setting his drink aside, he stood and unzipped his pants. She immediately opened her mouth wide, making him laugh.


  “Good girl, but wrong idea.” He turned and shoved his pants down to his ankles. Then he bent over the chair and braced himself on it. “Shove your tongue in there and lick my asshole, you little whore. Get it in there nice and deep. And keep your hands behind your head.”


  Immediately, he felt her nose and tongue burrowing between his ass cheeks, her soft, plaintive moans sending sweet waves of vibration through him.


  “Yes, you like that, don’t you? Well, believe me, you’ll be doing a lot of that.” His cock had completely hardened as well, a drop of pre-cum pearling at the slit. “You won’t have any doubts about your place in the world in a very short time. And if you do a very good job, I might let you come the next time I fuck you.”


  At that another long, anxious moan vibrated through her mouth and straight to his balls as she kept her tongue wiggling inside his ass. Her smell grew stronger. He suspected if he looked, her juices would practically be flowing from her as horny as she was.


  “That’s right,” he sadistically cooed. “Be a good girl and lick my ass and maybe I’ll reward you for it.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Late Friday afternoon was quickly jogging toward evening. Despite their best efforts and a wide network of shifters of various races being brought in to help, they were no closer to locating Carla before the meeting the next day.


  Elain sat on the cabin’s back porch with Lina, Mai, Callie, Kitty, and Lacey. Lina’s guys were handling the Beasts, giving Lina a break to sit and talk with the other women. The two younger Montalvo brothers and Oscar Chaudhuri tensely stood watch in the backyard.


  No one was taking any chances with the safety of the other women.


  “Why did he make Abernathy wait until the full moon for the meeting?” Elain asked. “No offense, Callie, I like Blackie and know he’s your husband, but this is my mom. I know everything tells me she’s okay and alive, for now, but I’m worried about her.”


  Callie reached out and gently squeezed her hand. “I know. It’s okay. It was the closest normally scheduled meeting. Abernathy lied and claimed he had nothing to do with Mom’s kidnapping. I can’t argue with Sir’s reasoning that he didn’t want to schedule a special meeting with one coming up that soon and tip our hand.”


  “What the hell is our hand?” Kitty grumbled. “Why can’t you just go take him out?”


  “Because,” Callie explained, “I don’t have the powers my sisters do. I don’t know where the fucker has her any more than any of you do.”


  “And we’re not allowed to get involved like that,” said a strange woman’s voice from behind them. When all of the woman let out shrieks of surprise as they turned, Oscar and the Montalvos immediately rushed the porch, guns drawn.


  “Whoa,” Callie said, holding her hands up. “False alarm.” She turned on the woman. “What the fuck, Gigi? You trying to get someone killed?”


  “Thought you’d be happy to see me under the circumstances.”


  As Elain tried to slow her racing pulse, she cleared her throat. “Um, introduction, please?”


  “Oh, sorry,” Callie said. “Everyone, this is Brighde, my older sister.”


  The redheaded newcomer smiled at everyone, her ice-blue eyes taking in everything. “Hello. Feel free to call me Gigi.”


  The jaguars relaxed and backed off, but Oscar didn’t. Elain watched as his eyes narrowed and his nose twitched as if sniffing something. She’d never seen the man shifted into his Bengal tiger form, but she imagined he cut an impressive figure when he did.


  “Pull up a seat and chat,” Callie said as she retook her seat. “Or is this a business visit?”


  Elain noticed the Immortal wasn’t in any hurry to take her eyes off Oscar. Not that she could blame her. Being mated to three gorgeous guys of her own didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate a hunkalicious bod on someone else.


  “A little of both.” She sidled around the chairs and took the one on the end, closest to Oscar. “What’s your name?” she asked him.


  “Oscar Chaudhuri.”


  “Pleased to meet y—”


  “Gigi!” Callie barked. “Focus, please. Your libido can wait a few minutes.”


  She returned her attention to the women. Elain didn’t know if the smile she gave them was intended to be comforting or not, but under the circumstances, it wasn’t. “Well, for starters, I’m sure Callie’s told you the three of us have different skill sets. Or, had, in her case.”


  Elain tensed, fighting the urge to go smack the woman, Immortal or not.


  Gigi continued. “Anyway, we are bound by certain rules. Not our call. I tend to follow them pretty closely because, in all honesty, I don’t feel like pissing off the literal higher powers that be. Our older sister, on the other hand, likes to play hard and fast with the rules.”


  “She said she can’t help because she’s bound by free will,” Lina said. “Did that bitch lie to me?” She tightly clenched her fists.


  Elain wasn’t sure, but it felt like Lina was suddenly emitting a wave of heat from her body.


  “Calm down, Goddess,” Gigi said. “No, she hasn’t lied to you.” She looked at all of them. “Lacey, you’re the eldest here, of the mortal-borns, that is. You know what I’m talking about.”


  The old Seer nodded, but didn’t respond.


  “Anyway, we are bound by the rules. Yes, in theory, Babs could come in, give you every smidgen of information she knows, and send everyone happily on their way to slaughter and pillage, et cetera. But she can’t.”


  “Because of free will?” Lina asked.


  “Exactly. And, Goddess, you might want to tone it down a notch before you start baking your friends or peeling paint off the wall behind you.”


  Lina blinked before she unclenched her fists. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t realize I was doing that.”


  Elain reached over and patted the back of her hand.


  “Anyhoo. You’ll notice Babs has been strangely absent and silent lately. She’s free to root for whichever team she wants, but to actively take a hand in the game will earn her wrath from upstairs.”


  “So why are you here, Gigi?” Callie asked.


  “I’m going to…” She tapped an elegantly manicured finger against her upper lip for a moment. “Help summarize what you know.”


  This time Mai let out a snort but didn’t say anything.


  “You might think differently when we’re finished,” Gigi told her.


  “I think that I want Mom back safe and sound,” Mai said, “and Rodolfo Abernathy’s nuts on a skewer so Rick can roast them.”


  Gigi looked up at Oscar again and smiled. Elain noticed that while he’d holstered his gun he wasn’t moving from where he stood, still staring at the woman.


  “Now then. Callie, Daniel received some insider information about Abernathy, no?”


  “Yeah. Proof he killed Paul after Elain cleaned his clock.”


  “Fair to say Abernathy didn’t send it himself?”


  Everyone exchanged confused glances before looking at her again.


  “Oh, come on,” Gigi said. “It means there’s another person in the game. Someone you don’t know about.”


  “Probably Marston,” Elain volunteered. “He’s the one from Brussels. Lina had a run-in with him. He showed up in Arcadia before the last go-round with Abernathy. And there was proof in the package he’d at least met with Abernathy in Arcadia, so it’s a pretty good assumption they’re in cahoots. It can’t just be a coincidence.”


  “I said another person. Obviously, Marston wouldn’t send along proof that he was working with Abernathy. He’d conceal his role in things.” She focused her piercing blue gaze on Lina. “Where else,” she softly asked, “did Marston pop up, to the best of your knowledge?”


  Lina looked grim. “He worked with Edgar and Lenny to kill Kael’s family,” she quietly said.


  Elain felt eternally grateful that was one vision she’d never had, and hopefully wouldn’t.


  “And Edgar and Lenny were…”


  “Cockatrice,” nearly everyone said.


  Gigi slowly nodded. “Cockatrice.”


  “But Marston’s a wolf,” Kitty said. “Why the hell did or would cockatrice work with him? They hate other shifter species. And I don’t think Marston could have made that video of them killing Paul. He’s a wolf. No way he could be that silent in the woods. And like you said, he wouldn’t implicate himself.”


  Gigi crossed her legs and clasped her hands around one knee. “Why would they want to work with him indeed?”


  “They want…an object,” Lina said as she glanced at the jaguars. Elain suspected she meant the damn tablet that kept coming up, but knew it wasn’t supposed to be an open topic of conversation.


  Gigi nodded again as she dismissively waved her comment off. “True. That was one of Lenny and Edgar’s goals, but you are making the assumption it was their only one. Why do you think those two cockatrice were so willing to work with a wolf? Especially one like Marston? A beta.” She frowned. “Well, I suppose that’s not telling you anything you don’t already know or can’t easily find out from Liam.”


  “You can’t just tell us and get it over with?” Callie groused.


  Gigi wrinkled her nose at her younger sister. “Nope. You switched teams.”


  “Dammit,” Callie softly swore.


  Kitty answered first. “He’s Rodolfo’s nephew or grandnephew or something.”


  Gigi smiled and touched her nose.


  Elain felt more confused than ever. “Lenny and Edgar are dead, regardless what their plans were. They were dead before everything happened in Brussels a couple of years ago. They darn sure couldn’t have had anything to do with Mom’s kidnapping. And the two guys on the video, I’m pretty sure they were also at the meeting the day of the challenge.” She looked at Mai, who also nodded.


  “I think they were, too,” Mai said. “One of them was the one who came after me at the wedding. And they’re the ones who took Mom.”


  “You’re straying too far off the trail,” Gigi warned.


  The women looked at each other. Lina closed her eyes for a moment.


  No one interrupted her.


  “The question,” Lina finally said a few minutes later, her voice soft and sounding like she’d drifted into a trance, “is why would two full-blooded cockatrice, both who could shift, meaning they were older than younglings, partner with a beta wolf nephew of Rodolfo Abernathy as opposed to a better-qualified wolf? Why would they need spells to disguise themselves and hide their cockatrice scents and use dragons to do it? Why would they bring a wolf into their plans to find the missing object they were seeking when it has nothing to do with wolves, for the most part?”


  “Warmer,” Gigi encouraged.


  “They wanted to conceal their true identity from Zack,” Lina continued.


  “True, but irrelevant now, and colder,” Gigi countered.


  “Why Marston Hill?” Kitty asked, looking confused.


  Lina’s eyes opened, wide with shock at the epiphany. “They wanted to get closer to Abernathy. They wanted an in, specifically with him.”


  “Maaayybe,” Gigi hedged. “You’re definitely warmer.”


  Now Elain felt even more confused. “Lenny and Edgar were working with Abernathy?”


  “Colder,” Gigi said.


  “They wanted to use him,” Mai said. “Marston. Specifically him.” Everyone turned to look at her. “He’s an unmated male wolf descended directly from the Abernathy line,” she clarified. “As far as I know, he’s the oldest living direct descendant of that line, next to Rodolfo himself. The closest blood kin not descended from Rodolfo.”


  Gigi smiled, but made no other reply.


  Kitty frowned. “Tell me more about this ritual the three of them did,” she said.


  That grisly task fell to Lina, who witnessed it in one of her visions even though it had happened over eighty years prior. When she finished telling them how the three men had ritualistically murdered Kael’s mother, father, and little sister, all attention returned to Kitty.


  She looked like she was mulling it over and no one interrupted her.


  “Now that I think about it, I’ve heard stories,” she said, “of Abernathy having a run-in a while back with some cockatrice. Eastern European. This had to be well over a hundred years ago, and I don’t know if it’s truth or rumor or even misinformation a nest deliberately spread. Something about him trying to kill a pregnant female cockatrice. Finally succeeded.”


  “But Lenny and Edgar were both unmated,” Lina said.


  “No, she was a widow already…” Kitty chewed on her thumbnail for a moment, the frown never leaving her face. “But then not too long after that, maybe even around the same time, there was an incident of a nest being destroyed. The way I heard it, other cockatrice did it. Power struggle or grudge or something.”


  Lacey let out a soft gasp. “Lina,” she quickly said, “did you bring Bertholde’s journals with you? The ones she left to you?”


  “No, but I did one better. Zack and Kael scanned them all for me and I have the pdf files on my iPad.”


  “Goddess bless technology,” Gigi said with a smile as Lina raced into the house to retrieve it.


  Minutes later, Lina, Lacey, and Callie were huddled around the iPad and quickly thumbing through pages until Lacey held up her hand. “Wait.” She read through the passage. “That’s it.”


  “What?” Elain asked. “And what does any of this have to do with my mom? No offense, but I feel like I’m sitting on my ass and doing nothing and it’s driving me crazy!”


  Lacey waved her down. She stood, carrying the iPad, and walked over to Gigi. “Bertholde’s brother told her about a rumor of a wolf getting a cockatrice pregnant, and the wolf trying to kill her.”


  Gigi let an eyebrow arch skyward, but didn’t answer.


  “And then there were rumbles after the nest was destroyed that someone had wanted to kill a little cockatrice girl, an infant baby, orphaned when her mother was killed. A half breed. That her brothers fought and killed their nestmates to keep her alive.”


  “Oh, holy crap on a cracker!” Lina said. “The female cockatrice was Lenny and Edgar’s mom! Meaning…”


  Her gaze fell on Elain, who by now was also connecting the dots. “Meaning they have a half sister floating around out there,” Elain finished.


  Everyone looked at Gigi. Her other eyebrow joined the first.


  Lacey’s attention returned to the iPad. “And this was after he reported a run-in with one of Abernathy’s men, who’d harassed him about wanting to find a cockatrice nest.”


  Gigi cocked her head.


  “Holy fuck,” Kitty whispered. “Abernathy’s got a bastard wolf-atrice daughter.” She turned to the others, wide-eyed. “She’s got to be the one who sent the information about Abernathy to Danny. It’s the only thing that makes sense. I mean, the way the person moved through the brush without making a sound, that’s typical of a damn cockatrice. Dammit, I’m so stupid! When they’re shifted, they’re stealthy and can jump like crazy and run fast and silent. That’s got to be it!”


  “Oh,” Gigi brightly said. “Well, since you already know about Abernathy’s bastard wolf-atrice daughter, who’s a half sister to Edgar and Lenny, it’s no harm, no foul if I confirm your information.”


  Callie crossed her arms. “You’re a real bitch, Gigi. You know that?”


  “Who, me?”


  Mai looked furious. “That fucker wanted me to abort my baby because she’s a wolf-ote, and he fathered a wolf-atrice?”


  “Well, to be fair,” Gigi said, “he did try to kill her mother. Didn’t succeed until after the baby was born, though. He thought he’d succeeded in destroying the unintended offspring when the mother died. He didn’t realize the baby had already been born.”


  “What’s her name, Gigi?” Callie said. “Give us a name.”


  “That I cannot do, simply because I don’t know it.”


  “Oh, you fucking cunt,” Callie said. “You’re as bad as Babs.”


  “Not quite, little sis.” Her expression turned serious as her gaze fell upon each woman in turn. “She wouldn’t have held your hand through the maze the way I did. But mark my words, you are not the only ones who have eyes on ending Rodolfo Abernathy’s walk on this earth. There are others. One you now know about.” She turned and looked at the jaguars. “And others you don’t.”


  Elain didn’t miss how the two jaguars suddenly looked extremely uncomfortable.


  Before Elain could ask her another question, Gigi turned to Oscar and hooked an arm through his. “Unmated, buddy?”


  He nodded.


  She turned to Callie. “You don’t need him right now, do you?”


  “Naw, but we will in a few hours, so don’t wear him out.”


  Gigi turned back to Oscar. “There’s a little cafe a half mile down the road. Buy me a burger?”


  He numbly nodded.


  “I promise I’ll send him back before you need him, and in one piece.” She walked off around the back of the cabin with him.


  Callie slowly shook her head. “Poor fucking bastard,” she muttered.


  “What?” Elain asked.


  Callie let out a snort. “She’s got the hots for him. I mean, she’s never been shy around guys, that’s for damn sure. But in all my years, I’ve never seen her act like that around a guy before.”


  “How do you mean?”


  Callie shrugged. “Nice. Usually she just grabs the poor schmuck and boinks his balls off before she gets bored and drops him. She never wants to go out on a…date.”


  Lina’s eyes narrowed. “Odd.”


  “But what does it mean?” Elain asked.


  “It might mean Babs is doing a solo act before long, instead of a duet,” Callie said. “Gigi always swore she’d never settle down, and she even picked on me when I let Daniel mate me and I chose to be with him. Told me I was throwing away my life. I warned her she’d better not be so fast to tempt Fate like that.”


  Lacey wore a playful smile.


  “What?” Elain asked her.


  “Oh, nothing. Something that now makes a whole lot of sense.”


  “About Gigi?”


  She hooked an arm through Elain’s. “About a lot of things. Let’s go cook dinner. I’m starved.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The women finished updating the men during dinner.


  “Ah. So Abernathy’s got a chicken in the woodpile, does he?” Brodey snarked. Mark had also joined them, flying in a few hours earlier.


  With the meeting now less than twenty-four hours away, Elain felt like she would explode or go crazy if she didn’t keep her mind busy. Even what was meant to be the comforting touches of her men and her extended family of friends only fed her own anxiety as she felt their worry wash off of them with each contact.


  Didn’t help her in the least.


  Jocko slowly nodded. “Aye, seems I remember a rumor way too many years back along those lines, but I paid it no heed then, knowing the arsehole the way I do. Haven’t heard anyone speak of it in well over a hundred years, before I ever left Scotland.”


  “You know,” Zack said, “I knew I always hated Edgar with a passion. That damn concealment spell he and Lenny used kept me and the guys from recognizing them for what they were, but you can’t hide your true nature completely.”


  “So how do they normally smell?” Elain asked. “I’ve never even seen one of them, much less smelled one.”


  Callie, Blackie, and Kitty spoke at the same time. “BO.” They looked at each other and laughed, but their faces held no humor.


  “They normally,” Callie said, “smell like they’ve never heard of deodorant. Some of them only have a little smell, some of them have a very strong one. Once you’ve smelled one for sure, it’s easy to pick up. It’s not like human BO. It’s different. And humans don’t really smell it like we do.”


  Blackie and Kitty both nodded in agreement.


  Everyone turned as the front door opened. Wally walked in, back from a day putting his non-shifter skills to use trying to run down potential leads to find Carla.


  Elain noticed Kitty sat up straighter as her gaze narrowed.


  “Oh, hey,” Blackie said. “Wally, I don’t think you’ve met my sister yet. This is—”


  She bolted from her chair before he could finish getting the words out of his mouth. She came to a stop in front of the huge man, who stood more than a foot taller than her.


  “Hi,” she sweetly said. “Kathleen Blackestone.” She offered him a hand. “Call me Kitty.”


  “Kitty?” His massive hand engulfed her as they shook.


  Elain studied the look on Wally’s face. Wonder. Attraction.


  Amazement.


  “Oh, fuck me,” Brodey muttered.


  “What?”


  Before he could answer, Blackie was also up and out of his chair and suddenly trying to put himself between the two. “Whoa, wait a minute. You’re my little sister.”


  “Bite me, big dog,” Kitty snarled. “I’m an adult, and I’ve been one for well over one hundred years.”


  Callie let out a gasp and also joined them. She put a hand on Blackie’s shoulder. “Sir? I think we need to let them have a little alone time.”


  “She’s my little sister!”


  “She don’t look so little to me,” Wally snarled, slowly edging his way between Kitty and her brother.


  “What’s going on?” Elain asked.


  Brodey, however, couldn’t answer. He, Ain, Cail, Liam, and Micah were all converging on the group. They gently tried to move Blackie away from the bear shifter.


  “Son,” Liam said, “ye know how Fate works.”


  “She’s my little sister!”


  Elain thought he sounded like a man about to lose his mind.


  “You can’t order me around,” Kitty growled at Blackie. “Clan Council head, big brother, or Primary Podunk, I don’t give a shit!”


  Elain and Lina exchanged concerned looks. Mai, however, snickered. “They’re mates,” she explained.


  Together, Lina and Elain nodded, now enlightened. “Ohhh,” they said together.


  Jocko and Lacey had apparently had enough. “Daniel Blackestone!” she yelled at him. “Stand your ass down right now.”


  “I’d listen to everyone, boyo,” Jocko said. “Or yer gonna have a mighty one-sided fight on yer hands, and not in yer favor, either.”


  “But…” He looked around, seeking and finding no help. “But she’s my little sister!”


  Liam stepped between Blackie and Kitty. “Ye two can use my room,” he told Wally. “Last door on the right. Mind ye change my sheets after.”


  When Kitty and Wally ran for the hall, and Blackie tried to follow them, Liam blocked his path. “No, lad. We cannot let ye do that.”


  “But…she’s my little sister!”


  Elain saw that Lina was having just as much trouble holding back her laughter as she was. She waggled a warning finger at her friend not to start laughing, but that just made Mai giggle.


  And then the two women lost control and couldn’t stop.


  Blackie collapsed into a chair. “But…she’s my little sister!”


  Callie stood next to him, trying to soothe him.


  “Ye keep saying that, lad,” Jocko said, “but ye know the truth. Mebbe it’s not an easy thing to know, but ye cannot keep her locked up in a convent. She’s an adult.”


  From the back of the house, they heard the faint sounds of animalistic grunts…and moans.


  He stuck his fingers in his ears. “Argh!”


  Lina leaned in close to Elain. “Poor Blackie. Who’d a thunk his Achilles’ heel was his little sister? I guess every sadist has a soft spot.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Callie and the other men coaxed Blackie outside onto the back porch to finish his dinner.


  At least out there, the sounds weren’t as audible. Especially once Lacey turned on the living room TV and cranked the volume up.


  He still couldn’t believe his little sister, his baby sister, was now mated to one of his friends.


  A bear, of all people.


  Not that he had anything against bears. He knew Wally was a stand-up guy.


  He’d just hoped his little sister would have found a mate and claimed him outside of his earshot.


  “Ye gonna be okay?” Jocko asked.


  He glared at him. “I’m glad you find this so amusing.”


