
        
            
                
            
        

    


Triple Trouble 6

A Wolf in the Fold

Cockatrice, wolf-otes, and dragons, oh, my. All Elain Pardie-Lyall wants this Christmas is for life to

settle down and give her a break, so she can enjoy her three hunky wolf shifter hubbies Ain, Brodey, 

and Cail Lyall, as well as her extended family. 

Fat chance of that. Current events are woven from ancient vengeance. The future of the new mega-

Clan and lives of countless innocents hinge upon the Triad of Elain, Lina, and Mai untangling threads

from the tapestry of the past. 

Fate's a real bitch…but so is Elain. She isn't a wolf to be trifled with, especially where loved ones

are concerned. It's time for her to embrace her heritage and her destiny, and she's determined to do so

with open paws. With lives on the line, Elain must dig deeper than ever before and figure out how to

walk her new path, or risk losing everything when she discovers lurking amongst them  A Wolf in the

 Fold. 

 Note: This book contains graphic violence and depictions of torture. 

Genre: Contemporary, Fantasy, Ménage a Trois/Quatre, Paranormal, Shape-shifter

Length: 126,227 words 



A WOLF IN THE FOLD

  

 Triple Trouble 6

 

 

 

 

 

Tymber Dalton













MENAGE EVERLASTING

 

 

Siren Publishing, Inc. 

www.SirenPublishing.com

ABOUT  THE  E-BOOK  YOU  HAVE  PURCHASED

:Your  non-refundable

purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal

reading  on  your  own  personal  computer  or  device. You  do  not  have  resell  or

distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and

the copyright owner of this book.  This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, 

or  otherwise  transferred  from  your  computer  to  another  through  upload  to  a  file

sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such

action  is  illegal  and  in  violation  of  the  U.S.  Copyright  Law.  Distribution  of  this  e-

book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method

currently  known  or  yet  to  be  invented,  is  forbidden.  If  you  do  not  want  this  book

anymore, you must delete it from your computer. 



WARNING:  The  unauthorized  reproduction  or  distribution  of  this  copyrighted  work

is  illegal.  Criminal  copyright  infringement,  including  infringement  without  monetary

gain,  is  investigated  by  the  FBI  and  is  punishable  by  up  to  5  years  in  federal  prison

and a fine of $250,000. 



If  you  find  a  Siren-BookStrand  e-book  being  sold  or  shared  illegally,  please  let  us

know at

legal@sirenbookstrand.com

A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK

IMPRINT: Ménage Everlasting





A WOLF IN THE FOLD

Copyright © 2014 by Tymber Dalton

E-book ISBN: 978-1-62741-277-3



First E-book Publication: February 2014



Cover design by Les Byerley

All art and logo copyright © 2014 by Siren Publishing, Inc. 



ALL  RIGHTS  RESERVED :This  literary  work  may  not  be  reproduced  or

transmitted  in  any  form  or  by  any  means,  including  electronic  or  photographic

reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. 



All  characters  and  events  in  this  book  are  fictitious.  Any  resemblance  to  actual

persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. 





PUBLISHER

Siren Publishing, Inc. 

www.SirenPublishing.com

Letter to Readers



Dear Readers, 



If  you  have  purchased  this  copy  of   A  Wolf  in  the  Fold  by  Tymber  Dalton  from

BookStrand.com or its official distributors, thank you. Also, thank you for not sharing

your copy of this book. 





Regarding E-book Piracy



This book is copyrighted intellectual property. No other individual or group has resale

rights, auction rights, membership rights, sharing rights, or any kind of rights to sell or

to give away a copy of this book. 



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

www.SirenPublishing.com

www.BookStrand.com

DEDICATION





To  Hubby  and  Sir,  who  both  somehow  manage  to  keep  me  going.  It  is  no

exaggeration when I say I couldn’t do this without their grounding presence. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE





I  don’t  talk  about  it  a  lot,  to  respect  my  son’s  privacy,  but  I  am  the  mom  of  a

special-needs child. My son was born with spina bifida. (I used some of our real-life

adventures  as  the  basis  for  events  in  my  book,  Cross  Country  Chaos.)  I’m  blessed

that he has grown up to be a remarkable young man, a talented wheelchair athlete, and

even earned his Eagle Scout ranking. 

The poem referred to in this book is called “Welcome to Holland” by Emily Perl

Kingsley. 

You 

can 

read 

the 

full 

text 

at: 

http://www.our-

kids.org/Archives/Holland.html  When  my  son  was  first  born,  it  was  something  that

helped me immensely. 



The  events  of  this  book  pick  up  immediately  where   Out  of  Smoke  and  Ashes

(Triple Trouble 5) leaves off. 



Yes, “hashing” is a real thing. Yes, there are groups all over the world. And yes, 

it’s even more fun than it sounds. No, you don’t have to drink alcohol to participate. 

(I only drink water.)



And  no,  I  don’t  know  how  many  of  those  hashers  might  really  be  shifters.  On-

on! 



If  you  haven’t  read  the  previous  books  in  the  series,  it’s  strongly  suggested  you

do so. Otherwise, events in this book might not make sense. 



The  correct  reading  order  for  the  entire  series,  including  the  prequels,  is  as

follows:



 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



Also,  some  of  characters  from  other  books  and  series  make  appearances.  I’m

sorry, I can’t help what the voices tell me to write. Dang pushy Alphas, anyway. You

can find  Ryan Ausar in my  Good  Will  Ghost  Hunting series, and  Wyatt  Belaforte, of

the alligator shifters and the dolphin shifters, in my Placida Pod series. The vampires

who run Yellowstone (even though you don’t meet them in this book) can be found

in my Brimstone Vampire series. 



All titles are available from Siren-BookStrand. 
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Prologue



 Way, way, way back yonder. 



None  were  happy  about  the  reason  for  the  Gathering.  The  Elders  from  most  of  the  Clans  had

already consulted with the Seers, who had handed down their decision in private to those they knew

they could trust. 

Unfortunately, they knew they had no way of preventing Ahriman and his cockatrice Clan from

attending, short of openly declaring a Clan war against him. 

None had the desire to do that. In fact, by making the decision they had, they wished to avoid that

very  outcome.  Their  hope  was  that,  after  seeing  all  of  the  Clans  in  allegiance  against  him  and  the

cockatrice, Ahriman would simply withdraw and quietly leave. 

They also knew that wasn’t very likely. 

Thus as the Gathering was called to order, with representatives from all the shifter Clans in the

known lands in attendance, no one would meet the cockatrice leader’s gaze. Ahriman stood tall, hand

on the hilt of his sword, daring anyone to challenge him or his presence. 

Oddr,  the  leader  of  the  rapidly  dwindling  Seer  Clan,  stepped  into  the  center  of  the  circle,  his

brown robes swirling around his aged and gaunt frame. “I will dispense with the pleasantries. As you

all know, for some time now our Seer ranks have been under attack by unknown forces.” 

A rumble of discontent reverberated around the circle, with most of it directed toward Ahriman. 

No one doubted the cockatrice were likely behind the abductions and murders of the peaceful Seers. 

The problem lay in proving it. 

Oddr continued. “Our people, now numbering less than five score, can no longer attempt to live

independently. Although it pains us greatly to admit this.” He turned and faced Ahriman, his head held

high, his ancient spine as straight as a fir tree. “We have lived peaceably since before the memory of

prophecy with the Clans, and even with humans. All save one Clan.” 

Ahriman remained still and silent, his heavy glare falling upon the Seer like a foul cloud, even

as  the  other  Clan  representatives  let  out  another  low,  rumbling  chorus  of  displeasure  toward  the

cockatrice. 

“We  have  discussed  amongst  ourselves  our  various  options,”  Oddr  said.  “Stay  sovereign  and

risk  complete  annihilation.  Or,  pay  extortion  suggested  by  certain  parties  and  risk  them  trying  to

enslave us.” 

He turned his back on the cockatrice and addressed the others. “Our other option, of course, was

appealing to the other Clans and offering to join them and merge with them. This, my friends, is our

decision, despite it paining us to splinter our unique heritage and bloodline.  Therefore, as you have

already been made aware, we are bidding our farewells to each other today, joining with your Clans

as agreed, and returning with you to your respective territories.” 

With  that  declaration, Ahriman  broke  his  silence.  “What?”  he  roared.  “No  one  consulted  with

me or my Clan about this!” 

Oddr  wheeled  around.  “That  is  because  we  know  it  is  your  Clan  behind  the  misery  now

befalling us. Because you and yours have attempted to take control of our gifts by force and trickery

as a way of gaining an advantage over your fellows. We have decided that never shall we assist the

cockatrice. We have, as one, sworn allegiance with the other Clans and against yours. Never shall a

Seer  ever  willingly  utter  a  word  or  lift  a  finger  to  assist  a  cockatrice.  For  the  first  time  in  our

existence, we have declared an enemy.” 

Oddr  didn’t  retreat  as  Ahriman  drew  his  sword  and  stepped  forward.  The  cockatrice

immediately found himself surrounded by forty-plus sword tips when the other shifters moved as one

to surround him. 

While several wolf Clans were represented, Merrwhin, the leader of the oldest and largest wolf

Clan,  and  in  whose  territory  the  Gathering  was  assembled,  spoke.  “I  suggest  ye  turn  your  back  and

leave this place now if ye wish to survive.” 

Gremall,  the  head  of  the  largest  dragon  Clan’s   flagyer,  also  spoke.  “Agreed.  We  are  aligned

with the other Clans and the Seers. We shall allow you to leave here, but if you ever cross our paths

again, we shan’t hesitate to destroy you down to the last one. Cockatrice have done nothing but bring

misery and strife wherever they slither to in this world despite our repeated attempts to live amicably

with  them.  We  are  done  trying  to  make  peace  with  you  when  you  obviously  have  no  desire  to  live

thusly.” 

Ahriman slowly sheathed his sword. All the while, his black gaze remained sharp and heavy on

Oddr. “Know you this, Seer. This affront shall never be forgotten, nor forgiven. And as the Goddess

of All is my witness, know this as well—we shall rule this world and wipe out those who stand in

our way, even if we have to destroy the world and die trying to do so.” 

Merrwhin stepped forward, the tip of his sword pressing under Ahriman’s chin.  He forced the

cockatrice to raise his head and expose his throat. “Ye can try, ye bloody bastard, but it will spell the

complete annihilation of yer people. Go, now, before we kill ye where ye stand.” 

Merrwhin  spit  in  the  dirt,  near  the  toes  of Ahriman’s  leather  boots.  The  men  standing  behind

Ahriman stepped apart, allowing the cockatrice to slowly retreat between them. 

“Hear me now and hear me well,” Ahriman growled. “This is the beginning of a war you shall

wish  you  had  never  declared.”  He  turned  his  back  on  them  and  quickly  strode  to  his  horse,  easily

swinging up onto its back. He headed out of the clearing, but he stopped at the edge and wheeled his

mount around. Before anyone could react, he launched a fireball toward the group. It caught Oddr in

the chest and blasted him ten feet through the air before he slammed to the ground. With a triumphant

crow, Ahriman spurred his mount and took off through the trees. 

When some tried to go after him, Oddr motioned for them to be called back. They all gathered

around  the  fallen  Seer.  Merrwhin  and  Gremall  knelt  on  either  side  of  the  dying  man  and  held  his

hands. 

“Promise me,” the Seer rasped. “Promise me all, that you will not rest until you wipe them out

to the very last.” 

“We promise,” Merrwhin said, his voice hoarse with emotion. 

Gremall nodded. “To the very last.” 

The other Clan representatives nodded. “To the very last,” they all echoed. 

Oddr slowly nodded as his eyes fell closed for the last time. 

Chapter One



 The here and now. 



Elain Pardie Lyall sat and stared across the kitchen counter at the other woman, a woman she’d

heard more than her fair share about, but whom she hadn’t met. 

Until tonight. 

Baba Yaga, in the flesh. 

Well, so to speak, since Elain’s body was still sound asleep in bed at home in Arcadia, Florida, 

and she was only there in Baba Yaga’s kitchen mentally. 

And she had no idea where the Immortal’s kitchen was physically located. 

Frankly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 

She suspected she would awake in the morning regretting this little overnight disembodied chat

with her friend Callie’s eldest sister. 

Elain  also  struggled  to  process  everything  she’d  just  learned  from  the  woman.  Not  just  the

interesting flashback of how the cockatrice became the sworn enemies of all the other shifters. 

The more personal information was what had ground her brain to a halt. Like how she, Lina, and

Mai  formed  a  new  Triad,  taking  the  place  of  the  one  previously  composed  of  Baba  Yaga  and  her

younger sisters, Brighde and Callie. And that Mai was also a Seer like her and Lina. 

 Oh,  and  the  craptastic  fact  that  wily  wolf  shifter  and  asshole  extraordinaire,  Rodolfo

 Abernathy, is still alive, although apparently someone’s captive. 

“It’s been, what, several weeks now,” Elain said aloud. “Close to two months, right? So who’s

running  his  organization?  Those  two  guys  who  kidnapped  Mom  seemed  to  be  in  the  ‘no  love  lost’

camp. They were quick to boogie out the door and—” She snapped her mouth shut on her next words, 

the cliché too obvious even for her. 

“Toss Rodolfo to the wolves?” Baba Yaga wore a wry smile. 

“Yeah. That.” 

“A wolf as old and canny as Rodolfo Abernathy no doubt has mechanisms in place to protect his

organization and keep it running indefinitely in his absence. Frankly, I don’t concern myself with him. 

He is merely incidental to the larger picture.” 

“He wasn’t incidental to my life.” 

The Immortal tipped her head. “True.” 

“In fact, he’s been a major pain in my fricking ass my whole life, although I didn’t know it until

recently.” 

“Again, true. I did not mean to belittle your experiences. However, the world and the situation

are far larger than perhaps you are able to grasp at this time. Not that I’m saying that as an insult,” she

quickly added. “This is all very new and very overwhelming to you, I’m sure. It’s been not even six

months since you were brought into this by your mates.” 

“You got  that right,” Elain grumbled. 

In  fact,  it  felt  like  a  lifetime.  What  started  that  past  July  as  a  simple  assignment,  covering  the

Arcadia  Highland  Games  for  the  Venice  TV  station  she  worked  for,  had  turned  into  mating  and

marrying triplet Alpha wolf shifters. 

And becoming a Seer. 

And her father returning to her life and marrying her mom, the woman who adopted her after her

birth mother died. 

And…

The world not only wasn’t as she thought it was, it was a far more dangerous and deadly place

than she ever dreamed. 

And she had a front-row seat to it all. 

She held her head in her hands and closed her eyes, wishing she could will everything to make

sense. To say she was no longer the same person she’d been when she’d met Ain, Brodey, and Cail

that past July would be an understatement of Bill Clinton proportions. 

Her mental dialog took on an Arkansas accent. 

 What if I’d never had sexual relations with those three wolves? 

She snickered to herself as the other woman looked on. 

After a few moments of contemplation, Elain asked, “What kind of information  can you tell me, 

exactly?” 

Baba  Yaga,  currently  appearing  in  her  matronly  form,  tilted  her  head.  “About  what  in

particular?” 

“Guess you can’t give me the total 411 on Abernathy, huh?” 

Baba Yaga gently smiled and shook her head. 

“Lina said you showed her past events.” 

Baba  Yaga  slowly  nodded.  “Some  things,  yes,  I  can  show  you.  It  depends  on  what  you  are

asking of me and what you already know.” 

“You already showed me about your children.” 

“I didn’t show you that, child. You used your Seer powers to seek it out within me.” 

Elain waved her hand. “Whatever. I want to know what happened to precipitate all of  this.” She

tapped her finger on the counter. “I know about the big battle between the cockatrice and their allies

versus  the  other  shifters.  Lina  told  me  about  that,  and  the  Tablet.  I  want  to  see  the  prequel.  What

happened to  you.” 

The Immortal studied Elain with black, impenetrable eyes. After a moment, she sighed. “I don’t

suppose it can hurt. You are part of the new Triad. It is knowledge you should have. It happened in

the distant past, after all.” 

Elain blinked and found herself standing in the yard of a house that looked like little more than a

hovel  in  the  center  of  a  clearing  in  the  middle  of  a  deep,  silent  pine  forest.  Surrounding  the  house

stood a rickety picket fence that, upon closer observation, appeared to be made out of what looked

like human bones. 

Elain turned to speak to  Baba Yaga, but she wasn’t there.  When  Elain turned back to the gate, 

she  spotted  a  young  man,  maybe  in  his  mid-twenties,  making  his  way  toward  the  house.  He  looked

battle-torn and road-weary, his tunic ripped and stained with what Elain guessed to be dried blood. A

fresh cut along his cheek from chin to ear was healing, but would likely leave him badly scarred. 

He stopped at the gate, paying Elain not the slightest bit of attention. “Baba Yaga,” he called out. 

The front door opened and a wizened old crone walked out.  Elain knew immediately this was

one of the Immortal’s three incarnations. “Who are you to disturb me?” Baba Yaga asked in a voice

that sounded far too strong and forceful for her appearance. 

As  Elain  stepped  closer,  she  realized  she  was  only  an  observer.  “I  come  from  the  dragon

 flagyer to the south. Abruzzia.” 

“I know my geography, dragon. Why do you disturb me?” 

 Wow, she was a snarky bitch even back then. 

“The  cockatrice.  They  are  on  a  rampage,  trying  to  wipe  us  out.  Not  just  our  people,  but  even

other shifters, and humans.” 

“And what it is you are asking of me?” 

“Please, Baba Yaga.” He dropped to his knees in supplication, hands clasped and raised to her. 

“I  will  give  you  anything  I  can,  I  will  give  you  myself.  Take  me  to  torture  or  use  as  you  will.  I

surrender myself to you as a sacrifice. Please, intercede and help my people.” 

Elain stepped closer, understanding she could only watch the interplay. 

Baba Yaga transformed herself into the matron. “In  any way? Without question?” 

He nodded. “Yes. I pledge my soul to you.” 

“Without even knowing what I would ask of you?” 

“Anything. I give my life, everything.” 

She circled him. “Without question?” 

“Without question.” 

“What makes you so eager to throw your life away to me?” 

“My family.  My parents managed to save my little sister, but my brother and other sister were

lost. My grandparents. Uncles and aunts. Cousins. Friends and neighbors, human and dragon. They are

killing us.” 

“I thought dragons were stronger than that.” 

“They are using some dark magick even our elders cannot understand.” 

She stopped short. “They are, are they?” 

“Yes.” 

“Hmm.” 

Elain  knew  the  story  behind  the  creation  of  the  Tablet  of  Trammel.  Lina  and  her  men,  in  far

earlier incarnations, had created it with the help of the Triad and used it and its powers to defeat the

cockatrice  forces.  The  Tablet  the  cockatrice  still  eagerly  sought  and  erroneously  thought  would

restore their powers. 

“It might not be in a single lifetime that they can be beaten,” she warned. “It might take a while. 

Generations, perhaps.” 

“Then it is your will be done.” 

“Not just my will,” she corrected, still circling him as if he were prey and she a lioness with an

unslakable hunger. “The Goddess of All.” 

“I will not question when, how, or why, Baba Yaga.” 

“You are unmated? Childless?” 

He nodded. 

“Betrothed?” 

He shook his head. 

“Why not?” 

“I…” He swallowed hard, his throat working. “There was a girl I thought maybe, but then she, 

too, and her family, were all killed.” 

Baba Yaga  stopped  behind  him,  staring  at  the  back  of  his  head.  She  waved  her  hand  and  the

world seemed to freeze. She then stared directly at Elain. “Enough of this part?” 

Elain nodded. 

The scene skipped, the man now healed, hale, and hardy. In the front yard of the small house, he

swept Baba Yaga the maiden into his arms and kissed her deeply. “My love, I shall return to you.” 

The woman actually smiled, a joyful expression that seemed to reach to the very depths of her

soul. 

An expression Elain couldn’t imagine the woman being able to pull off now, even from the little

bit of time she’d spent with her. 

As they parted, Elain realized Baba Yaga was with child. She rested her hand on her swelling

belly. “You shall return to me or risk my ire,” she teased. “Well wishes to all from me.” 

“Of course, my love.” He mounted his horse and raced off into the woods. 

Baba Yaga  watched  him  go,  then  turned  to  Elain,  now  back  in  her  matron  form  and  no  longer

pregnant. 

“That was the last time I saw him alive,” she softly told Elain. 

Elain suspected what came next. “I don’t need to see those details either,” she quickly said. 

With a nod,  Baba Yaga changed the scene again.  This time, she remained standing shoulder to

shoulder with  Elain as the matron, watching her pregnant younger self sobbing and building a stone

cairn with her bare hands. 

“Cockatrice,” Baba Yaga whispered. “They drew and quartered him and left him in the middle

of a road for the animals.” 

It wasn’t hard to fill in the blanks from that point. “How long were you together?” 

“Not  long  enough,  child.”  And  just  like  that,  they  were  back  in  Baba  Yaga’s  kitchen,  the

Immortal looking weary. “Not nearly long enough.” She picked up her coffee mug and took a sip. “As

they did in the past, the shifters of present will need to band together, make unusual and even uneasy

allies,  in  order  not  just  to  fulfill  their  past  oath  to  wipe  out  the  cockatrice,  but  to  survive  and

overcome what is ahead.” 

“Unusual and uneasy how?” 

“I will give you this hint without overstepping my boundaries too much.  I strongly recommend

that  you recommend to your Clan Council that they invite non-land-based shifters to become part of

the new mega-Clan.” 

Elain thought about that for a moment. “You mean the dolphins over in Englewood?” 

“And elsewhere. And others.” 

Lina had told Elain the basics of what had happened right before Halloween, when they went to

help out the dolphins. It gave Elain a little weird comfort to know that other shifter species had their

own batcrap crazy assholes, too, and it wasn’t just limited to the wolves dealing with other psychotic

wolves and crazy cockatrice. “The sharks?” 

Baba Yaga nodded. “And…” 

Elain  got  it.  “The  alligators.”  She  fought  the  urge  to  smack  herself  in  the  forehead.  “And  you

mean the other aquatic shifters. Duh.” 

“You’re catching on.” 

“I’m not the brightest bulb sometimes, but I usually manage to get where I need to be.” 

“The  three  of  you  each  have  your  individual  strengths—and  weaknesses.  I  want  you  to  keep

something in mind that frequently escapes Lina’s notice.” 

“What’s that?” 

The Immortal’s eyes met Elain’s. “The world is filled with shades of grey, not merely black and

white. The best good for all is sometimes not served by making what would be, to some, the obvious

choices. Such as not telling everything you know.” 

“And with that you can’t tell  me any more, can you?” 

The Immortal simply smiled. 

“Yeah,” Elain said. “That’s what I thought.” 

Chapter Two



Eyes open,  Elain lay in bed and stared at the ceiling.  She could still taste the delicious coffee

Baba Yaga had served her, even though Elain knew she had never physically left her own bed during

the night. 

Further  sleep  was  out  of  the  question. A  little  after  four  in  the  morning  and  three  days  before

Christmas  Eve,  the  house  lay  quiet  and  still  despite  being  filled  to  the  proverbial  rafters  with  their

friends and extended family. 

Unlike her mind, which raced and thundered with all the information just added. 

 What’s the best way to deal with this? Denial? Or…

No, it happened. Pretending it didn’t and keeping everything to herself wouldn’t help anything or

anyone. 

She quietly climbed out of bed without disturbing her three sleeping men. After grabbing some

clothes and dressing in the bathroom, she went to the kitchen to make herself a mug of instant coffee

that wouldn’t taste a fraction as good as the coffee she’d just had at Baba Yaga’s. She didn’t want to

brew  a  fresh  pot  and  have  the  aroma  wake  most  of  the  shifters  in  the  house,  considering  they  were

mostly of the lupine persuasion with noses to match. 

She thought getting her brains well and truly boinked out by her men the evening before would

have meant a long, deep, refreshing sleep. 

 No, not so much. Talks with Baba Yaga trump orgasms, apparently. 

Elain couldn’t deny what she’d seen when Baba Yaga had let her take her arm and practice her

newfound Seer powers on her. Someone was holding Rodolfo Abernathy captive. 

Not that it was necessarily a bad thing, but it meant the son of a bitch wasn’t dead like everyone

else had thought. 

Everyone except her. 

 And what was that about Mai forms a new Triad with me and Lina? 

She let out a sigh. One more thing to do, break  that news to Mai. 

 As if she doesn’t have enough to worry about already with BettLynn. 

And who had Abernathy? Would it be a case of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” or were

they yet another player to worry about? Was it Marston? Abernathy’s illegitimate daughter? Both of

them? Someone else? 

The cockatrice? 

And the whole “shades of grey” business. 

Elain closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead, trying to stave off the tension headache wanting

to  form.  Baba  Yaga  apparently  loved  dishing  out  information  that  left  people  more  confused  than

when they started their search for the truth. 

Correction,  she  felt  more  than  overwhelmed.  Her  brain  felt  bloated,  unable  to  process

everything  and  what  it  meant.  Considering  she  was  a  journalist  and  prided  herself  on  being  able  to

grasp not only the big picture but suss out the individual threads of a story, her current mental state

pissed her right the hell off. 

 I need a ride. 

Maybe  being  out  in  the  fresh,  cool  predawn  air  would  help  clear  her  mind  and  focus  her

thoughts.  What  she  really  needed  was  a  run,  but  she  hadn’t  been  able  to  get  out  on  the  horses  in  a

couple of days. 

She  took  her  mug  of  coffee  with  her  and  made  her  way  across  the  yard,  past  the  site  where

Micah and Jim had already started construction on their house, to the barn where her two horses were

stabled.  It was a cool  December morning by  Florida standards, but the long-sleeved chambray shirt

she’d donned over her T-shirt would keep her warm enough until the sun rose. 

As she approached the barn, Mina, her six-year-old quarter horse mare, and Coot, a ten-year-old

palomino gelding, both stuck their heads out of their stalls and whinnied greetings at her. 

“Hey, kiddos.” She pet them before turning Coot out into the corral. Mina she led to the crossties

to  groom  and  tack.  The  horses  had  been  Brodey’s  “please  forgive  me  for  being  a  dumb  asshat” 

present a couple of months earlier after his less than skillful handling of a situation regarding his ex-

girlfriend. 

By the time Elain was ready to swing up into the saddle, it was nearly five o’clock. There was

enough light, between the stars, the moon, and her super-nifty shifter vision, for her to see. 

She pointed the mare toward one of the truck tracks the men used to drive to the cattle barns at

the other end of the property and kept her at a walk. It was tempting to let the horse have her head and

run, but Elain didn’t want to risk her stumbling in the predawn darkness. 

 This should have been my best Christmas ever. 

 E-verrrr. 

With her mom and dad now happily mated and married, her family was complete. She had three

hunky  hubbies,  more  cousins-in-law  than  she  could  shake  a  stick  at,  and  friends  who  had  become

adopted family. And most of them would be there, under the same roof, for the holidays. 

Now Elain had to figure out how to break the news to Mai that the dreams her friend had been

having were part of a far larger picture than any of them had previously realized. That Mai had joined

the sisterhood with Lina and Elain as Seers. 

 A wolf, a coyote, and a Goddess walk into a bar…

She snorted to herself, the horse’s ears tipping back to listen. 

Elain patted the mare’s neck.  I am sooo not ready for all this responsibility. 

The irony didn’t escape her that her men had been right when asking her to quit her job as an on-

air reporter. She hadn’t realized how right they’d been at the time, and neither had they. 

 Yeah. Being a reporter does not  go well with being a shape-shifting wolf Seer. 

She  rode  without  a  destination  in  mind,  ambling  down  various  trails  and  across  the  pastures, 

through the herds of cattle, along the outer fence line until the first hints of dawn colored the sky to the

east. She started to dismount to open a gate and lead Mina through to another pasture when she heard

the faint but unmistakable sound of galloping hoofbeats. 

A few moments later, Coot rounded a turn and came into view, Cail riding him bareback. Elain

hesitated by the gate, worried about his sudden and fast approach. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked when he pulled the gelding up beside her. 

He frowned. “I was going to ask you that.” 

She reached out and caught the gelding’s bridle so she could stroke his muzzle. “You’re the one

pushing Coot like a Pony Express rider.” 

“You don’t usually get up before dawn and take a ride, babe. Fess up. What happened?” 

“Where’s Ain and Brodey?” 

“Still asleep. I tracked you.” 

She released Coot’s bridle. “I just needed to clear my mind.” 

Cail  jumped  down  and  grabbed  her  by  the  hand  before  she  could  step  away. At  the  contact,  a

tsunami of worry and fear flooded through her so strongly that she instinctively jerked her arm free

from him and held it cradled against her. 

His gaze narrowed. “Babe?” 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before stepping close and draping her arms around

him for a hug. This time, prepared for the contact, she was better able to absorb the shockwave of his

emotions when he wrapped his arms around her. 

“I’m okay,” she softly said. “I just…it’s a long story.” She rested her cheek against his chest and

listened as his thundering heart began to slow a little into a more relaxed tempo. 

“Can you talk about it? Or is it a Seer thing?” 

“Yeah, it is, but I need to. Need to talk, I mean.” 

“I’m sorry I hurt you. I didn’t realize I grabbed your hand that hard.” 

She  let  out  a  snort.  “You  didn’t  hurt  me.  It  wasn’t  that.”  She  looked  up  into  his  brown  eyes, 

which were filled with concern. “Let’s talk while we ride. Okay?” 

He nodded. “Okay. So we’re good?” 

She rose up on her toes to brush a kiss across his lips. “We’re good. The four of us are fine. It’s

not about us.” A soft, barking laugh escaped her. “Well, it   is about us, all of us. But not me and you

guys specifically.” 

His brow furrowed. “That doesn’t make sense.” 

“Tell me about it. It might make even less sense after I tell you everything.” 

They led the horses through the gate, closed it behind them, and remounted. As they slowly rode, 

Elain  told  him  everything. About  her  mental  visit  overnight  to  Baba Yaga’s,  what  the  Immortal  had

revealed to her, and why she’d jerked her arm away when he’d grabbed her. 

About the fact that Baba Yaga was, in fact, the great-grandmother umpteen times removed of him

and his brothers, as well as of Lina’s men. 

“Poor  Mai’s already struggling not to be overwhelmed by being a new mom and dealing with

BettLynn’s  doctor  appointments,”  she  said.  “Hell,  I’m  overwhelmed  just  trying  to  wrap  my  mind

around all this Seer bullshit. How’s she going to handle this?” 

Cail held the reins loosely in his hand, which rested on his thigh. “Are you just bouncing stuff off

me, or do you want my advice?” 

“I  want  your  advice.  I  don’t  want  to  keep  secrets  from  you  guys.  Even  Seer  stuff.  I  feel  bad

enough I didn’t tell you guys I’d gone off the pill.” 

His  gaze  dropped  to  the  ground  for  a  moment.  When  he  looked  at  her  again,  she  wasn’t  sure

what emotion she read there. 

“Let me start by saying I believe everything you’ve told me. I, personally, will take everything

you’ve said as truth unless proven otherwise. Okay?” 

She nodded. 

“Abernathy’s  alive  and  being  held  as  someone’s  hostage.  So  we  don’t  know  if  that’s  good  or

bad, yet. Right?” 

She nodded again. 

“Baba Yaga has apparently engineered things over the years in such a way as to bring you and

Lina and Mai together with your respective mates to extract revenge against the cockatrice.” 

“Right.” 

“She keeps claiming free will, but it seems we’re pawns in whatever master plan she has.” 

“Exactly.”  Elain  felt  massive  relief  that  he’d  readily  grasped  every  conclusion  she’d  come  to

thus far without needing further explanation on her part. 

He frowned. “She obviously has a massive grudge against the cockatrice as a race in general.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So what it boils down to is the fact that, in her mind, Abernathy is a minor player. She wants us

all to take down the cockatrice for good and fulfill some ancient oath. Considering what the fuckers

have done over the centuries, that’s not a completely unreasonable request.” 

Elain nodded. 

He  turned  to  her  again.  When  he  spoke,  his  voice  sounded  quiet,  resigned.  “All  right,  then.  It

looks like we’re going to have some rocky times ahead of us.” 

“I think so.” 

He pulled his horse up. Elain reined in Mina, too. Cail leaned over and kissed Elain, long and

sweet and full of love flowing from him to her.  He reached out and stroked her cheek. “I know we

said the decision is yours, but if you really want my opinion, then I don’t want you to go back on the

pill.” 

“What?” 

“Life is short. I’ve waited— we’ve waited our whole lives to find and love you. Maybe this is

selfish of me, but I want it all. I’m not satisfied waiting until some possible future day when we can

relax and have pups. I don’t even know if we’ll all be here in a year or two.” 

He cupped her cheek in his warm palm, his brown eyes focused on hers. “I love you. You are

my life. I want to live as much of it as we can for as long as we can. I won’t edict you to stay off the

pill. But I call bullshit on not giving you my opinion. I want to be a dad, because I think you’d be the

world’s best mom, and I want to raise our pups together with you.” 




* * * *

 

Cail  watched  as  surprise  filled  Elain’s  face.  “You  don’t  want  to  wait  until  all  this  calms

down?” she asked. 

He only felt a little guilty for opening up to her about it. He wouldn’t lie to her, even if he could, 

just to spare her feelings about this. “No. Life might never calm down. Or it might not calm down for

years. Decades, even. We’ve seen a lot, babe. Done a lot. Lost a lot of friends, family, and  Clan to

this same kind of crap in the past. There have been times the three of us weren’t even sure we’d live

to see the next morning. We were damn lucky we did. Even luckier to find you. There might always

be a cockatrice battle, or some psycho fucker wanting to mess with us, or some damn thing happening

in our lives. All that matters is we’re together  now, and that is what we need to live for.  Not some

what-if future.  Now.” 

He felt her fear, her indecision. He didn’t need to be a Seer to do that, just her mate. 

“I’m still not convinced I’ll be a good mom,” she softly said. 

“Why would you think that?” 

“Seriously?  Were you  not  watching  when  I  nearly  eviscerated  Paul Abernathy?  I  lost  control. 

Then look what happened when I had to go for a run when Mom was kidnapped. Then there was the

night I goaded you three into a chase. I don’t trust myself to keep my inner Alpha reined in and stay in

control. We’ve had this talk before.” 

“Yes, we have.” He leaned in and kissed her again. “And my opinion hasn’t changed. I still think

you’ll be a damn good mom if and when you decide to let it happen.  Nothing’s going to change my

opinion there. I’ve seen you with BettLynn and the Beasts. If that’s the biggest worry you still have, 

then forget it. You’re the only one who thinks it. Everyone else knows how good you’ll be.” 

She slowly nodded. “Okay.” 

A  gigantic  boulder  he  didn’t  realize  he’d  been  carrying  rolled  off  his  shoulders.  “Okay.”  He

leaned in again and kissed her, hard, loving her beyond his ability to convey. He touched his forehead

to hers. “It’ll be okay, babe.” 

“You can’t promise me that.” 

“I know. But I feel it. I just do.” 

They  rode  for  another  hour.  He  found  it  rather  telling  that  neither  Ain  nor  Brodey  had  come

looking for them when he knew they had to be up and working already. Cail was under no illusion that

each of them played a slightly different role in Elain’s life. He was the confidant, the talker. Brodey

was the wolf, best able to help her deal with the fearsome Alpha she frequently struggled with inside

her, the emotional one. Ain was her rock, the usually steady one. 

His idiotic attempt to off himself a few months earlier notwithstanding. 

“I guess we should head back,” she said. 

“You don’t sound like you want to head back.” 

She stared off into the distance. 

“Babe?” 

“I don’t feel ready for this.” 

“For what?” 

“Any of this.”  She looked at him. “I thought  I had my life planned, and then   wham,  everything

drops into my lap. First you guys, which, believe me, I’m  not complaining about. I start to wrap my

head around that, then  bam, I find out my mom knew about the shifter stuff all along, even if she didn’t

really believe in it before. Then, oh yeah, I  am a shifter. Not to mention a Seer. I don’t even feel like I

have a handle on my life anymore, much less feel qualified to bring another person into the world.” 

He smiled. “Want to know a secret?” 

“What?” 

“Everyone feels like that. Like they’re not ready. Shifter or not, everyone feels that way. Just ask

your mom and dad. And if someone says they don’t feel like that, if they really think they’re ready for

everything life has to throw at them, especially when it comes to parenthood, then that means they’re a

completely delusional, insane psychopath.” 

Chapter Three



Mercedes  smiled.  “I  think  everything  is  finally  ready.”  She  looked  up  at  Marston.  “Do  you

realize how long it’s taken me to get to this point? I was beginning to think I’d never see the day.” 

“So now that we have what we need from him, my evil little mate, what the bloody hell do we

plan  on  doing  with  him  in  the  long  term?  Other  than  keeping  him  a  prisoner  down  here? You  still

haven’t given me a clue. I thought once we had the paperwork and finances taken care of that we were

getting rid of him?” 

She  hadn’t  given  him  a  clue  because  since  realizing  the  extent  of  her  brothers’  evil,  she’d

changed  her  plans.  Before,  she’d  devoted  herself  to  getting  pregnant  and  taking  over  Rodolfo’s

empire. She’d wanted to use that position and power to completely wipe out the rest of the cockatrice

and establish her legitimacy once and for all. 

Now she wasn’t so sure. 

She  would  not,  however,  admit  any  of  that  to  Marston.  Right  now,  her  life  and  plans  were  on

hold until she got pregnant. 

From that point, she’d decide her next move. 

She  stared  at  Rodolfo.  “Oh,  we  have  use  for  him  yet.”  She  knelt  in  front  of  the  shackled  and

chained man.  The magickal silver shackles and collar kept him securely restrained.  He could move

around but not shift or get free.  Filthy, he had lost weight.  She was feeding him just enough to keep

him alive, but no more. 

“This,”  she  said,  “is  about  far  more  than  the  papers  we’ve  had  him  sign  over  the  past  few

weeks.  The  videos  we’ve  had  him  make.  Now  that  I’ve  got  everything  set  up  legally,  we  can  start

putting it into action. After we’re done with dear ole Daddy, I want to auction him off to the jaguars.” 

She looked up at Marston. “One more final  fuck you to my father.” 

“Brilliant.” 

She straightened. “I thought so, too. I know for a fact that Ortega Montalvo will pay top dollar

for Rodolfo being delivered to him. Especially if he’s alive.” She grinned down at the prisoner. “So

buck up, Daddy. I’m not killing you.” 

“Can  we  give  him  a  bath  sometime  soon?”  Marston  asked.  “He’s  getting  rather  rank  again.  I

believe it’s been three weeks since his last one.” 

“Eventually.” 

Abernathy  glared  up  at  them,  but  didn’t  speak.  He’d  quickly  learned  that  speaking  out  of  turn

earned him a swift, painful kick from either  Mercedes,  Marston, or both.  He was already missing a

tooth as a result. 

“Today, however,” Mercedes said, “I have an errand to run.” 

“Yes?” Marston asked when she didn’t continue. 

She glared at the captive with disgust. “Upstairs.” They left Rodolfo locked in the basement and

returned to the living room. “I still have a few unanswered questions,” she said. “Although I’m pretty

sure I know the answers, it’d be nice to have confirmation before we let Daddy go play with the big

cats.” 

“Such as?” 

“There are a few missing pieces to the puzzle. And interrogating him hasn’t given me answers.” 

“I  know  I  agreed  to  go  along  with  your  plans  without  question,  but  you  have  piqued  my

curiosity.” 

She grinned. “I don’t think Daddy’s been completely honest with everyone.” 

“Sky’s blue, love.” 

“I mean about his ancestry.” 

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Really?” 

“Did you know he was only a half brother to Ysimel, Theadin, Corsaire, Jandan, Rowling, and

Terese?” 

“Yes, but go on.” 

“They  all  shared  the  same  father.  Rodolfo  was,  of  course,  the  eldest.  His  mother  died  during

childbirth. She bled to death when he was born, or so the story goes. His father claimed the wet nurse

as his new mate within forty-eight hours of his firstborn’s birth.” 

“That’s news to me. I thought he mated again later, not immediately.” 

“His father was even more ruthless and cunning than Rodolfo. The wet nurse’s mate met with an

unfortunate  hunting  accident  the  day  after  Rodolfo  was  born. As  she  was  a  cousin  by  marriage,  he

claimed her by his so-called right as head of their Clan.” 

“That’s a rather common theme in that Clan.” 

“Exactly. She was the mother of all of Rodolfo’s siblings.” 

“So what is your suspicion?” 

She smiled. “My brothers told me that our mother confided in them things Rodolfo revealed to

her in bed while under the helpful influence of drink…and some herbs, shall we say, that she slipped

him. I finally uncovered evidence corroborating the information, that Rodolfo’s birth mother wasn’t a

pure wolf contrary to all his bullshit claims throughout the years of ‘pure wolf heritage.’” 

“Their Clan had plenty of humans intermarry and breed with them. That’s nothing new.” 

“No,  it’s  not.”  She  grinned.  “But  for  the  life  of  me  I  had  a  difficult  time  tracing  his  mother’s

lineage. I could find very little information about her father, except for his name. Until recently, that

is. He supposedly died during the pregnancy.” 

“Are you going to tell me, or keep me waiting?” 

She sat on the sofa and stared up at him, still wearing a smile. “You yourself commented on how

Daddy dearest is in need of a bath.” 

“Yes,  he’s  rather…”  She  enjoyed  the  shocked  look  on  Marston’s  face.  “Bloody  hell,”  he

whispered. “You think—” 

“I  don’t  just  think.  I’m  positive.  He’s  one  quarter  cockatrice  via  his  maternal  grandfather.  I

wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  just  bullshit  my  brothers  told  me  or  not  until  I  discovered  an  old  journal.  It

related the story of a female wolf shifter who was captured and raped by a cockatrice. She killed him

when  she  escaped,  but  the  deed  was  done,  so  to  speak.  Her  family  mated  her  off  as  quickly  as

possible to conceal that fact, but then he, too, died. Under mysterious circumstances.” 

“Perhaps he found out the truth, that he wasn’t the real father?” 

“Who knows? It’s quite possible. Back then, despite the fact that it was rape, she and the baby

would  have  been  killed  had  word  got  out.  Cockatrice  were  hunted  far  more  openly  then.  Made  the

Burning  Times  look  like  a  schoolyard  spat.  Anyway,  the  little  girl  she  had  went  on  to  become

Rodolfo’s birth mother. And that would explain why he’s worn cologne all these years when no self-

respecting Alpha wolf ever would because of their sensitive sense of smell.” 

“I always did wonder about that.” 

“That’s  why  Edgar  and  Lenny  had  to  do  the  spell  and  kill  that  dragon  family.  To  mask  their

natural  scent  from  other  shifters  who  might  pick  it  up.  The  spell  made  them  take  on  the  dragons’

scent.” 

She  watched  as  understanding  dawned  in  his  expression.  “That’s  right.  Bloody  hell,  I’d

forgotten that part. But you don’t…” Understanding was rapidly replaced by confusion. “Did you do a

spell like that?” 

“No.  I was lucky, in those regards, that  I caught the wolf gene.”  She grinned. “Ironic, isn’t it? 

Mr. Pure Blood is part cockatrice, and yet his bastard wolf-atrice daughter didn’t inherit the typical

cockatrice stink like he did.” 

Marston shook his head in disbelief. “Now I think I know where Hitler got his ideas from.” 

“Wouldn’t surprise me in the least. Rodolfo was in Germany at about the right time.” 

“I was kidding.” 

“I  wasn’t. You  know  how  vicious  he  is.  Believe  me,  I’ve  been  tracking  him  for  a  long,  long

time.” 

“So what is your errand?” 

“I found out Jocko Connelly, the former head of the Maine wolves’ Clan Council, is an amateur

genealogist. He’s got shifter records dating back hundreds of years. Not just for his Clan, but others

as well.” 

“You don’t expect to simply walk in there and ask him to take a look at them, do you?” 

“No.” She grinned. “I called and set up an appointment with him.” 

Marston looked shocked. “You did  what? Are you barking mad?” 

She waved off his protests. “He’s never met me before. He has no idea who I am.” She switched

to heavily accented English. “I told him a lie about being from an old European wolf line and wanting

to do a little checking on some things, in exchange for giving him genealogy notes I have.” 

She dropped the accent. “That part is true. I have accumulated a bunch of lineage notes, which I

have no problems sharing. I’d rather do all of this before I officially hand Daddy over to the jaguars

and  lose  any  possibility  of  being  able  to  clarify  stuff.  Needless  to  say,  you  cannot  go  with  me.  We

can’t risk anyone recognizing you right now. We don’t know who might still be looking for you.” 

“I should say not. What’s your backup plan should someone get wind of us?” 

“Don’t worry.  I have a small hideout prepared.  Cave in the woods. All contingencies planned

for.” 

He dropped into a chair. “You’re bloody brilliant, Mercedes. I’ll give you every bit of that.” 

“Thank  you.  Now  then.  May  I  get  dressed?”  Per  their  arrangement,  Marston,  as  her  mate,  had

full  control  over  her  in  that  way.  She  still  hadn’t  gotten  pregnant  yet,  but  suspected  it  was  only  a

matter of time considering he usually managed to fuck her at least twice a day. 

He smiled and settled back in his chair. “After you crawl over here on your hands and knees, 

suck my cock to get it hard, and I fuck you properly.” 

Her  cunt  throbbed,  instantly  wet.  He  wasn’t  exactly  her  ideal  physically,  but  damn  him,  he’d

figured out exactly what buttons to push to get her motor running. And for that she found she craved

his attention. 

She  wouldn’t  complain  about  that.  She  got  onto  the  floor  and  slowly  crawled  over  to  him,  a

smile on her face as he unfastened his trousers and withdrew his cock. 

Chapter Four



Elain and  Cail made their way back to the barn as she stewed over his opinion.  If her visions

could be trusted, the four of them would, for a while at least, have a happy life together as parents. 

“I’m not looking forward to this talk with Mai,” she admitted. 

“Why not?” 

She  stopped  her  horse  to  look  at  him.  “Why  not?  Seriously?  You  think  this  is  just  what  she

wants  to  hear  on  top  of  everything  else?  ‘Guess  what,  girlfriend?  Your  life  just  got  even   more

complicated. You’re welcome.’” 

“It’s not like she’s alone. She has Micah and Jim. Us. Hell, everyone.” 

“She’s had such a crappy few years, though. It feels like I’m dumping one more thing on her.” 

“You don’t have to tell her.” 

“Yeah, I do. I can’t keep this information from her.” 

“Ask Lacey or Lina to tell her.” 

“No. I’m not passing the buck like that.” 

“I’ll do it.” 

“No.” She dismounted and looped the reins around the fence. “I’m going to do it. Baba Bitchface

gave me the bad news to tell Mai.” She unfastened the cinch, pulled the saddle off the mare, and hung

it over the fence. Then she removed the saddle pad. “I just wish I didn’t  have to do it.” She grabbed a

halter and lead rope and swapped out the bridle for them. Then she led Mina to the corral, where she

turned her loose. 

“Want me to take care of him?” Cail asked, indicating the gelding. 

She reached for Coot’s reins. “I’ve got him. It’ll give me a reason to stall for time.” 

He leaned in and kissed her. “If you want, we’ll tell her for you.” 

“No. I appreciate the offer, but you guys can’t fix everything for me, no matter how much you or

I want you to.” 

After taking care of the horses, she fed them their breakfast and mucked out their stalls.  It was

nearly  nine  o’clock  when  she  grabbed  her  empty  coffee  mug  and  headed  for  the  house.  Her  own

stomach  grumbled.  When  she  walked  inside,  Mai  and  Lina  were  talking  in  the  kitchen  with  Elain’s

mom. 

On  a  blanket  in  the  living  room,  within  view,  the  three  babies  lay  soundly  sleeping,  BettLynn

tucked between the Beasts. The boys each held one of the little girl’s hands, George on her right and

Luka on her left. 

“There you are, sweetie,” Carla said. “Can I fix you something to eat?” 

She sat down at the table with Mai and Lina. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 

Lina arched an eyebrow and set down her coffee mug. “Spill it.” 

Elain hoped the heat filling her face didn’t translate into a revealing blush. “What?” 

“You’ve been riding,” Mai chimed in. “I smell horse.” She smiled. “Coyote sniffers are as sharp

as wolf noses. And Cail came back smelling like horse a little while ago. What were you two talking

about?” 

Carla turned from the stove, where she’d broken a couple of eggs into a frying pan. “Do I need

to clear out?” 

Elain leaned back in her chair. “No, Mom. You can hear this.” It had taken her a while, but Elain

was  finally  used  to  her  mom’s  rejuvenated  looks. After  mating  with  Liam,  Carla  now  looked  more

like Elain’s older sister than her mother. 

Elain  took  a  deep  breath  before  facing  Mai  and  dropping  the  bomb  on  her.  “I  had  a  talk  with

Baba Yaga overnight. You’re a Seer.” 

Mai blinked. “I’m a what?” 

Lina  giggled,  but  Elain  didn’t  pull  her  focus  from  Mai.  “You  know  the  dreams  you’ve  been

having? It’s because you’re a Seer. Apparently you, me, and Lina are now the new Triad.” 

Lina stopped giggling. “Say what?” she practically shouted. 

Carla and Mai both shushed her. “Don’t wake the babies,” Carla warned. 

“We’re the  what?” Lina repeated in a frantic whisper. 

“The  new  Triad.  Baba  Yaga  and  I  had  a  long  talk.”  Elain  studied  her  hands  for  a  moment. 

“Mai’s a Seer, part of the Triad. The new Triad.” She used her finger to indicate the three of them. 

“Us.” 

Lina glared. “What else did the damn bitch say?” 

“You sure you want to know?” 

“Not really, but tell me anyway.” 

Ten minutes later, after Elain gave them the highlights, Mai and Lina both looked stunned. 

“I do believe,” Lina slowly said, “that I’ve finally run out of swear words.” 

“I can think of a few,” Mai numbly offered. 

“Can I offer my uneducated opinion?” Carla asked. 

They all turned to her. “Mom,” Elain said, “you are always welcome to add your opinion. We

sure as hell don’t know what to do next. No one wrote a manual for us to use.” 

Carla stepped over to the table. “Isn’t this a good thing?” she suggested. “That all three of you

are  shifters   and  Seers?  Well,  Lina’s  a  Goddess,  but  isn’t  that  even  better?  Dragons,  coyotes,  and

wolves.  Together.  Doesn’t  that  make  things  even  easier  for  merging  all  the  shifters  into  one  mega-

Clan? Ain and Mark are both on the Maine wolf Clan Council now. Mai is a cousin by mating with

Micah. Lina’s dragons are distantly related to Elain’s men. The jaguars and other shifters are friends. 

One big happy, happy, happy family. Maybe this is why you three were all brought together.” 

The  younger  women  stared  at  her.  Elain  found  her  voice  first.  “I  do  believe,”  she  said,  “that

makes the most sense of anything I’ve heard in the past few months.” 

“Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while, dear,” Carla said with a playful wink as she

set Elain’s plate in front of her. 

They fell into a silence  Elain suspected was more her fellow  Seers trying to absorb the latest

info. When she finished eating a few minutes later, Elain pushed her chair away from the table. “I’m

going to take a shower. I smell like horse. Then we can talk more about all this.” 

“I didn’t say horse was a  bad smell,” Mai quipped. 

“Thanks.” Elain stopped at the kitchen doorway and stared at the three babies. 

“What is it?” Lina asked. 

Elain shook her head. “I keep having visions.” 

“About?” 

“I don’t understand all of them,” Elain said. “But I keep having visions of me and the guys being

parents.” 

“That’s not a bad thing, is it?” Mai asked. 

“No.” She stared at the babies. They were beautiful. 

“Then what’s the problem?” Lina asked. 

She turned to stare at the three of them, her mom silently listening. “I’ve also had a vision of the

three of us, like we’re getting ready to go to battle.” 

“Against  Abernathy,  the  cockatrice,  or  Marston?”  Lina  asked.  “We’ve  got  a  wide  variety  of

asshats from which to choose.” She chewed on her lip. “Or is it a baddie as yet to be named?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  don’t  see  that  part.  It’s  like  we’re  lined  up  to  fight  something,  in  front  of  a

cave.” 

“I  don’t  think  that’s  anywhere  around  here  then,”  Lina  said.  “Not  many  caves  in  this  part  of

Florida.” 

“Sounds  more  like  Maine,”  Mai  added,  her  expression  growing  grim.  “We’re  going  to  be  up

there in a couple of weeks for the recognition ceremony for the babies.” 

Carla spoke up. “Or Yellowstone, maybe.” 

All three women looked at her. 

“Oh, come on,” Carla said. “The Gathering in March? Liam and I do spend some of our private

time actually talking.” 

Elain clapped her hands over her ears. “TMI, Mom!” 

Lina gnawed on her thumbnail, her expression dark. That she let the opportunity to playfully gig

Elain about her discomfort with her parents’ healthy sex life slide on by showed just how deeply in

thought she was. “I wish,”  Lina said, “I could say  I have really fond memories of Yellowstone, but

no, not so much. At least, not the first time  I was there.  I know it’s necessary to have the  Gathering

there, but I’ve got a bad feeling about it. And not just because I hate flying and will have to fight with

the guys for us to drive there in the RV.” 

They all went quiet. 

Elain finally broke the silence as she leaned against the doorframe. “No chance of us getting the

Gathering moved somewhere else, huh?” 

Lina snorted. “Yeah, good luck with  that. I don’t think we have that kind of pull. Besides, it’s

short  notice,  and  there’s  no  way  to  find  a  replacement  location  in  time.  Not  one  that  can  fit  our

criteria.” 

Elain really did need a shower. Well, and a stiff drink, but since it wasn’t even noon yet she’d

resist  the  urge  to  take  up  alcoholism  as  a  recreational  sport.  She  pushed  away  from  the  doorframe. 

“I’m gone.” 

She quickly crossed the living room and closed her bedroom door behind her before stripping

out of her heavily horse-scented clothes. She considered curling up in the hot, comforting water of a

bath, but opted for a shower. 

If she climbed into the tub, she might be tempted to stay there. 

For the rest of her life. 

 I can’t handle this. 

None of it felt real. She knew the new information from Baba Yaga hadn’t fully sunk in yet. As

she let the hot water sluice over her body, she tried to clear her mind. 

Six  months  earlier,  she  felt  she  had  her  entire  life  under  control.  A  little  lonely,  sure,  but

everything else was going great. 

Loneliness was no longer an issue. 

However…

 This was too much to deal with. Too much, too soon. 

She ran her hands over her flat belly.  Cail had spoken his piece. Ain and  Brodey had made it

clear to her the night before that the choice was hers. 

The visions she’d had over the past several months showed her something she’d never dreamed

was so important to her until the reality of it smacked her in the face. 

 Am I really  fit to be a mom? Especially right now? 

Maybe she should focus on being an aunt first. She’d get plenty of practice with it over the next

several days with the  Beasts in residence.  It didn’t matter what  Cail said,  she  couldn’t  get  past  the

fact that she’d wanted to eviscerate Paul Abernathy and bathe in his entrails. 

 What kind of mom material does that  make me? 

She poured shampoo into her hand and lathered her hair. 

 Hell, by the time the holidays are over, I might be ready to get my guys neutered and   never

 have kids. 

Somewhere in the back of her mind, a calm, gentle voice spoke up. 

 You don’t need to decide right this minute. 

No, she didn’t. She didn’t know who that voice belonged to. Her own intuition? Maybe echoes

of Maureen? 

She shoved it out of her mind and finished her shower. 

Chapter Five



Lacey walked into Jocko’s kitchen and straight to the cabinet where he kept the tea. Smiling to

herself, she loved that he stocked all her favorites. Neither of them had any desire to formally become

mates, much less move in together, but it didn’t mean they didn’t enjoy each other’s company. 

Which was why she kept his favorite whiskey and beer on hand for him. 

It  was  only  three  days  before  Christmas  Eve.  In  two  days,  they  would  fly  down  to  spend

Christmas with the Lyalls, and she wanted to enjoy her alone time with Jocko. 

“Eh, love, we’ll be having a little company shortly,” he said. 

She leaned to the left so she could look over the counter into the living room. “Who?” 

“A  lass  from  an  Eastern  European  Clan.  She  called  me  up  a  while  back,  wantin’  to  exchange

Clan  line  information.  She’s  trying  to  track  down  some  distant  relatives.  Over  here  visitin’  kin  in

New York  for  the  holidays. Asked  if  she  could  come  up  and  go  through  my  records  while  she  was

here and I told her sure.” 

Lacey found the herbal tea she wanted. “How much of our time will this take up?” She hoped he

found her smile seductive. Yes, he was younger than her. By quite a lot, as a matter of fact, but that

didn’t seem to bother him. 

It surely didn’t bother her. 

He chuckled as he walked around the counter and into the kitchen. There, he pulled her into his

arms and kissed her. “Not too much, lovely one.” 

They heard a car pull up a half hour later. Jasper, lying in the foyer, raised his head but didn’t

get up or bark. When the doorbell rang a moment later, he still maintained his position. 

When  Jocko  opened  the  door  for  the  visitor,  however,  Lacey  was  startled  by  the  low  growl

rumbling from Jasper’s throat. 

“Lacey, love? Call yer beast, would ye?” Jocko stepped aside to allow the visitor in. Lanky and

looking vaguely familiar, Lacey could see the wolf lurking beneath her surface. Flowing hair so black

it almost looked blue, her flinty grey eyes took in the whole room. 

“Jasper, come!” Lacey watched as the dog eyed the young woman, his hackles up. Lacey stepped

forward to grab his collar, but then he turned and came to Lacey, his spine arched, body tense. 

“I’ll take him out to the back porch,” she said. 

The  woman  smiled.  “Oh,  it’s  okay,”  she  said  in  accented  English.  “I  get  that  a  lot, 

unfortunately.” 

“Ye do?” Jocko asked, puzzled. 

“I’ve…what’s the American expression? Got a cat in my woodpile, as it were. Some dogs tend

to react to that in me.” 

“Ah.”  Lacey  led  the  dog  out  to  the  screened  porch  and  left  him  there.  It  was  a  warm  day  for

winter, and with his dense fur, the Bernese Mountain dog mutt would be okay out there under shelter

for a little while. She returned to the living room and extended her hand to the guest. “Lacey Fraser.” 

The woman smiled, her expression warm in contrast to her cool gaze, and took Lacey’s hand. 

“Mercedes Megaera. Pleased to meet you.” 

Lacey  stared  at  the  woman  for  a  moment  before  slowly  nodding.  “Pleased  to  meet  you,  too, 

dear.” 

The younger woman cocked her head. “Have we met before?” 

Lacey  broadly  smiled.  “No,  I  don’t  believe  we  have.  I  hope  you  find  the  information  you’re

seeking.” 

“So do I.” 




* * * *

 

When Mercedes prepared to leave nearly two hours later, Lacey shook with her one more time, 

making a point to look the young woman in the eyes. “Will you be in the States for long?” 

Mercedes  nodded.  “Until  May,  at  least.  Possibly  longer  if  my  business  keeps  me  here.  I  was

fortunate I could mix business with family matters, as it were.” 

Lacey had heard her accent slip a few times. Yes, she was likely fluent in Russian, maybe a few

other  languages.  It  was  common  for  shifters  over  a  hundred  years  of  age  to  have  more  than  one

language under their belts, especially if they came from Europe. 

But if Mercedes had just arrived in the States for the first time a few days earlier from Eastern

Europe, Lacey would eat her shoes. 

“Jocko, do you think we could get her an invitation to the Gathering?” Lacey asked. 

“What? Why—” 

“She’s extended family, in a way.” Lacey cocked her head at the woman and smiled. “Common

interests and all that.” 

The younger woman’s gaze narrowed slightly, nearly imperceptibly, but Lacey took that as final

proof. 

“Gathering?” Mercedes asked. 

“Yes, a large meeting of various shifter  Clans in Yellowstone.  In  March.  Not just wolves, but

other shifters, too.” 

“Ah.  We’ve  had  similar  meetings  in  Europe,  but  not  for  several  decades  now,  if  I’m  not

mistaken. I would enjoy that greatly.” 

“Do we have your contact information?” 

“Jocko does.” 

“Wonderful! Hopefully we’ll see you there.” 

Jocko practically danced from foot to foot as he closed the door behind  Mercedes.  He rushed

over to Lacey, his voice low and growly. “All right, lovely one. What was that all about? What the

bloody hell did ye see?” 

Lacey shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Like hell ye don’t.” He scrubbed his face with his hand. “Ye can’t lie to me. I’ve seen ye get

that look before, Seer.  What did ye see?” 

She placed her hands on his shoulders and looked up into his eyes. “Jocko, she was a very nice

young girl.  Well, young relatively speaking.”  She palmed his cheek. “That’s what  I saw, that she is

someone very much like myself.” 

He frowned. “She’s a Seer?” 

“No,  she’s  someone  who’s  lost  a  lot  of  family  over  the  years  and  is  looking  to  connect  with

others.” 

“Oh.” The clouds lifted from his expression. “Well, then. I don’t see any harm in that.” 

“Neither do I, dear. I’m sure she’ll have a lovely time at our Gathering.” She went and let Jasper

back in. He walked over to the front door and sniffed but displayed none of his earlier aggression. 

“Eh,  that  was  weird  how  he  acted,”  Jocko  said.  “Don’t  think  I’ve  ever  seen  yer  beast  behave

like that before. He’s never hassled Doug or Oscar or any of the other feline shifters. In fact, he right

likes them.” 

Lacey took Jocko’s hand and led him toward the bedroom. “Do you want to worry about my dog

needing an obedience class, or getting back to our  private business?” 

He heartily laughed. “Ye know me too well, lovely. Too damn well.” 

An hour later, she lay next to Jocko. He was already lightly snoring. 

Lacey  couldn’t  help  smiling.  Not  over  the  lovely  interlude  they’d  just  shared,  but  what  she’d

seen when shaking Mercedes’ hand. 

Rodolfo Abernathy, held hostage, likely in her basement. 

 Sorry, Lina, but I’m not about to reveal this little tidbit. 

She damn sure wouldn’t share that the woman had plans to hand  Rodolfo off to the  Montalvos

once  she’d  finished  with  him.  Or  that  Mercedes  had  her  own  grudge  against  both  the  cockatrice  as

well as Rodolfo. Lacey hadn’t seen exactly why but had her suspicions. 

 Maybe I can’t rip the bastard’s throat out myself, but it will be fitting vengeance for Colleen. 

Rodolfo had killed her cousin, also a Seer, when her visions didn’t go the way he wanted them to. 

 This vengeance might be ice cold, but I will savor every single bite. 

Chapter Six



When Ain returned to the house for lunch,  Elain took a moment to speak with him.  She leaned

against the kitchen counter while he put together a sandwich. 

“Apparently, I’m now a metaphysical messenger service,” she snarked. 

One dark eyebrow deliciously arched over a grey eye. “How so?” 

Elain  gave  him  the  super-short  summary  of  her  overnight  talk  with  Baba  Yaga,  including  the

Immortal’s recommendation that the other shifter races be included in the plans. 

His  expression  changed,  contemplating.  “That  makes  sense,”  he  said  after  a  moment.  “I  had

thought about calling the dolphins and alligators and inviting them, but I wasn’t sure. I was going to

ask Blackie and the others about it and get their opinion first.” 

“Well, Seer says it’s a good idea.” 

The  corner  of  his  mouth  quirked  in  a  playful  smile.  “Then  I  guess  I  should  make  some  phone

calls before I head back to the barns, huh?” 

Her gaze dropped to the floor as she nodded. 

Before she could react he’d pulled her to him and she was in his arms, cradled against him. His

breath felt warm against the top  of  her  head  and  she  couldn’t  resist  the  opportunity  to  snuggle  even

more tightly against him. 

“Talk to me,” he softly encouraged. 

She  heard  Brodey  enter  the  living  room  through  the  back  sliders  and  knew  her  alone  moment

with Ain was almost over. “I just feel overwhelmed,” she whispered against his chest. 

“Please, lean on us as much as you can. You’re not alone.” 

“I know.” 

Sure enough, Brodey walked into the kitchen at that moment. “Yay, group hug!” he joked, racing

over and slamming into her backside, shoving her even more tightly against Ain. 

“Hey, I’m not getting happy vibes,” Brodey said. “What’s up?” 

Ain spoke up before she could. “I’ll fill you in later.” 

Bless her sweet bonehead’s heart, he did pick up some things quickly. “Ah, gotcha.” He nibbled

on the back of her neck, sending shivers straight down her spine and between her legs, almost shoving

all other thoughts out of her brain. 

Almost. 

He wasn’t quite  that good. 

“Seer stuff,” she mumbled, wishing she could spend the day with them, just like that, snuggled

between them.  Well, with  Cail, too.  She felt waves of love and concern flowing from them through

her, temporarily cocooning her in the warmth from their bodies and their emotions. 

It felt safe. 

It felt good. 

Unfortunately,  she  knew  they  had  important  things  to  be  doing,  both  on  the  ranch  and  with  the

Clan Council. 

Brodey’s tone turned serious. “It’s all right, babe.” He kissed the nape of her neck again, but this

time it felt reassuring, not sexy. “We understand.” 

“Then I wish someone would clarify things for  me,” she mumbled. 




* * * *

 

That night when Elain went to bed, she felt mentally as well as physically exhausted. It wasn’t

even the fact that they were having a house full of people for Christmas. 

More the bombshells dropped on her by Baba Yaga the night before. She felt like shit for adding

to Mai’s burden, despite her mom’s attempts to put the best spin possible on the situation. 

She stretched out on the bed, wearing nothing but a T-shirt, the sheet pulled up to her waist and

the  TV tuned to the eleven o’clock news.  Brodey made it into the bedroom first while Ain finished

taking care of a few phone calls and Cail picked up the house. Brodey dropped his shorts and sat on

the edge of the bed next to where she lay. 

He laid a hand on her thigh. “You doing okay?” 

“Not really.” Countless images swirled through her mind without forming a cohesive resolution. 

“I just wish I could get a handle on everything. I feel like there’s this bigger picture I’m missing.” 

“I  talked  to  Wally  today.  He  said  he  and  Kitty  found  another  small  cockatrice  nest.  Up  in

Canada. They took out four of them and burned the place to the ground.” 

“Are they still going to make it here?” 

“Yeah. They’re flying in tomorrow.” 

“See, that’s another part of this whole crazy thing.  How the hell am  I supposed to be any help

against those things when I feel like I can’t even think my way out of a wet paper bag right now?” 

“Maybe the three of you need some girl time alone to try to sort stuff out.” 

“Exactly when am I supposed to manage that? I can’t ignore our guests.” 

“Who  says  you  have  to  ignore  them?  They’re  not  kids.  Well,  except  the  three  kids.  Everyone

knows you have responsibilities. No one will begrudge any of you that if you three just go off together

to talk and brainstorm.” 

She let out a moan. “This is all way too much for me to deal with, and I can’t brain right now—I

have the dumb. All I want is for life to settle down. That’s all I ask. Is that  really too much to ask?” 

Brodey  stretched  out  next  to  her  on  top  of  the  sheet.  “No,  it’s  not  too  much  to  ask.  Just  don’t

expect it to happen anytime soon. I suspect this is as settled as it’s going to get. For a while, at least.” 

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” 

He  captured  one  of  her  hands,  lacing  his  fingers  through  hers,  and  brought  it  up  to  his  lips.  “I

think I can distract you, though.” His sly smile and playful green eyes never failed to gain her interest. 

“I’m sure you can. You’re very talented in that way.” 

“Hey,  I  didn’t  live  nearly  two  hundred  and  forty  years  and  not  learn  a  thing  or  two  along  the

way.” 

“True.” 

She rolled onto her side to face him and trailed her fingers through the light dusting of hair along

his  chest.  Even  if  it  wasn’t  for  her  super  shifter  sniffer,  she  could  still  easily  tell  her  men  apart. 

Brodey’s  green  eyes  were  always  full  of  mischief,  and  he  wore  his  hair  a  little  longer  than  his

brothers did. 

And he never had any trouble distracting her in bed. 

Then  again,  none  of  the  three  brothers  lacked  any  talent  in  that  area,  although  they  had  three

distinctly different styles, which echoed their individual personalities. 

His intense, sexy gaze softened again. That his cock hadn’t immediately inflated and threatened

to poke a hole in her thigh through the sheet meant that he was concerned about more than getting same

said cock buried deeply inside her. “Talk to me, babe. I want to be there for you however I can.” 

“Maybe I don’t want to talk. Maybe talking’s the last thing I think I need right now.” 

He feathered his lips across her knuckles, kindling embers of desire between her legs, her clit

throbbing a little. 

He was very talented with his lips. “You sure? If you need to talk—” 

She grabbed him by the back  of  his  head,  roughly,  tightly  fisting  his  hair,  and  crushed  his  lips

under hers. 

His cock instantly went rigid between them. 

 Atta boy. 

He  also  immediately  took  over,  rolling  on  top  of  her,  his  cock  sliding  into  the  natural  hollow

between  her  legs.  Even  through  the  sheet  between  them,  she  felt  every  vein  and  ridge  as  he  slowly

rocked his hips back and forth against her. 

She spread her legs, the friction through the sheet against her clit helping to refocus her thoughts

on more pleasant topics than Baba Yaga, cockatrice, Abernathy, and their new Triad. 

Brodey worked his way down her jaw to her left ear, where he lightly nipped her ear lobe. His

voice rumbled low and deep in his chest. “Tell me what you want. Let me hear you say it.” 

With her breath catching in her throat, she had to swallow to speak. “I want you to make love to

me.”  He  still  had  her  one  hand  in  his,  now  pinned  to  the  mattress.  She  reached  her  other  up  and

around his shoulder, holding on, nails digging in the way she knew he liked. 

He  nipped  her  earlobe  again.  “You  can  do  better  than  that,  babe,”  he  rumbled  again. 

“Specifics.”  He slid his cock back and forth between her legs, slowly, the sheet between them now

more a hindrance than a help. 

One  thing  she’d  learned  in  her  months  with  the  men,  they  were  completely  comfortable  with

their sexuality and had encouraged her to be open and honest with them. 

Her  voice  escaped  her.  Lucky  for  her,  Brodey  had  super  wolf  hearing.  “Please  fuck  me,”  she

whispered. 

He nuzzled lower, to the side of her neck, where he lightly nipped her. “Aaand what would you

like me to do to you before I fuck you?” 

She drew in another breath. “Lick my clit.” 

He raised up enough to stare down into her eyes, a sexy smile on his face. “That’s more like it.” 

He released her hand and sat up, his rigid cock bobbing in front of him. He shifted to the side to

draw  the  sheet  down,  then  caught  the  hem  of  her  T-shirt  on  his  way  back  up  again.  She  raised  her

arms as he pulled it over her head and discarded it to the floor. He straddled her again, pinning her

hips to the bed with his body. 

Leaning in, he cupped both her breasts in his hands and dipped his head forward, licking first

one nipple, then the other. Elain grabbed his shoulders and held on, the embers now a raging fire as

each swipe from his tongue made her clit pulse and throb that much harder. 

Lightly  grazing  his  teeth  across  her  right  nipple,  he  then  sucked  it  into  his  mouth.  His  tongue

swirled  around  it,  wet  heat  pulling  more  fire  from  her  core  and  sending  it  straight  to  her  cunt.  He

repeated  it  with  the  left  nipple,  letting  out  a  low,  pleased  growl  as  she  dug  her  nails  into  his

shoulders. 

She was barely aware of the sound of their bedroom door opening and closing again, Ain and

Cail both softly chuckling. 

“Told you,” Cail said. 

“Not exactly a long shot,” Ain replied. 

Brodey worked his way back and forth, refusing to be rushed. Elain closed her eyes and held on, 

her passion quickly spinning out of control as her inner Alpha curled up nose to tail into a contented

ball, happy to let Brodey take charge. 

She felt the mattress dip to either side of her as Brodey finally released her breasts and moved

lower. His mouth was immediately replaced by Ain and Cail each taking a nipple between their lips. 

With  Brodey  now  out  of  range,  she  hooked  her  arms  around  her  other  two  men,  instinctively

spreading her legs wider for Brodey when he settled between her thighs. 

“That’s my girl,” Brodey whispered, his breath brushing across her clit and making her tremble

as anticipation flowed through her. 

He  continued  teasing  her,  aching  waves  of  pleasure  rippling  through  her  pussy  as  his  breath

blew over her clit. 

She bucked her hips toward him. “Please!” she gasped. 

“Well, since you asked nicely.” 

Elain  nearly  wept  with  relief  when  his  lips  closed  around  her  clit,  his  tongue  flicking  her

swollen nub. 

Apparently,  the  sounds  she  let  out  were  music  to  his  ears.  He  wrapped  his  arms  around  her

thighs and buried his head between them, sadistically pulling her close to the edge before backing off, 

forcing her to lie there and take the pleasure he so obviously wanted to give. 

Over and over his tongue circled her clit, dipping into her pussy before teasing her some more, 

repeating the cycle until she was about ready to cry from sheer desperate need. 

When  he  sat  up,  a  playful  grin  on  his  face  and  a  gleam  in  his  eyes, Ain  and  Cail  also  sat  up. 

Elain  let  out  another  moan,  her  body  now  fully  in  the  grip  of  the  passion  and  desire  she  needed  to

sate. 

“Don’t  worry,  baby,”  Brodey  consoled  her.  “We’ll  take  care  of  you.”  He  pulled  her  up  and, 

before  she  realized  it,  had  swapped  places  with  her  so  he  was  lying  down  and  she  now  straddled

him. He grabbed her hips and thrust up, freezing as his own deep moan filled the room. 

“Oooh, yeah,” he whispered. 

Cail and Ain leaned in, arms around her, their mouths focusing on her aching nipples once more. 

She wanted to ride Brodey like she’d stole him, hard and fast, but he wouldn’t relent. He kept a firm

grip on her hips, following her motions, keeping their rhythm slow, tantalizing. 

And not nearly enough to get her off yet. 

With her palms braced on his  firm  chest,  she  finally  gave  in,  letting  the  slow  motion  keep  her

desire  simmering  even  as  Cail  and Ain  teased  her.  Finally,  Brodey  let  go  of  her  hips  and  reached

between her legs. “You look so pitiful,” he joked. “Let’s let you have one.” 

A low mewling sound escaped her as his fingers stroked her clit. Inside her cunt, his hard cock

pressed perfectly against all the right spots. Adding Ain and Cail’s oral encouragement, it didn’t take

long until she felt the first orgasm begin to sweep through her. She thought maybe Brodey would start

fucking her when he felt her start to come, but he didn’t, holding still as her muscles spasmed around

his cock. She clamped down on her lower lip, riding the wave out, sobbing in pleasure at the blessed

relief to finally come. 

Then, he stopped, once again startling her and jolting her out of her passion. 

Her eyes flew open to find him grinning up at her. “Oh, baby, we’re just getting started with you. 

I want you to stay a little needy and not fall asleep on us quite yet.  We obviously didn’t do a good

enough job of wearing you out last night. We want to make sure you get a good night’s sleep.” 

Ain and Cail released her again. When Ain leaned over to the bedside table and pulled out the

bottle  of  lube  they  kept  there,  while  Cail  retrieved  a  towel  from  the  bathroom,  Elain  knew  exactly

what they wanted. 

She was more than happy to give it to them. 

Ain  knelt  behind  her,  pushing  her  down  onto  Brodey’s  chest  with  one  hand  flat  between  her

shoulders. “Brodey,” he said, “next time  I accuse you of being a bonehead, remind me you do have

fantastic ideas.” 

“Amen,” Cail agreed. He’d ended up kneeling near her head. After handing the towel to Ain, he

gathered  her  hair  in  one  hand,  gently  fisting  it,  while  cupping  his  other  hand  around  her  head.  He

guided her mouth toward his cock and she opened with no further prompting needed. 

Cail’s low, pleasured groan only served to stir her own need even more. He took over, slowly

sliding his cock back and forth over her tongue, setting the pace. 

Her inner Alpha wolf rolled over in her brain, belly up and happy to let her men make love to

her, in control, taking away her need to think about anything else for a while except the pleasure they

wanted to give her. 

Ain squirted lube down the seam of her ass and began slowly working one finger into her tight

rim. Still impaled on Brodey’s stiff cock, her clit throbbed, her cunt spasming around him. 

“Oooh,” he chuckled, “she likes that, Ain.” 

“I know she does.” 

With her mouth full of Cail’s cock, she couldn’t comment out loud, but let out a happy moan of

assent. 

Brodey slipped his hands between them and cupped her breasts, her nipples between his thumbs

and forefingers. He started rolling them, pinching just hard enough to add a little bite to the pleasure

and making her moan again. 

Ain had his one finger all the way inside her ass and was busy slowly fucking her with it. She

started rocking back and forth on  Brodey’s cock as much as the men would let her, the world again

falling away as pleasure took over. She was the center of their world every bit as much as they were

now the center of hers, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

Ain paused, adding more lube and a second finger. It took her a moment to adjust to it, but then

she  was  once  again  eagerly  rocking  back  and  forth,  her  clit  rubbing  against  Brodey  but  not  nearly

enough to get her off. 

She tasted pre-cum from  Cail’s cock, and in fact he slowed down, rubbing the glans along her

tongue  in  short,  languid  strokes  she  knew  would  keep  him  hard  but  not  get  him  off.  “Gonna  slow

down, baby,” he whispered. “Want to time this just right.” 

A warm shiver raced through her at his tone. Had someone told her this would be her life, she

would have thought them crazy. 

Now? 

She couldn’t imagine life without her mates. 

Ain worked up to a third finger. She paused her motions, waiting until the pinching burn eased

and turned into pleasure. He knew her body well, taking his time, slowly sliding his fingers in and out

of her ass and making her moan when pleasure once again took full hold. 

“There’s our girl,” Ain said. “Ready and willing.” 

She whined in agreement. She wanted to make all three of them come, loved it when they did it

at the same time, totally filling her. 

Ain withdrew his hand and wiped it on the towel before lathering his cock with lube. She froze

again as he pressed the thick knob against her ass. “I’ll take it slow, I promise.” 

Problem was, she didn’t want it slow.  She wanted it hard and fast, wanted them to use her, to

drive her over that edge without giving her body a choice in the matter. 

But he held on to her hips as he slowly pressed forward, just the head of his cock inside her ass, 

giving her a moment to adjust before taking his time rocking back and forth, going a little deeper with

each thrust. 

Finally,  she  felt  his  thighs  press  against  hers,  his  cock  buried  all  the  way  inside  her.  The

combination of both their cocks stretching her did what it always did to her, made her feel like she

was about to explode at any second. 

Brodey released one of her breasts and worked his hand between their bodies until he found her

clit. “Okay, baby. Time for you to have fun.” 

No  one  moved  except  Brodey.  His  fingers,  that  is.  He  rolled  her  clit  between  his  thumb  and

fingers until she cried out around Cail’s cock as another explosion rocked her. The effect of her cunt

and  ass  squeezing  on  the  cocks  buried  inside  her  only  served  to  make  her  release  that  much  better. 

Cail slid his cock deeper into her mouth, muffling the sound of her cries and giving her the freedom to

scream with pleasure and relief as her orgasm rocked through her. 

Ain stroked her back, chuckling. “Holy crap, baby. That’s so fucking sexy.” 

Brodey didn’t relent, forcing another orgasm out of her while Cail kept her mouth busy and her

voice muffled with his cock. 

Elain felt reality spinning away from her. It was as if her body was suspended in a web, unable

to  move  while  the  men  kept  her  overwhelmed  with  pleasure.  She  was  vaguely  aware  of  a  third

orgasm beginning when a vision slammed into her brain. 

A woman whose identity she couldn’t make out, screaming, in grief or agony, she wasn’t sure. 

Also, she didn’t know if it was supposed to be her or someone else, the vision and her reactions to it

mixing in a confusing swirl of emotions. And there was a baby, a little girl, a newborn bloody and

crying, ripped from the womb. Elain’s cries of pleasure turned into gasps of horror but then her men

started moving as one, Brodey still working her sensitive, swollen clit with his fingers, and another

orgasm swept the vision clear from her mind. 

The  combined  passion  her  three  men  had  for  her,  their  love,  pulsed  through  her.  Between

Brodey’s magic fingers, and the emotions the skin-on-skin contact with all three men brought her, she

soon found herself again awash in pleasure. 

One last orgasm broke open, swelling, making her cry out. 

“She’s had enough,” Ain said, his voice sounding tight and strained. “Let’s give it to her.” 

One more overwhelming blast of searing passion turned her conscious into nothing but physical

sensations ending at her men’s bodies. Cail’s cock grew hot and harder against her tongue just before

his  cum  exploded  in  her  mouth.  Brodey’s  cock  emptied  a  load  of  his  seed  in  her  cunt,  while Ain’s

pulsed and swelled before unloading in her ass. 

All three fell still, Ain bracing himself with his arms on either side of her body, bracketing her

between  the  brothers.  Cail’s  cock  softened,  his  hold  on  her  head  relaxing  as  he  withdrew  from  her

mouth and leaned in to kiss her. 

The brothers were all breathless and speechless.  Elain, too worn out to do anything but lie on

top of Brodey, tried to bask in the afterglow. 

Then the memory of the vision returned to her mind. 

It  chilled  her.  Worse,  she  suspected  the  vision  wasn’t  some  hazy  what-if,  but  something  that

would really happen. 

Happen to whom was the question. 

She also had a deep-seated certainty that she couldn’t,  shouldn’t share this vision with anyone. 

Not yet, at least. 

Ain finally moved. Elain winced a little as he withdrew and left the bed. She heard water run in

the bathroom, then he returned a moment later with a warm, wet washcloth and cleaned her up. 

She  rolled  off  of  Brodey,  snuggling  against  him  as Ain  crawled  in  on  her  other  side  and  Cail

moved to Brodey’s far side. The men barely mumbled good nights to her before they were gone. 

Once her men were asleep, Elain carefully slipped out of bed and into the bathroom. After using

the toilet she washed her hands, her gaze falling on the medicine cabinet.  For several moments, she

stared at it before she opened it and spotted the new pack of birth control pills there. 

She reached for it. Turning it over, she read the instructions. It said she could start taking them at

any point in her cycle. Brodey had said she wasn’t in her fertile time of the month. 

After staring at the blister pack again for another long minute, she pressed the first pill out into

her  palm,  swallowed  it,  and  chased  it  with  a  glass  of  water.  She  returned  the  pack  to  the  medicine

cabinet and went to bed. 

 Follow my gut, huh? 

Well,  for  now,  in  light  of  the  latest  revelations  from  Baba  Yaga  and  that  night’s  sex-induced

vision, this felt right. Until she knew who the baby was—and who the woman was—from her vision, 

she’d rather not risk that it was about her directly. 




* * * *

 

Ain wasn’t as asleep as he knew Elain thought he was. After she returned to bed, and long after

her breathing slipped into a slow, easy rhythm of sleep, he lay awake thinking. 

Nothing about their mating had gone the way he’d always planned in his mind. First, due to his

two idiot brothers having frisky play with Elain in a parking lot after an impromptu and unapproved

lunch date, it pretty much forced her to make the decision to become their mate or risk crawling out of

her skin from unrequited sexual need. 

Then he’d thought he made her unhappy and nearly got himself killed as a result. 

 Okay, that one was totally on me for being an ass. 

Then all the nonsense with Abernathy, the cockatrice, and everything else. And yet,  Elain still

loved them and wanted to be with them. 

 I can’t blame her for not being sure about wanting a baby right now. Maybe it isn’t the best

 idea. 

He  knew  he  should  be  thankful  they  even  had  a  mate  at  all.  None  of  the  Clan  elders  had  ever

thought they’d be able to find their One. Then she dropped into their lap. 

He’d  always  thought  they’d  be  the  ones  bringing  a  ton  of  baggage  into  any  future  relationship

they had.  I was wrong about that. 

And look how close to not being with her they’d come.  If  Marston hadn’t killed their parents, 

sending Liam running to draw him away from Elain and her birth mother…

 I shouldn’t think about that. 

Part  of  him  wanted  to  sell  everything,  the  whole  Florida  operation.  Just  pack  up  and  move  to

Bolivia with the jaguars. Say screw it, and happily live with Elain and his brothers and spend the rest

of their lives raising orchids or something peaceful like that. 

They had the money that they could easily do it, too. 

Or even travel the world. 

He suspected Elain wouldn’t be happy with either option. Not when she was now finally able to

enjoy having a family for the first time in her life, someone other than Carla. 

Her father. 

In sleep,  Elain had snuggled up against  Brodey. Ain rolled to his other side on the edge of the

bed. 

 I need to quit being selfish.  Elain wanted this holiday celebration, wanted everyone here. 

All he wanted was her. She was all he needed. 

If it hadn’t been for her insistence, they wouldn’t have even put up a Christmas tree. Ever since

their  parents  died,  he  didn’t  have  the  heart  to  do  it.  Their  mom  had  always  been  the  one  to  make

Christmas  a  big  affair  for  them  and  had  never  brought  up  their  seemingly  impossible  search  for  a

mate. 

 I wonder if that’s why she always insisted they move near us?  They weren’t the youngest, but

they were the only ones  Mom wanted to move to stay close to. Any time they moved, within a few

months, their mother had packed their home up and settled herself and their father within an hour or

two of them. 

 Did she feel sorry for us?  Maybe she’d thought they’d never find their One and wanted to keep

an eye on her boys. 

He closed his eyes and tried to go to sleep.  I wish you could have met her, Mom. I think you

 would have loved her. 

Thinking  about  his  mom  brought  back  a  lot  of  old  memories  he’d  left  shrouded  in  mental

cobwebs for many long years. As he drifted to sleep, he once again tried not to think about his three

sisters. How after their deaths their mother had never been the same. 

How  he  himself  had  never  been  the  same  after  extracting  vengeance  on  the  cockatrice  who’d

murdered them. 

And how he’d never revealed to anyone, not even his two closest brothers, what he’d done to

fully extract that vengeance. 

He prayed Elain never found out, either. 

Chapter Seven



The next afternoon, two days before Christmas Eve, Elain was still trying to ignore the disquiet

the vision from the night before had left in her brain. 

At least she’d gotten a good, solid, uninterrupted night’s sleep.  No covert coffee klatches with

Baba Yaga, either. 

 Bonus. 

Blackie and Callie arrived along with Wally and Kitty. Everyone gathered in the living room to

discuss the latest events with the cockatrice, as well as the revelations  Elain brought back from her

chat with Baba Yaga. 

Blackie listened to Elain, an unreadable expression on his face. When Elain finished, he slowly

nodded. 

“Congratulations,” he said to Mai. 

“Thanks,” she softly said. “I think.” 

“So the old fucker’s still alive, huh?” he asked. 

“Please, Sir,” Callie begged from where she was sitting on the floor next to his chair. “Please

let me go look for him.” 

He  smiled  as  he  reached  out  and  rested  a  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “Down,  pet.  We  don’t  know

who has him, or where they are. I won’t put you at risk over a wild-wolf chase.” 

“If it was someone on our side,” Ain said, “surely they would have spoken up by now, right?” 

Kitty  shook  her  head.  “I’m  not  so  sure  of  that.  Just  because  they’re  not  a  fan  of  Abernathy

doesn’t mean they’re on our side. I know it’s a comforting thing to think, but there are plenty of bad

guys  who  hate Abernathy  just  as  much  as  we  do.  He’s  an  equal  opportunity  screwer-over  of  folks. 

Has been his entire life.” 

“Can we call Ryan Ausar?” Callie asked. “He helped us before.” 

“We  can  try,”  Blackie  said,  “but  I  don’t  know  if  this  is  his  area  of  concern.  He  can’t  help  us

with everything.” 

Elain studied Blackie’s face. There was something deeper there, a worry he hadn’t given voice

to yet. As Elain watched him, he unflinchingly met her gaze and then glanced back down to Callie. 

She  didn’t  need  to  be  a  mind  reader  to  know  whatever  else  was  bugging  him  had  to  do  with

Callie. Or that he didn’t want to discuss whatever it was in front of everyone else, including Callie. 

They spent an hour or so batting around ideas without getting anywhere. Finally, Brodey stood

and stretched. “I don’t know about everyone else, but I’m dying to put those damn steaks on the grill. I

declare it beer o’clock, and the yak fest closed until after dessert. All this mental masturbation has my

appetite fired up.” 

Elain remained where she was as most everyone else got up.  When  Callie stood and turned to

Blackie, he smiled and pulled her in for a kiss. “Go on, pet. I need to wrap up a couple of loose ends

with the Seers. Clan Council business.” 

She frowned slightly but glanced at Elain before following Carla, Kitty, and the Lyall men to the

kitchen. 

Lina and Mai hadn’t gone far and now walked over to the couch. “Spill it,” Lina said. 

Blackie stood and looked around, finally pointing at Cail’s study. The four of them walked into

the room, Blackie shutting the door behind them. 

“What is it?” Elain asked. “What’s wrong?” 

He sat on the edge of the desk.  The usually confident wolf looked nothing like his normal, in-

charge self. In fact, he seemed lost. 

When  Elain reached out to him, he stared at her hand for a second, making her pause.  Then he

extended his arm for her to take. 

After a deep breath, Elain wrapped her fingers around his wrist. 

Worry immediately washed over her, heavy, nearly suffocating. It took every ounce of will she

had  not  to  release  his  arm.  If  this  was  what  the  man  had  to  deal  with  on  a  daily  basis,  she  felt

desperately grateful Ain didn’t hold the leadership position. 

Then she saw Blackie, awake in bed, lying on his side and watching Callie sleeping. 

It wasn’t a peaceful sleep. Anything but. She thrashed, crying out in a nightmare. Then he finally

gathered her into his arms and held her tightly until Callie’s eyes popped open. 

Blackie’s intense green gaze held hers as Elain emerged from the vision. “She can’t remember

them when she wakes up,” he said. “And they’re getting worse.  Not even edicting her to remember

them helped. I know she’s not lying to me—” 

“Because she’s not capable of lying to you any more than you’re capable of lying to her,” Elain

softly said as she released her hold on his wrist. “She’s your mate.” 

“She doesn’t know what’s going on.  I believe her.  I even asked  Ryan Ausar to look into it for

me. Again, no help.” He studied his hands for a moment. “What bothers me is that her nightmares, and

her inability to remember them, concern him, although he can’t tell me why.” 

“Can’t?” Elain asked. “Or won’t?” 

He cocked his head in contemplation. “No, I think it’s more an issue of can’t. He struck me as

being as concerned by it as I was.” 

“What about Baba Bitchy and Gigi?” Lina asked. 

“Nothing. And,” he quickly added, “Baba Yaga is genuinely concerned about it. She didn’t give

me fortune cookie answers when I asked her.” 

Mai  chewed  on  her  thumbnail.  “I  haven’t  had  any  dreams  about  it.  What  if  we  talk  to  her? 

Callie, I mean. Maybe we can…I don’t know. Maybe we can see something.” 

“I’m thinking with the latest revelations, that might not be the worst idea.” He scrubbed his face

with  his  hands.  “I  know  what  the  three  of  you  are  supposed  to  do,  the  role  you  play  in  guiding  our

Clan. The new mega-Clan. I still feel like crap asking you guys to step in when it might turn out to be

nothing. You’ve got enough to deal with.” 

“We’re friends,” Elain said. “That’s kind of what we’re  supposed to do, you know.” 

“But  Lina’s  busy  with  the  Beasts. And  Mai,  I  know  you  have  your  hands  full  with  BettLynn.  I

hate dumping more on you than I have to.” 

“I’d feel worse if you didn’t and we find out later it’s a huge shitstorm of trouble,” Mai softly

said. She walked over and hugged him. “You’ve been amazing to me. Like a big brother. I’m beyond

grateful to you and everyone for sticking up for me. You didn’t have to. You could have handed me

over to Abernathy and been done with it.” 

“Over  Blackie’s  dead  body,”  Lina  snarked.  “Literally.  I  would  have  killed  him  had  he  tried.” 

She flashed him a sweet smile. “But I had faith in you, dude.” 

Blackie smiled. “Yeah, even if that option had crossed my mind, which, believe me, it didn’t, I

know I would have faced serious backlash from everyone else.” 

Lina  snorted.  “Backlash.  That’s  an  interesting  euphemism  for  being  eviscerated  and  fireballed

all at the same time.” She grinned. “Lucky for you, I like you. I would have killed you first before the

fireballing and evisceration commenced.” 

He arched an eyebrow at her. 

“Well, okay,  maybe I would have killed you first,” she said. “Stranger things  have happened, ya

know.” 

Blackie chuckled and hugged Lina. “Yes, very lucky for me. Jocko and Lacey haven’t been able

to give me any information. They don’t know what’s going on with Callie, either. But if the three of

you don’t mind talking to her about it, then I’d be really grateful if you could look into it for me.” 

“Of course we don’t mind,” Elain said. “She’s our friend. I think after dinner we need a girls-

only walk.” 

“That sounds like a plan,” Mai agreed. “Get Mom and Kitty out there, too.” 

“Really?” Blackie asked. 

“Duh,” Lina said. “The time to keep secrets has waaaay passed us by. Just because they aren’t in

the Seer club doesn’t mean we’ll exclude them from our Scooby gang.” 

“I think we’re more like Charlie and his Angels,” Mai quietly joked. 

Blackie laughed and hugged her once more. “Too bad Lacey won’t be here until tomorrow,” he

said. 

“Hopefully we’ll have some sort of an answer by then,” Elain said. 




* * * *

 

In fact, after dinner was when they did it. They figured Callie likely knew something was up, but

she  didn’t  demand  an  explanation.  Elain,  Lina,  Mai,  Carla,  Kitty,  and  Callie  all  grabbed  their

beverage  of  choice  and  headed  north  out  of  the  backyard  and  along  the  main  path  through  the  large

wooded section behind the house. 

Elain led them, their comfortable silence accompanied by the sounds of birds, the dying evening

breeze  rustling  the  tops  of  the  pines  and  cypress  trees,  and  a  chorus  of  frogs  making  their  presence

known. 

She couldn’t help but feel like they were being watched, but since it didn’t feel like a threat, she

did her best to push it aside. Likely it was one of their other guests out for an evening run

They ended up by the small lake, more like a pond at that moment. With the drier winter months, 

its edges had shrunk, leaving the shoreline firm and dry. 

Callie sat on a fallen log. “So, what’s up, gang? I’m guessing this has to do with me?” 

Lina  and  Mai  deferred  to  Elain.  “Blackie  asked  us  to  see  if  we  could  figure  out  your

nightmares.” 

Callie deflated a little. She took a long pull from her bottle of hard apple cider. “Yeah. I figured

maybe it was about that.” 

Elain sat next to her on the log. “It might be nothing.  Then again, maybe we can help you with

them. At  least  see  what’s  causing  them.  If  so,  maybe  we  can  eliminate  if  there’s  anything  to  worry

about or not.” 

“Why didn’t you tell anyone about having nightmares?” Carla asked. “We think of you as family. 

You know you can always talk to us.” 

The former Immortal looked a little sheepish. “In the grand scheme of things, I wasn’t worried

about  it.  It  was  bothering  Sir  more  than  it  was  bothering  me.  We  sort  of  had  bigger  fish  to  fry.  But

now…”  She  shrugged.  “Maybe  there’s  more  to  it.  I  don’t  know.  The  longer  it  goes  on,  Sir  says

they’re getting worse. I can’t remember them at all in the morning. I didn’t think it had anything to do

with what we’re going through right now.” 

Kitty  sat  on  the  ground,  cross-legged,  and  propped  her  beer  bottle  in  her  lap.  She  ticked  off

points on her fingers as she talked. “Abernathy’s not dead. Someone has him hostage. The cockatrice

are asshats—love that word, by the way, Lina—” 

“Thanks!” 

“You’re  welcome.  We  had  an  unprecedented  issue  with  cockatrice  in  Louisiana  just  after

Thanksgiving. But on the other hand, it helped cement relations between different shifter groups and

our new mega-Clan and brought more people on board. You three are now the new Triad. Baba Yaga

has apparently been plotting for a long, long time to bring all this about. And, now,  Callie’s having

nightmares.” 

Kitty focused on Callie. “I’m sorry, maybe it’s just a coincidence, but I’m inclined to think there

are larger ramifications here. If nothing else, we need to eliminate it if it’s not related. And if it is, we

need to deal with it.” 

Everyone nodded. 

Kitty indicated Elain. “Try your stuff. Maybe none of it’s connected. Maybe it’s all intertwined. 

One of you should be able to tell if it is. My money’s on Elain.” 

Elain looked at Callie. Callie shrugged and held out her arm to Elain. 

Elain handed off her wine cooler to Mai before she wiped her palms on her jeans and reached

out with both hands. Gently, she encircled Callie’s lower arm with both hands and closed her eyes. 

At first, she didn’t see anything. Didn’t feel anything, either. It was then she realized she’d never

felt awash in emotions when hugging Callie like she sometimes experienced with others. 

Slowly, a dim image came into view, of Baba Yaga, Brighde, and a woman who didn’t look like

her friend appeared now, but who she knew was Callie. 

The three of them danced and chanted in a circle around…

A hot blush filled her face. Lina, Rick, and Jan, were in the middle of the circle, busily engaged

in some sexy action. Elain sensed the scene she was watching was about more than that. 

Forcing herself to remain in the vision, Elain waited it out. It dissolved into a different scene, of

Callie, again looking different but this time engaged in some sexy time of her own with a guy. From

the look of the room, it was ages past. 

Riding that scene out as well, Elain waited for more. It, too, eventually faded from view, filled

by a woman’s enraged face. A woman looking through a window, watching Callie and her lover. 

The scene faded and Elain’s eyes popped open. “Holy fuck,” she whispered. 

“What?” everyone said. 

She looked at Callie. “I think you were…” She didn’t want to say it. Then again, to deny it when

so  many  other  “impossible”  things  had  suddenly  become  a  part  of  her  everyday  life  seemed

ridiculous. 

“What?” Callie asked, worry filling her green eyes. “What did you see?” 

“She saw that you were cursed,” Lacey said from the path, startling everyone. 

Chapter Eight



The women watched the old Seer step into the clearing. Carla was closest and stood to hug her. 

“We didn’t think you were coming until tomorrow.” 

“We weren’t, but I got our flight changed this morning after I had some visions of my own last

night.” She pointed at Elain. “You just saw Callie sleeping with a guy in the past. Right?” 

Elain nodded. 

“I saw you doing that,” Lacey said. “I didn’t see everything you saw, but I watched you do it as

if  through  your  eyes.”  She  focused  on  Callie.  “I  never  could  figure  it  out  when  I  tried  to  read  this

through or directly about you.” 

“I was cursed?” Callie asked. “Who the hell did that?” 

“I think so,” Elain said. “I saw you and a guy together, in the past. Someone was watching you

through a window. A woman who looked really,  really frakking pissed off.” 

Callie  frowned.  “Huh.  That  could  be  any  number  of  thousands  of  women.”  She  realized

everyone  was  staring  at  her.  “Oh,  come   on.  Do  you  know  how  long  I’ve  been  alive?  I  could  have

slept with only one guy a year and it’d still be thousands.  It’s not like  I was a slut.  I didn’t have to

worry about VD or getting pregnant, and I didn’t actively go out and steal men from other women.” 

“Apparently someone disagreed with you on that last point,” Lina snarked. 

“So all we have to do is figure out how she was cursed and break it, right?” Mai asked. 

Elain hoped it was that easy, but Lacey slowly shook her head. 

“I suspect,” Lacey said, “that this triggered once Callie mated with Daniel.” 

Callie frowned. “Say what?” 

“Whoever  the  man  was,  the  woman  probably  considered  him  her  true  love.  She  likely  cursed

you so that once you met your true mate, it would then kick in.  She must have known you were too

strong to curse directly, so she tied it to your mate.” 

Lina took a pull on her beer. “Wow. Talk about cold-dish revenge.” 

“So that’s all it is?” Callie asked. “Nightmares? I don’t even remember them. That’s not so bad. 

I’ll just tell Sir to try to ignore it when I have them.” She nodded. 

When Lacey began slowly shaking her head again, Callie slowly followed. “Aaand you’re about

to give me the bad news, aren’t you?” 

Lacey nodded. 

Callie sighed. “I knew it couldn’t be that easy.” 

“I suspect the true nature of the curse has yet to be felt,” Lacey said. “Because when you were

cursed, they didn’t realize that when you mated with Daniel, you were giving up your Immortal status

and some of the powers that go along with it.  However, you also gave over much of your personal

power to Daniel due to the special nature of your…relationship dynamic.” 

“Oookay.” 

“Bertholde once told me about a similar curse. After the victim was cursed, once he mated, he

began having nightmares that came true.” 

Elain had reclaimed her wine cooler and took a sip. “Do we even want to know?” 

“For example,” Lacey continued, “he dreamed about one of his nephews drowning.” 

Elain’s gut churned in an unstable way. “And?” 

Lacey grimly nodded. 

Mai  softly  spoke  up.  “And  things  kept  happening  until  he  finally  killed  himself  to  stop  the

carnage?” 

Lacey nodded again. 

“But…how?” Lina asked. “How could someone have those kinds of powers to make nightmares

come true? Wouldn’t they have to be really strong to start with? Sort of like me?” 

Lacey walked over and sat on the log on Callie’s other side. “Well, part of it was the power of

the curse. But the victim was strong in his own right. He was born into a dragon Clan, but he wasn’t

of full dragon blood. He was Baba Yaga’s great-grandson.” 




* * * *

 

Silence settled over the women. A shit-ton of things rolled through Elain’s brain, like a mental

tsunami so overpowering she couldn’t verbalize any of them. 

Kitty  spoke  first,  staring  at  Callie  with  a  thoughtful  look  on  her  face.  “He’s  not  just  her  mate, 

he’s her Master,” she said. “Not to mention he’s a damn strong Alpha wolf. Whoever cursed her, the

curse  wasn’t  strong  enough  to  override  her  need  to  obey  and  protect  him. At  least,  in  terms  of  the

curse.  That’s  why  she  can’t  remember  the  dreams  even  though  he’s  ordered  her  to.”  She  looked  at

Lacey. “Until they finally get bad enough to where they will eventually override her ability to block

them.” 

Lacey nodded. “Likely.” 

“Fuck!” Callie screamed. She stood and paced the clearing. “What the  hell? I want to know who

the fuck did this to me. We need to break it. I can’t go hurting the people I love.” 

“Calm down,” Lina said, deep in thought. “We’ll figure this out.” 

“How?” 

“I don’t know, babe.” She turned to Elain. “Thoughts?” 

Elain coughed. “I saw something else. 

“What?” Lina asked. 

Her face filled with heat again. “It was, uh…” She coughed once more. 

Lina scowled. “Spit it out. TMI time has passed us by and left us in the dust. You saw me naked

and in labor. Say it.” 

She took a deep breath. “I saw you and your guys making love, and Callie, Baba Yaga, and Gigi

were dancing around you.” 

She  worried  Lina  might  be  irritated.  Instead,  her  friend  laughed.  “Oh,  I  bet  that  was  the

ceremony where we created the Tablet.” She grinned. “Yeah, that was pretty hot.” 

Carla spoke up. “That’s likely a clue.” 

Everyone looked at her. 

“Well, obviously Callie’s subconscious is at war with what’s going on. Maybe it’s giving us a

clue about what to do to fix things and remove the curse.” 

“Maybe,” Lacey agreed. “But before you three start dancing around her, we might want to do a

little research first. Trying to break the curse without knowing more about it is a sure-fire recipe for

disaster.” 

Callie looked morose. “I’m afraid to even go to sleep now.” 

“I don’t believe a few more weeks will be an issue,” Lacey said. “However, if we do the wrong

thing and it somehow frees the curse—” 

“Oh,” Callie said. “I get it. Bad,  bad things can happen.” 

Lacey nodded. 

“For every answer we get,” Mai said, “every inch we claw forward, it feels like we take five

steps back.” She looked around at everyone. “Are you even sure I’m supposed to be here? I feel like

this  is  some  sort  of  mistake.  Like  Baba  Yaga  got  it  wrong.  Lots  of  people  have  dreams  of

precognition and aren’t Seers. Humans, even.” 

“You’re exactly where you should be, dear,” Lacey assured her. 

“It’s not one inch forward and five steps back,” Lina said as she stood and stretched. Then she

started dancing. “It’s the Reality Rumba. We just have to keep dancing our damn asses off, that’s all.” 

“Should I tell Sir all of this yet?” Callie asked. “He’s going to want to know what happened.” 

Elain felt sorry for her friend. The former Immortal looked absolutely miserable. 

Lacey patted her on the leg. “We’ll all go talk to him together.” 




* * * *

 

The  women  cleared  their  men  out  of  the  living  room  before  talking  with  Blackie.  Lacey  took

point filling him in. Elain realized the Alpha wolf needed more than a beer after the women finished

updating him. 

Elain  brought  him  a  water  glass  and  a  bottle  of  bourbon  and  handed  them  to  him.  “Help

yourself.” 

“Thanks.”  He  poured  himself  a  couple  of  fingers,  thought  about  it,  then  filled  the  glass  to  the

brim. 

“Are you all right, Daniel?” Lacey asked. 

He took a couple of swallows, wincing. “Not really.” He glanced at all of them before his gaze

finally settled once more on the old Seer. “So if we don’t get this curse taken care of soon…” 

Everyone stared at Lacey. 

“Exactly.” 

“Look, we’ll get right on it,” Lina said. “We’ll figure out something.” 

“How long do we have?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” Lacey said. “That you’ve been together as long as you have and she’s resisted

this far, I think a few more weeks won’t…” She didn’t finish. 

“Won’t kill anyone?” he offered. “That’s what you were going to say, right?” 

“Sorry. I wasn’t thinking it through until I realized what I was saying.” 

“Look,” Callie said, “Gigi will be here tomorrow. I’ll try to talk to Babs tonight, if I can. We’ve

got some pretty darn smart brains amongst us all. We’ll figure this out. I have faith in us.” 

“Glad one of us does,” Mai quietly said. 

When they all looked at her, she shrugged. “I’m sorry, but I feel woefully inadequate right now. I

can’t blow anything up or read anyone’s emotions. I’m limited to visions that I’m not entirely sure are

accurate. I don’t understand why I got picked to be part of this. I still say it’s some sort of mistake.” 

Callie got up and went over to where she sat on the couch and hugged her. “I felt like that early

on, too,” she said. “It was so damn long ago, but I remember that much. That’s a feeling you might as

well  get  used  to,  because  no  matter  how  long  you  live,  or  how  powerful  you  get,  you  will  always

think that in the back of your mind.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” She looked at the room. “9-11. What I wouldn’t have given to stop

that.  I  didn’t  know  about  it  beforehand.  Same  with  Oklahoma  City.  Or  the  Holocaust.  There  wasn’t

anything I could do to change it. Any of it. All of it.” 

She  stood  and  circled  the  room,  arms  crossed  over  her  chest,  hands  rubbing  her  arms.  “You

don’t get to pick and choose what happens. It sort of comes to you, the things you’re  supposed to do. 

That’s what you  have to focus on, the only things you  can focus on. Otherwise, it’ll drive you crazy.” 

“Already  a  pretty  short  trip,”  Lina  snarked.  “I  could  walk  there  from  here  without  breaking  a

sweat.” She randomly pointed. “It’s like, right there, across the street from here.” 

“But you aren’t a Seer, Callie,” Mai argued. “You’re a…whatever you are. You have powers I

can’t even imagine.” 

“Actually, we were Seers before we were called,” Callie said. “All three of us. Not to say you

won’t develop more powers of your own, either. I didn’t get really powerful for a while. I started out

kind of like what you are now. The three of us, our powers amplified through each other. Over time, 

they grew.” 

Daniel drained his glass, closing his eyes as the liquid burned down his throat. “I think it’s time

to  call  it  a  night,”  he  said,  his  voice  hoarse  from  the  liquor.  “We’re  not  going  to  get  anything  done

tonight anyway.” 

After bidding everyone a good night, Elain headed to her bedroom. Brodey was already dozing, 

softly snoring on the far right side. Ain sat up reading the newspaper, and Cail was watching TV. 

Elain slipped between the two of them. 

“Feel like talking about it?” Ain quietly asked. 

She pondered that question. 

No, she didn’t feel like talking about it. Not right then, at least. 

“Can we talk about it in the morning?” 

“Sure, babe,” Ain said, setting his newspaper aside. Cail switched off the TV while Ain got the

bedside lamp, dropping the room into darkness as she snuggled tightly between the two of them. 

From the far side of the bed, Brodey let out a loud snore. 

“I’m going to muzzle him one day,” Cail softly snarked. 

Chapter Nine



The evening before Christmas Eve, Gigi sat on a lounger on the lanai and listened as Lina, Elain, 

Mai, Callie, and Lacey told her about discovering the curse. Elain still wasn’t sure what to think of

the middle former-Immortal. She hadn’t spent a lot of time around Gigi and didn’t know much about

her except the little she’d gleaned from Callie. 

And they’d seen precious little of Oscar Chaudhuri, the Bengal tiger shifter, since he’d claimed

her  as  his  mate.  Right  now,  in  fact,  he  was  inside  the  house  and  closed  in  Cail’s  study,  deep  in

discussions with Ain, Mark, Wally, and Blackie about mega-Clan stuff. 

When the women finished telling their story, Gigi used her index finger to trace a random pattern

on the arm of the lounger under her right hand. 

No one interrupted her thoughts. Finally, she spoke. “Exactly what are you asking of me?” 

“Information,” Lina suggested. “Hints. Advice. Anything.” 

Gigi leveled her ice blue gaze at  Lina. “If you already know it’s a curse, then you know more

than I do.” 

Callie sounded wearier than  Elain could ever remember hearing her.  Like the spark and spunk

had dissolved from her spirit. “Gigi,  please. You know what I’m asking.” 

She  sat  up  and  pulled  her  long,  red  hair  back.  Swinging  her  legs  off  the  lounger,  she  put  her

hands on her knees. “You’re asking me to help you lift a curse you basically called upon yourself for

screwing someone else’s guy.” 

It wasn’t a question. 

Callie cocked her head and arched an eyebrow at Gigi but didn’t respond. 

Eventually,  Gigi’s face reddened. “Okay, so fine,  I guess you’re not the only one guilty of that

over the years.” 

“Thank you,” Callie drawled. 

“I’ll admit, this one’s a doozie,” Gigi said. “Lacey’s right, I’ve only heard of something like it

being  used  one  other  time.  Doesn’t  mean  it  wasn’t  used  more  often,  but  that’s  the  only  instance  I

personally know of.” 

Elain  sensed  Lina  making  a  concerted  effort  to  hold  back  her  irritation  and  snark.  “Great,  but

that’s not information we can use to help us get rid of it.” 

“Ah, but I think I know something that can be of help.” 

“What?” the other women asked. 

Gigi smiled. “I know who threw the curse on the other victim.” 

Hints of desperation broke through Callie’s voice. “Who?” 

“A cockatrice.” 

Lina was up and bolting for the sliders leading into the living room before anyone could react. 

“Wait here,” she called over her shoulder. 

She returned a moment later, her iPad in her hand and frantically thumbing through it. She had a

wild look in her eye and no one interrupted her. 

A few minutes later, she grinned. “Aha!” She turned the iPad around and held it out to Gigi. 

Gigi  took  it,  frowning  at  first  as  she  read  the  text.  After  a  few  moments,  she  slowly  nodded, 

swiping through pages and nodding harder and faster until she also smiled. “Yes. That’s it.” 

“Great,” Lina said. “What does it mean?” 

Gigi  looked  up  at  her.  “It  means  the  curse  can  be  removed,  but  it  needs  to  be  transferred  into

something else.” 

“Transferred? Like into what?” Callie asked, taking the iPad when Gigi handed it to her. 

“What is that?” Elain asked. “And what the hell are you talking about?” 

“It’s one of Bertholde’s old books,” Lina explained. “We scanned them in. She’d researched the

old  curse  and  was  pretty  sure  she’d  come  up  with  a  way  to  fix  it  if  she  ever  came  across  it  again. 

Zack cross-referenced it with a spell that was in the cockatrice spellbook we recovered from Lenny’s

camp in Yellowstone.” 

“Again, I ask, transferred into  what?” Callie repeated. 

“Ideally,”  Gigi  said,  “it  would  be  an  inanimate  object  you  could  then  destroy.  I  suspect

considering  how  long  it  took  the  curse  to  activate  without  it  fading,  and  how  strong  it  is,  that  this

curse  is  way  too  powerful  for  that  option  to  have  any  hope  of  working.  Or,  if  you  were  really

vindictive, you could transfer it into someone else. Or some other living creature. Or even return it to

the person of origin.” 

“The last point isn’t very likely,” Callie said. “Not if it happened so long ago.” 

“Exactly,” Gigi agreed. 

“An inanimate object like another stone tablet?” Lina asked. “Something like that?” 

“Maybe,” Gigi said. “There’s just one catch.” 

Mai groaned. 

“Isn’t there always a catch?” Lina asked. 

Gigi  continued.  “It  has  to  be  done  right  the  first  time.  If  you  screw  it  up,  it  can  get  loose  and

escape into someone you’re not wanting it to infect.” 

Elain snorted. “Too bad we don’t have Abernathy here in front of us.” 

“Or my uncle,” Mai agreed. 

Shaking her head,  Gigi  tsked. “Nope.  Bad karma, that. You do  not  practice  dark  magick. You

 really don’t want to deliberately shift it into another human, other than the point of origin, if you can

help  it.  Returning  it  to  the  person  of  origin  isn’t  considered  dark.  But  deliberately  shifting  it  to

someone else not involved with throwing the curse would be dark.” 

“What do you mean it can get loose?” Callie asked. 

Gigi crossed her legs and leaned back, propped up on her arms. “It’s not a sentient spirit, like a

wraith.  The  curse  was  formed  from  a  malevolent  intent  called  into  corporeal  form  through  a

sacrifice.” 

Mai looked confused. “Sacrifice?” 

“Human sacrifice,” Callie softly clarified, now looking decidedly ill. 

Elain could sympathize. She felt downright sick to her stomach. 

Gigi  nodded.  “Whoever  threw  the  curse  siphoned  off  a  portion  of  the  victim’s  soul  and

implanted it as part of the curse.” 

“Holy fuck,” Callie whispered. 

“Wait,” Elain said. “You mean to tell me someone was so pissed off about losing a guy that they

were  willing  to  kill  someone  innocent  in  the  process  of  cursing  Callie  over  it?  Why  not  just  kill

Callie?” 

Gigi coughed. “Well, they couldn’t, for starters.  She was an  Immortal. Although it’s likely the

person  who  threw  the  curse  didn’t  realize  that  at  the  time.  They  probably  thought  she  was  really

strong,  maybe  a  witch  or  a  shifter.  The  person  who  threw  the  curse  killed  off  someone  related  to

whoever the guy was. Likely a sibling, someone young. Maybe one of the victim’s children, or one of

their own, if the person throwing the curse was a spouse or lover also related to them.” 

Everyone stared at Gigi, stunned into shocked silence. 

“Look,” she finally said, “I’m not saying whoever threw this curse had all their marbles.” 

Lina snorted. “That’s an understatement.” 

“But that’s part of what makes this so damn strong,”  Gigi continued. “There’s already a black

mark on the person’s soul. Nothing left to lose. That’s part of what’s interwoven into the strength of

the curse.” 

“Is this something that happens a lot?” Mai timidly asked. 

“I wouldn’t say every day,” Gigi said. “But this is a cockatrice specialty. Not just this spell.  I

mean magick that makes normal black magick look positively white in comparison.” 

“Once you go black, you never go back,” Lina snarked. 

Everyone stared at her. 

“What? Oh, come  on. I couldn’t have been the only one thinking it.” 

“Okay,”  Callie  said,  “this  is  ridiculous.  I’ve  never  slept  with  a  cockatrice.  For  starters,  those

mofos  smell  worse  than  Wally  in  the  rain,  and  that’s  on  a  good  day.  I  would  have  known  it.  No

offense, Kitty.” 

Kitty shrugged. “None taken. He can get pretty ripe in furry mode.” 

“It doesn’t mean you slept with a cockatrice,” Gigi said. “Just someone a cockatrice was in love

with, like a human.” 

“Or someone from a cockatrice family,” Lina added. 

Gigi  nodded.  “Or  maybe  not  even  a  human.  It  could  have  been  someone  with  fae  lineage  of

another kind.” 

A man’s voice in the darkness startled them. “Or from another world,” the British accent said. 

Ryan  Ausar  stepped  into  the  light  as  everyone  jumped  to  their  feet.  “Sorry,  didn’t  mean  to

frighten you.” 

Callie quickly introduced him around to the others. “Um, no offense, but why did you happen to

show up right now?” 

“Lacey  called  me  late  last  night  after  your  group  talk.”  He  held  out  a  hand  toward  one  of  the

chairs, silently asking permission to sit. Elain waved at him and he, followed by the others, took their

seats. 

He sat with his elbows braced on the arms of the chair, hands clasped together in front of him, 

index fingers templed together and touching his chin. “I also had a little chat with  Baba Yaga early

this morning.” 

Both Callie and Gigi frowned. “She didn’t come tell us that,” Callie said. 

“I  asked  her  not  to.”  His  gaze  traveled  over  all  the  women  until  it  fell  upon  Callie  again. 

“Would you like the good news first or the bad?” 

“Fuck,” she muttered. “Let me have the bad first.” 

“I am incapable of removing the curse from you.” 

“Shit.” She threw her head back. “How’d I know  that was coming? 

“So what’s the good news?” Elain asked. 

“It  can be removed,” he said. Everyone stared at him for a moment, until he asked, “What?” 

“Well, we kind of knew that much,” Lina finally said, “but we don’t know exactly how yet.” 

“Ah. Actually, you do.” 

Lina snorted. “Say what?” 

He pointed his fingers toward her before returning them to his chin. “You, I should clarify, know

how to remove it. However, I need to speak with you privately.” 

“How privately?” 

He reached over and touched her arm. 

Elain and the others all let out startled gasps when Ryan and Lina both disappeared. 

Chapter Ten



Lina let out a startled scream when she felt herself falling. Ryan Ausar reached out and caught

her arm. 

“Steady, now. You’re all right.” 

They no longer sat on Elain’s lanai. Lina wasn’t sure where they were, but the upscale condo’s

living room windows overlooked—

“Holy crap! Is that Turner Field?” She stared for a moment, shocked, before turning to him. “Are

we in freaking  Atlanta?” 

“My condo.” He smiled as he released her and walked over to the kitchen. “Can I interest you in

anything to drink? Tea? Coffee? Or perhaps—” 

“You got a shot or ten of Jack?” 

He returned a moment later with a glass, two ice cubes floating in the amber liquid. She downed

the three fingers and handed him the glass back. “Okay,” she hoarsely asked. “What the  hell are you?” 

“Exactly.”  He  indicated  for  her  to  take  a  seat  on  the  sofa.  “You  are,  I’ve  been  informed,  the

strongest of the new Triad. I wish to have a quick private discussion with you outlining my role, what

I  am  and  am  not  allowed  to  do,  my  actual  abilities,  all  of  that.  We  really  haven’t  had  a  chance  to

formally talk like this.” 

She felt the iced liquor still burning as it slid down her throat and into her stomach. She sat in

the middle of the sofa while he took a seat in a comfortable chair across the coffee table from her. 

It looked like he’d do most of the talking. When he finished giving her the quick version of the

Firm’s  mission  and  role,  she  realized  it  was  impossible  to  process  everything  he  told  her,  even

without the liquor. 

In fact, she had a strong suspicion she needed  far more liquor than she’d already consumed. 

“Okay. I get it,” she said. “You’re not our get-out-of-jail-free card with the cockatrice.” 

He nodded, but didn’t speak. 

A  snort  escaped  her.  “So  bureaucracy  really  was  created  by  Hell,  huh?  If  both  you  and  I  are

subject to that?” 

He smiled. “Very droll. And not half wrong.” 

“So what do you want from me?” 

“You have something in your possession, as it were, of great importance. I wish to take charge

of it.” 

She  narrowed  her  eyes,  trying  to  focus  on  him  despite  the  effects  of  the  liquor.  “Why?  If  you

know what it is, you also know it’s not worth anything. Not anymore.” 

“True. It’s not worth anything… here.” 

She blinked. “Huh?” 

“The person who threw the curse on the Cailleach wasn’t a cockatrice. But they were working

with the cockatrice as one of their own.” 

“So they were a human.” 

“No.” 

“Then I’m lost. The cockatrice hate other shifters.” 

“It was a Seer.” 

Her  mind  swam.  “But  the  Seers  rejected  the  cockatrice.  I  was  told  that’s  what  triggered  this

whole stupid war way back when.” 

He slowly shook his head. 

She started shaking hers in time with him. “No, they didn’t reject the cockatrice, or no it’s not

what triggered the war?” 

“You’re assuming the Seer who threw the curse was of human blood.” 

She stared at him for a moment. “Okay, this was fun in the beginning, but now I’m over it. Can

you please just tell me?” 

“It  was  someone  with  Seer-like  skills  who  passed  themselves  off  as  a  Seer  to  the  cockatrice. 

Passed themselves off as one of their own. And was skilled enough to do so.” 

“Because…” 

“Because they were from an off-world realm.” 

She blinked as she stared at him. 

“They weren’t from Earth,” he clarified. 

She  buried  her  head  in  her  hands  and  let  out  a  moan.  “Jesus-fucking-jumped-up-Christ-on-a-

stick, I’m so fucking  sick and  tired of  this  bullshit!”  She  finally  looked  up  at  him.  “So  why  do  you

want the Tablet of Trammel?” 

“Because while it might be useless to the cockatrice here on Earth, I fear that it might not be so

benign should it be spirited off to another realm.” 

She let out a sigh as her head dropped again. Staring at her lap, she muttered, “You think there

might be someone looking for it who isn’t really one of the cockatrice, but who wants the real Tablet

so they can take it wherever and use it.” It was a statement, not a question. 

“Yes. On different planes, powers are different. Someone incredibly strong here might have no

powers off-Earth. Likewise, someone with weak or no powers here might be very strong if they cross

to an off-Earth plane.” 

She let out another moan and fell over sideways on the couch. “Fuck!” After trying to digest all

of that for a few minutes, she stared at him and quietly asked, “You want it right now?” 

He nodded. “That would be best.” 

She didn’t bother sitting up. She held up her hand and waited for him. 

He kindly smiled, stood, and walked over. “I promise you, it isn’t always like this, Lina.” 

“Sure feels like it. One damn crisis after another.” 

“Take it from someone who has lived eons. It only feels that way.” He gently grasped her hand. 

“Ready?” 

“No, but let’s do it.” 

They were suddenly standing outside Lacey’s house in Maine. More correctly, in her backyard, 

in the garden, next to the sundial. Again Ryan had to help steady her to keep her from falling over. 

Above them, the moon cast shadows throughout the garden. 

“Wait, if you knew it was here already, why didn’t you just take it?” 

He let go of her hand. “Well I didn’t wish to be rude, now, did I? I may be and do many things, 

but I am not and never have been a thief.” He cocked his head as he stared at the sundial’s base. “We

should leave a suitable replacement.” 

Before  Lina  could  blink,  the  real  Tablet  was  sitting  on  the  ground  in  front  of  them  and  a

duplicate lay in its place under the sundial’s base. 

He bent over and picked up the original, grunting a little under its weight. 

“Heavier than I thought it would be.” He brushed dirt off the engravings and studied them for a

moment in the moonlight. “Yes,” he finally said. “I wish I’d been mistaken.” 

“Why would this work somewhere else if it doesn’t work here?” 

“Basic physics. You cannot create or destroy energy—” 

“It only changes forms,” she finished. 

He nodded. 

“But the magick was transferred to the battle. The good guys won and got the powers.” 

“And the bad guys lost. As it should have been.  However, those people have died and moved

on. Not all of the residual magick moved on with those souls as people were reborn. In fact, most of it

did not.” 

She stared at the tablet, then let out a groan and smacked herself in the forehead. “D’oh. It can be

resummoned in another world even though it’s now useless here,” she softly said. 

He smiled as he nodded. “I’m afraid so. That’s my suspicion, at least.” 

“And destroying it…” 

He shrugged. “I cannot imagine it would lead to anything good if you did. There will always be

an equal and opposite reaction, as it were, to every action. It might solve some issues short-term, but I

suspect that other than the obvious response from the cockatrice, it could also create a dark magickal

rebound effect.” 

“So what are you going to do with it?” 

A weary sigh escaped him. “Take it someplace safe,” he said. “None of your concern. Best you

don’t know, as a matter of fact.” 

On  a  hunch,  she  reached  out  and  grabbed  his  arm.  Another  truth  suddenly  came  to  her.  “You

couldn’t  take  the  real  Tablet  without  asking  me,  because  I’m  tied  to  its  creation,”  she  said.  “You

needed my permission, didn’t you?” 

He playfully smiled. “Very good.” 

“I thought you said you weren’t a thief?” 

“I’m not. But I never said I never lied, either.” 




* * * *

 

The  women  let  out  another  chorus  of  startled  cries  when  Lina  suddenly  reappeared—alone. 

She’d been gone nearly half an hour. Jan and Rick were there this time and rushed over to grab her

and steady her as she wobbled on her feet. 

“Holy shit,” she muttered. 

“Are you all right?” Jan asked. 

“What did he do to you?” Rick asked, his face full of storm clouds. 

“Calm  down,  boys.  I’m  fine.”  She  sat,  feeling  a  little  wobbly  from  the  second  glass  of  Jack

Daniel’s she’d downed in Ryan’s apartment after they’d gone back there from Maine. “It’s all right.” 

“Where did he take you?” Jan asked. 

“It’s…complicated.”  She  looked  up  at  them.  “Nothing  inappropriate,  I  swear.  Supersecret

stuff.”  She  caught  the  gazes  of  Mai  and  Elain,  both  women  giving  her  slight  nods  to  indicate  they

understood. 

 Great. I’m finally in a supersecret club, one of the “cool” girls, and wish like hell I wasn’t. 

“Did he tell you how to remove the curse?” Callie asked. 

“Sort of.” There were a lot of things they’d discussed, and Lina suspected she’d need more than

a few belts of liquid courage to finish processing them. For now, she wanted to mull over everything

and do some more research to make sure she was right. 

“Sort of?” Callie asked. “I thought he said you knew how.” 

“He was right, I think I do. But I need some time.” She glanced at them all. “Look, regardless, it

can’t happen before Yellowstone.” 

“Yellowstone?” 

“The Gathering.” 

“Why?” 

Lina  wished  Callie  wasn’t  so  full  of  questions.  Then  she  checked  her  irritation,  understanding

how  worried  her  friend  was  now  that  they  knew  about  the  curse.  “Remember  where  we  did  the

ceremony for the Tablet?” she asked Callie. 

“Yeah, at…” Callie closed her eyes as she searched her memory. “A sacred well.” 

“Right.  We  don’t  have  much  like  that  here  in  the  New  World,  so  to  speak.  However, 

Yellowstone  is  a  pretty  frakking  powerful  place.  Added  bonus,  it’s  full  of  very  large  critters  that

make a great substitute for humans in terms of rehoming the curse. And I need some time to make sure

I dot my  I’s and cross my  T’s. Okay?” 

Callie slumped into a lounger. “Okay,” she quietly said. 

Lina  hated  seeing  her  friend  look  so  beaten.  Callie  was  a  kick-ass-and-take-names  kind  of

woman. She reached over and touched Callie’s hand. “We’ll take care of it. I promise.” 

Callie finally stared up at her, and what Lina saw there nearly broke her heart. “Please,” Callie

whispered.  “I  don’t  want  to  hurt  Sir.  Or  any  of  you.  The  babies.  I’d…  I’d  rather  die  than  let  that

happen.” 

Elain swooped in to hug her. “That  won’t happen,” she said, the weight of her conviction taking

the words right out of Lina’s mouth. “We’ll do this thing, don’t worry.” 




* * * *

 

A little before sunset Christmas Eve, when everyone else was busy talking or preparing dinner, 

Gigi slipped away from the Lyall ranch for a few minutes. 

She needed to have a talk with her older sister. 

“I grow weary of your games.” Gigi stood leaning against the wall of her sister’s house, in the

shade, watching the woman in her matron form as she tended to a small herb garden. 

Baba Yaga didn’t look up from where she knelt over a rosemary plant. “What games?” 

“Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with Callie’s curse.” 

With that,  Baba Yaga sat up and turned to meet her sister’s heavy gaze. “I swear to you,  I had

nothing to do with it. I didn’t realize it was a curse until Elain figured it out.” 

“So you were watching them.” 

“Of course. I wanted to keep tabs on the events.” 

Gigi  stared  at  her  for  a  moment  before  pushing  away  from  the  wall  and  walking  over  to  her. 

“Okay. I actually believe you.” 

“Why shouldn’t you?” 

She snorted. “Seriously? After all the bullshit you’ve been pulling lately? I wouldn’t have put it

past you.” 

“Well,  rest  easy  that,  at  least  this  time,  someone  else  threw  a  monkey  wrench  into  their  lives

without any help from me. That does happen from time to time, you know.” 

Gigi  sat  cross-legged  on  the  ground  next  to  her  sister.  “Why  didn’t  you  tell  me  about  your

babies?” she softly asked. “Why not come to us? I would have raised them for you.” 

Baba Yaga’s gaze dropped to the rosemary plant once more. “I needed them to have as normal

and loving a life as possible.” 

“You saying I couldn’t have given them that?” 

“No. I needed them away from my rage.” Her shoulders drooped. “It would have been too easy

for me to try to keep a direct hand on them had they been with you. At least being raised by others, 

they were able to grow up reasonably normal. Besides, we had jobs to do as the Triad.” 

“You still had a distant hand on them all this time, though, didn’t you?” 

Baba Yaga eventually looked at her again when she didn’t continue. 

She gentled her voice. “Babs, all this, the cockatrice, everything. Wouldn’t it have been easier

just to go to the leaders of the cockatrice and put the…well, the fear of  you into them?” 

“They  were  too  devoted  to  their  path.  I  placed  countless  obstacles  in  their  way  and  yet  they

 deliberately turned to darkness every time, even when it was  easier to choose the path of light and

right.  Every time.” She sighed. “I wish I could see beyond the earliest times, to when their race was

born.  They’ve  never  been  like  the  others.  Yes,  I’ll  admit  there  are  bad  threads  in  every  race,  but

they’re  always  isolated  and  break  and  end  of  their  own  accord.  They  never  survive  long.  Not  like

this. Cockatrice are different somehow. Completely, willfully lost from the path of light.” 

She stared at her hands. She hadn’t been wearing gloves, and her fingers were dirty, stained. “I

feel like I failed them somehow as a race, even though they were like this long before our Triad was

called into being.” 

Gigi  gentled  her  voice.  “You  didn’t  cause  them  to  be  the  way  they  are.  Like  you  said,  they’re

just…wrong.  Maybe  the  Universe  put  them  here  as  a  constant  reminder  of  balance  and  what  can

happen if right gets too righteous.” 

“I don’t know. That’s a pleasant thought, but I still feel responsible.” 

Gigi  reached  out  and  touched  the  rosemary  plant.  “Are  they  really  ready  to  handle  this

responsibility?” 

“I hope so.” Baba Yaga stared out at the woods surrounding her quiet haven. “They don’t have

any choice in the matter.” 

“They face things we didn’t.” 

“True, but their scope is now limited, unlike ours.” She smiled at her sister. “And let’s face it, 

being mated looks well on you and Callie both.” 

“I never thought I’d admit it.” She poked her sister in the arm. “How hard was it for you to resist

deliberately putting him in my path?” 

“Oh, it was easy enough. Believe it or not, Bertholde told me years ago she saw you mating with

a tiger shifter one day. Someone fierce enough to stand up to you.” 

“He is that.” 

They fell into a comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only noises the breeze through the tall

pines surrounding the clearing and a bird calling out somewhere. 

“Do you think they’ll come out on top?”  Gigi asked. “I know what might happen if they fail.  I

hate the thought of clueless humans being dragged into this eternal war. Massive amounts of innocents

dying.  I  hope  these  are  the  people  to  finally  quiet  the  ancient  darkness  the  cockatrice  refuse  to

relinquish.” 

Baba Yaga’s face slipped into an unreadable mask. “I hope so, sister. Like you said, we’re only

allowed so much latitude. If I could, I would go and end it once and for all. I can only do what I can

do.” 

“Will you ever take another mate?” 

“I  don’t  think  that’s  wise.  It  didn’t  end  so  well  the  first  time.”  She  let  out  a  heavy  sigh  that

Brighde  felt  to  the  bottom  of  her  own  soul.  “I  don’t  have  any  room  left  in  my  heart  for  love, 

unfortunately. That is how the threads of my tapestry were woven. The Goddess of All had her own

plans for me. We’re all Her tools. If this is my fate, so be it.” 

Brighde gently poked her older sister in the shoulder. “Martyr.” 

She shrugged. “I’m the only true  Immortal left from our  Triad.  Someone has to keep the lights

on.” 




* * * *

 

Back  at  the  Lyall  ranch,  Gigi  stepped  out  of  the  guest  bedroom  she  shared  with  her  mate  and

husband,  Oscar, and slipped outside into the backyard for a little bit of fresh air so she could clear

her mind. 

 Maybe I’m getting too old for this shit.  She’d have to get back to helping Lina figure out how

to break the curse in a few minutes. Some of the books were hard to decipher, the old languages rusty

even in her brain this many centuries hence. 

The warmth of a  Florida winter sunset hit her in the face as she looked skyward.  She’d never

expected to meet a man to settle down with, yet that’s exactly what she’d found in Oscar. The Bengal

tiger shifter was more than man enough to keep up with her—in bed and out of it. 

He didn’t subscribe to any of that bullshit, macho machismo crap, either.  He considered her a

partner, not a possession. 

Maybe if she’d spent her life as a fragile human she might find that kind of domineering behavior

adorable, but as an independent Immortal for the vast majority of her life, she found it insufferable. 

“Gi?” 

His soft voice spoke from behind her. No one else might have sensed his approach, silent like

the cat he was, but as his mate she’d sensed his presence and hadn’t startled. 

“Yeah.” 

His arms slipped around her as he nuzzled the side of her neck. “You all right?” 

She  let  out  a  content  sigh.  She  felt  badly  for  her  sisters,  one  cursed,  and  one  alone  by  choice

after having lost love. 

 I feel damn lucky in comparison. 

“Had to go talk to Babs.” 

“Anything?” 

“No.” She stared out at the woods. “She says she didn’t have anything to do with the curse, or

know anything about it until Elain figured it out.” 

“You believe her?” 

“I  do.”  She  tipped  her  head  back  to  look  into  his  amber  eyes.  “We  might  need  your  help,  and

Doug’s, in Yellowstone.” 

His lips felt warm against her neck. “Anything. You know that.” 

She  reached  up  and  slipped  her  fingers  through  his  black,  fine,  straight  hair.  His  mocha  skin

always radiated warmth, as if he’d stepped out of a shaft of sunlight, even in the middle of the night. 

 Tiger, tiger, burning bright…

“Are you worried?” he asked. 

“Unfortunately.” She closed her eyes, basking for a few precious seconds in this oh, so perfect

moment. 

They  might  have  few  and  far  between  of  those  over  the  next  few  months. Another  reason  she

opted to take a mate when she met Oscar. By abdicating her Immortal status, she was now free to fight

with her friends and adopted family in a way previously denied her before. Since they were called as

Clan Seers, as well as mortal-born, the new Triad didn’t face many of the same restrictions she and

her sisters had been bound by for so long. 

Now she might actually be able to make a difference in the world in a way she’d never felt she

could before now. 

He lightly pressed his teeth against her flesh. “Our first Christmas together,” he murmured. 

“Yes.” 

“I know the first thing I’m unwrapping tomorrow morning.” 

She turned in his embrace and draped her arms around his neck. “What?” 

He smiled, his voice a rumbling purr. “You.” 

Chapter Eleven



Brodey  pulled  his  brothers  aside  before  dinner,  while  Elain  and  most  of  the  others  were

distracted talking or by preparing the meal. He closed the door of Cail’s office to give them a little

privacy. 

“What’s wrong?” Ain asked without hesitation. 

“I just wanted to touch base with you guys. Elain’s really under a lot of stress right now.” 

Cail jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “That’s an understatement.” 

“Not just the Seer stuff, or with Callie’s situation. I mean about the baby business.” 

“I don’t think that’s going to be an issue,” Ain quietly said. “Not right now.” 

“What do you mean?” Brodey asked. 

“The other night she started taking her pill again.” 

They stared at Ain for a moment. “How do you know that?” Cail finally asked. 

He shrugged. “I looked at the package. I was getting something else out of the medicine cabinet

and saw it. It was a brand-new pack last week, and now she’s using it again.” 

“Oh,” Brodey and Cail softly said. 

They all fell quiet for a moment. 

“Well,” Brodey said, “that’s okay. It’s probably for the best. One less worry off her plate.” He

felt  disappointed,  but  confirmation  that  she’d  once  again  taken  matters  into  her  own  hands  without

talking to them about it first stung a little. 

“I warned you both, I’m not going to edict her to get pregnant,” Ain said. “I also won’t edict her

to stay on the pill.” 

“Calm down, dude.” Brodey sat in the chair next to Cail’s desk. “That’s not what I want, either.” 

Cail nodded his assent. 

Brodey looked at his brothers. “Do we just admit we know? Tell her it’s okay?” 

Cail finally spoke up. “I think regardless of what we tell her, she’s still going to feel bad about

it to a certain extent. She knows we’d like to have kids. I think she honestly does want to have kids, 

too. At some point.  Right now she feels conflicted.  Rightfully so.  Whether she waits or goes ahead, 

either way, she’s going to beat herself up about it.” 

“I  think  you’re  right.”  Brodey  laced  his  fingers  behind  his  head  and  stretched  out  in  the  chair. 

“She’s still overwhelmed. By us, by the Seer stuff, by Liam returning, everything. I’m surprised she

hasn’t bitten our heads off.” 

Nodding,  Ain  slowly  turned  to  Cail.  “What’d  she  say  to  you  the  other  morning  during  your

ride?” he asked. 

“Nothing more than I’ve already told you two.” 

“I know I don’t have any special psychic abilities that I’m aware of,” Brodey said, “but I’ve got

a nasty feeling at the base of my spine that won’t go away.” 

His brothers looked at him. 

“You know what I’m talking about. That little warning that something’s not right, and it’s going

to get more not right until it’s dealt with.” 

“About her?” Ain asked. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“The cockatrice?” Cail asked. 

“Maybe. I don’t know. That’s the problem.” 

Silence  enveloped  them  for  a  moment  as  they  mulled  things  over.  “I  trust  your  instincts,” Ain

said. “You know for all the shit I give you about stuff, I trust you. You’ve saved our asses more than

once because of that instinct.” 

“I think waiting on a baby might be best after all,” Cail quietly said. 

Brodey and Ain both focused on him. “I know how much you want kids,” Brodey said. “Maybe

even more than we do. It’s all right to be honest about it.” 

“I  am  being  honest.”  Cail’s  voice  took  on  an  angry  tone.  “I’m  fucking  sick  and  tired  of  the

feeling  that  our  lives  are  being  jerked  around  by  Baba Yaga  or  something  even  bigger  than  us. All

these fucking years we looked for our One. Now we have her and we still can’t catch a fucking break

no matter how hard we try.” 

“And we haven’t found Marston,” Brodey gently added. 

“Damn right!”  Cail stood and angrily paced the office. “That fucker killed  Mom and  Dad.  We

know that for a fact now.” 

“We know it because Lina saw it,” Ain said. 

“She didn’t see the accident,” Brodey corrected. He looked from Ain to Cail. “Unless she said

she did and told you?” 

“No, but it’s a good assumption based on what she saw,” Ain said. 

“And that’s as good as proof,” Cail countered. “You know it as well as I do. Maybe her powers

were hit and miss in the beginning, but her visions are always dead on. She saved Brodey’s life out in

Yellowstone. Hell, she saw us getting together with Elain. I trust her a hell of a lot more than I trust

the damn newspaper, if you want the truth.” 

Cail ran his hands through his hair. “I want that fucker dead.  For good. And  I’ve got news for

you. If I happen to run across him, or Abernathy, don’t you dare fucking edict me to back off, because

I want their throats.” 

Ain slowly nodded. “Okay. I’ll give you that. As long as you promise both of us that you won’t

put yourself in danger to do it. That wouldn’t be fair to us or Elain.” 

Brodey watched as his younger brother pulled up short, as if surprised by Ain’s request. “What

are you talking about?” 

“Losing  you.  Us,  or  her.  You’re  our  brother.  We’ve  been  a  team  our  whole  lives.”  His  lips

curved in a smirk. “Life’s no fun without you here to pick on.”  His smirk faded. “And look at what

happened to  Maureen when she lost  Liam, and he wasn’t even dead.  What might happen to  Elain to

lose you, or any of us?” 

Cail studied his feet for a moment. “Oh.” 

Brodey stood and walked over to his brothers, putting a hand out. “Being selfish and trying to

stay safe to keep her safe. Yeah, I’m good with that.” 

Ain reached over and gripped Brodey’s hand. Cail followed suit. 

“Now it’s our first Christmas Eve we don’t have to spend as bachelors,” Brodey said. “Let’s go

find our girl and boink her everlovin’ brains out.” 




* * * *

 

Elain was wiping down the kitchen counters before heading to bed when Cail stepped up behind

her, hooked an arm around her waist, and began nibbling on the back of her neck. 

She tipped her head to the side to give him better access. “I’m almost done.” 

“Correction.”  He  grabbed  the  dishtowel  and  tossed  it  onto  the  counter.  “You  are  done.” 

Effortlessly, he scooped her into his arms and headed out of the kitchen. 

Laughing, she held an arm out to catch the edge of the kitchen doorway. “Wait. At least let me

turn the light off.” 

He  turned  so  she  could  reach  the  switch  before  he  continued  his  determined  trek  across  the

living room to their bedroom. Ain waited by the door, holding it open for them. 

Ain grinned. “And there’s our girl. 

“Am I about to get ravished?” 

Ain closed the door behind them. “Ravishing is somewhere on the to-do list.” 

“I think,” Brodey said, “it’s just before the good hard fucking, and just after the foreplay.” 

“Sounds about right to me,” Cail added, his playful brown eyes twinkling. 

All  three  of  them  looked  happy.  Felt  happy.  This  much  she  knew  from  the  waves  of  their

emotions washing though and over her. 

When Cail set her down on her feet, she kept her arms draped around his neck. “This is my best

Christmas ever.” She looked at Ain and Brodey. “I mean that. Ever.” 

“It’s not Christmas yet,” Cail teased. “Maybe it’s going to get even better.” 

She wiggled her hips against him. “I mean in a non-sexy way.” 

He kissed her. “Maybe I did, too.” She snorted, earning her a smile. “Okay,” he said, “yes, it’s

the best Christmas ever.” 

The other two brothers stepped close, once again enveloping her in a warm, loving cocoon of

emotions. “Best ever,” Ain said. 

“What they said,” Brodey added. 

Behind her, Ain slid his hands up her sides, catching the hem of her shirt. She let go of Cail and

raised her arms so he could pull her shirt up and off her. 

Brodey turned her to face him, kissing her while Cail worked on her bra. “Can you edict her to

quit wearing these damn things?” he groused as he fumbled with it for a second. 

When  he  finally  freed  her  from  it,  he  reached  around  her  and  cupped  her  breasts  in  his  warm

hands. Ain reached around her and unfastened her jeans.  He pushed them and her panties down her

legs, helping her step out of them while Brodey kept her mouth occupied in a scorching kiss that had

stoked the familiar fire deep inside her. Already, she could feel her juices flowing, soaking her cunt

and making her clit throb. 

Anticipation. Need. Desire. Love. 

This  and  more  flowed  around  and  through  her  as  the  men  slowly  began  undressing,  until  the

three of them stood pressed against her, the warmth from their flesh also washing through her. 

Sexy  as  hell.  She  rested  her  hands  against  Brodey’s  chest.  All  three  men  had  the  same  light

dusting of hair across their pecs, ending in a dark treasure trail that led to their generous cocks. 

All three cocks that were presently hard and poking against her body in various locations. 

For a brief moment, the thought of telling them about having started taking the pill again crossed

her  mind,  but  she  shoved  it  away.  Tonight  wasn’t  about  serious  discussions.  Tonight  was  about

celebrating the holiday, the good fortune, being surrounded by family and friends and knowing that, 

for at least the next day or so, they had no worries other than making sure they didn’t accidentally set

fire to the house when they deep fried the turkey tomorrow. 

She laid her head back and found herself resting against Ain. His hands replaced Cail’s on her

breasts as his grey eyes bored down into hers. “Do we really make you happy?” 

Hooking  a  hand  around  the  back  of  his  neck,  she  tangled  her  fingers  in  his  dark  hair.  “Yeah. 

Beyond words.” 

That earned her a smile. He took his responsibilities to both her and his two brothers seriously. 

It’s  what  made  him  a  good  Prime  Alpha.  It  was  one  of  the  things  that  she  loved  about  him  while

simultaneously frustrating the hell out of her sometimes. 

Pulling  his  head  down,  her  lips  parted  for  his  as  he  kissed  her.  He  slowly  swept  his  tongue

along her lips before venturing deeper, flicking and tasting and giving her a sinfully sweet preview of

other things he wanted to do to her with that same tongue, just in a lower location. 

Brodey  sank  to  his  knees  in  front  of  her  and  spread  her  labia  with  his  fingers.  Warm  breath

brushed against her clit before his tongue flicked out and swiped along the length of her clit. 

Anticipating  it,  Ain  wrapped  his  arms  around  her  waist,  holding  her  body  tightly  against  his

when her knees threatened to give out from the force of the sensation. Brodey buried his face between

her legs, licking and sucking on her clit, his tongue slipping inside her cunt, quickly driving her need

toward the stratosphere. 

Cail leaned in and took over where Ain had relinquished her breasts so she didn’t hit the floor. 

He cupped them in his hands, using his mouth to lick and suck first her left nipple, then her right, back

and forth, adding to the pleasure building in her core. 

She fisted Ain’s hair, moaning into his mouth as his kiss turned into him fucking her mouth with

his tongue, possessing her there, too. 

It was all she wanted in this moment. Nothing else mattered but these men, the love they felt for

her, the love she felt for them. The desire and passion and everything rolled into one meltingly sexy

blur she never wanted to end. 

Making love with them always felt like this. Like the most perfect thing in the world, whether it

was just one or two of them, or all three like right now. 

Brodey easily slid two fingers into her dripping cunt, finger-fucking her as he continued licking

and  sucking  on  her  clit.  Knowing Ain  wouldn’t  let  her  hit  the  floor,  she  gave  in  to  her  orgasm,  her

entire body tensing as pleasure rolled through her from her head to the tip of her curling toes. 

Then Brodey stood. “I can’t wait.” Cail moved aside as Brodey nudged her feet apart. She felt

him rubbing the head of his engorged cock between the swollen lips of her pussy before he thrust his

hips and was inside her. 

He grabbed her hips as Ain lifted his head from hers. “That’s the first one, baby,” Ain rumbled

in her ear, nipping at the lobe while she reached her other hand over to hang on to Brodey’s shoulder. 

Along the seam of her ass, she felt his engorged cock rubbing, waiting, eager to be buried inside her

next. 

Brodey  leaned  in  and  kissed  her.  She  tasted  her  own  juices  on  his  lips.  Every  stroke  in  this

position perfectly hit her sensitive clit and she suspected he might make her come again if he kept it

up long enough. 

He sensed it and slowed down, jabbing hard at the bottom of every stroke and making her gasp. 

“That’s it,” he said. “You want to come again for me, don’t you?” 

Hell, yeah, she did. She nodded. 

“Want us to play dirty, baby?” Ain whispered in her ear. 

Another shiver raced through her. “Uh-huh.” 

He  chuckled.  Hell,  the  sound  of  that  alone  could  nearly  make  her  come.  Ain  had  a  slightly

different plan. “Elain,  come now,” he edicted, just before he bit down on her shoulder, hard. 

It  felt  like  a  nuclear  explosion  went  off  in  her  clit.  Her  back  arched  and  she  didn’t  even  have

time  to  be  grateful  that Ain  was  holding  her  up  when  Cail  turned  her  face  to  his  and  kissed  her  to

swallow her screams. 

“Oh, baby!” Brodey’s fingers dug deeper into her hips. Ain didn’t let up, his teeth completing a

pleasure-pain circuit straight to her clit as her cunt clamped down on Brodey’s cock. She felt his cock

pulse inside her as he buried it deep inside her and fell still. 

Still, her orgasm didn’t stop. It echoed and rebounded, every movement keeping it going. When

Brodey withdrew and Cail took his place without relinquishing his kiss with her, she let out another

cry  and  shifted  her  grip  from  Brodey’s  to  Cail’s  shoulder.  Ain  never  released  his  bite  on  her

shoulder, white heat now coursing through her veins. 

She didn’t know if she could take it, but she’d surely try. 

Brodey reached between them and grabbed her chin, immediately replacing  Cail’s mouth with

his as he turned her face to him. Then he slipped his hands between them and found her nipples. He

rolled them between his fingers, making her sob as another wave of pleasure swept through her. 

“That’s it,” Cail said, sounding hoarse. “Just like that. Keep coming for us just like that.” 

She  was  aware  of Ain  letting  out  a  low  growl  against  her  shoulder,  his  tongue  licking  at  her

flesh even as he kept his teeth buried in her. He was now completely holding her vertical, her legs no

longer able to support her. She also knew until he quit biting her, reinforcing their mating mark on her, 

she wouldn’t stop coming. 

Eyes squeezed closed, she savored every thrust, her cunt muscles clamping down on Cail’s cock

the way she had with Brodey’s, squeezing and gripping him, trying to milk his balls dry. 

“Just…like… that.” He took one more hard, deep stroke before also falling still inside her. 

That  left  only Ain,  whose  cock  felt  like  a  hot  rod  of  iron  pressed  against  her  ass.  She  wasn’t

sure she could take any more pleasure, but it wasn’t like she had a choice. She didn’t know if it was

one long, hard orgasm being squeezed out of her body or waves of them, but it didn’t matter. 

It had taken away her ability to think, much less move. 

When  Cail  pulled  out,  Ain  turned  them,  bending  her  over  the  bed  before  he  nudged  her  feet

apart. With his teeth still clamped on her flesh, he reached between her legs with one hand to line up

his  cock  and  thrust  deep  and  hard  into  her.  Between  her  own  juices,  and  with  plenty  of  extra

lubrication  from  her  pussy  being  full  of  both  Brodey  and  Cail’s  cum,  he  bottomed  out  and  drew

another pleasured cry from her. 

She fisted the sheets in her hands as Ain fucked her, hard and fast, driving her hips into the edge

of the bed with every stroke. Just when she thought he was going to finish, he slowed down. His chest

heaved  with  every  breath,  the  effort  of  holding  back,  his  body  slick  with  sweat  and  sliding  across

hers. 

And still, she came. All she could do was lie there and enjoy it, pressed into the mattress by the

weight of Ain’s body on top of hers. 

He reached up and laced his fingers through hers, his low growl reverberating through her body. 

Then he spoke to her through their mate-bond.  “Elain, come one more time,  now !” 

Her back arched. She muffled her scream into the mattress as he let go with his teeth and raised

up enough he could plow her deep and hard. She kept her eyes squeezed tightly closed, positive she

was about to explode and willing to die if it meant she could do so experiencing a level of pleasure

she’d never dreamed possible.  When Ain finally came, he fell still with his cock buried inside her, 

the only sound in the room his breath in her ear as she panted and tried to figure out if she was still

alive or not. 

After  a  moment,  he  licked  at  the  place  he’d  bitten  on  her  shoulder.  It  sent  a  pleasant  shiver

through her, a shadow of the climax she’d just had. 

“Merry Christmas, baby,” he whispered. 

Weakly nodding, she managed to squeeze one of his hands. 

Brodey chuckled. “I think we wore her out.” 

She thought she nodded again, but she wasn’t sure. Already, sleep was taking hold of her system. 

“You think?” Cail asked. “Dude, she’s wiped out.” 

She nodded. Well, she thought she nodded. 

Ain raised himself off her. She felt someone, Brodey, probably, gently roll her over while Cail

caught her legs. Together, the three of them moved her up the bed until her head rested on a pillow. 

“Love you all,” she mumbled, crashing into sleep. 

Three sets of lips kissed her, on the lips, the shoulder, the hand. “Love you, too,” they echoed. 

Chapter Twelve



Elain awoke just before dawn Christmas morning to the sounds of two of her men up and moving

around in the darkness, getting dressed. She reached behind her and quickly identified Ain as the one

still in bed. 

He  kissed  the  back  of  her  neck  and  slipped  an  arm  around  her,  snugging  her  against  his  body. 

“Merry Christmas, sweetheart,” he sleepily rumbled. 

“She’s awake?” Brodey snapped on a bedside lamp. He wore jeans and a work shirt that hadn’t

been buttoned up his firm torso yet. He leaned in and kissed her. “Merry Christmas.” 

Cail  had  pulled  a  shirt  on,  also  unbuttoned,  and  had  his  jeans  in  his  hands.  “Good  morning, 

babe.” He leaned in and kissed her as well. “Merry Christmas.” 

“Why are you two up so early?” she asked. 

“The stock doesn’t know it’s Christmas. They still have to be fed and checked. We gave most of

the hands the day off,” Brodey said. “Two of them volunteered to work for double-time this morning

to get everyone fed and taken care of.” 

“We’ll be back by eightish,” Cail assured her. “Plenty of time for presents.” 

Ain’s breath felt warm against the back of her neck. “We don’t need to get up yet,” he rumbled. 

“Go back to sleep.” 

She tipped her head back. “Why aren’t you going out to help them?” She felt a little badly about

that. 

“Because  it’s  their  turn,”  he  said.  “Me  and  Brodey  did  it  last  year.  Next  year,  it’ll  be  me  and

Cail, and Brodey can stay in bed with you.” 

“Oh.” She felt better about that. “I didn’t realize you had a system.” She thought, not for the first

time, that there was a lot she didn’t know about her men, even this many months later. 

“You didn’t ask.” He kissed the nape of her neck. “If you really want to dive headfirst into how

we  run  the  ranch,  feel  free  to  go  out  with  them.  I’d  prefer  you  stay  cuddled  in  bed  with  me  this

morning. Either way, I want to go back to sleep for a little while.” 

Truth be told, she preferred to stay cuddled in bed with him, too. “See you guys when you get

back.” She closed her eyes and settled deeply against Ain’s secure, enveloping warmth. 

Brodey snorted. “Yeah, I kind of figured that would be your answer.” They turned off the lamp

and she heard them open and then close the bedroom door behind them. 

That was the last thing she was aware of for a while. When she next opened her eyes, light was

stealing around the edges of the blinds covering the window and sliding glass doors. Ain’s breathing

sounded deep and slow, indicating he was still sound asleep. She glanced at the clock and saw it was

now after seven thirty. 