  “Lad, life is what you make it. Not the oddest pairing I’ve seen for sure. Two good people found their true love. Ye wouldn’t be one to deny them, would you?”


  He took a deep breath. “No.”


  Callie stroked his shoulder. “He’s just a bit squicked out to know his little sister’s doing it a few walls away.”


  “I’m going to beat your ass in a bad way, pet,” he grumbled.


  Eventually, the two lovebirds did emerge late that evening. Kitty came out to talk to her brother. “I’m…um…going back to Wally’s hotel with him for tonight.”


  Blackie stood and hugged her, trying to ignore the scent of bear now covering her. “I am happy for you. But…” He lowered his voice. “You weren’t all that happy to find our playroom, were you?”


  She shuddered. “No, I get it.”


  Wally cautiously stuck his head out the back door. “We good, Blackie?”


  He waved his friend out and hugged him. “Yeah, we’re good.” He held up a finger and pointed it in the bear’s face. “You take care of her.”


  Wally draped an arm around her shoulders. “I will. I promise.”


  “Okay. Just…be ready tomorrow morning. Keep your phone handy. I need all men on deck tomorrow. You’ll have to be ready.”


  “I will.”


  Once they’d left, Blackie wanted to talk to Mark, Liam, and the Lyall men alone, without Elain present. He and Callie stayed behind as the other shifters left for their hotel or went to their rooms. Micah and Jim followed an exhausted Mai to bed. As did Lina and her men when they’d finished feeding and changing the Beasts.


  Ain, Brodey, and Cail sent Elain to bed despite her not wanting to go.


  “Please,” Ain softly said. “You need sleep. If you need to know what’s going on, we’ll come wake you up. I promise.”


  Callie nodded. “I’ll keep ’em honest,” she joked, crossing a finger over her heart.


  Elain finally let them put her to bed. It wasn’t until all the men were back in the living room a few minutes later that Callie spoke up. She looked up at Blackie. “Sir, please, let me do this,” she softly begged, not wanting to disturb Lina, Elain, or Mai. “You know if we leave this until the meeting tomorrow, he’s going to have some damn trick up his sleeve. By then it might be too late to save her.”


  He stroked her head and stared down at her. “There are more players in this game than we can see.” He’d had a little time to think about it. “If it really was Abernathy’s daughter who sent that box of information, and she is a cockatrice, no telling what could happen if you run into her.”


  “If you don’t risk me going, Mom might get killed. Or worse. Please!”


  He knew all too well what that “worse” could be, even though he didn’t want to speak it out loud. Rodolfo Abernathy was notorious for taking mates in retribution.


  And then “losing” them later in a variety of insidious ways, some meant to look accidental.


  Some not.


  He turned to Ain and Mark. He pointed at the two men and waved for them to follow him outside before motioning for everyone else to stay put. When they were standing alone by the cars, Blackie whispered, “What do you all think?”


  “What do I think?” Ain asked. “Are you shitting me? This is my mate’s mother we’re talking about. My mother-in-law. I’m all for going Rambo on his ass and killing everything that moves that even remotely smells like it’s been within twenty feet of Abernathy.”


  “We have no idea where he is, where he’s holding her, or any guarantee Callie can find and rescue her. And Carla, as much as I love her, isn’t technically a Clan member. She’s the adoptive mother of one of our members. I am under no obligation to risk Clan lives going after her.”


  Mark nodded. “I have to side with Blackie on this one.”


  Ain’s eyes widened. “What?”


  “I’m sorry,” Mark said, “but I can’t ask him, Clan Council leader or not, to put his mate at risk. I wouldn’t make you risk Elain’s life, or Jan and Rick to risk Lina’s, or Micah—”


  He threw his hands in the air. “Fine!” Ain looked anything but fine.


  He didn’t blame him. “We need a plan,” Blackie said.


  “We have a plan,” Ain countered. “Callie is willing to go in there. I heard about what happened in Brussels. I have no doubts she can hold her own. She’s a damned Immortal!”


  “She was an Immortal,” Blackie said, forcing himself to keep the protective growl out of his tone. “She’s my mate, and now she’s vulnerable.”


  “She was your mate back in Brussels, too, and that didn’t stop you from letting her go in there and kick ass.” Ain reached out and grabbed his arm. “Lina can’t do it because her powers are fluctuating too much since the birth of her babies. Too unpredictable, and she’s the first one to admit it.”


  They all looked up as they heard the door quietly open and shut again. Liam emerged from the cabin and slowly walked toward them, his hands shoved in his pockets. When he reached them he looked up. “Well?”


  Torn, Blackie studied him for a moment. “You never took another mate after Maureen died?”


  He studied his boots again and shook his head.


  “What’s going on with you and Carla?”


  He sighed. “Might as well tell ye. I been trying to wait for the right time to ask her. To have that discussion with her. Had planned to do it the night of Elain’s wedding. Perfect excuse for the two o’ us to clear out and leave the newlyweds alone, eh?” He stared down at his boots again. “I just hope I get the chance to tell her how I feel.” He met Blackie’s gaze again. “No, I can’t force ye to risk yer mate. I won’t, because I lost one already in this life and damn sure hope I don’t have to live through that grief again. But if ye won’t help me, then I’ll go with or without yer say-so to bring her home myself, or die trying.”


  He stared at Liam for long moments, the other three men not breaking the silence.


  Finally, despite every ounce of his being regretting it, Blackie nodded. “I’ll let her make the decision. I will not force her to do it, or even ask her to do it.”


  Liam nodded while Ain let out a loud, relieved sigh. “I appreciate it,” Liam quietly said. “And it’s all I can ask.”


  He reached out and grabbed Liam’s arm and waited until the older shifter met his gaze again. “Don’t wait any longer,” he warned. “You said it yourself, you know how short life is.”


  “Believe me, we get her back safe, you won’t be seeing us for a while if she says yes.”


  They returned to the cabin. Callie took one look at her mate and Master and swooped over to throw her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you for letting me.”


  He carefully untangled her arms from him and held her at arm’s length. “Here’s the deal. I will not ask you to do this. No one is asking you to do this.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t have to ask me. I want to. She’s…” She closed her eyes for a moment, composing herself. “I want to. I love her. I spent a long, long time alone. It’s hard to remember what that was like. I feel more human than I ever did in my life. She’s my mom in my heart as much as she is Elain’s or Lina’s or Mai’s. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t help.”


  “Do you even have an idea how to do it?”


  She nodded. “I’ll take my phone. You can track it through the GPS. When I find her, I’ll shape-shift and give her my phone. I’ll pretend I’m her, and let the people who have her think I’m her until you can get to her and get her to safety by using my phone. Once I know she’s safe, I’ll just pop right out of there. Easy!”


  She looked at Liam. “I can’t tell what Abernathy’s going to do, but every ounce of my gut tells me he needs her alive to lure Elain to him. He can’t kill her. Well, not yet, at least. She’s his only bargaining chip. He’s got to have her somewhere close by now. He wouldn’t risk trying to fly her in tomorrow morning.”


  Every ounce of his being screamed this was dangerous and risky and putting Callie in the crosshairs of a very dangerous man who was desperate enough to try anything.


  She might be very powerful, but her mating to him had taken away her invincibility.


  And he didn’t think he could live without her.


  He damn sure knew he didn’t want to.


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie popped home, grabbed her phone charger, and tucked it into her pocket before returning to the living room at the cabin. She hugged Daniel. “Thank you, Sir,” she whispered again.


  “You will come safely back to me,” he rumbled low in her ear.


  An edict.


  She hated that at even at a time like this, that tone of his voice could make her wet. “Yes, Sir.”


  He fisted her hair, where she’d pulled it back into a ponytail, and tipped her head back to look into her eyes.


  “You will be safe, mate. You will not take risks that put you in harm’s way.”


  She couldn’t nod with his fist in her hair. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  Then he pulled her in again for another hug. She felt his breath against the top of her head as he deeply inhaled and exhaled, absorbing her scent, his wolf never far from the surface.


  Finally, he pressed a kiss against her forehead before releasing her. “Keep me posted as much as you can.”


  “I will, Sir. I’m going to have my phone on silent so it doesn’t give me away.”


  He nodded, then stepped back. “You are,” he quietly said, “free to use whatever means you need to use to return safely to me, my mate. Any means necessary.”


  She smiled, knowing how hard that allowance must be for him, freeing her to go where he couldn’t follow.


  Where he couldn’t protect her.


  “I love you, Sir,” she said.


  He sadly smiled. “I love you, too, pet.” He nodded. “Go on.”


  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She opened them in Baba Yaga’s living room.


  She turned around, already sensing her older sister wasn’t home. “Babs!” she yelled as she stormed through the house and out the front door. “Babs! Where the hell are you?”


  She circled the house, which on the outside deceptively looked like little more than a tiny hovel.


  Nothing.


  “Dammit.” She decided her next step, despite not wanting to do it. She closed her eyes again and opened them inside Brighde’s current residence, a swanky condo on Manhattan’s Upper West Side.


  “Gigi!” She went through the rooms, swearing as she did.


  Still nothing.


  “Where the fuck are they?” she muttered to herself. Figures, when I need them, they aren’t anywhere around. But they hadn’t hesitated to be all up in her grill over stuff when it suited them.


  “Crap.” She didn’t want to give up, but unfortunately, she didn’t have all the powers her two sisters did. And she damn sure didn’t want to bring Lina into this operation. She needed to get her strength back from giving birth and taking care of the Beasts.


  Her next and most obvious stop was Rodolfo’s Pennsylvania compound, the only address they had for him despite rumors about his other strongholds.


  Nothing. Not a damn person there, just the overlying reek of his aftershave.


  With a sigh, she closed her eyes, opening them on Lacey’s front porch. She politely knocked, waiting before knocking a second time since it was the middle of the night.


  Inside, Jasper barked. “Just a minute!” Lacey called out.


  She saw the lace curtain at the side window move a moment before the door unlocked and Lacey opened it. Lacey had to lean to the side to keep Jasper from bolting through the door to greet her. “It’s the middle of the night, Callie.” The old Seer arched an eyebrow. “Or are you back to being The Cailleach tonight?”


  “May I please come in?”


  The old Seer stepped aside. “Of course you can. You don’t need formalities with me.” She closed the door behind Callie. “I’m guessing Daniel finally relented and is allowing you to try to find Carla?”


  She nodded.


  “I don’t know where your sisters are, if that’s your next question.”


  Her face fell. “Well, it’s not now. Do you have any idea where or how I can find Rodolfo Abernathy? He’s not in Pennsylvania. All we have is a cell number and that’s not helpful. Especially since he’s stopped answering it.”


  Lacey clasped her hands together in front of her. She wore a pale blue terrycloth robe over her pajamas. “I don’t have that information, but I do know something that might be almost as helpful.” She motioned Callie to follow her to her den, where Lacey switched on a lamp on her desk. She pulled a road atlas of the US out of her desk drawer and flipped it to Montana. “Here,” she pointed to a spot on the map east of Kalispell, Montana. “Mai’s uncle’s name is Casper Gallatin. His Clan is from this area. Lots of Gallatins, and most of them coyotes, or related to them somehow.”


  “How is that helpful?”


  “Find Casper Gallatin, and you’ll find Rodolfo. Or, at the very least, you’ll have a bead on the bastard. I’ve heard from multiple sources that Rodolfo has another compound out in Montana, but I don’t know where. He’s kept it a well-guarded secret.”


  “Take your best guess.”


  Lacey placed her hands on the map, fingers splayed, and closed her eyes. After a few minutes, she slowly nodded and drew the fingers of each hand together as she raised them from the map. Slowly, her right index finger began to lazily trace across the map, slowly gliding as if following the bed of an invisible river until her finger stopped. “Here. I think. To the west of it.”


  She opened her eyes as Callie bent in to look. She let out a snort. “You have to be shitting me.”


  Lacey smiled. “It’s rather apropos, I suppose.”


  Her finger had come to rest on a small spot called Loco Mountain.


  “But you don’t know for sure?”


  Lacey shrugged. “You know how this works for me. What comes to me is more accurate than what I deliberately set out to see. All I can tell you is that it feels right.”


  “Well, good enough for me. It’s a start.” She leaned in and hugged her. “Thanks.” When she straightened to leave, Lacey grabbed her hand.


  “Wait.”


  “I really can’t. I need to find Carla.”


  “I have someone I think you might need to call. They might not be able to help, and I don’t even know if the number is still valid, but it might be worth a shot if it means saving Carla.”


  “Why didn’t we start there?”


  “Because…” She opened her desk drawer and pulled out a pad of sticky notes. She wrote the number on the top piece, ripped it off, and handed it to Callie. “It’s…complicated.”


  “I thought we were on the same team and here you are holding out on me,” she lightly teased. She held the number up. “Do I know this person?”


  “I’ve never met him in person. I doubt you have.”


  “Sooo…who am I asking for?”


  Lacey’s expression turned grim. “You might have heard of him. I know you’ve heard of his…company, as it were.”


  Callie frowned as she stared at the number. It had a 404 area code, which she thought was Atlanta, if she remembered correctly. “Um, can I get a better hint than that?”


  “You and your sisters tend to stay out of his way, and he stays out of yours. Different bailiwicks, one might say.”


  Callie stared at her. “Still not tracking. Just give me a name.”


  She leaned back in her chair. “You and your sisters deal with things on this plane, as it were. In this world.”


  “Are you feeling okay?”


  Lacey slapped the desk so hard it startled Callie. “Listen to me!” the old Seer said, her voice angry. “You fucking know damn well who this is. I don’t want to have to say his name out loud.”


  “Okay, okay,” she grumbled. “Not like we’re at Hogwarts and we’re talking about Voldemort or something.” She laughed. “He Who…” Her voice trailed away as it finally clicked home. “Oh, shit,” she whispered.


  Lacey nodded. “Yes, oh, shit. Him.”


  Suddenly, Callie didn’t want to be holding the paper any longer. Yes, her and her two sisters had their responsibilities. And she was vaguely aware of a myriad of different deities both minor and major from various pantheons scattered across the Ether. But they’d had little to no contact with most other beings not strictly of the earthly realm. She, herself, had crossed paths with Selkies on occasion, but she’d never crossed over to their home realm. She knew there were other worlds, other planes, other creatures, and they each had their own corporate structure, as it were…


  She’d just willfully ignored their presence since they didn’t have anything to do with her or the shifters and lands in her care in her younger years. And the others normally didn’t dip their toes into her pie, either. Live and let live. The vampires, for example. They even let shifters host their Gatherings at Yellowstone, which was run by them.


  Her hand trembled as she held the paper. “If this number is still good, and…he…himself…if he answers…”


  Lacey sat back nodding. “You see why it was my last resort option for you?”


  “Shit.” On the one hand, he might be able to give her the information she needed to rescue Carla.


  On the other…


  She didn’t want to contemplate that.


  The numbers on the sticky note had her transfixed. Ten little numbers.


  Lacey sighed. “I wouldn’t have given it to you if I didn’t think you might need it. Just…please don’t let it be known I gave you the number. Okay? I’d rather not get a visit from him if he’s unhappy about me giving it to you in the first place.”


  She stared at the numbers. “Then there’s the chance I could start here and have Carla back safely by daybreak.”


  Lacey glanced at the clock on her wall. “There is that.”


  Any means necessary. She made her decision. She leaned in and quickly hugged Lacey. “Thanks.”


  “Good luck. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”


  She held up the sticky note. “I think you did.” She would try her other options first, but not waste too much time on them.


  Callie closed her eyes. She opened them to find herself staring up into a cloudless, star-filled expanse of sky without a single street lamp to cast light pollution.


  “Welcome to Montana,” she muttered under her breath. It only took her a moment to orient herself once her cell phone picked up one bar of service and she was able to pull up the maps service on it. She closed her eyes and opened them in her intended position. Standing outside a closed convenience store, there was still a phone book in the working pay phone.


  And her cell phone picked up an extra bar of service.


  The fucker was, miracle of miracles, listed in the book. With his address. Once she had it plugged into her phone, she was quickly standing on the man’s front porch.


  No one was home.


  She materialized inside the living room.


  “Wow.” She flipped on a light. The room looked like the house was occupied by a couple of frat boys. Beer and soda cans lay discarded on the floor and on other horizontal surfaces.


  “Blech.” She found a pile of mail on what she guessed was supposed to be the dining room table. It was all addressed to Casper Gallatin at this address.


  Working her way through the house, she found a notepad on the kitchen counter, underneath where an old rotary dial phone hung on the wall.


  She smiled as she ripped the top page off, where he’d noted a Southwest flight number and time out of Spokane to Pittsburgh for two days earlier…and an address out in the right area of Montana to possibly be associated with a Loco Mountain compound. “Bingo.”


  It was a start, and more information than they had before.


  By the time dawn was preparing to break on the eastern seaboard, Callie had crossed the country several times following different leads without any luck locating Carla. Rodolfo’s Montana compound, once she located it, didn’t give her any clues, either. There were some men sleeping and standing guard, but the only females on the property were an older Hispanic woman and a young girl.


  Neither of them Carla. But Callie strongly smelled the horrible aftershave the old bastard liked, so she guessed she had the right place, at least.


  She felt around for the sticky note she’d shoved in her pocket, the one bearing the phone number she really didn’t want to have to use.


  It’s my last option.


  “Well, Sir did say any means necessary,” she muttered to herself. “He probably didn’t have this in mind.” She pulled out her cell and dialed the number.


  It rang three times and Callie was considering hanging up when a man’s voice, British and clogged with sleep, answered. “It bloody well better be important, calling me this early.”


  She didn’t know what to say.


  She wasn’t even sure who she was talking with. “Um, hi?”


  The man hesitated. “Is that a question or a response?” He sounded a little less asleep now.


  “Um, hi. Hello. Who am I speaking with?”


  He laughed. “You call me and wake me up out of a perfectly sound sleep to ask me who I am? Brilliant. Absolutely bloody brilliant.”


  She swallowed back the urge to get snarky. It might prove very hazardous to her health and fly in direct contradiction to her Master’s edict to stay safe. “I’m sorry. I was given this number by someone who thought it might be of help.”


  He sounded even more awake now, and a little more serious. “Since you seem to be at a loss for my name, how about you give me yours?”


  “Callie Maher Blackstone.”


  “Never heard of you, dear. Good-b—”


  “Cailleach,” she blurted out. “The Cailleach. You know, Baba Yaga and Brighde’s little sis. One of the three Immortals. That Cailleach.”


  A moment of silence met her admission. When he finally spoke again, he sounded completely awake, professional, and all too serious. “Ryan Ausar, my dear. How may I be of assistance?”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  She didn’t have to figure out where he was. He simply brought her to him. The man who met her when she appeared in his Atlanta condo didn’t fit her expectations in the least. Taller than her, maybe not quite as tall as Daniel, his green eyes seemed to peer into the depths of her soul. He’d pulled on a bathrobe, and his sandy hair looked disheveled.


  He walked over and shook hands with her. “Sorry I’m not more properly attired,” he said. “You woke me up.”


  Heat filled her face. “I’m really sorry. I wouldn’t have called except I think you’re my last hope. If you’re even able to help me.”


  He walked into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. “I think you should start at the beginning and tell me what the problem is before we go any farther.”


  She did, condensing the whole “cockatrice hate everyone” section of her tale into two sentences. She didn’t miss his frown when she mentioned them. Then how the dragons and the Lyall wolves’ Clan, among others, were joining forces against the cockatrice, and that Rodolfo Abernathy had a hard-on to get Elain and Mai in his clutches.


  When she finished, they were both holding mugs of coffee and sitting on his couch.


  He studied her for a moment. “I’m not sure how to help you, to be quite honest,” he said when she’d finished. “The Firm doesn’t normally get involved with squabbles between terrestrial beings. Our job is more to keep things that don’t belong here from coming here and starting problems, protecting innocents, helping souls move on when they’re stuck, that sort of thing. In fact, the higher-ups tend to frown on us crossing between territories, as it were, except in the most extreme of situations.”


  “I know,” Callie nervously said. “I realize that. I wouldn’t ask except that Carla is…Well, she’s like a mom to a lot of us. And she’s human. Liam wants to mark and mate her, if she’ll have him, but she was abducted before he could talk to her about it.”


  He stared out the windows for a moment, which overlooked Turner Field. “I thought wolves simply took their mates,” he finally said when he turned back to face her.


  “No. Most don’t. In the old days, yes, but most of them have civilized themselves.”


  “And you, I take it, are now mated to one?”


  She blushed, something she damn sure wasn’t used to doing.


  Well, not unless it was her Master and husband making her do it. “Yes,” she softly admitted. “I am.”


  He nodded, indicating her day collar that she never took off unless Daniel took it off her. “And even more than just a mate,” he observed.


  She nodded. Why deny it? “He’s my husband, mate, and Master.”


  “You gave up your Immortal status to do so, I take it?”


  She nodded. “Still have most of the powers, but sort of abdicated the office.


  He slowly nodded. “Admirable. I have met your eldest sister before. Courtesy visit on my part when we had to do business in her neck of the woods, as it were. Charming lady.”


  “Are we talking about the same woman?”


  He smiled. “I never said she was meek or mild. But considering she is far older than I, and perhaps one of the few beings out there with the kind of authority, so to speak, that I have, I found the visit quite nice. Refreshing. Is she the one who gave you my number?”


  “No.”


  “Who then?”


  “Are they in trouble? Because they don’t want to be. I told them I wouldn’t give them up.”


  “Obviously they aren’t in the habit of giving it out, so I’d say no, they aren’t.”


  She sighed. She didn’t want to piss him off. “Our wolf Clan Seer, Lacey.”