The delicious aroma of coffee wafted through the house. 

 No way I’m going back to sleep now. 

After carefully extricating herself from Ain without waking him, she went to the bathroom, then

pulled on a robe over her pj’s and headed out to the kitchen. Her mom and dad sat at the kitchen table, 

mugs of coffee in front of them. They’d also plugged in the Christmas tree and it cast a cheerful glow

throughout  the  living  room. A  virtual  mountain  of  brightly  wrapped  presents  sat  beneath  it,  most  of

them for the babies, but with at least one for each adult. 

Elain had made sure of that before going to bed the night before. The kids might be too young to

appreciate  all  the  gifts,  but  she  wanted  all  her  friends  and  extended  family  to  have  at  least  a  little

something to unwrap. 

“Hey.”  Elain  paused  her  sojourn  to  the  coffeemaker  just  long  enough  to  give  them  quick  hugs. 

“Merry Christmas.” 

“Merry Christmas, sweetie,” her mom said. 

“Merry Christmas, love,” her dad echoed. 

Elain stopped and pivoted on her heel. He deserved better than that. 

 Coffee can wait a few more seconds. 

She wrapped both arms around him from behind and hugged him again, harder and longer this

time, and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for coming back, Dad,” she softly said. “I’m sorry it’s been so

crazy and crowded around here.” 

He patted her arm and tipped his head back to meet her gaze. “Elain, I don’t care how crowded

it is.  I’m just blessed the  Goddess brought us all together and gave me a second chance with you.  I

won’t grouse or take it for granted, believe me.” 

They heard a door open down the hall. Lina appeared a few moments later, looking exhausted. 

“Coffeeee,” she moaned as she headed for the coffeemaker. 

“Merry Christmas,” Elain said. 

Lina nodded. “Yeah. That.” 

Carla looked sympathetic. “I take it the Beasts had you up last night?” 

“Last  night,  this  morning,  it’s  all  sort  of  the  same  fuzzy  thing.”  She  poured  herself  a  mug  and

fixed it the way she liked before cupping it in both hands to lift to her lips. “One big, sleep-deprived

blur.” 

Elain thought back to the package of birth control pills in her bathroom.  Maybe this is exactly

 the cue I needed to stay on them. 

Lina glanced at them. “Sorry. Merry Christmas.” 

“It’s all right,” Carla assured her. “We’re family.” 

Lina  leaned  against  the  counter,  a  wry  smile  curling  her  lips.  “We  are  indeed,  Mom.  In  more

ways than we ever thought before all this latest stuff started.” 

“You realize they’re going to like the boxes more than the presents this year, right?” Carla asked

Lina. 

The  redheaded  goddess  nodded.  “Yeah,  but  that’s  okay.”  Her  snarky  smile  transformed  to  a

genuine one. “Best. Christmas. Ever.” 

Liam held up his coffee mug. “Here, here.” 

Elain fixed her own coffee and sat at the table with Lina and her parents. “I have to admit I’m

getting a little gun shy. Anytime I get a few calm, uneventful days in a row, I start wondering what the

next shit storm will be.” 

“Don’t let it get to you,” Liam counseled. “Life will happen as it happens. You can’t control it

like that.” 




* * * *

 

They waited until Cail and Brodey had returned and grabbed showers before opening presents. 

With nearly everyone else taking turns filming the babies,  Mai sat on the floor with  BettLynn in her

lap while  Lina,  Jan, and  Rick helped the  Beasts.  The great wrapping paper massacre then began in

earnest, the adults more amused than the babies by the process. 

Elain didn’t know about  Mai or  Lina, but at least she was able to shove some of their current

troubles out of her mind long enough to enjoy the morning. She and her men had agreed not to go nuts

on  the  presents  for  each  other  and  to  keep  it  under  thirty  dollars.  She’d  ordered  them  each  small

enameled  stainless  tags  with  a  pawprint  on  the  front,  and  her  and  each  man’s  initials  on  the  back. 

Ain’s was black because they didn’t have grey, Brodey’s was green, and Cail’s was brown. Each one

hung from a stainless steel necklace that she hoped was sturdy enough to stand the test of shifting. For

herself, she’d gotten one in pink, with all three of her men’s initials on the back. 

Callie giggled as she examined them. “Who says you all aren’t kinky?” she said. “Looks like day

collars to me.” 

Blackie snorted in amusement but refrained from comment. 

The men had a slightly different surprise for her. Ain pulled out his phone, swiped through the

pictures, then handed it over to her. On the screen, an adorable litter of puppies. 

Confused, she looked at him. “Is this a baby joke I’m missing?” 

Cail grinned. “No. Mark breeds and shows Labs. One of his Labs had a litter. You get first pick. 

They turned eight weeks old yesterday.” 

She felt torn. “I thought we had a gift limit.” 

“We did,” Brodey said. “He owes us a puppy. We traded him a calf for a puppy. Technically, 

we didn’t spend anything.” 

“Actually, he owes us two puppies,” Cail said. “But we told him we’d take him paying the vet

bills in trade.” 

“And it’s a gift for all of us, so technically it doesn’t count against the limit,” Ain added with a

smile. 

“They’re just normal dogs?” 

Brodey smiled. “They’re Labs. So I’m not sure what you judge as normal. And yes, they’ll live

in the house. They’ll be our pets, not working dogs.” 

“You can say no if you don’t want it,” Ain said. 

She  stared  at  the  picture.  It  had  been  years  since  she’d  had  a  dog,  since  she  was  a  young  kid. 

Sometimes, it was hard to forget the initial longing she felt when Brodey had shifted and went home

with her from the Highlands festival the day they met. She’d thought he was a big dog. 

She’d missed having a dog. 

“No.” She yanked the phone out of range when Ain reached for it. “I meant no I’m not saying no. 

I want them.” She stared at the picture again for a moment before she hugged Ain first, then Brodey, 

and finally Cail. “Thank you. They’re adorable. But what if I can’t choose just one? Can we get two?” 

The men exchanged a glance. “Then I guess,” Cail said, “Mark will be off the hook for the vet

bills.” 




* * * *

 

Elain felt guilty about leaving others to clean up after lunch, but her mom and  Lina practically

shoved her out the door with Ain, Brodey, and Cail. 

They drove over to Mark’s house. He ran a beef cattle operation on a ranch on the other side of

Arcadia. Elain hadn’t been there before, although the shifter had been to their place several times. He

was also a distant Lyall cousin, as well as a member of their Clan Council. 

When they arrived, he stepped out onto his front porch, smiling as they walked up. “I guess she

said yes?” he asked Ain. 

Elain felt excitement building in her, almost like a kid again. “Can I take two if I can’t settle on

one?” 

“None of them are spoken for yet. I told the guys you got first pick.” 

He  led  them  inside.  The  house  looked  neat  and  tidy,  if  a  little  sparse.  The  tile  floor  was

spotless, but dog toys and half-chewed soup bones lay scattered all over the place. The couches and

chairs were covered with denim throws.  She noticed he didn’t have a full-sized  Christmas tree, but

there was a ceramic one sitting on his mantle, turned on so the different colored plastic bulbs were lit

from within. 

She  was  happy  to  see  that  one  whole  room,  the  size  of  a  bedroom,  was  set  up  as  a  dedicated

puppy room. Tiled floor, spacious crates, and clean. Even her sensitive wolf nose couldn’t detect an

offensive odor. It even contained a raised tub for dog baths, and was separated from the living room

by a gated doorway that allowed the dogs to see what was going on in the rest of the house. 

A  massive  bunching  of  wiggling  puppies  had  congregated  at  the  gate.  Their  momma,  a  black

Lab, stood by the doorway on the living room side of the gate, her tail wagging in friendly greeting. 

Elain  knelt  in  front  of  her  and  extended  the  back  of  her  hand  for  the  dog  to  smell. After  a  test

sniff, she stepped closer and licked Elain’s face. 

Mark laughed. “Sweetie likes you. That’s good.” 

“Will she like me once I take a couple of her puppies home?” 

“Probably.  If  I  leave  her  in  there  with  them  too  long,  she  starts  barking  for  me  to  let  her  out. 

They’re already weaned and on dry food, but they keep trying to step up to the milk bar. I think she’s

ready for them to go.” 

“Where are your other dogs?” 

“That’s right. You’ve never had the tour.” He motioned for Elain to follow him. He quickly led

her through the relatively small house compared to the Lyalls’ setup, and then out a set of sliders that

led from the living room onto a screened pool lanai. Then through another door into a massive kennel. 

Mark reached for a plastic storage container on a high shelf next to the door. “Cookies!” 

What looked and sounded like a herd of buffaloes poured through a doggy door on the far side of

the  room  and  surrounded  them,  nearly  all  of  the  Labs  drooling,  every  tail  furiously  wagging.  Once

they  were  all  seated,  he  started  handing  out  cookies  to  the  dogs.  “They  have  an  outdoor  kennel  for

during  the  day.  Screened  in,  but  concrete.  At  night,  they  all  come  inside  the  house.”  He  turned  to

Elain. “Yours will be indoor dogs, right?” 

“Yes.” 

He nodded, smiling. “I don’t mind if someone uses them for hunting or working, but I only allow

them to go to homes where they’re treated like family and allowed inside.” 

“How many do you have?” 

“Not  counting  Sweetie’s  litter,  I  have  fifteen  altogether.”  He  pointed  to  a  large  yellow  Lab

whose muzzle had started going white. “That’s Gandalf. He’s my oldest boy right now, and the father

of  Sweetie’s  litter.  He’ll  be  ten  next  month.”  Mark  rubbed  his  head.  “He’s  a  champion.  His  great-

great-great-grandfather was the first one  I owned.  Labs are sort of like potato chips, you can’t have

just one.” 

“No offense, buddy,” Brodey teased, “but we need to find you a mate.” 

“One day, hopefully.” Mark looked up with a smile. “Must love dogs.” 

“Or at least one wolf,” Brodey said. 

“Last time  I brought a woman home,” he said, “they all hated her.”  He rubbed  Gandalf’s head

again. “I didn’t go out on another date with her.” 

“What Mark is leaving out,” Cail said, “is that several of his puppies have gone on to become

successful search and rescue dogs, and a few others became working service and guide dogs.” 

“Wow,” Elain said. “I’m impressed.” 

He shrugged. “It’s my hobby and my passion.” 

Brodey clapped him on the shoulder. “Like I said, we  really need to find you a mate.” 

“I’ve been mostly single for over two hundred and twenty-eight years,” Mark said. “I doubt it’ll

kill me to be single a few more.” 




* * * *

 

There  were  eight  puppies  altogether,  three  yellow  and  five  black. After  playing  with  them  for

nearly an hour, Elain settled on a black male and a yellow female. Although yellow wasn’t the best

descriptor,  because  her  coat  was  nearly  white.  Apparently,  Elain’s  men  had  been  scheming  with

Mark even more than they’d let on, because they’d stashed puppy supplies at his house. 

Mark  offered  to  loan  them  more  until  they  could  get  to  the  store  to  duplicate  the  items.  Elain

wasn’t sure what she wanted to name the two pups, until she watched them tugging on opposite ends

of the same chew toy. 

“They’re like bookends,” she said. 

“How about Good and Plenty?” Brodey suggested. 

She shot him a slightly disgusted look. “Those are purple and white.” Then she hit on the perfect

names. “Juju and Bea.” 

Mark snickered. “Well, it’ll make calling them at the same time easy.” 

She reached out and stroked the male puppy’s black head.  And I need all the positive juju I can

 get in my life right now. 

Back at their house, the puppies were a huge hit. Elain was worried at first that they might be a

little  rough  with  the  Beasts  and  BettLynn,  but  the  opposite  was  true.  The  puppies,  after  a  romping

introduction to the adults, carefully walked over to the three babies, noses up, sniffing at them. 

The two puppies focused on BettLynn, then laid down and stared up at her as if in love. 

Elain leaned in close to Ain. “You’re sure those are two bio dogs, right?” 

“Yes.” 

Brodey scratched at his chin. “That’s the damnedest thing I ever saw.” 


Apparently, the Beasts approved of the puppies’ behavior. The boys reached out and stroked the

puppies’ heads before they both laid down next to BettLynn. 

“What’s going on?” Mai asked. She stared at them, wide-eyed. 

“I say we don’t question it,” Lina said. She sat on the end of one of the couches, her elbow on

the  armrest,  her  chin  in  her  hand.  “Frankly,  I’m  too  damned  tired  to  question  it.  They’re  all  getting

along great.  Mahvelous, simply  mahvelous.” 

“You know,”  Elain said, “every time  I pick  BettLynn up,  I feel this sense of peace wash over

me.” She looked around. “Is that just me, or does everyone feel that?” 

From the looks on everyone’s faces, she realized it was just her. 

“Never mind,” she mumbled. 

Ain hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “It’s all right, babe. Maybe it’s one of

your Seer powers coming through. She is a remarkably happy baby.” 

“I’m not a baby expert,”  Carla said, “but from what  I remember from when  Elain was a baby, 

and other babies her age at day care, BettLynn does seem to be pretty content.” 

“Gee, thanks, Mom.” 

“I didn’t mean you weren’t a good baby,” Carla clarified, “but you were…intense.” 

“Not helping.” 

Carla smiled. “You always made it perfectly clear what you wanted. Better?” 

Elain thought about it. “Sure. Let’s go with that.” 

“I would,” Lina snarked. “Stop while you’re ahead.” She started to smile, but it dissolved into a

yawn. “Sorry.” 

Rick caught her hand and helped her to her feet. “I think you need a nap, lovely.” 

“I think you’re right.” 

“Go on,” Jan told her. “We’ve got this under control.” 

Lina looked like she was about to say something else, but it dissolved into another yawn.  She

waved at everyone and headed down the hall toward her bedroom. 




* * * *

 

Brodey watched Elain all afternoon after they returned from Mark’s. The dogs had been mostly

his idea, but he didn’t want to take any credit away from his brothers. He was happy for it to be billed

as a joint present, especially since it seemed to make Elain happy. 

It was wonderful to see her smile. 

More importantly, their house really felt like a home again. 

He knew they’d likely have some overwhelming crap to deal with in the next few years. Still, he

wanted  at  least  one  aspect  of  Elain’s  life,  of  their  lives,  to  be  as  normal  as  they  could  make  it. A

normal home life. Family. Pets. 

They hadn’t owned dogs in years, since before their parents had died. With Elain now the center

of  their  universe,  Brodey  realized  how  deeply  empty  he’d  felt  since  they’d  lost  their  parents.  Even

when he had a woman to fill his bed, they’d never filled his heart. There’d been Kimberlie, but when

he knew Ain and Cail didn’t have any feelings for her, he’d had to let her go. 

They’d been brothers, and living together, but it was only…existing. 

More joy had entered their lives in the past six months than they’d felt in the past nearly twenty-

eight years. 

He knew it would kill him to ever lose this happiness. He wouldn’t want to live. 

When  he  walked  out  to  the  kitchen  to  get  himself  a  drink  of  water,  Liam  followed  him  a  few

moments later. “She looks very happy, lad,” he softly said. “Ye all do.” 

Brodey nodded. “Thanks.” 

Liam  held  his  arms  open  wide,  an  invitation  for  a  hug,  and  Brodey  stepped  into  his  embrace. 

Even  though  Liam  was  approximately  forty  years  younger  than  him  and  his  brothers,  and  roughly

looked  the  same  age  as  they  did,  it  was  still  easy  to  think  of  him  as  a  father  figure.  He’d  made  an

ultimate sacrifice to protect his daughter, at the expense of his mate’s life and being able to raise his

baby. 

Brodey knew even he didn’t have adequate words to explain his gratitude to the shifter. 

“Ye did good,” Liam said, emotion tingeing his voice. “All three of ye. I’m glad ye found each

other.” He stepped away, wiping at his eyes. “It’s the best Christmas of my life. My little girl and her

mates. My mate.” He let out a sad breath. “I wish we hadn’t borne so much loss to reach this point.” 

“I know. It wasn’t your fault.” 

“I just wanted to make sure I said it out loud. Nothing ever left unsaid.” He glanced out into the

living room where Elain was talking with Mai and some of the others. “Never leave anything unsaid, 

lad. Life’s too damn short sometimes. We don’t always get another chance later on.” 

Brodey thought back to his parents, how they’d been murdered on their way to Arcadia to see

them. “Truer words were never spoken, Dad.” 

Chapter Thirteen



Elain delayed going to bed as long as she could. At least she could use the excuse of walking the

puppies to stall. 

Unfortunately,  she  knew  she  couldn’t  put  off  this  talk  any  longer.  She  needed  to  tell  her  guys

she’d gone back on the pill. 

Later that night, once she was finally alone in the bedroom with them, Elain decided to break it

to her men. “I think,” she said, “that I’m not ready for a baby yet.” 

She  felt  a  little  surprised,  and  relieved,  when  her  men  didn’t  seem  to  take  it  as  hard  as  she

thought they might. Ain took point with the response. “We respect your decision, sweetheart.” 

She felt like she owed them more of an explanation. “I’m just finally getting to see what it feels

like  to  have  a  large  family.  We’ve  only  been  together  six  months. And  now  that  we  know  Callie’s

cursed and we have to get rid of it, I’m worried what might happen if something goes wrong—” 

Ain  gently  gathered  her  hands  and  pulled  them  to  his  chest.  “It’s  okay,”  he  assured  her.  “You

don’t need to convince us.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Stop apologizing,” Cail said. 

“But what we talked about—” 

“I know what I said. Like I told you the other morning, all three of us are willing to wait. Or if

you  decide  never,  then  that’s  not  going  to  make  us  love  you  any  less.  The  fact  that  you  feel  so

conflicted about it means that maybe this is the right decision for you to make right now.” 

“Really?” 

Ain let Cail take her from him. “Really.” He cupped her cheeks in his hands and gently brushed

his lips across hers. “We love you and nothing will change that. Everything else is a bonus as long as

we have you in our lives.” 

“Ditto,” Brodey added. 

She tousled his hair. “You’re such a romantic.” 

He shrugged. “I’m being honest. We’re not having to fight for our lives every day. Waiting for a

baby?  I  can  do  that.  I  think  we  can  wait  a  few  years,  or  longer,  without  complaint.  Or,  forever,  if

that’s what you want.” 

“Okay,” she said. “Thank you. I appreciate you being so understanding about this.” 

Ain  pulled  her  back  into  his  arms  for  another  embrace.  “I  want  you  to  be  ready  when  it

happens,” he softly insisted. “I want it to be because  you want it, not because you think it’s what we

want. I don’t want there to be any regrets in your heart when you make the decision.” 

“Then what if I regret waiting?” 

Brodey  groaned.  “Oh.  My.  Goddess.  Stop  with  the  what-ifs,  baby.  Listen  to  what  Prime  is

telling you. We’re okay with it. You have our honest opinions.” 

“You know we can’t lie to you,” Ain said. He cupped her face in his hands and brushed his lips

across  hers,  slowly,  sweetly.  “So  let’s  enjoy  what  we  have  now,  in  the  present,  and  quit  worrying

about what happens in the future. All right?” 

Cail pressed his body against her back and slipped his arms around her waist. He nibbled along

the nape of her neck, sending pleasant shivers down her spine and straight to her clit. 

“All  right,”  she  mumbled.  Her  eyes  dropped  closed  and  she  wiggled  her  hips  between  them, 

gaining instant attention from both men as their cocks hardened. 

“Hey,”  Brodey said. “I won’t lie.  The  upside  to  not  becoming  parents  yet  is  that  we  can  have

uninterrupted nakey time.” 

She cracked open an eyelid. His playful grin helped stir up the fires even more. He’d pulled off

his shirt and stepped close. From the way the front of his shorts had tented, she knew he was just as

ready as his brothers. 

Reaching out, she brushed her hand across his chest. “We just have to have quiet nakey time so

we don’t wake the whole house.” 

Brodey shrugged. “I think Mom and Dad are too busy with their own play—” 

“Ew!” She clapped her hands over her ears. “Not listening! Lalalalala.” 

She’d give Ain credit. He tried not to laugh. He clamped down on his lips in an attempt to hide

the smile forcing its way through. Cail chuckled against the nape of her neck. “Okay, you guys need to

make me happy, right?” 

They nodded. 

“No more talk about my parents’ sex life.  Especially during  our sex life. Capice?” 

“Sorry, babe,” Brodey said. But he didn’t look a bit sorry. 

She poked him in the chest. “I mean it.” 

“I know you do.” 

She poked him again. “I really mean it.” 

“Point taken.” He grabbed her hand and sucked her finger into his mouth, his green eyes holding

hers as he swirled his talented tongue up and down and around her digit. 

He knew damn well what it would do to her, and it did. She felt her pussy begin throbbing, her

juices  already  starting  to  flow.  It  was  like  an  autonomic  response  at  that  point.  Brodey’s  tongue

anywhere on her body immediately equated with damp panties. 

Not that she was complaining. 

Cail quickly stripped before pressing against her back again, his cock resting along the seam of

her ass. When Ain stepped away to remove his clothes, Cail wasted no time getting Elain naked and

onto the bed. She thought he’d roll on top of her, but instead, he spooned her, rolling them onto their

sides, before sliding his cock into her pussy from behind. 

“Oh,  yeah,”  Brodey  moaned.  He  knelt  on  the  bed  in  front  of  her  and  dove  for  her  pussy.  She

would have let out a moan at how good it felt to be fucked and licked at the same time, except that the

head of Ain’s cock brushed against her lips and she opened, sucking him in. 

Cail nibbled down her neck to her shoulder, where he nipped her on her mating mark. She let out

a moan around Ain’s cock. 

“Do that again,” Ain hoarsely told his brother. 

Cail  nuzzled  her  shoulder,  then  paused.  She  knew  what  was  coming  next,  but  it  still  didn’t

prepare her for the sweet, searing pleasure that accompanied the pain of Cail’s teeth sinking into her

flesh. 

Brodey  kept  her  legs  spread  apart,  his  tongue  flicking  her  clit  and  making  her  explosion  that

much  better.  Her  cunt  clamped  down  on  Cail’s  cock,  drawing  a  pleased  growl  from  him  that

reverberated throughout her entire body. 

Ain  gently  held  her  head  in  place,  taking  over  and  doing  the  work. All  she  had  to  do  was  lie

there and enjoy being fucked and licked, Ain sliding his cock back and forth between her lips harder, 

faster. 

Cail cupped one of her breasts in his hand and found her nipple, pinching it and drawing another

moan from her. His hips rocked, thrusting hard, his cock hitting different places inside her from that

angle and the pleasure overwhelming her. 

When the taste of salty pre-cum rolled across her tongue, she knew Ain was getting close. She

reached up and palmed his sac, enjoying the moan he gave her as she played with his balls. 

“Yeah, baby,” he said. “Just like that.” 

She felt them tighten, begin to draw up at the same time his cock hardened even more, growing

hotter, nearly ready. He fucked her mouth faster, deeper, until he let out a groan and his balls emptied, 

giving her a mouthful of his cum. 

He  didn’t  pull  out  immediately,  letting  her  lick  and  suck  every  drop  out  of  him  before  finally

moving. 

Brodey  took  over  once  more,  redoubling  his  efforts  and  sucking  hard  on  her  clit,  triggering

another explosion inside her. 

Cail  growled  into  her  shoulder  again,  his  thrusts  turning  into  hard,  deep  jabs,  his  cock  buried

deep inside her cunt as he drew close to coming, until his climax hit him. She felt his cock swell and

pump her full of his cum, his grip on her shoulder finally relaxing.  Breathing heavily, he licked her

shoulder, soothing it and sending more shivers through her. 

Brodey  moved  fast.  As  soon  as  Cail  pulled  out,  he  had  Elain  on  her  back,  her  legs  over  his

shoulders, and his cock deeply plowing her pussy. He grabbed her hands and pinned her down to the

bed, his eyes blazing with passion. “My turn, baby.” 

She wasn’t sure she could come again like this, but Brodey had stamina despite his desire. He

slowed down and sped up, her sensitive clit gliding along his cock with each thrust, until she realized

she was about to come again. 

He sensed it and held back, timing it just right, waiting until he felt the muscles of her cunt once

again clamping down on his cock before he pounded into her, driving her up the bed with the force of

his thrusts. 

Elain squeezed his hands, her cries muffled when he leaned in and kissed her, his tongue even

fucking her mouth the way his cock was fucking her pussy. He kept it up until he and she both finished, 

falling still while their climaxes faded into a sweet afterglow. He rolled to his side, taking her with

him,  arms  wrapped  around  her,  legs  twined  together.  Ain  pressed  against  her  back,  warmth  and

security now enveloping her on all sides. 

Cail leaned in for a kiss. “Merry Christmas, babe.” 

She managed to open her eyes to look at him and spotted his smile. Reaching up, she stroked his

cheek, her heart fluttering when he kissed her palm. “Merry Christmas,” she whispered. 

“Best. Christmas. Ever,” Brodey muttered, already falling asleep, his cock softening inside her. 

She kissed the tip of his nose. “Absolutely.” 

Ain nuzzled the back of her neck. “The first of many best Christmases to come.” 

She giggled. “And come.” 

“Absolutely,” Brodey agreed. 

As  she  drifted  to  sleep,  Elain  realized  all  three  men  were  wearing  the  necklaces  she’d  given

them, as was she. Yes, they had rings. This felt even better, for some reason, comforting. And it was a

nice thought on which to sail into dreams. 

Chapter Fourteen



By  the  time  New  Year’s  Eve  rolled  around,  Gigi  and  Oscar,  Blackie  and  Callie,  Kitty  and

Wally, and Jocko and Lacey had all headed back to Maine. 

With all their other guests still in residence, the house didn’t feel empty at all. 

Once it got dark,  Elain sat out in the backyard with her mom and dad,  Mai,  Jim,  Micah,  Zack, 

and Kael. They’d had a hearty steak dinner and were now working on their adult beverages of choice. 

Lina had opted to stay inside with the babies and the puppies rather than watch the pyrotechnics. 

The Lyall men, along with Rick and Jan, were setting up the fireworks. 

“Ready?” Brodey called out. 

“With the hose? Yes,” Elain yelled back. 

“Smart-ass.” 

She grinned and held up her beer bottle in a salute. “You should know.” 

He  flipped  her  a  bird  from  where  they  were  setting  up  the  fireworks  in  the  next  pasture  over. 

They’d moved all the cattle out of that pasture earlier in the day and had a hose of their own at the

ready nearby. 

Hopefully they wouldn’t need either one. 

“Is this safe?” Carla nervously asked. 

“Probably not,”  Micah said, “but they do this every year and haven’t burned their house down

yet.” 

“Yet  being  the  key  word  there,”  Elain  snarked.  She  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  where  Lina

stood inside by the sliding glass doors. “You sure you don’t want to be out here?” she called. 

She cracked the door open. “Nope. I’m good.” 

“Chicken.” 

Lina  grinned.  “Bok!  Hey,  I  can  make  my  own  fireballs.  I  don’t  need  store-bought  ones.”  She

closed the door again. 

Zack chuckled. “Don’t worry. Jan can put out anything if it starts. It’s like having a two-legged

fire extinguisher on hand. It’s great for when Lina accidentally blows stuff up.” 

“I didn’t think she did that anymore,” Elain said. 

“No, not lately. But just in case.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the house. “And

we don’t know for sure yet what the Beasts will be able to do. I’m personally hoping neither of them

are firebugs.” 

“With Lina’s luck,” Kael said, “they’ll both be.” 

The sliders opened again. “I heard that!” Lina hollered at him. 

He snickered until a small ball of slush hit him in the back of the head. He turned and flipped her

a bird. “That all you got, girlfriend?” 

He  ducked  a  larger  snowball  she  threw  at  him.  “I  can  do  this  all  day,  Kael.  The  swimming

pool’s right there. I’ve got all the ammo I need.” 

Carla’s eyes widened in shock. She hadn’t witnessed Lina’s powers before now. “How on earth

did she do that? It’s seventy degrees out here!” 

“It’s a blessing,” Zack said. “And a curse.” 

Kael got up, walked over to the sliders, and hugged Lina. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Forgive me?” 

“For trying to curse me by saying they’d both be firebugs? Yes.” She stuck her tongue out at him

before ducking inside the doors, closing them as Cail lit one of the mortars and it launched skyward. 

Kael returned to his seat next to Zack. 

“It was nice of her to volunteer to stay inside with the kids and the puppies,” Carla said. 

Zack laughed. “It wasn’t nice, it was self-preservation.” 

“Huh?” 

“The big, bad Goddess is scared of fireworks.” 

Elain stared at him as another mortar sailed skyward. “You’re kidding.” 

“Do you honestly think I’d kid about something like that and risk getting fricasseed by her over

it?” 

“Why is she scared of fireworks?” Elain asked. 

He shrugged. “She’s also scared of spiders and rusty nails. Although, to be fair, she stepped on

a rusty nail when she was eight and trying to get away from a spider, so they might be linked.” 

“Ya think?” 

His  sly  smile  melted  Elain.  “She’s  still  pissed  off  at  me  over  that  one.  I  kind  of  told  her  the

spider was coming after her.” 

They all followed the process of another mortar gracefully arcing away from the launcher. “Was

she afraid of spiders before that?” 

“Yeah, but that sort of finished her off for good.” 

Elain giggled. “So a spider figurine made out of rusty nails would totally make her lose her shit, 

huh?” 

A slow, evil grin spread across Zack’s face. 

Until Kael whacked him on the shoulder. “Z, I  sooo wouldn’t try going there.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I prefer your ass non-Goddess-nuked, that’s why.” 

“Aw, she lubs me. I’m her Watcher. She wouldn’t nuke me.” 

“Famous last words. I wouldn’t test that theory too strongly, if I were you.” He leaned around to

look at Elain. “And thanks, by the way. Not like he doesn’t get enough evil ideas on his own.” 

She shrugged. “What are friends for?” 

They heard a rap on the sliding glass doors and turned. Lina stood there, frowning. She held her

fingers up in a  V, pointing them at her eyes, and at them. 

Zack laughed. “Now she’s paranoid.” 

“It’s not paranoia if someone’s really after you,” Kael said. 




* * * *

 

The men successfully set off the fireworks without blowing themselves up or setting anything on

fire.  Then  they  all  returned  to  the  house,  where  they  watched  TV  coverage  of  the  Times  Square

celebration and the ball dropping. 

As  midnight  approached  and  everyone  paired  off  with  their  respective  mates,  Elain  found

herself surrounded by her men. 

Ain pulled her into his arms as Brodey and Cail crowded close, their arms also wrapped around

her. Ain’s grey gaze stared down at her. “Happy New Year, babe. I can honestly say this is the best

one I’ve ever celebrated.” 

“Ditto,” Brodey and Cail echoed. 

Now  this  part  of  her  new  Seer  powers  she  could  totally  dig.  Once  again  their  love  and

tenderness flowed from them, wrapping around her like a soft, warm blanket. If it were limited just to

this, she could do it all day without a break. 

“Me, too,” she said. 

On the TV, the announcers started counting down the clock from ten seconds. She didn’t break

eye contact with Ain. “Are you really happy?” 

“Yes, Prime. I’m really happy.” 

His  smile  widened  as  he  lowered  his  lips  to  hers.  She  closed  her  eyes,  savoring  his  kiss  as

around  them  the  others  let  up  a  cheer.  After  kissing  Brodey,  and  then  Cail,  she  pressed  her  back

against Ain, his arms around her, and looked around the room. 

All  over,  little  pockets  of  love  and  joy  had  cropped  up,  surrounding  each  of  the  couples  and

triads. Not even a visible aura, more like an emotional radar echo that resonated through her. 

This was family. This was what she’d missed her entire life. 

This  was  the  perfection  she’d  dreamed  of  and  never  realized  would  ever  come  so  true. As  if

she’d wished it into being. 

She tipped her head back against Ain’s shoulder and looked up into his face. “Hey, Prime?” 

Amused, he smiled down at her. “Yes, my mate?” 

“How about we shut this joint down and head to bed?” 

He grinned. “Got to make our mate happy, don’t we?” 




* * * *

 

Mercedes  impatiently  tapped  her  foot  on  the  floor  as  she  waited  for  the  results.  This  wasn’t

exactly how she’d planned on celebrating New Year’s Eve, but she wouldn’t complain. 

 This is even better. 

Eventually,  as  she  stared  at  the  little  window  on  the  test  stick,  the  plus  sign  she’d  hoped  for

emerged. 

A wide grin spread across her face. In the back of her mind she’d worried that maybe she was

infertile,  possibly  some  result  of  her  bastardized  genetics,  like  sterile  animal  hybrids.  Now  that  it

looked like she would, in fact, become a mother, she knew her plans couldn’t fail. 

Although, in retrospect, she did regret implicating  Marston in the information she’d sent to the

wolves’ leader a few months back. Had she known at the time how readily Marston would agree to

her scheme and how she’d feel about him now, she wouldn’t have complicated her life by doing that. 

 Oh, well. 

Still, she wouldn’t tell him about that. He didn’t need to know she’d done it. Truth be told, she

found herself in love with him. Again, something that shocked her, but there it was.  It didn’t matter

why they’d come together. He had a chance for redemption, and now, so did she. 

A  chance  to  prove  herself  to  the  world  that  she  wasn’t  some  worthless  piece  of  hybrid  trash

neither species wanted. 

A chance to give her child the kind of upbringing she didn’t have. 

A chance for him or her to have a mother and a father in its life. 

A family. 

 A family who will take over and kick some serious fucking ass and show they aren’t people

 who will tolerate bullshit. 

A chance to completely crush the man who’d both given and ruined her life. 

A chance, now that she knew the full truth, to atone a little for the evils her brothers had done

throughout  their  lives.  She’d  always  seen  them  through  rose-colored  little-sister  glasses.  She  knew

they weren’t perfect, but she’d never imagine the depravity they’d sink to in the quest to fulfill their

ambitions. 

Or how they’d simply been using her as part of their bigger plan. 

Now that she knew what else they’d planned, using children, the thought sickened her. 

 But things always work out for the best.  In her case, they definitely had. It wasn’t worth risking

going up against the dragons. Not when she now had so much to lose and everything to gain. Taking

down Rodolfo Abernathy had proved far more satisfying. 

Her  brothers  had  brought  their  own  karma  upon  themselves.  She  refused  to  follow  in  their

footsteps.  She’d  take  the  money  and  power  she’d  get  from  seizing  Rodolfo’s  assets  and  use  that  to

begin systematically exposing and wiping out cockatrice wherever she found them. 

 Anywhere she found them. 

She  picked  up  the  test  stick  as  the  plus  sign  darkened  even  further.  She  opened  the  bathroom

door and nearly ran into Marston who stood there, waiting. 

“Well?” he hoarsely asked. 

She  smiled  and  held  it  up.  “Congratulations,  papi.  You  get  a  second  chance  to  fuck  up

fatherhood.” 

She  thought  his  eyes  might  have  turned  misty  as  he  fiercely  grabbed  her  and  crushed  her  lips

with his. “I love you,” he whispered. “I don’t give a bloody damn why we came together. And if you

think you’re getting rid of me, you’ll have to kill me to do it.” 

For  the  first  time  she  could  remember,  she  felt  the  prickle  of  tears  in  her  eyes  that  weren’t

caused by her wrapping a little toe around a table leg, or something similarly painful. She draped her

arms around his neck. “Mate,” she softly said, “I never thought  I’d ever say these words to another

living being, but I love you, too.” 

He stared down at her. “You’re not just pulling my leg?” 

“No. I consider you not just my mate, but my partner.” 

He scooped her into his arms and headed for the bedroom. “Then let’s get you properly fucked

before we go downstairs to break the happy news to him,” he said. “I can think of nothing more fitting

than for him to learn about this while you’re standing there smelling like me and with my cum running

down your legs.” 

She laughed. “That’s one of the reasons I love you, babe. You’re such a romantic.” 

He grinned as he dropped her onto their bed. “I have my moments.” 

Chapter Fifteen



Much  to  Elain’s  relief,  the  brief  trip  they  took  to  Maine  in  mid-January  for  the  babies’

recognition  ceremony  proved  uneventful.  They’d  used  the  RVs  due  to  Lina’s  hatred  of  flying,  Elain

and Ain traveling up with everyone while Brodey and Cail stayed behind at the ranch. 

Other than the informal run and barbecue the Lyalls would host on their ranch in late February

for the local shifters,  Maine was the last time she’d see  Blackie and  Callie until they met up at the

Gathering in Yellowstone in March. 

The run was a twice-yearly affair, followed by a huge barbecue for the families and kids who

weren’t part of the morning chase. Those with the land to do so took turns hosting it, and it was the

Lyalls’  turn  again.  Elain  learned  it  was  an  eagerly  anticipated  local  event  every  spring  and  fall

amongst the shifters. 

The  Sunday  morning  of  the  run  dawned  crisp,  cool,  and  clear,  a  rarity  by  southern  Florida

standards  in  early  February.  Brodey  awoke  bursting  with  energy,  his  wolf  nature  visibly  bristling

near the surface as he rushed into the kitchen and engulfed Elain in a bouncy hug before spinning her

around. 

She couldn’t help but laugh as his happy waves of lupine joy washed through her. “You’re in a

mood.” 

“Oh, babe, this is going to be so much fun this morning!” 

“I thought you saved that kind of enthusiasm for sex,” she teased. 

He waggled his eyebrows at her. “You just wait until tonight. Ain and Cail better get out of my

way. I am feeling frisky, frisky, frisky!” 

“I can tell, believe me,” she said, disengaging herself from him to get another sip of her coffee. 

“So how many shifters are showing up this morning, anyway?” 

“Mark said at least thirty from the area. In addition to all of us. Well, for this morning, anyway. 

It’s not mandatory to come today, but some folks won’t be able to make the Gathering in Yellowstone. 

This is a chance for everyone to get together and have a little fun. We’ll have even more people later

this afternoon for the barbecue.” 

Elain couldn’t help the frazzled way her nerves felt on edge, as if her senses were hyperaware

and she couldn’t turn them off. She had the distinct feeling something was going to happen today. Not

bad, necessarily, but definitely something…wrong. 

Brodey frowned. “Babe?” 

She shook her head. “I’m okay.” 

“You don’t look okay.” 

She shrugged. “Just a feeling.” 

He held out his arm to her.  She stared at it without reaching out to touch him. “You can’t fool

me. You’ll get horny and drag me back to bed.” 

But  she  found  no  humor  in  his  expression  now.  “No,  seriously.”  He  nodded  toward  his  bare

forearm.  “Go  ahead.”  The  more  she’d  practiced  with  her  “touchy  feelie”  skills,  as  she’d  dubbed

them, the more she’d discovered she could read about people. Depending on how close she was to a

person, how well she knew them, she could see more details.  Some of it was from the future, some

from the past, and sometimes it was just feelings, not events. 

With  her  men,  it  was  different.  Elain  found  she  didn’t  have  to  actively  reach  her  mind  out  to

“read” them the way she could accidentally read other people.  Lina’s supposition was that because

they were her mates, and she was so tuned into them anyway, it was like they shared the same mental

wavelength. Emotions from her men came to her like a constant mental tinnitus, except not annoying. 

But unless she wanted to try to use her Seer powers on them with conscious effort, physical contact

with them didn’t offer the same results it did with others. 

Learning to block unwanted signals from casual contact with people was a little more difficult to

master.  Over  the  past  several  weeks,  she’d  found  herself  avoiding  that  kind  of  interaction  with

people. Especially when she was at the feedstore one day and her fingers accidentally brushed with

those of the young woman who was working the cash register. 

Elain had seen pain, hopelessness, and hints of the woman’s boyfriend beating her. 

With  Lina’s  help,  Elain  was  trying  to  learn  to  consciously  build  and  maintain  a  mental  wall

when she didn’t want to read things. 

Brodey  didn’t  move.  Slowly  reaching  out,  Elain  finally  curled  her  fingers  around  his  wrist  as

she closed her eyes. 

She  saw  the  world  from  a  wolf’s  point  of  view,  low  to  the  ground  and  flying  through

underbrush. Then he turned and looked behind him and—

She gasped as she let go of his arm. 

“What?” What is it?” 

“I…I don’t know.” 

“Well would you please just tell me? You’re killing me here, babe.” 

“I saw a…a puppy.” Specifically, a wolf puppy. Not one of their two Labs. 

He let out a snort. “A puppy? You had me awfully worried there for a minute.” He hooked his

thumb  over  his  shoulder  to  where  Juju  and  Bea  sat  up  in  their  puppy  pen  in  the  living  room,  just

outside the kitchen doorway. “They’re safe and sound. Just keep them on their leashes this morning so

they don’t get loose and try to follow us.” 

She started to correct him, then stopped. “Yeah. I will.” She didn’t understand it. The vision felt

like it was going to happen today, but it didn’t make any sense. She was still so new to tapping into

her Seer powers she wasn’t sure what she was doing. Or even how to interpret what she saw much of

the time. 

 A wolf puppy? 

The  door  to  their  bedroom  opened.  Ain  and  Cail  emerged,  both  wearing  work  clothes.  They

stopped to pet the two Labs as they headed for the kitchen. 

“I  thought  you  guys  were  going  to  run  with  the  others?”  she  asked  as  they  walked  over  and

kissed her good morning. 

“We are,” Ain said, “but Brodey won rock-paper-scissors and gets to take the morning off. We

need to go to the barns and make sure everything is okay before we get to play.  We gave the entire

crew  the  day  off  today  so  they  didn’t  accidentally  witness  the  shifter  run.  Dad’s  coming  with  us  to

help. Don’t worry, we’ll be back in time.” 

Cail studied her with his sweet brown gaze. “Babe?” 

Brodey waved him off. “She’s got an odd feeling.” 

“What?” Ain and Cail asked together. 

Frustration crept into Elain’s mood. “I don’t know. Nothing bad. Just chill out. Okay? You know

I’m still trying to get the hang of this Seer gig.” 

The men grabbed protein bars to eat on the go and headed out to the barns. 

“I  think,”  Brodey  said  after  a  few  minutes,  “that  you’re  paranoid.  Rightfully  so,”  he  quickly

added before she could complain. “I would be, too, after all we just went through in the past seven

months.” 

Elain didn’t argue.  He’s right.  At least she had it easy, in a way. Mai’s Seer powers currently

seemed to be limited to dreams that sometimes made absolutely no sense to her. It didn’t help that she

would dream about people with no clue who they were.  Lina and  Elain had encouraged her to start

writing everything down.  Sometimes, with  Elain’s help, they could figure out who the dreams were

about. 

Most of the time, however, they couldn’t. It frustrated the crap out of Mai. Elain, who lived with

her and saw that more than Lina did, felt helpless to offer any advice. 

At  least  BettLynn  was  a  bright  spot  in  their  household.  Dr.  Alberto  was  happy  at  the  baby’s

progress.  BettLynn seemed hearty and hale despite her  Down syndrome.  Further testing did seem to

indicate possible sight and hearing defects, but the doctor kept emphasizing it was too soon to tell for

sure. 

Meanwhile,  Elain  loved  helping  out  with  the  baby,  enjoying  the  calm,  soothing  emotions  that

washed over her every time she held BettLynn and stared into her emerald-green eyes. 




* * * *

 

Her dad soon appeared and followed Ain and Cail out to the barns. Her mom joined her in the

kitchen  to  help  her  prepare  the  large  family  breakfast,  while  Brodey  went  outside  to  finalize  things

there. 

Lina and her guys had spent the night to avoid an early-morning drive. When Lina emerged from

her room, she looked blurry-eyed and exhausted. Elain had a mug of coffee ready for her friend when

she slumped into a chair at the kitchen table. 

“Thanks,” Lina mumbled as she gratefully accepted it and took a sip. 

“Long night?” Carla asked. 

“The Beasts have decided they’re not dragons after all, they’re night owls. And day owls. And

afternoon owls.” She propped her chin in the palm of one hand. “Apparently, they’re never going to

sleep again. Well, except for the nap they’re currently taking. But if I want to sleep, they want to be

awake.” 

“The guys didn’t get up to help?” Elain asked. 

She  snorted.  “They  could  sleep  through  an  atomic  blast.”  She  took  another  sip.  “I  could  have

nudged one of them to take over and they would have, but I know they’re looking forward to the run

this morning. I wanted to let them sleep.” 

Mai emerged from her bedroom and waved as she headed across the hall to the nursery to get

BettLynn. Jim and Micah appeared moments later and joined them in the kitchen. 

“Good  morning,”  Micah  said  as  he  headed  for  the  coffeepot.  “Ready  to  run  this  morning?”  he

asked Elain. 

“I’m not running,” Elain said. “I’m just watching.” 

Jim took the mug of coffee Micah handed him. “Why not?” 

Elain shrugged, not really wanting to  get  into  the  details  of  it.  Especially  in  front  of  her  mom. 

“Just don’t feel like it today.” 

Rather, she still didn’t feel like letting her Alpha loose around a bunch of people, including kids, 

that she didn’t know very well. She hadn’t exactly broken the news to her guys yet, but after thinking

about it, she knew not running today was the best option for her. 

Especially  when  combined  with  the  odd  feeling  that  wouldn’t  go  away,  and  the  snippet  of  a

vision she’d seen when touching Brodey’s arm. 

Micah and Jim went outside to help Brodey. Mai brought BettLynn into the kitchen and got her

settled in her baby carrier on the kitchen table. 

“So what’s wrong, honey?” Carla asked Elain. 

Both Lina and Mai swiveled their heads to stare at Elain. 

Her face heated. “What? Nothing.” 

“You aren’t running. And you’ve got a frown on your face I know all too well. Spill it.” 

Lina stood to refill her coffee. “You should know better than trying to keep stuff from us.” 

“It’s nothing, okay?” 

Lina turned and leaned against the counter, arms crossed in front of her. 

After  a  moment,  Elain  rolled  her  eyes.  “Okay,  fine.  I  just  have  a  weird…feeling.  That’s  all, 

nothing more.” 

“Then why aren’t you running?” Mai asked. “You love to run.” 

“I just…” She’d rather reach for the low-hanging fruit and hope they bought it. “Paul Abernathy. 

Okay?” 

The other three women visibly relaxed. 

 Yay, they bought it. 

Leaving out the full truth didn’t feel good, but it was a lot easier to deal with when she didn’t

even know what her earlier vision meant. 

 No reason to freak anyone out when it might be nothing. 

Lina hugged  Elain. “You won’t let that drop, will you?  No matter how much the rest of us tell

you it’s not a problem?” 

“I can’t let it drop,” Elain insisted, now firmly back in the realm of truth. “Until I’m sure I won’t

lose control like that again, I’d rather not risk anyone’s safety.” 

“Fair enough.” Lina grabbed her coffee and returned to the table. “I spent my fair share of time

trying not to accidentally blow shit up when  I first discovered my powers.  I get it.”  She waggled a

finger at Elain. “Just quit being so hard on yourself. None of us are feeling the least bit unsafe around

you.” 

With that, the women let it drop. 

 Maybe I need another trip to Baba Yaga’s to talk with her. Too bad I have no freaking clue

 how to go about it. 

Chapter Sixteen



With breakfast consumed and the sun warming things up, everyone moved outside as the first of

their guests arrived. The shifters gathered in the backyard, talking and catching up with each other. 

Elain did her best to play the friendly host without engaging in too much physical contact.  She

didn’t  want  to  accidentally  alienate  anyone,  but  with  her  frazzled  nerves  she  was  finding  it  hard  to

build and hold a mental wall against the sheer volume of sensory input she encountered. 

As time for the run drew near, shifters began stripping. Elain felt heat flood her face as the yard

rapidly  filled  with  naked,  hunky  guys.  There  were  a  few  women  as  well,  but  most  of  the  people  in

attendance were men. All of them were adults. There’d be a shorter run for kids that afternoon during

the barbecue. 

Elain knew she should be beyond embarrassment at the nudity, but she hadn’t been raised as a

shifter in a shifter family. Yet another legitimate reason not to participate in the run as a shifter, that

she  didn’t  want  to  go  parading  butt  naked  in  front  of  strangers.  Her  attempt  to  go  after  Rodolfo

Abernathy up in Maine notwithstanding. 

“You’re not going to run, babe?” Brodey asked. He leaned over and petted Juju and Bea, who

pulled at the leashes to get to him. 

She shook her head. “I’m going to sit here and help babysit. Dragonsit?” She looked to Lina for

a ruling. 

Her friend laughed and held up her hands. “Don’t ask me. I still swear they’re part baby piranha. 

The way they’re crawling now, believe me, I’ll take all the help corralling them I can get. I don’t care

what you call it.” 

There  weren’t  just  wolves  in  their  backyard.  There  were  several  large  cat  shifters  she  didn’t

know, and she wasn’t sure if they were panthers or cougars or what. And Wally the grizzly, and a fox

shifter,  among  others.  Kitty  hadn’t  come  today.  She  was  busy  tracking  down  another  lead  she’d

received the day before on a possible cockatrice nest. 

“That’s Mark’s cousin, Darryl,” Brodey explained as Elain stared at the fox shifter, a slim man

with reddish auburn hair whom she’d never met before. “He lives over in Port Charlotte. He’s going

to lay the trail.” 

“Isn’t that, I don’t know. Racist or something?” 

Brodey frowned. “What?” 

“Making a fox shifter be the one who lays the trail?” 

Brodey  laughed.  “No,  babe.  He  volunteered.  He  does  it  every  run.  He  loves  it.  He’s  a  tricky

motherfucker, too. Makes it damn hard to follow him. He’s one of the best trail-layers there is.” 

“Really?” 

He snorted. “Yeah. It isn’t just a race today, it’s a tracking trail. That’s what makes it so much

fun. What’s even better is he’s an experienced hare.” 

“Now you’ve lost me. I thought you said he was a fox.” 

He grinned. “Ever hear of ‘hashing’?” 

“Isn’t that a drug?” 

“No.” He quickly explained the sport of hashing to her, of one person playing the “hare,” laying

a  trail  for  the  other  runners  to  follow.  Usually  involving  drinking  beer  and  singing  bawdy  songs  as

well. “They’re a drinking club with a running problem is how they bill themselves. He said it always

gives him a giggle when he volunteers to hare for a hash.” 

“Oh, come on. You’re just making all that up.” 

He drew a cross over his heart as he nodded at her phone. “I swear.  Run a  Google search for

‘hash house harriers.’ There’s groups all over the world. It’s like Gasparilla celebrations on a small

scale,  but  without  the  floats.  You’re  a  cross-country  runner.  I’m  surprised  you  never  heard  of  it

before.” 

She opened the browser on her iPhone and typed in the phrase. After a few moments of reading, 

she said, “Huh. I’ll be damned.” 

He grinned. “See? Told you.” 

She scrolled through the pages. “There’s a group here in Arcadia.” 

“Yeah. He runs with them, too, sometimes.” 

“That looks like fun.” 

“It is, but you have to do it on two legs, not four.” He indicated all the shifters now gathered in

their backyard, most of them now shifted into their animal form. “Today’s an unofficial hash without

the drinking and lewd songs.” 

“I thought you’d be all for lewd singing.” 

He grinned. “I would, except we’ve got three little pitchers with sets of really sharp ears. I don’t

want Lina blaming me for the Beasts’ first words being unmentionables.” 

Lina laughed. “Hell, they hear enough of that kind of talk from me already.” 




* * * *

 

Mark, who still hadn’t shifted, was dressed only in shorts and stood in front of the assembly. He

called for everyone’s attention. “Thank you to everyone for coming out today. I think most of you have

been through one of these before, but if you haven’t, let me clarify the rules. Darryl, here, is our foxy

hare for the day.” 

Everyone laughed, or chuffed or growled or barked if they were shifted, as the man raised his

hand and waved to the gathered shifters. 

“Rules  in  a  nutshell,”  Mark  said,  “Darryl  gets  a  thirty  minute  head  start.  Seems  some  of  you

wolves have been in training and stepped up your game.” He raised an eyebrow at a trio of black and

brown  wolves  standing  near  the  front.  The  three  shifters  made  chuffing  sounds  Elain  interpreted  as

laughter. They were from the Arcadia area, but she didn’t know them very well. 

“As usual,” Mark continued, “our gracious hosts have provided a generous incentive to come in

first. This time, it’s twenty pounds of steaks to both the first shifted and first non-shifted runners.” 

He paused to let the pleased howls, cheers, and clapping die down. “To win that, you have to be

first  in  in  your  division.  No  cheating,  no  shortcutting  the  trail.  And  because  we  have  some  shifter

races  not  quite  as  fast  as  the  wolves,  we  also  have  a  slowest  prize  package  for  the  last  ones  in, 

shifted and not, of ten pounds of steaks each.” 

Another  round  of  cheers.  “The  rest  of  y’all  try  to  have  fun.  As  for  the  other  rules,  they  still

apply. Stay out of sight of humans. No shifting one way or another on the trail unless you’re injured. In

other words, you start out on four feet, or whatever, you stay that way the entire way until you come

in. You start out on two, no shifting just to catch up or to try to track to figure out trail clues. And yes, 

Darryl is likely to throw in a few red herrings to help clump the pack up again, so suck it up and deal

with it.” 

Elain laughed, seeing how Mark’s smile belied his words and tone. 

“Once  Darryl’s finished, he’s going to check in, and we’ll set up the official on-in area.  Then

he’s going to sweep the trail for anyone who got lost.” 

Mark  turned  his  attention  to  another  shifter,  a  handsome  young  man  possibly  in  his  early

twenties, who hadn’t shifted yet. “Oh, and Al. Remember, you get lost, you find a fence and follow it

back  to  the  driveway  and  come  in  that  way.  No  flagging  down  girls  on  the  road  and  hitch-hiking

back.” 

He shrugged, smiling. “Well, you’ve eliminated shifting back now, so I can’t.” 

“Okay, so are we all clear? Any questions?” He received none. “Great. Darryl, head on out.” 

Darryl  yelled,  “On-on!”  before  he  shifted  into  his  fox  form,  larger  than  she’d  expect  a  normal

fox to be, but still smaller than his wolf counterparts. He took off into the woods behind the house. 

“Elain, can you keep time for me?” Mark called out. 

She nodded and pulled up the timer on her phone. “Got it.”  So far, so good.  As she punched in

thirty  minutes  and  started  the  timer,  she  forced  herself  to  relax.  It  was  a  beautiful  day,  she  was

surrounded by friends and family, and everyone, so far, was having fun. 

 What could possibly go wrong? 




* * * *

 

Elain kept a tight rein on Juju and Bea’s leashes while she talked with her mom and Lina. Their

men  were  all  socializing  with  some  of  the  other  shifters.  With  less  than  eight  minutes  until  the  run

started, Mai finally emerged from the house with BettLynn. The baby girl blinked in the sunlight but

smiled when she saw Elain. 

“We used to have runs like this when I was growing up,” Mai said, her tone sounding wistful as

she surveyed the restless and waiting group of shifters. 

“If you want to run, I’ll watch her for you,” Elain offered. 

Her  friend  hesitated  before  finally  shaking  her  head.  “No,  it’s  okay.  I’ll  stay  here.  Jim  and

Micah are going to run.” 

Elain stared at her. “What’s wrong?” she softly asked. It bothered her because during breakfast

she hadn’t sensed anything wrong with her friend. 

 Maybe my Seer skills aren’t as good as I thought. 

Mai shrugged. “Nothing, I guess.” 

“Another dream last night?” 

“No,  I actually slept pretty well last night.”  She surveyed the crowd. “I guess it’s just that it’s

been a while since I’ve been part of a large Clan group. I’m still trying to get it through my skull that

there is no other shoe left to drop, that life has settled down. It just…I don’t know. It seems too easy.” 

“I know that feeling, believe me.” 

Brodey walked over, lifted BettLynn’s shirt, and blew a raspberry on the baby’s belly. The little

girl squealed with laughter. Even Mai managed a smile. 

“I  really  feel  blessed,  guys,”  she  said,  her  voice  full  of  emotion.  “You  have  no  idea.  I  never

could have gotten through all of this alone.” 

Micah and Jim walked over to kiss her and the baby. “How’s our princess?” Micah asked. 

“She just had breakfast. I swear, I think she’s going to be ready for cereal even sooner than Dr. 

Alberto  guessed.  It  looks  like  she’s  got  another  tooth  coming  in  this  morning.  That  makes  four  this

week.” 

Lina let out a snort. “The Beasts are working on solids already. Uncle Andel said his daughter

and granddaughter both were eating solid adult food by the time they were five months old, so I guess

it’s normal for dragons.” 

“Elain was eating cereal and already working on solids by the time she was five months,” Carla

noted. “At the time, the pediatrician said she’d rarely seen anything like it. In retrospect, I guess it all

makes sense. It must be a shifter thing.” 

The Beasts, who’d been dozing on a blanket in the grass, awoke and spotted BettLynn in Mai’s

arms. As soon as they did, they both rolled over, fussing, and tried to crawl toward her. 

“Hey, hold on, guys,”  Mai told them, a genuine smile finally reaching her eyes. “I’m coming.” 

She sat down on the blanket with BettLynn cradled in her lap. The two boys stared, rapt, Luka holding

one  of  BettLynn’s  hands,  George  holding  a  foot.  Juju  and  Bea  pulled  on  their  leashes  and  nearly

dragged Elain over to them, only happy once they got to sniff and lick all three babies, who giggled at

the attention. 

The adults went silent as they watched. Finally, Brodey spoke. “You know,” he said, “that never

fails to get me right here.” He tapped his chest with his fist. “The way the boys go for her. And the

way the puppies adore her. There’s just something so…” He went silent. 

“It’s like they know she’s special,” Carla softly suggested. “Like they know they need to watch

out for her.” 

“Goddess help anyone who tries to screw with her,” Micah said. “If Jim and I don’t kick their

ass, they’ll have two dragons crawling all over them.” 

“She’s already got her own posse,” Elain said. “Oh, that reminds me.” She glanced at her phone

and called out, “Three minutes!” 

Ain,  Cail,  and  Liam  had  just  returned  from  the  barns  and  walked  over  to  join  them.  “Guess

we’re right on time, huh?” Ain asked after kissing Elain. 

“Yes. You’d better get ready.” 

Cail also offered her a kiss. After Liam kissed Carla, the men stripped, and Brodey and Micah

joined  them  in  shifting.  Only  two  other  shifters  were  running  on  two  feet.  Zack  and  Jim,  however, 

were also taking part in the run. 

“Count us down from ten seconds,” Mark hollered over to Elain. 

She flashed him an okay sign and walked over to stand closer to the woods, in front of the pack

but to the side and out of trampling range. 

As everyone prepared to take off, she studied the group. Some of the shifters were Lyall cousins, 

and nearly everyone there had been to the wedding. 

Elain understood Mai’s apprehension. She felt a little overwhelmed herself. Seven months into

her relationship with the men, while she loved the fact that she now had a huge extended family, she

still found it hard to believe. 

Yes,  she  wanted  to  run  with  them,  the  Alpha  inside  her  eagerly  watching,  metaphorical  tail

twitching. 

She also knew that was exactly why she couldn’t. 

 Not until I’m sure I can completely control myself. 

Run  with  her  men?  Sure. Absolutely.  But  she  wouldn’t  risk  hurting  someone  else  or  starting  a

Clan squabble by unintentionally doing something wrong and breaking some sort of shifter etiquette. 

Ain,  Brodey, and  Cail took their places at the back of the pack.  Since they weren’t eligible to

win, they were treating it as a social event. Mai had left BettLynn on the blanket with the Beasts while

she stood a few feet away and talked with Carla. 

“Thirty  seconds,”  Elain  called  out.  The  puppies  tugged  at  their  leashes,  sniffing,  tails  eagerly

wagging as they watched everyone get ready to start. 

The pack of shifters tensed. Even Wally, who’d opted to run it shifted, lumbered from sitting up

on his furry butt into a four-footed running stance. Jan, Rick, and Kael had shifted into their smaller

dragon forms and would likely give Wally a walk for his money. 

The seconds ticked down. “Ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…” Elain was vaguely aware

of the Beasts suddenly bursting into frustrated cries, but she didn’t look up from her phone or stop the

count. “Four…three…two…one!” 

The  pack  let  out  an  excited  shout,  as  if  now  one  melded  beast.  The  puppies  jerked  at  their

leashes, nearly pulling  Elain off her feet.  The pack of runners headed into the woods, following the

trail Darryl had set. 

Another, different cry hit Elain’s ears over the din of the shifters. 

Mai screaming. 

Elain  turned  to  look  and  realized  the  Beasts  were  doing  their  best  to  crawl  off  the  blanket

toward the rapidly disappearing runners. BettLynn was missing. 

A  small  brown  and  black  ball  of  fur  went  wobbling  past  Elain,  the  puppies  eagerly  trying  to

follow it. 

Elain ran across the yard toward Mai, dragging Juju and Bea with her. “What happened?” 

Lina, who’d gone inside to pee, came bolting through the doors to try to help  Carla corral the

Beasts, who had made their way completely off the blanket. 

“BettLynn!” Mai screamed, running toward Elain. 

Elain  turned.  Her  men  had  just  hit  the  woods,  the  little  furball  almost  catching  up  and  gaining

speed  as  it  got  its  wobbly  legs  under  control.  Then  everything  finally  clicked  in  her  brain  as  she

remembered her vision from earlier that morning. 

“Brodey,” Elain screamed. “Stop! Grab her!” 

He wheeled around at the sound of  Elain’s cry, coming nose-to-nose with the little ball of fur, 

which plowed right into one of his front legs and tumbled tail over head under him. Ain and Cail also

stopped and turned. 

Brodey made the connection first and shifted back, scooping up the puppy in his arms. “What the

hell?” 

Elain and Mai both ran over to join him. 

Mai sounded close to hysterics. “She just… I was talking to Mom. I turned my back for a second

and the Beasts started crying…and I…” 

Ain and Cail both shifted back. “What’s wrong?” Ain asked. “What happened?” 

The  female  wolf-ote  puppy  with  brilliant  emerald-green  eyes  let  out  a  playful   yip  and  licked

Brodey on the nose. 

Brodey stared at her in shock. “Um, I think we have a new problem on our hands.” 

BettLynn happily wagged her tail and let out another  yip. 

Chapter Seventeen



Elain opted to bundle everyone into the house and tucked the puppies into their pen in the dining

room. Ain sent  Cail back out to try to catch up with  Jim and  Micah.  He turned  Jim around and sent

him back to the house after locating him first. The man burst into the living room a few minutes later, 

out of breath. 

“What’s wrong? Cail said something happened to the baby. What happened? Is she okay?” 

Mai tearfully pointed at  BettLynn, who now happily romped on the floor with the  Beasts.  The

Beasts had soon settled down after Lina let them pet their buddy and left them free to roam the floor

with her. 

It seemed the boys had no problems recognizing BettLynn, even in her shifted form. They were

now busy trying to crawl after her as she ran circles around them. 

Brodey, who’d donned shorts, sat on the floor and tried to call BettLynn over to him. She was

too busy having fun playing to listen. She’d gone from wobbly to steady and agile on her short little

puppy legs in the space of a few minutes. 

“I’ll  be  damned  if  I  have  any  ideas,”  Brodey  said,  his  tone  full  of  stunned  shock.  “I’ve  never

heard of anyone this young shifting.” 

Jim stared, confused. “Where’s BettLynn?” 

Everyone pointed at the wolf-ote puppy. 

Lina sat at the dining room table, not far from Juju and Bea’s pen, her chin propped on her palm

as she stared at the trio of kids. “This is unbe-fucking-lieveable.” 

“What?” Jim asked. 

Everyone pointed again. 

After a moment, he got it. “Do you mean to tell me my daughter’s a  puppy?” 

Everyone said, “Yes.” 

“How did this happen?” he shrieked. “Change her back! Change her back right fucking now!” 

“We can’t,” everyone said. 

“She  did  it  herself,”  Brodey  explained.  “She  shifted  and  tried  to  follow  the  pack  into  the

woods.” 

Jim  stared  for  a  minute,  a  smile  slowly  breaking  out  over  his  face.  “Oh,  okay.  Ha-ha,  I  get  it. 

Nice joke. Funny. Now where the fuck is my daughter?” 

Everyone pointed at the puppy. 

Again. 

“This is  not funny!” 

“No  shit,  Sherlock,”  Ain  said,  also  now  dressed  in  shorts  and  standing  there  with  his  arms

crossed. “Do we look like we’re laughing?” 

“What are we going to do?” Mai tearfully asked. 

Elain pulled her phone out. “I’m calling Lacey.” 

It  took  Elain  three  tries  to  make  the  Seer  understand  what  she  was  saying  and  that  it  wasn’t  a

joke. When several long moments of silence met her, Elain asked, “Are you still there?” 

“Yes, dear. I’m just…speechless.” 

“Join the club.” 

“Have you called Dr. Alberto?” 

“I—no.” She looked at Mai. “Call Dr. Alberto,” she said. 

Mai jumped up and raced for her cell phone. 

“Any other suggestions?” Elain asked her. 

“Not really.  Other than the occasional in utero shifting that  I’ve heard about from  Dr. Alberto, 

the  youngest  I’ve  ever  heard  of  was  a  child  of  about  four  or  five.  I’ve  never  heard  of  a  toddler

shifting, much less a baby barely a couple of months old. How is she doing otherwise?” 

Elain watched as BettLynn circled the boys and then play-bowed them with a cute little  yip. 

In  their  pen,  Juju  and  Bea  whined  and  play-bowed  her  back,  their  tails  also  blurry  fans  of

motion. 

“Honestly? She’s doing great. She’s running around…like a puppy.” 

Another moment of silence from Lacey. Then, “Maybe it’s easier for her to get around shifted,” 

Lacey carefully said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, maybe with her condition, maybe being shifted mitigates it for her in some way.” 

“But she’s a friggin’  baby!” 

“I  know  dear,”  Lacey  said,  trying  to  calm  her,  “but  keep  in  mind  she’s  also  a  shifter,  not  a

human. I didn’t say it’s the answer. It’s just a thought.” 

Micah, Cail on his heels, ran into the living room. “What happened to the baby? Where is she? 

Is she okay?” 

Everyone, including Jim, pointed at the puppy. 

“Call  me  back  after  you  speak  with  Dr. Alberto.  She  might  have  some  answers  for  you  that  I

don’t.” 

“Okay. Thanks.” Elain hung up. “She’s got nothing.” 

Micah stared at them. “Where the fuck’s my daughter?” 

Mai  returned,  speaking  on  her  cell  with  Dr.  Alberto.  Elain  walked  over  to  BettLynn  and

scooped her up despite the sudden vocal protestations from the  Beasts.  She carried her over to her

father. “Micah, this  is BettLynn.” 

His eyes widened. “Fuck!” he whispered. 

“Thank you, Dr. Alberto,” Mai said before hanging up. She walked over and took BettLynn from

Elain. “She’s on her way. She said to keep her inside and don’t let her out of our sight.” 

“She  shifted?” Micah yelled. 

Cail laid a hand on his shoulder. “Dude, take it down a notch. You don’t want to scare her or the

boys.” 

Elain snapped her fingers. “Callie. Duh.” She dialed her friend’s number. Before she could get

the full sentence out of her mouth, Callie appeared in the living room, her phone in her hand. 

She turned and found Elain as she hung up her phone. “What happened to BettLynn?” 

Elain pointed to BettLynn. 

Callie’s  eyes  widened  as  she  slowly  walked  over  to  where  BettLynn  was  now  struggling  to

escape  her  mother’s  arms.  The  Beasts  had  made  their  way  over  to  Mai  and  were  trying  to  pull

themselves up using the legs of Mai’s jeans. 

“She  shifted?” Callie asked. 

Everyone nodded. 

“Holy fuck!” 

“You realize  I’m feeling a lot better about my potty mouth now, right?”  Lina snarked from the

dining room table. 

Callie reached out and gently cupped the puppy’s head in her hands. She turned her so she could

look into her eyes. “Oh…my…Goddess,” she whispered. 

The Beasts’ protests had increased from frustrated mumbles to wails. Mai finally put BettLynn

back on the floor, where the puppy promptly sat between the brothers and started licking their faces. 

The boys immediately settled, giggling and cooing as they hugged her. 

“Well, Callie?” Ain asked. “Any suggestions?” 

“I…” She shook her head. “I’m guessing you already called Lacey and Dr. Alberto.” 

Everyone nodded. 

“Can you find that bitch of an eldest sister of yours and ask her?” Lina asked. 

“Um, yeah. I’ll try Gigi, too. I doubt she’ll have any ideas, but Babs has been hard to pin down

lately.” 

She disappeared again as Elain’s phone started ringing. The screen showed it was Blackie. 

“Hey, Elain. Is my wife there?” 

“Um, she was.” 

His voice immediately changed, sounding tense. “Was? What happened?” 

When Elain filled him in, the predictable response followed. “Holy fuck!” 

“Exactly. She went to try to find her sisters and see if she could get answers.” 

“Oh. Okay. No problem. Um, good luck. Keep me posted.” 

She stared at BettLynn, who was now lying, curled tail to nose, between the Beasts. “Thanks. I

think we’ll need all the luck we can get.” 

“What am I supposed to  feed her?” Mai tearfully asked. “I can’t feed my baby dog food.” 

Carla put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, honey. She shifted herself. She’ll probably shift

back when she’s ready.” 




* * * *

 

Callie reappeared after about twenty minutes, reporting no luck in locating her eldest sister, and

that Gigi had no suggestions, but sent her best wishes. Ain and Cail went back outside to manage the

runners. The first of the runners had already finished when the Beasts started grumbling that they were

hungry.  Lina  made  them  bottles  of  formula  mixed  with  cereal,  and  the  boys  greedily  grabbed  them

from her and started sucking them down. 

Lina  sat  on  the  floor  with  them  and  looked  up  at  her  friends.  BettLynn  raised  her  head  and

started sniffing at the bottles, standing up to walk over to the Beasts, where she nosed at them. 

“Maybe try her with a bottle,” Lina suggested. 

Mai  went  and  fixed  one,  but  when  she  knelt  down,  her  daughter  pulled  away,  still  more

interested in the Beasts than her mom. 

Jim  sat  down  close  to  the  boys  and  took  the  bottle  from  Mai.  He  patted  his  lap.  “Come  here, 

sweetie. Come to Daddy.” 

Elain heard the catch in his voice as he said it. 

BettLynn looked at him and then walked over, a bounce in her step, her little tail wagging. 

He picked her up, turning her onto her back like he usually would, holding the bottle just out of

reach. “Will you eat something for Daddy?” 

Elain closely watched him. He seemed seconds from an emotional breakdown. 

BettLynn let out a little  yip and stretched her head toward the bottle. 

“No, sweetheart. Daddy’s little girl needs to eat.” 

Before their eyes, BettLynn the puppy was once again BettLynn the baby. Mai let out a relieved

sob that she muffled behind her hand. 

Fortunately,  he’d  had  BettLynn  cradled  on  her  back,  because  her  head  flopped  back  into  the

crook of his elbow and she let out a frustrated-sounding cry. She reached for the bottle. 

“That’s my good girl.” He let her pull the bottle into her mouth and she greedily began sucking

on it. 

“See?” Carla said from behind Mai. “She can shift herself back.” 

Micah  left  the  room  and  returned  a  moment  later  with  a  diaper  and  a  blanket,  which  he  got

around the baby with Jim’s help. 

Brodey ran a hand through his hair. “Son of a bitch,” he quietly said. “If I hadn’t seen it with my

own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.” 

Elain  cleared  her  throat.  “Lacey  suggested  maybe  it  has  something  to  do  with  her  Down

syndrome.” She felt her face redden when everyone looked at her. “Maybe it helps her out. Shifting, I

mean.” 

She nodded her head to where BettLynn’s eyes were now half closed as she continued nursing

from the bottle. “She can barely hold her head up yet. Maybe Lacey’s right. It’s easier for her to get

around shifted. Look how she was playing with the boys. She was obviously happy and having fun.” 

“This might not be a bad thing,” Callie added. 

“We’ll have to wait until the doctor gets here,” Brodey said, his expression unreadable. 




* * * *

 

Dr. Alberto, unfortunately, had no better ideas. “Lacey’s idea might not be wrong,” she said as

she  watched  the  baby,  who’d  awakened  and  shifted  back  into  puppy  mode  during  the  commotion

surrounding the doctor’s arrival. 

Carla sat on the couch next to Mai, an arm around her shoulders. The young mother had spent the

time waiting in a thick silence Elain felt was more grief and doubt at her own mothering abilities than

shock over her daughter’s precocious shifting skills. 

Micah and  Jim sat on the floor with  Dr. Alberto, trying to keep the puppy corralled in an area

where the doctor could closely watch her. Removing the Beasts didn’t work, because as soon as Lina

tried  to  separate  George  and  Luka  from  BettLynn,  the  boys  began  screaming  and  fighting  to  be

reunited with her, and BettLynn started barking and whining as she struggled to get back to them. So

now BettLynn sat on a comforter between the two boys, happily playing with them. 

“They certainly seem fond of each other,” Dr. Alberto said. 

“Ya think?” Lina snarked. “You saw what the Beasts do if we try to separate them. We have to

wait until they’re asleep or eating. It’s the only way we can get the three of them apart without World

War B starting.” 

“World War B?” 

“Baby. Or Beasts. Or BettLynn. Take your pick, they put up a stink.” 

“You’ve never heard of anyone shifting this young?” Elain asked. 

“Never.  I mean,  I’ve seen in utero shifting.  But once they’re born,  I’ve never seen a child this

young shift.  I was on the phone all the way down here, too.  Talking with every doctor  I know who

deals with shifters. They are as gobsmacked as I am.” 

“I  don’t  want  her  to  become  some  sort  of  experiment,”  Mai  quietly  said.  “I  won’t  let  that

happen.” 

“No,” the doctor agreed. “Absolutely not. That’s not what I meant at all. You have to remember, 

the  field  of  shifter  babies  is  so  small  compared  to  the  normal  population  that  when  something

extraordinary like this happens, we tend to take notes for future reference.” 

“So what can we do?” Micah asked. 

The doctor shrugged. “I don’t know. You said she shifted back to eat, correct?” 

“Yeah,” Jim said. “I held the bottle out of reach until she did.” 

“There you go. I would suggest making sure you keep her away from civilians, so to speak. At

least until she’s older and you can explain to her why she can’t shift around them.” 

“You mean because she’ll be too retarded to know better?” Mai’s quiet tone silenced the room, 

more because of the bitterness bristling within her usually gentle voice than her actual words. 

Dr. Alberto was the first to speak. “For starters,” she gently said, “I don’t like that word, and

not just because it’s not politically correct. In my experience, many kids with Down syndrome, who

years ago might have been labeled that, can go on to lead nearly normal lives if they have the right

early  intervention.  We’ve  talked  about  this  already.  I  can’t  predict  what  issues  she’ll  have.  We’ve

already ruled out some of the major ones that were my concern, like heart problems.” 

“But she still looks like a baby with Down syndrome,” Mai countered. 

“So? She is far too young for us to test IQ yet. Her shifter genes might counteract a lot of what

the  Down  syndrome  does.  Or  being  shifted  really  might  be  helping  her.  I  told  you  I  thought  her

eyesight  and  hearing  might  be  impacted,  so  maybe  this  is  helping  her.  It’s  obvious  being  shifted

counteracts her low muscle tone.” 

Micah and Jim got up from the floor and went to sit on either side of Mai while Carla and Elain

took their places on the floor with the kids and Dr. Alberto. 

Mai laid her head on Micah’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

He kissed her forehead while Jim held her hands. “For what, sweetheart?” 

Dr. Alberto’s  tone  turned  stern.  “Mai,  we  discussed  this,  too. You  didn’t  do  anything  wrong. 

Nothing  you  did  or  didn’t  do  could  have  changed  this.  Human  mothers  have  babies  with  Down

syndrome all the time.  It’s an extremely common birth defect.  They have kids with spina bifida and

CP and a whole host of other disabilities. The exact conditions it takes to make a ‘perfect’ baby are

countless. The true miracle is that so many babies are born healthy and without any issues.” 

Mai closed her eyes and silently cried on Micah’s shoulder. 

Dr. Alberto addressed her next comments to Micah and Jim. “I’m going to call around and find a

counselor for her to talk to, someone used to dealing with our kind.” 

He nodded. “We’ll make sure we take her.” 

“I’m  not crazy,” Mai sniffled. 

“No,” Jim said, “but you’re going through a lot of stress right now.” 

“And  maybe  more  than  a  little  post-partum  depression,”  Dr.  Alberto  said.  “Our  kind  doesn’t

usually go through that unless they have a lot of human in them, but it’s not unheard of. I think with the

added stress of a special-needs child, and the events surrounding a lot of your pregnancy, it would be

wise for you to undergo counseling. You’re still dealing with  PTSD, too.  Counseling will help you

deal with all of that.” 

Dr. Alberto got up and went over to Mai, kneeling in front of her so she could rest her hands on

the young mother’s knees. “Mai,” she gently said, “for right now, she’s thriving, she’s growing, she’s

eating,  she’s  happy.  Please  try  to  stop  worrying  about  the  things  we  don’t  know  and  focus  on  the

positives.” 

“I can’t even do normal mom things like other moms do, like take their baby to the park.” She let

out a bitter laugh. “Well, sure, the dog park.” 

Elain’s heart was breaking for her friend. She wanted to get up and try to help comfort her, but

she  could  already  feel  the  bitter  wash  of  anguish  rolling  off  Mai  from  across  the  room,  practically

toxic, and suspected she wouldn’t be able to tolerate it right then. She looked at Lina and their gazes

met. Lina looked as sad as Elain felt and nodded in apparent silent agreement. Lina got up and walked

behind the couch where she could rest her hands on Mai’s shoulders. 