  His brows went up. “Lacey? Really? Now her I’ve heard of.” He tapped a finger against his teeth. Then he snapped his fingers. “I’m guessing Bertholde gave it to her, considering how long they knew each other.”


  Now it was Callie’s turn for surprise. “You knew Bertholde?”


  He looked a little sad. “Wonderful woman. We crossed paths several times in the old days. Never afraid to speak her mind. When I set up office here in Atlanta, I made sure to give her my number in case she ever needed to reach me. I was very sad to hear of her passing. Please pass my regards to her flagyer.”


  Color me shocked. “Look, I’m not trying to be rude, but I think I’m running short on time.”


  He stood. “Of course, dear. Let me get some clothes on.”


  Really? Sure enough, he walked through another door, closing it behind him.


  She didn’t know what to do, so she sat there and waited. If she didn’t know who Ryan Ausar really was, and what The Firm really stood for, she might be able to relax and enjoy her time.


  As it was, knowing she was sitting in the bowels of what passed for Hell while waiting for the Devil to change out of his bathrobe left her a little on the uncertain end of the emotional scale.


  


  * * * *


  


  When he returned, he looked even less like a major figure of purported evil than he had in the bathrobe. Khakis, a button-up Oxford shirt, and loafers. And he’d brushed his hair.


  She stared.


  He noticed and gave her a smirk. “Do you believe your own press?”


  She shook her head.


  “Exactly.” He took his mug into the kitchen. “Before we do anything, I need to speak with Daniel Blackestone.” He looked at her over a pass-through breakfast bar. “You did say he’s also head of your Clan Council, correct?”


  She nodded, still speechless. A fairly rare occurrence for her, regardless.


  “Then we need to go meet with him.”


  “I, uh, I don’t know how to do that.”


  He frowned. “You don’t know how to locate your own mate? I thought that was something—”


  “No, I mean, I know how to do that.”


  “Then what is the problem?”


  This felt surreal, that she was wasting time standing here, arguing with the Devil himself. “I can only transport myself, not another person.”


  “Oh, that’s not a problem.” He walked over and took the coffee mug from her and set it on the counter. Then he held out his hand. When she hesitated, he waggled his fingers at her. “Come on. I have a busy schedule today.”


  She slowly reached out and took his hand.


  She didn’t explode in a ball of flame or anything.


  He smirked. “Just think about where he is.”


  She did. Before she could blink, they were standing in the living room of the cabin. Daniel and Ain were in the kitchen. When Daniel turned around and saw her standing there holding hands with someone not him, he curled his lips and stalked toward them.


  She jerked her hand free and stepped in front of Ryan, waving her hands at Daniel. “Sir! Wait, no, it’s okay.”


  “It is?” he growled.


  “He’s…” She turned to him, not sure how to introduce him. “Helping.”


  Ryan arched an eyebrow at her before stepping past her, hand outstretched. “Ryan Ausar. Your wife has brought me up to speed. We need to talk, and I gather it’s rather pressing.” He glanced at Ain. “Outside, I would imagine, is best.”


  He finally shook with the man. At least he isn’t trying to kill Ryan.


  “About what?”


  She leaned in and dropped her voice. “Sir, you said any means necessary.” She looked into his eyes, and when one eyebrow deliciously slid skyward, she knew he understood.


  He sighed. “Okay, outside.”


  The three of them convened in front of the cabin.


  “No offense, Mr. Ausar—”


  “Ryan.”


  “Okay, Ryan, but who are you?”


  He smiled. “You might not be familiar with me, but your Seer, Lacey, is. She is the one who put your wife in contact with me. Let’s just say that I’m called many things, most of them wrong. In terms of my true job description, at least.”


  It would be full daylight soon. “He’s the fricking Devil, Sir. All right? He runs The Firm.”


  Daniel frowned. “The Firm?”


  “It is,” Ryan said, “what we call what we do. We can sort that out later. Right now, I need to hammer out a few boundaries, as it were. What I’m about to do is generally frowned upon by others.”


  “What others?”


  “Sir,” Callie said, feeling desperate, “he’s like one of us. Me and Babs and Gigi. And there are people over him and us. And over them. Et cetera. Please, we’re losing time.”


  “Okay,” Daniel said.


  “Usually,” Ryan said, “we’re all expected to stay to ourselves. The Firm, as misrepresented as it’s been throughout history, is usually in charge of keeping things that don’t belong in this plane out of this plane. Protecting innocents. As man has matured, perhaps evolved is a better term, our focus tends to stay on keeping Earth closed to unwanted immigration or hostile takeover from other planes. What I’m about to do severely strains the boundaries of my jurisdiction, but from what your wife has told me, it seems a worthy cause. However, considering your other…dynamic, I feel it necessary to clear my involvement in this. In both a professional and personal way.”


  “In other words,” she interjected, “he’s not trying to get into my pants. Sir, please, just shake and whatever. I want to get Mom before they get her to Abernathy!”


  Ryan smirked. “Well, that’s a rather blunt way of putting it.”


  Daniel nodded. “She does have a certain way with words.” He extended his hand again. “We’d be grateful, both our Clan and myself personally, if you’d help. And if you ever need our help, we’ll pledge it.”


  “That’s what I wanted to clarify.” They shook. “As a matter of technicality, I asked her to hold my hand so she could help orient me to find you. Strictly business, I assure you.”


  It was Daniel’s turn to smirk. “I trust her. And you.”


  “That was easy,” she quipped.


  “I also trust Lacey,” Daniel said. “If she thought this was necessary, then I won’t question it.”


  “Okay, please, can we go now?”


  “In a moment,” Ryan said. “I actually need Daniel’s help.”


  “What?” he asked.


  He held out his hand one more time. “I need you to help orient me. I’m not quite omnipotent, but I am most definitely not omniscient.”


  They clasped hands again and disappeared. Callie was about to let out a yell of protest when they returned. Daniel looked startled.


  “Holy crap!” he muttered.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  “A warp speed tour,” Daniel said, looking at Ryan with new respect. “You saw Abernathy?”


  Ryan nodded grimly. “I actually believe my path has crossed his before, after the fact. However, give me a moment. That might have been enough for me to do the tracking.” He frowned. “I cannot simply go and kill him for you.”


  “We just want Mom back safe and sound,” Callie said. “We’ll handle the killing. In fact, we have some jaguar shifters who will be royally pissed off if they aren’t in on it.”


  “Right. Hold that thought.” Ryan disappeared again. Before she could turn to Daniel to ask more about the tour, Ryan returned. “I believe I have the hotel location. There have been several calls between him and someone else, who is at a hotel about twenty miles from here.” He held out his hand to Callie again.


  She glanced at Daniel, who nodded.


  She took Ryan’s hand. Before she could blink, they were standing in a breezeway at a hotel.


  “I believe they’re this way.” He let go of her hand and led her down one corridor to a row of rooms. He stopped outside the third door from the end and cocked his head, then extended his hand to Callie, indicating the door.


  “Please confirm it before I bid you adieu,” he whispered.


  She nodded and stepped in. Closing her eyes, she tuned all her senses. She didn’t want to go in and risk them seeing her.


  But she could hear Carla’s breathing.


  With relief, she turned to Ryan to thank him, but he was already gone. Then her phone vibrated in her hand. She had a text from an unfamiliar number.


  You’re quite welcome. :) And yes, this is my private cell number. I expect it to stay private except to give it to your husband.


  She held back her laugh as she replied. It will, and thank you. :)


  She expected at some point in the future there would be interaction between them again. She had nothing more to go on but her gut instinct and the fact that he’d been willing to help out this time.


  She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she’d felt a gradual shift in the energies of the world over the last several hundred years. It would behoove all of them who had the greater good at heart to become closer.


  Her phone vibrated one more time. Thought you might want this. Followed by the name and address of the hotel. Good luck, dear.


  She smiled. He thinks of everything. Guess that’s why he runs that show. She quickly forwarded the text to Daniel so he could get everyone moving. They were at least forty-five minutes away.


  Back to the matter at hand.


  She heard someone approaching down the corridor and allowed herself to fade enough to blend into the stucco wall. She couldn’t maintain that state for as long as she could shape-shifting, but the businessman leaving his room with a laptop case in hand never noticed her.


  Then she heard the thing she’d been hoping for, Carla’s quiet, subdued voice inside the room. “May I please take a shower and clean up before we leave?”


  The man who responded didn’t strike her as mean. In fact, it sounded like he felt full of regret. “Sure.”


  A second man spoke up, sounding uncertain. “You sure it’s okay?”


  “Yeah,” the first man said. “There’s no window in the bathroom. What’s she going to do? He’s not paying me to be a bastard. Go ahead, ma’am.”


  Callie breathed a sigh of relief. These guys were paid flunkies who didn’t seem to have the cold, ruthless choads to hurt an innocent human woman.


  Maybe I won’t have to kill them. She waited until she sensed Carla go into the bathroom. Then she materialized into it, ready to clap her hand over the woman’s mouth if she was startled by her sudden appearance.


  Fortunately, Carla thought as quickly on her feet as Elain did. She threw her arms around Callie and wordlessly hugged her.


  Callie couldn’t communicate mentally to her like she could with her mate or her sisters. She pulled out her phone and typed into the notes feature.


  Switch clothes with me.


  Carla nodded and began stripping without hesitation. Callie reached in and started the shower before she started undressing. She put Carla’s clothes on the back of the toilet and typed into her phone again.


  How many? She held it up for Carla to see.


  Carla held up two fingers.


  Have they hurt you?


  Carla shook her head and motioned for the phone. They’ve been nice. I heard them talking about running away from their boss. They bought me some clean clothes, and a jacket when I got cold. Please don’t hurt them.


  Callie nodded as she read it. She didn’t have a problem blasting assholes, but she didn’t want karma dinging her for taking out people who might have had a change of heart and be leaving Abernathy in the dust.


  No matter what Babs thought of her, her reputation for using guys to death without a care in the world had been greatly exaggerated, mostly by human women pissed off that she’d sleep with guys when they wouldn’t.


  Once Carla was dressed in Callie’s clothes, Callie quickly stepped into the shower just long enough to get her hair damp before shutting the water off.


  One of the men knocked on the door, the first voice Callie had heard. “I’m sorry, but we need to leave in five minutes.”


  Callie motioned for Carla to answer him. “That’s okay, Ken. I’m getting dressed now.”


  Callie smiled and flashed her an okay sign. What’s the other guy’s name? she tapped into the phone.


  Trent.


  Callie flashed another okay sign and quickly typed out instructions to Carla on the note function. Once she knew Carla understood the play call, Callie motioned for her to get into the shower. She pulled the shower curtain closed and quickly dressed. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and focused on the illusion she needed to present. She reached out, flipped off the light and fan, and opened the door.


  Glancing in the vanity mirror as she walked out, Carla’s face stared back at her.


  Callie barely concealed her smile.


  


  * * * *


  


  Brodey anxiously drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as they raced toward the hotel. “Stay calm,” Cail warned him.


  “How the fuck am I supposed to do that?” He glanced at Cail. “I want to rip these fuckers open from throat to tail. I swear to the Goddess, if they’ve hurt Mom, I will make them curse the day they were born.”


  Cail managed a wan smile. “I think you’ll have to stand in line behind Elain and Liam and Ain,” he joked.


  “I wouldn’t mind a piece of that action, too,” Micah grumbled from the backseat.


  They were following Blackie, who had Elain, Ain, and Liam in his car. Behind them, the dragons had piled into another car and were keeping up.


  They’d made Mark, Zack, and Jim stay behind with Lina and Mai and the Beasts, under the watchful eye of Jocko and several other shifters.


  Somewhere on the highway behind them, the Montalvo jaguars had also been scrambled from their hotel and were catching up.


  “Do we get to kill Abernathy now?” Brodey ranted. “I’ve had enough of this shit to last me a lifetime. Someone’s got to stop the fucker and I’m more than happy to volunteer to do the job.”


  “I think Blackie promised the jaguars they could have first crack at him,” Micah said. “Goddess knows the fucker’s made enough enemies all over the world. I can’t imagine anyone crying over him.”


  “This is making hunting cockatrice almost look like a fun hobby,” Cail said.


  “Jeez, don’t remind me,” Brodey said. “We haven’t even gotten back to handling that mess yet.”


  “Kitty went out again this morning,” Cail said. “Wally told me. Hunting for the nest. She’s definitely fixated on wiping them out.”


  “You would be, too,” Brodey said, “if they killed your whole family.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Callie looked at the two men, she immediately recognized them from the video.


  Fuckers.


  Now knowing they were the ones who’d spooked Mai, she still couldn’t bring herself to blast them where they stood.


  In fact, now more than ever she wanted to get up close and personal to Rodolfo himself. See the look on his face when he realized his plan had fallen apart.


  The two men were dressed and ready to go. Callie grabbed Carla’s purse and glanced around for anything else as she headed for the door.


  “You forgot this,” Trent said.


  She turned. He was holding out a jacket she’d never seen before. “Oh, thank you.” She didn’t need it, but realized Carla had in the chilly morning temps.


  Okay, they can’t be completely evil.


  She was surprised when they didn’t bother restraining her hands or anything as they led her from the room, Ken in the lead and Trent right behind her. She knew they were armed because she smelled the faintest traces of gun oil on them.


  They had her get in the backseat of their minivan and pulled out of the hotel with Ken behind the wheel. He looked at her in the rearview mirror. “Do you want me to hit a drive-thru for breakfast, ma’am?”


  Callie smiled. “Sure. Why not?” Come to think of it, she was hungry. And hell, if they’re buying, let ’em.


  It might be their last meals if they got in her way before she got to Abernathy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Carla held her breath even after she heard the room door close. She stared at Callie’s phone, checking the time until nearly half an hour passed. Then she finally found the courage to step out of the shower and cautiously open the bathroom door.


  She was alone in the room.


  She stepped over to the door, hung the Do Not Disturb placard in case housekeeping stopped by, then flipped the deadbolt latch. With trembling fingers she texted the information Callie left her about the hotel to Daniel.


  Callie must have already alerted them to where the hotel was. A few minutes later, what sounded like a herd of wild buffaloes stampeded down the corridor toward her room. Terrified, she peeked out the peephole just as Daniel and the others ran up to the door.


  Now she could let her tears flow. She threw the door open. Liam shouldered his way through the pack of men and engulfed her in his arms.


  “Are ye all right? Did they hurt ye?”


  “I’m fine,” she said through her tears. “They were kind to me. Please, don’t hurt them.”


  “We’ll do more than hurt them,” Elain grumbled as she pushed through to hug her.


  “No, honey, please don’t. They weren’t happy about this assignment. They were talking about trying to get away from Abernathy.” She pulled free of Liam and Elain to turn to Daniel. “Can’t you do something? You know, one of those edicts or something?”


  He frowned. “They abducted you.”


  “I know. But I heard them talking. They were considering letting me go and running, but Abernathy’s threatened their families and them to ensure their obedience. Please, they aren’t bad men. I could tell they felt bad about what they were doing. Especially Ken.”


  Daniel scrubbed his face with his hands. “We’ll talk about it later. It depends on how soon Callie returns and what she has to report. Let’s all get back to the cabin and regroup. I can’t call Abernathy and tell him the meeting’s off until Callie’s back safely.”


  Elain let out a snort. “She can hold her own against any of them.”


  “I know, but I don’t want to make the situation more difficult for her than it has to be.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  They all regrouped at the cabin. While Elain got her mom set up with clean clothes and a shower, everyone else plotted their next move. Daniel couldn’t help but check the time on his phone every couple of minutes. Callie should have returned already.


  “So we can call Abernathy now and tell him to go fuck himself, right?” Ain asked.


  “No.”


  “Why the hell not?” Brodey asked.


  “The meeting goes on as planned until Callie gets back.”


  “Maybe she’s got plans to take him out herself,” Cail said.


  Ortega Montalvo frowned. “I sincerely hope not. I want him alive. For now.”


  “I didn’t give her permission to kill him,” Daniel assured the jaguar. He wanted to punch someone. Anyone. “Where the fuck is she?” he growled to himself.


  He had no doubt she was safe.


  That wasn’t the point.


  The plan had been for her to allow the kidnappers to get far enough away from Carla that they could rescue her, and then return to the cabin. Although, admittedly while he had edicted her to stay safe, he hadn’t edicted her to return immediately.


  He let out a frustrated sigh. Callie had, in all likelihood, decided to play the ruse out as long as she could without violating the letter of his edicts.


  I’m going to stripe her ass in a bad way when she gets back.


  


  * * * *


  


  After getting Callie breakfast, they pulled over at a convenience store for gas. Ken took her inside to use the bathroom while Trent filled the car. He waited outside the door for her to come out and shadowed her every move.


  From the way he didn’t seem overly tense, she could tell he’d done this plenty of times before without incident.


  It made her even less inclined to hurt them if she could avoid it. They’d treated Mom as kindly as they could under the circumstances. She couldn’t, in good conscience, blast them for that.


  She recognized the route they took, a circuitous, back-road way into the Clan’s territory. They were obviously trying not to be spotted.


  If the dashboard clock was right, there were still over two hours before the meeting.


  As she predicted, they pulled up to the meeting hall. The parking lot sat deserted. Trent got out and walked around back, returning a few minutes later from a different side of the building. “Got it. Come on.”


  They led her to a side doorway and down a hall. She suspected where they were taking her, her suspicions confirmed when they led her to a small, little used conference room in the far corner of the building.


  It also had a large utility closet where the hall’s holiday decorations were stored.


  “Inside,” Ken said.


  She went, but he stepped in with her and pulled the doors shut behind them. Trent left the room and returned about fifteen minutes later, presumably moving their vehicle out of sight.


  Dammit. If they’d put her in there alone, she could have popped home and told Daniel. Now if she did that, they’d immediately miss her and sound the alarm, ruining her plan to trap Abernathy.


  I’ll have to wait it out.


  


  * * * *


  


  As time drew near for them to leave for the meeting hall, Daniel had to admit to the others that he suspected Callie had gone a little rogue with their plans.


  He was not a happy wolf. He was, however, head of the Clan Council. “All right. Jocko, Lacey, Kitty, Wally, Oscar, Doug, and Zack, you stay here with Lina—”


  “And why the hell can’t I go to the meeting?” Lina appeared fit to be tied. “Abernathy’s going to be there!”


  “Exactly,” most of the men in the room said.


  “Look,” Daniel said, taking point. “I need you here. You have two newborns to take care of. I need you to stay here with Mom and the others. I’m going to have Callie there. And I need Rick, Jan, and Kael there at the meeting as backup. So I need someone with your…”


  “Ability to blow shit up?” Zack helpfully offered.


  “Yes,” he said. “That. I need you and that skill here, protecting your babies and Mom. Especially since you yourself admitted your powers are fluctuating, I’d rather have you here than accidentally blowing up a room full of innocent shifters.”


  It hadn’t escaped his notice that along with everyone else, he was also calling Carla Mom.


  “I’m going,” Liam quietly said. “I want my chance at the bastard.”


  “Yes, you and the Montalvos can have a field day once we get Callie back safely and we know everyone else is out of the way.”


  Elain stepped forward. “I’m going.”


  He nodded. “I expect you to. And so does Abernathy, I’m sure. It’d look weird if you weren’t there with Mai.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Well, obviously,” Elain said, “the asshole thinks he still has Mom. I’m personally not worried about Callie’s safety.”


  “Neither am I,” Lina confidently said. “She’ll rip Rodolfo a new one if he lays a finger on her.”


  Elain thought poor Blackie looked ready to explode. “I’m glad all of you can be so cavalier about this.”


  “Daniel,” Lacey said, laying a hand on his arm, “she’ll be all right.”


  “How the hell can you possibly know that?”


  Lina, Elain, and Kitty all looked at him with expressions of disbelief. “Seriously?” they said in unison.


  “She’s The fricking Cailleach,” Kitty said. “Dude, she’s fine.”


  “And,” Lacey added, “I saw it.”


  He snorted. “No offense, but that’s not proof. Proof is her standing here in front of me.”


  “Hey,” Elain said, “Lacey said we’d get Mom back safely, and we did. You all kept telling me to have faith, and as hard as it was, I did. So I’m guessing she’s not wrong now.”


  Blackie let out another snort. “Let’s get moving. I’m sick of standing around with my thumb up my ass. It’s time to put this asshole in his place once and for all.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie felt her nervous tension grow as the time for the confrontation drew near. Not because she would get to be in the same room as Rodolfo Abernathy.


  But because she could sense Daniel would stripe her with a cane in a bad way for taking this as far as she had.


  She also knew Daniel had left the mating challenge until the last item of the meeting. It took nearly ninety minutes before she faintly heard him announce the final agenda item.


  Trent and Ken shifted nervously in place beside her in the closet. “I don’t like this,” Trent whispered to Kent. “This is going to go to shit and we’re going to get caught in the middle.”


  “Shut up,” Ken growled. “We’ll be out of here soon enough.”


  “Let’s just let her go now and fucking get the hell out of here.”


  “We will get out of here. If we leave now, he’ll fucking hunt us down. I don’t want my family to spend the rest of their lives on the run and looking over their shoulders.”


  Hmm. I think I will let these two live. They did buy me breakfast. And they didn’t hurt Mom.


  Callie heard an increase in rumbles and growls out in the main meeting hall as Abernathy apparently started speaking. She closed her eyes and cast her senses around the conference room outside. There was only one door in and out, to the hallway leading to the main meeting hall and the side exit they’d brought her in through. A couple of windows, but due to the way the land steeply sloped on this side of the building it’d be nearly an eight-foot drop for anyone jumping.