“Sweetie,  you  aren’t  alone,  here,”  Lina  said.  “You’ve  got  all  of  us  to  help  you  out.  Let  us

shoulder some of this burden for you.” 

“You don’t even have to move into the other house if you don’t want to,” Elain suggested. Micah

and  Jim  had  been  supervising  the  construction  of  their  house  just  steps  from  the  Lyalls’  front  door. 

“You can stay here as long as you need to.” 

“And if you want,” Lina said, “I’ll come down and stay here for a while, too.” 

Mai  reached  up  and  patted  Lina’s  hand.  “Thanks,  but  I  can’t  ask  you  to  uproot  your  life  like

that.” 

“It’s not uprooting anything. I might not be able to leave if we can’t sneak out while the Beasts

are asleep,” she tried to joke. “I might be begging Ain and the guys to let me live here so I can have

some peace and quiet.” 

That  finally  drew  a  hoarse,  soft  laugh  from  Mai.  Everyone  seized  on  it  and  tried  to  further

bolster her spirits. 

“She already has two ready-made bodyguards,” Jim said. “Boys who we hopefully won’t have

to threaten to kick their asses when they’re older.” 

“They’re dragons,” Lina said. “They’re already kicking  my ass and they’re not even six months

old yet. Your human ass is screwed, buddy.” 

Dr. Alberto jumped back in. “I want you to focus on the good here, Mai. She’s already figured

out  a  way  to  help  mitigate  some  of  her  challenges.  I  suspect  once  we’re  able  to  gauge  her  level  of

mental disability, we’re going to find she’s going to have few issues in that department.” 

“Really?” 

“I  can’t  promise  you,  but  let’s  face  it.  She’s  smart  enough  to  have  several  doctors  scratching

their heads, in addition to several dozen shifters.  She’s the first of her kind, as far as we know.  So

what if she ends up with hearing deficits, or problems with her eyesight? She’s an amazing little girl

already.” 

BettLynn sat on her rump and looked at them, wagging her tail. She let out a happy  yip that drew

smiles from everyone. 

Luka and George smiled and burbled in amusement, enchanted by their playmate. 

BettLynn play-bowed the adults on the couch, her tail a happily wagging blur. 

“Let  her  chart  her  own  course,”  the  doctor  said.  “And  applaud  every  step  she  takes  along  the

way. Forget any precepts about the baby she should be and enjoy the baby she is.” 

BettLynn whirled around and jumped on Luka, knocking him over and making him giggle as she

covered his face with puppy kisses. Then she turned around and bounced onto George, giving him the

same treatment. 

“I  don’t  think  she’s  going  to  have  any  trouble  keeping  the  Beasts  in  line,”  Lina  said.  “She’s

already got them eating out of her paw.” 




* * * *

 

Elain and the others tried to coax Mai out of the house for the barbecue, but she wouldn’t. She

stayed inside, hovering over BettLynn. When it came time for her next feeding, the young mother was

near tears when she couldn’t coax the baby into shifting back into human form. 

Elain went outside and got Micah and Jim. Jim took the bottle from her while Micah sat with her

on  the  couch  and  tried  to  soothe  her.  When  Jim  sat  on  the  floor  and  patted  his  leg,  a  baby  blanket

draped over his lap, BettLynn bounced over to him. 

Much as he had the last time, he cradled her in his arms, on her back, and talked to her, asking

her to shift back while he held the bottle out of reach. 

Mai  gasped  and  softly  cried  when  BettLynn  again  shifted  for  Jim  and  began  eagerly  drinking

from the bottle. 

“Why won’t she shift back for me?” she tearily asked. 

Carla  sat  on  Mai’s  other  side  on  the  couch.  “It’s  all  right.  So  she’s  a  daddy’s  girl.  That’s  not

uncommon. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you, or that you’re a bad mother. Please, sweetie, don’t

worry about it.” 

Micah cuddled her close. “Hey, look at the bright side. There’s three of us, not just two of us, to

do this.” 

“More than that,” Carla said. “A whole big family to help you out. We are the proverbial village

helping you raise your child. Never lose sight of that.” 

Mai nodded. 

Later that evening, with the Beasts both sound asleep on the comforter, and BettLynn asleep in

Jim’s arms in human form after yet another feeding, Lina and her men decided to make a break for it. 

“You sure you don’t want us to stay?” she asked Micah. “We don’t mind.” 

“It’s all right. If you don’t leave now, it might be the only chance you get for a while.” 

She smiled. “True.” With a final round of hugs, and George and Luka secured in their car seats, 

Lina climbed into the minivan to sit between the babies. With Rick and Jan in the front, and Kael and

Zack in the back, they slowly  headed  down  the  driveway  while  Elain  and  her  men  waved  from  the

front yard. 

The  last  of  their  other  guests  had  already  left,  and  all  Elain  wanted  to  do  was  curl  up  in  bed

between her men and fall asleep. 

By  the  time  they  returned  to  the  house,  Mai,  Micah,  and  Jim  had  already  left  the  living  room. 

Elain’s mom walked over to her and hugged her. 

“Do you really think she’s going to be all right?” Elain asked. 

“I assume you mean Mai?” 

“Yeah.” 

Her mom held her, arms on her shoulders, and stared into her eyes. “I think she’s tougher than

she knows she is. All three of you girls are. It’s just one more challenge she has to get through. We’ll

help her through it the way you all will help each other throughout your lives.” 

Chapter Eighteen



Elain didn’t know how many times during the course of the day she’d given thanks for deciding

to wait to have a baby, but she did it once more as she stood in the shower and tried to let the hot

water melt the stress from her body. 

 Well, it could have been worse. 

She couldn’t hold back the snicker. Yes, it could have been a   lot worse. BettLynn being able to

shift  at  a  younger  age  than  anyone  else,  ever,  wasn’t  exactly  a  bad  thing  to  happen,  no  matter  how

stressful it was on poor Mai. 

 Not like the cockatrice paid us a visit and crashed the party. 

She involuntarily shuddered at that thought. 

When  her  mind  skipped  back  to  the  vision  she’d  had  before  Christmas,  of  a  baby  being

gruesomely  cut  from  the  womb,  she  blinked  to  try  to  clear  it  and  stuck  her  face  directly  under  the

water. 

She didn’t want to think about that. And she still didn’t think she could share it. She didn’t know

why, but every instinct in her body told her that vision wasn’t for public consumption. 

If she got another chance to talk to Baba Yaga, she’d ask her about it. Until then, Elain knew it

should remain a secret. 

Ain stepped into the bathroom. “Want some company?” 

“Sure.” 

He quickly stripped and stepped into the shower with her. Turning, she draped her arms around

his neck. That was when she realized she had her perfect distraction standing in front of her. 

Without thinking about it she sank to her knees and engulfed his cock in her mouth. He let out a

soft groan, his shaft immediately hardening against her tongue. 

 Yes, excellent distraction. 

She loved going down on her men, loved the way they responded to her, loved the noises they

made. 

Loved knowing she could make them as helpless as they made her when the tables were turned. 

The bathroom door opened again and Brodey stuck his head in. “I heard a moan.” He stepped in

and  closed  the  door  behind  him.  Elain  didn’t  stop  what  she  was  doing  when  he  cracked  open  the

shower door. “Ooh!  Playtime.”  He stripped and joined them, his cock hard and bobbing in front of

him. 

Ain changed position, Elain moving with him, so he was leaning against the wall. He stroked her

wet hair, gathering it in one hand and gently using it to take control and guide her movements. Brodey

knelt behind her, his fingers probing her pussy. 

“Ooh,  she’s  wet,  and  I  don’t  mean  from  the  shower.”  Elain’s  eyes  dropped  closed  as  Brodey

finger-fucked her with one hand and played with her clit with the other. She was soon the one out of

control, Ain fucking her mouth while Brodey quickly sent her over the edge with her first orgasm. 

She  held  on  to  Ain,  now  along  for  the  ride  as  her  body  responded  to  Brodey’s  hands.  He

relentlessly played with her clit, waiting until she came again, her pussy clenching around his fingers, 

before letting up. 

“That’s  our  girl,”  he  said,  kneeling  between  her  legs.  He  rubbed  the  head  of  his  cock  up  and

down through her pussy lips, getting it wet. “Just enjoy it, sweetheart.  I know we are.”  He grabbed

her hips and sank his cock deep inside her, pushing her harder onto Ain’s cock in her mouth. It took

the two men a moment, but they quickly settled into a rhythm that had her seesawing between them, 

their cocks filling her at both ends and sending her into another spiral of pleasure. 

Brodey reached around her waist and found her clit. “One more, baby.  One more for us.”  Her

body took over, giving him what he wanted, the feel of his hard cock bottoming out inside her making

her climax feel that much sweeter. 

That was when the door opened again. “Starting without me, huh?” Cail teased. A moment later, 

he joined them in the shower, just as Brodey’s cock exploded inside her, his balls emptying into her

cunt. 

Ain’s grip on her head tightened, controlling as his thrusts turned into short, fast jabs, his glans

sliding along her tongue with each stroke. She relaxed her mouth, careful not to scrape him with her

teeth. Faster, harder, until seconds later her mouth filled with his cum. She swallowed, trying to keep

up with him, until he finally started going limp in her mouth. 

He cradled her head against him, stroking her hair. “Perfect, baby. Just perfect.” 

“Hey, my turn,” Cail said. 

Brodey laughed. “Not our fault you were late.” 

Cail caught her hand and helped her to her feet. She felt a little shaky, but the men had an answer

to that. Ain and  Brodey picked her up, her arms draped over their shoulders, them holding her legs

spread open. 

Cail grinned and stepped between her legs. “That’s what I’m talking about.” 

She relaxed against the shower wall, knowing her men wouldn’t drop her. Cail easily slid home, 

pressing  against  her,  his  arms  hooking  around  her  thighs.  “There  we  go,”  he  muttered.  “Open  your

eyes, baby.” 

She  stared  into  his  brown  gaze,  lost,  enjoying  this  side  of  him.  “That’s  it,”  he  said.  “Did  they

wear you out?” 

She nodded a little, not trusting her voice. 

Ain  and  Brodey  reached  between  them  and  each  found  her  breasts.  “There’s  a  little  extra

incentive,” Brodey joked as they tweaked and rolled her nipples. 

She bit down on her lip to stifle her cry. Her clit throbbed again, stirred back to life by the jolts

pulsing through her nerve endings. 

“Oh, baby likes that, doesn’t she?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

He adjusted his angle until she gasped, his pelvis hitting her clit with every stroke. “Like that?” 

“Yeah.”  She felt her release climb again, lost in his gaze, his cock deliciously filling her cunt

and her nipples now being tormented into tight, hard peaks. 

“Such a good girl,” he whispered as he fucked her. “Coming so hard for us.” 

His tone as much as the physical sensations tipped her over the edge. A playful smile quirked

his mouth as he felt her orgasm start. “That’s right. You just keep coming for me just…like…that.” He

picked up the pace, fucking her hard and fast, his body tensing and balls slapping against her ass with

every stroke.  Then she felt his cock get harder, pulsing and filling her with his cum even while her

own body shuddered from the force of her climax. 

Weak,  shaky,  she  draped  her  arms  around  Cail  as Ain  and  Brodey  slowly  set  her  legs  down. 

Cail wrapped his arms around her, holding her, supporting her. 

“Better?” he whispered in her ear. 

She smiled, kissing the side of his neck. “It’s always better with the three of you.” 




* * * *

 

The  next  morning,  Mai  appeared  in  the  kitchen  with  a  forced  cheer  that  almost  knocked  Elain

over from the strength of her efforts. “Good morning!” She set BettLynn’s infant carrier on the table

and headed over to the counter to make herself a cup of coffee. 

Even Juju and Bea, who’d been dozing in the corner, looked up at her entrance. 

Ain,  Brodey,  Cail,  and  her  dad  had  already  headed  out  to  the  barns  to  work.  Micah  and  Jim, 

Elain knew, had left over an hour earlier for Tampa, to take care of the business there. 

Elain  exchanged  a  look  with  her  mom  before  returning  her  attention  to  Mai.  “You  certainly

are…cheery this morning. Glad to see you’re feeling better.” 

Mai nodded as she sat. “I decided I’m going to do what everyone said and try to put a positive

spin on things.” She gave a definitive nod, as if that was the last, absolutely final word on the subject. 

“Well,” Carla said, “good for you. I’m very proud of you.” 

Elain leaned over BettLynn, who gave her an increasingly toothy smile. Dr. Alberto had assured

Mai that getting teeth in early was a normal shifter trait.  Elain blew a raspberry at the baby, which

earned her a laugh. 

“She’s my daughter, and I love her,” Mai said. 

“Of course you do,” Carla said. 

Mai nodded again. 

 Is this the tension I’m feeling?  Elain didn’t know, but it would certainly make sense. Because

of the Triad, she was likely tuned in to Mai’s emotions more so than with others, her men excluded, of

course. 

Other  than  giving  her  emotional  support,  Elain  didn’t  know  what  she  could  do  to  help  Mai

through it. She wasn’t a mom like Mai and Lina, or her own mother, and felt ill-qualified to offer any

kind of advice that Mai could use. 

 I damn sure don’t know how she’s feeling. 

Carla picked up the conversational ball. “I was going to go grocery shopping today—” 

Mai’s cell phone rang, interrupting her. She pulled it out of her pocket and glanced at it before

getting  up  and  heading  into  the  living  room,  leaving  BettLynn  on  the  table  with  Elain  and  Carla. 

“Good morning, Dr. Alberto…” 

“She’s not handling this well, is she?” Elain whispered. 

“I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed,” Carla whispered back. “She’s trying too hard, poor

thing.” 

“Has the baby eaten yet this morning?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“I’ll make her a bottle,” Elain offered, turning to get the formula and cereal from the cabinet. In

this way, at least, Elain had gotten the basic mechanics down pat. She could change, bathe, and feed

the  baby  without  worrying  if  she  was  going  to  kill  her  or  not.  They’d  all  gotten  their  infant  CPR

training before Lina’s twins were born, just to be on the safe side. 

 Great. Now I can get my babysitter certification and earn money this summer. 

Disgusted with herself, Elain got the bottle set up and put in the warmer. 

“I think you are being too hard on yourself,” Carla said. 

Elain had to turn to make sure she was speaking to her. “What?” 

That smile. The knowing “mom smile,” as she’d thought about it all her life. It didn’t matter that

her mom now looked a lot younger, she was still her mom. 

“When  you’re  ready,  you’re  going  to  be  a  great  mom.  You’ll  never  hurt  someone  innocent,  I

know it.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but you’re not exactly the most objective judge of that.” 

BettLynn let out a giggle and kicked her legs out before jamming a fist into her mouth, where she

proceeded to noisily suck on it. Today, Mai had put her in an adorable pink sweatsuit with  Daddy’s

 Little Princess printed on the front. 

She  had  dozens  of  different  outfits  Micah  and  Jim  had  purchased  for  her  with  that  exact,  or

similar, saying emblazoned on them. The men had immediately and completely accepted her as their

daughter regardless of her genetics. 

“It’s coming, princess,” Elain assured her. “Just give it a minute to warm up.” 

BettLynn kicked her legs again. She had trouble holding her head up, the infant carrier giving her

the support she needed, its padded shape keeping her head properly positioned. 

But she could reach out with her arms and kick out with her legs without any trouble, something

Elain had noticed her doing even more the past couple of weeks, now that she thought about it. 

If  she  didn’t  know  the  Beasts  were  only  a  couple  of  months  older  than  BettLynn,  she’d  think

nearly  a  year  separated  them,  if  not  more.  BettLynn  certainly  seemed  older  in  some  ways  than  her

fully  human  baby  counterparts,  including  how  she  homed  in  and  followed  people  with  her  intense

emerald gaze, tracking them unlike any human infant ever could at such a young age.  But the  Beasts

were definitely far more advanced than her in terms of what they could do physically. 

They  heard  Mai  still  on  the  phone  in  the  living  room.  It  sounded  like  she  was  pacing  as  she

talked to the doctor. 

Carla reached over and slipped a finger into BettLynn’s free hand. When the baby tried to pull

her  finger  into  her  mouth,  Carla  laughed  and  drew  it  free.  “No  you  don’t,  sneaky  little  girl. You’ll

have to wait to get raw meat, and it won’t be Grandma’s finger.” 

A snort escaped Elain. “Would I be horrible if I joked about getting her chew toys?” 

“Shh!” Carla scolded, leaning back to look through the doorway. “Elain Pardie Lyall, what the

heck’s wrong with you?” 

“Sorry.”  She  turned  to  get  the  bottle  out  of  the  warmer,  shaking  it  up  well  to  mix  it  and  then

testing it for temperature before facing the table again. “Okay. Who’s ready for breakfast?” 

Mai walked through the kitchen doorway. “Thanks for calling. Good-bye.” 

Elain had taken a step toward the table when BettLynn spotted the bottle in her hand. The baby

stretched both arms out, letting out a cry that…

Elain blinked. The howl now coming from the puppy dressed in a pink sweatsuit and strapped

into the infant carrier stopped her in her tracks. 

The phone slipped from Mai’s grasp and hit the tile floor, where the screen shattered. “Son of a

bitch,” she softly cried before bursting into tears. 




* * * *


 

Carla shuttled Mai out of the kitchen. She finally put an arm around Mai’s shoulders and forcibly

led  her  from  the  room,  Juju  and  Bea  following  in  their  wake.  Meanwhile,  Elain  hurried  to  get  a

frantically struggling BettLynn freed from the infant carrier straps before she and it went tumbling off

the kitchen table. 

“Well, crap,” she muttered to the wolf-ote puppy, who was whining and trying to get free from

Elain’s arms to get to the bottle sitting on the table. “Now what the hell am I supposed to do?” 

She heard her mom on the  phone  with  someone  out  in  the  living  room,  overlaid  by  Mai’s  soft

sobs in the background. Elain stooped over and picked up the broken phone from the floor and set it

on the table before grabbing the bottle again. 

 How had Jim done it?  She flipped the puppy onto her back in the crook of her left arm, and with

her right hand held the bottle just out of reach. “Okay, princess. You need to eat. Change back, right

now. Fun’s over.” 

BettLynn barked at her, still struggling to sit up and reach the bottle. 

“Oh, no you don’t. Shift back, BettLynn.” 

The puppy continued to struggle. 

Elain had to reposition her yet again. “BettLynn—” 

The puppy stopped struggling, met Elain’s gaze head-on, and growled at her. 

Shocked, Elain shoved the nipple into the puppy’s mouth. BettLynn immediately started sucking

on  it,  but  it  looked  like  half  of  it  was  going  on  her,  and  Elain,  in  the  process.  She  blew  formula

bubbles out of the sides of her mouth as she happily slurped at the nipple. 

Carla  rushed  into  the  room,  her  phone  to  her  ear.  She  started  to  speak  but  stopped  when  she

spotted Elain feeding BettLynn. 

“What are you doing?” 

“You talking to me, or whoever’s on the phone?” 

“You!” She pointed at BettLynn. “What are you doing?” 

“I’m feeding her.” 

“Why didn’t you try to get her to shift back first?” 

“Uh, news flash, I tried and she freaking growled at me. I thought it was more important to feed

her than fight with her.” 

“Shit!  No,  not  you.”  She  turned  and  left  the  kitchen,  speaking  again  to  whoever  was  on  the

phone. 

Elain looked down at BettLynn, who’d greedily worked her way through half the bottle already. 

“You, little lady, need to learn some manners. It’s not nice to growl at the hand that feeds you.” 

BettLynn  made  a  happy  noise  that  reminded  Elain  all  too  much  of  the  noises  Juju  and  Bea

sometimes made when they ate. 

Elain  was  still  alone  in  the  kitchen  with  BettLynn  when  the  puppy  emptied  the  first  bottle  and

started  whining.  Since  they  were  both  a  mess  already,  Elain  didn’t  bother  cleaning  up  herself  or

BettLynn.  She  prepared  another  bottle  one-handed,  trying  to  keep  the  puppy  in  her  arms  and  secure

while they waited for the bottle to heat up. When that one was ready, Elain gave it one more shot. She

flipped the puppy onto her back in the crook of her left arm as she had before, and held the bottle just

out of reach. 

“Okay, you can’t claim you’re starving now. Shift back, BettLynn. Please?” 

BettLynn struggled to reach the bottle, her eyes glancing at Elain’s as she did. When BettLynn let

out another growl, Elain felt the instinctive growl immediately come up in the back of her own throat

in reply, her Alpha warning the little puppy who was really in charge before she could even stop it

from happening. 

BettLynn blinked, her ears pinning back. But then she did something that startled Elain so much

she almost dropped the bottle and the baby. 

She shifted back. 

Mai  and  Carla  appeared  in  the  doorway  just  as  Elain  was  sticking  the  bottle  back  into  a  now

human  BettLynn’s  mouth.  Elain  turned,  pinning  a  fake  smile  on  her  face  that  she  hoped  would  fool

them both. “There we go. See? Back to baby.” 

Chapter Nineteen



Mai was more than happy to take over from Elain. Carla, however, followed her daughter to the

master bedroom, where Elain peeled off her formula-sodden shirt and rinsed it in the bathroom sink

before tossing it in the hamper. 

“How’d you do it?” Carla asked. 

“How’d  I  do  what?”  She  knew  her  voice  sounded  too  tight,  too  strained,  but  she  couldn’t  do

anything about that. 

Carla caught her by the arm before she could go into the closet to grab another shirt. “What’d

you do to make her shift back?” 

“I just did what Jim did and told her to shift. I think she wasn’t as hungry with the second bottle, 

so she finally did.” 

Carla wouldn’t let go of her wrist. “Elaaain.” 

She  swallowed  hard.  It  was  difficult  to  believe  that  her  mom,  who  was  a  human  and  not  an

Alpha wolf, could make her feel like she was five again and had just been caught with her hand in the

cookie jar. 

“That,” she softly said. “I did  that.” 

“Did what?” 

How  did  she  even  explain  this  without  sounding  like  a  royal  asshole  for  doing  it  in  the  first

place? “You can’t tell Mai.” 

Confusion  clouded  her  mom’s  expression.  “What?  Why  on  earth  not?  Elain,  what  did  you  do? 

Just tell me.” 

Her face heated. Now she felt like a real shit. “I growled at her, okay? She tried to growl at me

again,  and  it  just  came  out  of  me  before  I  could  even  stop  it. All  right?  She  growled  at  me,  and  I

growled back, and I guess my growl was bigger and badder than hers and she changed back. Okay?” 

Her  mom  released  her  wrist.  Elain  found  another  shirt  and  pulled  it  on  before  turning  back  to

her. “You can’t tell Mai,” Elain insisted. 

Her mom looked deep in thought. “No, you’re wrong. I think we need to.” 

Panic  threatened.  Now  she  grabbed  her  mom’s  wrist.  “Mom,  she’ll  never  forgive  me!  She’ll

never let me around BettLynn again, and I can’t say as I’d blame her, either!” 

Out  in  the  living  room,  they  heard  the  back  sliding  door  thrown  open  and  Brodey’s  voice.  “Is

she okay?” 

“Yes.” Mai sounded twenty times better than she had before. “Elain got her to shift back, thank

the Goddess.” 

“Where is she?” 

“Bedroom.” 

The  door  opened  and  he  walked  in,  immediately  frowning  as  he  closed  the  door  behind  him. 

“Okay,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?” 

It felt like molten lava filled her face. “Nothing’s wrong!” 

He strode across the bedroom. Elain released her mom’s arm and backed up as Brodey cornered

her in the closet. “Babe,” he said, his tone low and full of Alpha warning, “you tell me what’s wrong

right now. Please don’t make me edict you, because I will.” 

She burst into tears. 

He pulled her into his arms. “Shh, I’m sorry. But you’ve got to tell me what’s wrong.” 

“She growled at BettLynn,” Carla whispered. 

“What?” 

The three of them moved into the master bathroom and shut the door to give them an extra layer

of  privacy.  Between  Elain  softly  sobbing  the  events  and  Carla  helping  to  translate  her  blubberese, 

Brodey got the story. 

“That’s it? You growled and she shifted back?” 

Elain nodded. 

He burst into gales of hysterical laughter. 

Elain shoved him away from her. “It’s not funny!” 

He grabbed onto the counter for support as he laughed so hard he could barely breathe. “Yeah…

funny…holy crap!” 

Carla stepped in front of  Elain as she moved to go after him. “Back off, honey.  I’m sure he’ll

explain in a minute.” 

Elain wasn’t sure if it pissed her off more that he was laughing when she felt so horrible, or that

her own mother also looked amused. 

“There is  nothing funny about this,” Elain said in a lower volume when her mom shushed her. 

Unfortunately,  that  set  Brodey  off  laughing  even  harder.  Tears  streamed  down  his  face  and  he

stomped one booted foot like a demented horse tapping out numbers for a trick. 

Elain tightly balled her fists, her nails digging into her palms. When she tried to step around her

mom,  Carla  caught  her  by  the  upper  arm,  fingers  digging  in.  She  marched  Elain  over  to  the  toilet, 

where the lid was down. 

She pointed. “Sit. Now.” 

Brodey  froze  and  another  round  of  laughter  burst  from  him  as  Elain  obeyed  her  mom  without

question.  He  slid  to  the  floor,  his  arms  wrapped  around  him  as  he  tried  to  suck  in  breaths  of  air

through his laughter. 

Elain scowled up at Carla. “Yeah,  that helped, Mom.” 

It  took  him  the  better  part  of  a  minute  to  finally  get  himself  under  control.  Even  then,  he

snickered  and  guffawed  his  way  through  the  explanation.  “She’s  part  wolf,  babe.  BettLynn.  And

coyote. I’d be willing to bet their pups are similar to full wolf pups in some ways. Even when they’re

little and two-legged and not shifting yet, sometimes they’ll test their parents. They’ll growl. And like

any bio-wolf or bio-dog, wolf parents will growl back. That’s  normal.” 

“Normal?” 

He  nodded  as  he  slowly  climbed  to  his  feet.  “Completely  normal.  Healthy.  You  have  to  set

boundaries. Just like with a human child. I’m sure Mom here can tell you. She probably had a look or

tone of voice she could use on you to keep you in line without having to lay a single finger on you.” 

He snickered and pointed at her. “Just like she did to get you to sit.” 

Elain stared at her mom, who kindly smiled as she nodded. “He’s right, sweetie.” 

Relief swept through her and she burst into tears again. Brodey crossed the bathroom and pulled

her  into  his  arms  once  more,  one  hand  buried  in  her  hair  and  gently  pressing  her  face  against  his

shoulder, the other wrapped tightly around her waist. 

She was vaguely aware of her mom leaving them alone and shutting the bathroom door behind

her. 

“Shh,” he soothed. “It’s all right.” 

“I’m a horrible person.” 

This  time,  he  didn’t  laugh.  “You’re  not  horrible. You’re  fantastic.  See?  It’s  instinctive  in  you

already. You’ll be a fantastic mother if you ever decide you want to be one.” 

“But I  growled at her!” 

“I know. That’s good. You might have taught her a valuable lesson.” 

“She’s a  baby!” 

“Again, that’s okay. Yeah, maybe she tested the waters a little sooner than the regular wolf child

might, but no harm, no foul. Maybe this is what Mai needs to learn, too.” 

“I can’t tell her!” She looked up, horrified. “I  cannot tell my best friend I growled at her baby.” 

Gently cupping her face in his hand, he stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I’m not going to force

you to tell her. But in all honesty? I think you need to. She’s a coyote. She’s just so overwhelmed right

now, maybe she isn’t thinking about stuff like that. This is a huge shock on top of everything else she’s

dealing with.” 

“But she’s got Down syndrome. We can’t go around growling at her.” 

“What does that have to do with anything? You heard Dr. Alberto yesterday. The best thing we

can do is take everything one step at a time, as it comes with her. Treat her as normally as we can. If a

normal wolf pup growls at its parents, they growl back and assert dominance over the pup.  It’s not

like you’re spanking an infant. We have no book to follow here. We have to let BettLynn show us the

way.” 

Torn between relief and horror, she let Brodey pull her close again. He slowly rocked her in his

arms,  trying  to  soothe  her.  “I  know  this  is  overwhelming  for  you,  too.  There’s  so  much  you  don’t

know about us. About wolves.” 

“Understatement of all eternity, Brod.” 

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You are far harder on yourself than any of us are on you. I

think you’re even harder on yourself than Mai is.” 

Brodey got Dr. Alberto on the phone again while still locked in the bedroom with Elain, and had

Elain tell her what happened. 

Relief and irritation mixed when the doctor laughed. “Well, your husband’s right, Elain. It was a

normal, natural thing you did.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.” 

She  handed  the  phone  back  to  Brodey.  “You  were  right.”  Without  waiting,  she  unlocked  the

bedroom  door  and  went  to  talk  to  Mai.  BettLynn  had  fallen  asleep  with  a  full  tummy.  Mai  had  just

gotten her changed and put into her crib when Elain found her. 

“We need to talk,” Elain whispered. 

Mai motioned her out into the hallway and closed the nursery door. Then, she turned and threw

her arms around Elain. “Thank you. Whatever you did, thank you.” 

Brodey and Carla stared at them from the end of the hallway as Elain finally put her arms around

her friend. “Well, you might not be thanking me so much.” She admitted what happened. 

At first, Elain thought Mai was crying. Especially from the way her body was rocked by spasms. 

When she pulled free of Elain and raced down the hall to the living room, Elain couldn’t see her face, 

only that she had a hand clamped over her mouth. 

When  Mai  ran  out  the  back  sliders  and  left  them  standing  open,  the  three  of  them  had  almost

caught up with her when they heard Mai’s peals of laughter ringing across the backyard. 

“I take it you’re not mad at me?” 

Mai turned and threw her arms around Elain again, hugging her. “Thank you! No, I’m not mad. 

I’m an idiot. I can’t believe how stupid I am. Alpha Auntie Elain figured it out.” 

Once again, Elain found herself hesitating before returning her friend’s hug. “So…we’re good?” 

“Hell, yes, we’re good. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it yesterday.” 

Unfortunately, it turned out not to be that simple. When it came time for BettLynn’s next feeding, 

she shifted into puppy form and wouldn’t shift back for Mai. Elain even tried taking Juju and Bea out

for a walk, getting completely out of the house for a few minutes. 

When she returned, BettLynn was angrily whining, but still in puppy form. 

Exasperated,  Mai  held  out  the  bottle  to  Elain.  Elain  took  it  and  picked  BettLynn  up.  After

flipping her onto her back and cradling her, she held the bottle out of reach. “Come on, sweetheart. 

Shift back for Aunt Elain.” 

The puppy whined, but continued struggling. 

“BettLynn, shift back. Please?” 

Brodey  leaned  against  the  kitchen  cabinets,  arms  crossed,  silently  watching.  Carla  sat  at  the

table, also not offering any advice. 

After a few more minutes of this, BettLynn let out a growl. 

Elain’s growl in response once again left her throat before she even thought about it. 

As she had before, BettLynn pinned her ears back, but she shifted into human form. 

Elain immediately gave her the bottle before carefully handing her over to Mai. Then she left the

kitchen. 

Brodey followed her, waiting until they were outside on the lanai to grab her arm and turn her

around to face him. “It’s okay,” he gently said. “She has to learn this.” 

She didn’t pull free. “It doesn’t feel good to do it. She’s a baby. And Mai’s her mother.” 

“I know. Mai will have to learn how to do it herself.” 

“Jim’s human. He was getting her to shift back yesterday.” 

“He’s a male.” 

“What difference does that make?” 

Brodey  shrugged.  “You  said  it  yourself,  maybe  she’s  a  daddy’s  girl.  Micah  was  so  busy

consoling Mai yesterday, I don’t think he took a turn trying it. Who knows?  He might not be able to

make her shift back, either.” 

But when the men returned that evening and they put the theory to the test, Mai still hadn’t been

able to get BettLynn to shift from puppy to human for feedings, although Elain and Brodey, and even

Carla, had all been able to do it. 

Adding insult to injury, Micah took a turn feeding her. He only had to ask BettLynn once to shift

back before the baby complied, no growling needed. 

Elain felt horrible for Mai, like she was unintentionally complicit in breaking her friend’s heart. 

Made worse when Mai sadly smiled at her as they watched Micah feeding the baby. “It’s all right,” 

Mai told her. “I’m just glad we can get her to shift back. I don’t care who does it.” 

After Mai excused herself and went to their bedroom, Jim following close behind, Elain sat on

the couch. “I feel like a total shit.” 

Micah raised an eyebrow at her. “Stop it,” he lightly said. “It’s okay.  She’s just overwhelmed

right now. There’s nothing for you to feel badly about. I’m actually very thankful to you.” 

“Why?” 

“You figured this out.” 

“I feel like I’ve taken one more aspect of normalcy away from Mai.” 

“He’s right,” Carla scolded her. “Quit trying to guilt trip yourself. I’m sure Mai will figure this

out soon enough and then she won’t need help with it.” 

“I hope you’re right, Mom.” 

Chapter Twenty



Unfortunately, as time grew close for them to depart for the Gathering in Yellowstone, not only

had Mai not figured out the magic secret to get her daughter to shift back from puppy form, it seemed

she  was  the  only  one  of  their  close-knit  family  and  friends  who  couldn’t  get  the  baby  to  shift  back, 

eventually, at least. 

Jim, however, had clearly taken the lead by a mile in that department. BettLynn never growled at

her daddy, and rarely made him ask more than once for her to shift back for feedings. 

For  her  part,  Elain  couldn’t  shake  her  mixed  emotions  about  the  whole  situation.  She  felt

simultaneously  guilty  that  she  wasn’t  upset  over  BettLynn’s  shifting  abilities,  and  left  out  of  the

discussion in a way. She wasn’t a mom. She couldn’t say she knew how Mai was feeling, because she

wasn’t in Mai’s shoes. 

She also felt badly for feeling glad the baby could shift so young. BettLynn would have enough

things to deal with in her life. At least in this one way, she was able to level her own playing field, so

to speak. 

That couldn’t be a bad thing. Not that she’d say that aloud to Mai. Poor Mai didn’t verbalize it, 

but  Elain knew the young mother felt like a failure, no matter how irrational—and flat-wrong—that

was to the rest of them. 

Elain, however, could feel the emotions washing off Mai anytime she was within a few feet of

her friend. 

Adding  to  Mai’s  heartache  was  the  decision,  based  on  Dr.  Alberto’s  suggestion,  to  keep

BettLynn in a small harness at all times, with a leash on it. Especially while out in Yellowstone, for

her own safety. One the baby couldn’t escape from in puppy mode. 

When  Jim  and  Micah  came  home  with  a  harness  for  BettLynn  one  day  the  week  after  she’d

started shifting, a pink one with comfortable elastic that they’d had custom-made for her, Elain sensed

Mai had neared the end of her mental rope even though she forced a smile while the men fitted it on

the baby. 

But it made sense. Because BettLynn had developed a habit of shifting whenever she got bored

and wasn’t hungry, able in that mode to run around the house and play with Juju and Bea. 

All Elain could do was offer as much moral support to Mai as she could while feeling helpless

to  give  her  any  constructive  advice,  and  keeping  as  much  physical  distance  as  she  could  from  her

friend whenever possible to avoid absorbing the mix of emotions Mai was putting out. Which, on an

RV  trip  from  Florida  to  Yellowstone,  meant  Elain  spent  a  good  deal  of  time  cooped  up  in  close

proximity  to  Mai  and  unable  to  avoid  feeling  those  emotions.  Emotions  so  overwhelming  that  she

spent a lot of the trip riding shotgun with Brodey while he drove. 

Fortunately, they made the trip in four days. 

“I get the distinct feeling the guys wish we’d flown,” Lina said, a playful lilt in her voice. While

she spent her nights in the other  RV with  Jan and  Rick and the  Beasts, she spent the daytime riding

with Mai, Elain, and Carla. 

“I could tell Liam wasn’t exactly happy to let me come out without him,” Carla said. 

Brodey  had  just  parked  their  RV  outside  the  Old  Faithful  Lodge  complex,  where  they  would

check in to their cabins. Rick pulled the other RV in behind him. 

Elain shrugged. “Ask me if I care if they’re unhappy about it. We had to get here, and here we

are.” Her nerves, combined with feeling road-weary and the constant, nagging tingle of worry she’d

lived  with  for  several  weeks  that  still  wouldn’t  go  away,  in  addition  to  feeling  Mai’s  distress,  had

stretched her nerves to the limit. Now at their destination, she wanted to be locked away, alone in a

room  with  her  guys—or  even  alone-alone—and  spend  a  few  hours  not  moving  or  being  forced  to

interact with other people. 

“I don’t know why you guys are complaining,”  Mai grumbled. “You’re not the one who has to

keep your daughter on a leash.” 

Elain  and  Lina  both  gave  her  hugs.  “It’ll  be  okay,”  Lina  told  her.  “Maybe  someone  will  have

some advice for us.” 

They all looked at the baby, who was currently in her human form and securely buckled into her

car seat, which was fastened to the sofa with a long strap Brodey and the other men had rigged. Still, 

she wore the elasticized harness, just in case. 

No  one  would  take  any  chances  with  BettLynn  in Yellowstone.  She  was  now  way  too  fast  in

four-legged  mode  for  any  of  the  humans  to  catch  up  with  in  two-legged  form.  One  time  she

accidentally got out the back door in Arcadia when  Brodey didn’t realize she was shifted, and  Mai

had  to  shift  herself  to  catch  her.  There  were  too  many  potential  hazards  in  the  park  should  she  get

loose. Not just from bio-animals like bison, bears, and wolves, but from the thermal features as well. 

She might be a precocious shifter, but she was still just a baby. 

The Beasts were also strapped into their own car seats, on either side of BettLynn on the couch. 

It was the only way any of the adults got a moment’s peace while the babies were awake. 

Mai  had  wanted  to  stay  behind  in  Florida,  but  Micah  and  Jim  overruled  her.  For  starters, 

because they were proud of their daughter’s ability to shift so young. Also, logically, they hoped they

might  find  sage  advice  from  one  of  the  elder  shifters  in  attendance.  They’d  made  her  go  with  the

others. Unable to leave their business that long, they’d arranged to fly out with Ain and the others. 

“And, I have good news,” Lina announced. “Uncle Andel told me that Arnost is going to be here

at the Gathering. It might be the last one he gets to.” 

“Who’s he?” Mai asked. 

“He’s a Seer. And, more importantly, he’s Bertholde’s brother. This will be the first time I’ve

ever met him. He wanted to meet the two of you.” 

“Do you think he can give us any help?” Elain pointed at BettLynn. 

“Who  knows.  But  I  think  we  really  need  to  sit  down  and  talk  with  him.  No  telling  how  much

longer he’ll be around.” 

“Why haven’t we met him before?” 

“He’s  sort  of  a  recluse.  Doesn’t  even  have  a  phone.  He  lives  in  Europe  and  doesn’t  like  to

travel. But he told Andel he wanted to be here to meet with us.” 

“When’s  that  happening?”  Elain  asked.  Frankly,  she  wanted  to  get  the  situation  with  Callie’s

curse handled once and for all. She hated it hanging over their heads the way it was and knew Callie

wasn’t very happy about it, either. 

“Probably day after tomorrow. He gets in tomorrow, and I’m sure he’ll need to rest. Besides.” 

She let out a nervous cough. “I’ll be busy tomorrow.” 

Elain tried changing the subject. “Okay, Goddess,” she said to Lina. “We’re here. When are you

going to spill the deets about breaking  Callie’s curse?”  Despite repeatedly asking  Lina since they’d

discovered it, the Goddess had remained steadfastly closemouthed about the topic. 

“We’re  going  to  do  it  tomorrow  night.  She  and  Blackie  will  get  here  today.  That  will  give  us

time to get settled in and prepare. The meetings don’t start until the day after that.” 

“What do we need to do to prepare?” Elain asked her. 

“I can tell you I need to do a little scouting so I can find the right location. Hopefully, someplace

close by.” 

“That’s all you’ll tell us?” Mai asked. 

“For right now, yes.” 

Elain snorted. “I’m starting to think you don’t trust us.” 

“No, not at all. It’s not that. I just don’t want to attract a shit-ton of attention before the fact.” 

Mai looked hurt. “You don’t think we can keep a secret?” 

“No! Again, not the issue. See? This is why I wanted to keep everything under wraps until time

to actually do it.” She grabbed the other two women and pulled them close in a two-armed bear hug. 

“I love you two. You’re my sisters. It’s just I’m really nervous and stressed out about this, and I don’t

want you two feeling that.” 

“Doesn’t make sense,” Elain said. “We can help.” 

“And you’ll help by just showing up when and where I say and doing what I tell you to do.” 

Ain opened the door to the RV and stepped in. “Everyone still alive?” 

Elain forgot her irritation at her friend and threw her arms around his neck. “Hey, Prime.” She

nearly lost herself in his embrace when she realized Cail was standing just outside the door, patiently

waiting. She released Ain and slipped past him to give Cail a hello kiss. 

“Glad you didn’t forget me, babe.” 

“Never.” 

“If you guys check in right now, we can make Old Faithful’s next eruption,” Ain said. 

Nearly thirty minutes later, they were all gathered at the basin, watching the geyser blow. They

weren’t alone, however. They were surrounded by other shifters also there for the Gathering, adults

and children alike. As Elain turned, she had to grab hold of Cail for support. 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” 

She continued her slow turn, taking in the full view in all directions. In shock, she stared at Lina

and Mai. “We’re here. In Yellowstone.” 

“Um, yeah,” Lina said, looking amused. “We drove here, sweetie.” 

“You all right?” Mai asked. 

“You  don’t  get  it.  We’re    here.  Exactly  here.  Just  like  I  saw  in  my  vision  a  couple  of  months

ago.” 




* * * *

 

No one was quite sure what that meant.  Since  Elain’s vision hadn’t included anything but  Old

Faithful,  Lina  posited  it  didn’t  mean  much.  Once  they  had  the  RVs  unloaded  and  had  unpacked,  the

three women sat on the Old Faithful Lodge porch to talk in private. 

“A  lot  of  my  visions  are  benign,”  Lina  told  her.  “They’re  not  all  doom  and  gloom,  or  even

happy. They’re just little snippets.” 

Mai nodded. “I have a lot of dreams like that. Sometimes I don’t know if they’re visions or just

regular dreams.” 

It still unsettled Elain. It had been more than just simple déjà vu. And it only added to her stress. 

“I just have a bad feeling.” 

Lina frowned. “Bad as in you know something’s going to happen, or bad that you’re still freaked

out?” 

“I—”  Her  mouth  snapped  shut. After  a  moment’s  contemplation,  she  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t

know.” 

Mai shrugged. “Well, let’s not let it ruin the trip for you. You’ve had bad visions.” 

“True.” Elain didn’t want to think about the one from just before Christmas, about a gory birth, a

baby ripped from the womb. She blinked to clear the memory from her mind. 

Lacey approached from the cabins. “Do you need to be alone, or may I join you?” 

“Pull up a chair,” Elain said. “Maybe you can help.” 

“I’ll try.” 

“We’re  trying,”  Lina  said,  “to  convince  Elain  that  sometimes  our  visions  don’t  mean  much,  if

anything. They’re just boring, not good or bad.” 

Lacey slowly nodded. “That’s true.” 

“Ha!” Lina said with a grin. “See?” 

“In my early days, once it was revealed to me that I was a Seer, I had a lot of difficulty picking

out what was important versus what was trivial. It took time and experience to learn what to ignore

and what to pay attention to.” 

Lina poked Elain in the shoulder. “Told you.” 

Elain watched Lacey struggle to hold her smile in. “I don’t blame you for feeling nervous about

it, but if you are feeling something, I’m willing to bet it stems from something else, not the vision you

had about Old Faithful.” 

Elain didn’t want to admit about the other vision, about the baby being ripped from someone’s

womb. More accurately, the circumstances under which she’d had it. She also felt certain she wasn’t

supposed to tell anyone about it. That part confused and confounded her, but trusting her instincts, in

this case, felt right. 

That particular vision would stay her private matter for the time being. 

Brodey  spared  her  having  to  answer.  He  stuck  his  head  out  the  door.  “Dinner’s  being  served. 

Who’s hungry?” 

Elain sprang to her feet and rushed to join him. “Me, that’s for sure.” 

When she was in line getting her food, Lacey got in line behind her. The old Seer tapped Elain

on the shoulder. 

When  Elain  leaned  in,  Lacey  kept  her  voice  low.  “It’s  all  right  if  you  need  to  keep  things  to

yourself. Sometimes, that’s what the Universe wants. Trust your instincts.” 

Elain  nodded  and  straightened  without  replying.  She’s  a  Seer,  too,  duh.   But  that  Lacey  had

echoed her own instincts helped relieve her a little. 

It didn’t, however, lift the feeling of impending trouble that refused to go away. 




* * * *

 

Elain’s hopes for desperately needed alone time with all three of her men were quickly dashed. 

Brodey had gone with Ain to a confab with Blackie, Jocko, Mark, and a few others. That left Cail and

Elain alone in the cabin. 

“You look wiped out,” he said. “Want a back rub?” 

She smiled as she draped her arms around his neck. “Maybe a front rub, too.” 

She felt him harden through his jeans. “I figured you’d be too worn out for that.” 

“I am worn out, but I saved a little energy.” 

“Ooh, I’m a lucky man.” 

“Yeah, the other two will just have to wait until morning. I suspect I’ll be sound asleep by the

time we’re done.” She laughed. “Sorry, guess that’s not very romantic.” 

“Sounds romantic to me,” he teased, helping her get her shirt off. The rest of her clothes, and his, 

soon joined her shirt on the floor. 

Stretched out in bed together, he kissed her slowly, sweetly, tenderly, making her sigh. “It’s nice

being alone with one of you sometimes.” 

He grinned. “You don’t have to convince me.” 

“You  guys  don’t  get  jealous  of  each  other,  do  you?”  That  was  something  she  always  worried

about no matter how many times they reassured her. 

His expression softened. “No, babe. Not jealous. We know you try to give us each alone time. It

doesn’t  always  work  out  that  way.”  He  kissed  her  again,  his  tongue  lightly  tracing  her  lips.  “I  just

love seeing you happy. It’s what I live for.” 

“Okay.” She arched her back, pressing the length of her body against him. His stiff cock rubbed

between her legs, her own desire making her clit throb and her pussy wet. 

Being ready for them never seemed to be a problem. 

He reached between them and rubbed the head of his cock back and forth through her pussy lips, 

along her clit and back again. “I know where you want this.” 

She nodded, trying to position her hips to coax him to do it. 

Cail kissed her again, teasing, tasting, and flicking his tongue against hers, making her want him

even more. All three brothers had unique styles. Left alone with Cail, he would take forever and make

her beg him to fuck her if they had the time to draw it out. 

Not that she was complaining. 

He  rolled  on  top  of  her,  pinning  her  to  the  bed  and  still  not  giving  her  what  she  craved.  “My

sweet,  beautiful  mate,”  he  whispered.  “Maybe  we  need  to  take  individual  vacations  with  you.  Get

some alone time.” 

“The other two would fuck my brains out every time I got back.” 

“And that’s a bad thing?” 

“I didn’t say that.” 

He slid his cock back and forth along her clit, teasing her, making her gasp. Every stroke along

her  sensitive  nub  stirred  her  passion  even  more.  Her  nipples  pleasantly  rubbed  against  his  chest, 

turning into hard peaks that added to the sensation. 

Finally, he reached between them again, this time positioning his cock so the head was lined up

with her drenched cunt. “Want it?” 

Her lower lip caught under her teeth and she nodded. 

Slowly, still teasing her, he worked his cock deeper inside her until he was buried to his balls

inside her pussy. “Better?” 

She smiled. “It will be when you start moving.” 

“Ah. You’re greedy today.” 

“Just a little.” 

He laughed and took a slow stroke, turning her giggles into moans. “Please, don’t tease me,” she

begged. 

“Aw, poor sweetheart. I’ll take pity on you.” He started moving, harder, faster, still that perfect

angle to brush against her swollen and sensitive clit with every stroke. 

She  held  on  to  his  arms,  their  gazes  locked.  Just  when  she  wasn’t  sure  she’d  be  able  to  come

like that after all, she felt the familiar tingle start. 

He sensed it. “There’s my girl. Come for me, baby.” 

The tingle quickly exploded into pleasure as her orgasm swelled and burst inside her. The walls

of her pussy contracted around his cock, adding to the sweet release. 

Cail  moved  faster,  fucking  her  hard  now,  trying  to  catch  up  as  she  rode  wave  after  wave  of

pleasure until she felt him coming. His body went rigid, head falling to rest on her chest as he caught

his breath, his balls emptying inside her. 

She  wrapped  her  arms  around  him.  She  didn’t  want  him  to  move,  to  leave  her.  Finally,  he

relaxed, settling on top of her. “Love you, baby.” 

She tangled her fingers in his hair. “Love you, too.” 

Chapter Twenty-One



Lina felt bad that she had to stay closemouthed about the ceremony. She didn’t even want others

knowing it was going to happen at all, except for the ones who’d be involved. When Elain asked her

about it, Lina told her she didn’t want gawkers. 

She also didn’t want Callie or Blackie stressing out over what would have to be done. 

Not to mention, she didn’t want to freak anyone out, or word accidentally getting to one of the

park rangers, who might disagree with them deliberately slaughtering one of their prize attractions. 

Based on the moon phase, she opted to do it close to sundown instead of at night. The sun hung

low in the sky, making a rapid descent toward the mountains to the west as Lina and the others walked

along a path leading north away from the bridge crossing the Firehole River, to a field large enough to

do the ritual. During the earlier scouting run, she’d spotted a small herd of bison along the edges of

the clearing. 

Hopefully,  they’d  still  be  there.  If  not,  they’d  have  to  wait  to  start  until  the  shifter  predators

could coax one close enough to them for the spell banishment to work. Oscar, Doug, and Wally were

ready to finish off the chosen beast as soon as the ritual ended. Jan, Rick, and Kael were standing by

as aerial backup, in case the bison got loose. 

“Do you really think this is going to work?” Callie asked. 

“Do you really have another choice?” Gigi shot back. 

Blackie laid a hand on Callie’s shoulder. “Easy, pet,” he softly said. “We know you’re nervous, 

but don’t take it out on them.” Callie scowled at her older sister but didn’t reply. 

“Look,”  Lina  reminded  her,  “all  our  research  points  to  this  being  the  best  choice.  Bison  are

huge,  they’re  plentiful,  they  qualify  as  an  innocent. And  once  the  curse  is  transferred,  we’ll  kill  the

bison and effectively destroy what’s left of the curse.” 

“What if it jumps into someone else?”  Callie quietly asked.  She stopped dead,  Blackie almost

walking  into  her,  and  turned  around  to  look  at  everyone.  “What  if  it  jumps  into  someone  innocent

when they kill it?” 

“That won’t happen,” Lina said. “We’re strong. We got this.” She offered up a smile she hoped

her friend believed. “We’ll form a strong circle. We’re going to channel it into the bison.” She turned

Callie around by the shoulders and gave her a friendly shove in the right direction. 

Lina desperately hoped Blackie didn’t back out when she popped the last surprise on them, that

he’d have to be down for a little bit of exhibitionism to make the ritual work. 

Sex  magick  was  the  strongest  kind  of  magick,  and  it’d  be  necessary  to  keep  the  curse  from

slamming back into Callie in the middle of the ritual before they got the damn thing securely planted

inside the bison. 

They reached the clearing and Lina felt relief at the sight of several bison grazing on the far side. 

No impromptu rodeo would be necessary. 

“Is everyone in place?” Lina asked Gigi. 

The  redhead  closed  her  eyes,  slowly  nodding  after  a  moment.  “Oscar  is  directly  to  our  north, 

closest to the bison and just inside the treeline. He’s not shifted, so as not to spook the bison. Wally

is…”  She pointed toward the west. “Over there.  Shifted, because he’s downwind and the bison are

not unaccustomed to bears. Doug is to the east, unshifted, because cougars are not as common in this

area and he’s upwind.” She opened her eyes. “They’re ready when we are.” 

Mai looked nervous. “I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to do. I don’t want to screw this up.” 

“You just follow along with what Elain and I do,” Lina assured her. “Say what we say, do what

we do.” 

“Why do I suspect it’s not that simple?” Mai asked. 

“It really is,” Gigi said. She grinned at Callie. “Tell her. Babs was always the brains.” 

Callie stuck her tongue out at her older sister. 

Lina looked at the three dragons. “You guys get ready. Strip. but don’t shift yet.” 

“Wouldn’t it be better if we were already airborne and in position?” Rick asked. 

“Nope. Because bison aren’t used to smelling dragons. You might spook them.” She pointed. 

They looked.  One of the bison, a bull larger than the others, had taken an interest in what they

were  doing.  He  slowly  approached  them,  head  up  and  alert  at  first  as  he  stopped  about  fifty  yards

away. Then he dropped his head and began grazing when he realized they weren’t doing anything but

standing there. 

“That’s our guy,” Lina whispered. 

“How do we know?” Callie asked. 

“Because he’s closest. He’s also the biggest.” 

“Um, guys?” Blackie asked, his voice low. “What if he frigging charges us?” 

Lina shrugged. “Won’t be an issue once the ritual starts.” 

Jan, Rick, and Kael stepped off to the side and began stripping. 

“What am I supposed to do?” Blackie asked. 

Lina grabbed his arm and pulled him aside. “You’re going to do what we tell you to do, Alpha

dude. You want Callie to get rid of this curse for good, right?” 

His brow furrowed. “What is going on?” 

She took a deep breath. “You’re going to have to…you  know…as part of the ritual.” 

He rubbed at his chin. “Let me get this straight. The ritual involves me screwing my wife?” 

Lina nodded. 

“I’m not into public performances.” 

“Then think of goddamned England, whatever you have to, to get through it,” she said. “People

could  die  if  this  curse  gets  away  from  her.  It’s  getting  stronger  every  day.  You  yourself  said  her

nightmares  are  getting  worse.  Imagine  what  happens  if  they  break  through.  So  suck  it  up,  buttercup, 

and deal with it. Unless you want her killing herself because she’s afraid of hurting someone.” 

She turned her back on him and returned to the group. Then she dug a piece of paper out of her

pocket and handed it to Callie. “You can read that, I take it?” 

Callie frowned as she unfolded the paper and scanned it. “Um, yeah, but…” She stared at Lina. 

“Where the hell did you get this? This was never written down.” She looked at Gigi. “Did you tell her

this?” 

Gigi shook her head and held up her hands. “Don’t ask me, sis. I don’t know.” 

Lina tapped her temple. “All my memories of all my lives came back, remember? Plus Zack and

I  went  through  Bertholde’s  journals  and  the  cockatrices’  crazy-assed  cookbook  from  hell.”  She

pointed at the paper. “Mix them all together, and that is what you’re going to have to chant.” 

Callie stared at the paper again. “If you’re sure.” 

“I’m not sure of anything at this point except we need to get that damn thing out of you sooner

rather than later. The three of us will provide the power source. Remember the…thing I created way

back when? By Rachel’s well?” 

Callie slowly nodded. “Yeah. I remember that.” 

“Same  principle.  But  this  time,  instead  of  pulling  dark  energy  from  within  the  things  that  still

wanted it and then planting it into something else, we’re evicting dark energy from someone wanting

it gone, while rehoming that dark energy, all at the same time.” 

“What do you need me to do?” Gigi asked. 

“Stand watch,” Lina said. “Do whatever you can to be a buffer if the bison decides to stampede

in our direction instead of away before we’re finished. The guys will go after it as soon as I give you

the high sign.” 

Lina turned to the dragons. “That’s another thing. Do not kill the bison until I give the signal. The

curse needs to be fully implanted in it before it dies.” 

Jan gave her a thumbs-up. 

Lina unshouldered her backpack and withdrew a lightweight flannel throw, which she spread out

on  the  ground  next  to  Blackie  and  Callie.  Then  she  picked  up  a  stick  and  drew  a  circle  around  the

throw and Blackie and Callie, leaving them plenty of room. “Okay, don’t break that circle until I tell

you to,” she said. “And get naked. Both of you.” 

Callie didn’t hesitate. 

Lina  noticed  Blackie  didn’t  immediately  comply.  “Come  on.  What  are  you  waiting  for?”  she

asked. 

“I told you, I’m not into public sex.” 

“And I told you to suck it up, mister.” She jammed her hands on her hips. “You want the truth? 

We’re  going  to  be  too  busy  with  what  we’re  doing  to  pay  any  attention  to  what  you’re  doing.  Jan, 

Rick, and Kael will be focused on four-legged crowd control, and the guys over there”—she pointed

—“are going to be too busy keeping an eye on their buffet dinner.” She shook her hands at him. “Strip. 

Now.” 

Callie, already down to her bra and panties, put a hand on his arm. “Please, Sir,” she softly said. 

“It’s okay. They’re all friends.” 

“What about her?” He pointed at Gigi. 

Gigi  smiled.  “No  offense,  but  I’m  happy  with  Oscar.  I’m  more  of  a  cat  person  than  a  dog

person.” 

Blackie glared at her. “Wolf.” 

“Whatever.” 

Lina felt a fireball itching to rise out of her palm and squelched the urge. “Naked.  Now.”  She

grabbed  her  backpack  and  pulled  a  few  things  from  it  before  she  directed  Mai  and  Elain  to  their

places.  They  would  form  a  triangle  around  the  inner  circle.  Blackie  finally  kicked  off  his  sneakers

and started working on his jeans. 

“Okay, and another point,” Lina told Blackie, “you need to wait to order her to climax until I tell

you to. She’ll be both under your command and at her most vulnerable. That’s when we’re going to

order the thing out. Okay?” 

He frowned as he worked on unfastening his shirt buttons, but he nodded. 

Lina took that as assent. “Great.” 

Callie was now naked and standing on the throw with the paper in her hand. 

“Are you okay with this?” Blackie asked her. 

A bashful smile curved her lips. “This isn’t the kinkiest thing I’ve ever done, Sir. Believe me.” 

His shirt joined her pile of clothes before he started working on his jeans. Once he was naked, 

Lina breathed a silent sigh of relief. “Okay,” she said. “The two of you, stand facing each other on the

blanket. Arms around each other.” 

Callie held up the paper. 

“Hold it so you can read it. You won’t need it once we raise the power. Then you can drop it.” 

“Okay.” 

“Kick your shoes and socks off,” she said to Mai and Elain. “You both need to be barefoot. Lina

removed  hers  and  then  grabbed  a  package  of  sea  salt.  She  walked  a  larger  circle  around  Mai  and

Elain, creating a circle that ended at her spot. She finished it, sealing herself inside. “No one break

that outer circle until I open it,” she ordered. 

Discarding the salt container, she grabbed two large quartz crystals and gave one to  Elain and

one to Mai. She had a third, that she took and held in her left hand. “Wait. Put your crystals down for

a second and clasp your hands together in front of you.” 

The women frowned but did as ordered. Lina looked at Elain. Her left thumb was on top of her

right.  Mai’s right thumb was on top of her left. “Mai, you hold the crystal in your right hand.  Elain, 

hold it in your left.” 

“Why?” Elain asked. 

“I’ll tell you later.” Lina already knew her power hand was her left, even though she was right-

handed, as was Elain. “No time. Just keep it in the hand I told you to.” 

Lina raised her hand, pointing it up but toward the inner circle. “Do what I do and repeat what I

say when I tell you to. You’re going to be freaked out when we first raise the power.” 

She looked at Mai. “Whatever you do, don’t break position, okay? It won’t hurt you.” 

Mai  nodded  but  didn’t  look  so  sure.  Both  she  and  Elain  raised  their  crystals,  pointing  them

toward the inner circle. 

Chapter Twenty-Two



Elain felt more than nervous.  She felt absolutely freaked out.  Less than a year ago, if someone

had told her that not only did shape-shifters exist, but that she’d soon be having supernatural visions

and participating in magick ceremonies, she’d have told them they were insane. 

Now, it seemed natural to be standing with a rock in her hand, her arm in the air like she was

holding a lighter at a concert, and staring at two of her good friends standing stark naked in the middle

of a dirt circle. 

 Sure. 

But it felt right. And she was learning to trust her instincts, trust what felt right. Lina had more

experience in this area, and Elain knew she would never do anything to put their friends at risk. 

She  also  knew  they  had  to  help  Callie  get  rid  of  the  curse  if  they  were  going  to  prevent  bad

things from happening. 

Standing there, she looked to Lina, as was Mai, and awaited her instructions. 

Lina  closed  her  eyes  and  began  speaking.  “Goddess  above,  Goddess  below.  Goddess  within, 

Goddess without. Power through love, power through hope. Power will gather, power throughout. We

raise this circle with great care. Three as one, our powers share.” 

Elain felt a tingling sensation starting at the soles of her feet, more than just the cold grass and

damp earth beneath her. Looking across the circle, she saw Mai’s eyes widen, but the woman’s arm

didn’t lower. 

Lina  dropped  into  a  singsong  voice,  words  spoken  in  a  language  Elain  didn’t  understand,  but

somehow, the meaning floated into her brain as if an invisible translator was at work. In English it no

longer rhymed, although in the language Lina now spoke, which Elain sensed was ancient, it did. 

“Evil dark, evil rank, into our sister settled. We call to it, raise it up, draw it into light now. ” 

Lina pointed her free hand at Callie, who recited in that same ancient tongue, which also translated in

Elain’s brain. 

“I call upon the Goddess to set me free. I call upon the Goddess to allow the Triad to make

 me whole. I am an imperfect being striving for my soul to once again be bathed in the light of the

 Universe. ” 

The tingle now worked its way up Elain’s legs, past her knees, higher. Lina picked up the thread

again. “Two souls have joined. No longer room for evil work. We’re calling to the Goddess to work

 through us, to pull the darkness from her soul. ” She pointed at Mai and Elain with her free hand. 

Elain knew without needing more prompting. Apparently,  Mai was now plugged into the same

supernatural circuit, because she recited with Elain, “We’re calling to the Goddess to work through

 us, to pull the darkness from her soul. ” 

Elain realized after they spoke it that they’d said it in the same old language Lina now used. 

Elain  didn’t  have  time  to  ponder  that.  Lina  pointed  to  Callie  again,  who  recited,  “I  beg  the

 Goddess to release this curse. My soul is joined to an innocent. An innocent again so I wish to be. ” 

Lina pointed to Blackie and switched back to English for a moment. “Start with the sexy time.” 

She motioned to Elain and Mai. “Keep your hands up, but we need to start walking counterclockwise. 

Maintain the distance and stay in your freaking lane. Do  not break the circle. Start chanting with me.” 

They  started  walking,  slowly,  letting  Lina  set  the  pace  and  chanting  with  her.  “Evil  out  and

 darkness flee. Calling out the darkness and trapping it now. ” 

Within the inner circle, Blackie seemed to finally grow more comfortable with the situation. He

held Callie in his arms, kissing her as they slowly sank to the throw, where he laid her on her back. 

Elain didn’t stop walking or chanting, but in addition to the tingle, which was now up to her hips, she

felt an invisible red aura begin to grow around the lovers. 

Lina was nodding as she chanted, apparently happy with the progress of the spell. She changed

their chant. “Power growing, flowing through us. True love banishing all darkness within. ” 

They walked while lengthening shadows spread across their clearing. Elain was slightly startled

to  see  a  soft  glow  emanating  from  the  crystals  in  their  hands,  yet  they  didn’t  feel  like  they  were

growing  hot.  But  within  the  inner  circle,  the  red  aura  concentrated,  growing  brighter  and  visible, 

flowing out, bumping up against and contained by the dirt circle Lina had drawn around Blackie and

Callie. 

Lina  picked  up  the  pace  of  their  walking,  after  several  rotations  changing  the  chant  yet  again. 

“Power within, coming out. Joining with us, so mote it be! ” 

Elain  felt  her  panties  grow  a  little  damp.  Apparently,  the  Maine  wolves  were  blessed  with

hunky men. She watched Blackie’s hips rock back and forth as his tight ass rhythmically bunched and

relaxed,  Callie’s  legs  hooked  around  his,  her  hands  pinned  over  her  head  by  his  hands  clamped

around her wrists as he made love to her. 

Yes, her own men would get a good fucking later, that’s for sure. 

Lina silenced them with her free hand, stopping them at their original positions. She switched to

English. “By the Goddess of All, I make this call. Evil here, darkness out. Heed my words, thus I do

shout!” 

The  red  aura,  now  restricted  from  flowing  out  any  farther,  began  to  rise.  Outside  the  circle, 

Elain was vaguely aware of Gigi muttering, “Holy shit.” 

A  globe  of  darkness,  more  a  void  than  composed  of  color,  began  to  rise  and  separate  from

Callie’s head. 

“Don’t  stop,  Blackie,”  Lina  ordered,  her  voice  now  taking  on  a  thundering  tone.  “Mai,  Elain, 

when that blob clears them, point your crystals at it.” 

The tingling had quickly risen to fill Elain’s entire body. Not sexual, but as if she’d stepped in a

puddle with an electric charge running through it. The glow in her crystal grew brighter. 

“When we have it trapped,” Lina said, “when I give the signal, we need to force it over to the

bison.” 

“Like in  Ghostbusters,” Elain muttered before she could stop herself. 

“Yeah, that,” Lina said. “Don’t put your crystals down until I say so. Get ready!” she called out

to the other shifters awaiting their cue. 

Lina  looked  like  a  woman  possessed.  Her  features  seemed  to  glow,  enveloped  by  an  orange

aura Elain wasn’t sure if she should fear or envy. Despite the lack of a breeze, Lina’s fiery red hair

had blown free of the elastic band she used to hold it, and whipped around her face as if she were

engulfed by her own personal tempest. “In the name of the Goddess, I order you gone. Release your

hold and now move on. Blackie, now!” 

His hips sped up and he nuzzled Callie’s shoulder before biting down. She let out a passionate

cry  Elain  recognized  all  too  well.  The  black  orb  suddenly  rose  up,  the  connection  snapping  as  it

hovered above the red aura surrounding the lovers. 

“Now!” Lina said. The three of them focused their crystals on the orb. It was suddenly trapped

within a white glow that only served to emphasize how just how thick and black it was, as if it had

real  form  and  substance. As  one,  they  moved  their  crystals,  steering  the  orb  out  of  the  circles  and

through the air, to where the bull stood.  It raised its head and snorted, but it was too late.  Lina had

already forced the orb into the bison’s head. 

It reared up, pawing at the air with its front legs and letting out an eerie, human-like scream. 

“Drop your crystals,” Lina screamed. 

Mai and Elain did, while Lina still held hers. 

“Curse I banish to beast I see. As I spake it,  so mote it be! ” A final flash strobed from  Lina’s

crystal before it went dark. The bison turned toward them. “Now! Kill it now!” 

The  shifters  rushed  from  their  hiding  places.  Oscar  was  the  first  to  reach  the  bison  before  it

could charge the circle.  The tiger shifter leapt onto its back, his massive jaws clamping around the

base  of  the  bison’s  skull.  Doug,  slightly  smaller,  dashed  in  and  dove  for  its  throat,  while  Wally

charged in and clamped down on one of its hind legs. 

“Don’t break the circle!” Lina screamed. “We can’t move until it’s dead!” 

Horrified, Elain watched as the bison struggled for its life while the three shifters went to work

on it. She couldn’t look away despite not wanting to see it. Rick and Jan, who’d now shifted, took up

positions between the circle and the slaughter, but unfortunately, not blocking Elain’s view of it. 

Mai let out a sob from across the circle, tears streaming down her face as she hugged herself, 

also unable to look away from the carnage. 

Inside  the  inner  circle,  it  looked  like  Callie  had  passed  out.  Blackie  didn’t  move  from  off  his

mate,  but  his  head  was  up  and  watching  the  killing.  The  red  aura  around  them  had  completely

disappeared. 

The bison screamed, a completely unnatural sound that turned the tingle of power Elain had felt

into a shudder of horror. 

When  Elain turned to  Lina, her friend met her gaze. “It’s okay,”  Lina softly said. “It has to be

this way.” 

With  a  sickening  crunch,  Wally’s  jaws  snapped  one  of  the  bison’s  back  legs.  He  let  go  and

immediately latched onto the other one. Doug, his face now red and soaked with blood, let go of the

bison’s throat and changed his grip. 

Oscar  shifted  his  weight,  shoving  the  bison  off  its  feet  and  onto  its  side,  where  it  landed, 

mercifully, with its back toward the circle. The tiger changed positions again, also clamping onto the

bison’s throat. 

Wally  jumped  on  top  of  the  bison,  his  mass  pinning  the  struggling  beast  to  the  ground.  After

several long, agonizing minutes, the bison’s struggles slowed as it let out one last haunting cry. 

“That’s the curse dying,” Lina whispered. 

The  bison  eventually  stopped  struggling,  falling  still.  When  Oscar  and  Doug  let  go  of  it  and

backed away, Wally reached out with a massive claw and ripped out its throat, just to make sure. 

Then the three shifters began to feed. 

Elain  closed  her  eyes.  She  hadn’t  yet  hunted  as  a  wolf,  although  her  men  had  told  her  what  it

was like. She wasn’t into hunting. Running and chasing, sure. 

Killing something when she could just as easily open a can of soup or hit a drive-through? 

Not so much. 

Well, Paul Abernathy being the exception to the rule. And that wasn’t for food or sport, that was

for revenge. 

Lina  blew  out  a  long  breath.  “Right.”  She  held  up  both  hands.  “The  circle’s  open,  but  never

broken. Thank you, Goddess, for heeding our call.” She turned around and brushed away some of the

salt, opening the circle. She did the same thing with the dirt circle around Blackie and Callie. “Is she

okay?” she asked him. 

He nodded and looked down. “I think so. She passed out.” 

“We’ll give her a couple of minutes to recover.” Lina gathered the three crystals with a towel, 

careful not to touch the stones themselves. 

“What are you going to do with those?” Elain asked. 

“Toss them in the Firehole River. Flowing water will cleanse them and wash away any residual

energy.” 

They both turned to Mai. She stood, apparently stunned, still hugging herself and watching as the

three predators feasted on their kill. 

“Are you all right?” Lina asked her. 

She shook her head, tears coursing down her cheeks. “No. Can I go now?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

Mai turned and fled the way they’d come, not even grabbing her shoes and socks. 

Elain walked over to Lina. “She going to be okay?” 

“Yeah, I think so.” 

“Should we go after her?” 

“Not right this second. Let’s give her a few minutes.” 

“I thought she said she’d hunted before?” 

“She has.” 

“Then what freaked her out?” 

“I don’t know. We’ll catch up with her once we’re sure Callie’s all right.” Lina grabbed Mai’s

shoes  and  socks  and  stuffed  them  in  her  backpack.  “You  want  to  come  with  me  to  get  rid  of  the

crystals?” 

“Yeah.” 

They put their shoes and socks back on. “We’ll be right back,” she said to Blackie. 

He nodded, still watching his friends feasting on the bison. 

Elain walked down the path with Lina, who wouldn’t let her touch the crystals. 

“Did I really feel that power tingle?” 

“Yeah. That’s what I warned you about.” They made their way to the bridge, Lina stopping at the

center of it, facing downstream. She set the stones on the bridge’s handrail. One at a time and using

the towel, she chucked the stones as far as she could into the rushing water.  Spring melt had begun, 

and the water ran high. “By the time anyone ever stumbles across them, they’ll be completely inert.” 

“The curse is totally gone?” 

“Yep.” 

“The guys can’t catch it from eating the bison, can they?” 

“No, it’s not like a virus. Once the host dies, the curse is broken.” They stared at the river for a

few moments, listening to the sound of the rushing water in the deepening gloom. 

“I feel really unprepared for all this,”  Elain admitted. “I never would have known what to do. 

You belong in the Triad. Me, not so much.” 

Lina smiled and hugged her. “You belong here every bit as much as I do. And Mai. Even though

she doesn’t see it yet. I can’t do this gig without either of you. You’re not allowed to back out on me, 

sister.” 

“Weirdest sorority  ever.” 

“I  like  to  think  of  it  more  as  the  sisterhood  of  the  ever-changing  weirdness,”  Lina  lightly

snarked. “Never boring.” 

“I could do with a little boring right now, to be honest. I’m sick of this shit.” 

“Amen, kiddo.” 

When they returned to the clearing.  Callie was sitting up.  Blackie had pulled on his jeans and

wrapped the throw around her. Elain and Lina walked over. 

“How you feeling?” Lina asked. 

Callie looked dazed. She slowly nodded. 

Blackie actually laughed. “I think she’s still in subspace.” 

Callie nodded again. 

The three predators had separated, each working on their own chunk of bison. “Please tell me it

worked,” Blackie said. 

Lina held out a hand to Elain. It took her a moment to realize what her friend wanted her to do. 

She approached Callie. “May I?” 

Callie nodded. 

Elain gently took her wrist in her hand and gripped it. 

Nothing. The dark feeling she’d sensed before was completely gone. 

“Congratulations,” Lina snarked. “One curse-free Cailleach.” She collected her backpack. “Will

that be cash or charge?” she joked. 

Rick  and  Jan  had  shifted  back  and  were  now  pulling  on  their  clothes.  “Anyone  up  for  bison

barbecue?” Rick asked. 

Elain stood. “No, thanks.” 

“He can cook it for us while we wait,”  Jan joked, hooking a thumb toward  Rick. “It’s at least

one thing he’s good at.” 

Blackie had pulled on his shirt and started helping Callie get dressed. “I think we’ll pass on the

meal. The floor show was enough.” 

Lina snorted. “You guys  were the floor show.” 

“That’s what I meant.” 

“Hey, it worked.” 

He  nodded.  Elain  could  tell  from  Blackie’s  slouched  shoulders  how  much  this  had  worn  him

out. She suspected all he wanted to do was get Callie safely into bed to sleep without worrying about

her nightmares for the first time in months. 

As  much  as  Elain  had  wanted  sexy  time  with  her  own  men,  she  felt  exhaustion  threatening  to

settle in. “I’m going to head back to the lodge for dinner.” 

“We’ll be right there,” Lina said

“Gigi?” 

The former Immortal was still watching her mate. “I’ll be along. I’m going to wait for Oscar.” 

Elain didn’t see Mai when she returned to the lodge, but Jim and Micah were sitting and talking

with Zack and Kael, the three babies all asleep on a comforter on the floor in front of them. 

Her men were sitting there with Lacey, Andel, Jocko, Mark, and the jaguars. “Well?” Ain asked. 

“It worked. Mai didn’t come back here?” 

Jim and Micah both jumped up. “What?” 

“Calm down. She probably went to the cabin first. I’ll go check.” Elain hurried out, hoping that

she was right. She rounded the corner of the cabin and nearly ran face-first into Lina. 

They only hesitated a moment before knocking on the door. Inside, they heard muffled sobs. 

Opening the door, they rushed in and found Mai facedown on the bed. 

Lina dropped her backpack. Together, they flanked her on the bed, holding her. 

“I’m sorry,” she finally said a few minutes later. 

“Too much gore?” Lina asked. “Sorry about that.” 

Mai rolled onto her back. “It’s like…it’s like I could hear it screaming,” she whispered. “In my

head. I didn’t realize it at first, but I was hearing it think. It was wondering what we were doing, then

started ignoring us and went back to grazing. Then…” She shuddered. 

The idea popped out of Elain’s mouth before she could overthink it. “Maybe one of your skills

is that kind of empathy,” Elain said. 

“I’ve never had anything like that before.” 

“Baba  Yaga  did  warn  us  our  powers  would  grow,”  Lina  reminded  her.  “I  know  it  was

unsettling, but think about the outcome. Callie’s safe, the curse is gone.” 

“I know. That’s the only reason I was able to keep myself from breaking the circle,” she softly

said. “I didn’t want to screw it up.” 

“You did good.” 

“I don’t feel like I did.” 

“You did,” Elain agreed. 

“How am I supposed to deal with all this? I barely finished high school because of everything I

went through. I wanted to go to college, but I couldn’t. I’m an idiot.” 

“Stop,” Lina ordered, taking Mai’s hands in hers. “You’re not stupid.” 

“Both of you had successful careers, college degrees. I’m just…” Her voice broke. “I’m just an

idiot who got knocked up, and now I’ve got a daughter I have no idea how to raise.” 

“Hey,” Elain said, “you are twenty times stronger than me, believe me. You’re a fantastic mom. 

I don’t know how you’re doing as well as you are. I don’t know if I could have handled it as well as

you are. Quit putting yourself down.” 

“I  feel  completely  unprepared,”  Mai  said.  “Like  I’m  a  stupid  poser.  Everyone  here  this

weekend, they’re all successful.” 

“No,  not  all  of  them,”  Lina  said.  “And  hey,  many  of  them  are  over  a  hundred  years  old,  so

they’ve had time to amass fortunes. The three of us, we’re practically babies ourselves compared to

them.  Listen,  if  it  makes  you  feel  any  better,  once  we  get  back  to  Florida,  look  into  taking  college

courses. There are a lot of remote schools where you can do online classes. When she’s a little older, 

there are several good schools around.” 

Elain tucked Mai’s hair back behind her ear. “You were smart enough to get away from Rodolfo

Abernathy and keep you and BettLynn safe. That’s anything but stupid.” 

Mai looked at them, doubt not just painted on her face but washing from her in brownish-grey

waves. “You’re not just saying that?” 

Lina sat back. “Okay, seriously? When have you ever known me to pull a fucking punch?” 

“True.” She looked at Elain. “I’m sorry.” 

“About what?” 

“Being a burden on you two.” 