  They’d have Rodolfo and his fake wheelchair ass penned in.


  Callie took a deep breath as another round of rumbles echoed throughout the building, as if it had a pulse and lungs, breathing in the agitation of the occupants and expelling their outrage through its rafters and walls.


  Beat…ass.


  She almost let out a snort. Sir’s outrage had grown to nearly epic proportions, and while fading in and out, she’d caught part of his thoughts.


  She also knew it was her ass that would get soundly beaten later. And not in a good way.


  Finally, a few minutes later, she faintly heard the sound of a gavel on the dais.


  Here we go.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rodolfo fought to keep the grin off his face. “If you’re going to rule against us anyway, then at least allow an uncle a few moments alone to talk with his niece.”


  “She’s not going anywhere alone with you, asshole!” the Pardie bitch had the nerve to yell at him.


  One of her mates, who was now apparently part of the Council, frowned from where he sat on the dais behind Blackestone.


  Some Prime. He can’t even control his mate. It didn’t matter, though, because she’d responded exactly the way he’d anticipated, playing right into his hands. “Casper is a reasonable man,” he said. “He stipulates that Elain Pardie can accompany his niece to the meeting.”


  Blackestone frowned at him from the dais and had to slam his gavel a few times to quiet the various rumbles from around them. “Elain? It’s your call.”


  “I’ll go,” she said, turning to face Rodolfo with a sneer he hoped to soon make her regret. “He’s just an old man in a wheelchair. He doesn’t scare me.”


  Oh, you egotistical bitch. You won’t be thinking that when I have you tied up tonight and I’m fucking your brains out and filling your womb with my seed.


  “See? What harm could come of it? Isn’t there a small conference room, if my memory serves me? It would be perfect, and we can get my chair into it, if I’m not mistaken.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They all knew it was a setup, knew Rodolfo thought he was playing all of them.


  Elain struggled to keep the laugh out of her voice. “Then let’s do it, asshole.”


  Don’t smile. Do not smile. Not until they had this fucker dead and buried in his grave.


  But first, they had to make sure Callie was safe.


  She glanced at Brodey. When he winked at her, she again struggled not to laugh.


  If they could make it through this without wetting themselves from holding in their laughter, it’d be a miracle.


  She glanced toward the double doors leading to the vestibule. The Montalvo brothers slipped out, ready to take their positions to snag Abernathy once she, Mai, and Callie were in the clear.


  Daniel sent her a look bordering on a glare. She suspected he wished she could read his thoughts, but it wasn’t hard to guess how worried he was about Callie. “All right. But I am officially dismissing the challenge to Mai’s mating.”


  He pointed his gavel at Casper Gallatin. “For your information, douchebag, I talked to Conner. You know him, right? The head of your Clan? He damn sure knows about you. Not to mention he doesn’t have a damn thing good to say about you. He told me he doesn’t have a problem with Mai’s mating and agrees with my prior ruling. So if you ever darken my damn door again on this matter, I’ll personally throw you out on your ass. Do I make myself clear?”


  When Gallatin tried to stammer a rebuttal, Daniel gaveled him silent. “Listen, this isn’t your mother’s Clan Council anymore. I’m not going to be polite when assholes come here wasting our time and harassing our Clan members. Again, do I make myself clear?”


  He looked at Abernathy, who glared at him. Gallatin must have realized he was outnumbered. “Yes,” he mumbled.


  Gallatin pushed the old bastard’s wheelchair down the main aisle and toward the vestibule. As Elain reached for Mai’s hand, Daniel stepped down from the dais and grabbed her arm.


  “Let the jaguars have him,” he whispered in her ear. “And remember, we want to try not to kill Trent or Ken. That’s Carla’s request. So unless they try to interfere or hurt someone, don’t kill them.”


  She nodded and with all three of her men and both of Mai’s hovering close behind, they followed Abernathy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Callie heard the conference room door open, followed by the sound of voices, and then heard it close again. She had a slight moment of panic as the closet door opened when she couldn’t remember if she’d kept herself looking like Carla.


  Apparently she had, because no one said anything as Ken and Trent let her out and went to stand beside the door.


  Elain stood in front of Mai, blocking the smaller woman’s body with her own and keeping her close to the door.


  “Mom!” Elain said.


  Abernathy smiled. “Yes, I thought you might like a reunion. Keep your voice down, however. I have a deal for you.” He smoothly rose from his wheelchair and walked over to stand behind Callie.


  Callie winked at Elain and noticed how her friend’s chest briefly spasmed, as if trying to hold back a laugh.


  But Elain’s fierce expression never faltered as she maintained the ruse. “What do you want, asshole? Let her go.”


  “Oh, I will, dear.” He placed his hand on the back of Callie’s neck. She tried not to wince at the overpowering aroma of his aftershave. “I have a deal to offer you. You for your mother. Or I turn her into my mate and you’ll never see her again.”


  Callie couldn’t hold it back any longer. “Dude, does any part of this deal involve you taking a bath and washing off that horrible odor? Because, day-amn, how can any wolf stand to smell like that?”


  She glanced over her shoulder to see Rodolfo’s expression freeze as he pulled his hand away from her. “Oh, seriously?” she asked. “No one’s ever told you how gross you smell with that damn aftershave? What, did you burn out your sniffer doing coke or something? How the fuck can you stand it?”


  His eyes widened. She took that moment to look at Ken and Trent. “I suggest you two run now. It’s your only hope of staying alive. We don’t want you, we want him. And you were nice enough not to hurt Mom. We’ll let you go. This time.”


  The two men had frozen in place, staring at her.


  She shifted back to herself and turned to Rodolfo. “Fucker, you picked the wrong momma to mess with.”


  Elain grabbed the door and threw it open, shoving Mai back out into Micah’s arms as Trent and Ken headed for the opening.


  Callie grinned at Abernathy. “Ready to tango, asshole?” Gallatin backed away from them and cowered in the corner.


  As Daniel and Ain rushed through the door into the room, Rodolfo spun around and grabbed a fire extinguisher from its bracket on the wall. He discharged it at them, temporarily concealing him from their view.


  Before Callie could react, she heard glass shatter. The sudden influx of air made the fire extinguisher residue swirl in an eerie whirlpool in mid-air.


  “He’s going out the window!” she yelled. “Someone get outside and get after him! Don’t let him get away!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Liam shoved his way into the room in time to hear glass breaking and Callie’s warning that the bastard was running. He, along with Ain and the others, finally managed to jump through the window in time to see Abernathy yank his driver out of his running limo and get in. Tires squealed as the old wolf gunned the car and peeled out of the parking lot with a spray of gravel.


  “Now, Sir?” Callie asked Daniel.


  He glanced behind them. “I don’t see the jaguars yet. Yes, now, pet. Stop him, but don’t kill him.”


  She stepped forward and Liam heard her yell something in an ancient language as she raised her hands toward the car, which approached a bend in the road.


  A black swirl of dirt and leaves coalesced into a ten-foot-tall monster in the path of Abernathy’s limo.


  She caught him by surprise, because the car swerved, the right front wheel dipping off the road and into the deep ditch along the side. The limo rolled three times, coming to rest almost two hundred yards away at the base of a large tree.


  Elain let out a shriek of fury as she shed her clothes and shifted, heading for the wrecked limo at a dead run.


  Liam touched Ain’s arm. “No. Call her back, lad.”


  “What?”


  His face hardened. “Call her back. Edict her if ye have to, but call her back.”


  “But—”


  “This isn’t her fight, lad. ’Tis mine. And it’s long overdue.”


  Ain hesitated only for a moment before turning. “Elain!” he roared in full-on Prime Alpha tone that carried across the distance. “Stop!” He looked at Brodey and Cail. “Go bring her back.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain almost didn’t realize what was happening at first. She heard Ain yelling at her, then her feet seemed to stop of their own will. Stopped so suddenly, in fact, that her momentum carried her tail over teacup and sent her somersaulting across the grass in a four-legged tangle.


  Before she could get to her feet, Brodey and Cail were on her. She shifted back, not giving a shit that she was naked, and struggled against them. “No! I have to get the bastard!”


  Liam strode toward them, shedding his clothes as he went. “No, daughter. This fecking arsehole is mine to deal with.” He shifted mid-stride, angrily breaking into a run and heading toward the wrecked limo, which still lay on its side against the tree.


  The driver’s door opened and a figure emerged, climbing out and falling onto the ground.


  Rodolfo Abernathy sprang to his feet in a crouch, lips drawn back in a tooth-baring snarl. He ripped his clothes off and shifted just as Liam hit him at a full run, slamming them both back into the underside of the limo.


  Abernathy let out a howl of pain as Liam had him pinned against the muffler. The smell of burnt fur and flesh wafted to them. Elain watched as Liam tried to grab hold of Abernathy’s throat, but then he managed to twist just right and free himself.


  He streaked into the woods with Liam on his heels.


  “Let me go after him!”


  Ain and Blackie caught up with them. “No,” Blackie said. “Liam and the jaguars can have him.”


  The Montalvo brothers came running from around the other side of the building. “That way!” Blackie yelled as he pointed to where the two wolves had entered the woods.


  Almost faster than she could see it, the three men stripped, shifted into their jaguar forms, and raced off into the woods after the two wolves.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  As much as he despised it, Rodolfo knew running was his only option. Pardie was a much younger, stronger wolf than he was.


  The memory of what Pardie’s bitch daughter did to Paul flashed into his mind. He knew the father would be far less charitable than his daughter.


  And so would the Montalvo jaguars, if they had their chance.


  It’d been a while since he’d had to run this fast, but he did, flying through the underbrush as fast as four legs would carry him, winding across paths and over fallen logs and hoping he had enough in him to get away.


  Not that being caught was an option.


  It was his focus on his lead that distracted him, perhaps. But when he pulled up short at the rocky ledge, he whirled around as Liam Pardie broke through the trees behind him with a triumphant howl.


  Nowhere to run! He fought back hysterics, refusing to believe this was his end, his fate.


  It couldn’t be.


  He shifted. “Listen, we can talk about this. Surely you see my point of view. Your family was bound by the blood oath for generations!”


  Liam didn’t shift back. Instead, his lips curled as he snarled, baring canines. He slowly advanced on Rodolfo.


  When he tried to feint to either side, to hit the woods again, Pardie blocked him at every move.


  He knew he couldn’t take the younger wolf in a fight, and he was all alone. No backup, no weapon.


  Then the eerie shriek of a jaguar sounded in the woods, close by, answered by Liam howl.


  Below him the river raged, thunderstorms further up in the mountains sending a torrent of water high along the banks.


  In front of him lay certain death. No doubt Pardie and the jaguars wouldn’t quit until he died.


  He jumped.


  


  * * * *


  


  Liam shifted back and raced to the edge, cursing as he stared down at the water. Rodolfo’s body had already disappeared into the river, no doubt swept along with the uprooted trees and other debris the angry torrent carried along its path.


  It was a precipitous drop of nearly a hundred feet. He supposed it was possible for someone to survive it…


  But he doubted it.


  The three Montalvo brothers raced into the clearing and shifted back.


  “Where is he?” Ortega said.


  Liam spit over the side. “Good riddance, to ye, ye bloody bastard. May the bowels of hell prevent yer soul from having a moment’s rest.”


  “Are you sure he’s dead?” Ortega asked.


  Liam met his gaze. “I bloody well hope so. I don’t see how anyone could survive that.”


  “We’ll check. Come on.” The brothers shifted back and headed downstream.


  Liam watched them go before he looked down into the river again. Then he shifted back to wolf form and returned to where he’d left the others.


  Elain had put her clothes back on and was pacing along the edge of the woods when he arrived. She dropped to her knees and threw her arms around his neck before he even had a chance to shift. “Oh, thank god!”


  He shifted back to hug her even as Ain and his brothers raced to join them. “It’s all right, Elain. It’s over.”


  She broke down crying in his arms. Ain knelt next to them, his grey eyes boring into his.


  Liam nodded. “Fecking coward jumped into the river rather than face me and the Montalvos.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I didn’t see his body, no. But it was a pretty tall ledge for someone of his age, wolf or not, to survive. River’s runnin’ high and fast, full of debris. Whether it was the fall or drownin’, I can’t imagine he made it. The Montalvos are looking for the body now.”


  “We need to help search,” Ain said.


  Blackie agreed. “Let’s get on it. Liam, you’ll need to show us where.” His gaze narrowed. “I want proof that wolf’s dead, and I don’t care how it happens. Elain, I want you, Mai, and Callie back at the cabin with Mom. Right now.”


  When Callie tried to protest that she wanted to help search, Liam snickered when Blackie grabbed her by the hair, spun her around, and delivered an unrestrained swat to her ass.


  He bent over and growled an edict in her ear. “Mate, you are already in far too much trouble to argue with me. You will go back with Elain and stay at the cabin until my return. Understand?”


  Liam barely heard her meek, “Yes, Sir.”


  Blackie pulled her back up and kissed her. “Good girl. Enjoy sitting today while you can. You won’t be tomorrow.”


  Somehow, Liam got the distinct impression that she wouldn’t mind that at all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Coughing, he clawed with his hands at the bank for purchase against the frigid current threatening to sweep him away again. He didn’t know how long he’d been in the water, but it felt like forever. He’d waited to get out to help put distance between him and the pursuers who would no doubt be searching for him, to throw them off his scent. But now he had to get out or risk succumbing to hypothermia.


  Finally, he managed to get a purchase on a small sapling and drag himself out of the water. With most of his body numb except for the agonizing burn in across his back, he rolled onto his side and tried to summon the energy to shift into wolf form. He might still be wet, weak, and half dead, but his fur would provide him with a little warmth, at least, as well as the shift would help with the healing process.


  He lay there, shivering and drifting in and out of consciousness. He couldn’t believe he was alive and still wasn’t altogether sure he’d make it out of the woods breathing.


  But it was a start.


  It was after dark when his eyes opened again. Holding his breath, he lay there on his side and listened. Everything still hurt, especially the burn, and the thought of trying to get up and walk, on two feet or four, was almost more than he could stand.


  Then he heard it, the sound of careful footsteps making their way through the underbrush. Two-footed.


  He couldn’t smell anything, his nose so cold and his body so battered it took every effort he had just to breathe.


  Maybe I can use this to my advantage. Sucker some poor human into taking a bedraggled, half dead dog home and nursing it back to help. It would buy him some time until he could get his strength back and get in touch with one of his men to come get him.


  The footsteps sounded from behind him. He let out a whine he hoped appeared as pitiful as he currently felt.


  The person stopped a few feet away. Then he heard a feminine laugh. “Aww, would you look at that.”


  Something in her tone struck him wrong. Like she was amused, not saddened, by his state.


  He tried to sit up, but pain in his ribs forced a genuine whimper from him.


  The human knelt behind him, still outside his range of sight. “Poor, injured pup.”


  He heard the sound of something, maybe a bag, being set down on the ground behind him and something pulled out.


  Before he could register it, the rigid, silver collar had been fastened around his neck, a lock clicking shut. The snug fit wouldn’t allow it to pull off over his ears, he knew.


  And it would definitely be snug in human form.


  He forced his head up and back, craning his neck to look up into a pair of flinty grey eyes. The woman stared down at him, a hard expression on her face as she clipped a chain lead to the collar.


  “Hello there, Rodolfo Abernathy. You were a, heh, bitch to track, let me tell you, without that awful aftershave to give you away. Oh, don’t look so shocked. Yes, I know who you are even though we’ve never formally met. Let me introduce myself. Mercedes Megaera.”


  She grinned, a lupine smile that chilled his callous soul to the base of his spine. “Actually, I’d rather call you by a more apt name…Father.”


  He didn’t have time to process that as she yanked on the chain, painfully jerking his head. “Welcome to my world. You’re going to find out that payback’s a fucking bitch, and she’s in heat again…and so am I.”


  She knelt down, nose-to-snout with him. “By the time I’m finished with you,” she growled, “you’ll wish you’d never been born.”


  She grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and effortlessly dragged him to his feet. “Come on. We’ve got a lot of work to do, Daddy.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  They spent the rest of the day and half of the night in the search. Wolves, jaguars, and other shifters on the ground, and dragons from the air.


  No one could find any sign of his body.


  Caspar Gallatin had been sent on his way with a warning that if he ever looked at Mai again, he’d have his balls ripped off by her two extremely pissed-off mates.


  No one doubted that Jim, while a human, could more than easily hold his own against the scruffy coyote when it came to protecting Mai.


  Ken and Trent had managed to slip out in the confusion after Abernathy set off the fire extinguisher. As had Abernathy’s driver. No one was interested in hunting them down, considering the outcome and how both Carla and Callie had weighed in on not killing them.


  Daniel finally called a halt to the search for Rodolfo’s body a little after 1:00 a.m. “His body’s halfway to the Atlantic by now.”


  Liam didn’t want to give up the search, but he was eager to return to the cabin.


  To Carla.


  He rode back in silence with Ain and the others. The lights blazing in the windows were a welcomed sight. He strode in, scanning the living room. Elain, Callie, Carla, Lina, and Mai were still up, as were the men standing watch over them.


  Carla stood at Liam’s entrance. He walked over to her, grabbed her by the hand, and without a word took her to his room and closed the door behind them.


  He turned her to face him. “I’m not gonna waste any more time. Carla, I love ye. I know life’s not perfect, and this is fast, but the thought of losing ye after everything else I’ve had to give up in my life breaks my heart.”


  He clasped both her hands to his chest. “Will ye marry me? Be my mate? I promise, I’ll die to protect ye. I can’t risk losing ye again without ye knowing how I feel about ye.”


  She stared at him for a moment, her eyes wide in the darkness that proved no match for his wolf sight. “It…doesn’t bother you?” she softly asked.


  “Does what bother me?”


  She let out a sad laugh. “Liam, you’re a wolf. You look every bit as handsome as you did the first day I met you. Look at me.” She pulled her hands free and turned from him. “It’s been the better part of thirty years. Time wasn’t as kind to me.”


  He went after her and made her turn to face him again. “I dinna care. Ye’re still beautiful to me. I love ye. And as the mate to a wolf, ye’ll have lots of years left you might otherwise not.” He stroked her cheek. “Lots of years left with our daughter. Grandbabies. Think of it.” He palmed her cheek and leaned in, gently kissing her.


  Knowing Maureen blessed their union rid him of any guilt, although the melancholy pang in his soul still tugged at him.


  Her eyes dropped closed as they kissed, finally feathering open only after he raised his head from hers. “Please, Carla. I do love ye.”


  “Do you feel that…that attraction? What the others talk about. That I’m your One?”


  He nodded. “No, it’s not as strong as when Maureen and I mated, but that’s only because I lost her to death. But I was attracted to ye the first time I met ye. If it hadn’t been for already being mated to Maureen…” He kissed her again. “Had I met ye first, ye’d be my mate now.”


  It felt like a thousand lifetimes passed in the moments she stared up at him, her bottom lip trembling. Finally, she nodded.


  “Will ye be my wife?” he asked, his voice hoarse and thick with emotion. “My mate?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ye have to submit to me.”


  “Not like Callie and Daniel, I hope.”


  He smiled. “No, love. Not like that. Ye have to agree that I am in charge.”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  He carefully folded her into his arms and kissed her deeply, thoroughly, enjoying the way she softly moaned as he brushed his tongue along her lips and parted them. Her hands drifted around his neck, her body pressing into his.


  He felt his cock stir and harden, a sensation he hadn’t felt in far too long.


  Since losing Maureen.


  He backed them toward the bed. “I love ye,” he whispered against her lips. “I love ye, and I promise, I’ll be good to ye. I’ll make up for all the years ye were alone. I’ll make ye forget the pain. I’ll fill yer life with happiness.”


  “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I’ve been with someone?” she asked. “I’m not sure I still remember how.”


  “I’m sure it’s been as long as it’s been for me. Since that last day when I said good-bye to ye and Maureen at the apartment. We’ll figure it out together.”


  He yanked his shirt off, then helped her remove hers. Skin to skin, he gathered her into his arms and kissed her once more, never wanting to let her go as he felt her heart strongly beating in her chest against his.


  


  * * * *


  


  Carla couldn’t believe this was happening. She hadn’t even been sure if she’d survive the past week, and now…this?


  Sure she’d had wild dreams and fantasies about her and Liam maybe being together one day, but it was never anything she seriously thought would come to pass.


  And now, it was.


  She closed her eyes and drank in the feeling of his warm flesh against hers, praying he would still be there when she opened her eyes, that this wasn’t just a fantastic dream.


  He gently lowered her to the bed and lied down next to her. When he gently caressed her cheek, she opened her eyes to stare into his green eyes. “Is this real?” she whispered.


  In reply he kissed her, slowly, sweetly, even better than in all her fantasies over the years. “Yes, love. This is real.”


  He rolled her onto her back. Ever so slowly, he blazed a scorching trail down her throat, over her chest, until he unhooked the front clasp of her bra and freed her breasts before he lightly flicked his tongue over first one nipple, then the other.


  She wanted to cry at how good it felt. How right it felt. She plunged her fingers into his hair and wanted to hold him there, never let him go.


  He worked his way south, easily unfastening her slacks and sliding them and her panties down her hips, his lips kissing every bit of flesh as he went until he settled between her thighs.


  She heard her clothes hit the floor as he discarded them. Then he buried his mouth between her legs, and she had to clap a hand over her mouth to stifle her cry as he almost immediately made her come.


  He softly chuckled before setting to work in earnest, holding her in place with his arms hooked under her thighs, refusing to let her push him away, making her come over and over again until she lost track of every other thought but the pleasure he brought her.


  Only when he was satisfied did he sit up and smile at her. “That’s a wee bit of a start, love.”


  He quickly shed his jeans, exposing a more than generous cock. “Last chance to say no,” he said. “Will ye be my mate?”


  She nodded, making him smile again.


  Then he quickly rolled her over onto her hands and knees, his cock deeply sliding home into her pussy and pulling another moan out of her. She grabbed a pillow and buried her face in it so she could make all the noise she wanted. Nothing had ever felt this good.


  He folded his body over hers, reaching for and finding her hands and lacing his fingers through hers.


  “Submit, mate,” he whispered.


  “Yes,” she gasped.


  She just had time to bury her face in the pillow again when his teeth clamped down on her shoulder, triggering by far the most explosive orgasm she’d ever felt in her life. As he started moving inside her, fucking her, she could do nothing but lie there and enjoy it, moaning, wishing it’d never end and not sure she could survive it if it didn’t.


  When he came, it was with a hard, final thrust, and she would have sworn it was his voice inside her brain, and not in her ear, that said, “Yessss!”


  


  * * * *


  


  After Carla and Liam disappeared, Brodey turned and arched an eyebrow at Elain. “You realize we’re not seeing them until morning, at least. Right?”


  Elain wanted to smack him. “Brodey!”


  “Hey, fact of life, babe.” He smiled. “I thought you’d be happy your parents are going to get their happily ever after together.”


  “I am, but…” She looked to Lina for help.


  Lina smiled. “No one wants to think about their parents having sex, Brod. Did you?”


  His teasing smile fell. “Eh, well, that’s a good point.”


  “You didn’t bust Blackie’s balls about Kitty,” Elain pointed out.


  Brodey rolled his eyes but pulled her in for a kiss. “Sorry, babe. I’ll shut up about that now.”


  Blackie let out a cough. “We’ll head out again in the morning to search,” he said, ignoring her comment. “I’ll come by after I wake up.” His hand shot out and grabbed Callie’s hair, pulling her close. “And after I take care of reminding a certain someone about what ‘come back’ means.”


  A grinning Callie wiggled her fingers in a good-bye wave as he led her out by her hair.


  Ain laughed. “She’s going to get her ass beat.”


  “Yeah,” Lina said, “but I bet she’ll enjoy it.”


  They all said their good-nights and retreated to their rooms. Elain knew tonight, at least, she’d finally be able to relax. Her mom was safe, her friends were safe, and even if on the off-chance Abernathy wasn’t dead, he was out of their hair at least for the next few hours.


  She’d deal with anything else in the morning.


  Cail was the first one in bed, and the first one she tackled. “I don’t suppose you have at least a little energy left in you, do you?”


  He rolled on top of her, his cock quickly inflating. “For you babe, always.”


  She wrapped her arms and legs around him as he kissed her, her own juices flowing. Something about her men always did that to her, got her instantly ready for them. She wouldn’t question it.


  It just felt right, like her world was finally as it should be.


  Brodey joined them in bed as Cail slid his cock deep into her pussy, making her let out a soft moan. “Ah, baby’s horny, is she?” Brodey teased. He leaned in and captured her mouth with his, his hand sneaking between them to find and play with her nipples.


  Ain crawled into bed on the other side of them. “I will be glad to get home to our own bed. This one’s a little small for my liking.”


  “Hey, just means we get to cuddle closer with our girl,” Cail said.


  Ain sat up next to her and turned her head to face him. His stiff cock jutted from his body, ready for her mouth. She wasted no time engulfing him as far as she could, loving the way he slowly fucked it between her lips.


  “That’s it, baby,” he hoarsely muttered. “Just like that.”


  Brodey’s hand traveled south, finding her clit and skillfully stroking it, which quickly triggered her first orgasm.


  “That’s our girl,” Cail said as he picked up the pace and force of his thrusts. It only served to keep her orgasm rolling through her, stretching out her pleasure with each stroke he took until his cock swelled and grew even harder before filling her with his cum.


  She was still sucking Ain, enjoying the taste and feel of his cock on her tongue, the salty pre-cum he leaked spurring her efforts. She barely had time to notice when Cail moved out of the way and Brodey took his place. She closed her eyes, loving them, trusting them, giving herself over completely to them.


  Brodey threw her legs over his shoulder and started taking long, slow strokes with his cock, bottoming out inside her and hitting different places than Cail had. Cail took over for Brodey with his hand, finding and playing with her swollen clit.


  “Don’t stop now,” he whispered in her ear. “You’ve got a few more for us, we know you do.”


  She let out a whine as another orgasm washed over her, the vibration of the noise making Ain’s cock deliciously twitch along her tongue.


  She felt her mind slip, a sensation she was quickly beginning to recognize. Another vision came to mind. A large group of people gathered together. Shifters, she realized, although she didn’t know how she knew that. Adults and children of varying ages. She turned to look around and immediately realized where she was as she spotted the iconic plume of the Old Faithful geyser shooting into the air.


  And like that, the vision disappeared as both her and Brodey were caught up with their own climaxes.


  Ain’s fingers tightened on her scalp just before he, too, started coming. She quickly swallowed, trying to keep up with him and not lose a single drop.


  As they all recovered and she started falling asleep draped over Ain’s chest, she idly wondered if she’d ever have visions outside of having sex with her men.


  Then she realized that might not be such a bad thing.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain stumbled out of bed way too early for her liking the next morning. While her guys could apparently sleep through it, Elain couldn’t ignore the soft, rhythmic thumping sound from her parents’ room on the other side of the wall.


  A sound that had happened quite a few times throughout the night, and was happening again at that moment.


  Holy crap, I wish they’d get a room.


  Then she giggled. She could completely sympathize with Blackie over Kitty and Wally.


  I should have slept out in the RV.


  She pulled on her robe and used the bathroom before heading out to the kitchen. It was barely six o’clock, but at least she was able to find an early news program on the small undercounter TV to help drown out other noises. As the coffee brewed, she leaned against the counter and waited, her stomach grumbling as the rich aroma of coffee filled the room.


  Home. Soon. But not before she helped Callie, Lina, and the others. She wanted a crack at the funky chickens Kitty was hunting.


  She was in the mood to hunt and kill something. An evil critter would do nicely since she couldn’t sink her teeth into Rodolfo Abernathy’s neck.


  She turned to watch the TV for a few minutes. When there was enough coffee in the pot for her to pour a mug, she did and then returned her attention to the TV.


  A few minutes later, a noise behind her made her turn. She let out a startled shriek and dropped her mug, coffee splashing and her cup shattering everywhere on the tile floor.


  She stared.


  As both her men and Liam thundered, all of them naked, into the kitchen, she still stared.


  “Honey?” her mom asked.


  Elain stared, too shocked for words.


  Blinking, she looked at Ain, who finally walked around Carla, mindful of where he was stepping to avoid the mess.


  He gasped as he got a look at her.


  Now her mom looked worried.


  “Will someone please say something?” she said. “You’re starting to scare me!”


  “Did you look in a mirror this morning, Mom?” Elain whispered.


  “No, why?”


  “Because…” She stepped over the mess, spun her mom around, and by the shoulders marched her into the powder room in the hallway.


  As Elain flipped on the light, her mom also gasped as the two women stared into the mirror over the vanity.


  Carla still had grey in her hair, and still had a few lines and crow’s feet on her face, but she no longer looked like a woman close to sixty.


  She looked closer to the low end of forty.


  Carla pressed a hand to her cheek and stared, looking as shocked as Elain felt.


  Liam, who’d finally managed to grab a pair of boxers, shouldered into the small room with them. “What’s wrong?” he insisted.


  “What does this mean?” Carla asked.


  Ain and the other two appeared in the doorway. He had his cell phone in his hand. “It means I’m calling Jocko and Lacey right now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey didn’t sound happy to be awoken that early, especially when Ain wouldn’t tell her what the problem was. Jocko also expressed his displeasure in some colorful words, but he picked up Lacey on his way over and in twenty minutes they were knocking on the front door of the cabin.


  When they walked in, Carla was sitting on the couch, still in her bathrobe, flanked by Elain and Lina and Mai, also still in bathrobes.


  Lacey’s eyes widened before she started laughing. “Congratulations!”


  Jocko, once he followed Lacey’s line of sight and thinking, also burst out into peals of rolling laughter. “Lad, this is what ye rolled us outta our warm beds for? I ought to box yer ears for it.”


  “Oh, be nice,” Lacey chided him. She walked over to Carla and leaned in to hug her. “They obviously didn’t expect it.”


  Ain fought the urge to growl at both his elders. “Glad you both think this is funny, but a little clarification for us would be nice.”


  “Boyo, he claimed her.” He looked at Liam, “Yes?”


  Liam, standing behind the couch and directly behind Carla, nodded.


  “Then again, congratulations. Can I go back to sleep now?”


  “Jocko, please,” Ain said.


  “What do ye want me to say?” He waved his hand at them. “They’re mated. Happens all the time.”


  “People do not age backward every day,” Elain said.


  “They do if they’re mated to a strong Alpha wolf like Liam.”


  Lacey nodded. “No, it’s not that common, because let’s face it, most older people are usually in a relationship and that would be against the Code. This is unusual, but definitely not unheard of. Liam and Carla were both single and available.”


  Mai let out a little eep! as she clapped a hand over her mouth.


  “Ye have something to say, child, spit it out,” Jocko said.


  She looked at Elain and Lina, who both nodded. Then she turned to Carla. “I told them I’ve been having dreams about pregnancies.”


  Carla’s eyes widened as Jocko started laughing again.


  “I…I can’t get pregnant!” Carla protested. “I’ve already gone through menopause!”


  Lacey added her laughter to Jocko’s. “Did you ever have a partial or complete hysterectomy? Or a tubal ligation?”


  “No.”


  “Then I guess you’d better think about getting back on the pill or using condoms,” Lacey said. “I would suggest contacting Dr. Alberto ASAP and talking with her.”


  “But…” She looked up at Liam and back to Lacey. “But…how could this happen?”


  Jocko heavily dropped into a chair. “Seriously? If I have to explain the birds and the bees to ye, someone’s gonna have to make me breakfast. And give me coffee.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain’s men, apparently sensing Elain, Lina, and Mai were in no state of mind to be cooking, took over kitchen duties. Within ten minutes the smell of bacon and eggs filled the cabin.


  Elain didn’t know if she’d ever loved her men more in her life as she did right then.


  Lina had given up her seat to Liam to go take care of the Beasts and rouse her men, who’d been exhausted and slept through the commotion. Someone went out to the RV to wake Zack and Kael, who pulled up short when they walked into the living room.


  “Holy crap!” they said as they got a look at Carla.


  Carla burst into tears and pressed her face into Liam’s shoulder.


  The two men rushed over. “No, no, sorry,” Zack said. “Poor choice of words. Mom, you look great!”


  “They said I might be able to get pregnant!” she wailed.


  Elain spotted the smirk Kael tried to hide by covering his mouth with his hand.


  “Go ahead and laugh, boyo,” Jocko said. “We all have. She’s just having a wee bit of trouble wrapping her mind around it still.”


  Blackie and Callie burst into the cabin. “What’s wrong? Jocko wouldn’t…” His voice trailed off as he pulled up short and stared at Carla. Callie, who’d nearly plowed into him when he stopped, also spotted Carla.


  She, however, let out a happy squee! and ran to throw her arms around Carla. “Congratulations, Mom!”


  Carla burst into tears again.


  Blackie slowly stepped forward. “Is…everything okay?”


  “No!” Carla yelled. “Everything is not okay! I can’t get pregnant. I’m too old to get pregnant!”


  Elain watched as Blackie seemed to survey everyone’s reaction. She gave him credit for keeping his calm. He knelt in front of her and took the tearful woman’s hand. “First of all,” he gently said, “let me offer my congratulations to both of you. Before you leave, we’ll get the council together to have a recognition.” He offered her a kind smile. “And secondly, let me offer that my aunt, who was a human, was almost ninety when her and my uncle had their first pup.”


  Carla’s eyes widened and she burst into tears again.


  “Not helping, boyo,” Jocko snarked.


  Blackie tried again. “I didn’t mean it like that. Mom, please, it’s all right. She was fifty when she met my uncle, and her aging reversed like yours did when they mated. He’s an Alpha wolf, too.”


  Elain struggled with an intense battle to not stick her fingers in her ears and react the way Blackie had to Kitty and Wally’s mating.


  “This is a good thing,” he tried again. “Very few people get a second chance like you are. Think of all the things you never thought you’d get a chance to do in your life. You’re going to get those chances.”


  That seemed to get through to her. The whole time, Liam had sat beside her, his arm protectively draped over her shoulders. She looked up at him.


  “I’m sorry I’m being like this. It’s…it’s just such a shock.”


  He gently smiled at her. “I know, love. It’s all right. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “I’m just…overwhelmed right now.”


  “It wasn’t the best of circumstances,” Blackie said. “I’m just glad we had a happy ending.”


  She looked up into Liam’s face. “As am I,” Liam said.


  Elain got up and went to the kitchen to check on breakfast. She slipped her arms around Ain and hugged him where he stood at the stove, tending to bacon.


  “I love you,” she mumbled against his back.


  “Hey,” Cail joked. “What are we? Chopped liver?”


  She smiled and hugged him and Brodey. “Love you guys, too.”


  Ain glanced over his shoulder. “What brought this on?”


  She gathered them close and looked up at Ain. “I know we had a sort of rocky start, but thank you for the way you did it. I know we had no clue I was a shifter then. Thank you for being patient with me.”


  His expression softened as he turned to kiss her. “We love you, babe. You were the perfect one for us. I couldn’t rush it.” He shot a glare at his two brothers. “Even if these two here nearly fouled it all up by trying to be sneaky.”


  “Hey,” Brodey said. “If it wasn’t for us, you would have given up because you assumed she was married.”


  “Yeah,” Cail said. “It’s a damn good thing we were sneaky.”


  Ain nodded. “Yes, you two were right and I was wrong. Happy?”


  Brodey hooked an arm around her and pulled her in for a kiss. “Couldn’t be happier, bro.”


  Cail grabbed her next and kissed her. “That makes three.”


  She laughed. “Make that four.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  “Oh, the Maine wolves, even before dear ole Daddy pulled his little stunt, are no friends of Rodolfo Abernathy. They probably have a bounty out for his head or hide by now. They won’t rest until they have proof he’s dead.”


  “How can you be so sure?” Marston asked.


  She smiled as she draped her arms around his neck. “Because I took out a little insurance on the matter, just in case his own self-created asshattery wasn’t enough justification for Blackstone to order him dead. Do you know what happened to Paul Abernathy after he lost the challenge to Elain Pardie?”


  “No. I would suspect Rodolfo killed him.”


  “Bingo.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed him.


  He couldn’t help letting his hands snake around her waist, pulling her tightly against him. “And how would you know this with any great certainty?”


  “Ah, there’s the best part. I followed them. And I got the whole thing on video, as well as pictures. And I took GPS coordinates with my phone and went back later and dug him up and took even more pictures. And I mapped it.”


  He smiled. “Let me guess. Somehow, all this information wound up in Blackestone’s hands?”


  “Uh-huh. Want to know the best part?”


  “Do tell, my evil little vixen.”


  She giggled. “He was dumb enough to do it on their land. If he’d waited five minutes, he would have been in the state forest, out of the Clan’s territory.”


  Marston let out a snort of amusement. “No kidding?”


  “No kidding.”


  He glanced at the door leading down to the basement. “So now that they have proof he committed a murder on their lands, they are totally within their rights to kill him. The whole kidnapping of a Clan Council member’s mother-in-law notwithstanding.”


  “Yes.”


  He grabbed her by the back of the neck with one hand and dug his fingers in, enjoying the way her body undulated against his as her need built. Crushing her lips under his, he growled as he felt his cock harden against her. When he broke their kiss he grazed his teeth across the flesh of her throat, making her whimper even as he smelled how wet she now was.


  He rumbled into her ear, “Let’s go downstairs and give Daddy a show, why don’t we?”


  She looked into his eyes and he felt his own wolf struggling to the surface at the glazed passion reflecting back to him. “Will you make me beg to suck your cock first? In front of him?”


  He grinned. “Absolutely, my slutty little mate. And if you’re very good, after I’ve put a load into your cunt, maybe I’ll be able to get it up a second time and make you beg me to put another load into your ass.”


  She grinned. “Promise?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Daniel propped himself up on his elbow and watched Callie sleep. Last night had been a sweet, nightmare-free sleep for her. He didn’t know if it was because of the heavy caning he gave her before bed as punishment for disobeying the intent of his order to return to him after Carla’s rescue, or sheer exhaustion from the events.


  But tonight, he could already see the early signs setting in. Restless, the occasional noise or whimper, all the indicators were in place.


  He thought about his talk with Baba Yaga just a few days earlier before they returned from Florida.


  It felt like years past, with everything that had happened that week.


  Fortunately, lots of happy endings.


  Not to mention he now had a bear of a brother-in-law.


  He carefully got out of bed so as not to wake her and went to his office, closing the door behind him. In the contacts on his phone were the two numbers, the one Lacey had given Callie…


  And the special, private number.


  He heavily sat in his chair and, after a few minutes of debate, he called. With each of the three rings, he felt his heart race a little more.


  Then the rich, British voice answered. “Hello, Daniel.”


  He swallowed. “Hi. Uh, sorry to call you so late.”


  “This sounds rather important. But first, I take it your loved one is safe?”


  “Yes. Thank you. I’m not exaggerating when I say we couldn’t have done it without you.”


  “My pleasure. I’m glad I could be of assistance. So what may I do for you tonight?”


  “I…uh…” Nut up, Blackestone. “My wife’s older sister gave me a little cryptic nugget and I think she meant you.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah.” He detailed Callie’s nightmares, the progression of them throughout the past several months, and his discussion with Baba Yaga.


  How even edicting Callie hadn’t helped her recall them in the morning.


  “So, that’s all I’ve got,” he said in conclusion.


  After a moment, Ryan spoke. “I take it you’re concerned these nightmares she’s experiencing may be of importance as to what’s going on, and not merely some personal annoyance.”


  “Exactly. I mean, if you know what’s going on and can tell me it’s just some weird idiosyncrasy, I’ll thank you and apologize for wasting your time.”


  He didn’t like the low, serious tone of Ryan’s voice. “I think,” Ryan quietly said, “we both know you wouldn’t be calling me if you didn’t think it was serious.”


  “Yeah.”


  Ryan sighed loud enough to be audible over the line. “I need to do a little research into the matter. I’m not sure if this is something I’ll be able to help you with, or if I’ll have to call in some help from others. If she were simply mortal-born, I could easily help. However, she isn’t. It might take me a while.”


  “Thank you. I’m very grateful for your help.”


  “Don’t thank me yet. Neither of us might like what we discover. There have been some disconcerting developments on my end as of late. I am not sure yet if they have any bearing upon your kind or not. I was under the impression that it was simply a personal issue, a grudge against me, but perhaps I came to that conclusion too swiftly.”


  He felt something deep inside him run cold. “Crap.”


  “Indeed.” He went silent for a moment. “Is this the best number to reach you at?”


  “Yeah. It’s my cell. You can text me, too, if you need to.”


  “Very well. It might take me some time to get back to you. Days, possibly weeks.”


  “I understand. I just appreciate anything you can find out.”


  “Again, don’t be so quick to thank me, Daniel,” Ryan warned. “Good night.”


  “Night.”


  He ended the call and stared at his phone. Until actually meeting Ryan face-to-face, he’d been able to willfully ignore his overall place in the Universe despite having Callie as his mate.


  Now, he realized even though they were big fish in their own pond, in the universal scheme of things they might be far lower on the food chain than he’d like to admit.


  And that was not a thought that imbued him with warm and fuzzy feelings. Not when he knew what creatures like the cockatrice were capable of.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Daniel convened the Clan Council the next evening for a special recognition ceremony for Carla and Liam. After three more days of hunting for the cockatrice nests, Lina and Kitty both concurred they needed more information and were just wasting their time.


  They hadn’t found any trace of Marston, either. Or of Abernathy’s daughter.


  “We need to go home and regroup,” Lina said. “We might as well head back to Florida. We’re not doing any good here right now and everyone has lives to get back to.”


  “Agreed,” Kitty said. No one missed the playful glance she sent to Wally. “And with winter weather coming to the Northeast, the cockatrice will likely be hunkered down until spring. That’s their usual methodology.”


  Wally let out a yawn. “I could spend some time in bed.” He winked at Kitty.


  Daniel rolled his eyes. “All right, please, this is my little sister. Save that crap for when you’re alone, would you?”


  Wally hooked an arm around Daniel and pulled him in close, rubbing his knuckles in the wolf’s hair. “Aww, such a good big brother you are.”


  “Holy crap, stop mauling me, dude.” He pulled free and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll have my mate neuter you.”


  Callie held up her hands. “Unless that’s a direct order, Sir, I’m not going near him.”


  “So,” Jocko said, “I take it ye might be moving up to our neck of the woods then, Walter?”


  The bear shifter nodded. “Yes, sir.” His gaze returned to Kitty. “I think Maine’s a great place to settle down.”


  “Okay,” Lina said, a finger on her chin. “Riddle me this? Will you two be having wears or bolfs?”


  Daniel stuck his fingers in his ears. “I’m not listening.”


  Kitty leaned against Wally and grinned up at him. “I dunno. We could call them beowolfs.”