“Oh.  My.  Goddess,”  Lina  said.  “Stop  it  or  I’ll  spank  you  myself.”  They  both  hugged  Mai.  “I

think  the  three  of  us  need  a  girls’  weekend  at  a  spa  or  something.  No  men,  no  babies,  and  lots  of

alcohol.” 

“Do you really think this will get easier?” Mai timidly asked. 

“Yeah, I do. Because Baba Bitchhead hasn’t lied to us.” 

 Yet, Elain thought.  That we know of.   But there’s always a first time. 

Chapter Twenty-Three



Elain felt immense gratitude that none of her men decided to question her about what happened. 

She was still trying to process it, and frankly, didn’t have the words. 

The irony that she was a trained journalist did not escape her. She wasn’t  that out of it. 

Securely locked in their cabin, she collapsed on the bed and stared at her men. “I don’t know

how in the mood I’m going to be right now. I thought I was earlier, but maybe not so much.” The full

enormity of what had happened was starting to sink in. 

“I have powers of persuasion,” Brodey teased. 

That managed to coax a smile from her. “I know you do, sweetie.” 

“Callie will be okay now?” Ain asked, leaving it at that. 

Elain nodded. “Lina thinks so.” 

He sat next to her on the bed. “That’s good, right?” 

“Yeah. It’s good.” 

“Then why aren’t you happy?” 

She reached up and touched his tag, visible under his shirt collar. She loved that they still wore

them,  every  day,  as  did  she.  “I  am  happy.  I’m  just…”  She  tried  to  pick  her  words  carefully.  “You

weren’t  there.  I  can’t  explain  it.  I’m  not  sure  I  want  to  explain  it.  It  was…”  She  didn’t  even  know

what word would begin to fit in the slot, so she gave up trying. “It was intense. And Yellowstone is

now minus one bison bull.” 

“Ooh, bad girl,” Brodey teased. “Breaking federal fish and wildlife laws.” 

She giggled. 

“Aha! I told you I was persuasive.” 

She leaned in to kiss him, feeling her dark mood lifting. “Yes, you are very persuasive.” 

So persuasive, in fact, that they had her naked and spread out between them just moments later. 

Brodey and Cail were licking and sucking her breasts, while Ain knelt between her legs, his tongue

working on her clit. 

 Very persuasive…

She buried her hand in Brodey’s and Cail’s hair and tried not to howl out in pleasure as Ain’s

skilled tongue quickly drove her to her first orgasm. 

Then he held on and made her ride out two more before finally giving in to her pleas to fuck her. 

Ain sat up between her legs. “Well, since you asked so nicely, baby.” He lined up his cock with

her well-prepared cunt and easily slid home. Hard and fast he fucked her, while Brodey and Cail kept

her  busy  with  their  mouths  on  her  nipples.  Brodey  reached  between  her  legs  and  fingered  her  clit, 

making her moan with another orgasm. 

That triggered Ain’s release. He’d barely finished when he swapped places with Brodey, who

quickly  started  fucking  her  hard  and  fast.  Cail’s  fingers  found  their  way  between  her  legs,  and

Brodey, too, got to feel her come while fucking her before adding a load of his cum to her already

slick cunt. 

One  more  time.  Cail  took  Brodey’s  place. Ain  reached  between  her  legs  and  played  with  her

clit, drawing one last orgasm out of her before Cail finished and fell still on top of her. 

“I think I’m done,” she mumbled, already wanting to fall asleep. 

Ain chuckled. “I hoped we’d put you to sleep.” 

She nodded, snuggling close to him, darkness quickly taking her to a deep, dreamless sleep. 




* * * *

 

Mercedes flew into Spokane late in the evening and drove all night straight to Yellowstone from

there. She wished she had more time to sightsee, but she was there on business, not pleasure. 

 Maybe Marston and I can bring the baby here. 

That thought made her smile. They would be a family. With Rodolfo’s fortune squirreled away, 

they’d be a  wealthy family. Able to spend time with their daughter, pamper her. 

Raise her right. 

After she got checked in that morning, she was crossing the distance between the  Old  Faithful

Lodge and the Old Faithful Inn in search of an open restaurant when she heard Lacey’s voice call out

to her. 

“Mercedes.” 

She stopped and turned and waited for the old Seer to catch up. With so many shifters attending

meetings, they had the area to themselves. 

She remembered Lacey thought she had an accent. Fortunately, she remembered that before she

spoke. “Yes?” 

“Let’s  walk,  dear.  I’d  like  to  speak  with  you.”  They  started  off  again.  “I’m  so  glad  you  were

able to join us here.” 

“Lacey, what’s on your mind?” 

“You don’t mince words, do you?” 

“Not usually.” 

Lacey put a hand on her arm. “I’m not your enemy, believe me.” Mercedes looked down into the

Seer’s eyes and recognized a fierce and deep hatred there. 

Not directed at her. 

“Will he hurt?” Lacey asked. “Will he bleed?” 

Mercedes frowned. “I beg your pardon?” 

“Rodolfo,” Lacey spat. “I will keep your secrets—all of them, including who you really are—so

long as you make me a solemn oath.” 

She dropped the fake accent. Why bother when Lacey knew? “And that is?” 

Lacey moved closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Make sure he suffers. Swear to me.” 

Mercedes slowly nodded without speaking. 

Lacey curtly nodded back before smiling. “By the way, I know they’ve been scarce around here, 

but I wanted to give you something I’m sure you’ll find useful.” She pulled a piece of paper from her

pocket and handed it to Mercedes. 

Mercedes unfolded it to find several phone numbers, some of them apparently overseas from the

country codes. 

“At least one of those numbers should put you in touch with Ortega Montalvo and his brothers if

you can’t find them while you’re here,” Lacey said. “I’m sure they will be more than willing to help

you. I suspect you already know about the bounty they have on his head.” 

Mercedes glanced around to make sure she wasn’t being set up. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“You  don’t  have  to  say  anything.”  Lacey  gave  her  a  hug.  “Just  promise  me.  Make  him  suffer. 

And make sure that during his suffering he’s reminded about Colleen. The bastard will know who she

is.” 

Mercedes nodded, now fully understanding. “I swear it. I take it you loved her?” 

“She was my cousin. I loved her like a sister. She was a Seer who refused to lie to him to make

him feel better.” Her smile faded. “Rodolfo butchered her because she predicted one day his daughter

would come back to cause his downfall and be the death of him.” 

Mercedes let out a laugh. “Sorry. I’m not laughing at your loss, but at the irony of the situation.” 

“I understand. I also suggest you steer widely clear of Elain Lyall while you’re here. One of the

wolf Seers.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Her strength is via touch. If forced into close contact, I suggest a quick fist bump and claiming

you’re germophobic.” 

“Point taken.” 

“And one more thing,” Lacey said. 

“Yes?” 

She  gently  laid  her  hand  on  Mercedes’  baby  bump.  “It’s  a  girl.  Healthy  and  strong. 

Congratulations.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered, stunned. 

Mercedes watched as the old Seer walked off. 

 Well,  now  what the hell do I do? 

Something  about  the  elderly  woman’s  way  comforted  Mercedes.  That  the  old  woman  hated

Rodolfo for cause as much as she did meant she couldn’t dislike Lacey even if she tried. 

 Will she really keep my secret? 

It was doubtful the woman had gained as much respect from her people by not keeping her word

when  given.  And  since  Mercedes  still  wanted  to  gather  some  more  information,  she  supposed  it

wouldn’t hurt to stick around. 




* * * *

 

Lacey  walked  away  from  Mercedes,  her  body  trembling. As  a  Seer,  she  was  by  tradition  and

heritage a sworn enemy of the cockatrice. 

Mercedes, however, did not consider herself part of the cockatrice, regardless of her genes. 

And  Lacey wasn’t exactly worried about  Mercedes causing too much trouble in her remaining

time walking the mortal realm. 

 No one will be harmed by keeping this secret to myself. 

Leastways, no one who mattered to her heart. If she revealed to Lina who Mercedes really was, 

and  who  her  brothers  had  been,  Lina  would  go  tearing  off  without  giving  true  consideration  to  the

larger picture. Lina would want her revenge for what Lenny and Edgar and Marston did. She’d want

to kill Marston. Not to mention so would Elain and Liam, the Lyall men, and Kael. 

Lacey couldn’t have that baby’s father killed. He had a child to raise. 

Lina  also  might  want  to  kill  Mercedes.  I  definitely  cannot  allow  that  to  happen.  That  baby

 needs to live. 

By helping Mercedes, it meant Rodolfo would finally receive the Karmic justice long overdue

him. 

She smiled as she returned to her cabin. Yes, this was a good day, indeed.  Until the day came

she  knew  Lina  could  restrain  herself  and  see  the  bigger  picture,  Lacey  knew  she  would  keep  her

mouth firmly shut on the matter. 

 Even if it means I have to distance myself from those I love. 

Chapter Twenty-Four



The next morning at breakfast, Lina tried to contain her nerves. Uncle Andel had stopped by the

cabin early, before she’d even gotten the Beasts up and changed, to tell her Arnost wanted to see the

three Seers and Lacey that morning after breakfast. 

Lina knew Lacey was friends with the old Seer, considering Bertholde had been her best friend. 

What she didn’t understand was the nervous undercurrent that ran through her brain and refused

to  settle  down.  No,  she’d  never  met  Bertholde’s  brother  face-to-face.  That  he  was  older  than

Bertholde, and perhaps had a few answers they needed to figure out their current problems, led to the

confusing soup of emotions roiling through her stomach. 

Lacey met up with the three women. Lina, Elain, and Mai followed her from the lodge back to

the cabins. With Jim, Zack, and Kael babysitting the Beasts and BettLynn, they didn’t have to worry

about the kids for a little while. 

The old dragon Seer had a private room to himself in one of the cabins at the Old Faithful Lodge

complex, not too far from the room where his sister had been murdered just a couple of years earlier. 

Lina didn’t want to think about that. It made her too sad, and angry. 

Lacey stepped up to the door and knocked while Lina, Elain, and Mai stood back. 

From inside, they heard a slightly wheezy voice speak. “Come in.” 

Lacey opened the door and motioned for the other women to follow her. “Arnost. How are you, 

my old friend? It’s been far too long.” 

He lay on his bed, propped up against several pillows. “Lacey. Come in, dear. And who do you

have with you? Are they who I think they are?” 

Lacey introduced the three of them to him. “They’re all Seers, and the new Triad.” 

He  nodded.  Slipping  a  bookmark  into  his  novel,  he  set  it  aside  and  indicated  they  should  all

have  a  seat.  Which  was  limited  in  the  tiny  room,  but  an  extra  bed  jammed  against  the  wall  in  the

corner fit the three of them while Lacey sat on the end of his bed. 

He  met  Lina’s  gaze  with  emerald-green  eyes  the  exact  same  stunning,  brilliant  shade  of

Bertholde’s, clear and strong despite his  age.  “You  wish  to  talk  with  me  about  my  sister.”  He  also

appeared to be a man of few words. “Do they know of Sean and Colm?” he asked Lacey? 

“Who?” Lina, Elain, and Mai asked in unison. 

Lacey shook her head. 

“Did she leave any specific instructions bidding you not to tell them?” he asked Lacey. 

“No, but I didn’t feel it was my story to tell under the circumstances. There didn’t appear to be a

pressing need to reveal it.” 

“Wait, what?” Lina asked. “What’s going on? Who are Sean and Colm? What do they have to do

with why we’re here?” 

“They were Bertholde’s mates,” Arnost said. 

Lina blinked in surprise. “Mates? She never mentioned any mates. And there isn’t any mention

of them in the journals she left me.” She couldn’t get over his eyes. It was like looking at Bertholde. 

He even looked a lot like her, making Lina’s heart ache over the woman’s death. She’d barely known

her in life. It was only after Bertholde’s death that Lina was able to get acquainted with her through

the journals she’d left Lina. 

He  slowly  nodded.  “My  sister  was  an  intensely  private  person.  She  allowed  very  few  to  get

close to her. Well, I should add that happened after her mates were killed. Before then, she was more

open. I don’t believe she started journaling until years after she lost them.” 

“How did they die?” Elain asked. 

“Cockatrice.  Over  seven  hundred  years  ago,  very  few  things  could  kill  a  single  dragon,  much

less twin dragon brothers, at the same time.” 

“I  didn’t  know  them,”  Lacey  added.  “That  all  happened  before  I  was  born,  and,  of  course, 

before I’d ever met Bertholde.” 

Lina wasn’t sure if she felt numb or slightly ill. “She had twin dragon mates?” This was news to

her. 

“Sound familiar, child?” Arnost asked. 

Lacey patted his leg. “Be nice,” she gently chastised him. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes. “At my age I sometimes tend to

overlook social niceties. I am very, very tired.” 

Mai  nervously  cleared  her  throat.  “Have  you  seen  anything  about  me?”  she  asked  from  where

she sat between Lina and Elain. 

“Another child Seer. Mere babes.” He sadly looked at Lacey. “Why do they have to inherit the

heavy  burden?  Why  have  we  not  managed  to  wipe  this  scourge  from  the  Earth  before  now?”  He

looked back to Mai. “Yes, I’ve seen much about you. You have much to do, many miles to walk on

this earth.” 

“What about my daughter?” she asked. 

He cocked his head. “Ah, that’s right. You are a mother. Her future has not spoken to me yet. Do

not  let  that  concern  you.  It  simply  means  I  haven’t  seen  it,  not  that  it  indicates  anything  bad.  Stay

strong, child.” 

“I guarantee you, we’re a lot stronger than we look,” Elain said. Lina glanced at her and spotted

the hard set to her friend’s jaw. “And we’re going to take those jerks down for good.” 

He let out a laugh. “You are a tough one, aren’t you? A fierce Alpha wolf.” He slowly nodded. 

“Very fierce. That will serve you and yours well for many, many ages to come.” 

“Is that a hint?” Elain asked. 

Lina  tried  to  subtly  motion  to  Elain  to  tone  it  down,  but  Elain  wouldn’t  have  any  of  it.  “No, 

screw this noise.” She stood. “No offense, but I’m sick and tired of this crap. Let’s get all this out in

the open once and for all.  If there’s anything you know that you think will be helpful to us, sir, then

tell  us.  Because  I’ll  be  the  first  to  admit  we’re  flying  blind.  I’m  sick  and  tired  of  waking  up  every

morning  wondering  what  fresh  new  level  of  hell  I’m  going  to  be  tossed  into  before  I  even  have

lunch.” 

A grin creased the ancient man’s face, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Yes, you will live up

to everything I’ve seen about you.” 

“Not helpful, buddy. How about making with the actual details?” 

“Look,”  Lina  said,  hoping  to  derail  her  friend’s  legitimate  beef,  “we’re  here  to  listen.  Please, 

start talking.” 

“About Sean and Colm?” he asked. 

“Sure, let’s start there,” Lina said, coaxing Elain into sitting down again. 

“Very well. They had gone to help a village of humans. Children were being stolen. Sometimes, 

infants from cribs next to their parents’ beds. No one was quite sure what was going on, or who was

behind it, although there were suspicions.” 

He put his glasses back on. “My sister was practically beside herself. No matter what she tried, 

she could see nothing about the matter. She even called upon Baba Yaga for help. Nothing.” 

“That’s not surprising,” Lina snarked. 

Lacy shushed her. 

Arnost continued. “Finally, after several nights of futility, they discovered someone in the act of

sneaking into the village.  But before he could grab any children, he realized the dragons were there

and fled. 

“They pursued him. The best anyone can figure, it was a trap. The cockatrice knew the dragons

would help the villagers, knew they would lie in wait. Apparently, the man led them into a trap. By

the  time  the  villagers  and  other  dragons  followed  to  help…”  He  shrugged.  “Sean  and  Colm  were

dead. The missing children were never found. It is presumed the cockatrice used them for their own

dark magick.” 

Lina shivered. “Poor Bertholde.” 

“She did not take it well. She blamed herself for many, many years. I was not sure at first if she

would even survive the loss of her mates. Eventually, however, she found the will to live again. To

fight  against  the  renewed  menace  from  the  cockatrice.”  He  nodded  toward  Lina.  “She  saw  you, 

specifically.  All  three  of  you,  but  you  first  and  most  strongly.  She  saw  how  you  would  meet  your

mates and come forward to save countless lives.” 

“Okay,”  Lina  wearily  said,  feeling  heartsick  over  the  fate  of  Bertholde’s  mates.  “That’s  all

interesting history, but it doesn’t give me a bit of helpful information. Like, were Lenny and Edgar in

cahoots with anyone else besides Marston, and maybe their sister? Did anyone help them? How and

why did they come after me? Edgar told Zack he’d been tracking us for a while through our lives. So

how did he even know how and where to find me?” 

“Oh,  that’s  quite  simple  to  answer,  child,”  Arnost  said.  “I  told  the  cockatrice  brothers  about

you.” 

Chapter Twenty-Five



Lina stared at the old Seer, speechless. 

Quite a feat for her, she knew. 

It took her a minute to suck air into her lungs, and only after they’d started hurting from a lack of

air. 

“What?” she whispered. 

Lacey looked horrified. “Arnost! What did you do?” 

He shrugged. “It was how it had to be. They came to me years ago. No telling how many more

innocents would have died had I not answered their questions. They thought they were deceiving me.” 

He tapped his temple. “I had the gift of Sight. They had no idea I knew their true identities. They

thought they had masqueraded effectively as dragons, wanting help to fulfill their prophecies.” He let

out a laugh as he shook his head. “Pillocks. They even tried to pass themselves off as the brothers of

the prophecy. I knew far better than that.” 

Lina’s rage blazed close to the surface. “Edgar murdered my parents, you jerk. Zack almost died

because of what Edgar did!” Lina realized that came out nearly as a shriek, but she no longer cared. 

“Brodey and I nearly died here in Yellowstone. Let’s not forget that Marston killed your sister, and

probably Charles and Ellie Lyall, too.” 

He slowly nodded. “She knew her time was up. I could see it as well, although I didn’t tell her

such.  When  she  talked  of  maybe  not  going  to  the  Gathering,  my  visions  simply  changed  to  Marston

hunting her down and killing her at her home. It would not have mattered. She saw the same kinds of

things I did, just from a different perspective.” He shrugged. 

Everything Lina had been through over the past couple of years could never have prepared her

for this. She stared at the old man and struggled against the urge to wrap her hands around his throat

and squeeze the life out of him. 

Or blow him up. 

Since  he  was  still,  technically,  one  of  the   flagyer’s  Seers,  she  opted  for  talking.  “How  could

you?” was all she hoarsely managed. 

He trained his steady gaze on her. “Lina, you are so, so young. I mean that not as an insult, but as

a truth. You will bid farewell to many friends and loved ones throughout the years, expected and not.” 

“Well at least you know you’ve got many years,” Elain quietly snarked. 

“Shh,” Lacey scolded. 

Arnost only smiled at the interruption. “You will find lines are not readily drawn in the sand. 

Black and white are frequently shades of grey. By the embers dies the fire. And by the embers can it

once again be reborn with a gentle breath. Fleeting, yet powerful. 

“You  will  find  throughout  your  life  that  sometimes  you  will  have  to  make  decisions  for  the

greater  good.  They  might  not  be  the  decisions  you  wish  to  make,  but  they  will  be  weighed  against

what’s best for most, not all. You can never find an answer that works for all.” 

“This sounds like another Baba Yaga fortune cookie talk,” Elain quipped. 

Lacey frowned. “Shh!” 

Elain stood again. “No, dammit, I’m not going to sit here and be shushed like a kid.” She turned

on Arnost. “You never answered me before. What the hell is up with all you old farts thinking you can

keep information from us, pointing us in whatever direction you want like puppets? Again, just tell us

already and get it all out. What else haven’t you told us?” 

“Only that which you do not need to know,” Arnost said. 

Lacey remained silent. 

Mai groaned and rubbed her forehead with her hand. 

Elain jabbed a finger at him. “See?  That’s the kind of bullshit we’re talking about. Lacey, come

on, help me out. I thought you were on our side.” 

The  wolf  Seer  cast  a  glance  at Arnost.  “I  am,  dear.  I’m  as  stunned  by  his  admission  as  all  of

you.” Her brow furrowed. “I also don’t agree with what he did. Did Bertholde know what you did?” 

she asked him. “Did she know you told Edgar and Lenny about Lina? She never said anything to me

about that.” 

He shook his head. “She didn’t know.  Well, let me amend that.  I should say if she saw what  I

did, she never mentioned it to me. I am sure there are probably instances in her life where she also

saw or did things and she never told me about them.” He arched an eyebrow at the old wolf. “As have

you, Lacey, I’m quite sure.” 

Lina  thought  Lacey  might  have  reddened  slightly  in  the  face,  but  the  old  Seer  pressed  her  lips

tightly together and didn’t respond to his jab. 

Elain plopped back down on the bed next to  Mai. “I never asked for this job.  None of us did. 

What if we just all say fuck it, go screw yourselves, and head for Bolivia? I have to tell you, Bolivia

is looking like a damn good option to me at this point.” 

“Amen,” Mai muttered. 

“Didn’t end so well for Butch and Sundance,” Lina snarked. 

“You  could  try,”  he  admitted,  “but  I  guarantee  you  Baba Yaga  would  see  to  it  your  lives  are

miserable until you fulfill your duties.” 

“Who the hell are you trying to kid?” Lina said. “She’s a vengeful old bat. She’s using us to get

back at the cockatrice for killing the guy she loved. Not that I disagree with why she’s pissed off, I get

it. Believe me, I do. But it’s not our fight.” 

“It’s your fight as long as cockatrice exist.  It is deeply entrenched in their ways.  From infants, 

they  are  brought  up  with  a  hatred  of  all  other  shifters,  and  only  the  most  passing  of  tolerance  for

humans.” 

“Why?” the three younger women asked. 

Lina picked it up. “No one can tell us why they’re like that. Did some cockatrice wake up ticked

off one day way back when and say, ‘Hey, you know what? I’m gonna go fuck with other shifters.’ Or

did someone just piss in his Cheerios and he never got over it?” 

“Not exactly. Something is definitely different in their very nature. Since before ancient history, 

even  before  Baba  Yaga’s  memory,  cockatrice  were  dark.  Before  there  was  Baba  Yaga  and  her

sisters, predating her  Triad, all the other shifters banded against the cockatrice and swore to defeat

them.” He looked at Elain. “Baba Yaga showed you that, did she not?” 

“Yeah, but she didn’t—” 

“Why?” Lina asked, on the verge of a scream. “Why the fuck is it happening?” 

He sighed. “I don’t know if anyone knows that answer.  I only know why in modern times they

still seek to kill the rest of us.” 

“You’re telling us,”  Elain asked, “that these fuckers are still pissed off for getting stood up by

the Seers?” 

“It’s  far  more  than  that,” Arnost  said.  “Passed  down  from  my  elders  far  older  then  than  I  am

now, the tale is that the cockatrice were trying to take over the Seers for their own means. The Seers

as an independent race were dying out. They opted to join the other shifter Clans. Merge with them, 

rather than risk dying out completely or being taken over. They went to all the other shifters.” 

“Except for the cockatrice,” Mai softly said. “Talk about an inferiority complex.” 

“We know that,” Elain said. “We don’t know why they did that.” 

He shrugged. “Does it really matter?” 

“Fuckin’ A, it matters,” Lina said, barely able to hold on to her own anger. “Because we’re still

dealing with it.” 

He held his hands out, palm up. “That is the only answer I have for you.” 




* * * *

 

“Explain  to  me  again  why  we  had  to  talk  to  him?”  Elain  grumbled.  She  led  the  three  of  them

toward  Old  Faithful.  Rather, she stormed off that way, and  Lina and  Mai hurried after her, trying to

keep up. 

“I’m  sorry,  Lina,”  Mai  said,  “but  I’m  with  Elain  on  this.  Now  I’m  just  pissed  off.  I  feel  like

we’re being used as pawns in some sort of sadistic chess match.” 

Lina caught up with Elain and grabbed her arm, halting her and turning her to face her and Mai. 

“Look, I don’t know the bigger picture. I’m as lost as the rest of you. Maybe we can talk to him later

and get more information from him.” 

Elain laughed. “That’s a riot.  Take  that  comedy  act  on  the  road.”  She  pulled  her  arm  free  and

continued storming toward the benches at the viewing area in front of the geyser. 

“Elain, wait.” Lina and Mai hurried to catch up with her. “We’re on the same team, you know.” 

She wheeled around on them. “My mom died because of all this bullshit. Because of Fucktardo

Abernathy. The guys, their parents were murdered. I didn’t get to grow up with my dad. Pardon me if

I’m  beyond  the  point  of  giving  a  rat’s  fuck  about  some  two-legged  cockroaches  with  inferiority

complexes, okay?” 

Mai grabbed her that time. “Elain,” she softly said, “please.  We need you. You’re part of us.” 

She teared up. “I can’t do any of this without the two of you. I don’t just mean the Seer stuff. I mean

BettLynn. Everything. You guys are my family.” 

Elain immediately regretted her tone.  Lina’s parents had been murdered, too.  Mai nearly died. 

Who knew what other tragedies in their past had been engineered to bring them together to this point. 

Elain threw an arm around  Mai and opened her other to  Lina.  They stepped together in a tight

hug. “I’m sorry,” Elain muttered. “I just….I just feel so damn angry and frustrated right now. I know

you guys do, too. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.” 

As she stood there with the two women she truly thought of as sisters, she felt her anger slowly

begin to dissolve, replaced by love and solidarity, their three lives merged in an unravellable way. 

“I guess we’re stuck together through good and bad, aren’t we?” Elain asked. 

“You got it, sister,” Lina said. 

“Yep,” Mai agreed. 

Elain took a deep breath and blew it out again before stepping back from the women. “Look, I

need to take a walk, okay? I’ll come back in a little bit. I need some alone time to process things.” 

Lina and Mai nodded. Elain turned and followed the boardwalk away from Old Faithful, toward

the Old Faithful Inn and onward. 




* * * *

 

They watched Elain walk off, hands jammed in the pockets of her jacket. Lina slipped her arm

around Mai’s waist. 

“Is she going to be okay?” Mai softly asked her. 

Lina nodded. She knew Elain was dealing with a bunch of emotional shit at the moment. She’d

put  off  having  kids  because  of  Callie’s  curse,  wanting  to  be  able  to  help  and  afraid  of  what  might

happen. Lina hoped now that the situation there had been successfully handled that Elain might revisit

the issue. 

Unfortunately,  what  few  visions  she  had  regarding  Elain  were  usually  extremely  fuzzy  and

focused  more  on  others  included  in  the  same  vision.  The  exception  being  the  crystal  clear  vision

she’d had that day in Yellowstone when she and Brodey escaped the fire. 

The only thing she knew with certainty was that  Elain had to walk her own journey, no matter

how far it took her from the two of them, until she made it back to them. And only she could do it. 

“Yeah,” Lina finally said. “I think so. She just needs time.” 

“Don’t we all.” 

Chapter Twenty-Six



Lacey wasn’t surprised when she returned to her cabin later that afternoon and found she had a

familiar visitor awaiting her. “What is up those stylish sleeves of yours, my friend?” Lacey asked her. 

Baba Yaga cocked her head, a smile creasing her features. “Whatever do you mean?” Today she

was the matron and dressed in a smart Vera Wang ensemble. 

“Oh, please. Don’t give me that. You might be one of the Immortals, but I’m not an idiot.” Lacey

sat on her bed and studied her. “Level with me. You lied to me that day you came to me and had me

call them about BettLynn.” 

“I did not lie.” 

“You omitted in such a way as to deceive me.” 

The other woman shrugged. “Things come full circle. And so has this.” 

“What did you do to those babies to make them so inseparable?  That has your fingerprints all

over it.” 

“I did nothing more than right a wrong.” 

Lacey frowned. “Right a wrong? What the…” Now Lacey understood the term “feeling sucker-

punched.”  She  let  out  a  gasp.  “BettLynn  is  Bertholde.  So  that  means…”  She  struggled  to  pull  in  a

breath and finally managed it. “You didn’t. Please, tell me you didn’t.” 

“Didn’t  what?  Correct  something  that  never  should  have  happened?  Restore  love  where  it

belongs? What am I guilty of but being an incurable romantic?” 

“But…but they were killed so long ago!” 

“Yes?” 

“Why are you telling me these things?” 

“I have told you nothing, my friend.” 

“Oh,  stop  with  the  bullshit.”  Lacey  rubbed  her  face  with  her  hands.  “Lina  is  right.  You  are

absolutely  insufferable.  I  wouldn’t  blame  her  if  she  charbroiled  your  smug  hide  during  one  of  your

chats.” 

Baba Yaga waved her comment away. “Lina is a very sweet girl. She will do well in her role. I

give her far more leniency than I was ever afforded. She has had to deal with a great deal in a very

short time in a world where what we are is generally seen as fantasy, not fact.” 

“Then why won’t you just tell her that?” 

“I cannot.” She studied her fingernails for a moment. “Their power comes from within, whether

they know it or not. They must be able to figure out how to tap into it and use it, together. Individually

they are already very strong. They do not know yet just how strong they are, although Lina has a good

head start on the other two.” 

“You can’t tell them? Or you won’t?” 

“There are topics on which I am bound to silence through my role. In some ways, I cannot tell

them simply because I do not know. As I said, they must figure it out for themselves.” 

Lacey  kicked  off  her  shoes.  “Why  can’t  you  just  tell  them  that,  then?  Why  be  so  confounding

stubborn?” 

Baba Yaga shrugged. “In today’s world, people can call up a browser screen, type in a phrase, 

and  be  spoon-fed  answers.  Some  of  them  correct,  some  of  them  maybe  not  so  much.  Knowing  and

learning, you yourself realize, are two different things. For example, even if I could have given Lina

an answer to removing the Cailleach’s curse, I would not have done so. By figuring it out on her own

I  might  have  earned  her  ire,  but  she  taught  herself  things  that  me  giving  her  the  answer  never  could

have.” 

“Did you know how to remove the curse?” 

“No.” 

“If there was a choice between letting your own sister die and saving her life, would you have

given Lina the answer?” 

“If the knowledge had been in my hands, yes,  I would have attempted to steer  Lina to it.”  She

stared down her nose at Lacey. “No, I would not have let my sister die had I any way to change that.” 

Lacey studied the woman for a moment. “I think I believe you.” 

“But you’re not sure?” 

“I’m  never  sure  with  you.  I  never  have  been.  So  what  is  your  role  now  that  there  is  a  new

Triad?” 

“I dabble. My life is much quieter than it ever was before, fortunately for me.” 

“Fortunately for all of us.” 

Baba Yaga grinned. “You really don’t think very highly of me, do you?” 

“In some ways, no. I never understood where we humans stand with the Others. And yes, I know

the  rumors,  the  whispers.  There’s  the  Firm,  of  course.  The  Dodeks.  The  beings  who’ve  gone  by

various names throughout the ages and who see us as little more than pawns in the grand scheme of

things.  Who  have  before,  and  could  again,  wipe  us  out  simply  to  start  things  over  and  reboot  the

human race.” 

“And things you don’t even know about.” 

“Don’t  want to know about,” Lacey corrected. 

The Immortal nodded. “There is that.” 

“Things the girls will learn?” 

She slowly shrugged. “Perhaps.” 

Lacey stood and walked over to the other woman. “Promise me something.” 

“I can make no promises, no oaths. You know that.” 

“You made one. One that’s gotten us to this point.” 

Lacey waited her out, wondering if she’d just crossed the line and would wake up dead the next

morning. 

Finally, Baba Yaga let out a weary sigh. “What is it? I cannot decide unless I hear it.” 

“I  know  you  can’t  interfere  in  some  ways.  But  promise  me  if  something  happens,  if  things  get

bad…”  She  clasped  her  hands  in  front  of  her.  “Please,  don’t  make  them  suffer.  If  they  ever  face

something…” She took a shuddering breath. “Guard their backs. If something ever happens, if they are

ever  placed  in  a  situation  where  their  life  will  slowly  and  painfully  be  tortured  from  them  in  an

unnatural  way,  take  them  fast.  Snap  the  thread  holding  them  to  this  life.  I’m  not  asking  for  you  to

intercede in case of illness. I’m asking you to follow them into battle. You know what I mean.” 

The Immortal cocked her head, her gaze narrowing. “Ironic you ask that of me for them and not

for others.” 

Despite the heat flooding to Lacey’s face, she pressed. “They didn’t ask to be born to this. I’m

not asking you to save them, because I know you can’t. I’m asking for compassion. Do you really want

them to suffer the way your lover did? The way Colm and Sean did?” 

Lacey  had  been  eternally  grateful  that Arnost  did  not  go  into  gruesome  details  about  how  the

dragons had been tortured before dying. 

How Bertholde had found them and nearly lost her mind at the carnage. 

With that, Baba Yaga stood. “What do you know of that?” she roared. 

Lacey didn’t flinch. In fact, she pressed closer. “I know what I’ve seen, what I’ve dreamed. Do

you really want to hear the details? Exactly how your lover died?” 

For the first time ever, she realized the Immortal blanched. 

“No.” Lacey barely heard the woman’s shaky reply, but she didn’t make her repeat it. 

“Then you promise me, or I will make sure you hear every det—” 

She waved a hand, cutting Lacey off. “Fine!” Her arms ended up crossed over her chest. “If I am

still  in  existence  and  with  the  power  to  do  so,  if  anything  ever  happens,  I  will  ensure  they  do  not

suffer. That much I can and will promise. I cannot change the natural course of things, but if they will

die regardless, I swear it.” 

Lacey  nodded,  satisfied.  “I  hope  it  won’t  ever  be  necessary,  but  my  mind  and  soul  will  rest

easier knowing if they must ever face a less than peaceful death that it shall come quickly.” 

The matron ran her hands up and down her arms as she stared at the floor. To Lacey, who knew

the  Immortal’s  one  vulnerability,  she  now  resembled  a  tired  woman  full  of  regret,  not  a  figure  of

legend and lore who’d terrified countless souls over the eons while indirectly steering events. 

Lacey reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “He died with your name on his lips, if

that’s any comfort. He died loving you, not blaming you.” 

The matron had started to nod when she simply faded from the room. 

Throughout the park, Lacey heard the mournful howl of the wind suddenly sweeping through the

trees before it died down again. 

Hating  that  she  had  to  play  dirty,  and  glad,  at  least,  that  she’d  managed  to  secure  that  one

concession from the Immortal, she reached over and locked the door before getting undressed to take

her shower. Stopping in front of the sink, she looked into the mirror. Behind her, the ghostly form of


Colleen smiled before fading completely from view. 

Closing  her  eyes,  Lacey  wrapped  her  fingers  around  the  sink,  holding  on  until  she  felt  steady

again. When she opened them, the room was still clear behind her. 

She  knew  where  her  cousin’s  soul  had  finally  moved  on  to,  now  that  she’d  managed  to

accomplish that last thing the ghost had asked of her. 

 It has to be this way. 

She kept repeating that mantra to herself as she stepped into the shower. 




* * * *

 

Elain returned to the lodge from her walk in time for lunch and caught up with the others in front

of the roaring fireplace by the sofas. 

The  other  adults  had  eaten  in  shifts,  Jim  getting  his  first  with  Micah  before  Micah  was  called

back into Clan meetings with Blackie, Ain, Andel, and the others. 

Jim smiled at the babies. “I think our little princess is due for her lunch, and possibly a bath and

a nap.” BettLynn the puppy let out a yawn and rubbed at her muzzle with a front foot. 

“You’re  in  luck,”  Lina  said.  “It’s  time  to  feed  the  Beasts.  I  really  do  think  it’s  the  only  thing, 

besides being asleep, that will let us separate the three of them.” 

Once Mai, Elain, Lina, and Zack had the boys distracted with their bottles, Jim quickly scooped

BettLynn up and hustled her out the door. 

“You are a popular little girl, and you’re not even six months old.” When she began squirming in

his arms, he set her down on the ground and let her walk. She immediately bounded to the end of her

leash, pulling and tugging as she sniffed at the grass. 

He laughed. “We are in a frisky mood today, aren’t we?” 

He  didn’t  mind  that  she  could  shift.  He  knew  it  was  something  Mai  had  difficulty  coming  to

terms  with,  but  after  discussing  it  with  Micah  and  some  other  shifters,  he  knew  it  would  only  be  a

good thing. 

She’d have enough issues in her life to deal with, including her Down syndrome. At least in this

way she could be normal for her, have fun, enjoy her childhood without being hobbled by her human

disabilities. 

And he loved her regardless. To him, she was the most beautiful little girl in the world, whether

she was on two legs or four. 

He led her over to the cabins and pulled his key out as they approached theirs. “I think I could

use  a  nap,  too,”  he  said.  There  didn’t  seem  to  be  any  other  people  around  as  he  made  their  way

around to their room, which sat facing the woods on the back side of the cabin. 

 We’ll have to trade off some babysitting time while we’re here with Aunt Lina. He smiled as

he  fit  the  key  into  the  lock  and  opened  the  door,  BettLynn  racing  inside  ahead  of  him.  With  their

cabin’s  location,  the  three  of  them  could  have  some  private  time  without  too  much  worry  about

making a lot of noise. 

He started to step into the door when a blinding pain hit him from behind. He was yanked back, 

off the stoop, the door slamming shut as he finally was forced to let go of the doorknob. 

“Got him,” a coarse, male voice said. 

His hands were quickly bound behind him and a rag was shoved into his mouth. After a piece of

duct tape was slapped over his mouth, they threw a pillowcase over his head and dragged him off the

path and into the woods. 

Behind them, he was vaguely aware of BettLynn’s tiny howls inside the cabin. 




* * * *

 

Elain was in the main lodge, curled up on a sofa in front of the fire and reading when Micah and

the others returned from their meetings about an hour after  Jim left with  BettLynn.  The  Beasts, who

had scarfed down their food lunch, were calmly napping in their baby seats. 

“It’s really food that calms the savage beast, isn’t it?” Mai joked. 

“You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie,” Lina said. 

A tall, black man with gorgeous amber eyes, and a man nearly as tall, with blond hair and grey

eyes, had accompanied Micah and the others back from the meeting. 

Brodey waved Elain over. “Honey, this is Wyatt Belaforte, and Emery Nadel.” 

She shook with them, feeling nothing but friendship and warmth from both men. “Nice to finally

meet you.” 

Brodey grinned. “Want to take a guess?” 

“Wyatt’s an alligator, and Emery is a dolphin.” 

Brodey pouted. “Aww. I wanted to tell you. I didn’t think you’d met them before.” 

“Stop it, Brod. Your face will freeze like that. Lina told me about her and her guys helping them

out back in October. And Kitty told me about Louisiana.” She returned her attention to the men. “It’s

very nice to finally meet you both.” 

“Pleasure,” Wyatt drawled. 

Emery smiled. “Nice to finally meet everyone. Lina’s told us a lot about you.” Elain didn’t let

go of his hand. She stared into his eyes for a long moment, then realized what she knew she couldn’t

tell him. No matter what, she wouldn’t be able to change events, possibly only make them worse. 

Elain  swallowed  hard.  “Thanks.  You,  too.  Congratulations  on  the  baby.”  She  finally  made

herself let go. 

“Thanks.  She’s  something  else.  Really  keeps  us  on  our  toes.”  Sadness  streaked  through  his

expression before being replaced by parental pride. “I’m glad they asked us to adopt her. She’s our

world.” 

Elain  forced  a  smile.  She  was  about  to  say  something  else  when  Ain  walked  in.  “Ah,  I  see

Brodey introduced you already.” 

“Yes.”  She  hooked  an  arm  around  Ain’s,  holding  on  tightly  and  reveling  in  the  warmth  and

stability she felt from him. 

 Shaking  hands  bad,  she  reminded  herself.  Not  when  she  could  see  things  like  Emery’s  sister

and brother-in-law being murdered. 

Chapter Twenty-Seven



It turned out Mercedes didn’t need to use the phone numbers the wolf Seer had slipped into her

hand. 

She  met  Ortega  Montalvo,  head  of  the  jaguars,  courtesy  of  an  introduction  by  Jocko  Connelly. 

She’d  gone  to  the  main  lodge  for  lunch  and  ran  into  the  old  wolf  there,  who  was  talking  with  the

jaguar. 

When  Jocko  was  summoned  away,  Mercedes  didn’t  hesitate  to  broach  the  subject  with  the

jaguar  Clan leader. “This is a funny coincidence,” she said. “I was actually hoping to talk with you

while I was here.” 

He towered over her, nearly seven feet tall. A black eyebrow slid skyward over a golden eye. 

“Really?” he asked, almost a purr. 

For  once,  Mercedes  found  herself  overwhelmed  by  someone.  She  licked  her  lips  and  glanced

around. “May we speak in private? Briefly.” 

He considered it for a moment before leading her out into the lobby area, where a glass clock

denoting Old Faithful’s next eruption time stood sentry near an alcove. 

“Yes?” he asked once they insured no one was close enough to overhear their conversation. 

“I believe we have a common enemy,” she said. 

His gaze narrowed. “Go on.” 

It wasn’t a request. 

“You can confirm this with Jocko Connelly, but I’ve been doing a lot of lineage research for my

Clan  lines.  Apparently,  we  have  had  quite  a  bit  of  interference  over  the  years  from  Rodolfo

Abernathy.” 

The jaguar nodded for her to continue but didn’t interrupt. 

“We’ve also had several run-ins with the cockatrice,” she said, lowering her voice even further. 

“Deadly run-ins, for both sides. In my process of hunting them, I think I might have stumbled across a

contact who can lead me to Abernathy.” 

She watched his face. If her suspicions were correct, Blackestone had likely told him about the

package  she’d  anonymously  sent  with  the  video,  photos,  and  maps  of  Rodolfo  murdering  Paul  after

the showdown. 

Yet another reason no one could know Marston was her mate…and the father of her baby. 

He slowly nodded. “What is it that you want?” 

“If in the course of my searches I do locate Abernathy…” She didn’t continue and let him fill in

the blank. 

He studied her for a moment before he reached into his pocket and handed her a business card. 

Glancing at it, she recognized the number on it as one of the ones  Lacey had provided her with. “If

you do locate him, call me on that number immediately and we will not only assist you, but make it

worth your while.” 

Mercedes  hoped  she  pulled  off  the  embarrassed  act  well  enough  to  fool  the  big  cat.  “I’m  not

looking for money.” 

He placed a large hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps being from Europe, you have not heard. I have

a considerable bounty offered on Abernathy’s head. One that would allow most people who claim it

to  live  comfortably  for  life.”  He  smiled,  baring  large,  white,  even  teeth.  “Even  if  you  just  suspect

where he is, you let me know and we will gladly take it from there.” 

“How did you know I’m from Europe?” Of course, she suspected, but wanted him to say it. 

“I already asked Jocko who you were when I saw you earlier today. I remarked that you had the

way of a true hunter. Much in the manner of Daniel Blackestone’s sister. So it does not surprise me to

find out you are in the same line of work as she.” 

He  dropped  his  hand  from  her  shoulder,  but  offered  it  in  a  handshake.  “I  need  know  nothing

more  about  you,  however,  than  our  common  interest  in  ridding  the  world  of  that  cockroach.  The

lupine one, that is.” 

She  shook  with  him,  breathing  a  sigh  of  relief.  Test  passed,  apparently.  “Thank  you,  Mr. 

Montalvo. I appreciate it.” 

“Please,  you  may  call  me  Ortega. And  you  and  yours  are  welcome  in  our  lands  if  you  should

ever have need of a place to go.”  He patted her hand with his other, sandwiching hers between his

massive paws, swallowing hers in his grip. “You have my word, if you ever ask it, I will provide you

and yours sanctuary.” 

“Again, thank you.” 

He started to turn, but then hesitated. “One more thing.” 

“Yes?” 

He glanced around. “I would appreciate confidentiality on this.” 

“Of course.” 

“If in the course of your search you stumble across a little girl in relation to Abernathy, around

the age of eleven, please contact me immediately.” 

“A little girl?” 

He nodded. “It is of the utmost importance.” 

“I will. I promise.” 

“And I prefer Abernathy alive, for many reasons. My bounty on him is far more considerable for

his delivery to me, alive and in relatively good condition. Understood?” 

“Yes.” 

He nodded and walked off, his smooth, feline gait unmistakable to her lupine eye. 

She left her meeting with him feeling slightly flustered, definitely not an emotion she was used

to. So much so that she almost forgot why she’d gone to the lodge in the first place. 

After lunch, she took a few moments to walk out to the boardwalk and observe the Old Faithful

geyser basin. She took a deep breath as she stared out over the geyser basin. Crisp, cool, pine-scented

air, overlain with the odor of brimstone. 

A  smile  curled  her  lips.  And  I  have  the  Devil  himself  chained  up  in  my  basement.  How

 apropos. 

While her reservation was for the entire long weekend, she had considered leaving early, upon

successfully making contact with Ortega Montalvo. 

Now that she’d accomplished that, however, she saw no need to rush. 

She sat down on one of the benches. Apparently the geyser had blown not too terribly long ago, 

so she had no company on the boardwalk. 

She laid a hand on her belly. A girl. She’d hoped for a girl, and she had no reason to doubt the

Seer’s words. 

 A chance to set right the wrongs of long ago. 

Not that she’d ever admit it to Marston, but all Abernathy had to do way back when was either

leave her mother in peace, or, better, recognize her as his biological child. 

 I would have settled for that. 

She’d been denied the chance to be raised by her mother. Instead, her brothers had taken over. 

With an adult’s hindsight, yes, she saw how selfish, self-centered, and vicious the men were. 

Still, they’d raised her. They’d taken out a nest of cockatrice who’d wanted to kill her. 

She  wasn’t  so  naive  she  didn’t  know  part  of  their  plan,  besides  trying  to  recoup  the  ancestral

cockatrice power from the dragons, was to use her to get to Rodolfo Abernathy and try to take some

—or all—of his personal power and fortune from him. 

Still, they’d been her big brothers. They’d paid for her education. Up until just before their plans

went to shit, she hadn’t seen them face-to-face in a couple of years, although they had talked by phone

fairly often. Once Edgar had settled in Florida, she’d even visited him a couple of times.  She knew

what their plans were in regards to the dragons. 

They’d  also  never  invited  her  to  participate  in  them,  although  she  had  given  them  her  opinion

when they shared their plans with her. 

She thought they were stupid to  try  to  take  on  the  dragons  by  themselves.  Lenny  even  more  so

than Edgar. 

 Then again, Lenny was  an idiot. 

She took another breath, her palm still pressed flat against her belly. Would she have Marston’s

eyes? Would she be blessedly free of the cockatrice stink? 

Would she be able to shift into a wolf? 

 Will she be happy? 

She wasn’t quite ready to turn Abernathy over yet. She still had things to finish setting up. Much

of  his  personal  fortune,  what  she  could  extract  from  him,  had  already  been  shuffled  away  into

overseas accounts, untouchable. 

Before she finally shuffled her jackass of a sperm donor off to the jaguars, she needed to finish

amassing her fortune, money that should have been rightfully hers to start with, and a poor restitution

for her mother’s murder. 

Likewise,  she  wanted  to  film  him  confessing.  Confessing  to  having  fathered  her,  giving  her

legitimacy amongst his own kind at the same time bringing shame upon himself. 

Might  not  ever  be  seen  by  anyone  but  her  and  Marston,  but  she’d  enjoy  watching  it  over  and

over…

And over…

She stood and stretched. Nope, she would stay for the rest of the weekend. When she returned to

Maine, she had a shit-ton of things to finish, as well as a baby to prepare for. And, no doubt, Marston

would be eager for her return. 

There was a mixed bag. She’d never anticipated feeling genuine emotions of love and affection

for the wolf. But there it was. In all honesty, her original plan had been to arrange an accident for him

once she knew she was pregnant. 

Now…

Even if she hadn’t developed feelings for him, it wouldn’t be fair to do that. Not to her little girl. 

 He might not be the noblest  father  in  the  world,  but  then  again,  I’m  no  great  catch,  either. 

 Still, she deserves to have two parents. 

With  that  thought  firmly  in  her  head,  she  headed  back  to  her  cabin.  She  didn’t  make  it  there, 

however. As she walked down the driveway circling through the cabin area, she thought the heard the

mournful, tiny howling of a young…

 Wolf? 

Normally, she would have ignored it. Maybe it was her hormones running crazy, but something

about  the  tiny  howl  sounded  heartbreaking  and  tugged  irresistibly  at  her.  She  slowed  and  stopped

outside a cabin three down from hers, like hers with several rooms inside one cabin. 

Listening  carefully,  she  walked  around  the  back  side  and  stepped  up  to  the  door  of  the  room

where the howl originated. She knocked on the screen door’s frame. 

The howling paused just long enough for the tiny voice to start barking. 

“Hello?” Mercedes called out. 

More frantic barking, and what sounded like tiny feet scratching against the inside of the door. 

Mercedes opened the screen door and knocked on the heavy wooden door. 

No response except for the little barker. 

She  tried  the  knob  and  it  turned.  Pushing  it  open  just  a  crack,  a  tiny  nose  tried  to  shove  itself

through, the barking now replaced by frantic sniffing. 

Mercedes reached down and caught the wolf puppy’s pink harness in her hand, then the leash, as

she pushed the door open all the way. “Hey, you. Who left you in here all alone?” 

She picked up the puppy, who squirmed, trying to get down. “Hold on, kiddo.” She looked at her

closely and realized it was a shifter puppy. A little girl, with brilliant green eyes. 

A cold feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. She thought maybe she’d seen this puppy with a

triad, two men and a woman. She thought one of the men was human…

 Fuck. 

The other was a Lyall cousin. Mated to the coyote who…

She let out a laugh as the knowledge clicked into place. “Hello, niece. Or cousin. Or whatever

that makes you.” 

She wasn’t sure what had happened to the girl’s adult supervision, but even she wasn’t heartless

enough to just lock her back in the cabin alone. If she wasn’t mistaken, this was the little girl shifter

who’d confounded all the elders by being both able to shift while only a couple of months old, and

being born with Down syndrome. 

“Well, little girl. Let’s go to the lodge and find someone who belongs to you.” 

Mercedes closed the cabin door behind her and took a few wraps of the leash around her hand

in case the puppy managed to squirm out of her arms. Hurrying, she returned to the big lodge and was

relieved to spot Daniel Blackstone talking with a group of wolves, including Jocko Connelly. 

She walked up to them. “Um, excuse me, I hate to interrupt, but I think this is important.” 

Everyone  swiveled  to  look  at  her.  One  of  the  men  turned  out  to  be  one  of  the  Lyalls,  but  she

wasn’t sure which one. His grey eyes narrowed as he reached for the puppy, his manner brooking no

hesitation in handing her over to him. 

“No offense,” the Lyall said, “but who are you, and what are you doing with BettLynn?” 

“I  was  walking  back  to  my  cabin.  I  heard  her  howling  in  a  cabin  a  few  down  from  mine.  I

checked, and she was alone, the door unlocked. I’m sorry if I just did something breaching some sort

of  protocol,  but  she  sounded  pitiful.  I  didn’t  feel  right  ignoring  her.  Especially  when  I  realized  she

was by herself and how young she is. I’ve never known kids could shift this young.” 

Jocko laid a hand on the man’s arm. “Ain, it’s all right. I know her, lad. She’s a wolf. I invited

her to the Gathering.” 

The  puppy  licked  at  the  man’s  jaw,  but  his  expression  had  turned  hard  and  cold.  He  spoke  to

Blackestone even as he tucked the puppy close to his chest, both arms protectively wrapped around

her. “We have to find Micah, Jim, and Mai right now,” he said. 

Everyone  except  Jocko  went  racing  off  in  multiple  directions.  Jocko  gave  her  a  grim  smile. 

“Stay close, Mercedes. I’m sure they’ll want to ask ye a few more questions.” 

“Is everything okay? I don’t want to make the Maine wolves mad at me.” 

“No, ye likely just put them in yer debt.” 

Sure enough, less than a minute later,  Blackestone and the  Lyall man came racing up with two

others, a man and a woman. The woman now carried the puppy cradled against her chest. 

Mercedes  repeated  the  story  for  them  as  more  shifters  congregated  in  the  lodge’s  huge  main

room. 

“Take us back there, please,” Blackestone said. 

She quickly led the group, now comprised of over twenty shifters, back to the cabin. Mai, who

did in fact turn out to be the puppy’s mother, looked frantic. 

“Jim was bringing her back here to feed her and put her down for a nap. He would never leave

her by herself. Never!” 

Blackestone pointed to one of the communal bathrooms that some of the cabins without toilets

and showers had to share. “Go search them. Maybe he went over there.” 

“We  have a bathroom in our room,” Micah growled. “Something happened.” 

They kept Mai back as the men searched the cabin. 

“I’m sorry,” Mercedes said, not knowing what else to say to the frantic mother. 

“Did you see anything? Anyone around the cabin?” Mai asked her. 

She shook her head. “I didn’t realize she was a shifter puppy, at first. How old is she?” 

“Barely four months,” she softly said. “No one knows why she can shift. The only thing anyone

can think of is that she shifts to mitigate aspects of her Down syndrome.” 

“Wow.” 

The men emerged from the cabin, looking grim. “Nothing. Someone get Brodey. We’ll need his

tracking skills.” One of the men ran back toward the main lodge. 

“Do you think it was one of Abernathy’s men?” Mai asked Blackestone. 

“Doubtful.” But his expression told Mercedes the possibility had already crossed his mind. 

She struggled not to crack a smile at that.  She couldn’t admit what she knew in that regard. “I

can track,” she offered before thinking about it. Something in the forlorn look on the young mother’s

face ripped at her. She placed a hand on her own belly and knew she couldn’t just turn her back on

them. She had no beef with any of the Maine wolves. 

And especially since she knew Mai’s baby was Paul Abernathy’s biological child. 

She couldn’t in good conscience stand by and not do something to help them. 

Blackestone gave her a look filled with uncertainty. She sensed what he was about to say. “I’m

not so pregnant I can’t help,” she told him. “Let me help find him. Tracking is something I’m good at.” 

He nodded. “We’ll definitely need the help. Thank you.” He turned to one of the other men. “Get

Jan, Rick, Kael, any of the other dragons who can fly. We can use them for air support.” 

“I’ll  get  ready,”  Mercedes  said.  She  jogged  back  to  her  own  cabin,  grabbed  her  backpack, 

which she could wear shifted because it also had a waist strap, and changed into shorts and a T-shirt. 

After considering it for a second, she added a survival knife she’d brought in her checked luggage. 

As  a  cockatrice,  she  could  fight  with  claws  as  formidable  as  any  grizzly  bear.  But  she  sure

didn’t want to shift into that form around these people. Not when Jocko had helped her, as had Lacey. 

Barefoot,  she  returned  to  the  other  cabin  where  Brodey  Lyall  had  just  arrived.  Mai  had

apparently  been  sent  back  to  the  main  lodge  for  her  safety,  because  she  wasn’t  there.  Brodey  Lyall

was quickly stripping and shoving his clothes at his mate, Elain. 

“Why can’t I help track, too?” Elain asked. 

“Because,” Ain told her as he looked on, “you’ve never tracked before. I need you here, helping

with security.”  He turned and placed his hands on his shoulders. “Please, don’t make me edict you. 

We really do need you here.” 

She frowned as she stared up at him. “You’re not just saying that because you want me to stay

here and safe, are you? Jim’s family. I want to help.” 

He glanced around and lowered his voice. “Paul Abernathy,” he whispered to her. 

Mercedes watched as Elain’s face reddened. “You saying I’m dangerous?” 

“Yes.  In  the  good  way.  I  know  if  anyone  tries  to  hurt  the  others  and  you’re  here,  you’ll  stop

them.” 

The younger wolf swallowed hard, but nodded. 

He pulled her in for a hug that made Mercedes briefly long to have Marston there with her. 

“Thanks, babe.” He nuzzled Elain’s hair briefly before releasing her. “You take Mai back to the

main lodge and stay there with her and the babies.” 

Callie came running up. “What are we doing?” she asked Blackestone. 

He pointed at Elain. “You and Elain are staying at the lodge with the others. Guard the babies

and Mai. The rest of us are going to look for Jim.” 

Callie’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious, Sir!” 

“I am. Lina’s following us with Ain and others. Having you and Elain here is like having five or

more regular shifters.” His gaze narrowed. “You  will stay here and guard them.” 

Mercedes  heard  the  edict  in  his  voice.  “Yes,  Sir,”  Callie  said.  Elain  slung  an  arm  around  her

shoulders, and together they headed for the lodge. 

Brodey  Lyall  was  completely  naked.  “I’m  going  to  start.  Catch  up  with  me.”  He  shifted  and

started sniffing around. 

Blackestone and Micah Donovan started stripping. “We’ll be right on your heels,” Blackestone

said. He looked at Mercedes. “You want front or back line?” 

“My guess is whoever did it, they came in two cars.” She held up her rental keys. “I’ll suss it

out here, and catch up with you on four wheels. I’m fast, but not as fast as a car.” 

He nodded. “Good plan.” He laid his clothes on the stoop and shifted, as did Micah Donovan. 

Brodey was the first one to take off down the driveway, the other two in pursuit. 

“He smells a car,” Ain said. “Looks like you were right. I need to go wrangle the others.” Ain, 

Lina, and the other shifters bolted for the lodge to gather more searchers. 

Mercedes quickly stripped, stuffed her keys and clothes into the backpack, and put it on, tightly

cinching the waist strap. Then she shifted and began sniffing. 

As she suspected, she detected the distinct, albeit faint, odor of cockatrice near the cabin.  She

was about to follow the scent into the woods when Callie came running up to her, an envelope in her

hand. 

“Did everyone leave already?” 

Mercedes shifted back. “Yeah. Why?” 

“Dammit.” Her face hardened. “The bastards left a note back at the lodge. No one saw who did

it. It’s the cockatrice. They’re demanding we turn over Kitty in exchange for Jim.” 

Chapter Twenty-Eight



Callie knew she couldn’t dawdle. She didn’t care who saw her as she popped back to the main

parking lot outside the lodge and found Ain and Lina rounding up shifters. 

“You have to see this,” she said, handing it over to Ain. “Cockatrice.” 

Kitty and Wally ran up as Ain was reading the note, Lina reading it over his shoulder. 

Both of them looked grim as they stared at Kitty. 

“What?” Kitty asked. 

Ain handed it to her rather than say it aloud. 

“Those  goddamn  fuckers,”  she  growled,  passing  the  note  to  Wally.  “We  need  to  find  Blackie

and tell him.” Wally passed the note back to Ain after they finished with it. 

“He already headed off with Brodey and Micah and the others,” Callie told her. 

“Okay,” Ain said. “We’ll catch up with him. Wally, you find Oscar and Doug. The three of you

stay  here  for  now  at  the  lodge. Ask  Wyatt  Belaforte  to  stay  with  you,  too.  The  rest  of  us  will  take

vehicles.” He turned to Lina. “Or would you rather…you know. Do your thing.” 

The goddess shook her head. “I’m so upset and angry right now I don’t trust myself not to blow

up the whole damn park in the process. I’ll ride with you.” 

Everyone  bolted  for  several  vehicles. Ain  turned  to  Callie.  “Thanks,  Callie.  Blackie’s  right.  I

feel better with you being here, too.” 

She nodded and watched them peel out of the parking lot before heading back inside the lodge, 

Wally  following  her,  on  his  cell  phone  and  trying  to  contact  the  alligator  and  two  big  cat  shifters

despite the wonky cell reception in the park. 

Elain sat on a sofa, comforting Mai, who held on to BettLynn’s leash. The puppy was curled up

on the comforter, between the Beasts, who looked like they were about to fall asleep again. 

Zack,  also  standing  watch,  looked  morose.  Callie  walked  over  to  his  side.  “They’ll  get  him

back,” she softly said, mindful of Mai sitting just a few yards away. 

“What was in the envelope?” he asked. 

She grabbed his arm and gently steered him out of the lodge and onto the porch, where she sat

him down and told him. 

“Fuck.” He rested his head in his hands. “Those goddamned bastards  are like cockroaches.” 

“Don’t worry.” 

“You did  not just say that.” 

“I did.” She squeezed his arm. “I have faith. And I have a good feeling about this.” 

“I’m glad you do.” 

She walked back into the lodge. He returned a little while later, but paced, miserable, until he

finally stepped outside again. Callie went to the windows to make sure he was okay and saw he’d sat

down on the lodge porch steps. 

At least he was safe there. 

After an hour with no word, she went out to check on him. She plopped down on the stoop next

to Zack, on his right. “Hey.” 

He nodded. “Hey.” 

“You all right?” 

He looked off into the distance, over the geyser basin. “Other than feeling pretty damn helpless

and worried to death, sure. I’m just fucking peachy.” 

She hooked an arm around his shoulders. “I’m sure we’ll get him back safely.” 

“Honestly? I’m a little pissed at your hubby. I wish he’d let you go off into the field and help.” 

She patted his arm. “I was, too, at first. Until he made a valid point that it’s better for me to be

here helping keep an eye out and protecting everyone else. And the babies. I’m not a great tracker if I

don’t  know  where  someone  is  already.  Lina’s  probably  a  far  better  choice.  Her  powers  are  really

coming together.  It’s not bullshit when  I say  I think she’s far more powerful than  I am.  Maybe even

more powerful than I was before I became Sir’s mate.” 

Zack glanced at her. “Are you trying to make me feel better?” 

“That depends. Is it working?” 

“Not really. Sorry.” 

She turned his arm palm up and went to lace her fingers through his when she really looked at

his hand for the first time. 

“What?” he asked. 

She  blinked,  shocked.  “Zack,  what’s  up  with  this?”  She  traced  the  faint  lines  in  his  palm,  her

soul chilling as she did. She felt little tingles of energy vibrate through her fingertip and ripple up her

arm. 

She knew that sigil. 

“What?  That?”  He  held  his  hand  up.  “That’s  my  little  souvenir  from  Baba  Yaga  countless

frakking years ago. From when she marked me as Lina’s Watcher in our first lives together.” 

Callie couldn’t swallow. She had to force air into her lungs. “And Lina?” 

He frowned as he nodded. “Yeah. She’s got the same markings, only on her left palm. We’re a

matched set. Why?” 

Callie jumped up from the stoop and ran into the lodge. Wyatt, Oscar, Doug, and Wally all leapt

to their feet at her entrance. She raced over to the sofas in front of the fireplace. 

On  a  comforter  spread  out  on  the  floor,  the  Beasts  were  sound  asleep,  BettLynn  peacefully

snuggled between them. She’d shifted back into human form at some point during her nap. 

Mai sat up straight. “What’s wrong? Did they find him? Is he okay?” 

Callie ignored her and knelt on the blanket. As carefully as she could without waking the babies, 

she separated their hands and examined their palms. 

Zack had followed her inside, standing over her. 

“Callie, you’re scaring me,” Zack warned. 

Callie  felt  the  breath  sucked  out  of  her  as  she  examined  the  babies’  hands.  Sure  enough, 

BettLynn had sigils on both palms. Luka had a matching mark on his left palm, while George bore the

mark on his right. 

Identical to the sigil on Zack’s palm. 

She fell back on her ass, eyes wide. 

Mai stepped forward. “Callie? What’s wrong? What did you see?” 

“She’s  seeing  broken  threads  from  the  past  rewoven  into  the  present,”  Lacey  spoke  from  the

doorway. 

Everyone turned to stare at her. The old Seer, looking world-weary, walked over to join them. 

“But what does that  mean?” Mai asked, stepping around the blanket to stand in front of the older

woman. 

Lacey  didn’t  take  her  eyes  off  the  babies  sleeping  on  the  blanket.  With  a  sad  smile,  she  said, 

“Remember our talk with Arnost?” 

Callie let out a gasp and clapped a hand across her mouth to stifle it. 

Mai looked confused. “I don’t understand. We talked about Bertholde.” 

Lacey pulled out her iPhone and scrolled through it for a moment. When she found what she was

looking for, she held it up for them to see. 

Mai leaned in and it was her turn to gasp. “What?” 

The screen displayed a picture of Bertholde. In it, her beautiful emerald green eyes were clearly

visible. 

Eyes the same color as BettLynn’s. 

Lacey slowly nodded. “It would seem there’s a very good reason you can’t separate those three

babies without them complaining. They’ve been separated long enough. Now, they’re together again.” 

Callie shakily climbed to her feet and turned her back to everyone.  She couldn’t think straight

and had to mutter the chant out loud to take her to Babs’ house. 

It shocked her to actually find her sister in the kitchen, in her matron guise. “Yes?” 

“Why?” Callie asked, her voice barely a whisper. 

“Why what?” 

Callie strode forward, in her sister’s face. “They’re  babies for chrissake! Infants!” 

Her sister’s gaze narrowed. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” 

“Drop the fucking bullshit, Babs. I saw the sigil on Zack’s hand and he told me about the one on

Lina’s. It doesn’t take a genius to put it together. I saw the sigils on the babies’ hands.” She jabbed a

finger  in  her  sister’s  face.  “There’s  only  one  of  two  people  who  could  have  put  them  there,  and  I

know  damn well it wasn’t me.” 

Baba  Yaga  crossed  her  arms  over  her  chest  and  leaned  against  the  counter.  “Love  as  true  as

theirs deserves another chance. Just as it did with Zack and Lina. And Lina and her men.” 

Callie stared at her eldest sister in stunned disbelief. “What did you do?” she whispered. “How

did you tamper with her soul and implant her there? It was more than that, though, wasn’t it? Because

her eyes are the same color. They’re just like…” 

The implications threatened to shatter her mind. 

“Somehow, you manipulated time, didn’t you?” 

The matron’s right eyebrow arched. “Not exactly. Even you should know better than that. Don’t

ask  how  things  came  to  be  unless  you  truly  wish  to  know. And  before  you  go  off  on  another  wild

tangent, Mai’s Clan’s roots stem from old European roots on the dragon Seer side.” 

Callie  couldn’t  believe  she  was  having  this  conversation  with  her.  “Babies!  Little   fricking

babies!” 

She shrugged. “They have free will. They can always choose differently later in life.” 

“Like  hell they can.” She ran a hand through her hair. “How the fuck am I supposed to tell Lina

and Mai they might as well get used to being in-laws?” 

She  shrugged.  “They  are  far  closer  than  that  already,  being  part  of  the  new  Triad.  Our

replacements.” 

Callie’s eyes widened. Babs could have sucker-punched her in the breadbasket and it wouldn’t

have shocked her that much. “What?” 

“Oh,  come  now.  They  told  you  that.  I  had  the  talk  with  Elain  a  couple  of  months  ago,  before

Christmas.” 

“But…” She sat on one of the barstools. It was that or risk falling on her ass. “We’re not dead. I

thought you were just yanking her chain and preparing them to take over one day.” 

“We  don’t  need  to  be  dead.” A  smug,  knowing  grin  crossed  her  face.  “You  couldn’t  figure  it

out? I thought you were smarter than that. Brighde has Oscar. You have Daniel. You have both mated

with  mortal-born  men.  Our  Triad  no  longer  exists,  but  for  balance  to  remain  there  has  to  be  a  new

one.  Lina,  Elain,  and  Mai  are  the  new  Triad.  Why  do  you  think  I  would  tell  them  they  are  the  new

Triad if ours still existed?” 

“But they’re mortal-born, and so are their men.” 

“So  we  were  born,  sister.  Or  has  it  been  too  many  eons  hence  your  memory  fails  you?”  She

stared  at  Callie.  “They  were  mated  before  becoming  the  Triad.  Their  mates  are  now  part  of  their

energy, not diverted by it.” 

“You had a mortal-born guy. He was your baby daddy for chrissake.” 

“But  the  two  of  you  still  remained  strong.  And  he  was  ripped  from  me  far  too  soon.”  Her

expression  grew  dark.  “My  energy  had  not  decreased  enough  to  weaken  the  Triad.  If  anything,  my

anger  and  grief  made  me  stronger.”  She  studied  Callie.  “And  then  there  was  the  curse  placed  upon

you.” 

Callie  blinked  as  she  tried  to  wrap  her  mind  around  that.  “Why  the  fuck  didn’t  you  say

something? You pretended not to know.” 

“I  didn’t  know.  I  didn’t  know  exactly  what  had  happened.  All  I  knew  was  a  shadow  had

suddenly  drifted  into  your  soul.  Despite  your  ragings,  you  know  I  am  not  omnipotent  nor  am  I

omniscient. You know my role, sister. You know what I am and am not allowed to do.” 

“Did you do it? Did you tell someone or give someone the info to do it to me?” 

She raised a hand to her. “That I did  not do. When Daniel first came to me about the nightmares, 

I  honestly  did  not  know  what  was  causing  them.  I  had  forgotten  about  the  shadow,  because  it  was

many eons ago when it happened. It did not seem to effect you in any other way, didn’t impede your

powers or interfere with your duties.” 

“You’re telling me it just simply slipped your freaking mind?” 

“I  have  more  to  worry  about  than  my  sisters  and  what  they  are  up  to,  unless  it’s  something

directly  transecting  my  actions.  Besides,  it  seems  as  if  it  was  all  resolved  with  no  harm  coming  to

anyone.” 

“You are unbe-fucking-lievable. So just like that, the gig is up?” 

“The Triad, yes. For us. Rightfully so. You know as well as I do when we were appointed to the

Triad it was to take over from ones even older than us who wished to move on. Nothing lasts forever. 

Nothing is permanent. New energy must be brought into play. By the embers dies the fire, unless new

fuel is added. The Triad cannot be allowed to die, either.” 

Callie,  stunned,  held  onto  the  counter  for  support,  afraid  the  weight  of  the  information  might

knock her off the barstool. 

“Oh, come now. This cannot come as a surprise to you. You knew very well what accepting a

mortal-born  as  your  mate  meant  to  the  future  of  the  Triad. And  it’s  not  like  all  of  your  powers  are

gone.  You  held  them  far  too  long  to  lose  them  all  like  that,  if  that’s  what’s  upsetting  you.”  She

smirked. “Or did it simply slip your mind that our Triad was only temporary?” 

Callie jabbed a finger at her. “Fuck you! You think you can screw with people’s lives and get

away with it?” 

“Careful. Now you’re sounding like Gigi.” 

She blinked again. “What? She knew you were doing this?” 

“She knew some of what I have done, which in all truth is nothing more than restoring balance, 

order.” She shrugged. “I have not tampered with free will.” 

“Oh, keep telling yourself that if it’ll help you sleep at night, Babs, but yeah, you have.” 

“Am I not still here?” She held out her arms, palms up. “The Goddess of All has not seen fit to

remove me. Neither have any of the Elders.” She jabbed a finger at Callie in return. “I am restoring

justice. The way things should have been. For Lina and for Bertholde and for Z—” She pulled herself

up short. 

Callie sat up. “Who? Who were you about to say? Zack?” 

Baba Yaga waved the question away. “It doesn’t matter.” 

“Like hell it doesn’t…” She’d been so caught up in recent matters that she hadn’t thought much

about Elain’s other revelations from right before Christmas. “Oh…fuck. Zack was your guy. The one

the cockatrice murdered.” 

She didn’t respond. 

Not  trusting  her  legs  at  first,  Callie  carefully  slipped  from  the  stool,  holding  on  to  the  counter

until  she  ascertained  her  knees  wouldn’t  buckle  from  the  weight  of  the  revelation.  “Zack  was  the

father of your children. And he has no memory of that. And you’ve spent all these centuries and more

tinkering  with  things  so  you  could  engineer  a  final  showdown  to  wipe  the  cockatrice  out  for  good, 

didn’t you?” 

“I  told  you  I  made  him  a  promise,”  she  hissed.  “I  never  go  back  on  an  oath. And  I’m  simply

allowing the oath made to Oddr, the old head of the Seer clan. An oath lost to time that needs to be

renewed and fulfilled.” She turned her back on Callie. 

Callie  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  She  stared,  slowly  shaking  her  head.  “All  of  this.  All  this

fucking  mess  to  avenge  his  death,  and  still  you  haven’t  moved  on?  Why  the  fuck  didn’t  you  just

engineer it for him to return to your life?” 

Baba Yaga whirled around. “Because all I know anymore is rage!” she roared. “I couldn’t raise

my babies! I couldn’t save my love!” 

She strode over and got in Callie’s face. “The only thing I’m good for is vengeance. And that is

what I’m doing. The cockatrice have brought all of this upon themselves by not learning to live within

the boundaries of common human decency like the other shifter races have. They’ve had free will all

these eons. Yet they choose destruction, murder, chaos. Rodolfo Abernathy has brought his fate upon

himself by turning his back on the daughter he sired. He sewed heartache and reaps evil retribution in

return.” 

“And  we’re  all  left  to  fucking  clean  up  your  mess.  What,  Jim  turns  out  to  be  a  little  bit  of

collateral damage in this goddamned war you’re waging without even letting us in on the battle plan?” 

“No,” she softly said. “They’ll get him back.” 

“At what cost, hmm?” 

“You don’t know nearly as much as you think you do.” 

“I  don’t  think  I  know  very  damn  much  right  now.  I  have  no  clue  what’s  rattling  around  in  that

brain of yours.” She jammed her hands on her hips. “I know the gig as well as you do, but let’s face it, 

you’re  doing  way  more  than  bending  a  few  rules. You’ve  tossed  out  the  rule  book  and  have  pretty

much gone rogue.” 

Callie found herself standing back in the lodge again, everyone staring at her. 

 Son of a bitch. 

Babs  had  obviously  declared  the  conversation  over,  and  Callie  wouldn’t  be  able  to  pop  back

there right away. 

 Fucking bossy cunt. 

Mai stood. “What is it, Callie? Dammit, tell me! What does Lacey mean?” 

She  walked  back  to  the  comforter.  Her  knees  folded  under  her  as  she  sat  and  stared  at  the

babies. “Sit down,” she said, still feeling shocked herself. 

“What is it?” Elain asked. 

“Seriously, Mai, sit down.” 

Mai did. 

Callie  took  a  deep  breath.  “There’s  a  good  reason  why  we  can’t  separate  the  Beasts  and

BettLynn from each other.” She forced herself to meet Mai’s teary gaze. “They’re old souls. They’ve

been  reincarnated.  Baba  Yaga  matched  them  back  up  again.”  She  glanced  at  Lacey,  who  nodded. 

Callie forged on. “Sort of like Lina and Zack. She matched them up, marked them, making sure they’d

be able to find each other, and…they did.” 

She  pointed  to  where  the  boys  were  once  again  clutching  BettLynn’s  hands,  even  in  sleep. 

“BettLynn was Bertholde, and Luka and George were Sean and Colm.” 

“Son of a bitch,” Elain whispered. 

The adults silently stared at the three peacefully sleeping babies. 

Chapter Twenty-Nine



Brodey focused on the scent, forcing himself not to run at full speed for fear of wearing himself

out. Just off his shoulder, Blackie and Micah ran with him, easily keeping pace. 

If  Jim  could  be  abducted  right  from  under  their  noses  by  cockatrice  from  a  Gathering  full  of

shifters…

He didn’t want to think about what else could have happened. 

Or what might still happen. 

The ball of tingly, warning energy that he’d first felt just before Christmas had finally blossomed

into a fully realized worst-case scenario. 

Well, almost worst-case. 

The absolute worst would have been one of the babies getting abducted by the bastard. 

They’d  already  made  it  past  the  West  Thumb  area  when  Ain  and  another  carload  of  shifters

caught  up  with  them.  Brodey  jumped  into  the  passenger  seat  without  bothering  to  shift  back  while

Blackie and Micah got in the backseat. Brodey rode with his head stuck out the window, nose to the

breeze. He could still smell the car, the scent getting a little stronger the farther they went. 

In the backseat, Micah vibrated with rage. He wanted blood. 

Brodey didn’t blame him. 




* * * *

 

In  the  cars,  Lina  and  the  others  quickly  caught  up  with  the  wolves  doing  the  tracking.  After

getting on the scent herself, Kitty went on ahead in another car in hopes of more rapidly catching up

with the abductors despite the snowy, icy road conditions in some areas. Nearly two hours later, they

were all converging on the Mammoth Hot Springs area and a car discovered parked in the back of the

campground  there.  Unfortunately,  they  had  to  be  careful.  Unlike  the  Old  Faithful  area,  there  were

plenty of humans around. 

Humans who had no idea shifters even existed. 

They’d even tried contacting Ryan Ausar, but phone calls went straight to his voice mail every

time. 

And  Lina  had  no  idea  how,  or  even  if,  she  could  contact  him  the  same  way  she  could—

sometimes—contact Baba Yaga. 

After tracking yet another scent trail that dead-ended in wooded area just south of the Mammoth

Hot  Spring  terraces,  Lina  walked  over  to  a  lodgepole  pine  and  pounded  her  fists  against  it  as  she

screamed  her  rage  out  to  the  woods  and  skies.  No  one  spoke,  waiting  her  out.  Her  friends  were

depending on her. Jim’s life was, literally, depending on her. 

The main problem being she felt frakking clueless what to do next. With less than an hour before

dark, they were still no closer to getting him back safely. 

After a few minutes of throwing a goddessy temper tantrum and nearly knocking the tree over, 

Lina pulled herself together. Her chest rose and fell as she looked at everyone and tried to rein in her

anger. “You guys. Stay. Here.” 

The others wordlessly nodded. 

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I am at Baba Yaga’s,” she muttered aloud, hoping

it worked. When she opened her eyes she was, indeed, standing in Baba Yaga’s living room. 

She wanted to cry in relief. 

The Immortal stood in her kitchen. From the aroma filling the house, she was apparently baking

chocolate chip cookies. 

“Hello, Lina,” she said. 

Lina  desperately  did  not  want  to  fuck  this  up.  She  kept  her  tightly  balled  fists  at  her  side  and

slowly walked over to the kitchen. “Hello.” 