  Everyone groaned, except for Daniel, who left the room muttering, “I’m not listening. I’m not listening!”


  Lina turned her attention to Callie. “And what, pray tell, will Oscar and Gigi have if and when they have offspring?” Once the search for Abernathy’s body had been called off, Oscar had been strangely absent, last seen in the company of Callie’s older sister.


  Callie snorted. “A handful of trouble.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Late that afternoon, Lina pulled Carla, Liam, and Elain aside. “We need to go talk before we leave tomorrow,” she told Elain.


  “Where? And about what?”


  Lina just cocked her head at Elain.


  After a moment, she got it. “Right. Let’s go.”


  Lina left the babies with Jan and Rick. They drove over to Lacey’s, where Lina led the way up the porch.


  Lacey opened the door before Lina could knock. Jasper tried to stick his head through the door, but she moved to the side to block the dog’s escape. She smiled at all of them. “Go on down there. Like I told you before, feel free to use it anytime you need it. The path is always open. Please stop in before you leave, though. I’ve got some banana nut bread in the oven now.”


  “Thanks,” Lina said.


  “Where are we going?” Liam asked.


  Elain sadly smiled. “A special thinking place.”


  In silence, Lina and Elain walked arm in arm down the path with Carla and Liam following them, their arms around each other’s waists. When they reached the trail leading down to the isolated beach, Lina took the lead and they were soon all settled together in a small circle on top of the rock.


  “So what are we doing down here?” Liam asked.


  “Saying good-bye,” Elain softly said. She looked at Lina. “Am I right?”


  Lina nodded, her smile sad. “She’s ready to let go for good.”


  “Who?” Carla asked.


  “Maureen,” Lina said. She closed her eyes and relaxed. Okay, Maureen. It’s your show.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain watched, her eyes widening, as the shift happened again as it had that day on the way to the hospital. When Lina opened her eyes, Elain knew she wasn’t Lina.


  Liam immediately sensed it. “Maureen?” he softly asked.


  She looked around and smiled at them. “This is what I hoped for,” she said, her voice not sounding like Lina. “I wanted the three of you to be happy.” She leaned over and hugged Elain. “I am so, so proud of you for standing up and fighting for your family.”


  Elain didn’t bother choking back her tears. “Yeah?”


  Maureen cupped Elain’s cheeks in her palms and kissed her forehead. “Yeah. You did good, baby girl. Don’t be ashamed for what you did to Paul. I would have done the same, or worse. He deserved it and more.”


  Elain let the emotions break free. She fell, sobbing, into her arms. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you.”


  She stroked Elain’s hair. “Me, too. But I couldn’t have asked for a better mom for you than Carla.”


  Elain heard her mom sniffle behind her. Knowing time was short, she didn’t want to hog Maureen’s final visit. She sat up and wiped at her eyes. “Thanks.”


  Maureen hugged Carla next. “You have not only my blessings, but my eternal gratitude. I couldn’t move on until I knew you were both happy again. You gave up so much to help me and Elain.”


  “You’re…not upset?” Carla asked.


  “No.” She smiled at her friend. “You both deserve happiness. I want that for you, and for him.” She looked at Liam. “Happiness has been in short supply for far too long in your lives. You both have earned it.”


  She hugged Liam. “Thank you for loving me,” she said. “You were a wonderful mate and father.”


  He tearfully snorted. “I wasn’t there for ye. How can ye say that?”


  “You risked everything for us.” She palmed his cheek and stared into his eyes for a moment. “It’s time to release me for good, mate. You now have a mate who needs you and who deserves your heart. All of it.”


  “I loved ye more than my own life, Maureen.”


  “I know.” She looked at Carla. “May I?”


  Carla let out a sad laugh. “Yeah.”


  Maureen leaned in and gently kissed him on the lips. “It’s okay to let me go. I have a new journey ahead of me.” She hugged him, Carla, and then Elain once more. “Don’t be sad. I’m not in any pain, and I got to see the three of you find happiness.”


  “We won’t see you again?” Elain asked.


  She smiled. “Not in this life. I refused to move on until I could be sure. And now, I am. I can’t see the future like Lina or even you sometimes can, but I can finally put my soul at ease now. This is what I needed, the closure I’ve been hoping for.”


  “Thank you,” Elain said. “For telling us.”


  “I didn’t want any doubts left in your minds.” She took a deep breath. “I love all of you. Good-bye.”


  She closed her eyes and the shimmer happened again. This time when her eyes opened, it was Lina.


  She looked at her friends. “Are we good?” she softly asked.


  All three of them laughed and took turns hugging her, even as they brushed their tears away. “Yeah,” Elain said, taking her time before releasing Lina. “We’re good. Real good.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the way back to the house, Lina held back. “Hey, Mom, Dad? Can you go on ahead? We’ll be there in a minute.”


  Elain got a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach. The two looked a little curious, but nodded. “We’ll see ye there,” Liam said. They headed up the path, hand in hand.


  “What’s up?” Elain softly asked, well aware of her dad’s keen wolf hearing.


  Lina gave a little shake of her head and waited until they were far enough away to ensure privacy. “We need to talk,” Lina finally said when sure they couldn’t be overheard.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “You know that Tablet of Trammel that keeps cropping up?”


  “The one the cockatrice want?”


  “Yeah. Exactly.”


  “What about it?”


  “You’re about to become one of the new keepers of it.”


  “Oh, fuck me. I thought we were friends?”


  “I’m serious, Elain. You’re a Seer. You need to know where it is.”


  “I don’t even think I’m sure what the hell it is other than some stupid piece of rock people will kill for.”


  “That’s pretty accurate.” Lina quickly gave her an abridged version of how the tablet was created and why, and how her former self had sent it away to safety.


  “Sooo, now there’s a fake version where the real one was back in France at your place there?”


  “Yes, the house Bertholde left me.”


  “I thought you hate flying?”


  “I do, that’s not the point.”


  “So where’s the real one?”


  “This is what you cannot tell anyone.” She hesitated. “Not even your men.”


  “They won’t edict me on something like this if that’s your worry. But what difference does it make if the damn thing doesn’t mean anything anyway? Wouldn’t dragging it out in public and destroying it and showing the cockatrice it’s just a piece of rock mean they’d give up?”


  Lina slowly shook her head. “They would have nothing left to lose at that point. Right now, they stay concealed and use stealth to try to locate it. Keeping their heads down. If they are as vicious as they are that way, can you imagine the wholesale murder and mayhem they’d commit if they figured they had nothing left to lose by taking out as many people as possible? Think suicide-by-cop mentality on a worldwide, paranormal scale. Only instead of just wanting to die, they want to take as many people, innocent people, with them as possible. Imagine if they decided to out all shifters. Then we’d also have all sorts of people coming after us. After our children.”


  Elain blinked, stunned. “Oh,” she softly said.


  Lina nodded. “Oh is right. The only thing holding them in check right now is that they don’t want to be discovered. The most dangerous people, shifter or not, are the ones who think they have nothing left to lose and want to go out in a blaze of glory. And if they do that, they’ll expose all shifters to scrutiny. And then we’ll have a shitload of problems on our hands from the government and scientists and religious fanatics. It’ll make the burning times and the Spanish Inquisition and the Crusades all put together look like a preschool bake sale.”


  Elain leaned against a tree as the full ramifications hit her. “Holy shit.”


  Lina nodded. “That is why the cockatrice must be allowed to believe the stone is as powerful as they think it is, and they cannot be allowed to find it.”


  “Because if they do, they’ll realize they’re screwed.”


  “Exactly.”


  Elain chewed that over for a few minutes. “You know,” she said, “I think I was a lot happier not being a Seer.”


  Lina snorted. “Join the club, sister.”


  “So where is it, and who else knows?”


  “For the who, Blackie knows, as do Wally and Jocko. I told Bertholde’s brother, too. Lacey suspects although I didn’t confirm or deny it.”


  “And the where?”


  “Come on.” Lina led her back to the house, but stopped in the backyard garden. In its fall mode, it wasn’t full of flowers like it had been earlier in the year.


  “Guess,” Lina said.


  “What?”


  Lina nodded toward the garden. “You’ll figure it out, in time.”


  “I hate riddles,” she grumbled, but looked around. Her attention caught on the ornate sundial sitting on its base of paving stones every time her gaze swept past it. It was several minutes before the answer finally smacked her between the eyes.


  “Oh, duh.” She looked at Lina. “Ironic, much?”


  Lina grinned. “Well, it is a rather ‘timeless’ problem we’re having, isn’t it?”


  Elain groaned at the pun as she followed her into Lacey’s house.


  


  * * * *


  


  That night, Elain knew she could completely relax and enjoy, guilt-free, time with her men. Her mom was not only safe, but happy. Her dad was happy. Her friends were happy, and, at least for now, they were all safe.


  And she and Lina had talked their men into a leisurely RV sightseeing trip home.


  However, Liam and Carla were flying on ahead to have a few days alone in Arcadia before their return.


  She made it into bed first, knowing they probably wouldn’t have much in the way of sexy time during the trip home.


  Her men stared down at her. “You look like a woman with a plan,” Brodey teased.


  “Yep. Get busy, boys. Make it count.”


  Cail made it to her first and dove between her thighs. When his lips and tongue started working on her clit, she let out a soft moan that Brodey silenced by sliding his cock between her lips.


  The Alpha inside her couldn’t be any happier.


  And, she could feel from her men, neither could they.


  After Cail pulled the first orgasm out of her, Brodey quickly changed positions to lie on the bed, pulling her on top of him sixty-nine. Now with her hind end exposed and available, Brodey went back to work licking her clit while Cail took the opportunity to slide his cock home deep inside her pussy.


  She didn’t bother trying to quiet her moan, knowing the feel of it around Brodey’s cock in her mouth would drive him crazy.


  Ain sat at the head of the bed and wrapped his arms around her, cupping her breasts in his hands.


  Yessss!


  Somehow, in the space of less than six months, she’d not only accepted she had three hot and hunky guys all to herself, but she’d grown greedy for them, too. She liked having private time alone with each of them…


  But this is sooo much better. Three sets of hands, three hot, skilled mouths, and three hard cocks.


  I’m a lucky, lucky lady.


  Cail fucked her hard and fast, amplifying the pleasure Brodey gave her with his mouth on her clit.


  “That’s it,” Ain said. “You just enjoy every second of it.”


  She let out a soft whimper at his deep, dominant tone.


  He leaned in close, his breath hot in her ear. “You just wait until you’re ready to have a baby. We’ll be fucking your brains out all day long, making you come until you can’t think about anything except the next time we’ll be filling you with our cocks.”


  That triggered another orgasm, making her cunt eagerly squeeze Cail’s cock.


  “Fuck!” he gasped as he plunged deep inside her, throbbing as he filled her with his cum.


  Ain chuckled in her ear. “Or maybe we’ll make you wait a long while until we do that,” he said. “And just fuck your brains out every day for fun.” He nipped the shell of her ear as Brodey sucked hard on her clit. She cried out from the force of the orgasm that rippled through her.


  “And I still haven’t gotten to tie with you,” Ain rumbled. “When we get home, I’m going to chase you down while we’re shifted and when I catch you, I’ll fuck your brains out.”


  That orgasm robbed her of all strength as the mental image slammed home. Inside her, the Alpha wolf sat up and begged, whining for it to happen.


  And then…


  Not now!


  There were no children around in this vision. She stood shoulder to shoulder with Lina and Callie, fierce looks on their faces. Behind them, she knew, stood their men.


  In front of them lay a rocky hillside, with a dark cavern at the base.


  And just like that, still another orgasm slammed her back into her body. The moans she let out over that one triggered Brodey’s climax. His body tensed beneath hers as his balls emptied jet after jet of hot cum into her mouth.


  And then with his wolf speed, Ain quickly took Cail’s place, lifting her off Brodey and putting her on her hands and knees so he could slam into her, ramming his cock hard and deep inside her ready cunt.


  She fisted the sheets as he fucked her, trying to keep time with him and muffling her howls of pleasure in the pillows.


  “Is that what you wanted, baby?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  “Yes!”


  He hooked an arm around her body and pulled her up onto her knees against his body. She wasn’t ready when he bit into her shoulder and Brodey had to kiss her to muffle her scream of pleasure as one final orgasm blasted through her.


  Ain let out a deep, rumbling growl against her flesh as he, too, emptied his balls inside her before they both fell to the bed in a panting, sweating jumble of limbs.


  Somewhere to her side, Cail softly laughed.


  “What?” she mumbled.


  “I don’t know about them, babe, but I’m glad there’s three of us. I think if we were just one man, you’d fuck us to death.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  In the weeks after returning from Maine, Elain was getting used to not seeing much of her parents when they were both in the house at the same time. They quickly married a few days after their return to Florida at the courthouse in Arcadia.


  Elain thought she’d never get used to her mom’s rejuvenated appearance, but after a while, she finally got to the point where she stopped staring at her mom every time she walked into the room. Carla now looked approximately as old as Liam. Not much older than Elain.


  She didn’t ask her parents, after they had paid Dr. Alberto a visit soon upon their return from Maine, what the result was. She didn’t want to know.


  Unlike Daniel, she didn’t have any problem dealing with the thoughts of her parents having sex. She just didn’t want to talk to them about it. And if she ended up being a big sister, well…


  It would be a little melancholy, thinking about Maureen not being there, but Elain knew if she could cope with all the other huge upheavals to her universe that had hit her in the past few months, a baby brother or sister was the least of her concerns.


  And it would give the Beasts another playmate.


  Ain had not so subtly suggested to Elain on more than one occasion that her parents could go live in her house in Venice, which she still owned.


  Elain shut him down every time. She didn’t want them that far away when she still didn’t know for sure if Rodolfo Abernathy was really dead. She didn’t care what everyone else thought, Lacey had told her to trust her instincts.


  In this case, her instincts told her they hadn’t seen the last of Abernathy, despite what Daniel and the others had decided.


  Someone was still in charge of the Abernathy Clan, no matter how tenuously.


  Not to mention Marston was still floating around out there, as was Abernathy’s illegitimate daughter.


  And then there was the matter of the cockatrice.


  That morning, three days after a gut-busting Thanksgiving Day dinner, Elain had awoken early, in a foul mood and crampy from the start of her period. She crawled out of bed before her men and grabbed a warm shower before she went to the kitchen for some Motrin and started the coffee.


  Maybe I should go back on the damn pill. Not like I’ve gotten pregnant since getting off it.


  Mai joined her in the kitchen a few minutes later.


  “You’re up early,” Elain said.


  Mai nodded, a pained look on her face. “I couldn’t sleep.” She gingerly lowered herself into a chair. “She’s dancing the samba in there this morning. I heard you moving around and decided to get up. Not like I’m able to get any sleep. I keep tossing and turning. I’m afraid I’m going to wake up the guys.”


  “Can I make you something for breakfast?”


  Mai shook her head. “I don’t seem to have any appetite this morning. Although I wouldn’t mind a cup of mint tea, if you don’t mind?”


  “Of course I don’t mind. Coming right up.”


  While Elain was rummaging through the cabinet for the box of tea, she heard Mai let out a little gasp. When she turned, Mai was staring down at her lap.


  “Are you okay?”


  Mai didn’t respond.


  “Mai?”


  She slowly looked up. “Um, I think you better wake my guys up,” she softly said.


  “What’s wrong?”


  She looked close to tears. “I think my water just broke. Either that, or I just peed myself.” She let out a snort. “Although it wouldn’t be the first time I did that in the last couple of weeks.”


  Elain rounded the table. Sure enough, a puddle had formed on the floor under her chair. “I think it’s safe to say you didn’t pee yourself.”


  “You sure? Because I’m not due for several weeks yet. I would prefer peeing myself, honestly.”


  “It’s okay. Lina was early.”


  “Yeah, but she had twins and they didn’t have Down syndrome.”


  “It’ll be all right. I’ll go get your guys.” She headed down the hall and knocked on their door. “Micah? Jim?”


  She heard a sleepy mumble in reply and took a chance that she wasn’t interrupting sexy time when she opened their door. “Hey, guys, get up. Mai’s in labor. Her water just broke.”


  She nearly didn’t get out of the way fast enough as Micah jumped, naked, out of bed and bolted past her. Human Jim took a few seconds to sit up and had the decency to grab a pillow and hold it in front of him.


  “Um, I’ll be right there.”


  She smiled. “Bring Micah some shorts, please.” On her way back to the kitchen she opened her own bedroom door. “Rise and shine, boys. You’re going to be uncles again.” She closed the door without waiting for a response.


  When she returned to the kitchen, a naked Micah was helping Mai up out of her chair.


  “Sorry about the mess,” Mai said.


  Elain headed for her phone. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it. I’ll also call Dr. Alberto for you.” Everyone in the house now had the doctor’s private number on speed dial.


  “Thanks, Elain,” Micah called over his shoulder as they headed down the hall.


  She was on the phone with the doctor when her three men tumbled out of the bedroom together, in various states of dress.


  “She okay?” Brodey asked as he stumbled into the kitchen, still zipping up his jeans as he ran.


  “Where is she?” Cail asked as he pulled on a shirt.


  Ain seemed to be the only one who’d managed both a shirt and pants before getting out to the kitchen. “Did anyone call Dr. Alberto yet?”


  Once she got off the phone, she answered them. “Yes,” she said to Brodey. “Getting ready,” she said to Cail. “And done,” she said to Ain. “Although if one of you wanted to clean up that,” she said as she pointed, “so I can go get ready, that’d be great.”


  The three men crowded around the chair. “What is it?” Brodey asked.


  “Her water broke.”


  As one, all three men stepped back with squeamish looks on their faces.


  She jammed her fists against her hips. “Really? Really? You guys birth friggin’ calves all the damn time!”


  “She’s a coyote,” all three said at once before looking sheepish.


  “Argh! Fine, get out of here and see if Micah and Jim need help or want you to pull the cars around or…something. And wake up Mom and Dad.”


  She grabbed a roll of paper towels and a bottle of spray cleaner from under the sink and started cleaning the chair and the puddle on the floor. “Oh, someone call Callie and Lina,” she hollered after them.


  A few moments later she was standing up to throw the paper towels away when she turned, letting out a shriek.


  Callie stood behind her, leaning against the counter and grinning. “Hiya. Brodey called.”


  “Holy crap, a little warning, huh?” Elain let out a laugh and washed her hands before hugging her friend.


  “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. Sir shooed me out the door when Brodey called. Said since I was coming down solo I could cheat with the travel method.” She had a backpack slung over one shoulder. “I’ve had this bug-out bag packed for a week now,” she said with a playful smile. “Didn’t know I’d get to use it so soon.”


  Elain got dressed and within twenty minutes they were taking three vehicles up to Tampa.


  Callie and Elain rode with Mai.


  “Please tell me this is going to be okay,” Mai tearfully asked Callie.


  “Sweetie, this is going to be one of the best days of your life,” she assured her. “You’re finally going to get to meet your little girl.”


  “The Princess,” Elain said, using the nickname they’d all started using to refer to the baby. “This Christmas will be for the Princess and the Beasts.”


  Mai managed an uncertain smile before another contraction contorted her face in pain.


  Dr. Alberto quickly reassured Mai once they got to the hospital. “It’s all right, Mai. The last ultrasound showed she was already over six pounds. It’s not like she’s a tiny preemie.”


  Getting her settled in the same birthing suite Lina had used took less time and preparation than for the birth of the Beasts. Twenty minutes later, Dr. Alberto was studying the baby’s monitor feed.


  “There. Strong heartbeat. She’s doing great, Mai.”


  She didn’t even have time to ask for painkillers, because twenty minutes later, the baby was crowning. Lina burst into the room just in time to take her place next to Elain and offer encouragement and emotional support.


  And then…a loud, strong cry filled the room.


  Micah and Jim let out whoops of joy as they kissed a sobbing Mai. “You did it, sweetie!” Micah said. “You did great!”


  Dr. Alberto was all smiles. “You have a beautiful daughter, Mai.”


  “Is she okay?”


  “Give us a minute to get her checked out. Daddies, you want to come cut the cord?”


  Elain and Callie swapped places with Jim and Micah and held her hands. “Is she okay?” she tearfully asked again. “Please, tell me she’s okay!”


  The newborn let out another screaming cry.


  “So far,” Dr. Alberto said, “she looks great.”


  Twenty minutes later, the baby girl was swaddled and nestled on Mai’s chest. “We’re going to need to do tests to make sure she’s not in any danger,” Dr. Alberto cautioned, “but from the last ultrasound, it looked like her heart was good and strong. And I cannot promise you what neurological or developmental challenges there might be.”


  Mai tearfully nodded as she stared down into her baby’s face.


  “Do we have an official name for the Princess?” Elain gently teased. The little girl had brilliant green eyes, emerald green, a different shade than either Brodey or her dad had.


  Micah and Jim looked like any other proud, awestruck new fathers, huddled in close on either side of Mai.


  Mai nodded, her eyes never leaving her baby. “Bertholde Lynnette Gallatin Dixon Donovan.”


  Lina laughed. “That’s a mouthful and a half.”


  Mai nodded. “I know I never got to meet Bertholde, but I wanted to honor her. Lynnette was my mom’s name. We’ll call her BettLynn.”


  “That’s beautiful,” Elain said as she reached in and stroked the baby’s cheek.


  Lina wiped away a tear. “She would have loved that, I’m sure.”


  “And now,” Callie said, “let’s give the new parents a little alone time.”


  They went to join the others in the waiting room, who let up a small chorus of happy cheers over the news and the name.


  Ain pulled Elain to him and kissed the top of her head. “And our family grows again.”


  She stuffed back her own disappointment that, at least this month, she wouldn’t be growing. “Yeah.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  In her matronly form, Baba Yaga silently materialized in the hallway. Around her the house lay still and quiet despite the numerous shifters of various races sleeping around her.


  She closed her eyes and focused until she located the bedroom she wanted. Without making any noise, she opened the door and stepped in.


  The cherubic infant girl, only three weeks old, lay sleeping in her crib.


  Baba Yaga smiled down at her, mindful of the baby monitor on the table next to the crib.


  You are still beautiful, my dear friend. This was the only option. I hope you understand that.


  She carefully picked up the baby, who stirred but didn’t make any noise. As the infant opened her emerald green eyes she gazed up at Baba Yaga with wonder on her tiny face.


  Followed by a gummy grin.


  Baba Yaga smiled back and gently chucked the baby on the chin before disappearing from the bedroom with her.


  In a different nursery to the north and over a hundred miles away, she materialized with the infant girl safely cradled in her arms.


  In their separate cribs, the two boys, only a couple of months older than the little girl in her arms, lay sleeping. One with a shock of dark hair and tan skin, the other fair and blond.


  How to do this?


  She walked over to the blond boy’s crib, knowing he would be quieter. She did not want to attract any attention. When she picked him up, he opened his sweet blue eyes and stared up at her.


  He awarded her with a handsome, toothy smile as she made a silly face at him.


  Barely able to contain her laughter, she carried both babies over to the other boy’s crib and gently laid them there, the little girl between them. The other boy awoke as she did, making no noise as he watched her.


  Baba Yaga looked at the baby monitor sitting on the dresser between the cribs and finally waved her hand at it. The blue light on its front went dark, as did the base unit in the parents’ bedroom next door.


  I don’t need Lina up my ass right now.


  She reached into the folds of her robe for a silver knife and a small bottle of water. She placed the knife in the crib and carefully gathered both of the girl’s hands in one of hers. She sprinkled the enchanted water over the girl’s palms and traced symbols in them with her other hand. Then she repeated it with the right palm of the blond boy, who lay on the girl’s left side, as well as the left palm of the other boy.


  Working quickly, she offered up the old chant before quickly using the knife to painlessly retrace the symbols in their flesh. Then with both her hands, she joined the girl’s hands to the boys’ hands as a soft, pink glow engulfed their palms.


  “Goddess above, Goddess below,” she quickly whispered, “Holy triad Fate does know. These three souls to each are bound, through webs of Time their threads are wound. As before so shall they be again…” She choked back a sob. “Loves once more, joy returned to them.” She sniffled and blinked to clear the tears from her eyes. “I now right the wrong evil stole from thee. As I spake it, so mote it be.” The glow briefly flared around their hands before disappearing.


  She pulled a clean cloth from her robe and dampened it with more water from the bottle. The babies, however, didn’t want to release their grips on each other. The infant girl looked first at the blond boy, then the dark-haired one.


  Baba Yaga stifled another laugh. “It’s all right, little ones. There is all the time in the world now.”


  After the babies let her wipe their palms clean, she checked their hands. Faintly visible, they all bore matching marks. Before she returned the blond boy to his crib, she smiled and kissed each of them on the forehead. “All the time in the world for the three of you now,” she whispered.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Four days before Christmas Eve, Elain awoke early and knew she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. She pulled on her robe and went to get the coffee started before heading down the hallway. She peeked around the doorway into the bedroom now acting as BettLynn’s nursery. The infant lay awake and turned her head to look at her.


  Now spotted, Elain smiled and walked over to her, carefully picking her up. A soothing sense of peace filled her whenever she held the baby. “I will never get over your beautiful emerald eyes, little girl,” Elain softly said.


  The baby smiled at her, giving her a gummy grin.


  Elain walked over to the changing table with her. “Your cousins are coming by today to meet you,” Elain said as she unfastened the pink onesie with Daddy’s Little Princess emblazoned over a gold crown. “Auntie Lina, and Uncle Jan, and Uncle Rick…” She thought about it for a moment. “And Uncle Zack and Uncle Kael.” She giggled as she got a fresh diaper on the baby. “You’ll have a lot of aunts and uncles to keep track of. Sorry about that.”


  The baby cooed.


  While Lina and her men had come for visits since BettLynn’s birth three weeks earlier, they’d left the Beasts at home with Zack and Kael, wanting to make sure not to expose the little girl to too many people before Dr. Alberto could assure them it wouldn’t harm her.


  And Elain had gone up to Lina’s with her men a few times. The Beasts, not too much older than BettLynn, looked like enormous linebackers compared to the baby girl.


  Elain sighed as she picked BettLynn up and the feeling of utter peace filled her once more.


  I really should get back on the pill. Or tell her guys she’d taken herself off it. With so much going on right now, it probably wasn’t wise to add another baby to the mix—or babies, with her luck—to increase their vulnerability.


  Ain had promised a six-month trial period when they got together and she quit her job for them. That he wouldn’t go getting her pregnant if she’d just try doing things their way. Spend the time getting to know them better. If she wasn’t happy at the end of those six months, he’d promised to sit down with her and talk about her going back to work if that was what she wanted.


  She’d long ago decided that, with all the recent events, going back to a “normal” job wasn’t practical, or even possible. Not with her entire world view being shifted the way it had.


  And now her dad was a part of her life. She didn’t want to miss a minute of that.


  Not to mention, the frequent visions of her and her men as parents had shattered her certainty about waiting to start a family.


  Meanwhile, the current events counterbalanced those feelings and clouded her thinking even further. She still had days where she couldn’t believe she had not one, but three husbands, much less that she was a shape-shifter.


  Life had changed in drastic ways from just a few months ago.


  It felt like years had passed since she’d come to Arcadia in July to cover the First Annual Highland Games, where she’d crossed paths with her men. Then again, sometimes it felt like just yesterday. She’d been alone in her life and focused on her career.


  She stared down at the baby. Now I have a whole family I never dreamed of.


  Mai walked in, laughing after being startled at the sight of Elain standing there. “Oh, thank you,” she said. “Aunt Elain on the job.”


  “No problem.” She looked down into the little girl’s eyes again. “It’s good practice.”


  Mai cocked her head at her. “You’re…”


  She shook her head. “No. Not yet. One day.” She gently chucked the baby’s chin before handing her over to her mother. “I kind of did a bad thing, though.”


  Mai frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  As Elain revealed her secret, Mai’s expression softened. “As the Clan’s Seer, I think you’re entitled to get pregnant if you want to. Ain swore to give you six months, but that doesn’t mean you can’t change your mind and get pregnant if you want to. They’re your mates. They’re committed to keeping you happy. Besides, isn’t the six months pretty much up?”


  “Next month. But I still need to fess up.” She hugged herself. “There are bad things on the horizon. This is just a respite. Probably not the wisest move for me to get pregnant right now.”


  Mai hugged her baby a little more closely to her. “How bad?”


  “I don’t think Rodolfo Abernathy is really dead. We never found his body.”


  Mai blinked. “You think he’ll come after us again? Or you saw it?”


  “I haven’t seen anything. That’s the problem.” She leaned against the nursery wall. “I am apparently the world’s worst Seer. I don’t see shi—inola.” She laughed. “Lina’s the world’s worst Goddess, according to her, and I’m the world’s worst Seer.” She grinned. “We’re a real pair, aren’t we?”


  Mai looked down at her baby and back up at Elain. “Micah told me we have to go back to Maine in a couple of weeks, after New Year’s. All of us. Daniel said the Clan Council and Andel’s flagyer want to do an official recognition ceremony for all the babies at the same time. And members from other shifter groups will be there. Join the different…whatever you’d call them, and officially merge them to form the new power structure. A mega-Clan. Jan and Kael will be part of the new Clan Council. And they’re planning the biggest Gathering in fifty years in Yellowstone this coming spring.”


  Elain nodded. “I know. Ain and Mark have been armpit-deep in all the planning and communication with Daniel.” She reached out and stroked the baby’s forehead. The feeling of peace returned. “She’s so beautiful.”


  “Dr. Alberto said yesterday she appears to be in great shape, even with Down syndrome. It’s still too soon to tell what her cognitive or developmental delays might be.” She smiled at her daughter. “They think she might have hearing problems, but it’s difficult to know since she’s a shifter baby. She’s got some of the physical characteristics.” She shrugged. “I still think she’s beautiful.”


  “That’s because she is beautiful.” Elain gently grasped Mai’s bare upper arm. A soft, fuzzy image washed through her, of a slightly older BettLynn, sitting up on the floor and playing with two other babies. Lina’s babies.


  Mai’s eyes widened. “What do you see? You see something, don’t you?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, guess maybe I’m not as sucky a Seer as I thought.” She released Mai’s arm. “It was BettLynn and the Beasts playing together. Nothing bad, I swear.”


  “Oh.” She looked relieved. “I’m a little afraid to let them too near her right now. Does that sound horrible? The Beasts, I mean. Not Lina. I’m afraid when they’re bigger they might accidentally hurt her being too rough.”


  “No, that doesn’t sound horrible. That sounds like a protective new mother. I would definitely exercise caution until we see how they do with her.” She shrugged. “From what I saw they weren’t being rough with her, but that was just a brief snapshot.”


  “Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a little after lunchtime when Lina and her crew arrived at the ranch for their Christmas visit. They’d be staying with them until the day after New Year’s, the house once again full to the bursting point as others, Blackie and Callie included, as well as Kitty and Wally, would join them for the holidays.


  Elain loved it. This would be the first Christmas she’d ever spent with this many family members. Sometimes, she and her mom had gone to her aunt’s house in Spokane when she was growing up, but frequently it was just the two of them.


  It would be the first Christmas she’d ever spent with her dad.


  All the adults had admittedly gone overboard on buying presents for the babies. And it was the first time the Lyall men had put up a Christmas tree in their home since their parents’ deaths.


  Elain hurried out to greet her friends and beat them to opening the RV door to see the boys securely strapped in their car seats.


  “There’s Aunt Elain’s little Beasts!”


  Both boys gave her identical wide, toothy grins and started kicking their legs and waving their arms at her.


  Lina laughed. “Glad to know you’re so happy to see them. You can have midnight feedings.”


  “Totally on the bottle now, are they?”


  She snorted. “Oh, hell yeah. Apparently full-blooded dragon women have tits of titanium. Me, not so much. My Goddessly powers don’t protect me from ravenous offspring. I gave up all attempts to breast-feed after we got back from Maine.”


  Zack leaned in. “Meaning Lina’s on the bottle again, too.”


  She playfully smacked him on the arm. “I only had one beer last night. Holy crudzola, you make me sound like a lush.”


  Elain unbuckled George from his car seat and stepped out of the way with him in her arms so Lina could get Luke. She carefully stepped down and out of the RV.


  As she turned, she spotted Mai coming out of the house with BettLynn nestled in her arms.


  Suddenly, George began kicking and screaming, squirming as if trying to get free.


  “What’s going on?” Elain asked as she tried to keep her grip on the writhing boy.”


  Jan frowned and walked over to take him from her. “I don’t know. He’s never acted like that before.” But the baby continued doing that for his father, too. As Mai approached, it appeared George wanted to get closer to her.


  Elain frowned. “Hold on.” She took the baby back from Jan and walked over to Mai with him.


  George reached out to touch BettLynn and began smiling and happily cooing.


  For her part, BettLynn seemed happy to see the little boy, too. She widely grinned at him, taking his hand and pulling it into her mouth to gum, which made the boy laugh.


  As soon as Lina emerged from the minivan with Luke, he began doing the same thing his brother did until they took him over to BettLynn.


  “Huh,” Lina said as the little girl gummed both boys’ hands. “That’s odd.”


  Mai, who was now flanked by Micah and Jim, looked puzzled. “It’s like as soon as they saw her, they wanted to be with her.” She met Elain’s gaze. “What do you think?”


  “Dam—darned if I know,” she muttered, mindful of her language around the babies. “Odd.”


  “Do you…you know…feel anything?” Mai asked.


  She shrugged. “They all seem perfectly happy, but beyond that, no.”


  They went inside and the women put the babies down on a bedspread Elain had freshly washed and laid out on top of a thick, soft area rug in the living room. They put BettLynn into her special reclining baby seat on the bedspread and set the two boys down on their backs.


  Both boys immediately began trying to roll onto their tummies, Luke managing it first. Then he crawled over to BettLynn, only relaxing once he had hold of one of her feet, the only part of her he could reach. His brother took a little longer, but was also soon happily gazing up at the little girl, who’d started falling asleep.


  The adults stood around them, staring.


  “Um, wow,” Lina said.


  “Wow is right,” Zack agreed. “That’s the first time they’ve ever rolled over, much less crawled.”


  “You don’t think they’ll try teething on her feet, do you?” Rick asked, his tone only half joking.


  Lina glared at him. “No, I don’t think that. They haven’t bitten anyone in a couple of weeks.”


  Elain had a glimmer of a notion. “Hey, pick them up and move them again. Put the boys at the other end of the bedspread.”


  Both boys noisily protested the forced separation from their new friend. As they had before, they both rolled over onto their stomachs, faster this time, and crawled over to BettLynn, happy only once they each had a foot in their hands.


  Rick looked at Elain. “What does this mean?”


  She slowly shook her head. “I have no fu—fecking clue.” She in turn looked at her mom. “How old was I when I started rolling over and crawling?”


  “Ahead of schedule, according to your pediatrician, but a lot older than that,” Carla confirmed. “And you were a full shifter baby.”


  “I mean,” Kael said, “yeah, dragon babies, like other shifters, develop faster than full human babies. But that…” He drifted off.


  Everyone stared at the three babies. Now the boys had started dozing off.


  “Do you think it’s okay to leave them there like that?” Mai nervously asked. “I’d hate for the boys to crawl off.”


  Ain snorted. “I think a bigger concern is how the hel—heck you all are going to separate them later without them screaming your ears off.” He draped an arm over Elain’s shoulders. She snuggled against him. In his soul she felt wistful yearning, loving envy over his friends’ children, and hopefulness.


  Elain used their silent mate connection to speak with him without anyone else, not even Brodey or Cail, hearing. “We need to go talk.”


  He frowned, but nodded and they headed to the back porch.


  “I…have a confession to make,” she whispered once they were alone by the pool.


  “What?”


  She took a deep breath. “I went off the pill and didn’t tell you.”


  Now his frown darkened. “What?”


  She couldn’t meet his gaze any longer. She looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry.”


  She flinched when she felt him gently take her chin and tip her face up to his. “How long ago?”


  She shrugged. “Before the wedding.”


  He sighed. “Elain, I promised you six months.”


  “It’s been six months. More or less. Almost. Besides, it was my choice, not yours.”


  “Exactly. It was a decision you should have clued us in on. I told you, I’m a man of my word, and it wasn’t fair of you to unilaterally make that decision for me—for us—without talking to us first.” He went silent for a moment. “Are you pregnant?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure I’m not.”


  “Is this really that important to you?”


  “I know it’s important to you, and Brod and Cail.”


  “That wasn’t my question,” he quietly said.


  “I thought it was important to me. I mean, it is important to me. Yes, I do want at least one child. But then all the shit hit the fan with Abernathy and everything and…” She shrugged. “Now I’m thinking maybe it’s not such a great idea. We still have to deal with the cockatrice, and three babies in the family are going to make us vulnerable enough.”


  He took her hands in his. “Tell me what you want to do.”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t know. Part of me says it’s the worst possible time for a baby, and part of me says maybe there never will be a better time and I need to stop worrying and just let nature take its course.”


  Brodey stuck his head out the sliding glass doors. “Everything okay?”


  Ain tipped his head, indicating for him to come out. “Get Cail,” he said.


  “Roger.”


  The two men quickly joined them. Worry filled Cail’s brown gaze. “What’s up?”


  “My question exactly,” Brodey said. “This looks serious, you two.”


  Ain stared down at her. “Tell them what you did.”


  Heat filled her face. She couldn’t look either of them in the eye. “I went off the pill before the wedding without telling any of you.”


  Their silence was deafening. She finally found the courage to look at their faces. Both men wore concerned expressions equal to Ain’s.


  “Are you pregnant?” Cail asked.


  She shook her head.


  Brodey ran a hand through his hair. “What do you want me to say? That I’m upset? No, I’m not, but I am disappointed, babe. I’m not going to lie.”


  Anger she could handle.


  She didn’t want to disappoint them. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  “Why didn’t you talk to us?” Cail asked. “Why not tell us?”


  She shrugged. Falling back on the “trust her instincts” mantra felt kind of silly now when faced by the disheartened looks on the faces of her men.


  Ain crossed his arms over his chest. “I thought,” he quietly said, “that I’d made it clear you could talk to me—to us—about anything. What did we do to lose your trust?”


  All she could do was stare at him and blink, shocked by that statement. When she finally found her voice, she said, “No, it’s not that. It’s not that at all. It wasn’t you.”


  “Then what was it?”


  “I don’t know!” She hugged herself, wishing now she’d never done it. Especially since she hadn’t gotten pregnant anyway. “I just…did. It wasn’t you guys, it was me.”


  “Obviously we did something if you felt you couldn’t tell us.”


  “No.” She couldn’t come up with the words for her thoughts. “Look, I’m flying as blind here as Lina is with her Goddess gig. Lacey can’t even tell me very much about being a Seer, because everyone’s different.”


  “This,” Brodey said, “has nothing to do with you being a Seer. This has to do with you being our wife and our mate. Our partner.”


  “I thought you guys would be happy I wanted to have a baby.”


  “But you aren’t,” Cail said. “If you were, you wouldn’t have hid this from us.”


  The other two men nodded.


  “This is,” Ain said, “something we decide together, as a family, because it affects all of us. We promised you we weren’t going to force you to have a baby. Likewise, you can’t just decide you want to get pregnant without talking to us first.”


  “So what do you want me to do? Go back on the pill?”


  “That’s my point,” Ain said. “We need to have a discussion about it. It’s your body and we’ll never force you to get pregnant. But if you don’t trust us enough to include us in the decision, I don’t know what to tell you.”


  Now she felt like a real shit.


  She also knew they were right.


  “I don’t know what the right thing to do is,” she admitted.


  “Well if she’s not pregnant,” Brodey said, “then it’s not her fertile time of the month anyway, so it’s a moot point for a while, at least.”


  She frowned. “How could you possibly know that?”


  He arched an eyebrow before pointing to his nose. “Wolf, babe. I have a lot of years sniffing around tail of the shifter and human kind.”


  “Oh.” She hated that her men looked dejected, and that it was her fault. “What can I do to make this up to you?” she asked them.


  “What’s done is done,” Ain said. “The more important issue is that before we decide to have a baby, together, you need to be able to answer to our satisfaction the question of why you kept this from us. Because if you can’t trust us, we obviously did something wrong to break that trust and bringing a baby into the equation isn’t fair to it or you, much less us, with that hanging unresolved over our heads.”


  “But it wasn’t your fault,” she protested. “You guys didn’t do anything wrong.”


  He reached out and pulled her to him, hugged her, and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Brodey nailed it,” he said. “I’m not mad, I’m disappointed.” He released her and went inside.


  She turned back to Brodey and Cail. They each hugged and kissed her and followed Ain inside without comment.


  She didn’t have the heart, or the guts, to follow them right then. She didn’t want her foul mood and disposition to put a damper on the happiness inside.


  Instead, she found herself walking, heading toward the wooded section directly behind the house. She threaded her way through the woods, along trails, without a destination in mind. It wasn’t until she reached the small pond hidden within the trees that she stopped walking.


  Finding herself a relatively dry fallen log, she settled there and stared out over the placid water. She remembered the day she thought she’d followed a shape here, and now understood that had been Maureen’s spirit.


  She still couldn’t think of her as her “mom.”


  Her mom, in her heart and her mind, was Carla. Maureen was someone whom Elain knew had loved her, had wanted her, had given birth to her, and had willingly let her go to someone else.


  Guilt, not a lot, but a noticeable twinge, still gnawed at her over her inability to reconcile Maureen with a flesh-and-blood person.


  It was easy to think of Liam as “Dad.” Especially since his mating and subsequent marriage upon their return to Florida to her mom.


  Although, she really didn’t want to think about her parents “doing it.”


  She picked up a small stick and hurled it out into the water. It hit the surface with a splash, sending ripples expanding out until they reached the shore all the way around.


  “Why don’t you hit yourself in the forehead with an even more obvious metaphor,” she muttered to herself. Her actions, no matter how small, rippled outward and affected her men.


  That was something she had to get used to. Ain had stayed true to his word, that he wouldn’t force her to get pregnant.


  She, however, had not held up her end of the bargain. A bargain she had, admittedly, wanted at the beginning.


  She slowly walked back to the house and slipped into their bedroom through the sliders from the lanai. She heard her men out in the living room, talking with everyone, but she didn’t miss the undercurrent of tension in their voices that only she as their mate could pick up.


  She washed her face and went back to the living room to rejoin her family.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  After they said good night to everyone and headed to their bedroom, she couldn’t avoid the subject any longer, or let her men avoid her. When she had the three of them corralled in the bedroom, she sat them down.


  “I guess I have an answer for you,” she said.


  Ain nodded, but none of them interrupted her.


  She took a deep breath. “No, it’s not an excuse. Yes, you’re right, I should have said something. I shouldn’t have decided on my own without getting your opinion. But it wasn’t because I didn’t trust you guys. It’s because I do.”