Baba Yaga’s eyebrow arched. “Restraint. That is a very good sign. You will need that in your

lifetime.” 

Lina  fought  the  urge  to  reply  with  a  snarky  taunt…or  a  fireball.  “I  need  to  talk  with  you,”  she

slowly said. “Please. It’s very important.” 

Baba Yaga nodded her head and indicated she should continue. 

“Someone’s kidnapped Jim. Micah and Mai’s mate. Please, I need your help.” 

“What are you asking of me, Lina?” 

She  didn’t  want  to  cry,  especially  not  in  front  of  this  old  bitch,  but  the  tears  flowed  anyway. 

“Please,” she whispered, “help me. Help us. Help me get him back safely.” 

Baba Yaga walked over and leaned against the counter. “Firstly, I want to commend you on your

approach.  I am not trying to sound sarcastic or condescending.  I am very proud of you.  I know you

don’t think it of me, but the most powerful must never lose their sense of humility.” 

It  felt  like  an  invisible  stopwatch  ticked  in  the  back  of  her  brain.  “Thank  you,  but  please,  that

isn’t helpful.” 

“I’m guessing you already tried talking with Ryan Ausar and he declined to help?” 

She shook her head. “We keep getting his voice mail.” A harsh laugh escaped her. “The Devil

has voice mail. Imagine that.” 

Baba Yaga smiled. “I would think some would say that is a level of Hell. Albeit a lesser one.” 

“I don’t suppose you know how else to get hold of him?” 

“Not really, no. He’s not a mortal.” 

“Is there anything else you can do?” 

“In what way?” 

“Please, I’m begging. I…I don’t know what to do. I need to get him back.” 

“Firstly, let me remind you time moves differently here than it does elsewhere. It’s at my whim. 

So  allow  yourself  a  moment  to  breathe  and  relax.  When  you  return  to  Yellowstone,  only  a  mere

second or two will have passed there.” 

Lina closed her eyes, a minor sense of relief washing over her. She nodded. 

“Look at me, my child.” 

Lina forced her eyes open again. 

“You are a goddess, Lina. I know you don’t feel like you are, but you have resisted for so long

truly  tapping  into  those  primal  forces  within  you.  Whether  out  of  fear  of  failure  or  fear  of  success, 

only  you  can  answer  that. You  have  memories  of  the  past. You  know  what  you’re  capable  of. You

stopped an entire dark army in a former life.  Do you not think you have the ability to handle this as

well?” 

“I don’t know how.” She covered her mouth with her hand and silently wept. She couldn’t live

with herself if Jim died because she fucked things up. 

“Shh,” Baba Yaga gently said. “Listen to me carefully. Quit thinking about what you know and

what  you  don’t  know.  Follow  what  you   feel.  The  same  advice  we’re  constantly  giving  to  Elain

applies to you as well.” 

Lina unclenched and clenched her fists again. “I’m a friggin’ goddess and I have no damn clue

what to do.” 

“That’s right,” Baba Yaga said, jabbing a finger at her. “You are a  goddess!” 

“I—” Lina’s mouth snapped shut as she stared at the woman for a moment. Confused, swirling

thoughts rambled through her mind, tenuous, nebulous, nothing concrete enough for her to grasp and

pull into full view to examine. 

“How did you save yourself and  Brodey from the fire?” she asked. “Did you think or did you

feel?” 

Lina swallowed hard. “I felt,” she whispered. 

“You had no time to think, correct?” 

Lina nodded. 

“Had you stopped to think, you would have both died, correct?” 

She nodded again. 

“You spend far too much time thinking, child. It is understandable and forgivable, but you will

have many, many years ahead of you in which to think. It’s time for you to feel and act.” She made a

fist and raised it in front of her. “To grasp the world and bend it to your will. You are a mother and a

mate  and  a  businesswoman  and  a  friend  and  yes,  even  a  daughter.  But  you  are  before  all  of  that  a

goddess. The Goddess of Sunrise. Zaria.” 

She shook her fist at  Lina. “The time for you to seize your power has passed.  It is within you

already. You must shed these limiting beliefs that anything is beyond you. Especially when you now

form the new Triad with Elain and Mai. The three of you together are unstoppable. Only you can limit

yourself. No one else can do that if you do not allow it. Just like neither Edgar nor Lenny could have

taken your powers from you, no matter what they thought to the contrary.” 

Lina stared at her for a moment, absorbing all of that. “Okay, not to get off the topic or anything, 

but  since  time  isn’t  an  issue,  and  since  I  have  you  right  here,  how  the  hell  did  they  come  to  that

conclusion anyway? Where did they get their information? Zack said then that he’d thought cockatrice

had died out.” 

She smiled. “Zachary lived many lives tending to you, dear. His view of the world was rather

limited despite the fact that he had all of his memories.” 

“You’re saying I could just go get Jim back, blast those fuckers to kingdom come, and be done

with this bullshit once and for all?” 

Baba Yaga stepped around the counter and stood in front of her. She gently tapped Lina’s chest. 

“You are the only one who limits yourself, Goddess,” she quietly said. “Just keep in mind when you

use  your  powers  that  sometimes  there  are  times  when  they  shouldn’t  be  used.  Light  and  dark  must

always  remain  in  some  semblance  of  balance  or  else  the  world  will  fall  into  chaos  no  matter  how

good the intention. If you need an example of that you need look no further than the Spanish Inquisition

or the Burning Times. Evil done in the name of good is still evil. We are all subject to the Goddess of

All  and  to  the  whims  of  Karma.  Use  your  powers  wisely  and  well.  Just  because  you   can  use  them

doesn’t  mean  you  always   should.  Just  like  a  parent  shouldn’t  always  do  things  for  their  child.  The

child will become needy and petulant and expecting help all the time.” 

Lina glared. “Are you saying I’m a petulant child?” 

“No. But as a parent, you know what I say is true.” 

She  allowed  her  bubble  of  anger  to  dissipate.  “Yeah,  I  know  what  you  mean.”  She  slumped

against the counter. “Is that why you play fortune cookie with us when we need help?” 

Baba Yaga smiled. “I give you the answers you need, even if they are not always the answers

you want.” Her smile faded. “You will learn to do that yourself.” 

A brief flare of panic shot through her. “Wait a minute. You’re not abdicating your…whatever it

is you do here, are you?” 

“No, my dear. Only the powers of the Triad have been passed on to you, Elain, and Mai.” 

“Yeah, and what are we supposed to do with  that?” 

“Keep the balance.” She shrugged. “Follow your instincts. What you do and the path you choose

doesn’t  just  affect  you  and  your  kin.  It  affects  the  entire  world.  And  just  because  there  are  dark

creatures  out  there  with  so-called  supernatural  powers  doesn’t  mean  they  might  not  attempt  human-

made evil upon their fellow residents of this planet.” 

“They…what?” 

Baba Yaga didn’t respond. 

Lina stared, a new and growing sense of horror creeping in. “Holy fuck,” she whispered. 

Baba Yaga slowly nodded. “You have an immediate concern to deal with,” she said, “but  I’m

afraid the problem extends well past simply keeping humans from figuring out if shifters and other fae

races exist or not. There are some who care nothing for themselves and only for their dark legacies. 

And some plans are already in play. Ryan Ausar and his forces will soon have their hands full and be

calling upon you all for assistance.” 

Lina’s hand shot out. She grabbed Baba Yaga’s arm before the Immortal could step away. 

Lina found herself standing in the middle of a crowd in a city, but she couldn’t tell where. The

blue tinge to her vision told her it was from the future, not something that had already happened. From

the  signs  on  the  nearby  businesses,  she  knew  she  was  in  America,  and  either  on  the  outskirts  of

downtown or in a smaller city. 

She  felt  the  wind  kick  up,  hot,  stinging  as  dust  blew  against  her  cheeks.  She  put  a  hand  up  to

protect her eyes when a fireball blossomed like a cancerous flower in front of her, the heat searing

her skin and evaporating people around her. 

As the images solidified in Lina’s mind, she fought the urge to throw up. After a few moments, 

she couldn’t look anymore and released Baba Yaga’s arm, the image dissipating. 

Shaking, Lina had to grab the counter for support. “Fuck,” she whispered. 

Baba  Yaga  leaned  in  close.  “This  is  about  far  more  than  one  missing  man.  I  know  he  is  the

world to you all, but never lose sight of the greater picture.” 

She finally looked at Baba Yaga. “A fucking  bomb? How the holy hell am I supposed to go up

against  some  shithouse-rat-crazy  cockatrice  terrorist  setting  a  goddamned   bomb  off?  And  when  is

 that supposed to happen?” 

Baba Yaga’s expression turned grim. “I don’t know, Goddess, but you will have to find a way to

answer those questions if you wish to stop the vision you just saw from becoming reality. The future

is not yet etched in the stones of time, so you have the power to change or even prevent it entirely. 

However, time is growing short. If you are going to change the future, you must work fast to eliminate

the threat.” 

Lina still wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. “You can’t even give me a hint?” 

“Everything you need to know, Goddess, is already right here.” She tapped Lina’s temple. “You

just need to learn to calm down and access that information. You’re not used to having to deal with

this kind of pressure. Believe me, this is nothing compared to what the future may hold. You also need

to look around you. You will find help in the strangest of places, with the most unusual bedfellows.” 

“I am absolutely  not cheating on my men.” 

Baba Yaga  burst  out  laughing.  “Metaphorically,  my  dear.  Quit  being  so  literal.  Perhaps  if  you

can learn that, it will help you in your quest. In fact, I think you’ll find you have very little to do for a

successful outcome. In this instance, at least.” 

Lina found herself back in the woods, her friends all starting and letting out startled cries when

she suddenly reappeared. 

She did not want to admit defeat. 

Closing her eyes, she tried again. “I am with Jim.” 

When she opened her eyes, she was still standing with her friends. 

“Dammit,” she muttered. 

Somehow, she’d suspected it wouldn’t be that easy. 

Or, maybe that was the problem, that she hadn’t expected it to work. 

Brodey  Lyall,  who’d  been  given  a  pair  of  shorts  by  someone  at  some  point,  stepped  forward. 

“Nothing?” 

Shaking her head almost physically hurt her soul. 

“He’s not in the campground, the cabins, or even in any of the private residences or dorms,” he

said. “They’ve all been checked out.  No sign of his scent.  The fuckers who took him have been all

over  the  damn  place  in  the  past  couple  of  days,  though.  Old  scent  trails.  They’ve  been  here  for  a

while, planning.” 

“Any chance they took him up into Gardiner?” she asked. 

“I went up there myself. Is it possible? Yes. Likely? No. I didn’t smell the car at all. They must

have come in through a different entrance.” 

“What did Baba Yaga say?” Ain asked. 

“She said it’s likely I wouldn’t have to do much for a successful outcome to this.” 

“That’s good, right?” Brodey asked. 

“I don’t know. I wish I knew.” She went back to the tree she’d beat up earlier and slugged it one

more time, then turned and leaned against it. The image of the bomb exploding had seared itself in her

mind. 

Blackie stepped forward, head cocked, hands on his hips. “What else happened?” he asked. 

She gave him a short shake of her head. 

He considered her for a moment before nodding.  Obviously, he’d taken the hint that she didn’t

want to talk about it in front of everyone. He looked around. “Anyone see Mercedes?” 

Lina  realized  the  female  wolf  wasn’t  around.  “Jan,  Rick,  and  Kael  are  still  in  the  air.  Maybe

they all found something.” 

“Well, it’s close to dark. We need to get back to the lodge and regroup, make sure no one else

has found him or any better leads.” 

Lina laid her head back against the tree. “I am such a  sucky Goddess.” 

“Quit saying that,” Blackie scolded. 

Very little light was left, just a deep purple casting blacker shadows throughout the area, when

they returned to the lodge. Inside, Elain sat with her arm around Mai’s shoulders. Mai held a sleeping

BettLynn, in puppy form, in her arms, the leash tightly wrapped around her hand.  The young mother

looked shell-shocked. 

“Anything?” Elain asked? 

Lina took a deep breath. “We were kind of hoping we’d get back here and he’d be here.” 

“Where’s Cail?” Blackie asked. 

“He went out again with Wally and the others.” 

“Tell her,” Mai whispered. “Callie, please tell her.” 

A shiver raced up Lina’s spine. “Tell me what?” 

Callie walked over. “Sit down.” 

“What? What’s wrong?” 

“Sit down,” Elain quietly said. “Trust me, you want to be sitting down.” 

Lina looked at Zack, who shook his head. 

 Fuck. 

She sat on the floor next to the comforter. 

Callie knelt in front of her, clasping Lina’s hands in hers. “You want the good news or the bad

news?” 

“Bad.” 

Callie hesitated. “Well, okay. That throws a monkey wrench in how I was going to tell—” 

“Just fucking tell her,” Mai said, startling Lina and everyone else from the force of her voice. 

Callie glanced at her, nodding before focusing on  Lina again.  She turned  Lina’s left hand over

and  traced  the  sigil  on  her  palm.  Lina  felt  a  tingle  of  magickal  energy  as  she  did.  “You’re  an  old

soul.” 

“Um, yeah?” 

She traced the sigil again. “Brought together with Rick and Jan. Zack.” 

Lina felt the shiver grow to full blown chills. “Spit it out, Callie.” 

“The babies are Bertholde, Colm, and Sean.” 

Lina wasn’t sure exactly what Callie had said at first. She stared at her friend, then leaned over

so she could look at her sons, asleep on the comforter, and BettLynn asleep in her mother’s arms. 

Lacey walked over and held out her iPhone. 

Lina wanted to burst into tears at the picture of  Bertholde.  She took the phone from  Lacey and

stared at the picture for a moment, the woman’s brilliant green eyes…

She blinked. 

Lina felt the breath suck out of her as she realized what they were trying to tell her. “Wh–What?” 

Callie gently lifted  Luka’s left palm.  She muttered an incantation as she traced the design with

her finger. It briefly lit up with a faint, golden light before fading. 

Zack was the first to her side, to catch her before she fell over. Lacey took her phone back while

Zack supported her. 

“No…what did that bitch…no!” 

Callie cradled  Lina’s face in her hands and made her look at her. “It’s okay,” she said. “They

were together before, they’re together again.” 

“It was…they are…” She trailed off, staring at the babies. 

 Okay, it’s official. I’ve lost my mind. 

Chapter Thirty



Mercedes  waited  until  she  was  absolutely  sure  she  was  free  of  the  wolves  and  other  shifters

before she shifted back into her wolf form and continued sniffing around. 

Hopefully the other shifters, even if they did manage to get a sniff of her, wouldn’t recognize her

cockatrice  side.  Especially  since  she  didn’t  smell  much  like  one  normally,  even  when  shifted  into

cockatrice form. 

After a few minutes of circling the cabin and carefully eliminating the friendly shifters’ scents, 

she picked it up, what she suspected were the two abductors. 

They  did  lead  to  and  from  a  smell  that  disappeared,  the  scent  of  a  car,  and  the  human’s  scent

also disappeared. 

She knew better. 

She  took  a  few  deep  breaths,  the  overwhelming  aroma  of  piney  woods  shrouding  most  other

scents. She made a few widening circles around the cabin, frustrating her at first. 

Then, she found it. The stink where they’d shifted into cockatrice form. 

They  had doubled-back. And they were likely carrying their human captive. 

She followed the scent trail down to the edge of the Firehole River, then picked up the scent on

the other side. Sure enough, there was the human’s scent, briefly, before it disappeared again. 

 They must have set him down to get a better grip on him. 

The  car  was  a  red  herring.  Likely  the  cockatrice  were  working  with  a  third  conspirator,  who

was now leading the wolves and their allies on a wild-goose chase down the main road. 

After looking around, she shifted back into human form and removed the backpack. She adjusted

the straps to fit her larger form, donned it again, and shifted into cockatrice mode. 

With a mental grin her beak couldn’t replicate she set off, able to cover more ground faster on

two  cockatrice  legs  than  she  could  on  four  wolf  ones.  More  quietly,  too. After  a  few  minutes,  she

picked up the human’s scent again from time to time, where he’d been brushed along branches next to

the path the cockatrice were forging through the woods. 

And now she could see the occasional track along the forest floor. Two different cockatrice, one

of them definitely carrying the human to reduce his scent trail. 

 Smart. 

These weren’t two younger cockatrice then. They were older, old enough, at least, to be strong

enough to shift and carry a full-grown human male while they ran and left little trace. 

Mercedes picked up the pace, each stride taking her ten feet farther along, her beak down long

enough to keep her on the path. They were heading deep into the park’s interior, north, uphill. Staying

away from fire roads and main trails, and hidden by the thick stands of trees, they could easily remain

hidden from land and air searches. 

They were skimming the edge of a fire scar, never veering out into the areas cleared out just a

few years earlier despite new vegetation already beginning to make a comeback. They also skimmed

past melting snowpacks, never going so high as to lose the treeline or encounter endless expanses of

snow that would quickly betray their presence. 

 They’ve planned this for a while.  This wasn’t some random kidnapping. They’d been working

on this long enough to have a path well mapped out. 

The  pursuit  went  on  throughout  the  afternoon,  as  the  sun  arced  across  the  sky  and  the  light

slanted through the trees, taking on a golden cast when it peeked through the fuzzy grey quilt of clouds

trying to blanket the entire park. She saw no sign over land or by air of the other shifters. 

She didn’t know what the cockatrices’ plan was, but she suspected if she didn’t get the guy back

before dark that it would be almost impossible to get him back alive. 

Following  the  scent  down  the  side  of  a  hill  toward  a  snowmelt  stream,  she  crossed  a  rocky

scree and then dove to the ground, flattening herself behind a fallen tree. 

Ahead  of  her,  just  rounding  a  turn,  she’d  caught  a  glimpse  of  a  cockatrice.  And  from  the

coloration of his feathers and scales, she suspected he was from an Eastern European nest she thought

she’d wiped out herself twenty years earlier. 

It’d been ridiculously easy to sneak into their house while they were out one day and lace the

food and open beverages in the fridge with poison. 

Although, in retrospect, she realized they probably blamed Kitty for that incident. The wolf did

have a pretty savage rep amongst the cockatrice. Any time European cockatrice met with bad luck of

any kind, they tended to blame that particular wolf for it. 

 Crap. 

Mercedes knew maybe she herself was to blame here, if her gut instincts were correct. Perhaps

they came after a mate in retribution for that attack. 

 Stranger things could happen. 

That sealed it. She would do whatever it took to get the human mate back safely. 

It  wouldn’t  totally  wipe  her  own  slate  clean,  but  it  would  begin  to  atone  a  little  for  what  her

brothers had done. 

And Marston. 

Besides, the man had adopted a mixed-breed shifter baby as his very own. That right there meant

he’d earned a place in the itsy-bitsy soft spot in what passed for her heart. Him and Micah Donovan, 

both. 

Even  if  it  weren’t  for  all  of  that,  a  chance  to  so  easily  fuck  up  the  cockatrices’  plans  was  too

good to pass up. 

She carefully followed the men until they once again veered away from the stream. Silently, she

dropped back, tracking them, not wanting them to pick up her scent. Fortunately, she was downwind

of them. 

They finally stopped where they had made camp in at the bottom of an outcropping, where old-

growth trees and several large boulders concealed their campsite from the air. 

 Overconfident motherfuckers. 

She backtracked a little, finding a way up the rocky face where they couldn’t see her. It took her

a few minutes to slowly make her way on her belly to the edge and look down the sixty or so feet to

the campsite, but the vantage point also gave her unfettered views of the area.  It seemed it was just

these two cockatrice and their hostage. Four bedrolls, a four-man tent, their hostage now tied up next

to the tent with what looked like a pillowcase over his head, and the two men now shifted back into

human form. 

Easily carried on the breeze to her nose came the stink of the two cockatrice. 

No others around, just the human. 

Easing back from the edge, she sat up and shrugged the backpack off. 

 Knife or claws? 

She hadn’t smelled gun oil during the tracking. Didn’t mean they didn’t have one or more stashed

around somewhere. 

She  glanced  to  the  west  where  the  sun  was  quickly  sinking  down  past  the  mountains.  She

wouldn’t have much time before she needed to make a decision. Just because the conspirators in the

car weren’t here didn’t mean they weren’t on their way. 

 I guess the question is cockatrice or wolf?  There were wolves in the park. Bio wolves, not just

the shifter kind. She’d picked up faint traces of them during the day, but nothing overwhelming. 

The question was, had the two cockatrice? 

She headed back down the rock face to the trail. Her preference would be to come in from the

other direction, opposite of the way the men had brought the hostage, but that would put her upwind

and more easily scented. Not to mention, there were four bedrolls. Meaning at least one, possibly two

more cockatrice lurking around somewhere. 

She doubted the fuckers had brought a bedroll for their hostage. 

With shadows deepening in the river bed, she shifted back to human form, took off her backpack, 

and withdrew the knife. After clamping the handle between her teeth, she shifted into cockatrice form. 

Full dark would be best. Fortunately, she knew she likely had better night vision due to her wolf

genes than the two cockatrice did. Another advantage in addition to surprise. She crept close enough

to their encampment that she could hear them talking in low tones, meaning they’d remained in human

form. They hadn’t lit a fire, and from the sound of their voices, they were likely sitting close together. 

 Dumb fucks. No lookout. Cocky fucking attitude. 

The  same  kind  of  cockiness  that  had  allowed  her  to  easily  wipe  out  a  nest  by  herself  without

breaking a sweat. 

As she waited until full dark fell, she listened and kept checking the sky above her. She didn’t

want one of the dragons to swoop down and mistake her for one of the kidnappers. 

Finally, one of the men stood up. “I’ve gotta take a dump.” 

“Well,  go  over  there  somewhere.  Don’t  do  it  around  here.  I  don’t  want  to  be  smelling  it  all

fucking night.” 

Mercedes  tensed  as  she  heard  the  man  walking  in  her  direction.  She  shifted  back  into  human

form, taking the knife in her hand. As the man passed her hiding spot and began to unfasten his jeans, 

she rushed up behind him, slapping her left hand over his mouth as she slit his throat with her right. 

Easing him down to the ground, she wiped his blood off the knife on his jacket, moved him off

the path behind a boulder, and returned to her hiding spot after quickly frisking him. No gun. 

She  was  working  out  how  to  draw  the  other  man  away  from  the  prisoner  when  she  heard  the

sound of someone approaching from the other direction. 

“Sam, Dave!” a man called out. 

“Here, Bill,” the remaining man answered from the campsite. 

 Dammit. 

She  held  her  breath  and  tried  to  slow  her  racing  pulse,  barely  able  to  hear  their  conversation

over the blood pounding in her ears. 

Longing  for  a  gun,  she  debated  retreating  and  going  back  to  the  overlook  for  a  better  vantage

point. Unfortunately, if they discovered the dead man first, they might kill their prisoner. 

No, she couldn’t risk it. 

She crept forward until she could just see the campsite. Feeling around, she found a reasonably

sized rock and pitched it, landing it on the far side of the camp. 

Both men jumped up, alert. 

“What was that?” Sam asked. 

“I  probably  dislodged  a  rock  on  my  way  in,”  the  newcomer  said.  Then  he  laughed.  “Or  it’s  a

critter. Why, are you afraid of animals now?” 

“Only the two-legged kind,” Sam groused. “How long till Cameron gets here?” 

“Not long. He’s on his way. He had to go all the way up past Mammoth to ditch the car and pick

up his own. The fucking wolves were only minutes behind him in their vehicles.” Bill laughed. “But

last  he  told  me  on  the  phone  before  I  hiked  in,  he  said  they  were  scouring  every  inch  of  the  area

looking for this guy.” He kicked Jim in the thigh, making the man moan. 

She suppressed the urge to growl. 

“Good  thing  we  laid  all  those  false  scent  tracks  around  there  yesterday,”  Bill  said.  “Smart

thinking on Cameron’s part.” 

“That’s why people bring him in and pay him decent money to do what he does.” 

After  a  couple  of  moments  of  silence,  Sam  glanced  her  way.  “Dave!”  Sam  called  out. 

“Everything coming out okay?” The men laughed like it was the funniest joke in the world. 

When their dead companion didn’t respond, Sam called out for him again. 

That  focused  both  men’s  attention  her  direction.  Fortunately,  the  boulder  she  hid  behind

concealed her for now. 

 Shit. 

She couldn’t throw another rock to distract them without them seeing her do it. 

“I fucking told you two to stay together,” Bill said. “What the hell’s he doing going off alone?” 

“He had to take a crap.” 

“You  stupid  fucks.  There’s  grizzlies  in  this  part  of  the  park.”  He  stood  and  headed  in  the

direction Dave had gone. 

Right towards her. 

She shifted the knife to her left hand. With her right, she grabbed another rock. She could do this

if she timed it just right. 

Maybe. 

Sam still stood back at the campsite. She didn’t see a gun in his hands, but that didn’t mean he

didn’t have one. 

She held her breath and waited while Bill moved past her. As hard as she could, she pitched the

rock at the back of his skull and immediately switched the knife into her right hand. 

Bill went down with an  oomf. She whirled around and threw the knife, hitting Sam squarely in

the chest with it. He dropped to his knees, hands outstretched and staring down at the knife, until he

fell face-forward onto the ground. 

Shifting into cockatrice form, she fell onto  Bill as he tried to get up, slicing and ripping at his

throat with her claws and beak until she finally struck his throat, ripping it out. 

Jumping off him, she waited while he stumbled, eventually crashing into the ground. 

Everything inside her wanted to let out a scream of victory, shriek it to the crystalline spray of

stars strewn across the purple-black sky above her. 

Then reality set in. She didn’t know how far away Cameron was. She also didn’t know if there

were other conspirators in the park. 

She shifted back into human form and raced down to get her pack after rinsing the man’s blood

off of her in the stream. Stopping to retrieve her knife from Sam’s chest, she saw he wasn’t dead yet, 

but based on the noises he was making, it wouldn’t be long. She hurried over to Jim. 

“It’s okay,” she told him as she knelt beside him. “I’m with your wolves.” 

The  man  perked  up,  flinching  a  little  as  she  pulled  the  pillowcase  off  his  head.  She  carefully

peeled the duct tape from his mouth. 

“BettLynn?” he gasped almost before she had him freed. 

She smiled. “She’s fine. I’m the one who found her. She’s with her mother.” 

He let out a ragged cry of relief she did her best to ignore while she untied his wrists. “Thank

you,” he said, emotion turning his voice gravelly. “Thank you for saving her. And me.” 

“Hey, we wolves got to stick together.”  She started pulling on her clothes while he untied his

ankles. “Did they hurt you?” 

He slowly shook his head. “Well, it feels like they hit me with a goddamned rock.” He gingerly

felt at his head. “I—” 

“Shh!”  She  heard  a  light  scrabble,  like  someone  sliding  in  scree.  “We  have  to  go,  now,”  she

whispered.  Grabbing  his  hand,  she  quickly  led  him  back  the  way  they’d  come,  practically  dragging

him behind her. She didn’t know if that was Cameron she’d heard, or an animal, but she didn’t want

to be anywhere around the campsite when he got there. 

“Did you—” 

She turned and put her finger to her lips to silence him. She didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to be

distracted from listening for other sounds, for anyone following them. 

She had no idea what time it was when she finally stopped to take a break, allowing Jim to get a

drink from the stream bed. They’d be breaking away from it soon, and she hadn’t brought any water

with her. 

“How’d you track me?” he whispered. 

“I’m a wolf.” 

“But how did you know to look for me this direction? I heard them say they’d laid a lot of false

trails.” 

“This wasn’t my first cockatrice hunt, you might say.” That, at least, wasn’t a lie. “I suspected

they might have doubled-back and used the car as a decoy.” 

“Where’s everyone else?” 

“I didn’t have time to find them. They’d all headed after the car.” 

“Oh.” He sat there, staring at the ground. 

“We really need to get moving.” 

“They were going to kill me anyway,” he whispered. “I heard them. They were talking about it

as they carried me. They were going to ambush Kitty and anyone else with her, and then kill me, too.” 

“I know,” Mercedes said. “That’s their MO. They’re soulless fucks.” It pained her to admit that, 

out  loud—to  a  human  no  less—after  all  the  years  she’d  held  Edgar  and  Lenny  on  a  pedestal  and

believed they were better than their counterparts. That they were special. 

That they had their own form of ethics and morals. 

But no, they hadn’t been any better than the fuckers she’d just killed. Maybe worse, considering

what they’d planned to do. 

“If they’d hurt BettLynn—” 

“But they didn’t,” she said. “Lucky for you, she was shifted when they grabbed you or they might

have.” 

“Yeah.” He made no motions like he was going to move. 

“Look, I’m not unsympathetic to the emotional shit you’re going through right now, but it’s cold

and it’s late and I’m hungry. Not to mention, I’m not convinced we aren’t being followed. I’d really

like to get you back safe and sound. The cockatrice had at least one other guy working with them, and

he’s  going  to  be  really  pissed  off  when  he  finds  his  three  buddies  turned  into  grizzly  lo  mein.  I’d

rather not be out here in the woods without a gun or backup when that discovery happens.” 

“I’m sorry. I’ll carry your pack for you if you’d like to shift.” 

 Well, it would be warmer doing this as a wolf.  The shorts weren’t giving her any warmth, and

being  barefoot  wasn’t  helping.  She  unshouldered  her  pack  and  quickly  stripped.  After  zipping  the

pack closed, she stood there, holding it out to him. 

He slowly dragged himself to his feet and took the pack from her. She shifted into wolf form, the

woods taking on an unearthly glow as her natural night vision kicked in. Smells and sounds amplified

without her even having to concentrate. 

She softly chuffed at him before heading up the scent trail toward the Old Faithful area. He fell

into step behind her, and she realized she had to slow down so he could keep up. After about a half

hour or so, she couldn’t shake the feeling they were being followed. 

Shifting back into human form so she could talk to him, she said, “Wait here.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“Just stay here. I need to run back the way we came and see if we’re being followed.” 

“Please don’t leave me out here!” 

“Look, I’m  not leaving you. Just don’t move. Yell if something happens. I’ll be right back.” She

shifted before he could object again. Running full bore through the night felt great, except she had to

keep in mind her purpose. 

When she reached the top of a ridge and looked down the way they’d come and, sure enough, 

she spotted something moving in the distance and heading their way. It was too dark for her to see for

sure, but it looked like a person, following the trail they’d just traveled. 

 Fuck! 

Chapter Thirty-One



Cameron swore when he reached their designated meeting spot.  It didn’t take him long to find

the still-cooling bodies of his three partners. 

The prisoner, gone. 

It took every ounce he had to hold back the scream of rage and grief he wanted to unleash into

the cold night air. 

His brother and two cousins, dead. He knew his mate was safe in Cody, having called once she

escaped to there by another car after leaving the note in the lodge. 

He sniffed around, freezing at what couldn’t be, yet was. Faint, but still there. 

The scent of a cockatrice. 

Another  cockatrice,  barely  detectible,  definitely  female,  but…her  scent  smelled  really  weird, 

off somehow. He wasn’t sure why it smelled so strongly overlaid with wolf, unless…

He straightened.  Could it be? 

He’d heard rumors, decades ago, but had assumed they were just that with no truth to them. 

 Maybe they weren’t just rumors after all. 

He didn’t know how much of a head start she and the prisoner had on him, but he would do his

damnedest to track her and their prisoner down. He couldn’t shift, but he had a nose nearly as good as

a shifter. He picked up the scent trail and started off. He would catch up to them. 

And kill that fucking traitorous bitch. 




* * * *

 

Mercedes  wheeled  around,  flying  low  across  the  ground  as  she  ran  back  to  the  human.  She

shifted  mid-stride,  coming  to  a  stop  on  two  feet  in  front  of  him.  “We  need  to  move  fucking  fast. 

There’s one after us. You have got to run or you’re going to die because I don’t know if I can take him

down now that he knows what’s going on. I caught the others by surprise.” 

He nodded. She shifted again and started off at a lope, the human able to keep up with her. She

worried he might be too loud since he was exhausted, but fear seemed to have kicked a decent dose of

adrenaline into his system. He kept up with her, not making too much noise, ducking around most of

the branches and following her path. 

She  considered  veering  off  the  scent  trail  and  taking  a  different  way,  maybe  making  it  a  little

harder for the cockatrice since he already knew how to get to Old Faithful. Then she ditched that idea. 

She needed the fastest way possible back to Old Faithful and lots of backup. 

On  they  ran,  Mercedes  praying  they’d  make  it  and  increasingly  unsure  they  would,  when  she

skidded to a stop in the middle of the trail. A huge, dark, furry blob rose up on two feet and let out a

growl. 

 Fuck! Fuckfuckfuck! 

She yelped, backing up, her haunches bumping into the human. She hoped he was smart enough

to back up, too. 

Then,  the  bear  was  suddenly  a  huge,  naked  man  she  recognized  as  Kitty  Blackestone’s  mate. 

“Jesus Christ! Are you two all right?” 

She  practically  howled  with  relief.  She’d  been  too  busy  worried  about  the  cockatrice  behind

them to think to check if this guy was a shifter. 

She shifted back. “Yeah, but there’s one of the fuckers on our trail,” she said as she pointed back

the way they’d come. “Human form, but he’s one of them.” 

The bear looked as ferocious in two-legged mode as he did in four-legged mode. “He is, is he? 

You know how to get back?” 

“I’m following a scent trail.” 

“Prob’ly the same one I followed to find you. Get moving. I’ll be right behind you.” He shifted

back into bear form and let out several loud, bellowing cries that seemed to shake the entire forest. 

She looked at Jim. “Keep up.” 

Wide-eyed, he nodded, and when she shifted and started running again, he was right on her tail. 




* * * *

 

Cameron slid to a stop as the bear’s bellow echoed across the hillside. 

 Fuck! 

That wasn’t a bio-bear, either. That was an enraged shifter. 

His  own  anger  and  rage  demanded  he  stay  on  the  trail  and  find  the  bitch  who  fucked  up  their

plans. 

Then self-preservation kicked in. He couldn’t shift. That was why his job had been to drive the

car. 

Yeah, he had a gun, but it was a .38 and wouldn’t be any good against a damn grizzly shifter. He

might piss the fucking thing off before it ripped his entrails out. 

Knowing they would likely send another group of shifters out to find the campsite, he made the

decision to turn and run back the way he came. 

Revenge would have to wait for another day. 




* * * *

 

Mercedes felt relief when they reached the Firehole River. She turned and followed it down to

the small footbridge that was part of the Old Faithful Geyser basin trail and led him back to the lodge

area. Upon seeing the lodge, Jim let out a cry and dropped her pack before running toward the light. 

Wally caught up with her as she was getting dressed. “You’re good people,” he said, holding out

an enormous hand for a fist bump. 

She smiled and bumped him back. “Thanks.” 

“Come on. They’ll want to thank you.” 

“No, it’s okay.” 

“Seriously.” He draped an arm around her, apparently not caring he was now naked, and led her

up to the lodge. 

When they walked inside, everyone was gathered around Jim, hugging him, his mates both crying

as they were reunited. 

Daniel Blackestone turned and spotted her and walked over. He hugged her. “Thank you.” 

“It’s okay. Look, I’m really worn out. I need to get to bed.” 

“There’s one more of the fuckers out there,” Wally told Blackestone. “I know the way. Let’s get

some shifters out there, maybe we can catch up with him.” 

“Good idea.” He rushed off. 

Wally turned to her with a grin. “It’s gonna be a party, I’m sure. You sure you don’t want to hang

around?” 

She  held  up  her  hands  and  slowly  started  backing  toward  the  exit.  “Really,  I’m  exhausted.  I

killed  three  of  them,  but  I  heard  them  talking  about  one  more.  Cameron,  they  said.  I  don’t  know  if

there were more than that. He might have been the one on our trail.” 

Frankly, what she really wanted to do was take a shower, pack, and get the fuck out of the park

right  then.  Leave  via  the  north  entrance,  drive  straight  through  to  Spokane,  and  catch  the  first  flight

back to Maine. 

“All right.” 

“Look,  I’m going to be leaving early in the morning.  If  I miss them, tell them  I’m glad this all

worked out all right.” 

“Will do.” 

She ducked out the door while Blackstone was calling for volunteers to go back out, before she

could draw anyone else’s attention. 

 Yeah, I think leaving sooner rather than later is a prudent option. 

Chapter Thirty-Two



The  next  morning,  Elain  awoke  a  little  around  dawn.  Despite  her  late  night  from  all  the

excitement of Jim’s safe return, her body was still on Florida time and wouldn’t let her sleep in. 

She’d heard a noise from next door in Mai’s room. Since they shared the same cabin, it wasn’t

difficult. 

After pulling on her clothes, she stepped outside. Wyatt, the alligator shifter, nodded to her from

where  he  sat  keeping  watch  outside  the  cabin.  The  group  of  shifters  who’d  gone  back  to  find  the

cockatrice’s bodies didn’t find the fourth man, meaning he was still out there. 

Meaning they’d keep guards standing watch until they all got out of Yellowstone. 

“Mornin’,” he drawled. 

“Morning.”  She  slipped  on  her  denim  jacket,  breath  puffing  in  the  chilly  air.  As  she  walked

around the cabin to Mai’s door, it opened. 

“Oh.”  Mai  smiled.  In  her  arms  and  wearing  her  pink  halter,  was  puppy  BettLynn.  “Good

morning.” 

Elain opened and held the screen door for her. Mai was still in a bathrobe. “Everything okay?” 

Mai shrugged. Elain felt that her friend was trying to put on a brave front. “I just fed her, and she

shifted. I don’t want to wake up the guys.” 

Elain held out her arms. “Let me take her.” 

“Really?” 

“I’m already dressed. I’ll meet you over at the main lodge for breakfast.” 

Mai  handed  her  over  after  kissing  the  top  of  the  puppy’s  head.  “Hold  on.”  She  disappeared

inside and returned a moment later with a diaper bag. “Here. In case you need it.” 

Elain shifted the puppy to one arm and slung the bag over the other shoulder. 

Mai gave her a quick, one-armed hug. “Thanks. I kind of…you know, wanted some alone time

with Jim and Micah anyway.” 

“Hey, Auntie Elain will babysit anytime for you.” BettLynn reached up and licked Elain’s chin. 

“Thanks.” Mai disappeared back inside. 

Doug McDermott, a cougar shifter and friend of the Lyall men, walked up to relieve Wyatt at his

post. 

Wyatt held out his hand for the diaper bag. “I was goin’ over to the main lodge anyway. I need

some coffee.” 

Elain handed it over. “Thanks.” 

They slowly started walking down the drive, toward the main lodge. When BettLynn squirmed

and whined to get down, Elain let her after slipping her wrist through the loop on the leash. 

The puppy made a beeline through the cabins, toward one Elain thought might be empty, but she

wasn’t sure. 

“What are you doing?” she asked the girl. 

“She look like she on a mission,” Wyatt said. 

“Yeah.” 

At the cabin door, BettLynn charged up the steps and scratched and whined at the frame of the

screen door. Elain scooped her up and hoped no one angrily stormed out of the room, upset about the

wake-up. 

But it was empty. 

BettLynn continued whining and squirming in Elain’s arms, determined to get into the cabin. 

Wyatt exchanged a puzzled look with Elain, but before she could stop him, he stepped up onto

the stoop and knocked. After no response, he knocked again. “Hello?” 

BettLynn let out a little  yip. 

“I don’t understand why she’s doing this,” Elain said. 

“Maybe she scent on somethin’. Maybe the guys who took her daddy.” 

“Mercedes told Wally she killed them.” 

“Most  of  them.”  He  looked  around,  wary,  on  guard.  Elain  felt  some  comfort  by  having  the

alligator shifter there with her. “Don’t mean there ain’t more gonna come back, try to finish the job. 

Or, maybe she smellin’ from before they took him. Who knows?” 

That was when  Lina came charging around the corner, sliding to a halt when she spotted them

standing there. It looked like she’d hurriedly pulled on sweats and a sweater. Her long, curly red hair

stood out unbrushed, giving her a wild look. 

“What’s wrong?” Elain asked, her instinctively holding the puppy closer to her. 

“Why are you here?” Lina asked. 

Elain felt a wee bit concerned about her friend. “Why are we in Yellowstone?” 

“At  this cabin. How did you get to  this cabin?” 

Gooseflesh crept up Elain’s spine as she cuddled BettLynn even closer to her. “BettLynn led us

here. She pulled on her leash. What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“This is the cabin where Bertholde was murdered. This exact room.” 

BettLynn yipped and wagged her tail. 




* * * *

 

Lina stopped by her cabin long enough to tame her hair with a brush and elastic band and to pull

on a pair of jeans. Then she accompanied Elain and Wyatt to the lodge. 

“How’d you know we were out there, anyway?” Elain asked. 

“I felt it.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand it.” 

“I think there’s a lot of stuff about this gig that none of us understand yet,” Elain said. “With Mai

part  of  the  equation,  I’d  be  willing  to  bet  we  see  a  bunch  of  stuff  start  to  happen  that  we  didn’t

imagine before.” 

“’Specially with y’all joining powers the way you did to rid Callie of the curse,” Wyatt said. 

Both women looked at him and he shrugged. “Wally told me about it. Was it supposed to be a

secret?” 

“No,  I  guess  not  after  the  fact,”  Elain  said.  “I  don’t  suppose  you  have  any  advice  for  us,  do

you?” 

He  stopped  and  turned,  both  women  stopping  with  him.  In  Elain’s  arms,  BettLynn  reached  up

and licked her chin. 

“I’ll admit we don’t get a lot of stuff happening like y’all do.  Before the cockatrice tried their

shit with us last year, I felt pretty damn lucky we didn’t seem to have a lot of issues. But let me tell

y’all something. From where I stand, it looks like the three of you are kick-ass women who are gonna

make a huge difference in this world, even if the greater majority of people won’t ever know about

it.” He gave them a curt nod. “I’m proud to be on your side.” 

Lina hugged him. “I’m glad you’re on our side, too, mister.” 




* * * *

 

They got coffee. Elain stared at Lina over the table. “Are you okay?” 

Lina  glared.  “Oh,  sure.  I’m  peachy.  One  of  my  sons’  future  fathers-in-law  was  abducted  by

cockatrice and nearly killed yesterday. And, yeah, there is that. That Baba Bitchcunt took and joined

our  kids  together.”  Then  her  anger  seemed  to  deflate,  sadness  taking  over  her  features.  “I  wish  you

could have met Bertholde,” she softly said. “You would have liked her.” 

Lina reached out and stroked BettLynn’s head. “What am I saying? You’re holding her.” 

Elain arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re scaring me a little.” 

Lina took a sip of coffee. “My brain’s fried. I’m still trying to process what Callie told us.” 

“Isn’t it kind of sweet, in a way, that they’re together again?” 

Wyatt reached out and stroked BettLynn’s head. She wagged her tail at him and licked his hand. 

“Not many people get a chance to live again like that, with the ones dey love.” 

“I  did,”  Lina  said.  She  leaned  back.  “Sometimes,  I’m  glad  I  can  remember  the  past  now. 

Sometimes I wish I couldn’t. I wonder how much she or the Beasts will remember.” She set her mug

on the table and scrubbed at her face with her hands. “It’s too early in the morning for this crap,” she

muttered. “Part of me wants to kill Baba Yaga and part of me wants to thank her.” She excused herself

to the bathroom. When she returned, neither Elain nor Wyatt commented on Lina’s red eyes or puffy

nose, like she’d been crying. 

By the time breakfast was served, Mai and her men had appeared at the lodge. After breakfast, 

Micah and Jim took BettLynn so Lina, Elain, and Mai could go talk in private. 

The  three  of  them  walked  out  to  the  benches  overlooking  Old  Faithful.  “I’m  really  starting  to

hate this damn place,” Lina snarked. “Murder, kidnappings. The next damn thing will probably be one

of those supervolcano eruptions.” 

“Only if I let Brodey have Mexican for dinner,” Elain retorted. 

Mai  finally  smiled.  “Good  one.”  Her  smile  faded.  “We  really  did  it,  huh?  Got  rid  of  Callie’s

curse?” 

“Yep,” Elain said. “And we even kicked some cockatrice ass.” 

“Well,  that  chick  Mercedes  gets  the  lion’s  share  of  the  credit  for  that.”  Lina  snorted.  “Wolf’s

share.  Whatever.  Thanks  to  her,  three  of  the  fuckers  are  dead.  That’s  three  less  cockatrice  in  the

world.” 

“Did she leave already?” Mai asked. 

“Yeah, Blackie told me she was heading out first thing,” Elain said. “Can’t say as I blame her.” 

“Oh. I really wanted to thank her in person for what she did.” 

“Jocko said she was staying in Maine, doing some family research,” Elain said. “Maybe we can

catch up with her again there.” 

“I just want to go home,” Mai said. “I want to go home, to Florida, with everyone safe. And then

stick my head under the covers and never come out.” 

Lina hugged her. “I know this Seer gig is a lot to handle,” she gently said. “Believe me, I was a

wreck at first.” She laughed again. “And as you can see, I’m still pretty wigged out, so imagine how

bad  I  was  in  the  beginning.”  She  tucked  Mai’s  hair  behind  her  ears.  “I  promise,  we’re  here,  and

we’re not going anywhere. You’re one of us.” 

“One of us, one of us,” Elain chanted behind them, finishing with a giggle. 

“Okay, wolf lady,” Lina said, “that’s my line. Quit sniping my snarkage.” She smiled. 

Elain  sat  on  Mai’s  other  side  and  slipped  her  arm  around  her  waist.  “We’re  the  three

Musketeers. Or Mouseketeers. Or Muskrats. Or Macaroons. Or…something.” 

“The  Three  Broads You Absolutely  Don’t  Want  to  Piss  Off,”  Lina  suggested.  “I  think  that’s  a

great name, but it might not fit on our business cards.” 

They fell silent for a moment. “Hey, guys?” Mai softly said. 

“Yeah?” they responded. 

“I had another dream about Mom and Dad last night.” 

“The baby dream?” Elain asked. 

“Yeah.” 

Lina stood, offering her hands to the women. “Then I think we need to go hunt Lacey down and

find Mom and have a cluckin’ confab.” 

“A what?” Mai asked. 

Elain smiled. “A hen fest.” 

“Oh.” 




* * * *

 

Mai went to Lacey’s cabin to get her, while Lina and Elain continued on to the lodge when they

found Liam and Carla’s cabin empty. They found Carla and a very watchful Liam buying coffee from

the little stand there. 

“Can we borrow Mom for a few?” Elain asked. 

He frowned. “Why?” 

“To talk, Dad.” 

“Where are ye all goin’?” 

“Just  to  talk.”  She  pointed  into  the  dining  room  area,  which  was  mostly  deserted.  “In  there, 

okay?” 

“It’s safe, Dad,” Lina added. “Bad guys all dead.” 

He  hooked  his  thumbs  into  his  belt  loops.  “Sorry,  but  ye  can’t  blame  me  for  wantin’  to  be

cautious.” 

“I know, and I appreciate it.” Elain leaned in and pecked him on the cheek. “We’ll be back in a

few.” 

Mai arrived with Lacey, and the five of them retreated to a far corner of the dining room, out of

line of sight of the main lodge sitting room area. 

“What’s this about?” Carla asked. 

The  other  women  all  looked  at  Mai,  who  suddenly  blushed.  “I’ve  been  having  dreams,”  she

mumbled. 

Carla blanched. “That dream?” 

She nodded. 

“Lacey, will you please do the honors?” Elain asked. 

The  older  woman  smiled  and  held  out  her  hand  to  Carla,  who  simply  stared  at  her  without

moving. 

“She won’t bite, Mom,” Lina snarked. 

“That’s not what I’m worried about.” 

Elain reached out, took her mom’s hand, and placed it in Lacey’s. 

Lacey closed her eyes, a smile immediately curving her lips. “Yes.” 

Carla’s eyes widened. “No! Nonononono. No. Absolutely not.” She jerked her hand free. 

“I  don’t  understand  what  the  problem  is,  Mom,”  Elain  gently  teased.  “If  I  can  get  used  to  you

looking like my older sister instead of my mother, you can get used to the idea of giving me a baby

sister.” She glanced at Lacey, who shook her head. 

“Brother?” 

Lacey nodded. 

Elain grinned. “Excellent.” 

“No, this is  not excellent!” Carla wailed. “I’m too old to be a mother!” 

Lina snorted. “You’re already a mom, Mom. You’ve been one for twenty-nine—” 

“Hey!” Elain protested. 

“Fine. Twenty- eight years now.” 

“Thank you,” Elain said. “Let’s not rush things.” 

“What are you complaining about?” Lina said. “I’m thirty-three. I’m the eldest.” 

Liam rushed into the dining room on full alert. “What’s wrong? What happened?” 

Elain stood up and engulfed him in a hug. Then she pecked him on the cheek. “Nothing’s wrong, 

 Dad.” 

“Are ye feeling all right, Elain?” 

Lina  laughed.  “He’s  a  guy.  He  doesn’t  get  it.”  She  slid  her  chair  back  and  hooked  her  arm

through  Mai’s, bringing her with her. “We’ll leave you guys to talk with  Lacey. You might be more

comfortable with her—” 

Lacey cleared her throat in an all too threatening way. 

“Seniority,” Lina finished. 

Lacey smiled. 

“What in bloody hell are ye talkin’ about, Lina?” He walked around the table to kneel down next

to Carla, who sat softly crying, her face buried in her hands. 

Lina nodded to Lacey. “Let us know when the coast’s clear.” 

“Will do, dear.” 

They  had  no  sooner  made  it  back  to  the  lodge’s  main  room,  where  a  cheerfully  crackling  fire

filled  the  large  fireplace  on  one  wall,  and  the  opposite  wall  was  comprised  of  floor-to-ceiling

windows  overlooking  Old  Faithful,  when  they  heard  Liam  let  out  a  happy  howl  that  resonated

throughout the lodge. 

“Is she going to be okay?” Mai timidly asked. 

With  an  arm  around  the  younger  woman’s  shoulders,  Elain  hugged  her  close.  “Once  the  shock

wears  off,  I’m  sure  she  will  be.  Remember  how  she  was  in  Maine  the  morning…after?”  Elain

shrugged. “It’s just another shock, that’s all. I’ve had a few months’ head start on her of accepting the

reality of shape-shifters. She’s spent my whole life denying it.” 

Lina playfully punched Elain in the shoulder. “One down…one to go.” 

“What about Callie and Gigi? Shouldn’t they be ahead of me in the motherhood line?” 

“I don’t count them. They’re—” 

“Watch how you reference my age,” Callie warned from behind them. 

She hadn’t been there a second earlier. 

They all turned, but their friend wore a playful smile that belied her tone. 

“They  heard  the  disturbance  in  the  Force  up  in  the  meeting  room.  Sir  sent  me  down  to  check

things out. What’s up?” 

This  time,  Elain  got  to  break  the  news.  Callie  let  out  a  happy  whoop  of  her  own.  “That’s

fantastic!” 

Elain  dropped  her  voice.  “I’m  not  sure  my  mom  agrees.  I  think  she’s  in  a  state  of  shock  right

now.” 

“Eh, she’ll get used to it,” Callie said. “Don’t worry.” 

“One more baby to add to the brood,” Lina said before her smile faded and a contemplative look

shadowed her features. 

“What?” Mai asked. 

“I  don’t  want  you  to  take  this  the  wrong  way,”  Lina  said.  “Because  it  might  sound  wrong  no

matter how I say it.” 

“That doesn’t sound promising,” Mai said. 

Lina  looked  over  to  where  Zack,  Kael,  Jan,  Rick,  Micah,  and  Jim  were  talking  in  low  voices

while  the  Beasts  happily  played  next  to  a  napping,  and  two-legged,  BettLynn.  “I  know  what  I  went

through. I mean, yeah, my story turned out fine. But I don’t know how I feel about them being bonded

the way they are, now that I know who they were.” 

Mai frowned but didn’t respond. 

“It sort of takes her free will away, doesn’t it?” Lina continued. “Those two goons of mine, I can

see it already, are going to be pretty bossy if they’re anything remotely like their fathers—” 

“Or mother,” Elain teased. 

Lina arched an eyebrow at her but continued. “I don’t know how I feel about that.” 

Mai  studied  her  hands  for  a  moment,  which  were  clasped  in  front  of  her,  fingers  working

together. “It’s not because she has Down syndrome, is it?” Mai finally lifted her head and looked at

Lina. “We still don’t know how disabled she’ll be.” 

“Uh,  reality  check,  girlfriend,”  Elain  interrupted.  “She’s  the  youngest  baby  ever  to  shift  that

anyone knows of. There’s nothing disabled about  that.” 

“You  know  what  I  mean,”  Mai  quietly  insisted.  “Don’t  you  mean  that  it’s  a  shame  the  boys

won’t have a chance to be with a normal girl?” 

Lina’s jaw gaped. “No!” Before Mai could retreat, Lina swept over her, engulfing her in a hug. 

“Absolutely  not what I meant.” 

Elain resisted the urge to step in between the women. She watched as Mai, stiff at first, finally

relaxed, then her whole body began trembling and shaking as she broke down crying in Lina’s arms. 

Lina guided her over to a nearby couch, holding her, refusing to let go. “Hey,” she softly said, “I

consider that little girl a miracle, and as much my daughter as she is yours. Which, okay, that maybe

came out sounding wrong because that would imply something creepy between the three of them, but

you know what I mean.” 

When  Micah  and  Jim’s  heads  both  popped  up,  alarm  on  their  faces  as  they  looked  across  the

lodge’s great room, Elain and Callie frantically waved them off, silently warning them to stay away. 

Elain suspected Mai needed to get this out of her system sooner rather than later. 

Frankly, Elain was surprised the young mother hadn’t broken down long before this. 

“Sweetie,” Lina continued, “I just want her to be happy. She’s a miracle baby, from the way you

survived to meet Micah and Jim, to what she can already do, to who she used to be.” 

“Just think,” Callie piped up. “She’ll never get picked on in school with the Beasts as backup.” 

“At  this  rate,”  Elain  mumbled,  “we’ll  have  our  own  school  on  the  ranch  with  the  way  people

keep getting pregnant.” 

“Wow, that’s a ready-made, kick-ass cross-country team right there,” Callie added. 

Lina  glared  at  both  of  them  but  didn’t  let  go  of  Mai.  “So  she’s  got  an  extra  chromosome.  Big

deal. Whatever challenges she has, we’ll all be right there with you to help you face them.” 

“I didn’t want to go to Holland!” Mai sobbed against her friend. 

Elain and Callie exchanged a confused look, but apparently Lina’s train of thought occupied the

same  track  as  Mai’s.  She  gently  laughed  as  she  rocked  Mai.  “I  know,  sweetie.  I  know.  But  those

fuckers in Italy can be damn rude sometimes.” 

The snot-filled burst of laughter from Mai didn’t seem to faze Lina in the least. “Let’s go outside

and  get  some  air.”  She  kept  the  younger  woman  tucked  against  her  as  the  four  of  them  all  moved

outside, past the porch, toward the deserted benches in front of Old Faithful. 

Callie  had  snagged  a  handful  of  napkins  from  the  coffee  stand  on  their  way  out  and  pressed  a

couple into Mai’s hands as she and Elain sat on benches facing Lina and Mai. 

Mai blew her nose but didn’t make any attempt to move from Lina’s comforting embrace. “I just

wanted one thing in my life to be normal,” she tearfully said. “I thought after all I’d been through, after

everything I’d survived, this one thing, this I could do right. And I can’t even do that right. I need one

of my men to talk her into shifting back. I can’t even be a good mom to my baby.” 

Lina rested her cheek against  Mai’s hair. “You’re doing everything you can, everything you’re

supposed to. You’re a great mom, honey. Let’s face it, that little girl has set the bar really dang high. I

don’t think she could have a more perfect mom than you, or more perfect dads than  Micah and  Jim. 

Did you ever stop to think how they were sent to Holland, too?” 

Callie held up a finger. “Can I interrupt for just a sec?” 

“No,” Lina said. 

Elain suppressed a snicker and gently nudged her friend, sending her a wink. 

“I know,” Mai softly said. “They never anticipated a disabled daughter.” 

Lina  laughed.  “Yeah,  but  that’s  not  what  I  meant.  They’ve  been  in  Holland  since  before  they

ever met you.” 

That earned her a confused “huh?” from all three women. 

Lina  turned  to  face  Mai,  gripping  her  friend’s  hands  and  lacing  their  fingers  together.  “Things

were set in motion by the Universe long before you came into their lives. Two straight guys? Micah

would have done anything not to ping on another guy, but he did. Explain that.” 

Mai sniffled, but looked up into Lina’s gaze before both women turned to Elain. 

Elain felt heat fill her face. “Well, yeah. I’ll admit at the time I was pretty pissed off at Micah. 

Until I talked with Jim and he told me he submitted. That he felt something for  Micah, too, but he’d

been scared by it because he’d never felt attracted to another guy before.” 

“See?” Lina said, squeezing Mai’s hands again. “Two straight, hetero guys. Not bi guys. Not bi-

curious  guys.  Not  even  heteroflexible  guys.  Two   straight  men  who’d  never  so  much  as  envisioned

sex with a guy before are suddenly and madly tail over teacup for each other. Explain that. You don’t

think they both had different plans for their lives?” 

Mai sniffled and nodded a little. 

“Right.  You  know  they  did.  Their  asses  didn’t  just  happen  to  divert  to  Holland.  They  were

tossed  out  a  perfectly  good  plane  without  a  parachute,  landed  in  a  fucking  ditch  in  the  middle  of  a

goddamned tulip field where a damn windmill fell on them, and then Don Quixote came up and said, 

‘Hiya,’  and  rammed  his  lance  up  their  poop  chutes. And  then  you  made  your  way  into  our  family. 

Micah already had a mate. A One. And yet the second he laid eyes on you, he knew you were meant to

be with them. That doesn’t just happen every day with wolves, you know.” 

Elain decided it would be judicious not to mention how Liam had said he’d felt an attraction to

her mom even when he was already mated to Maureen. 

Even more importantly,  Mai seemed to have been calmed somewhat by  Lina’s argument.  That

was a good thing. 

“Don Quixote was from Spain,” Callie pointed out. 

Lina shot her a painfully cold glare. 

“Sorry,” the former Immortal muttered. 

Callie and Elain sat and waited the women out. Finally, Mai seemed to calm down. She leaned

over and hugged Elain, then Callie. “Sorry,” she softly said. “I’m just under a lot of stress.” 

“Understandable,” Elain said. 

Lina  patted  Mai  on  the  leg  and  looked  at  Elain  and  Callie.  “Holland  is  from  that  poem. 

Remember the one Dr. Alberto gave us when she discovered BettLynn had Down syndrome?” 

“Ah!”  Now  it  clicked  in  Elain’s  memory.  Callie  still  looked  confused.  “I’ll  e-mail  it  to  you,” 

Elain told her. 

“Thanks.” 

“It  basically  says,”  Mai  softly  explained,  “that  we  packed  for  one  trip,  Italy.  Prepared,  got

ready, learned the language, everything. But then we found ourselves in Holland. And it’s not that it’s

bad, it’s just different and a shock to adjust.  But once you adjust, it’s okay and has its good points, 

too.” 

Callie kindly smiled. “Hey, I think you’re doing an awesome job, if that means anything.” 

She hugged her again. “It does. Thank you.” 




* * * *

 

Brodey and Cail walked Elain back to the cabin that night after dinner. Ain would be cooped up

in meetings until late. Especially now, with the newest development. 

“Why doesn’t this get any easier?” she groaned. 

Brodey sat next to her on the bed and laced his fingers through hers. “It will, babe,” he gently

said. “Have faith.” 

Cail  started  undressing.  “I  think  when  we  get  home,  number-one  priority  is  getting  you  a

concealed carry permit.” 

She raised her head. “I’m a black belt. You saw how I handled Paul Abernathy.” 

“He’s  right,”  Brodey  said.  “You  need  to  start  carrying  a  gun.  The  cockatrice  are  armed.  They

don’t care how Jackie Chan crazy you can go on their asses. They won’t hesitate to shoot.” 

“I think Ain will agree with us on this one,” Cail said. 

“I’m not fond of guns.” 

Cail’s gaze hardened as he turned on her. “Ask me if I care. I’m sorry, but in this case, I’m going

to push back. You need to start carrying a gun.” 

She propped herself up on her elbows, gaze narrowed. “You edicting me?” 

“No, I’m stopping just short of that.” He walked to the end of the bed and looked down at her, 

his expression growing sad. “Babe, it’d kill me, any of us, to lose you.  Can you imagine how we’d

feel if it was because we didn’t do everything necessary to ensure your safety?” 

“We’re asking you,” Brodey said. “No, scratch that. We’re begging you, please. Do this for us.” 

Cail  played  dirty.  “What  if  you  were  home  alone  with  Mai  and  BettLynn  and  something

happened? I’m sure Micah’s going to insist on Mai and Jim carrying after this, but do you really think

she would react faster than you?” 

Her face heated. “Okay, fine. I get it.” She blew out a resigned breath. “I’ll do it. I won’t like it, 

but I’ll do it.” 

A sweet smile filled Cail’s face. Shirtless, he knelt on the bed, straddling her before leaning in

to kiss her. “That’s our girl.” 

The  men  finished  stripping  and  helped  her  get  naked.  Before  long,  she  was  on  her  hands  and

knees, with Brodey’s cock buried in her pussy and Cail’s down her throat. 

Brodey reached around her and found her clit. “I have feeling you aren’t in the mood for a long

play night, so how about you give us one and we’ll all go to sleep?” 

“Mmhmm,” she mumbled around Cail’s cock. 

Cail stroked her hair. “That was an affirmative.” 

“I thought so.” Brodey’s talented fingers played with her clit, the feel of his cock bottomed out

in her intensifying the pleasure as he quickly drove her up and over the edge into a deliciously sweet

orgasm. 

As she moaned around Cail’s cock, he let out one of his own. “Fuuuuck, yeah.” 

She  rocked  back  and  forth,  eyes  closed  and  enjoying  the  way  her  orgasm  rolled  through  her. 

Brodey  gave  her  a  little  bit  longer  before  he  let  go  of  her  clit  and  started  fucking  her.  Cail  began

thrusting his hips in time with Brodey’s motions, and before long she sensed her men close to coming, 

too. 

Cail  came  first,  making  her  moan  again  as  the  taste  of  his  cum  filled  her  mouth.  Then  Brodey

came, filling her pussy before collapsing with her onto the bed. 

Winded, Cail stretched out on her other side. “Good?” 

She nodded, draping one arm over him while nestling her ass against Brodey. “Real good.” 

Chapter Thirty-Three



Mercedes wasted no time returning to Maine once she left Yellowstone. She didn’t want to hang

around and risk the possibility of one of the other Seers sensing her ulterior motives the way  Lacey

had. 

She suspected the Triad might not be as understanding and forgiving about the issue as Lacey. 

She  also  didn’t  want  to  risk  running  into  any  stray  cockatrice  who  might  still  be  in  the

Yellowstone area. She didn’t know where any of their nests were out west, and didn’t really want to

find out, either. 

Maine was safe, for now. Kitty Blackestone was a dedicated hunter and ridding the region of the

two-legged cockroaches, which meant it would only be that much safer for her and Marston, as long

as she kept him out of sight of the Maine wolves. Soon enough, she’d have everything she needed out

of Rodolfo and be able to turn him over to the jaguars. Then she and Marston would be free to raise

their little girl however and wherever they wanted. 

Truth be told, it was a relief to get back to Marston. She begrudgingly admitted she liked seeing

the happy, expectant father part of his personality. 

It gave her hope for their future. For her baby’s future. 

 For my daughter’s future. 

That thought brought a smile to her face. A baby girl she could give a good, loving, stable life to. 

No running from cockatrice nests, no hunting for retribution. An upbringing of wealth, courtesy of—

however unwilling—her grandfather Abernathy. 

The next day, Mercedes was going through all the paperwork she’d accumulated on her father, 

trying to reconcile some things she suspected and had overheard at the Gathering. She sat back in her

chair  and  stared  into  space,  a  hand  resting  on  her  belly.  “What  I  still  don’t  understand  is  why  the

bastard set some of his trusts up the way he did,” she said. “I know damn well there’s stuff he hasn’t

told us.” 

Marston looked up from paperwork he was going through for her. “Does it really matter? We’ve

amassed  more  than  enough  for  several  decades,  at  least.  Far  longer  if  we  spend  it  carefully  and

wisely invest it.” 

“No, I suppose it doesn’t matter. We’ve managed to locate the bulk of it. I’m sure there are some

accounts  we  won’t  find  that  he’s  hidden  and  likely  wouldn’t  ever  admit  to  us.”  She  chewed  on  her

thumbnail. “It’s just this one reference I’ve see a couple of times. F-Abernathy Trust, LLC. What the

hell is that?” 

Marston looked over her shoulders. “We could try asking him again.” 

“I did. Beat the crap out of him before I went to Yellowstone. All he did was sneer at me.” 

“Poor  darling.”  He  kissed  the  side  of  her  neck.  “Maybe  it  has  something  to  do  with  that  little

girl.” 

“What little girl?” 

“One time I had to meet with him at his Montana compound. Oh, a few years back. She couldn’t

have been any older than five at the time.” 

She shoved her chair back. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered. She ran over to one of the banker’s

boxes and dumped it onto the floor, frantically scrabbling through it until she found the printout she

was looking for. 

A grin filled her face. “That’s why,” she softly said. 

“Why what, love?” 

She held up the paper and waved it at him. “Now I understand this file. I ignored it then. Now, I

get it. His daughter.” 

“What?” 

She clambered to her feet and rejoined him. “That little girl is his fucking daughter.” 

The  paperwork  she  now  held  was  a  power  of  attorney  giving  someone  named  Esmerelda

Martinez  temporary  guardianship,  and  the  ability  to  care  for  and  make  decisions  for  one  Fiona

Abernathy. It was one of the files she’d downloaded from a cloud server containing information and

paperwork regarding his affairs. 

Rodolfo had set things up to stay current and allow him the flexibility to access his network from

anywhere in the world. 

It also allowed her the ability to beat the information out of him. 

Marston took the paper from her and read it, a grin spreading across his face. “She’d be around

ten or eleven now, I suppose. But how can you be sure she’s his daughter?” 

“Do  you  honestly  think  he  would  ever  care  for  a  kid,  a  girl,  if  she  wasn’t?  If  she  wasn’t  an

Alpha wolf of his precious pure blood?” 

“No,  I  suppose  you’re  dead-on  about  that.”  He  handed  the  paper  back  to  her.  “Bloody  lot  of

good that paper does, however.” 

“Oh, it does us a lot of good. We track her down and it gives us power over him. The hand that

rocks the cradle and all that bullshit.” 

“Somehow, I don’t picture the old boy being quite that sentimental, Alpha blood or not.” 

“If  I  threaten  to  take  her  out,  tell  him  we  know  who  and  where  she  is,  I  might  get  some  more

answers out of him that way.” 

“He’ll know we’re bluffing.” 

“He  can’t  afford  to  lose  his  precious  link  to  the  future.  I’ve  studied  him,  studied  his  kills,  his

history. He’s all about preserving the family name and bloodline, even though he’s the only one who

even gives a shit about it anymore. If nothing else, he might even offer to hand her over in exchange

for sparing his own miserable life.” 

“Okay, while that’s not a very practical thing, I’ll concede the point. But why would he spin his

wheels so bloody hard to go after Elain Pardie then if he has his heir already?” 

“Because  Elain  Pardie  isn’t  his  daughter.  Of  his  bloodline,  yes. And  she’s  an  adult. An  adult

Alpha female.  If trying to rebuild his line, what better way to do it than with a female ready to go? 

Besides,  I don’t think even  Rodolfo is stupid enough to try to interbreed with his own daughter.  He

probably had a male Alpha wolf lined up and ready to go once she was old enough.” 

“And  he  was  going  to  use  her  to  breed,  got  it.”  He  stared  at  the  paperwork.  “So  what  do  you

think he had in mind for the little girl?” 

“Who knows?” she said. “Doesn’t matter now, because we’re going to use her.  I think  I know

who the little girl really is.” 

“Love, you’re confusing me.” 

“Ortega hates Abernathy.” 

“No secret there.” 

“Not just for the incident at the Gathering a hundred years back.” 

He scratched at his chin. “Okay, now you have my interest.” 

“Ortega’s  daughter-in-law  was  a  wolf. Abernathy’s  niece.  She  was  abducted,  her  jaguar  mate

killed during her rescue.” She smiled. “And Ortega confided in me at the Gathering that if I was to run

across a little girl about her age in the course of my searching for dear ole Daddy…” She grinned. 

“You think he… But… Bloody hell!” 

“I’m almost positive of it. Dear ole Daddy was going to do it with Elain Pardie, also his niece, 

so  why  wouldn’t  he  do  it  with  Ortega’s  daughter-in-law?”  She  grinned.  “He’s  a  kinky  old  bastard, 

isn’t he?” 

“That’s one word for it.  Horrific is another and, dare  I say, a more accurate one.  Judge me as

you will regarding my past, I have never raped anyone. I especially would never stand by and allow

that to happen to a child.” 

She reached up and caressed his cheek, her gaze softening. “You need to let your past go.” 

He laid his hand over hers and turned his face to kiss her palm. “Not quite that easy.  I wish it

were.” 

“Lenny and Edgar were shits. I know it, I admit it. If I’d known everything they were planning to

do…” She shrugged. “Brothers or not, I wouldn’t have let them do that to that little girl. If I couldn’t

have stopped them, I would have done the same thing you did.” 

He  rested  his  other  hand  on  her  baby  bump,  gently  caressing  her.  “We  both  have  a  second

chance now, don’t we? To atone for the past?” 

“We do. All that matters now is her and our future.” 

He frowned. “Her?” 

“Lacey told me she’s a girl.” She smiled. “We’re going to have a girl.” Then she felt the baby

kick. 

She grabbed his hand and pressed it to her tummy, waiting. 

Then the baby did it again. 

He pulled her into his arms, the paperwork forgotten as he crushed her lips with his. “Love,” he

hoarsely said, “I don’t know why the Universe brought us together, but I shall never question it again. 

I never thought I’d ever know happiness again. Never thought I deserved it.” 

“Of  course  we  do.  Just  like  the  asshole  in  the  basement  deserves  as  much  torture  as  can  be

wrung out of him.” 

“We need to get you to a doctor, love.” 

“Why? I don’t want to risk it.” 

He nibbled on the side of her neck, melting her. “This is my bailiwick,” he rumbled, his teeth

lightly raking her flesh. “I say we make sure our little girl is fine.” 

What he was doing to her threatened to take her knees out from under her. Damn the old wolf, he

really could read her body. “Okay, I’ll call around in the morning.” 

He nipped, making her whine with need and soak her panties as her pussy gushed. “Good girl,” 

he whispered. “Good girls get rewards.” He scooped her up and headed toward their bedroom. 

Chapter Thirty-Four



It  was  their  last  day  at  Yellowstone.  They’d  be  leaving  later  that  afternoon,  after  the  Clan

Council finished up their last round of meetings. 

Callie  had  already  packed  their  things  and  had  the  luggage  ready  to  load  in  the  car  when  she

headed  over  to  the  main  lodge  for  lunch.  There,  she  caught  up  with  Elain,  Lina,  Lacey,  and  others

talking on the porch and waiting for the cafeteria to open. 

“Well, don’t know about you all, but I need a vacation from my vacation,” Callie said. 

“Amen,” Elain agreed. “This was way too exciting for my first trip here.” 

“But, at least Sir said my nightmares seem to have totally stopped.” She grinned. “I feel bad for

the bison, but thank goodness it’s over.” 

Gigi grinned. “Oscar’s still picking bison fur out of his back teeth.” 

“Eww!” Mai said, shuddering. 

“Congratulations, by the way,” Lacey said to Callie. 

“Thanks. I’m glad they figured it out and were able to get rid of it for me.” 

The old Seer laughed. “Oh, I didn’t mean about getting the curse lifted.” 

“Then what do you mean?” 

Lacey pointed at Callie’s stomach. “The baby. Congratulations.” 

Callie’s eyes widened. “But…but…no!” 

Gigi burst out laughing. “Oh, holy crap. I bet the curse kept you from getting preggers. So when

you…and Blackie…” She laughed so hard she had to sit down on the porch steps. 

Callie turned on her sister. “You never warned me about that!” 

That made Gigi laugh even harder. “I thought you knew how babies were born, sister.” 

“But…I…argh!” She stormed off toward the cabins. 

Elain watched her go and fought the urge to follow. She felt badly for her friend but knew Callie

needed some alone time to come to terms with it. Having seen her own mother’s shock at finding out

the news about an impending baby, she knew it had to be hitting Callie hard. 

Lacey frowned. “I thought she wanted to have a baby.” 

“She  does,”  Lina  said  as  she  watched  their  friend  flee  toward  the  cabins.  “I  think  she  thought

she’d be in control of when it happened. It caught her by surprise.” 

Elain turned to Lina. “Wait a minute.  Did you know that was going to happen?” 

Lina shrugged. “I wasn’t sure. I knew there was a chance.” 

“Why  didn’t  you  tell  us  that?”  Elain  asked,  indicating  her  and  Mai.  “Or  her?”  She  pointed

toward where Callie had retreated to the cabins. 

“Because  I  didn’t  know  for  sure.  Frankly,  I  was  more  worried  about  getting  rid  of  the  curse

without it ending up inside someone else.  I was afraid if  I brought up the possibility, that she might

back out. Or that it might stress her out and screw things up with the ceremony. Or stress out Blackie

and  make  him  want  to  use  a  condom  or  something.  The  ceremony  needed  sex  magick  to  work.  I

couldn’t stop to ask, ‘Oh, by the way, are you on the pill, girlfriend?’ It was more important to get rid

of the curse than to worry if her mate got her knocked up in the process.” 

Mai remained silent. 

“Oh, don’t give me a guilt trip,” Lina told them. “You guys know how she is. She’s spent the last

couple of what, couple thousand years as a control freak? Time for her to suck it up and deal.” She

pointed at Elain. “You’re next, you know.” 

Elain shook her head. “Not right now.” Now more than ever she was glad she’d decided to go

back on the pill. “I’m happy to wait. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact I’m going to be a

big sister. Besides, Gigi’s overdue, isn’t she? She’s older than me.” 

The  former  Immortal  held  up  her  hands.  “Everything  in  due  time.  I’m  not  ready  to  give  up

unlimited sexy time with my tiger just yet, thank you very much.” 




* * * *

 

Callie felt tears bubbling to the surface as she raced back to the cabin. Sure, she’d entertained

the idea of a baby…someday. 

Blackie had even said that if she wanted one, they would talk about it when she was ready to

have the conversation. Honestly, she’d assumed that there was something wrong with her, or Blackie, 

and she couldn’t get pregnant. Or that her former Immortal status somehow didn’t mesh well with his

lupine genes. She hadn’t even given thought to her fertile times anymore. It didn’t seem to matter when

they boinked, because nothing ever took anyway. 

And they’d done more than their fair share of boinking in the past couple of years. 

She’d never thought about it being part of the curse, once that was brought to light. 

 Dammit. 

She  threw  herself  onto  the  bed  and  let  the  tears  flow.  Surprise,  relief,  joy,  anger—she  wasn’t

sure. 

 Hormones hitting me already? 

Possibly. 

 Greeaat. 

She was still lying there when she heard the door open. Blackie, holding a take-out container of

food, walked in. 

“Are you all right, pet?” 

She’d  managed  to  rein  in  her  tears,  but  the  concern  on  his  face  and  in  his  voice  started  the

waterworks flowing again. 

He set the container down on the bedside table and crawled into bed with her, gathering her into

his arms and holding her close. 

“I  won’t  force  you  to  keep  it,”  he  softly  said  a  few  minutes  later,  once  she’d  pulled  herself

together again. 

She sat up, anger flashing through her. “I’m  not getting rid of our baby! What the  hell is wrong

with you?” 

He studied her, taking a few breaths before attempting to speak. 

It was a familiar routine for him when trying to rein his irritation in at her over something. His

voice sounded gentle, but confused. “Then why are you upset, sweetheart?” 

“Because…because I…I don’t  know!” she wailed, falling into his arms again. 

His body vibrated from the stress of him trying to hold back his laughter. 

“It’s  not funny.” 

He nuzzled the top of her head. “Of course it’s not, pet.” 

But  his  tone  revealed  he  thought  it  was  one  of  the  funniest  damn  things  he’d  ever  heard  in  his

life. 

“You’re trying not to laugh.” 

“Don’t I get points for trying?” 

“No.” She knew how petulant that sounded. 

Frankly, she didn’t care. 

He kissed the top of her head again. “Aren’t you happy about this?” 

“I don’t know what I am right now.” 

He  rested  one  hand  flat  against  her  tummy.  “It’ll  be  a  Christmas  baby.  Our  Christmas  baby. 

That’ll be fun, won’t it? Carla and Liam will probably have theirs not too long before.” 

She  laced  her  fingers  through  his.  “You’re  going  to  hate  me  by  the  time  I  have  it,  if  I’m  this

emotional now and it’s only been a few days.” 

He squeezed her hand and nuzzled the side of her neck, kissing her there. When he next spoke, 

his breath warm against her flesh, his tone held no humor. 

Instead, he sounded almost choked up. “Pet, you’re wrong about that. You are the mother of our

child.  My  mate.  My  wife.  My  slave  and  my  soul  mate.  I  will  love  you  more  each  and  every  day.” 

Then he lightly nipped her. “But it doesn’t mean I might not spank you every so often if you get a little

out of hand.” 