  Cail leaned forward. “No offense, babe, but I consider myself a pretty smart guy and that doesn’t make sense.”


  “Glad it’s not just me,” Brodey snarked.


  “I know I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you three. I know this for a fact. I love you and know you all love me. I kept having these…visions or dreams or whatever they are of us and kids. I went to take my pill one night and I stood there thinking about those visions. I thought about the three of you and how much I love you. And I knew that whatever happened was meant to happen.”


  “So why didn’t you tell us?” Ain quietly asked.


  She shrugged. “I don’t honestly know. It wasn’t,” she quickly added, “me trying to hide it from you. I mean, not really. Yes, in part I knew you’d probably stick to your guns on the six months. But I wasn’t consciously trying to override that. Lacey kept telling me to trust my instincts. My instinct was to let nature take her course. Apparently I wasn’t meant to get pregnant yet, ironically.”


  Ain held out his hands to her. She stepped forward and took them and let him draw her close so she stood between his legs. He looked up at her. “If you want to have a baby, we’re okay with that. By tradition, it’s supposed to be the Prime brother who fathers the first pup, but frankly after everything we’ve been through, I couldn’t give a shit. Any baby we have will be our baby, all four of us, regardless of which man is the biological father. I think Brodey and Cail will agree with me there.”


  The other two men nodded but didn’t interrupt.


  “We are just beyond happy that we found you in the first place and you wanted to be part of our lives.” He squeezed her hands. “So we’ll leave the decision totally up to you. As Brodey said, it’s not your fertile time right now, so it’s moot. If you do decide to stay off the pill, or you decide to go back on it, we’ll support your decision either way. All we’re asking is to be part of the process. I won’t edict you on this. This has to be you making a decision of your own free will. I told you we won’t force you, and I meant it.”


  She nodded. “I’m sorry.”


  He stood and pulled her in for a hug. Brodey and Cail also stood and flanked them, their arms around her, too. “We know you are,” Ain said. “Let’s call it a night and a fresh slate and kiss and make up.”


  She wanted to cry. Did she really deserve these three gorgeous, caring hunks?


  Probably not, but she’d kill before she’d give them up.


  She nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”


  “No more secrets? I mean, relating to us. I’m not talking Seer stuff.”


  She nodded, her cheek rubbing against his shirt. “No more secrets. I promise.”


  “And you’ll let us know what you decide?”


  “Yes.”


  He kissed her. “Thank you. That’s all we ask.”


  They undressed and he sat on the edge of the bed. She crawled into his lap, facing him, his cock growing hard between them. She looked down at it and smiled. “I’m glad I’m forgiven.”


  He kissed her. “We love you. There’s nothing we can’t work out by working on it together.”


  She rubbed herself against his cock as her body responded. “I’d like some together right now,” she said with a smile.


  “We can oblige,” Cail said from behind her.


  She looked over her shoulder at him. “I mean really together.”


  Brodey yanked open the bedside table. “I got the lube!”


  She giggled as he ran for a towel.


  She let Ain raise her up enough she could impale herself on his now fully engorged cock. A satisfied sigh escaped her as she felt his entire length slowly fill her.


  Brodey returned and jumped on the bed as Ain leaned back, pulling her down with him. That left her ass open and ready for Cail, who took the lube from Brodey. She licked her lips at Brodey. He wasted no time getting into position so she could suck on his ready cock.


  Standing behind her, Cail slowly worked lube into her while Ain made her hold still, her need ratcheting up with every slow, probing stroke of his fingers stretching her tight rim.


  Once he had her ready, he pressed the head of his cock against her. “Do it!” she begged through their mate bond.


  “Oh, we’ll do you right,” Cail promised. Slowly, achingly slow, he pressed forward. It felt like it took him forever to get the entire length of his cock buried inside her ass.


  Her clit throbbed, aching as the muscles of her cunt grabbed at Ain’s cock. Only Brodey was taking slow thrusts between her lips.


  Finally, Ain and Cail started moving together, alternating strokes in a see-saw motion that spun her quickly over the edge.


  Brodey let out a groan. “Oh, fuck yeah, babe. I love it when you moan around my cock like that.”


  She tried to urge them faster, tried to make them move, but they refused to be rushed. They took their time, talking to her, teasing her, tormenting her while her pussy squeezed their cocks inside her.


  Finally she let out a whine that triggered Brodey’s orgasm. He grabbed her head and held on, his cock deep in her throat as she swallowed his cum. “That’s it,” he said, breathless. “Take every drop, baby.”


  Only after he’d finally released her did Cail and Ain start moving in earnest. Cail’s fingers clamped down on her hips and he started fucking her, hard and fast, his balls swinging and hitting her in the ass with every stroke.


  Ain thrust up hard into her, his hands around her waist, his eyes on hers. “Watch me, mate,” he rumbled. “Look at me when you come for us again.”


  She could barely keep her eyes open as another orgasm hit her. How the men managed to do this to her body, she didn’t know.


  And didn’t care.


  Even the Alpha inside her was happy and sated, a puppy more than a beast at that moment.


  “Good girl,” Cail said. “And now…” He took a few more hard strokes before letting out a moan she knew all too well.


  Ain was also close. She managed one last orgasm before he came, her body milking it from him.


  When she breathlessly collapsed on top of him, he chuckled. “You know,” he said when he caught his own breath, “you could just go back on the pill, and as punishment for not telling us about going off it, we could just fuck your brains out.”


  She giggled. “That’s not punishment.”


  “True,” Brodey agreed. “That’s more like a reward.”


  She propped herself up on her elbows. “I do love you.” She looked at Brodey and Cail. “All of you. You know that, right?”


  “Of course we do,” Cail said. He leaned in and kissed her. “I love you, too.”


  Brodey took his turn kissing her. “And you know I love you.”


  Ain smiled. “I love you with all my heart, babe.”


  She got cleaned up and snuggled in bed with them. Cail and Brodey got to have her between them that night, and as she closed her eyes, she realized she hadn’t had a vision that time.


  Not that she was complaining.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain felt like she woke up, but didn’t know where she was. She realized she should have been comfortably snuggled in her bed between her men, but she wasn’t. Definitely wasn’t their house at the ranch in Arcadia. In fact, it wasn’t anywhere she recognized.


  She turned around and realized she was standing in someone’s living room. When she reached down and pinched herself on the arm, she winced as she felt it.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” a woman said from behind her. “You’re really here. This is no dream.”


  Elain whirled around. There, standing in a kitchen, was an older woman.


  “Where am I? Who are you?”


  The woman smiled. “We’ve never met in person, although I’m sure you’ve heard my name taken in vain quite a few times. You are Elain Pardie-Lyall, Maine wolf Clan Seer, and one of the new Triad.”


  “Triad?”


  The barefoot woman leaned against her counter and held up and wiggled three fingers at her. “Triad. Three.” She wore blue jeans and a plain blue T-shirt.


  “I…I don’t understand. Three what? I have three mates. That makes four of us.”


  The woman laughed and patted the counter. “Come here. Coffee’s almost ready.”


  “Who are you?”


  Before her eyes and without changing position, the woman first shifted into the form of a wizened old crone before changing into a young woman and then back to her matronly guise. “Care to take a guess?”


  Elain blinked. “You’re Baba Yaga?”


  She laughed, obviously pleased. “Excellent!”


  Elain forced herself to walk over to the counter. Yes, she could smell the delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee. “How did I get here?”


  “I brought you here for a little chat. You were asleep in bed with your men. Don’t worry, they won’t awaken while you’re here. And time moves differently here than it does there. At my whim, as it were.”


  “What do you want with me? What Triad? What are you talking about?”


  The woman turned and grabbed a coffee mug from a counter. She filled the mug and handed it to Elain before retrieving sugar and milk and putting them before her. “The Triad. Ours no longer exists. Yours now fills the void.”


  Elain immediately understood why Lina spoke about the…whatever she was…the way that she did. “That’s giving me more questions than answers.”


  “My sister, the Cailleach, abdicated her position when she agreed to become Daniel’s mate. Rightfully so, and I don’t blame her in the least.” A wistful look crossed her expression. “Lucky woman found the love of her lifetimes. Brighde won’t be far behind. Her path has already crossed with her One. It was time to pass on the mantle, as it were, of the office.”


  Elain closed her eyes, silently counted to ten, and opened them again.


  Nope, she still stood there in Baba Yaga’s kitchen. “Can you please speak plainly?”


  She grinned. “Lina is my hand-picked replacement. The Sunrise Goddess Zaria. Although she’s so busy with the Beasts right now she doesn’t really have time to work herself into the role yet. She will when the time is right.”


  “And I’m…”


  She didn’t know how to finish that, so she didn’t.


  Baba Yaga straightened. “You and Mai complete the Triad despite all three of you being mortal-born. And yes, Mai is a Seer as well. No, you won’t be called upon in the ways that our sisterhood was in the olden times. Lucky bitches.” She smiled. “And you have Ryan Ausar and The Firm helping keep things well in hand in that way.”


  She blinked as she stared at her. “The who and the what? Wait, is that the guy who helped Callie—”


  Baba Yaga waved her questions away. “Doesn’t matter tonight.”


  “I don’t understand any of this. Why are we the new Triad or whatever? We didn’t ask for the job.”


  “Everything is a cycle,” the woman said. “Out of smoke and ashes the old is reborn anew. The Phoenix, if you want an obvious metaphor. Or take a look at a forest a few months after a fire. In the black soot you’ll see fresh, green shoots sprouting forth, defying death. Some trees actually need the heat of fire to force their seed pods open. If there were no fire, they would die out as a species.”


  “I can see why Lina comes back from talking to you looking like she wants to poke someone’s eye out,” Elain quipped.


  Baba Yaga smiled. “She is sometimes not a very patient Goddess. But she is well-suited for the job and by far the most powerful of the three of you. Not to mention she has the eldest soul. She loves her family and friends fiercely and well. Patience can be learned. The kind of devotion she is endowed with, not so much. That is a latent, natural trait. Mai will also prove herself as a formidable woman when she learns to master and embrace her Seer gifts.”


  “It’s like having sisters. I love both of them.”


  Baba Yaga slowly nodded. “In a way, they are your sisters. Ties are not formed merely through blood. You saw that the reverse was true between Rodolfo Abernathy and his great-grandson. Paul’s bloodline did not protect him.”


  Elain shivered. “I wish he hadn’t killed him. I feel kind of bad about that.” She caught Baba Yaga’s doubtful look. “I said kind of bad, not really bad.”


  She shrugged. “It isn’t your fault. Paul brought about his own karma. At any time he could have left his grandfather’s influence and struck out on his own, found a good life. He chose the path of least resistance. He’s already moved on to the Ether, to his next journey.”


  “Out of smoke and ashes he is reborn?”


  She smiled. “You learn quickly.”


  Elain stared into her coffee mug. “Was I reborn? Like Lina and Zack and her guys?”


  “We’re all reborn. Literally, metaphorically, spiritually, emotionally. Every day is a rebirth.”


  Elain arched an eyebrow at her. “You know what I meant.”


  “I am bound by free will,” she said. “By offering choices, not forcing things along.”


  “Oh, bull-fucking-shit,” she yelled. “What about Lina and Zack? All those lifetimes together?”


  She shrugged again. “At any time Zack could have walked away from his duty. He could have chosen not to be with Lina. In any life. I simply gave him the memories to allow him to make a more informed choice. He won Lina’s love in every life. She freely chose to be with him even though she could have easily decided she didn’t want him.”


  “And Jan and Rick? What about them?”


  “What about them? Lina chose to go with them. Her memories were unlocked by the words of the prophecy. Again, they didn’t force her. She was meant to be with them, yes, but she chose to be with them. Mai wasn’t forced to get into Zack and Kael’s car, just like she wasn’t forced to mate with Micah and Jim. And yet she chose to do it when presented with the choice. Micah never would have forced her.”


  Elain glared at her. “He forced Jim.”


  She smiled. “Jim submitted. Had he continued to not submit, Micah wouldn’t have forced him.”


  “He didn’t give him a choice.”


  “He certainly did. And had Micah not convinced him to submit, they’d both be lonely and miserable as a result, would they not? And perhaps Mai and BettLynn would be dead now, no?”


  Elain sat back. She hadn’t thought about it that way.


  “And from what I saw, Jim enjoyed his marking and mating. It might have looked like rape to you on the surface, but he clearly submitted. In the old days, Micah would have simply chased him down and not even given him the option to refuse.”


  Her gaze narrowed. “Neither would Ain, Brodey, or Cail. In the old days, Brodey and Cail would have dragged you, kicking and screaming, to Ain, and then they would have made you submit whether you liked it or not at the time. I doubt you could have escaped three horny Alphas. Maybe one, but not three.”


  Elain’s face heated. She remembered inciting the first chase with her men, enjoyed being chased.


  Wanting to be caught.


  “You’re saying Jim felt about Micah the way I did about my guys?”


  Baba Yaga nodded. “In his way, yes.”


  “Okay, fine. I get it. Yes, happily-ever-afters for everyone.”


  “Including your father and mother. She is your mother by choice, not blood. She could have chosen not to take on the responsibility of an infant, could have given you up for adoption once Maureen passed.”


  Elain swallowed back the lump in her throat. “Yes,” she softly said.


  “But she didn’t. She chose to raise you, chose to love you.” Baba Yaga stared at her for a moment. “Feel free to stop me whenever I’ve reached the ‘beating a dead horse’ stage of my explanation.”


  Elain rolled her eyes. “Fine, I get it.”


  Baba Yaga sipped her coffee. “I might one day find myself answering to the Goddess of All for things I’ve done. I accept that. I’ve bent rules to suit myself, to right what I perceived to be wrongs. I won’t deny it. In my heart and soul, I am at peace with the choices I’ve made.”


  She set her mug down on the counter and leaned forward, bracing herself with both palms flat. “There are dark forces amassing,” she warned, her voice low. “Things come full circle. They always do. Good is reborn…as is evil. After daylight comes the night. It is, perhaps, an endless cycle. But my most sincere hope is to keep the darkest periods as short as possible to allow good to stay on top.”


  Baba Yaga took a deep breath. “By this time, Lina would be irritated with me for my circumspection. Considering your former profession, I’m guessing you understand sometimes people cannot speak all that they know.”


  Elain nodded, but didn’t interrupt.


  “This entire situation is very much a tapestry. A very old and complex one. It was woven once, and when victory was assured for the side of good, the threads separated, came apart. Unraveled. Now, it is weaving together again, and it’s the only way you will all survive. It must be this way. It is not an easy path you walk. But if you do not walk it, I can assure you the alternative is not one you would personally find palatable.”


  Elain slowly turned her mug in her hands as she stared into the coffee inside. After a few moments, she said, “You’re saying running to Bolivia and letting the jaguars help keep us safe might be a hunky dory short-term option, but would only forestall the inevitable?”


  Baba Yaga nodded.


  “I don’t understand this Seer nonsense. Mai has dreams. Lina has visions. What, I get the ability to grope people? Might make me a spiffy TSA agent, but I don’t see the helpfulness in the kind of widespread battle you’re talking about.”


  The woman smiled. “Your powers are young, as are you. You will come into your own when the time is right. Trust the ones you love, and trust their counsel.” She reached out and firmly gripped Elain’s forearm. “More importantly, trust your gut.”


  Elain felt a wave of sadness sweep through her. Longing. Grief.


  She stared up into Baba Yaga’s eyes. The woman didn’t release her arm. “You see more than you think you do,” she told Elain, her gaze intense. “Far more. And you can see more than you think you can.”


  Elain knew this was a teachable moment, as much as the woman could or would give her. She waited, trying to open her mind.


  In her mind formed an image of a stone cairn and a woman draped over it, sobbing.


  She waited, let it play out.


  When the woman sat up, Elain saw two things clearly—that it was Baba Yaga in her maiden form…


  And she was pregnant.


  Elain’s eyes widened as she looked at the other woman. “You…but…”


  She released Elain’s arm. “I loved enough to bless a couple who could not have children of their own. I was too consumed with my own grief and anger. Hatred. Bitterness. The father was mortal-born.”


  Elain stared at her. Before the other woman could react, Elain reached across the counter and grabbed her again, refusing to let go until she’d seen what she wanted.


  “Twins?”


  She sadly smiled. “Very astute, Seer.” She made no move to break free of Elain’s grasp.


  Elain searched, sent her mind out instinctively until she gasped at the revelation. “Sisters! Your children went on to join the dragons and wolves as Seers.” Her mind raced as more bubbled to the surface. “You’re the great-grandmother of both my and Lina’s guys. You’re part of the lineage of both Clans.”


  Baba Yaga sadly smiled. “More like great-grandmother several times over. I lost track of the generations. So many now passed that it no longer matters. I swore the adoptive parents to secrecy. Do you understand how hard it is to outlive the ones you love? More than once?” She carefully extricated herself from Elain’s grasp.


  But not before Elain saw one final point. “And your sisters don’t know?”


  She shook her head.


  “Aaaand, let me guess. You don’t want me to tell anyone.”


  She shrugged. “I cannot stop you.”


  Elain studied her. It wasn’t the only revelation she’d seen. She decided to test the accuracy of her power. “Lina told me about what happened when she first got together with Rick and Jan. How you saved Zack’s life.”


  Baba Yaga wouldn’t look at her.


  “Told me you made her an offer.”


  Nothing.


  “Look at me,” Elain demanded.


  The woman finally did.


  “Zack was the reincarnation of your dead lover. You had a chance to have the love of your life back for eternity. The father of your children. You could have easily just taken him.”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  Elain stared at her, blinking. She didn’t know what she wanted the woman to say. “Am I right?” Elain finally asked.


  Baba Yaga nodded.


  “But you didn’t.”


  “Free will, child.”


  “You keep saying that, yet nooo, not so much.” Her gaze narrowed. “You told Lina you’d torture her, and that her men would be happy.”


  She slowly nodded. “I believe that’s accurate.”


  “How are you torturing her?”


  Baba Yaga shrugged.


  Elain’s eyes widened as a laugh barked out of her. “You’re not really torturing her, are you?”


  “I think humans are quite adept at torturing themselves, are they not?”


  Elain slowly shook her head as she laughed. “Son of a bitch.”


  Baba Yaga sipped her coffee. “If Lina has regrets or wistful thoughts, they are purely hers, not of my doing. She is happy. Her Watcher is happy. Her men are certainly happy.”


  “And Kael’s happy,” she softly added.


  Baba Yaga nodded. “Some who have known him since he was young might say he’s the happiest he’s been in a long, long time,” she said. “That meeting and mating with Zachary changed his life for the better.”


  “Why are you telling me all of this?”


  Baba Yaga arched her eyebrows at Elain. “Tell you what? I don’t believe I’ve told you anything you didn’t first know or see on your own, Seer.”


  “Are you deliberately trying to be obtuse? Answering questions with questions is way less than helpful.” She let out a snort. “Yeah, now I totally understand Lina now. I used to think she was overreacting. Now I see she’s got a hell of a lot more patience with you than I ever gave her credit for.”


  The Immortal smiled. “She is a fiery Goddess. The Goddess of Sunrise. It’s quite fitting, no?”


  She snorted. “Yes. Quite fitting.” She paused for a moment. “So while I have you here, let me ask you a question.”


  “I can’t guarantee I can answer it.”


  “I kind of figured that.” She studied her coffee again. “What happens if I get pregnant now instead of waiting?”


  “That would be a better question for Lina. She sees the future. Or perhaps even Mai. Her powers are developing rapidly.”


  “Lina can’t see this. I have asked her. Neither can Lacey.”


  Baba Yaga smiled. “There are no guarantees in life.”


  “No hints? No, yay, great idea, or boo, bad idea?”


  “I am not allowed to—”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know. Free will, yadda yadda, and that’s total bullshit and you know it.”


  Baba Yaga held her hands out, palms up. “What more do you want me to say?”


  “I want an answer.”


  “I can’t give you that answer.”


  “You can’t, or won’t.”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Look,” Elain finally said, her frustration growing, “just give me a hint. One freaking hint! I’m terrified to bring a baby into this world with what we’re dealing with! Those damn cock-and-bulls—”


  “Cockatrice.”


  “Whatever! Those friggin’ things are vicious.” She let out another aggravated snort. “And I’m absolutely not convinced Abernathy is dead. I don’t give a damn what everyone else thinks.”


  Baba Yaga cocked her head. “Why is that?”


  “We never found his body, for starters. There should have been a body with that many shifters looking for him. And the fact that Marston is still running around out there somewhere, according to what the stuff Daniel received in the mail confirmed for us, and then there’s Lenny and Edgar’s sister. All that alone is enough to give me indigestion, and I haven’t even seen one of the damn things in real life!”


  Eventually, Baba Yaga slowly nodded.


  “Are you nodding because I’m right, or just on general principles?”


  “What would you have me say?”


  “Something that’s not a damn riddle would be nice.”


  Baba Yaga held out her hand. After hesitating, Elain took it.


  Elain closed her eyes and tried to feel for that “reaching” sensation, like her brain was searching for answers.


  Then she found it.


  Abernathy, alive, naked, chained in what looked like a basement. Around his neck was an engraved silver collar. Matching engraved silver wrist and ankle cuffs as well.


  And the get-up didn’t look like the fun-time stuff Callie willingly wore for Daniel, either.


  She opened her eyes and let out a sigh. “Shit,” she whispered. “I’d really hoped I was wrong on that count.”


  “Trust your instincts, Elain. They will never fail you, no matter what you think.” She gently squeezed Elain’s hand before letting go. “And they won’t fail those you love, either.”
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