She closed her eyes and pressed her body against his as tightly as she could. “Did I tell you yet

today that I love you, Sir?” 

He made her meet his gaze.  His sweet green eyes bored down into hers. “I love you, too, pet. 

Always and forever.” 

Chapter Thirty-Five



Fortunately,  things  quieted  down  after Yellowstone.  Two  months  later,  the  May  Clan  Council

meeting was held in Maine. Larger than previous years, over seventy people in all were expected as

far as Clan representatives, including the whole of the Maine wolf council. 

The RVs were getting a workout, but this time Carla stayed home with Liam in Florida. While

the Lyall men were in Maine, Liam would oversee the ranch. 

Everyone expected the expectant parents were getting in some well-deserved alone time while

they had the Arcadia house all to themselves. 

During the main meeting, Callie tried her best not to take over, to let Blackie make the decisions. 

She was happy to see he included Jocko and Lacey in the process as a matter of courtesy, in addition

to  wanting  their  input.  They  closed  off  the  entire  meeting  hall  for  the  mega-Clan  portion  of  the

proceedings.  Everyone  from  the  jaguars  to  the  dolphins  and  alligators,  the  gazelles,  several  horse

clans—Clans from North, Central, and South America, as well as some from Asia and Europe, such

as the dragons. 

It was a melting pot of shifter might, or madness, depending on how one wanted to look at it. 

They’d arranged several long tables together in a U so everyone could see the others and be able

to talk. Blackie, the de facto head of the united mega-Clan council, chaired the meeting. It had run late

into  the  night,  Callie  taking  care  of  having  dinner  catered  to  them  to  keep  rumbling  bellies  and

predator appetites from accidentally creating a shifter diplomatic incident. 

Callie watched as poor  Mai looked decidedly ill at ease, sandwiched between  Lina and  Elain

and sitting off to the side, observing things. 

For her part, Callie was glad the shifters were all getting along with each other, united against

the growing cockatrice threat as warmer weather approached. 

The cipher, as always, remained Rodolfo Abernathy and his MIA status. 

Until he was found, dead or alive, no one would truly rest easy on that matter. 

Not to mention everyone was troubled by Lina’s apocalyptic vision of a nuclear weapon being

set off. 

Head jaguar Ortega Montalvo was especially unsettled over the matter of Abernathy. After yet

another round of unproductive suppositions regarding Abernathy, Ortega pounded his fist against the

table. “I want that bastard in my clutches! I want my granddaughter back!” 

The room went silent. Blackie stared at him. “Say  what?” 

Ortega’s face reddened, but he didn’t reply. 

Wally  Medved,  representing  the  bear  shifters,  coughed.  Callie  spotted  the  bear  shifter’s  gaze

was locked onto the jaguar. 

“What’s going on?” she asked, since no one else was speaking. 

Blackie  glared  at  her  but  didn’t  give  her  a  command  to  pipe  down,  so  she  stood  and  walked

around the table. “Your granddaughter?” She stopped next to the jaguar. “What the hell? What are you

talking about? This is the first I’ve heard of this.” 

Ortega  glared  at  Wally  but  then  looked  down  at  the  table.  “My  son’s  mate  was  Abernathy’s

niece.  She’d  escaped  and  made  her  way  to  our  Clan,  looking  for  sanctuary.  They  fell  in  love  and

mated. Unfortunately, Abernathy tracked her down and kidnapped her while they were on a trip to the

United States.” 

“So your granddaughter is a cross between a jaguar and a wolf?” Blackie asked. 

Ortega slowly shook his head. “She wasn’t pregnant when Abernathy abducted her.” 

“Son of a bitch,” Callie whispered. “The fucker raped her?” 

Ortega nodded. “When we finally located her and attempted to rescue her, my son was killed in

the fight. Abernathy cut the baby from her belly and disappeared with her.” His gaze skittered around

the gathered shifters before dropping to the table again. She is eleven now.” 

“Okay,  no  disrespect  intended,  Ortega,”  Blackie  said,  “but  technically  she’s  not  your

granddaughter.” 

Ortega  slowly  tapped  his  finger  against  the  table  to  emphasize  his  words.  “I  made  Melinda  a

promise as she lay dying in my arms. She made me swear, begged me with her dying breath, to find

her baby and raise her.” His glare returned to meet Blackie’s, hard, cold. “And I will do that if it’s

the last thing I do.” 

Blackie  leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  scrubbed  his  face  with  his  hands.  “You  know,  again,  no

disrespect, but it would have been nice if we’d known that before, when”—he leaned forward—“two

 fucking times we had Rodolfo here in our Clan territory and could have captured him for you, instead

of pussyfooting around with other issues. That would have been more than enough for us to take him

then.” 

“Do you honestly think he would have divulged the information about her if you had?” 

“Wait,” Callie said, bracing her palms on the table. “You said she’s eleven?” 

He nodded. “Her birthday was a couple of months ago.” 

She let out a laugh. “Son of a bitch.” 

Blackie focused on her. “What is it?” 

She grinned. “I think I know where she is. Well, I know where she  was.” She straightened. “Sir, 

may I?” 

He hesitated before nodding. “Only if you can do it without being spotted or putting yourself in

danger. And you   will  come  right  back  here.  Immediately  and  safely.  No  side  trips,  no  going  rogue. 

That’s an  edict, mate.” 

She nodded and disappeared before anyone else could say anything. Clear in her mind, that night

when she desperately searched for Carla, trying to locate her before the hearing so they could rescue

her. 

She  remembered  tracking  down  Mai’s  uncle,  and  stopping  by  Abernathy’s  compound  in

Montana. 

That was where she appeared now, grateful for the fact that it was just after dark there. She knelt

along a wall outside the house, next to a juniper bush, and closed her eyes. 

Inside, she heard voices, sensed several people. Yes, the older Hispanic woman she suspected

was the same person who had been there the first time she went. 

And she heard the voice of a young girl. 

 Good enough for me. 




* * * *

 

Elain  wondered  when  they’d  ever  get  to  the  bottom  of  the  gooey,  slimy  mess  that  was  the

rottenness  of  Rodolfo  Abernathy  and  his  disappearance  without  a  trace.  Until  Ortega  Montalvo’s

admission, she’d caught herself dozing off a few times through the meeting. 

Cockatrice—bad. 

Abernathy—bad. 

Sky—blue. 

Grass—green. 

Nothing new or exciting there. Frankly, she was beginning to privately wonder if the new mega-

Clan council was nothing more than a supernatural bureaucratic shifter circle jerk. 

Until the jaguar’s admission. 

Now he had her undivided attention, her inner Alpha wolf all bushy-tailed, perky, and listening. 

Like the rest of the room, she eagerly awaited Callie’s report. If it was true, if Callie did locate

the little girl, maybe it meant a chance to find Abernathy. Then again, maybe the people who had him

also had the little girl. 

“I want to go, Blackie,” Lina said. “Let me go in there with Callie.” 

Elain could see  that ending badly, the way her friend was almost vibrating with eagerness. 

Fortunately, Jan and Rick were there to help talk her down, as was Zack. “Lina,” Zack said, “we

don’t even know if the little girl is there yet, much less if she’s the right one.” 

“It’s Abernathy’s compound, right?” Her expression darkened. “Can’t be a coincidence.” 

“They’re right, lovely,” Jan said, Rick nodding his agreement. “We need to wait.” 

“Waiting is what let Fat Boy get away from me back in Brussels. If I’d been faster, I would have

nailed his ass then.” 

Elain  knew  her  friend  took  it  very  personally  that  Marston  Hill  had  escaped  her,  especially

when they realized just how close he’d gotten to Elain in Arcadia, and how he’d been in cahoots with

Rodolfo Abernathy that whole time. 

And when they suspected he was behind the murder of three shifter mates, among others. 

Callie returned just moments later, appearing out of thin air next to Blackie. She wore an ear-to-

ear grin that fired up Elain’s Alpha. Many of the shifters jumped, startled at her sudden reappearance. 

That grin meant success and likely meant a chance to get into the trenches and fight. 

The fact that Elain felt so eager for a fight both disgusted and exhilarated her. 

“I think I can help you out, Ortega.” Callie’s smile faded. “But first, you need to quit jacking us

around  and  tell  us  the  full  truth.”  Remembering  herself,  she  turned  and  looked  at  Blackie.  “If  that’s

what you want, Sir?” 

He wearily nodded. “That’s what I want, pet.” 

“Good news is,  I think  I located her,”  Callie said. “She’s in the same place  I saw her the last

time.  The  bad  news  is,  I  can  neither  confirm  nor  deny  her  exact  identity.  But  she’s  in Abernathy’s

compound, and sure looks like she’s about the right age. It’s probably worth you all checking it out.” 

Ortega rounded the table. “Where is she?” 

“Whoa,  I  need  a  map.  She’s  in  Montana.”  She  reached  for  Blackie’s  laptop  and  pulled  up

Google Maps. Elain stood and walked over, watching as Callie zoomed in and found the compound. 

“There it is.” The picture, at its highest magnification, showed a compound in the middle of nowhere. 

Ortega’s brothers, who’d been sitting along the wall behind him, joined him at the computer. 

“How soon do you want to do this?” Blackie asked him. “We’ll round up volunteers.” 

“I  don’t  need  help,”  Lina  insisted.  “I  can  do  it.” A  small  fireball  appeared  in  the  palm  of  her

right  hand  and  she  bounced  it  up  and  down  in  the  air  like  a  tennis  ball.  “See?  Post-pregnancy

hormones are all leveled out. Chill out, I got this shit.” 

More than half of the shifters not as familiar with her as Elain and the others leaned far back in

their chairs, shock and alarm on their faces. 

Jan  reached  over  and  gently  took  her  hand,  the  dual  elemental  ice  and  water  dragon

extinguishing the fireball. “Lovely, you’re scaring people.” 

She blushed. “Heh. Whoops, sorry.” 

“We do not need assistance,” Ortega said. 

“Whoa,”  Elain  said,  startling  even  herself  when  she  spoke.  When  everyone  looked  at  her, 

including  Lina,  she  swallowed.  “You  can’t  go  there  alone. You  don’t  know  exactly  how  many  men

there are or how they’re armed. You don’t know if they’ll hurt her or not.  I don’t know if we need

fireballs, but if she’s a wolf, you really need a wolf going in there with you. A female wolf.  Three

strange male jaguars she’s never met before might scare the crap out of her.” 

“Elain,” Ain quietly rumbled from where he sat on Blackie’s other side. Brodey and Cail were

also there, sitting in the back of the meeting hall and watching, but staying out of things. 

She glared at her husband and mate but didn’t back down. “You’re asking the three of us as the

mega-Clan’s  Seers to tell you all things.  I’m telling you this right now—if you try doing this alone, 

without any help, it won’t end well.” 

“You see that,” Ortega asked, “or you’re demanding it?” 

“Does it really make a difference? Besides, isn’t that what part of this whole mega-Clan stuff is

about? Having each other’s backs when you need it?” 

The jaguar studied her for a moment, his jaw working. “Fine. We’ll accept help, but I want to be

in charge.” 

Blackie nodded. “Fine with me. Can we finish the rest of our agenda before we talk about this? 

If she’s been there for several months, at least, I doubt one more day will make a difference. Racing

there after half-assing a plan, however, might be a bad idea.” 

“Agreed,” Ortega said before returning to his place at the table. 

“Good work, pet,” Blackie softly said to Callie before retaking his laptop. 

Elain met Ain’s steady stare with one of her own.  “I might be your mate,”  she told him silently

through their bond,  “but you are going to have to back your Prime self down on this one.” 

He didn’t answer, but his look told her plenty. Prime was  not pleased. 

 Too fucking bad. 

After charging through the rest of the agenda faster than planned and breaking for the night, Lina

pulled Elain and Mai aside. 

“Okay, why did you nix my idea?” Lina asked Elain. 

 Because you’re liable to get the wrong people killed.  But Elain didn’t say that. What she said

was, “Because you aren’t an Immortal, last time I checked, and you have two babies to take care of.” 

“You’re not an Immortal, either. But at least I’m a Goddess and can blow shit up. You’re more

vulnerable than I am.” 

“You  didn’t  see  how  she  took  down  Paul  Abernathy,”  Mai  quietly  said.  “Elain’s  right.  She

should go.” 

Lina  looked  like  she  wanted  to  argue  the  point.  She  stared  from  Mai  to  Elain  and  back  again. 

“What gives?” 

“You’re too close to the issue,” Lacey said from behind them. 

The  three  women  turned  to  look  at  her.  Elain  hadn’t  realized  the  old  Seer  was  even  at  the

meeting. 

Lina crossed her arms in front of her. “You have a habit of sneaking up on us, you know that?” 

Lacey nodded toward Elain. “It should be Elain who goes.” 

Lina clenched her fists but kept them at her sides. “I’m not getting my way this time, am I?” 

“No,” the other three women answered in unison. 

Elain  suspected  it  took  her  friend  enormous  amounts  of  self-control  not  to  stamp  her  foot  in

frustration. “Dammit, I just want another chance at Fat Boy.” 

“You don’t even know he’ll be there,”  Elain said. “The little girl is the priority.  If he’s there, 

trust me, I’ll make sure he gets taken care of.” 

“Seriously, you all are just a big, fat, wet blanket on my fire of fun.” 

“Callie can’t go either,” Elain said, “if that makes you feel any better.” 

Callie had just walked up to them. “Um, and why the hell not?” 

At least Elain didn’t have to explain that one. In unison, the other four women all said, “You’re

pregnant.” 

“I…” Callie’s mouth clamped shut for a moment. “Oh.” Her tiny voice made Elain feel bad for a

moment. 

Only for a moment. 

“I  can’t  believe  Blackie  let  you  go  scout  things  out  in  the  first  place,”  Elain  said.  “That  was

probably only because you thought you knew where she was.” 

“You’re right about that,”  Blackie said from behind them as he walked up and slipped an arm

around Callie’s waist. He looked down at his mate. “They’re also right about you not helping with the

operation. You are   not going back there. You  will stay right here in the  Clan compound, where it’s

safe. You will  not leave the compound without my permission. Do you understand me?” 

Elain heard the edict in Blackie’s voice. Callie’s gaze fell. “Yes, Sir.” 

Blackie looked at Elain. “I can send Kitty in with them. You don’t have to go.” 

Her  own Alpha  fought  the  urge  to  growl  at  him.  “Oh,  try  and  stop  me.  If  there’s  the  slightest

chance of finding Marston or Abernathy, I want to be there when it happens. If my dad hadn’t been so

careful about keeping my location a secret when I was a baby, I could have easily been in the same

position  of  Ortega’s  daughter-in-law.  That  asshole  is  the  reason  why  my  mom  died.  So  pardon  my

ass, but I want that fucker’s blood.” 

Blackie nodded. “All right. Then I suggest you and the jaguars get the planning started. I suspect

he’ll want to head out on his jet for Montana as soon as possible.” 

They  actually  wanted  to  leave  as  soon  as  their  pilot  could  get  them  wheels-up  off  the  tarmac. 

The jaguars waited in their car outside the cabin while Elain packed an overnight bag and kissed her

men  good-bye.  Kael  and  Doug  would  join  them  on  this  mission,  bringing  their  total  up  to  eight, 

including two of the jaguars’ men. 

Ain rested his hands on Elain’s shoulders. “You’ve got your gun?” 

She held up the overnight bag. “Yeah. I’m packing.” 

He nodded. “Okay. Do what the jaguars tell you to do. Don’t try to be a hero.” 

“I’m shocked you’re not trying to order me to bring you,” she teased. 

He  smiled,  but  it  looked  sad.  “I  know  you  have  to  do  some  things  without  us.  Doesn’t  mean  I

like it, but I’ll go along with it because it’s your life.” 

Elain tried to nap on the flight out there and knew it was impossible. They wouldn’t be able to

hit the compound until the next evening anyway. She moved to sit across from Ortega Montalvo. 

“So, what’s the plan?” 

“Kill everyone who isn’t a little girl,” he calmly said, without a hint of humor. 

“Well, that does simplify matters. Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, confirm she’s the right little girl

first?” 

He nodded. “We will.” 

“Before the killing?” 

“Perhaps. It depends on what happens.” 

“Look.” She leaned in. “I’m sympathetic to your problem, but I am not copacetic with us going

in and randomly murdering people.” 

“You are here because you wanted to be here. Do not get in my way.” 

“I’m also here to keep you from ending up on an FBI serial killer profiler’s radar. Dude, listen

to me. I’m a Seer, okay?” 

“Then tell me what you see.” He held out his hand. 

 Nut up or shut up, Elain.  She reached out and firmly grabbed his wrist. 

Instantly, she found herself inside a house. Two men sat up in the living room, watching TV, a

show she recognized as coming on right before the eleven o’clock news.  In another room, an older

woman was asleep. A little girl, also asleep, in still another bedroom. 

In the vision she found herself able to turn around and look at her surroundings. She walked into

the  kitchen  and  on  the  fridge  found  a  bunch  of  kid’s  school  papers  and  drawings  hanging  there, 

attached by magnets. 

Her stomach swayed as she released Ortega’s wrist and sat back. 

“What did you see?” 

She slowly nodded. “Fiona. Fiona Abernathy.” She glared at him. “Make sure we’re in the right

house before we go murdering anyone, okay?” 

“And how do we do that?” 

She stood. “There’s a window in the kitchen, Einstein. Have one of your guys look at the papers

on the fridge.” She stopped and turned by the door to the head. “She’ll be asleep if we do it after ten

o’clock. Probably better she doesn’t witness it.” 

He nodded and watched her step into the head. 

Elain closed the door behind her and held on to the vanity.  Her whole body shook, trembling. 

She stared into the mirror for a moment.  Am I really going to do this? 

The little girl was an innocent in all of this, and about to have the only life she knew upended. 

Was this the greater good? Regardless of her parentage, should she have to suffer because of how she

was brought into the world? 

 Too late to turn back now.  Montalvo would go forward with his plan with or without her help. 

Along  with  what  she’d  seen  was  what  she’d  felt.  Montalvo  didn’t  care  the  little  girl  was  Rodolfo

Abernathy’s  child.  He’d  made  an  oath  and  would  uphold  it.  He  loved  that  little  girl,  sight  unseen, 

regardless of the pain her birth had caused him and his Clan. 

Nothing would stop him from fulfilling his oath, except his own death. 

She used the head and then washed her hands, splashing water on her face. 

 It’s going to be a long fucking day. 

Chapter Thirty-Six



When they landed at a private airstrip in Montana, there were two SUVs waiting for them. 

“I  have  a  lot  of  contacts,”  was  the  only  explanation  he’d  given  her  before  they  loaded  up  and

took  off.  They  stopped  at  a  motel  approximately  thirty  minutes  from  the  compound.  Going  over

detailed  maps,  Montalvo  and  the  others  decided  on  the  best  way  to  go  in.  Elain  and  Marco,  one  of

Montalvo’s men, would be waiting in the SUVs on the road outside the compound, awaiting the time

to move in and join the others. 

Elain  found  she  couldn’t  eat  anything  during  the  wait.  Her  nerves  had  her  stomach  wound  too

tightly. She knew it’d come right back up if she tried. 

They’d  planned  the  strike  for  ten  forty-five  that  night.  They  would  set  up  a  diversion,  one  of

them making a noise outside, hopefully drawing one or both of the men out where they could take care

of them. 

Once night fell and they assumed their positions, she waited in her  SUV, lights and engine off, 

and  nervously  tapped  her  fingers  on  the  steering  wheel.  She  sat  parked  behind  the  other  SUV  and

would follow Marco in. At eleven, they would drive in to pick up the others. 

The other shifters were making their way in overland, on two legs. Kael had shifted and flown

in just after dark to confirm there were no guards outside. From what he could tell, there were only

the two men, the woman, and the little girl. 

Elain  tried  not  to  obsessively  check  the  time  on  her  phone,  knowing  all  she  was  doing  was

running down her battery. Even so, when the lights on the SUV in front of her came to life at ten fifty-

nine, it still startled her. She cranked the engine of her vehicle and followed the rapidly disappearing

taillights through the dust cloud as they headed up the driveway. 

There was only a chain link fence, Marco easily slamming his SUV through it. Elain winced as

she followed and the remnants scraped the hood and sides of her vehicle. Then she remembered that

she  wasn’t  going  to  be  held  liable  for  any  damages  and  Montalvo,  no  doubt,  was  more  than  flush

enough to pay for them. 

When she slid her vehicle to a stop in the yard, two men lay facedown in the dirt, a dark and

rapidly spreading pool soaking into the ground under each of them. 

Blood. 

She  followed  Marco  inside  and  found  the  woman  sitting  on  the  sofa,  hands  on  her  head  and

terror on her face. Elain hurried over to stand next to Kael, who wore a stony expression. 

Montalvo  was  quietly  questioning  her  in  Spanish,  but  the  little  Elain  knew  wasn’t  adequate  to

keep up with the conversation. After a few minutes, Montalvo nodded and turned to Elain. “She says

she doesn’t know where Rodolfo is,” he whispered. 

That  was  when  she  realized  why  they  were  all  whispering.  “Is  the  girl  still  asleep?”  Elain

asked. 

Montalvo nodded. He motioned to two of his men to go outside. It was obvious from his gesture

he  wanted  them  to  hide  the  two  bodies.  The  woman  looked  terrified  when  Montalvo  stepped  close

again and spoke to her. 

She was answering as Elain walked over. 

“Wait.” 

She  reached  out,  slowly  so  as  not  to  startle  the  woman,  and  wrapped  her  fingers  around  her

wrist. 

The woman was terrified, completely. She loved the little girl even though she wasn’t her own

child.  She’d  helped  raise  her  ever  since  she  was  a  newborn  baby  and  was  the  only  mother  Fiona

knew. 

The woman also wondered at Rodolfo’s disappearance. Apparently it wasn’t uncommon for him

to stay away for extended lengths of time, but he hadn’t called at all in months. 

Since just after the time of the hearing in Maine, where he was last seen. 

She let go and turned to Montalvo. “She doesn’t know where he is.” 

He frowned. “That’s what she keeps saying.” 

“That’s  because  she’s  telling  the  truth.  Last  time  she  heard  from  him  is  the  last  time  we  saw

him.” 

He slowly nodded. Elain grabbed his arm and pulled him into the kitchen. “You can’t kill her,” 

she whispered. 

“Why not?” 

“She isn’t involved. She’s raised your granddaughter. She doesn’t know anything about Fiona’s

true  origins. Abernathy  hired  her  in  Mexico  and  brought  her  here.  Fiona  has  been  her  whole  life.  I

won’t stand by and let you kill her.” 

He looked like he wanted to rage, but finally took a deep breath and let it out again. “What do

you suggest we do with her, then?” 

“We use her to make the transition easier on Fiona, and then you pay her and send her back to

Mexico.” 

“I’m  not taking her to my home.” 

“I meant have her introduce you.” 

He scowled. “What?” 

“You’re  Fiona’s  grandfather.  Well,  sort  of.  Rodolfo  told  Fiona  that  her  mother  died.”  She

stepped  closer,  dropping  her  voice  so  only  the  jaguar  could  hear.  “Tell  her  Rodolfo  lied,  that  he

killed  Fiona’s  parents,  and  you’re  here  to  bring  her  home.  That  woman  in  there  is  clueless.  She

suspects Rodolfo’s lied to her, but she’s been too afraid of him to say anything. She does what she’s

told and takes care of Fiona. She’ll help you.” 

He turned away from her for a moment.  When he finally turned back, he nodded.  Elain led the

way into the living room. Montalvo had an extended conversation with the woman, who still kept her

hands on her head. 

At  some  point,  whatever  Montalvo  told  the  woman  had  her  in  tears.  He  let  her  put  her  hands

down and she dropped to her knees in front of him in a gesture Elain didn’t need translated. 

 Forgive me. I didn’t know. 

She  gave  the  jaguar  credit.  He  helped  the  woman  to  her  feet  and  she  eagerly  motioned  him  to

follow her down the hall, where she opened one of the bedroom doors. 

Elain  stayed  close  behind,  Kael  shadowing  her.  She  suspected Ain  had  made  him  promise  to

watch her back. 

The  woman  flipped  on  the  light  switch,  turning  on  two  bedside  lamps.  The  girl’s  room  was

decorated  in  pinks  and  lavenders,  full  of  toys  and  books.  She’d  obviously  wanted  for  nothing.  She

rolled over in bed and sat up, rubbing her eyes as the woman walked over and sat next to her on the

bed. 

Now the woman spoke English, albeit heavily accented. “Fiona, I need to talk to you.” 

The little girl had spotted Montalvo. He stood at the end of the bed, looking like he was trying

not  to  cry.  Elain  waited  in  the  doorway,  watching  and  hoping  this  would  end  without  any  more

bloodshed. 

“Who are they?” the girl asked. 

The woman held the little girl’s hands. “This is going to sound very strange, little one, but this is

your real grandfather. He’s searched for you your entire life. He’s come to take you home with him.” 

“Where’s Poppa?” 

Elain’s stomach rolled. She knew the girl meant Rodolfo. 

The  woman  shook  her  head.  “Sweetheart,  you  and  I  have  been  lied  to.  That  man,  he  wasn’t

really your father.” 

“What?” 

Elain tensed. 

Montalvo knelt down next to the bed. “Fiona, my son and his wife, they are your real parents. 

They were murdered.  I have searched all over trying to find you.  I’m sorry it took me so long.  I’ve

never given up, I swear.” 

The little girl looked shocked, understandably. “I want Poppa! Where is he?” 

Elain  stepped  into  the  room  and  walked  around  the  other  side  of  the  bed.  She  took  one  of

Fiona’s hands in hers. Terror, confusion…

And just a wee bit of hope. 

She’d use that. The little girl had grown up with a hole in her life and suspecting there was more

to the tale than she’d been told. 

“Fiona, I’m a friend of your grandfather’s. My name’s Elain.” 

Fiona focused on her. She had grey eyes the color of flint that looked familiar for some reason, 

but Elain couldn’t place exactly. And long, black hair. 

“What’s going on?” the girl asked. 

Elain followed her overwhelming gut instinct and hoped she wasn’t wrong. Not even sure if it

would work, she envisioned a wave of good will flowing from her to the girl, urging her to believe

their story. 

The little girl’s hand relaxed in hers. 

“Fiona,” Elain softly said, “we need to pack your things and take you home.” 

“Home?” 

“Your grandmother is waiting for you. And your uncles and aunts.” 

Her eyes widened, the tiny kernel of hope exploding. “Family?” 

“Yes.” She glanced at Montalvo, silently urging him to pick up the thread. 

He did. “You have lots of cousins, Fiona. They can’t wait to meet you.” 

“Cousins?” 

He nodded, smiling. “Have you ever been on a plane?” 

She  shook  her  head.  “When  I  was  a  baby.  Will  I  get  to  go  to  school  with  other  kids?”  She

frowned. “Poppa said I wasn’t allowed to go to school, that I had to use tutors.” 

He  grinned.  “Absolutely. You  will  love  school.  Lots  of  great  teachers,  and  you  can  study  any

subject you want.” 

Elain needed to make sure this was going to go well before letting go of the girl’s hand. “Fiona, 

will you trust us? You know there are things you haven’t been told, right?” 

She looked at Elain again, her smile fading. Finally, she nodded. 

“It’s okay for you to feel love for Poppa.” She forced herself to ignore the wave of rage washing

off  the  jaguar  at  that  statement.  “But  there  are  a  lot  of  people  who  love  you,  who’ve  been  trying  to

find you for a long, long time. They love you very much and want to have you home where you really

belong. You’re going to get very angry sometimes when you learn everything.  But you have to trust

that your grandfather loves you and wants to do what’s right. Okay?” 

She  slowly  nodded,  tears  rolling  down  her  cheeks.  “How  did  my  mommy  really  die?  And

where’s my real daddy if Poppa isn’t?” 

It felt like a knife stabbed Elain straight through the heart. In this way, she could sympathize with

the little girl. “Sweetheart, your grandfather will tell you all of that. Right now, it’s not safe here. We

need to get you out of here, okay?” 

Fiona nodded. 

Elain grabbed Montalvo’s hand and put Fiona’s in his huge paw, lightly squeezing and sending

more energy flowing through both. “Fiona, you can tell I’m not lying to you, can’t you?” Elain asked

her. 

Fiona looked at her and slowly nodded. “Yeah.” 

“Okay.  Then  trust  your  grandfather.  Trust  what  he  tells  you.”  She  released  their  hands  and

moved back toward the door. 

She looked up at Montalvo. “You’re my grandfather?” 

“Yes, little one. Your father’s father.” 

“Can I call you Grandpa?” she softly asked. 

He  scooped  her  up  from  the  bed  and  tightly  hugged  her.  His  voice  choked.  “You  can  call  me

whatever you wish to call me.” 




* * * *

 

It was late the next evening by the time one of Montalvo’s men dropped Elain and Kael off at the

cabin they were all staying at in the Maine Clan compound. Elain felt more than a little conflicted that

she’d interceded the way she had, stacking the deck in Montalvo’s favor with Fiona. But if it meant it

would make the child’s transition faster and easier, it was worth it. 

It also meant  Fiona was now forever free from  Rodolfo’s clutches.  Her lupine heritage would

be explained away as being inherited from her mother. 

It didn’t hurt that Montalvo had shown the little girl pictures of his son and daughter-in-law, and

that Fiona was the spitting image of her mother, other than her eyes. 

Ain laid down in bed with Elain and cuddled with her. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah,” she said. “Exhausted.” 

“Everything go okay?” 

“As  okay  as  it  could.  She  wasn’t  unduly  traumatized,  at  least.  She  didn’t  have  to  see  any

violence.” 

“Do you want to be alone for a little while?” 

She started to say no, then changed her mind. “I know you guys have a lot to talk about still. Just

come to bed when you’re ready.” 

He kissed her. “Sleep well, sweetheart. Love you.” 

She stroked his cheek. “Love you, too.” 

He started to go when she stopped him. “Do you think I did the right thing?” 

He turned. “What do you mean?” 

“Helping Montalvo.” 

“I wasn’t there, sweetheart. I’m not sure what you’re asking.” 

“I  helped  convince  Fiona  that  he  was  telling  her  the  full  truth  when  he  wasn’t.  He  told  her

Abernathy wasn’t her father, but someone who murdered her parents and abducted her.” 

Ain slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans, his expression darkening. “Want my honest

opinion?” 

She nodded. 

“I think that little girl not knowing Abernathy is her biological father is probably the best thing

that could ever happen to her. She has a chance for a relatively normal life now, with a huge family to

welcome her.  We don’t know what plans he had for her.  He might have been waiting until she was

old enough to get pregnant to give her to some Alpha for breeding. You might have spared her a life

as little more than a breeding slave.” 

She blew out a breath. “Okay.” 

“So yeah, I think you did the right thing.” 

“Thanks.” 

He walked over to give her one more kiss before leaving her alone. As she rolled over onto her

side and tried to go to sleep, she hoped she could reconcile it all in her brain. 

Chapter Thirty-Seven



Elain  had  an  uncomfortable  feeling  in  the  pit  of  her  stomach  that  there  wouldn’t  be  much  of  a

respite or a chance to disembark from the crazy train after her return from Montana. 

Unfortunately, she was right. 

Early  the  next  morning,  Kitty  awoke  them  just  after  dawn  by  banging  on  the  cabin  door.  Elain

heard  Rick  make  it  out  to  the  living  room  first  and  answer  the  door.  She  was  just  sitting  up  in  bed

when he came and knocked on their door a moment later. “Elain?” 

Her men were already stirring. “I heard. I’ll be right there.” 

“What is it?” Ain mumbled. 

“I don’t know. You guys go back to sleep.” 

Brodey rolled over onto his other side. “Okay…” 

She ended up crawling down the bed to get out at the end of it. After finding her bathrobe, she

met up with Lina in the hallway. Rick must have gone back to bed because he wasn’t anywhere to be

seen. 

Mai’s door opened and she emerged looking exhausted. 

“This should be illegal before coffee,” Lina snarked as she led the way out to the living room. 

Kitty had spread a map out on the large dining room table. “Sorry I woke you guys up.” 

“No, you’re not.” Lina didn’t even pause by the table on her way to the kitchen. “But you will be

if you try to talk to me before I’ve had coffee.” 

Elain followed her. “Seconded.” 

Mai, who wasn’t as much of a coffee drinker, slid into a chair at the table and sat with her chin

propped up on one hand. “I’ll third it on general principles.” 

“Sorry.  I’ve  been  awake  all  night.  We  found  a  big  nest,  about  a  hundred  miles  from  here.  We

need  to  hit  it  ASAP.  And  we  won’t  have  the  jaguars  to  help  us,  because  they’re  on  their  way  to

Bolivia with Fiona.” 

Elain stared at her via the kitchen’s pass-through. “How big is the nest?” 

“At least forty total. Cockatrice and humans.” 

“Any  sign  of  Douchebag  or  Fat  Boy?”  Lina  asked.  Douchebag  was  her  new  nickname  for

Rodolfo Abernathy. 

“No. Strictly a cockatrice setup. Looks like they’re running a meth lab.” 

“Any chance these people are hooked up with the ones from Yellowstone?” Mai asked. 

“I’m not sure, but my gut instincts tell me probably. Why? Does it really matter one way or the

other?” 

“Not really,” Lina said as she measured coffee into the filter. “Now that I know what the future

could  bring  if  we  don’t  stop  those  fuckers,  they  all  have  bull’s-eyes  painted  on  them,  as  far  as  I’m

concerned.” 

“You know, it’d be nice if we could locate Mercedes,” Kitty said. “Someone with her tracking

skills, we could really use her help.” 

Elain  got  mugs  down  from  the  cabinet.  “Lacey  said  she  was  going  back  to  Europe.  We  don’t

have  that  kind  of  time  to  wait.  We  need  to  move  quickly.  Besides,  she’s  pregnant,  and  I  don’t  feel

right dragging her into something like that.” 

“I’m sure her mate would object, too,” Lina said. Then she frowned. “She came to Yellowstone

alone, didn’t she?” 

“As far as I know,” Elain said. 

“Do we have any idea how many cockatrice are left in the whole world?” Mai asked. 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Kitty said. “I know there can’t be more than a few thousand, if

that. And a lot of them can’t shift because of their diluted genetics. The more purebreds we can take

out, the better we’ll be in the long run.” 

“How many more nests do you think there are in the area?” Elain asked. 

“From what I’ve found out, I think this is the last one based in this region. That one we wiped

out just before last Christmas, stuff I found there is what finally led me to this one.” 

“Then what?” Mai asked. “We just keep following the trails around the country?” 

“And the world.” Kitty’s expression hardened. “Until I’m sure I’ve wiped out every last one of

these fuckers. I’m focusing on the US for right now. The more we clear out here, the less likely that

others will move in to take their place. They’ll know how dangerous it is for their kind.” 

Elain watched as Mai sat back in her chair, hugging herself, rubbing her hands up and down her

arms.  Elain nudged  Lina, who had been intently watching coffee drip into the carafe like it was the

Super Bowl halftime show, and tipped her head in Mai’s direction. 

Lina  straightened,  frowning  before  her  expression  softened.  She  walked  out  to  the  table  and

stood  behind  Mai,  where  she  rested  her  hands  on  the  younger  woman’s  shoulders.  “I  was  thinking, 

why don’t you sit this one out?” 

Mai looked up at her. “Why?” 

“Maybe you should stay with the kids this time. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of help.” 

“The jaguars aren’t here.” 

“We’ll be okay.” 

Mai turned in her chair. “You don’t think I can do this?” 

“No, it’s not that—” 

Elain  decided  to  take  the  bullet  for  Lina.  “Because  after  what  happened  in Yellowstone,”  she

said, “with the bison. I don’t know if you’re ready for this. You’ve got a sweet disposition. You hate

hurting people. We don’t want to force you to do something you aren’t comfortable with.” 

Mai  stood,  turning,  her  expression  hard  and  stern.  “Those  assholes  could  have  hurt  Jim. 

BettLynn…”  Her voice choked up before she continued. “I want blood.  I want those fuckers dead.” 

She turned to Kitty. “All of them. I’m in.” 

Lina  exchanged  a  glance  with  Elain.  Elain  knew  without  needing  to  read  Lina’s  thoughts  what

she was thinking.  Do we let her do it? Is she really ready for this? 

Elain shrugged. “All right. If you think you’ll be okay. But if at any time you think you aren’t, it’s

okay to just leave and let us deal with it.” 

Mai shook her head. “I won’t turn tail. You tell me what you need me to do, and I’ll do it.” 

After they all had mugs of coffee in hand, they sat around the table.  Kitty focused on the map. 

“Despite some of them still having shifter abilities, they’re really nothing more than terrorists.” 

Mai frowned. “Terrorists?” 

“Yeah. For years. They let other groups take the blame. Bombings in Ireland, Iraq, Afghanistan. 

Not just there, either. All over the world, and all sorts of fuckery like that. They thrive on chaos, on

destabilization, because they aren’t smart or strong enough to get an advantage any other way.  They

can go in after the fact and stir up even more shit while the whole place is in an uproar. By the time

anyone starts to get a handle on calming things down, they’ve done their damage and are gone.” 

“But  why?”  Mai  asked.  “What’s  the  whole  point?  It’s  not  like  they  can  take  over  the  US  or

Britain or China or anything. There’s no military advantage. I don’t get it.” 

Elain thought back to the information Baba Yaga had given her so many months ago, showing her

the initial showdown between the cockatrice and the other shifter races. “They have a long memory

when  it  comes  to  grudges,”  Elain  said.  “They  pass  that  down  from  generation  to  generation.  I’d  be

willing to bet many of their youngest don’t even know why they’re supposed to hate everyone else, 

just that they do. They’re the ultimate cult of hatred out there.” 

Kitty touched her nose. “Winnah winnah, chicken dinnah.” 

“But that doesn’t make sense,” Mai insisted. 

“There’s a lot of evil in this world that doesn’t make sense,” Brodey said from the hallway. 

They turned to look at him. 

“Mind if I sit in on this, or is it a girls-only kind of gig?” 

Elain patted the empty chair next to her.  He walked in and sat before looking across the table

and meeting Mai’s gaze. “I know it’s hard to understand this, but Kitty’s absolutely right. Their raison

d’être is to kill or be killed. That’s it. In a way, they’re the ultimate predator in terms of mindset. And

don’t  be  mistaken.  Those  assholes  at  Yellowstone  had  no  intention  of  trading  Jim  for  Kitty.  They

were only hoping to draw Kitty out so they could kill her, or at least kill as many of us as they could. 

They would have killed Jim regardless.” 

Mai  clasped  her  hands  together  in  front  of  her  on  the  table.  “I  guess  you  guys  think  I’m  pretty

naive.” 

“No,”  Lina  said,  laying  her  hand  over  Mai’s.  “It’s  just  you  have  a  good  heart.  And  that’s  a

precious thing. We need you to keep that goodness. I’m already a toughened, snarky bitch. Elain’s a

realist, because as a journalist, she’s seen what can happen. We need one of the three of us to have

that good heart.” 

“You two have good hearts.” 

“It’s  not  a  bad  thing.”  She  squeezed  Mai’s  hands.  “What  we  have  is  a  balance.  We  need  that

balance. Baba Yaga, Callie, and Gigi, they all had different strengths and skills. No one of them was

complete and able to do the strongest things without the other two. For good reason. We need you to

balance and temper us.” 

“I want revenge. How is that ‘good’?” 

“It’s a human desire,” Lina said. “No matter what the hell we now are, we’re still human at our

core. It’s not like we’re going into this unprovoked and against innocents who’ve never hurt anyone. 

These are bad people who won’t hesitate to hurt others. If they’d realized BettLynn was a shifter baby

and not a dog, can you imagine what they might have done to her?” 

A visible shiver raced through Mai. “I know,” she softly said. “I can’t stop thinking about that.” 

“Okay then. If you want to be part of this, great. If you don’t think you can handle it, that’s fine, 

too.  We  don’t  hold  it  against  you.  But  do  this  because  you  feel  you  need  to  do  it  for  closure,  not

because you think we need you there.” 

They all watched Mai for a moment. She studied the map on the table before firmly nodding and

raising her head to meet everyone’s gaze. “Let’s do it,” she softly said. “Let’s take these fuckers out.” 

Lina hugged her. “That’s our girl.” 

Chapter Thirty-Eight



They spent the morning planning, with the other shifters staying quiet and out of their way. Wally

joined them a little while later, followed soon after by Blackie. By lunchtime, they had a plan in place

and would strike the compound that night. Elain suggested Ain and Cail stay back with Jan and Rick

and the kids, as well as Micah and Jim. Since Blackie had insisted on being a part of the operation, 

Elain’s rationale was that if something happened to Blackie, Ain would need to step in as head of the

Clan Council. 

 I also know I can’t keep all three of my men back at home.  No way would they stand for it. 

Oscar  drove  in  and  arrived  late  that  afternoon  for  a  final  briefing.  Including  the  Triad,  they’d

amassed a group of nearly thirty shifters, mostly wolves. They took several vehicles and headed out

before dark to get staged. Brodey drove one of them, Kitty and the Triad riding with him. Blackie and

Wally  rode  with  a  couple  of  wolves,  while  the  other  shifters  filled  the  last  vehicle  with  Oscar

driving. 

“I’ve never seen one of these shifted in real life,” Mai said. “What do they look like?” 

“That’s right, you never got that part of the story. They’re ugly-ass chickens,” Lina said. “Hey, 

Brodey. Original, or crispy?” 

He laughed. “Definitely crispy, girl. You know that’s the way I like my cockatrice.” 

“Are  you  going  to  make  jokes  all  night?”  Elain  asked,  glad  that  at  least  he  was  able  to  help

lighten their increasingly grim mood a little. 

“Probably.” 

Kitty added her two cents. “I wouldn’t say they look like chickens. More like a road runner and

an ostrich merged with a lizard.” 

“Hey,  they  do  sort  of  look  like  road  runners,”  Brodey  said.  “Although  really  evil,  fucked-up

ones.” 

Mai softly growled. “Brodey Lyall, if you make any Wile E. Coyote cracks about me, I’ll pee on

you.” 

Lina snickered from where she sat next to Mai. “Beep, beep.” 

Mai raised an eyebrow at her. 

Lina threw her arms around Mai. “Aw, come on, little sis. You knew I had to go there, right?” 

Mai’s lips finally curved in a smile. “You’re about the only one I’d let get away with that, you

know.” 

“I know. Why’d you think I did it? Saved Elain from having to smell Brodey all the way home.” 

“Hey!”  Elain protested, turning from where she sat in the front passenger seat to look at them. 

“Why would I get stuck riding home with him if she peed on him?” 

“He’s  your mate,” the other three women said in unison, punctuated by giggles. 

“You know,” Brodey said with a scowl, “I think I’m getting picked on.” 

“That’s only because they love you,” Elain said. 

He sniffed. “Sure. If you say so.” 

They  pulled  onto  a  dirt  fire  road  leading  into  a  state  forest,  where  they  parked.  Twilight  was

falling, coating the woods in a dim purple light. 

“They’re about three miles from here,” Kitty said, spreading the map on the hood of one of the

vehicles. “We’re here.” She tapped the map. “Shouldn’t take us long shifted.” 

When Lina cleared her throat, everyone looked at her. 

“Ya know, not to throw a wrench in this, but some of us are shifting challenged. When you said

we were hiking in, I thought you meant two-legged.” 

“I thought you could do that teleportation thing,” Kitty said. 

“I can, but it’s not a guaranteed outcome. I’m still a little iffy in that department. Fire and ice? 

Got  that  covered.  Poofing  in  and  out,  still  not  the  best.  I  wouldn’t  want  to  arrive  early  or  late  and

mess shit up.” 

Oscar stood leaning against a tree. “I’ll carry her.” 

Lina arched an eyebrow at him. “You?” 

“Yeah, me. You can ride me.” 

Brodey snorted. 

Elain backhanded his shoulder. “That’s not funny. Be serious.” 

“It was funny,” he said. “Someone play the  Rocky theme. ‘She’s ridin’ the tiiiiger.’” 

Lina cleared her throat again. “You  sure  Gigi  isn’t  going  to  have  a  problem  with  that?  I  don’t

want to be on a pissed-off former Immortal’s shit list.” 

“Hiking in two-footed isn’t an option,” Kitty said. “We need to go in as quietly as possible.” 

Wally laughed. “And you brought  my ass, babe?” 

Kitty scowled at him. “They’re used to hearing bears. Look, it’s not like we can call in an attack

helicopter to strafe the place, okay?” She smacked the hood with her hand. “We need to get in there

and take them out.” 

“Okay, fine.” Lina shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll be grrrreat!” 

“Now see?” Brodey complained. “Why doesn’t she get complaints about  her puns?” 

“Because she’s a Goddess,” Mai and Elain echoed before laughing. 




* * * *

 

Inside the farmhouse, Cameron sat up. He and his wife, Aliah, had only gone to bed an hour or

so earlier. He hated sleeping in a strange place anyway. They had a crappy trailer down in Georgia

on a cousin’s hunting property, but he’d needed the money and agreed to come back to Maine to help

out someone from another nest and try to build their bank account up again. 

Otherwise, they’d be royally fucked. They’d used up what little savings they’d had executing the

Yellowstone job. 

And that had certainly gone tits-up in a bad way. 

 I never should have let my brother talk me into that.  Then again, he couldn’t blame him. He’d

agreed to it, had been eager for a chance to take that fucking bitch out. 

Cameron got out of bed and looked out the window, but didn’t see anything. 

Still, there was…something niggling at him.  The same kind of something that niggled at him in

Yellowstone before he reached their hideout and found everyone else dead. 

The same kind of something that made him cash out early on the Louisiana operation and get the

hell out before that one was destroyed, too. 

 Fuck. I’m going to end up with a target on my head from my own people if this shit keeps up. 

He got out of bed and slid his feet into his shoes. He’d slept fully dressed the past several weeks

while they’d been at the farm, insisting his wife did likewise. Maybe he was just nervous ever since

Yellowstone, but he wasn’t taking any chances. 

Shaking  his  wife  awake,  he  didn’t  turn  on  the  light.  Instead,  he  grabbed  the  duffel  bag  sitting

packed and ready in the corner. When Aliah tried to speak, he shushed her. 

She took the hint and was standing next to him just seconds later, ready with her own bag slung

over her shoulder. 

Quietly, they walked through the house to the front door, careful not to disturb any of the twelve

other cockatrice in the house. The lookouts stationed outside around the property and the people in the

barn wouldn’t stop them. They were free to come and go as they pleased, so he wasn’t worried about

that. 

Sure, they could take their time waking everyone, warning them, but this wasn’t their home nest. 

They weren’t even related to them. They owed them nothing. They’d begged him to come help them

set  up  the  meth  lab,  their  own  Heisenberg  for  hire.  He  was  doing  them  a  favor  and  wasn’t  entirely

sure they might not kill both of them when they were finished rather than pay them. 

Now was as good a time as any to get the hell out, at least for the night, while his senses told

him some serious shit was about to go down in a really bad way. 

The front yard looked clear. Motioning his wife to stay low, they bolted for their truck. Moments

later, they were speeding down the driveway toward the road without their lights on. 

“What was it, Cam?” Aliah whispered, just loud enough he could hear her over the sound of the

engine. 

He  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know.  Just  a  feeling.  Maybe  nothing.  But  I  don’t  want  to  be  there

anymore. Not tonight.” 

“Where are we going to go? We don’t have enough money to make it back to Georgia.” 

“Away from here for right now. I’ll come back tomorrow and see what’s going on.” 

“They’ll be upset we left like this.” 

“Fuck ’em.”  He glanced at her  and  tried  not  to  pay  attention  to  how  worried  she  looked.  “I’ll

demand  they  pay  me  tomorrow,  even  if  they  only  give  me  part  of  it.  I’d  rather  move  now  than  stay

here with the way my gut’s screaming at me.” 

She nodded and remained quiet on the issue. 




* * * *

 

Some  of  the  shifters  had  brought  backpacks.  Guns,  clothes,  and  other  things  they’d  need  were

shoved in them before the shifting commenced. Elain felt only a brief wave of embarrassment before

she started stripping. 

 No one’s paying any attention to me, anyway. 

Lina caught her eye. “You feeling left out?” Elain asked her. 

“Not quite.” She smirked. “Ask me that when I’m lobbing fireballs and y’all aren’t.” 

Kitty broke in. “Lina, try not to set fire to the place until after we get a chance to search it. We

need to see if we can dig up any other information first.” 

“There you go, being all logical,” Elain teased to ease the tension. 

To  ease   her  tension,  at  least.  Beneath  the  surface,  her  Alpha  longed  to  break  free,  to  run,  to

maim. 

To kill. 

At  least  she’d  finally  drawn  a  smile  out  of  Mai,  who  looked  very  ill  at  ease  despite  her

insistence at being a part of the operation. 

“We found this nest due to information I recovered from Louisiana last year,” Kitty said. “It took

me a while, but it paid off. So please corral your instincts to blow shit up before I’m ready.” 

“Picky, picky, picky.” But Lina smiled. 

Brodey looked concerned. “You all right?” he softly asked Elain. 

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 

Glancing around, he led her a short distance away. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want

to.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. I  do want to,  and I have to.” 

“If this is going to do something bad to you—” 

“I’m okay. This is the kind of thing I want to use my Alpha for.” 

His green eyes searched her face for a moment before he finally nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure.” 

“I’m sure.” 

“It’s going to be dangerous.” 

“Duh.” 

He smirked. “You get hurt, I’ll be spanking your ass.” 

She poked him in the chest. “Yeah? Well, that goes both ways, mister.” 

He pulled her in for a kiss before releasing her. “Love you.” 

“Love you, too.” 

He  glanced  over  to  where  Mai  was  softly  speaking  with  Lina.  “Do  we  want  to  take  bets  that

Micah and Jim won’t want to let her out of their sight when we get back?” 

“Again, duh.” 

“Let’s move out,” Kitty called. 

Brodey shouldered their pack, fastening the waist strap before he shifted. Elain took a moment to

help him adjust the straps again before she also shifted. 

Lina shouldered her own pack, as well as held another full of extra ammunition. “Did everyone

remember to silence their cell phones?” 

One of the other wolves, who’d already shifted, let out a barking growl before shifting back and

taking off his pack. 

Kitty smiled. “I’m going to forbid you to carry a damn phone, Bill.” 

He chuckled. “Fuck you,” he lightly said. He got the phone set and stowed it in his pack again. 

Then they were on their way, following Kitty through the woods. Elain thought Wally might be

left behind to bring up the rear, but Oscar, with Lina astride, fell in line behind the shifted grizzly. She

realized the big bear was nearly as fast on his feet as any of the other shifters. 

Brodey  used  their  mate-bond  to  talk  to  her.  “Grizzlies  are  fast.  He  can’t  keep  that  speed  up

 over long distances like we can, but he can sprint like a motherfucker.” 

 “I didn’t know that.” 

 “Most people don’t. That’s why they end up getting too close to bio-bears and get themselves

 killed.” 

The  group  moved  silently  through  the  woods,  Elain’s  nerves  ratcheting  up  with  every  bit  of

ground they covered until they crested a wooded hill, coming to a stop near a rocky outcropping. 

Kitty turned and let out a low chuff. She raised one front paw at the group, then spun around and

raced down the hill. 

They waited. Elain fought the urge to dance in place, every smell in the woods coming as sharp

and strongly to her as the things she saw around her with her enhanced lupine night vision. Being in

wolf mode was a kind of sensory overload. 

It also meant she wanted to hunt. 

Lina had used their  Triad connection to show  Elain what had happened in  Brussels, at her old

house  with  Edgar,  and  in  Yellowstone  with  Lenny,  what  the  cockatrice  looked  like,  what  some  of

them could do. 

“Assume they can all shift,” she’d warned back at the cabin before they left. “And assume they

can all throw fireballs or do other weird shit we might not even know about. They’re tricky bastards. 

Assume they’re all armed, dangerous, and out to kill you, because they are.” 

Kitty returned a few minutes later, shifting back to human form as she knelt down and motioned

everyone close. “They’re still there,” she whispered. “Small farm site, just like I showed you on the

satellite pics. I sensed at least two guards on the perimeter on this side of the property, but not sure

how many there are altogether. Several people moving around the house and barn.” 

She looked at  Lina, who’d climbed off  Oscar. “The meth lab is in the barn.  Remember, that’s

like a bomb waiting to happen. So—” 

Lina held up her hands. “I know, keep the fireballs to a minimum. Spoilsport.” 

“At least until we’re done and ready to head out of there. We can burn it to the ground before we

leave, but not until then.” 

Lina  looked  at  Elain,  who’d  remained  shifted.  “Sheesh,”  she  joked.  “You  accidentally  burn

down one cockatrice nest in Brussels, and they never let you forget it.” She grinned. 

They worked their way down the hill, Kitty giving another signal when it was time to shift back. 

Working silently and not speaking, everyone retrieved their clothes and weapons. 

The nine millimeter Brodey had equipped Elain with felt heavy in her hand, but…

The feel of flesh under her fangs would seem so much more natural. To punch through skin and

rip out entrails. 

She shook the thoughts away and focused on what they were doing. It would be too damn easy to

get hurt, or get someone else hurt, if she was standing there daydreaming instead of focusing on their

mission. 

To kill. 

Kitty had already told them to take out any guards they found around the perimeter. It would do

no good to keep them alive. They’d only slow them down and take up valuable manpower guarding

them until they took out the rest of the compound. And, from her experience, they either didn’t know

anything, or they wouldn’t tell it anyway. 

Seemed  coldly  logical  to  Elain.  The  fact  that  she  didn’t  disagree  with  Kitty’s  logic  was

something she filed away for future contemplation. 




* * * *

 

Ain  sat  on  the  cabin’s  back  porch  and  stared  out  at  the  woods  calling  to  him.  It  would  be  a

perfect night for a run, hard and fast, wearing himself out so he might possibly be able to sleep. 

It would also take him out of cell range. 

He stared at the phone in his hand, knowing it wouldn’t ring for several hours, at least, and still

unable to make himself go back to bed. 

 Brodey will take care of her.  He’ll protect her.  He’d die before he let something happen to

 her. 

Ain also was a realist and knew that, despite the best of intentions, sometimes things didn’t go

the way they were planned. 

And he didn’t want to lose his brother, either. 

 I’ve buried enough family. 

He tried not to think about his sisters, about what he’d done to avenge them, but the solitude and

the night combined to bring the memories flooding back with horrific clarity. 

With Elain’s powers growing, it was likely only a matter of time before she figured it out. 

Or asked him about it. 

And he was unable to lie to her, to his mate. He knew he could edict her not to ask him about it

if the subject came up, but he refused to live his life like that. 

 Would she have fallen in love with us, our One or not, if she knew about our pasts then? What

 I did? 

He wasn’t surprised when the backdoor opened and Cail stepped out onto the porch. Without a

word, he took a chair next to his brother and stared out at the woods, too. 


“Sorry I woke you up,” Ain said. 

“No, it wasn’t you. I think you’re awake for the same reason I’m awake.” 

“Yep.” 

They stared at the woods in silence for another few minutes. The cool night breeze blew scents

to them, a raccoon somewhere nearby, pine, a fecund layer of leaves decomposing on the forest floor, 

preparing the way for new growth. 

Cail propped his feet up on the porch railing. “We’re going to have a lot of nights like this, I bet. 

Maybe where it’s even the three of us waiting up to hear back from her. Like Montana.” 

“She had the jaguars with her, then.” 

“She’s got Brodey with her now.” 

“I’m worried about him, too.” 

“But mostly about her?” 

“Tell me you aren’t and I’ll call you a liar.” 

“No, I’m worried about her, believe me.” Cail laced his fingers together behind his head. “But

it’s the three of them together. Lina and Mai and Elain. I think that, between the three of them, they’re

far stronger than anything they’ll ever come up against.” 

“What  about  the  vision  Lina  had  in  Yellowstone?  A  fucking   bomb.  How  do  they  defend

themselves or the rest of us against that?” 

“They stop it before it happens.” Cail finally looked at him. In the dim light, his brother’s brown

eyes  appeared  black.  “I  know  they  will,”  he  softly  said,  but  the  firm  finality  in  his  tone  spoke

volumes. 

“You can’t know that.” 

“Yeah, I can.” He faced the woods again. “Because I refuse to think they’ll fail.” 

Ain lapsed into silence. He wished he possessed his brother’s confidence, but he’d be lying if

he said he did. 

 Just come home safe, babe. Please, come home safe. Life’s not worth living without you. 

Chapter Thirty-Nine



The farm sat in an isolated hollow at the base of a hillside, in the middle of three hundred acres

of  land  at  the  edge  of  a  state  forest.  Heavily  wooded  all  around,  the  pastures  lay  empty  and

overgrown,  some  small  saplings  already  beginning  the  slow  reclamation  process.  The  closest

neighbor was over two miles away, a foreclosed property with no human residents, just lots of four-

legged woodland squatters. 

The chained and locked gate at the end of the rough and rutted driveway led to an ungraded dirt

and gravel road that was nearly as bad. In the spring and thaw, it was likely a mud pit that only the

most hardy and determined four-wheel-drive aficionados would dare attempt. 

Or determined cockatrice who liked their privacy. 

The meth operation, according to Kitty, was a fairly new one. Apparently a couple of the people

involved in this had left other nests she’d already destroyed, missing getting caught by her. 

Which likely meant they might have been involved in the Yellowstone incident. 

For  that  alone,  Elain  was  more  than  happy  to  help  the  fuckers  meet  whatever  passed  for  an

almighty maker in their eyes. 

 Nobody messes with my family and gets away with it. 

Kitty had scouted a better staging area, closer to the farm, requiring absolute silence from them

as they walked. They followed her, single-file, down to the clearing where the shifters changed back

into human form, got dressed, and readied their weapons. 

Except for Oscar. He stood there, naked and leaning against a tree. 

“Aren’t you going to get dressed?” Elain whispered. 

He’d been picking at one of his fingernails. “Nope.” 

“Why not?” 

He grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the dim light. “Because I’m a lot more frightening as a

tiger than I am as a human. They see me walk up with a gun, they think, ‘Ooh, Raj from tech support is

here,’ and laugh their asses off before they try to shoot me. They see a huge Bengal tiger walk up, they

tend to forget they have a gun in their hand because they’re too busy pissing themselves and running.” 

Lina shouldered her pack, where his clothes were stashed. “Okay, if you say so.” 

“I do.” 

“We ready?” Kitty asked. 

After  everyone  nodded,  she  pointed  out  directions  and  sent  two  groups  of  three  shifters, 

including Blackie, out after the lookouts. When they returned five minutes later, they grimly nodded. 

Elain leaned in close to Brodey. “I didn’t hear any shots.” 

He just nodded. 

“Ah.”  Elain  kept  her  handgun  pointed  at  the  ground,  safety  on  and  careful  to  keep  her  finger

away from the trigger. In the back pocket of her jeans she carried several extra magazines. She knew

she could use the gun, but she wanted the satisfaction of killing one of the fuckers bare-handed. 

The  same  six  shifters  went  out  again,  this  time  to  circle  wide  around  to  the  other  side  of  the

farm. After  what  felt  like  forever,  they  saw  a  flashlight  wink  three  times  at  them  before  going  dark

again. 

“Okay, that’s Blackie’s cue,” Kitty said. “They’ll work their way down to the house from there.” 

Oscar shifted back into his tiger self. Elain admitted if she didn’t know he was on their side, he

might make her piss herself. 

Especially if he was coming after her.  Thank goodness he’s on our side. 

Brodey stayed next to her. She knew he carried a gun as well but suspected he would be more

interested in protecting Elain’s flank than killing cockatrice. 

Elain  knew  she  was  to  follow  the  front-line  shifters,  the  ones  led  by  Kitty  who’d  been  in

situations  like  this  before.  Lina  would  stay  with  that  group,  carrying  no  gun,  but  able  to  use  her

magick to neutralize any threats. 

On her other side, Mai wore a grim expression. “You all right?” Elain asked her. 

The younger woman nodded and leaned in close. “My dad taught me how to shoot.” 

“Then you’re better off than I am.” 

“Shh,” Brodey warned. 

They swept down the hillside to just inside the woods. Below them, the farm lay dark and quiet. 

Kitty motioned to several shifters, who headed around the back side of the house. Three others broke

away and hurried around the front. Two more headed for the barn. Elain spotted Blackie and the other

shifters moving down from the far side of the property to rejoin them.  She lost sight of  Oscar, who

seemed to melt into the shadows. 

That was when all hell broke loose. 

The  door  to  the  barn  burst  open  before  the  shifters  heading  there  reached  it.  Four  gunmen

appeared,  likely  cockatrice  from  the  stench  wave  that  blew  out  ahead  of  them.  Lina,  who’d  been

several yards in front of Elain and Mai and on her way to the house, whirled around and threw both

her hands up in front of her. 

“Down!” Brodey yelled, grabbing both Elain and Mai and forcing them onto the ground. 

Time seemed to slow, just like she’d always seen it happen in movies. Razor sharp, her senses

took in every single sound, smell, sight. 

From the direction of the barn, they heard the sound of gunfire. Lina let out a burst of words in a

language  Elain  didn’t  understand.  Just  above  Elain  and  the  others,  a  thick,  vertical  sheet  of  ice

appeared in midair and she heard several loud thunks. Chunks of ice rained down on them, followed

by something small, hard, and warm dropping onto her head.  When she reached her hand up to feel

what it was, she realized it was a smashed bullet that had hit the ice barrier before falling. 

A  chilling,  inhuman  scream  ripped  through  the  night.  Everyone  turned,  including  the  four  male

cockatrice,  as  Oscar  leapt  from  the  top  of  the  barn.  He  landed  on  one  on  the  end,  the  cockatrice’s

screams dissolving into wordless, wet gurgles as the tiger ripped the man’s throat out. 

The cockatrice on the far opposite end took off running for the woods. 

Lina  waved  her  hand,  dissolving  the  sheet  of  ice  and  sending  several  more  bullets  showering

harmlessly down onto Mai, Lina, and Brodey. A fireball appeared in her right hand. With her lower

lip clamped under her teeth, she pitched the fireball as skillfully as any MLB big-leaguer. It caught the

man between the shoulder blades, sending him flying through the air with more screams as he hit the

ground again. 

“Lina!” Kitty barked from behind them. “I said don’t burn stuff down yet!” 

“Chill. I didn’t set fire to the barn.” She grinned down at Elain and Mai. “Yet,” she muttered just

loudly enough for them to hear. 

The other two cockatrice were quickly subdued by the wolves. 

Predictably, the disturbance in the yard attracted the attention of the residents of the house. The

back  door  burst  open  and  five  men  poured  out.  Meanwhile,  they  heard  the  sound  of  gunfire  on  the

other side of the house. 

“Shit,”  Brodey  muttered  as  he  started  to  climb  to  his  knees.  He  stuck  his  gun  back  into  the

holster clipped to his belt. 

Kitty  took  out  the  first  cockatrice  through  the  door  by  nailing  him  in  the  chin  with  a  kick  that

crumpled him to the ground, presumably unconscious. 

“Damn,” Mai said. 

“Girl’s got game,” Elain agreed. 

The barnyard dissolved into a battle. When Elain tried to scramble to her feet and head toward

the house, Brodey grabbed both her and Mai by the arms and dragged them back toward the barn. 

Elain tried to shake free. “What are you doing?” 

“Protecting you,” he growled. “If you haven’t noticed, things are under control.” 

They were midway between the barn and the house when  Elain caught sight of two more male

cockatrice sliding out of the barn. Immediately, a loud  whomp thundered through the night as a wave

of heat erupted from the barn. 

“Lina!” Kitty screamed. 

“I didn’t do it! Sheesh.” She ran back toward the barn, past Elain, Mai, and Brodey. Brodey was

now dragging them away from the house and the barn, toward the woods. 

Elain  also  realized  Lina  didn’t  see  the  two  male  cockatrice,  and  the  wolves  were  too  busy

guarding the cockatrice they’d already captured, dragging them away from the now raging inferno, to

notice them either. 

“Shit!” Elain dropped her gun and shifted, breaking free of Brodey and bolting across the yard, 

running right out of her clothes. 

Muttering another incantation, Lina unleashed a frosty cloud that steamed and sizzled as it hit the

flames, but within seconds had begun putting the fire out. Elain knew she couldn’t get both men, who

were momentarily shocked and distracted by Lina’s powers and stood with their backs to Elain. As

she  prepared  to  launch  herself  onto  the  one  closest  to  Lina,  about  twenty  feet  from  her  friend,  she

spotted  Oscar  running  from  around  the  other  side  of  the  barn  and  cutting  off  the  escape  path  of  the

second man. 

Her  target  spun  around  as  Elain  made  contact,  the  force  of  the  impact  knocking  him  to  the

ground. Her jaws clamped around his throat and pinched off his scream, cartilage and bone crunching

between her teeth. Beneath her his body convulsed, twitching, his blood pumping over her tongue. 

He tasted horrible, like a foul, rotted piece of fish soaked in sour milk and left in a tank of shit

for a month in the hot Florida sun. 

And he stank like a motherfucker, even worse than he tasted. 

Sitting up, she shook her head, trying to spit the disgusting taste out of her mouth. 

Brodey and Mai ran up. A few yards away, Oscar had eviscerated the other cockatrice and now

sat next to him, staring at the others. 

Elain shifted back and climbed off the dying man, retching and spitting into the dirt. 

“You all right?” Brodey asked. 

“No, I’m  not fucking all right! Please, pee in my mouth, or give me a cup of gasoline to drink, 

or… something.  Gah!” 

He snickered and reached down to help her stand. “Yeah, we should have warned you, they’re

pretty nasty.” 

Mai had collected Elain’s clothes along the way. “Here.” The coyote wore a smile. 

“Thank you.” She pulled on her shirt. “And it’s not funny!” 

Mai pressed her lips tightly together. 

“You okay over there?” Kitty called out. 

“Yeah, we’re good,” Brodey answered. “Elain popped her cockatrice kill cherry.” 

Elain  was  busy  pulling  on  her  underwear  and  jeans  when  Lina  finally  got  the  fire  put  out  and

walked over. Clapping Elain on the shoulder, she said, “Thanks for having my back.” 

Mai pulled a bottle of water out of her backpack. “Here.” 

“Thank you!” She snatched it from her friend’s hand and gargled it, rinsing and spitting, trying to

get the worst of the disgusting aftertaste out of her mouth. 

 Biting into one of those damn things isn’t something I’ll do again anytime soon. 

They  dragged  the  remaining  eight  cockatrice  who  were  still  alive  into  the  middle  of  the  yard. 

Kitty  had  brought  heavy  duty  plastic  zip  ties,  and  they  used  those  to  bind  the  men  at  the  wrist  and

ankles. The one Kitty had gone all Rockettes on was starting to come to. She grabbed the front of his

shirt and pulled him up onto his knees. 

“How many more?” 

“Fuck you.” 

She  punched  him,  keeping  his  shirt  fisted  in  her  other  hand  so  he  didn’t  hit  the  ground.  “How

many more, asshole?” 

He looked up at her and grinned. “Fuck. You.” 

With movement faster than even Elain’s lupine eyes could follow, Kitty drew her gun, kicked the

man’s knees apart, and shot him in the crotch. 

He let out an inhuman howl as she pressed the muzzle of her gun against his temple. “Last time.” 

When he didn’t answer her immediately, she shot him and let his body fall to the ground. 

She walked over to the second man and started out by kicking his knees apart. “How many times

you going to make me ask?” 

He frantically shook his head. “There were two more. Cameron and his wife. I don’t see them

here.” 

She tipped her head at one of the other wolves. He ran into the house, lights visible through the

drawn blinds and coming on, room by room, as he searched. When he emerged a few minutes later, he

shook his head. 

“What’d they drive?” she asked the guy. 

“Blue pickup. Ford, I think.” 

Someone else walked around the house to look. “Nope.” 

“Dammit.” She grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him to his feet. “Why were they here? And

where’d they go?” 

“I don’t know where they went, I swear! They were here when I went to bed. We haven’t even

paid them yet.” 

“Why were they here?” 

“They set up the shit, all right?” 

“The lab?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Where do they live?” 

“I don’t know, somewhere down south. They’re not from here.” 

“They’re cockatrice?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Then how did you find them?” 

“I don’t know. Drake found them.” 

“Where’s this Drake asshole?” 

The man pointed to another guy, who’d started struggling. 

Kitty shot the guy and dropped him to the ground as she marched over to Drake. “Drake, nice to

meet you, asshole.” She pulled him up to his knees. “Where’d Cameron and his wife come from, and

where are they going?” 

“I  don’t  know,  I  swear!  One  of  my  cousins  knew  his  cousin.  There  was  some  shit  in

Yellowstone this spring, and then they came here. We were going to pay them once we got our first

big payment.” 

A  low  growl  rolled  from  Kitty’s  throat.  She  pressed  the  muzzle  of  her  gun  against  the  man’s

forehead, between his eyes. “Yellowstone? Anyone else here involved in that?” 

“No. It was Cameron and his brother and some cousins or something. His wife, too, I think. We

didn’t have anyth—” 

Elain jumped when Kitty pulled the trigger that time. 

She moved to the next man who stupidly tried for bravado. She shot him in the nuts and left him

screaming and writhing in the dirt as she walked to the next one. 

In fifteen minutes, Kitty had finished questioning and killed off the remaining cockatrice. Two of

the wolves started dragging the bodies into the barn. 

“Search the house,” Kitty said to several of the other wolves. “Computers, papers, you know the

drill. Lina.” 

Lina,  who’d  been  standing  with  Mai  and  Elain,  turned  and  snapped  her  a  snarky  two-fingered

salute from her temple. “Yo.” 

Kitty swept her hand toward the barn. “Once they get the bodies moved, the barn is all yours.” 

She  started  toward  the  house,  but  turned  without  breaking  stride  and  held  up  a  finger.  “Leave  the

house until I tell you to, please?” She flashed a playful smile before disappearing inside. 

Lina cracked her knuckles. “Now  this is a party.” 

“Am I a horrible person for being glad they’re dead?” Mai asked. 

“No,”  Elain said. “Because  I know  I’m glad they’re dead.”  She thought about the vision  Baba

Yaga had shown her, of Oddr being murdered by a cockatrice so many eons before. “They wouldn’t

flinch while killing any of us.” 

Lina grimly nodded. “I can vouch for that.” 

It was in the deep, dark hours before dawn that they finished and watched as the barn burned. 

The bodies of the lookouts had also been retrieved. Lina had incinerated all the bodies first, making

sure  there  wasn’t  enough  left  of  them  for  any  forensics  teams  to  attempt  to  identify,  much  less

determine a cause of death, before turning the barn into a cockatrice conflagration. Once Kitty cleared

her to destroy the house as well, Lina grinned and stepped forward. 

“What about the two that got away?” Elain asked. “Are we going to look for them?” 

“Not tonight,” Kitty said. “I’m exhausted, and they have too much of a head start on us if they left

by vehicle. I’m sure they’ll show back up again eventually.” 

Elain  and  Mai  had  started  to  follow  Brodey  back  toward  the  woods  when  Lina  called  out  to

them. “Hey, come here.” 

Elain and Mai turned. “Who, us?” Mai asked. 

“Yeah, you two. Come here.” 

Elain  and  Mai  exchanged  an  uncertain  look  but  returned  to  Lina’s  side.  “I  want  to  try

something,” Lina said, holding out her hands. “Grab on.” 

They clasped hands with Lina and each other and looked to Lina. “What now?” Mai asked. 

She smiled. “Let’s wipe that house off the map.” 

“How are we supposed to do that?” Elain asked. 

Lina’s eyes dropped closed. “Just think it with me.” 

Brodey  warily  hovered  a  few  yards  away.  Elain  exchanged  one  more  concerned  glance  with

Mai before closing her eyes. 

Mai’s fingers tightened around Elain’s as Lina began a low chant. The sound of it reverberated

through  Elain,  and  she  knew  it  was  making  a  complete  circuit  through  Mai  as  well.  Then,  she

instinctively started chanting it in time with Lina, even though she had no idea what they were saying. 

Mai started repeating it as well. 

In her mind coalesced a vision of the house simply disappearing, leaving only the foundation and

basement behind. The more Lina chanted and they repeated, the sharper the image grew in her mind. 

She felt that same tingle she had in Yellowstone, like liquid wasabi sauce filling her veins from

the feet up, growing, flowing through the three of them, until she had to force it out and into the space

in the center of the three of them or risk feeling like she was going to explode. 

Loud,  creaking  noises  split  the  air,  louder  than  the  sound  of  the  barn  burning.  Wooden  beams

screamed in agony as the  Triad’s power rent them from the foundation.  Glass broke, things crashed

and upended. 

“Son of a bitch,” Brodey said, his voice sounding weak. Some of the others swore or gasped. 

After a moment, when the sounds ceased, Lina said, “Done.” 

When  Elain  opened  her  eyes  and  turned  to  look,  she  involuntarily  stepped  back  and  let  go  of

Lina and Mai’s hands. “Where’d it go?” 

Lina  wore  a  serene  smile  and  crossed  her  arms  over  her  chest  as  her  upper  lip  twitched  and

wiggled. After a second, she frowned and dropped her arms. “I never could figure out how to wiggle

my nose like that lady on TV.” 

The  house  was…gone.  Just   gone.  No  wreckage,  no  debris…nothing.  Just  a  slab  and  a  hole

leading down to the basement. 

“Holy…fuck,” Mai breathed next to her, grabbing onto Elain’s arm for balance. “What the hell

did we  do?” 

Lina brushed her hands together as if she were dusting them off. “We wiped it off the face of the

map. Just like I said we were going to.” 

“But…” Elain turned to her. “Where?” 

Lina flicked her fingers in the direction of the slab, as if shooing away bugs. “Away.” 

“Away  where?” Mai asked, a tinge of hysteria in her voice. 

Elain didn’t blame her. She wasn’t too sure of her own sanity at that point. 

Lina shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care.”  She grinned. “I always wanted to do something like

that, but I didn’t have the power to do it by myself.” She draped her arms around their shoulders and

turned them away from the slab. “Let’s go home.” 

They caught up with Brodey, who still stood wide-eyed and staring at the slab. 

Elain pulled free from Lina and stopped in front of him. “Are you okay?” 

He slowly nodded. “Um, yeah. Sure. I’m good.” 

Fear trickled through her.  When she reached for him, at first he didn’t respond and for a brief

moment she worried he’d pull away from her. 

Maybe even be scared of her. 

Then he seemed to shake it off and grabbed her, drawing her tightly into his arms. “I love you,” 

he whispered into her ear. “I’ll never be afraid of you or what you can do, I swear.” 

A relieved, shaky sigh escaped her. 

Chapter Forty



The next morning, Cameron left Aliah at the cheap-ass motel where they’d grabbed a room. He

took the chance to go back to the farm, but knew he couldn’t risk just toodling up the driveway.  He

didn’t want to run into human cops or the wolf vigilantes. 

Instead,  he  parked  a  few  miles  away  and  hiked  in  on  two  feet.  Even  if  he  could  have  shifted, 

which  he  couldn’t  due  to  his  weak  family  genetics,  he  wouldn’t  risk  it.  There  was  too  much  of  a

chance of running into a human. 

Less than a mile away, he smelled the smoke. By the time he reached the hillside where he could

see down into the valley, his suspicions were confirmed. 

 Fuck. 

It was the work of that Blackestone bitch, no doubt about it. Scorched earth policy. 

 That fucking wolf bitch is really pissing me off. 

Screw that, he was beyond the point of pissed. He wanted to skin her alive himself. Now there

was no way he’d get paid, and his finances were in the fucking toilet. 

Because  of  the  disaster  in  Yellowstone,  she’d  cost  him  family,  their  future,  and  now  he  was

reduced to trying to scrape together enough money to buy ramen noodles and gas for him and his mate. 

It  wasn’t  even  like  he  could  scrounge  through  the  house  for  anything  to  pawn.  The  house  was

just…gone. 

He stared at the slab. There were no scorch marks, no piles of rubble like the smoking hulk of

the barn. It was just…

Gone. 

He  sat  and  stared  at  it  for  a  while,  puzzling  over  it  and  trying  to  figure  it  out  instead  of

concentrating on his rage over one more failure in a life full of them. He had a gun. He could stop at

some shithole in the middle of nowhere and risk robbing it, hoping he didn’t get shot in the process. 

They could play stranded motorist and rob and kill anyone who stopped to help them. 

He propped his chin in his hand, his elbow resting on his leg.  This is fucked up. 

Weeks he’d fucking put into this job. Goddamned  weeks. They’d been close to delivering their

first  shipment,  and  he  would  have  been  thirty  thousand  dollars  to  the  good.  Enough  to  last  him  and

Aliah a year, at least, if they were careful. 

He knew he should have learned his lesson after  Louisiana, after hearing what happened there

once he left, but had chalked that up to dumb luck and even dumber idiots running the operation. 

 Who  the  fuck  was  stupid  enough  to  challenge  the  alligators,  anyway?   That  was  a  no-win

situation no matter how you looked at it. 

 Dad always told me to stand with our own kind. Looks like that’s getting me fucked six ways

 to Sunday, now. 

Angry and feeling defeated, he stood and headed back to where he’d parked the truck. 




* * * *

 

When  Cameron  returned  to  the  motel,  Aliah  didn’t  ask  but  the  look  on  her  face  told  him  she

wanted to know. 

He shook his head before sitting on the bed. 

“Can we call Carl?” she softly asked. 

“I’d rather not.” He hated talking to his cousin. The bastard had done well for himself and never

failed to waste an opportunity to let everyone know about it. He’d stayed out of drugs when he left his

home  nest,  opting  instead  to  take  a  page  from  organized  crime  and  going  into  waste  disposal.  He

would occasionally provide seed money for drug operations, provided sufficient collateral was put

up. 

Like the person’s wife or adult daughters. 

Despite not taking a mate, there were rumors Carl had dozens of illegitimate children scattered

all over the globe. 

He didn’t want his wife anywhere near the fucker. He damn sure didn’t want to be beholden to

the man. 

He stretched out on the bed and turned on the TV. “I need to clear my head and decide what to

do.” 

She stretched out next to him without saying anything. The past several days, she’d acted like she

didn’t feel good. That also stressed him out, that maybe she was sick, and he couldn’t even afford to

get  her  to  any  kind  of  doctor.  She  had  more  human  than  cockatrice  lineage  and  was  susceptible  to

things like the flu or other human ailments. 

 All these decades together, maybe it is for the best we don’t have any kids. 

Not that they hadn’t tried. He suspected it was a fault of diluted cockatrice genetics on his side

or hers. He also felt guilty about dragging her all over the country, especially since Yellowstone had

ended so badly. And now they were stuck in Maine until he could get enough money to get them home. 

Maybe  Carl could put him in touch with another nest, someone needing their own  Heisenberg. 

Operations were always popping up all over the country, usually because law enforcement shut them

down when they got careless and sold too close to their home turf, or set up too close to other people

and the cooking smell got them busted. 

Or they accidentally blew themselves up out of stupidity. 

Right now, all he wanted to do was close his eyes and get some sleep before dealing with the

reality of their situation. 

 Goddamn that fucking wolf cunt. If I ever get a chance to skin her alive, I will.  He added the

mystery cockatrice bitch to that list. Because of her, the Yellowstone operation had been a bust. 

He tried to go to sleep. 

Chapter Forty-One



On the drive home, Brodey didn’t talk much. He knew how exhausted, mentally and physically, 

everyone was. 

It also allowed him time to attempt to process what he’d seen. 

That proved to be a fairly futile prospect. 

He was no stranger to magick, to strange things, to powers far beyond his ken. He’d seen shifters

of nearly every race imaginable.  He’d seen violence between humans and shifters and fae, between

the races, and even participated in some of it himself. 

What he’d seen that night…

He gripped the steering wheel a little more tightly, the one thing he knew he could control. 

The  force  of  the  magick  that  had  blown  back  from  the  women  when  Lina  had  them  form  their

Triad had nearly knocked him off his feet, and he wasn’t even a target, just a bystander. 

 What will they be able to do when they know what the hell they’re doing? 

He couldn’t begin to fathom it. 

Worse, he felt insignificant in a way.  How do I protect her? She’s part of something that may

 save millions of lives, if Lina’s vision about the bomb is correct. How can I even keep up with her

 to keep her safe so she can do what she was put on this earth to do? 

Maybe that was the reason she’d been put before them as their One. Maybe it was the Goddess

of  All,  or  Baba  Yaga,  or  whatever.  Maybe  something  above  and  beyond  any  of  them  knew  Elain

would be too much for one man to handle. 

 It’s an honor and terrifying at the same time. 

All he knew was that right now, he felt exhausted, ready to drop, and couldn’t think about resting

until he got them safely home. 

After  he’d  had  a  few  hours  of  sleep,  he’d  need  to  have  a  long  talk  with  Elain,  and  with  his

brothers. 




* * * *

 

It  was  after  ten  o’clock  that  morning  when  they  finally  returned  to  the  cabin.  They’d  already

called Ain and Cail to tell them about the success. The two brothers weren’t there when they reached

the cabin because they’d gone to meet with members of the  Clan  Council.  Jan and  Rick, and  Micah

and Jim, were there with the kids, who were already napping after eating breakfast. 

Brodey had remained notably quiet during the return drive. At the cabin, he didn’t say anything, 

just  grabbed  Elain  by  the  hand  and  led  her  into  their  bedroom.  They  had  a  room  with  its  own

bathroom. There he helped her undress and started to pull her into the shower with him. 

“Wait.” She brushed her teeth several times, gargled a couple more times with mouthwash, then

got into the shower with him. “Sorry. That’s better.” 

With both hands, he gently brushed her hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ears. 

Palming her cheeks, he slowly kissed her, sweetly, reaffirming his love and commitment to her. Then

he wrapped his arms around her, forehead resting against hers, and leaned against the shower wall. 

“I love you,” he whispered. “Nothing will ever change that. Ever. I swear it.” He pressed a kiss

to her forehead. “I’ve always wondered in the back of my mind if you’d ever seen us in some of the

old days, if you would have wanted to be with us then. The things we had to do.” 

“Kill people?” she whispered. 

“Yeah.  People,  shifters,  cockatrice.  Not  without  reason.  Mostly  in  self-defense,  or  in  combat. 

Never an innocent. But it’s never pretty.” 

“Can I ask you something?” 

“Of course. Anything.” 

“What happened to the house?” 

He looked down at her. “Huh?” 

“What’d we do to it?  I had my eyes closed.  I heard…something.  What happened to it?  Where

did it go?” 

He  started  to  say  something,  stopped,  then  looked  confounded.  Finally,  “I’m  not  sure.  It  was

there, and then it’s like it started shimmering, like it was shrinking, and then it was just…gone. Like it

had sucked into itself.” 

“Like a black hole?” 

“Kind of, but there wasn’t anything left. It was just gone.” 

She shivered.  He must have thought she was cold, because he reached over and turned the hot

water up a little before pulling her closer. 

“Brodey?” she whispered. 

“Yeah?” 

“I’m scared.” 

“I swear we’ll do whatever it takes not to let anything happen to you.” 

“Not that.” She laid a hand flat on his chest and looked up at him. “I’m scared of what we can

do. The three of us. If we don’t even know what we’re capable of, and Baba Yaga says our powers

will get stronger, what  won’t we be able to do?” 

He palmed her cheek again. “The three of you are good. Have good hearts. I have every bit of

faith in you that you’ll never abuse your powers.” 

“But look at Baba Yaga.” 

“Yeah, that’s a different story.” 

“And a warning.” 

He lightly stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Then take it as that. A warning. Remember what

she did, what you disagree with, and don’t do that. It’s that simple.” 

“I’m sure she thinks she’s doing the right thing.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not. You don’t have to be her. The three of you come from a far different world

than she did. You all have different powers. Different agendas. And you have us. I’m sure that Jan and

Rick, and Micah and Jim, will agree with me when I say that we’ll all keep you grounded.” 

“And Ain and Cail?” 

He playfully smiled. “Duh.” 

Trying  to  describe  how  she  felt  proved  impossible.  Such  a  volatile  mix  of  emotions  rushed

through her, with fear currently occupying the top rung. 

He reached over, grabbed the bottle of shampoo, and squirted some into his hand. Then he gently

turned her to face away from him and started lathering her hair, taking his time, massaging her scalp. 

Her eyes fell closed as she leaned against him and tried to empty her mind. She wanted to do nothing

but just exist in the moment, with him. 

He grabbed the removable showerhead and rinsed her hair, never making her move, pampering

her in a way they hadn’t had time for lately. 

Following that with conditioner, he then let it sit in her hair and enveloped her in his arms, his

chest against her back, his chin rubbing the top of her head. 

“Lean on us, babe,” he said. “We always have strength for you.” 

A tremor raced through her. “I’m scared,” she whispered.  The thought wouldn’t go away, kept

drumming through her brain, through her heart, through her soul. 

He held her tighter. “I know. It’s okay.” 

“What’d we do today?” 

“You stopped some really bad guys from being able to hurt anyone else.” 

“Did we lose some of us?” 

“I don’t understand. Everyone came back safe.” 

She turned in his arms. “I feel like maybe I lost a little of myself.” 

She couldn’t read the expression in his green eyes. It took a moment for him to speak. “I wish I

had a way of fixing this for you. I don’t, and it kills me to say that. All I can tell you is that I won’t

leave your side, physically or emotionally, however you need me. I’m sure Ain and Cail will agree

with me on that. You can always count on us. We might not know what to do, but we’ll do everything

we can to try to help you figure it out.” 

Despite his words she felt more adrift, like she felt in Montana when she saw the Milky Way for

the first time in the clear night sky. 

Infinitely small and unimportant. 

Out of control and disconnected on a cosmic scale. 

Even her Alpha had curled up in a dark corner, hiding. 

Afraid. 

She laid her head on his chest. “I need your Alpha,” she whispered. 

He  nudged  her  under  the  water  and  quickly  washed  her  and  him.  He  helped  her  rinse  the

conditioner from her hair before shutting the water off and grabbing towels. 

Standing  in  the  steamy  bathroom,  he  toweled  her  dry,  lovingly,  gently  refusing  to  let  her  do  it

herself. 

When they were both dry, he picked her up and carried her into the darkened bedroom. “Look

me in the eye,” he softly said as he stretched his body out on top of hers on the bed. 

She did. 

He  nudged  her  thighs  apart,  his  stiff  cock  rubbing  against  her  clit  in  that  position.  Then  he

reached up and laced his fingers through hers, pinning her to the bed. When she tried to work her hips

against his, he stopped and shook his head. “No,” he firmly said. “Don’t move unless I tell you to.” 

Inside, her Alpha relaxed a little, comforted by Brodey’s quiet strength. 

Elain  tried  to  relax  but  already  her  clit  had  started  tingling,  her  pussy  wet,  the  muscles  of  her

cunt longing to feel his cock fucking her. 

He slowly started moving again, his gaze never wavering from hers. “Who do you belong to?” 

he whispered. 

Without a will of her own, her lips parted. “You.” 

“That’s right. No matter what, all three of us will protect you and love you. Whenever you need

us.” He arched his back a little, changing position, and his cock effortlessly slid home deep inside her

pussy. 

His  hips  fell  still.  He  lowered  his  head  until  his  lips  hovered  over  hers.  “Tell  me  what  you

want.” 

She froze, uncertain. 

He smiled. “Tell me what your Alpha wants.” 

The  answer  came  immediately  from  within.  “To  know  there’s  something  bigger  and  stronger

than me that I can trust in.” 

He kissed her, slowly, sweetly, tears coming to her eyes as she realized the truth in the words. 

He nibbled his way down her jaw to her ear. “You can always trust the three of us, Elain. Always. I

swear it.” 

In a way, she felt like an utter failure.  To have lived her whole life to be independent, strong, 

self-sufficient and reliant, and now to make that admission. 

Apparently  he  sensed  it.  He  lifted  his  head  again  and  looked  down  at  her.  “Everyone  needs

someone to lean on from time to time. It doesn’t make you weaker.” 

“I feel like it.” 

“Cail and I, we lean on Ain.” 

“Who does he get to lean on.” 

“Us.” He rubbed noses with her. “And now you.” 

“I had everything figured out and nothing makes sense anymore.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

She squeezed his hands. “Please make me stop thinking.” 

A smile curled his lips. “My pleasure.” He started moving, slowly, taking his time and gliding

his cock along her clit with every thrust. He never broke eye contact with her and stroked the back of

her hands with his thumbs even as he kept his fingers laced through hers. 

It  was  a  sweet  torture,  her  clit  aching  for  release  he  wouldn’t  grant.  When  she  finally  thought

she’d have to beg him to fuck her harder, faster, or at least let her move, he sat up, releasing her hands

and withdrawing. 

Before she could ask what he was doing, he flipped her over and pulled her up onto her hands

and knees. Then he sank his cock into her, hard and deep and pulling a moan from her. He folded his

body around her and then sank his teeth into her shoulder. 

“Shift, mate.” 

She couldn’t have refused the edict if she wanted to. Then the two of them were both shifted into

wolf  form  and  she  suddenly  knew  his  plan.  He  started  fucking  her  hard  and  fast  again,  teeth  still

locked on her flesh. 

She forgot how hot this was, how primal and urgent and just…damn…good it felt. 

Now  his  cock  began  to  swell  inside  her,  the  knot  at  the  base  growing,  filling  her.  Her  head

drooped, a soft whine escaping her at the pleasure building inside her. 

 “Yes, that’s what you need right now, isn’t it? Come as much and as hard as you like, mate.” 

Her body shivered, her pussy clenching around Brodey’s cock as the knot swelled and triggered

her first orgasm.  Then she felt another roll through her, and another as in her mind he howled when

his climax hit.  Hot juices filled her, once again branding her as his mate, before he rolled over and

his weight carried them both onto their sides on the bed. 

Panting, he released his bite on her, her head nestled against his neck.  “Sleep,”  he whispered in

her mind, and she was happy to comply. 




* * * *

 

They slept the afternoon away. When Elain awoke sometime before dark to the smell of burgers

cooking  on  the  grill  on  the  back  porch,  she  was  shifted  back  into  human  form  and  Brodey’s  human

body was still draped around hers. When she rolled to face him, his eyes flew open as his softened

cock fell out of her, jarring him awake. 

She smiled. “Sorry.” 

He looked worried for a moment before relaxing. “Better?” 

She nodded and let him hold her close, her head pressed to his chest. 

He kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be honest, I’m afraid to do that with you sometimes.” 

“Why?” 

“We don’t ever want to force you. Especially in bed.” 

“You didn’t force me. I enjoyed it. I needed it.” 

“I know. But never be afraid to say no. We’ll listen, I promise.” 

“Can I say no if you edict me?” 

He  tipped  her  chin  up  so  she  had  to  look  at  him.  “Yes,  I  promise. About  something  like  this, 

absolutely we’ll listen. If it’s something safety related, we might have to overrule you and you might

be pissed off at us, but we don’t want to be assholes. We want to be what you need us to be. Just like

if you say you need to do something for the Triad, or something as a Seer, we might not like it, but we

won’t ever order you not to.” 

“Okay.” She nestled close again. 

“And,” he said, kissing the top of her head again, “anytime you need to just let go, ask us.” 

“We need a code phrase,” she said. 

He chuckled. “How about, ‘fuck my brains out’?” 

She snorted. “I thought that was a given.” 

“Well, it is, but thought I’d toss it out there anyway.” He made her look at him once more, his

expression turning serious. “Whether it’s a good hard fucking, or you just need to curl up in our laps

and cry, or need us to kick someone’s ass for you, we’re here. Whatever it is. You are our number-

one priority. Okay?” 

She nodded. “I know what I need right now.” 

“What?” 

Her stomach chose that moment to grumble, making Brodey laugh. 

“I think I need that same thing, babe.” 

They  grabbed  a  quick  shower  to  rinse  the  smell  of  sex  off  them  before  heading  out  to  join

everyone  else.  Lina  and  Mai  looked  as  worn  out  as  Elain  still  felt.  Jan  and  Rick  were  manning  the

grill. Ain and Cail walked over to Elain and got hugs from her. 

“You all right?” Ain asked. 

She nodded and forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Yeah. Just tired.” 

She  could  tell  from  the  look  Cail  was  giving  her  that  he  didn’t  buy  it,  either.  He  stroked  her

cheek. “I think we need to get you back home to Florida and order you to take some time to relax.” He

pulled her in for a hug. 

“That sounds like a good idea.” 

Mai and  Lina were sitting on the couch.  They had the kids on a comforter in the middle of the

living room floor. BettLynn was trying to sit up, but the boys were on either side of her, holding her

hands as if trying to help her balance. Elain sat on the end of the couch, on Mai’s other side. 

“Are they doing what I think they’re doing?” 

Zack,  who  sat  just  off  the  comforter,  within  easy  grabbing  range  should  BettLynn  fall  over, 

nodded.  “That’s  what  we  think  they’re  doing.  They’ve  been  doing  it  ever  since  they  woke  up  from

their last nap.” 

Mai yawned. “When one of us tried to help, all three of them fussed at us. So we just let them

be. They’re figuring it out on their own.” She laid her head over on Elain’s shoulder. “I’m thinking an

autumn wedding.” 

Elain snorted. “You have more than enough years to plan for their wedding.” 

Lina giggled. “For her, Micah, and Jim, goofball.” 

“Oh.” 




* * * *

 

Ain waited until it looked like Elain was busy talking with Mai and Lina before waving Brodey

and Cail. He led his brothers a few yards away from the porch where they could talk in privacy. 

“Well?” He and Cail stared at Brodey. 

Brodey glanced around. He jammed his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “I don’t know

what to say.” 

“What  the  hell  happened  out  there?”  Cail  asked.  “Lina  wouldn’t  say  anything  but,  ‘Mission

accomplished,’ and grin like a loon.” 

Brodey blew out a long breath before meeting Ain’s gaze. “It was… She did good, don’t get me

wrong. But we need to be careful.” 

Fear chilled his gut. “Careful how?” 

“For starters, you cannot go all Prime on her.” Brodey pointed a finger at him. “You have to stay

in kinder, gentler Prime mode.” 

Ain nodded but didn’t interrupt. 

“Second,  no  matter  what  happens,  no  matter  how  it  freaks  us  out,  we  always  have  to  be

supportive.” 

“Why the hell wouldn’t we be supportive?” Cail asked. 

Brodey’s gaze dropped to the ground. He scuffed the toe of his sneaker around, nudging at pine

needles  and  dead  leaves  for  a  moment  before  speaking.  “They’re  friggin’  strong,”  he  whispered. 

“They  wiped  the  house  right  off  the  face  of  the  planet,  okay?”  He  looked  up  at  Cail,  then  at  Ain, 

where his focus remained. “One minute there was a house standing there, then it’s like it folded up

and disappeared. Gone. Poof.” 

Ain blinked, shocked. “How did they do  that?” 

“That’s just it. Elain doesn’t even know. But when you put the three of them together, they’re a

literal  force  of  nature.  That’s  not  an  exaggeration.”  He  stopped  scuffing  his  shoe  around.  Squatting

down in the grass, he pulled a leaf off a plant and held it up. “See this?” 

“Yeah?” 

He folded it in half, then half again, repeating it until it was barely larger than a pea. “Pretend

I’m a magician and know how to make stuff disappear.” He dropped the leaf ball and fanned open his

hands. “Ta da. Gone.” 

Cail snorted. “Bonehead, that was poison ivy.” 

Brodey grimaced and wiped his hands on the grass. “Shit.” He stood, careful to keep his hands

out in front of him. “The point is, she’s terrified we’re going to be scared of her. I assured her that, no

matter what, we would never be scared of her.” 

Ain rubbed at his face. “Got it.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the house. “Go wash up

before you accidentally touch anything or anyone.” 

Brodey  started  for  the  house  but  turned.  “Oh.”  He  smiled.  “She  found  out  she  really  hates  the

taste of cockatrice blood.” He headed into the house. 

Cail stepped close once Brodey left. “Scared of her? Why would she think we’d ever be scared

of her?” 

Ain crossed his arms over his chest. “Because she’s probably scared of herself right now.” 

He waited until after  Elain had some food in her to maneuver her out into the backyard on the

pretense of wanting to take a walk with her. The temperature was dropping, the impending night trying

to steal away the warmth of the sunny day as it crept in through the dense woods behind the cabin. 

They  only  walked  a  little  way  down  one  of  the  trails  before  Elain  stopped  and  turned  to  him. 

“Spill it.” 

He didn’t deny it. “Are you okay?” 

Her beautiful blue eyes skimmed over his face. “What did Brodey say?” 

He  caught  her  hands  and  brought  them  up  to  his  lips  and  kissed  them.  “He  told  us  what

happened.” 

“Anything else?” 

“No matter what, no matter what you do, no matter what happens, he’s right when he says that

nothing will ever make the three of us scared of you.” 

She blinked, her eyes suddenly looking a little too bright. “I want to go home,” she whispered. 

“Please, take me home.” Then she threw herself against him. “I want our bed, I want our house. I miss

Mom and Dad, and Juju and Bea, and Coot and Mina. I miss you guys coming home at night smelling

like cowshit and I even miss the fucking heat and humidity. I want to go home to Florida.  Our home.” 

With his arms wrapped around her, he buried his face in her hair. “We’ll leave first thing in the

morning, sweetheart.” 

“Thank you.” 

Chapter Forty-Two



Mercedes left Marston at the house and headed for the store. She still kicked herself in the ass

that  she’d  ratted  Marston  out  to  Blackestone,  meaning  she  couldn’t  risk  Marston  being  seen  around

town. 

 Once we get out of here, then we can go somewhere they’ve never heard of him. 

She pushed her cart down the dairy section, grabbing some Greek yogurt.  I really should grab

 some more snacks for the go bag.  She headed down the chips aisle. Be prepared, that was her motto. 

Since  returning  from  Yellowstone,  she’d  made  sure  to  amply  stock  the  little  cave  in  the  wolves’

territory, the one she’d staked out for her emergency hideout well before she’d met Marston. 

 Better safe than sorry. 

If Lacey was going to rat her out to the wolves, she likely would have done it already. It didn’t

hurt that Mercedes knew she now had a little cachet with the Maine wolves. She did save one of their

own. 

Still, she wouldn’t risk it. She’d grown up with the stories drilled into her brain by Edgar and

Lenny about how their mom had been hunted by Abernathy. 

She wouldn’t jeopardize her baby’s safety, especially with her due date less than three weeks

away. She’d scanned in all the files she had on Abernathy as well. The originals to a few things she

kept with her laptop. Everything else, she’d shredded. She had copies on her hard drive, on several

thumb and external drives, as well as uploaded to a cloud server. 

If she had to leave in a hurry, she was prepared. 

She was walking down the soda aisle when something caught her attention, a scent. 

 Fuck. Me. 

Trying to keep her pulse from racing, she hoped she was wrong. Cockatrice. 

She had most of what she’d come for, except meat.  Fuck it.  She headed for the checkout stands

and hoped she could get out of there before she ran into whoever that scent belonged to. 




* * * *

 

Cameron  slowly  walked  through  the  grocery  store.  His  plan  had  been  to  try  to  shoplift  some

food.  Another  cousin,  Gerry,  was  supposed  to  come  in  sometime  that  afternoon  and  meet  up  with

them. He was going to introduce them to a nest looking for a Heisenberg to start a meth operation a

couple of townships over. 

But then he smelled it. 

He wasn’t sure at first, thought maybe it was just wishful thinking on his part.  Until he started

crisscrossing the store and passed her. 

The bitch from Yellowstone. 

It took everything in his power not to kill her right there in the store. 

She, however, seemed to be clueless. 

He forgot about the shoplifting run and headed out to his truck.  He’d need to follow her, track

her down. 

And then he could fucking make her pay. 




* * * *

 

Mercedes barely managed to keep her nerves under control. She pegged the guy immediately and

suspected from his scent that he was Cameron, the last cockatrice from Yellowstone. 

 Fuck! 

Once she returned to the house, she grabbed the bags of groceries from the car and raced inside. 

“We need to get out of here. Right now.” Mercedes blew through the living room, grabbing stuff

as  she  went  and  shoving  it  into  her  backpack,  including  her  laptop  and  the  charger,  as  well  as  the

thumb drives with all the information she’d accumulated on them. 

Marston stood. “What? What’s wrong?” 

“Move your ass. Now. We have to get out of here. There’s a cockatrice from town after me.” 

“Why?” 

“For Yellowstone, that’s why. Serves me right for getting involved.” She shoved the backpack

at him and headed into the kitchen, toward the basement door. “We need to get Abs out of here, too. 

They catch him, they’ll kill him. That means no bounty for us.” 

She  threw  open  the  basement  door  and  pounded  down  the  stairs.  Marston’s  brain  finally

engaged. He ran to their room and grabbed his wallet and passport, then added a change of clothes for

each of them to another backpack. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d escaped from somewhere with little

more than the clothes on his back. 

He  also  grabbed  his  phone  charger.  He  knew  that  was  stupid,  but  all  his  pictures  of  him  and

Mercedes were on it. 

He wanted to keep that little bit of humanity, at least. 

Pausing at the nursery door, he looked around. It was hard not to think about them shopping for

things together, how she helped him assemble the crib. He started to turn when his eye landed on the

baby book on top of the dresser. He grabbed it and put it in the second backpack with the other things. 

He returned to the kitchen and threw some snacks and bottles of water into a cloth grocery bag. 

Mercedes  reappeared,  leading—or,  more  accurately,  dragging—Rodolfo  up  the  stairs.  She’d  given

him a pair of pants to wear, but nothing else. A cloud of odorous funk followed them into the kitchen. 

“Jeez, he stinks,” Marston said. 

“No time. We can dunk him in a stream or something in the woods. We have to move.” 

“Where to?” 

“Out the backdoor and into the woods.” 

“What? They’ll track us. Especially with him smelling like that.” 

“That’s  what  I’m  counting  on.  I  told  you,  I’ve  got  that  spider  hole  out  there,  a  cave.  Stocked

some stuff in it months ago, added more after I got back from Yellowstone.” She grinned and yanked

Abernathy’s chain. “On the Maine wolves’ land, no less.” 

“On the  wolves’ land? Are you deranged?” 

“Relax.  I spent a lot of time scouting the land out there.  Never smelled another shifter’s scent. 

It’s too far out from the main area. And the cockatrice won’t dare follow us out that far. We’ll lie low

for a couple of days, until the Montalvos can come pull us out. Or if they track us there, we can take

them by surprise and ambush them.” 

“Um, pet, stupid question. Why not just take the car?” 

“Because they’ll be looking for it. They’re probably waiting at the end of the road. It was only

one  guy,  but  he  likely  has  buddies.  If  we  drive,  they’ll  just  follow  us.  We  have  to  stop  for  gas

sometime, and the damn tank’s already low.” 

He grabbed her arm and made her stop and look at him. “Are you sure they actually saw you?” 

“Yeah.  The  guy  followed  me.  He  passed  me  in  the  grocery  store  and  I  pretended  I  didn’t  see

him. When I left, he followed me. I took a couple of detours, hit the drive-through ATM, but he stayed

with me. I didn’t dare stop for gas.” 

“Right.” He pointed at Rodolfo. “What about him? How do we know he won’t get us killed?” 

“When  he  started  getting  feisty  last  week,  I  upped  his  medication.  He  shouldn’t  give  us  much

trouble.” She jerked his chain. “Should you?” 

Abernathy  mustered  something  that  looked  like  a  scowl,  but  contained  none  of  the  former  fury

the  wolf  used  to  possess.  Apparently,  his  time  in  captivity,  and  Mercedes’  abuse,  had  finally

succeeded in breaking the man. 

Along with the pharmaceuticals, no doubt. 

She  handed  Marston  the  chain.  “Hold  him  for  a  minute.”  She  grabbed  her  phone  and  scrolled

through it until she found the number she wanted. Then she grabbed her backpack and pulled a slip of

paper out of it. Nervously tapping her foot as she waited, the call finally connected. 

“Hello,  Ortega  Montalvo?  Mercedes  Megaera,  we  met  in  Yellowstone…  Yes,  exactly.”  She

looked at Rodolfo. “Remember our discussion about a certain goal you had in mind? Do you have a

pen? Write down these GPS coordinates.” She rattled off latitude and longitude. “I will be there with

a certain something you’ve been looking for. You might know it by the initials ‘RA.’ But I need help

as soon as you can get it to me. I’m sort of under the gun and on the run now.” She grinned. “Twenty-

four  hours?  Yes,  I  believe  we’ll  be  okay  that  long.  See  you  then.”  She  hung  up  and  pocketed  her

phone. 

“So we have to hold out twenty-four hours?” 

She  shrugged.  “He  said  it  wouldn’t  be  any  longer  than  that.  I’m  sure  he’s  scrambling  his  guys

and  running  for  his  private  jet  right  this  minute.  If  we’re  lucky,  maybe  twelve  hours.”  She  took  the

chain back and yanked on it. “Sorry, Daddy. You’re a liability now. Time to cash you in.” 

Less  than  ten  minutes  later,  they  were  out  the  backdoor  and  heading  for  the  woods  with

Mercedes in the lead. It was nearly dark when she stopped and swore. 

“What is it?” 

She turned. “I forgot the fucking book. Goddammit!” 

“The baby book? I grabbed it.” 

She laughed and kissed him. “No,  papi, but good thinking. I meant the spellbook. Dammit. It was

still in the bedside table.” 

“You’re not seriously thinking about going back after it, are you?” 

She  chewed  on  her  lip  for  a  moment.  “No,  it’s  not  worth  the  risk.  When  the  jaguars  get  here, 

we’ll have them take us to the house. Hopefully the fuckers don’t find it before then.” 

“Hopefully they don’t find  us.” 

“Don’t worry.”  They entered a small clearing. “They won’t.  Even if they are stupid enough to

cross onto the wolves’ land, we can hold them off until Montalvo gets here.” 

As  they  entered  the  small  cave,  she  pulled  a  flashlight  out  of  her  pocket  and  played  the  beam

around. “Back here.” She led Rodolfo to an alcove in the very back, where she’d driven two spikes

into the wall. Mounted on them, silver rings. 

“You are a brilliant pet, love,” Marston said. 

“Thank you.” 

She  broke  out  a  padlock  and  looped  the  chain  through  both  rings  before  securely  locking  it. 

“There, that’ll hold him.” 

When Rodolfo glared up at her, she kicked him in the balls, doubling him over in pain. “Don’t

get snotty with me,” she warned. “You’d better be nice to me and hope I put in a good word for you

with the jaguars.” 




* * * *

 

Cameron and his cousin, Gerry, watched the house. “What do you say?” 

Gerry shrugged. “Wait until dark.” 

“That’s the fucking bitch. I know it is.” 

“And  going  up  there  in  broad  daylight  might  get  our  asses  shot  off. Are  you  crazy?  Best  case

scenario, she calls 911. I got warrants, man. I don’t need no fucking hassles from cops.” 

“Shit.”  Cameron  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “Fine,  we  wait  until  dark.  Then  we  go  after  that

fucking cunt.” 

As  dark  fell  and  they  saw  no  signs  of  life,  Cameron  got  a  bad  feeling.  He  finally  risked  just

walking up to the front door and knocking. 

Nobody answered. After walking around to the side of the house and looking in the uncovered

kitchen window, he realized they’d bolted. Bagged groceries still sat on the kitchen table. 

He  waved  to  his  cousin,  who  joined  him.  “They’re  gone.”  Walking  around  to  the  back,  they

broke the window on the back door and unlocked it, letting themselves in. 

The  house  lay  still,  with  an  abandoned  feel.  Downstairs,  they  smelled  the  distinct  scent  of  a

cockatrice. From the setup, they could tell it’d been held captive. 

“Who the fuck is this crazy bitch?” Gerry asked, staring at the rings driven into the walls. 

“I don’t know, but I want her dead.” They headed back upstairs. The unused nursery went along

with the baby bump he’d spotted her sporting. They didn’t find much of value, until they rifled through

the bedroom. 

There, in a bedside table, Cameron found an old book. 

“What the fuck is that?”  Gerry asked. “And why are we wasting time? Are we going to chase

them down, or what?” 

“Yeah,” he said as he thumbed through the book. “But we need to go back to the hotel first.” 

“What? Why?” 

“I need to give this to Aliah.” 

Sure enough, her eyes widened when he handed it to her.  She thumbed through it. “Where did

you find this?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Is it what I think it is?” 

She might have a lot of human lineage, but she’d also done a lot of research during their decades

together, knew a lot about cockatrice esoterica, something they’d been able to leverage into earning

potential in the past. 

She  nodded.  “Yeah.  Do  you  have  any  idea  how  much  this  is  worth?  How  much  they’ll  pay  to

have one of them back?” 

He grinned. “At least half a mil.” 

Gerry let out a low whistle. “I get half, right?” 

Cameron glared at him. “Why?” 

“Dude, I helped you find it.” 

Cameron wanted to argue with him, but he also needed the guy’s help tracking down the woman. 

“Fine. If you help me get that bitch. I want her dead.” 

“Well let’s fucking get going.” 

Cameron kissed his wife. Finally, it seemed, their fortune was turning around. “Love you.” 

She grinned. “Love you, too.” 




* * * *

 

Marston’s  nerves  felt  drawn  up  tight.  He  stood  watch  all  night,  insisting  Mercedes  got  some

sleep first. She still felt confident the cockatrice wouldn’t cross into the wolves’ territory. 

He wasn’t so sure. He’d paired up with enough cockatrice over the years to know that if one of

them was pissed off or greedy enough, they’d do anything. 

Case in point, their own hideout in wolf Clan territory. 

Still, it would do no good to belabor the point. 

He got a short nap the next morning when her voice woke him up. “Papi.” 

Immediately  he  was  on  alert.  He  stood  and  joined  her  at  the  cave  entrance.  “What  is  it,  the

jaguars?” 

“I don’t know. I gave them the GPS numbers for the big rockpile nearby. I didn’t want them right

here at the cave.” 

“Just in case?” 

“Yeah.” 

“What do you want to do?” 

She glanced back in the cave. “I left a roll of duct tape back there. Tape his mouth, his wrists, 

and his ankles.” 

“Even with the manacles?” 

“Yeah. Keep him quieter. I already dosed him up with a syringe of ketamine to knock him out for

the morning.” 

“Then what?” 

“Let’s head out and look around.” She hoisted her backpack onto one shoulder. 

They walked out, Mercedes leading the way. They were almost at the rock pile when they came

face-to-face with two men who were definitely not jaguars. 

She turned. “Run!” 

Marston followed her through the woods, winding away from the cavern and north toward the

river.  Behind  them,  they  heard  a  cockatrice  scream,  one  of  them  shifting  and  lunging,  smacking

Marston to the side with a feathered claw. 

He felt the breath knocked out of him but bolted after them. They’d reached another clearing and

had cornered Mercedes where she’d tripped, her backpack on the ground next to her. The shifted one

ripped a low branch off a tree and advanced on her. 

Marston grabbed a rock and threw it at the back of the head of the unshifted one, knocking him to

the ground. 

Before he could recover, Marston jumped on him, grabbing his head and wrenching it, his neck

snapping in a satisfying way. 

“Run!” he screamed at her. 

She scrambled to her feet, grabbed her pack, and took off into the woods. 

The shifted one howled as he spotted his comrade dead on the ground. He turned and threw the

branch  at  Mercedes’  back.  Marston  barely  had  time  to  register  her  scream  before  the  creature  was

upon him. 

He jumped to the side, knowing the cockatrice was underestimating his abilities. He might be an

older wolf, but the past year with Mercedes had gotten him into the best condition he’d been in years. 

His hand landed on a rock and he grabbed it, ready. 

When the cockatrice, rushed past him,  Marston leapt on the cockatrice’s back.  He hooked one

arm around its neck, and used the other hand to pummel its skull with the rock. 

The cockatrice let out an inhuman shriek as he thrashed, trying to shake Marston free. 

Over and over, Marston slammed his fist into the cockatrice’s skull, bashing him, until finally it

stumbled and fell to the ground. 

His hand slick with the shifter’s blood, Marston felt fury take hold of his system. He dropped the

rock  and  grabbed  a  larger  one  with  both  hands.  Bringing  it  down  onto  the  back  of  the  cockatrice’s

skull rewarded him a satisfying  crunch. 

The  cockatrice  started  spasming  under  him  as  Marston  showed  no  mercy,  refusing  to  let  up, 

blow after blow, until the shifter fell still and the back of his head was caved in. 

He dropped the rock and rolled to his side, trembling, panting, adrenaline coursing through his

system. 

 Mercedes! 

He  scrambled  to  his  feet  and  followed  her  trail  to  where  she’d  fallen.  She  looked  up  at  him, 

eyes rimmed with tears, the branch protruding from her chest. 

Dropping to his knees next to her, he wanted to kiss her, caress her, but was afraid to touch her. 

She winced. “I fucked this up,  papi, didn’t I?” 

“Shh, pet, don’t talk. It’s all right.” 

“No, it’s not. I can’t shift. The damn thing’s all the way through me.” 

“I can try to pull it out and you can shift.” 

She  slowly  shook  her  head.  “He  got  me,”  she  rasped.  One  hand  slowly  snaked  out  and  he

grabbed it, bringing it to his cheek and kissing it despite all the blood covering him. “Listen to me,” 

she said. “You need to get you and the baby to the jaguars. They’ve got to be close. Find them.” 

“What?” He didn’t want to contemplate what she was saying. 

“I’m less than three weeks from my due date. She’ll live. You have to cut her out of me.” 

Horror filled him. “No, I can’t.” 

Resolution filled her gaze. “If you don’t, we both die. You cannot let our little girl die.” 

“Mercedes, you’re going to make it.” 

She  squeezed  his  hand  but  it  felt  weak,  like  she  was  already  leaving  him.  “Papi,”  she

whispered.  “My  mate.”  A  sad  smile  curved  her  lips.  “I  love  you.  Deep  inside  you,  there’s  a  sad, 

broken  man  trying  to  make  amends.  Better  soul  than  my  soul,  that’s  for  sure.  Ortega  Montalvo

promised  me  in  Yellowstone.  Sanctuary.”  She  coughed,  letting  out  a  weak  cry.  A  bubble  of  pink

passed through her lips. 

He tried to focus on her beautiful eyes and not that. 

“He told me, me and mine.”  She weakly squeezed his hand again. “Take her there.  Hand over

Abernathy when Montalvo gets here and ask for sanctuary. He’ll protect you.” 

“Don’t be silly. You’re going with us. I won’t lose you.” 

“I’m  sorry,  papi. You  already  have.”  Her  eyes  fluttered  closed.  “Promise  me  you’ll  raise  her

yourself. Don’t let anyone take her from you.” 

His heart breaking, he nodded. “I promise.” 

“Okay.” She took a pained breath. “Promise me something else, please?” 

“What?” 

“Lie to her.  Tell her  I was a good person.”  She forced her eyes open again. “Please don’t tell

her everything I did. Or about Lenny and Edgar. Tell her she’s a wolf. Don’t tell her the other stuff.” 

She brought her free hand up to her belly. “Please,  papi,” she whispered. “And tell her  I loved her

and wanted her. Please.” 

His vision doubled as tears filled his eyes. “I will. I love you, pet. My beautiful mate. I love you

so, so much. You gave me a second chance at life.” 

“Don’t fuck it up.” 

He barked a laugh. “I won’t. I promise you, I won’t.” 

She shifted her eyes toward her backpack. “There’s a knife in there. Get it.” 

“But—” 

“I  want  to  see  her.”  Her  voice  was  fading.  “Please,  papi.  I  want  to  see  her.” Another  cough, 

another  spray  of  pink.  “I  can’t  feel  anything  down  there,  anyway.  I  think  the  fucker  got  my  spine. 

Please, I need to see she’s okay, that he didn’t hurt her.” 

He gently put her hand down and lunged for the backpack. He dumped it out on the ground and

found  the  knife.  Hands  trembling,  he  pulled  her  bloodied  shirt  up  and  worked  her  pants  down  her

hips. 

When  he  looked  up,  she  was  watching  him.  “Do  it.”  Her  voice  sounded  as  if  coming  from  a

thousand miles away. “I love you.” Her eyes closed. 

“I love you, too, mate.” 

He shoved away all other thoughts. How fucking unfair this was, that he had another chance at

love and life and happiness, just to have it once again yanked away from him. That he’d had a chance

to make amends for some of his Karmic debt, and this…

He swallowed and touched the tip of the blade to her flesh. 

Beneath her skin, he saw the baby move. 

Tentatively, he pressed harder, afraid of going too deep and hurting the baby. But a moment later

he was through to the amniotic sac, gore and fluid gushing over his hands as he put the knife aside and

carefully removed the baby from her womb. 

At first, she lay silent in his arms. Then he thought about it and tipped her upside down while he

patted her bum. 

She let out a cry. 

He looked up at  Mercedes.  Her eyelids fluttered again, like the wings of a dying bird. “She…

okay?” 

“Yes,  love,”  he  said,  sobbing.  “She’s  beautiful.”  He  held  her  up  so  Mercedes  could  see  her, 

reaching for one of her hands and lifting it, stroking their daughter’s cheek with her fingers. 

“Colleen,” she said as her eyes fell closed. 

“Colleen?” 

She nodded. “Send Lacey a picture and tell her her name. She’ll know why. Love you.” 

He  tightly  grasped  her  fingers  in  his  hand.  “Love  you,  too.  Rest  well,  mate.  I’ll  see  you  again

one day, I hope.” 

Her eyes went still, remaining partly open. Her hand went completely slack in his. 

He wanted to sob, to rage, to scream, but the baby in his arms cried out again and brought him

back to his purpose. 

Working  one-handed,  with  the  baby  cradled  against  his  chest,  he  scavenged  through  the  bag’s

contents,  not  finding  anything  to  use  for  tying  off  the  umbilical  cord.  Then  his  gaze  settled  on

Mercedes’ feet, still clad in her hiking boots. It was difficult one-handed, but he managed to get the

laces removed from her left one and used it to tie the cord off so he could cut it. He’d just managed to

get the cord severed when the sound of several people storming through the brush startled him. 

He  didn’t  have  time  to  react.  The  three  jaguars  emerged  in  the  clearing.  The  lead  one,  Ortega

Montalvo, shifted into human form and advanced. 

“What the hell!” the man said as he stared, wide-eyed, at the scene. 

“That fucking cockatrice did it,” Marston said, holding the baby cradled against him. “Did you

see their bodies? I fucking killed them.” Now he didn’t care if they saw him crying. “They killed my

mate.” 

Montalvo moved closer, then froze as he studied the tableaux. “You are Mercedes’ mate?” 

“Yes.” He couldn’t bring himself to look at her now, wanted to remember the way she’d been in

life, vibrant and mischievously evil, and all his. 

“Why shouldn’t I kill you right now?” the jaguar asked. “Why should I believe you?” 

“Because…” He had to play both aces, for his daughter’s sake if not for his own. “Because I can

take you to Abernathy.  Right now.  Mercedes told me you promised in Yellowstone to give her and

hers sanctuary if we ever needed it. Well, I need it.  We need it.” 

The  other  two  shifters  changed  back  into  human  form  and  stared  at  their  brother  in  stunned

silence. 

Montalvo’s  fury  thundered  silently  within  him,  his  expression  growing  darker  as  he  stared  at

Marston. 

Eventually, Montalvo took in a deep breath and let it out again. “You are her baby’s father?  That

baby’s father?” 

Marston nodded, desperately, protectively clutching her to him. 

Montalvo raised his head to the sky and let out a ferocious scream before returning his attention

to Marston. He jabbed a finger at him. “I will offer you both protection and sanctuary until she is of

age. At that point, you will leave and if you ever cross my path again I might not be so generous. Her

safety I will guarantee for her entire life, if she is in my territory.” 

He nodded. 

“Where is Abernathy?” 

“I need to take care of her. I need to wrap her in something. I can’t let her get cold.  Please, I’m

begging you.” 

Montalvo looked at one of his brothers and jerked his head back the way they’d come, toward

where the dead cockatrice lay. They immediately left to scavenge the cockatrices’ clothes. 

Montalvo advanced on him and knelt down, his voice soft and deadly. “I am a man of my word. 

However, if you abuse my hospitality while you are under my protection, you will regret it.” 

Marston nodded. 

“Where is that filthy animal?” 

“Please, at least let me get the baby covered. And…and we need to bury her.” 

“My brothers will come back and do that. After you take me to Abernathy.” 

Chapter Forty-Three



Four  hours  later,  Marston  sat  in  a  hotel  room  with  Juan  Montalvo,  the  youngest  of  the  three

jaguar brothers. 

After Juan and Ricardo had returned with the cockatrices’ clothes, which Marston had used as

makeshift swaddling for the baby, he led them back through the woods to the cave. 

Ortega  walked  in  alone  and  emerged  a  moment  later,  vicious  triumph  on  his  face.  Then  he’d

ordered Juan to take Marston back to the car and drive him to their hotel. To buy Marston whatever

he needed for himself and the baby, and to spare no expense. 

Now,  freshly  showered  and  dressed  only  in  clean  boxers,  and  with  a  freshly  bathed  infant

sleeping soundly in his arms, her tummy full of formula,  Marston lay stretched out on the bed as he

stared down into her face. She looked so much like her mother it threatened to rip his heart out of his

chest. 

 Colleen. 

He vaguely remembered something about that. About a Seer Abernathy had murdered long ago. 

He didn’t bother questioning how Mercedes had known about it. He suspected there were many things

he’d never know about his mate. Many secrets she took to the grave. 

If it wasn’t for the baby in his arms, he’d gladly put a gun to his own head and end it all. Finally, 

he’d had something good in his pathetic life worth living and fighting for. 

And now, she was gone. 

Leaving him with the only other thing in his life worth living and fighting for. 

Worth dying for. 

Juan Montalvo regarded Marston with far less arrogance and hatred than he had just a few short

hours ago when they first found Marston in the woods. 

“Does she have a name yet?” he asked, his tone low in deference to the sleeping infant. 

Marston nodded. “Colleen Elsbeth Mercedes Hill,” he softly replied, not wanting to wake her. 

The jaguar nodded. 

Marston tipped his head back against the headboard. Their room was now filled with packages

of diapers, baby clothes, a portable crib, bottles, formula—everything he’d immediately need to take

care of her until they got to Bolivia. She was dressed in a pink onesie from a package of them. The

jaguar, unsure of sizes, had bought one size too large and it was baggy on her. 

Although, if she proved healthy and hale, Marston knew she’d soon grow into it—and out of it

again. 

A quick rap on the door caught their attention. Juan got up and answered it, letting in Ortega. 

Ortega wore a ferocious grin. He strode over to Marston and, mindful of the sleeping baby in his

arms,  lightly  slapped  Marston  on  the  lower  leg  in  a  friendly  way.  He  shook  his  finger  at  Marston. 

“Until she is eighteen, my friend. And then, as long as you do not vex me, I shall let you live in peace

and consider our business complete. If she chooses to stay, you are welcomed to stay, or to come and

go in safety, as long as you do not cross me.” 

“‘Friend’?” 

“Ha!” He shook his head. “‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ Have you never heard that?” 

“Yes, I have.” 

“You are also now a very rich man.” 

“What?” 

“The bounty  I offered on that bastard’s head.  I am a man of my word.  It is yours. All yours.  I

would strongly suggest you hold on to it in case you leave my care.” 

The jaguar pointed at the baby. “You and she will live in my house as my guests and I will see

to both of your needs, including her schooling. She will have the best of everything and never want, I

swear  it.”  He  dropped  his  voice.  “Around  her  and  Fiona,  my  granddaughter,  we  will  never,  ever

speak of what happened. We will simply say her mother—your mate—was killed by cockatrice, and I

brought you both to my home to protect you. I told Fiona that Abernathy was actually working with the

cockatrice. You do not ever tell her the truth. That is one condition I will never sway from. You break

that, I will evict you immediately. Do I make myself clear?” 

Marston nodded, his oath to  Mercedes painfully fresh in his mind.  He hadn’t even had time to

properly grieve her yet. “Actually, you’re closer than you realize. Rodolfo is part cockatrice, it turns

out.” 

“Ah. That explains his stink.” 

Marston nodded again, exhaustion quickly threatening to take him. 

Apparently  the  jaguar  wasn’t  completely  without  compassion.  His  expression  softened.  “I

personally  helped  bury  her,”  he  said.  “I  promise,  we  were  gentle  and  treated  her  with  respect  and

care. I said a few words over her as well. If you wish, before we leave, I will take you back there to

say good-bye.” 

“No. I’d rather remember her alive. But thank you. I know you didn’t have to do that, and I truly

appreciate it.” 

Ortega  sat  on  the  end  of  the  bed  and  stared  at  the  baby  in  his  arms.  “Your  mate.  She  was

Rodolfo’s daughter, wasn’t she?” 

 Why deny it?  He nodded. “It is a long and complicated story. I don’t even know all the details. 

Her mother was a cockatrice. He tried to kill her when he realized she was pregnant, but she escaped

him. She’d already had Mercedes when he tracked her down and murdered her. She made them think

she was still pregnant. Her older sons raised their half sister as a cockatrice.” 

“You  can  tell  me  the  rest  on  the  plane,  once  we  are  on  our  way.”  He  stared  at  Marston  for  a

long, uncomfortable moment. “I know what you did,” he softly said. “With those two other cockatrice, 

years ago. The Dalca family. How could you do that and now…” He motioned at the baby. “Daughter

or not, how do I know I can trust her with you?” 

He stared down at his daughter. “Believe it or not, I wasn’t always a monster,” he whispered, 

grateful she was too young to comprehend his words. “I was once a husband and father. Sometimes, 

there are far greater evils that can befall a child than to die a quick death. I knew I could not save the

little  dragon  girl  from  that  fate,  so  I  did  my  best  to  give  her  the  kindest  one  I  could  under  the

circumstances. I was dealing with two cockatrice who had no compassion or decency.” 

The  jaguar  chewed  on  the  inside  of  his  lip  before  slowly  nodding.  “In  other  words,  they  had

similar plans for her that Abernathy himself has had for other girls?” 

He nodded, sick at heart and wishing he didn’t have to justify himself once again. 

“I am not proud of what I’ve done,” Marston said, finally meeting the jaguar’s amber gaze. “But

I  am  also  no  longer  that  man.  I  will  kill  or  die  to  protect  my  daughter.  I  am  no  longer  beholden  to

Abernathy  or  the  damned  blood  oath.  I  am  no  longer  in  fear  of  my  life  from  that  bastard. And  I  no

longer care what anyone else does as long as I can simply raise my daughter in peace. That’s all I ask. 

I’ll do or say whatever you wish, anything, as long as I can make her life a safe and happy one. You

can even keep the bounty money, if you want.  Use it to pay for our expenses or give it to charity.  I

don’t care.” 

Montalvo  studied  him  again  for  a  while.  “We  leave  in  the  morning.  Our  private  jet  will  be

awaiting  us  at  the  airfield.  We  will  have  to  make  several  fueling  stops,  but  we  will  be  back  in

Bolivia by late tomorrow evening. When we arrive, I will contact one of our Clan, a doctor, to issue

her  a  birth  certificate  stating  she  was  born  in  Bolivia.  I  will  also  make  sure  we  get  you  papers  for

Bolivia. Please make a list right now of anything else you feel you might need for her during the trip. 

Give it to my brother, and he will see to it.” 

“Thank you.” 

Montalvo nodded and patted Marston’s leg again, friendlier this time. “I suspect in a few years, 

you and I will be begrudging friends, bonded over common interests.” 

“Perhaps. Right now, all I want to do is care for my baby and mourn my mate.” 

The eldest jaguar smoothly rose from the bed and left the room. 

Marston,  weary  to  his  very  core,  looked  over  everything  Juan  had  purchased.  The  jaguar  had

even thought to get an infant carseat for her. He’d also picked up some of Marston’s clothes from the

house and basic toiletries. 

Unfortunately, the house had already been ransacked. Likely by the cockatrice, based on Juan’s

report of how the house had smelled. 

The  book  wasn’t  where  they’d  left  it  in  the  bedside  table,  meaning  it  had  fallen  back  into  the

cockatrice’s hands. 

He  was  too  tired  to  think  about  that  now.  His  priorities  had  taken  a  dramatic  shift,  and  his

number-one priority now lay sleeping in his arms. 

Juan  didn’t  speak,  but  he  walked  over  and  stood  next  to  Marston’s  bed,  awaiting  further

instructions. 

“I think that’s all we’ll need for now,” he told the jaguar. “I think you got everything we’ll need. 

Thank you. I truly appreciate it.” 

Juan nodded and returned to the other bed, where he sat up, watching TV, the remote in his hand

as he channel surfed. 




* * * *

 

Ortega returned to his room where Ricardo stood armed guard over the prisoner. 

Although,  considering  how  well  the  silver  collar  shackles  held  him,  in  addition  to  copious

amounts of duct tape keeping him quiet, Ortega knew Abernathy wasn’t going anywhere. 

He knelt down and stared into the metal crate he’d had constructed years earlier and took with

him everywhere he hunted for Abernathy. Edged with silver around the perimeters, and with magickal

symbols etched into the panels, there was no way he could escape it. 

The man’s eyes stared back at him through air holes cut into the front. 

The jaguar grinned. “By this time tomorrow night, you son of a bitch, you will be wishing  I’d

killed you when I found you today.” He pulled out his cell phone and swiped through pictures, finding

the one he wanted. 

“Oh, by the way.” He held up his phone so Abernathy could see. “Fiona is a lovely little girl and

settling in quite well. She was also very upset to find out how much you lied to her all these years. 

We told her how the evil man working with cockatrice killed her parents and stole her when she was

a baby. We told her your cologne was to hide your smell.” 

He  laughed.  “And  now  my  dear  friend,  Marston,  tells  me  you  really  are  part  cockatrice.  How

fortuitous. Turns out I wasn’t lying to my beautiful little granddaughter at all.” 

A  muffled  growl  drifted  from  the  crate,  along  with  the  sound  of  the  shackles  rustling  against

metal. 

Ortega  laughed.  “Ah,  you  clueless  old  fuck.  Don’t  you  understand?  It’s  over  for  you.”  He

snorted. “Well, you’ll be begging for it to be over by the time I’m finished with you. See, there is a lot

of payback to be had. For my son, my daughter-in-law, and for the countless others whose lives you

have ruined along the way.” 

He  leaned  in  close,  ignoring  the  rank  smell  wafting  from  the  metal  box.  “I  will  enjoy  every

scream, every plea for death, and I will make sure to keep you alive as long as I possibly can, until

I’m tired of playing with you.  Which will undoubtedly be a very, very long time.  Until whatever is

left of a heart inside that cold, miserable soul of yours is crying.” 

His lips curled in a snarl. “I will drink your tears and savor them like the finest wine. And I will

make sure Fiona learns to curse your name every day.” 

Another growl rumbled from the crate. 

Ortega sneered at him. “Go ahead. Your threats are weak and empty, just like you are.  This is

the beginning of the best part of my life. The Goddess truly does answer prayers, and I plan to make

the most of every single day.” 

Chapter Forty-Four



Elain had felt unsettled all day, and unsure why. Despite being back home from Maine for nearly

four weeks, she’d developed an increasingly agitated rumble in the back of her brain that wouldn’t go

away. 

A rumble that reminded her of the disquiet she felt before BettLynn shifted for the first time, and

before the mess in Yellowstone. 

After a call to Lina that yielded no further insight, she opted to go talk with Mai. 

They’d  been  babysitting  BettLynn  for  Mai,  who  was  deep  in  discussions  with  Jim  and  Micah

over the kitchen counter and cabinet layout and finishes. Leaving the little girl in Carla’s care, Elain

walked across the yard to the house still under construction. 

 I’m  going  to  miss  having  Mai  and  Mom  in  the  same  house,  but  it’ll  be  nice  having  more

 privacy. 

Her  dad  was  already  talking  with Ain  and  Micah  about  building  a  house  for  them,  discussing

where to put it. 

One of Elain’s self-appointed chores after returning home from Maine had been contacting a real

estate agent about listing her house in Venice. 

She didn’t want her parents living that far away, even if it was just a little over an hour, and it

didn’t  make  sense  to  hold  on  to  it.  She  wanted  them  living  right  there,  on  the  same  property,  five

minutes or less from her own front door. 

 Especially since I’m going to be a big sister. 

She found the three in what was going to be the kitchen, plans and samples taped up on the walls

next to a large whiteboard with rough outlines drawn on it. On the floor directly under the whiteboard

were stacks of more folders and books of paint chips, cabinet facing samples, and counter material. 

Mai sat cross-legged on a blanket in the middle of the room while the men kept shifting stuff around

on the whiteboard and wall. 

“How’s it going?” Elain asked them. 

Mai looked up, a frown immediately creasing her brow. “Is everything okay?” 

Elain sat next to her. “BettLynn’s fine, if that’s the question.” 

Mai smiled as she let out an audible sigh of relief. “Sorry.” 

“It’s all right.” She hooked an arm around her friend and fellow Seer. “Can I have just a couple

of minutes alone with her, guys?” 

Jim smiled. “You mean a break from our little slavedriver perfectionist?” 

Micah playfully shoved him. “Hey, don’t go getting me in trouble.” 

“We’ll go grab the other sample books from the car.” 

“There’s more?” Elain asked. 

The men exchanged a glance and laughed. “More?” Micah asked. “We had to get samples from

about ten different places. This stuff is just from the first one.” He playfully grinned. “Hey, if Momma

ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.” 

“Those are really smart men,” Elain told her. 

Mai shrugged, a smile curving her lips. “I love them. I have no complaints.” 

The men headed out. As soon as they departed, Mai’s smile faded. “Fess up.” 

“I’ve had a really weird feeling all day. Bad weird. You?” 

“No. Not at all.” 

Elain chewed a thumbnail. “It might just be me, then. I called Lina and she said she hasn’t felt

anything, either.” 

“Lacey?” 

“That was going to be my next call, but I wanted to talk with you first.” 

“I haven’t had any dreams worth mentioning lately, good or bad.” 

“Huh.” Elain tamped down her disappointment. 

“You sound like you wish there was something.” 

“It’s not like I’m not enjoying the peace and quiet, because I am. I know there might always be

another fight with the cockatrice, or whatever.” 

“But.” 

Elain nodded. “This just feels…wrong.” 

Mai held up a finger and drew a circle, indicating their nearly finished home. “This?” 

“No.” Elain tapped her head. “This. What I’m feeling in my brain. I can’t tie it in with anything

in particular. I don’t know if it’s a Seer thing or just a dumb weird feeling or what.” 

“Maybe it was the Thai food last night.” 

Elain winced. “Don’t remind me.  Last time  I ever let  Brodey pick our date night destination.” 

She’d had solo dates with each of her men over the past week. 

Brodey apparently had a cast iron stomach to go with his Teflon-coated taste buds. 

Mai hugged her. “Maybe it’s your nerves. We were running full-bore there for a while. Maybe

your brain hasn’t caught up with the more leisurely pace yet.” 

“Yeah, maybe. But it’s been nearly a month since we got back. You’d think I’d be okay by now.” 

That explanation still didn’t feel right to her. 

She wouldn’t let it spoil her evening, though. That night, she was having a date evening with all

three  of  her  men.  They  were  going  out  to  dinner,  then  see  a  movie,  and  spend  the  night  over  at  the

Venice house. 

Elain took a deep breath, held it, then let it out again. “I’ll just put it out of my mind.” 

“I  think  that  would  be  best.”  Mai  smiled.  “If  it  was  something  bad,  Lina  and  I  would  both  be

getting hints, too, right?” 

“Probably.” She climbed to her feet and pointed at the wall of samples. “Having fun?” 

Mai  giggled  after  casting  a  glance  over  her  shoulder.  She  dropped  her  voice  to  a  whisper.  “I

already figured out what  I want,” she confided, “but it’s fun having their undivided attention for the

day.” 

“Don’t worry, sis. Your secret’s safe with me.” 




* * * *

 

Elain’s  men  had  picked  each  of  their  three  solo  date  restaurants. After,  with  each  man,  she’d

gone and spent the night in the RV for a little privacy. Now it was time for all three of them to have a

date night together. Elain decided that, for the finale, they could spend the night at her Venice house. It

was still on the market but hadn’t sold yet. 

After going out to dinner at a steakhouse, then to see a romantic comedy movie, they finished by

getting naked and falling into her bed. 

Okay, a smaller bed than she was used to at the ranch, but it was nice knowing they could make

her scream her head off with pleasure and she didn’t have to worry about waking anyone up or the

front desk calling with complaints from people in neighboring rooms. 

“What do you want to do, baby?” Ain asked as he nuzzled her throat. 

“I don’t care,” she moaned. She sat on her knees in the middle of the bed. 

Cail  laughed.  “Ooh,  that’s  dangerous.”  He  grabbed  her  knees  and  pushed  them  apart,  pressing

his face into her pussy. His tongue found and flicked at her clit, making her moan. 

“I brought lube,” Brodey helpfully mentioned from behind her, where he was kissing her back. 

“Good,” Ain said. “I think we need to fill our girl up.” 

She let out a moan, hooking an arm around Ain’s neck to keep from falling over as Cail coaxed

the first orgasm out of her. 

“And now it sounds like a party,” Brodey teased. 

It didn’t take them long to get her just where they wanted her. Ain lay back on the bed and pulled

her  on  top  of  him,  impaling  her  drenched  cunt  with  his  cock.  Cail  grabbed  the  bottle  of  lube  and

worked on her ass, making her moan as he got her ready for fucking. 

Brodey’s job was to muffle her moans and keep her mouth busy, which he was more than happy

to do. 

She was more than happy for him to do it.  She massaged his sac, moaning around his cock as

Cail worked his fingers into her ass and Ain played with her nipples. 

This was right where she wanted to be. 

The only place she wanted to be. 

She didn’t know how long it took for Cail to loosen her up, but by the time he buried his cock all

the  way  to  the  balls  in  her  ass,  she  was  desperate  for  them  to  start  fucking  her,  to  make  her  come

again, to fill up every hole with their cum. 

She  was  even  thinking  about  maybe  going  back  off  the  pill  again,  although  she  hadn’t  talked

herself into it quite yet. 

Elain let go and gave herself completely over to the intense pleasure rolling through her.  With

Ain buried deep in her pussy and Cail in her ass, and with Brodey’s cock down her throat, all other

conscious thought fled her brain. 

When  another  orgasm  hit  her,  that  was  when  the  trouble  started.  She  felt  herself  slammed  into

another point of view, like she was running through the woods, being pursued. 

Turning, she saw Marston Hill behind her, but running with her, not after her. 

On a chain attached to a silver collar, she was half leading, half dragging Rodolfo Abernathy. 

Elain tried to let out a scream but she found herself tightly locked into the vision. Turning, she

focused  on  the  path  before  her.  She  knew  these  woods  even  if  she  didn’t  know  exactly  where  the

chase was occurring. 

The Maine wolves’ Clan compound. 

She couldn’t see their pursuers, but whoever it was, they feared them. This was a run-for-their-

lives kind of dash, not just a fun jog through the woods. 

Elain  lost  all  track  of  time  as  they  raced  down  twisted  and  barely  visible  trails,  until  they

emerged in a small clearing and headed for the concealed entrance to a cave. 

This place she knew.  It was the cave from her vision months earlier, the one she’d had where

they all stood before it as if preparing for battle. 

And with that, she dropped back into her own body as it was rocked by another orgasm. She let

out  a  muffled  cry  around  Brodey’s  cock  that  was  part  pleasure  and  part  startled  as  she  braced  her

hands  on Ain’s  chest  to  counteract  the  sudden  sensation  of  falling  she’d  had  as  she  returned  to  her

body. 

In her ass, Cail’s cock throbbed and swelled before he exploded and then Brodey exploded in

her mouth. 

Ain’s hands on her hips tightened. “Look at me, babe,” he said, his voice hoarse. 

Trembling, both from the echoes of her orgasms as well as the adrenaline surge still fading from

the vision, she did, Brodey withdrawing from her mouth. 

“Can you come for me one more time?” Ain softly asked. 

She wanted to, but wasn’t sure she had it in her. She nodded. 

The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smile. “Need a little help?” 

She nodded. 

Brodey  leaned  in  close,  nibbling  her  earlobe.  “Ride  his  cock,  babe.  Ride  his  cock  and   come

 hard now.” 

She let out another cry as the force of the edict took over. Cail reached around her, steadying her

and keeping her upright as her hips slammed against Ain’s. His cock felt huge, hard, fantastic as her

cunt greedily milked it. 

“Yes!” Ain gasped.  She felt his cock unload, his balls emptying and filling her pussy with his

cum. 

It felt like liquid fire surged through her as her orgasm ricocheted back and forth from her clit to

her cunt and back again. As the sensations finally receded, she collapsed on top of Ain. He wrapped

his arms around her, holding her as she lay panting and breathless on his chest. 

“I think we wore her out,” Brodey joked, leaning in to kiss her. 

Too  tired  to  respond,  she  simply  nodded.  She’d  tell  them  about  the  vision  later.  She  couldn’t

even  walk  right  then  if  she  wanted  to,  much  less  try  to  verbalize  what  had  just  happened  with  the

vision and have it make a damn bit of sense. 

Hell, just the orgasms alone had felt beyond amazing. Maybe it was the freedom of not worrying

about anyone overhearing their gymnastics and being able to scream her head off.  Her insides even

still felt all gooey and warm, in a melted caramel kind of way. 

“Good?” Ain asked, stroking her back. 

She nodded, basking in the feeling. 

In the back of her mind, the memory of the vision lurked.  I’ve got to stop letting them tag-team

 me. Every time I do lately, it seems like I have a bad vision.  On that thought, she dropped into sleep. 

Chapter Forty-Five



Ain looked at Elain like he was trying to decide if she was pulling his leg or not. “So let me get

this straight,” he carefully said. “You’re telling me we need to go back to Maine?” 

They’d  stopped  at  the  IHOP  in  Venice  for  breakfast  before  heading  home  to  Arcadia.  She’d

decided  to  wait  until  she  had  a  cup  of  coffee  in  front  of  her  and  until  they  were  in  a  public  place

where Ain couldn’t lose his shit. 

She nodded. “That’s about it.” 

He hung his head, slowly shaking it back and forth. 

Brodey cleared his throat. “I think what Prime is saying, babe, is what the hell?” 

“I know,” she said, completely aware of how it sounded. “But it’s a Seer thing.” 

“Of course it is,” Ain mumbled without raising his head. 

She fought back a wave of irritation. “You told me you were okay with me doing this Seer gig.” 

He finally looked at her. “I am.  But  I’m damned tired of having to chase around the country.  I

want the four of us to have some peace and quiet for a while. Is that too much to ask?” 

“I’m not doing this on purpose!” 

“I—”  He  stopped,  took  a  deep  breath,  and  reached  across  the  table  to  take  her  hand  in  his, 

stroking his thumb over her knuckles. “I know you’re not,” he said in a gentler tone as he caressed her

hand. “I realize that. I’m not frustrated at you. I’m just frustrated at this whole situation.” 

“Well, join the freaking club. How do you think I feel?” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

She stared at Cail. “You haven’t said anything.” 

He was taking a sip of coffee and shrugged. “Not much to say. You’re a Seer. You say we go, 

we go.” 

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that. But can we have a few days? We’ve got about ten cows due to calve. It would be

easier if we were here rather than saddling the hands or your dad with it.” 

She closed her eyes. The urgency she’d felt the night before had faded, as if whatever she’d seen

was  over  and  couldn’t  be  changed. Although  it  was  funny  how,  even  this  morning,  she  still  felt  all

warm and fuzzy. 

 Guess  they  boinked  me  even  better  than  I  thought  they  did.   After  a  moment,  she  opened  her

eyes. “Okay.” 

Ain gently squeezed her hands. “Okay. Next week, then?” 

“Next week.” 

He kissed her hands again. “Thank you, sweetheart.” 

“I’ll  call  Lina  when  we  get  home  and  tell  her,”  Elain  said.  “Mom  and  Dad  can  babysit  the

Beasts and BettLynn. I don’t know what we’ll be up against when we get there, but I don’t want the

babies anywhere near the place. I’d rather not have mom traveling since she’s pregnant.” 

“She’s only a few months in.” 

“I don’t care.” She thought about how Lina’s parents and her own in-laws had all been murdered

in car accidents. “I’d feel better if they’re all here at home. We can have Zack stay, too, to give them

a hand. We should take Kael with us for air backup with Jan and Rick.” 

“We should call in the jaguars, too,” Ain said, sounding resigned. 

“Why?” 

“Do  you  honestly  think  we’ll  ever  hear  the  end  of  it  if  we  think  we’ve  got  a  line  on  Rodolfo

Abernathy and we don’t include Ortega?” 

“Oh. True.” 

Brodey sat back in his chair and rubbed at his face. “I never thought I’d ever look at getting up at

daylight to shove my arm up a cow’s twat to check on a calf as a vacation.” 




* * * *

 

The jaguars were notified and said they would fly to  Maine in their private jet and meet them

there at the appointed time. The night before flying out of Tampa, Lina and her crew were once again

in Arcadia, spending the night there after bringing the Beasts down for Carla to babysit. BettLynn was

happily shifted and running circles around the giggling Beasts. 

“I give up,” Lina said from where she sat on the couch. “They’ve been grouches ever since we

left  here  a  couple  of  weeks  ago.”  She  looked  at  Mai.  “We’ll  look  at  buying  land  down  here  and

building a house. They haven’t been this happy since we’ve seen you guys.” Lina, Elain, and Mai had

gotten together several times since returning from Maine the last time, but they always left the babies

at home to prevent a lengthy delay in departure due to infant temper tantrums. 

“Well, if they’re meant to be together anyway,” Carla said, “why fight it?” 

Lina slumped against the back of the couch. “I’m not fighting it. I get it, believe me. Been there, 

done that, got the Beasts as proof of it.” 

Zack stood behind  Lina and rubbed her shoulders. “It’s all good,  Goddess girl. You all go on

and find that slimeball, or whatever’s left of him, and end this shit once and for all.” He’d be staying

in Arcadia with Carla and Liam. 

“Did you pack my booze?” Lina groused. 

“You don’t need to be soused for the flight,” Elain told her. 

Lina glared at her. “Says you.” 

Mai  walked  over.  “It’s  the  three  of  us,  together.  I  bet  we  could  hold  hands  and  will  the  damn

plane from Tampa to Bangor”—she snapped her fingers—”just like that.” 

When Lina’s face lit up, Elain and Zack both said, “No!” 

She scowled. “Why not? It’s a great idea!” 

“Also  an  idea  that  would  get  the  FAA  and  US  government  coming  down  on  our  asses,”  Elain

said. “The flight will be fine.” 

Lina  slumped  back  in  her  seat.  “I  hate  it  when  you  gang  up  on  me  with  logic.  That’s  sooo  not

fair.” 




* * * *

 

The sense of urgency grew deep inside Elain’s brain the closer they drew to the Clan compound. 

The flight had, as predicted, gone without a hitch despite Lina’s fears of them meeting a fiery mid-air

demise. 

They met up that afternoon at Blackie’s house. The jaguars were waiting for them there, as were

Lacey, Kitty, and Wally. 

Elaine  didn’t  understand  the  slight  aloofness  she  felt  from  the  big  cats,  or  from  Lacey  for  that

matter, but didn’t bother to ponder it. She wanted to get on with the search. 

Blackie brought out a detailed topographical map of the Clan’s territory. “What did you see in

your vision?” he asked. 

“Twice now I’ve seen a cave.” She described it to him. “Any place like that on Clan territory?” 

He scowled. “We have a few caves over this way, but they’re not far from Lacey’s house.” He

looked to the old Seer. “Have you noticed anything?” 

“Not a thing. I can take you there.” 

“Let’s go,” Blackie said. 

Two  hours  later,  they  were  all  standing  in  front  of  a  cave  that  looked  nothing  like  what  she’d

seen. 

She frowned. “Dammit. Where are the others?” 

In less than an hour, they’d eliminated the other caves. They returned to Lacey’s to regroup. 

Blackie tapped a spot on the map. “I don’t know this area that well. It’s pretty rocky, a few hills

and cliffs. I think there’s some sort of rock pile around here or so I’ve heard. There could be a small

cave in this area and no one would know it. There aren’t any homes close by, and it’s not on the way

to the river.” 

She ran her finger over the area on the map, feeling a little tingle at the base of her spine as she

did. Then she spotted a dashed line. “What’s that?” 

Blackie turned the map around so he could see it better. “Fire road, it looks like.” 

Lina brought out her iPad and they pulled up Google Earth. Through the dense tree cover, they

could see what looked like a fire road running along the approximate location as the one on the map. 

“I  know  where  that  road  is,  but  it  doesn’t  even  go  as  far  as  the  river.  No  one  ever  uses  it. 

Forestry service cut it through years ago.” 

“Then let’s go,” Elain said. 

Blackie  ordered  Callie  to  stay  behind  with  Lacey.  The  former  Immortal,  now  showing,  hadn’t

been very happy about it. 

They loaded up into their vehicles, the jaguars taking their own vehicle, and followed Blackie to

end of the fire road. While visible, it was obviously overgrown in places, and a downed tree not too

far from the main road meant they’d have to trek in on foot. 

The jaguars stood off to the side. “Should we split up?” Ortega asked. “We can run down to the

end of the trail and double back and meet you in that area.” 

“That’s a good plan,” Kitty said before Elain could voice her opinion. “We’ll come with you.” 

The jaguar nodded but refused to make eye contact with Elain. 

 Maybe I don’t want  to know what’s up with them.  But she didn’t miss that while Ortega and his

brothers  had  been  relatively  friendly  with  everyone  else,  they’d  maintained  their  physical  distance

from  Elain.  Even  Lina and  Mai had eventually received hugs or handshakes from them.  It was now

common knowledge amongst their group that her Seer superpower seemed to frequently occur when

she touched someone. So what did they have to hide? Or Lacey, for that matter? 

 What-fucking-ever. 

She had bigger worries on her plate than the jaguars acting goofy. 

The jaguars quickly stripped and headed out, silently disappearing into the woods before Elain

could even blink. 

“I’ll shift,” Brodey said as he started to strip. 

“Why?” 

“I’m the best tracker.” He playfully waggled his eyebrows at Elain. “You can carry my clothes.” 

She stuck her tongue out at him but didn’t have a good counter for his argument. He was the best

tracker of the group. 

Following  the  map  and  using  a  handheld  GPS  unit  that  would  work  where  their  cell  phones

wouldn’t, they started making their way toward the area on the map. As they traveled, Elain felt more

sure of it, until she wanted to race past Brodey and follow her gut instincts to the area. 

After another thirty minutes, she felt absolutely certain. She started to run, keeping up with and

eventually overtaking Brodey, who still hadn’t picked up any unusual scent tracks. 

“This is the way. I’m sure of it.” Elain plunged through the underbrush, the visions of the cave

and them standing before it as clear in her mind’s eye as if she were staring at a high-def TV screen. 

She  pulled  up  short  as  she  came  upon  a  monolithic  structure  of  stacked  slabs  of  rock. 

Approximately  twenty  feet  wide  and  ten  feet  high,  apparently  ancient  from  the  look  and  feel,  it

radiated an air of mystery and power. 

And it wasn’t even on her radar of interest. 

Dodging around it, she started to run, leaving everyone else behind. She followed the pull on her

soul,  the  true  path,  her Alpha  leading  the  way.  Brodey  gave  up  trying  to  lead.  He  stopped  her  long

enough to get his clothes back and fell behind to jog on two feet next to Ain and Cail. 

Lina and Mai called for her to wait up, but she continued on her course, single-minded, certain

when she emerged from the woods she would be staring at the cave that had haunted her dreams. 

Behind  her,  the  sounds  of  the  others  faded  away.  It  was  like  her  destination  pulled  at  her, 

drawing her forward and keeping her true. So it was with no surprise when she finally pushed through

into the clearing nearly an hour later that she found herself standing before the cave of her visions. 

“Ha!” 

Triumphant, she stared at the opening. Someone had tried to disguise it with brush and branches, 

but it was exactly as she’d pictured it. 

“Elain, wait!”  Lina caught up with her first, grabbing her arm before she could plunge toward

the opening. 

Fear and caution swept through Elain from Lina’s touch. 

It was the only thing grounding her and holding her back. 

Mai stepped up to Lina’s other side and took her hand. “Together,” the coyote whispered. 

Elain grabbed Lina’s other hand, lacing fingers with her. “Together,” Elain said. 

Lina  nodded  and  looked  forward.  “Together.”  She  raised  her  hands,  Elain  and  Mai  following

suit. 

The  Lyall men,  Micah, and the Alexandr dragons swept into the clearing and skidded to a halt

behind  them.  Around  the  women  the  wind  picked  up,  swirling,  the  trees  bending  and  dancing  as  a

whirlpool  of  air  swept  through  the  clearing.  A  vibration  filled  Elain,  the  same  one  she  knew  now

circled through her fellows in the Triad, their power circuit complete. 

Lina lifted her chin. “Goddess above, Goddess below, from inside all threats do show.” 

The  brush  in  front  of  the  cave  entrance  exploded  away  from  it  in  a  shower  of  dirt  clods  and

leaves, never touching the Triad, as if an invisible bubble surrounded them, protecting them. 

Elain was aware of Brodey stepping closer behind them. “Whoa,” he muttered. 

The women moved forward, the cave entrance now completely exposed. 

And, apparently, completely empty. 

Lina  dropped  her  hands.  “Well,  shit.”  She  rested  her  fists  on  her  hips.  “That  was

disappointing.” 

“Girl,” Cail said, “I think your idea of disappointing and mine are two totally different things.” 

“I got this,” Rick said, racing around in front of them, shifting into his largest dragon form as he

did. 

He stuck his head into the cavern, his neck sweeping back and forth for a moment. 

“Anything?” Ain called out. 

Rick shifted back to human form and turned to face them, his nose wrinkled. “Not a goddamned

thing. Looks like there was someone here, but I don’t see anything but a couple of animal tracks. They

don’t  look  fresh,  days  old,  maybe.  And  it  looks  like  someone  swept  the  floor  of  the  cave  with  a

branch or something.” He looked around, then picked up a branch that had been broken off a fragrant

pine tree. The needles were starting to dry out. “This would help mask the scent, too.” 

Brodey stepped forward and gave a sniff. “Son of a bitch. Ammonia.” 

“What, like someone peed?” Elain asked. 

“No. Like someone sprayed the place down to mask a scent trail before they swept the dirt floor

with the branch.” 

Elain walked past him and into the cavern, pulling the small flashlight from her back pocket and

sweeping  the  beam  around  the  cavern.  He  was  right.  The  remaining  scents  weren’t  fresh,  and

considering several bio animals had apparently tracked through as well in the past couple of days, it

was hard to say who or what the other scents had belonged to. 

Although one stood out clearly to her sensitive nose. 

She  walked  to  the  far  back  wall  of  the  cavern,  tucked  into  a  natural  alcove  hidden  from  view

unless you walked most of the way in, where someone had driven two metal spikes into the wall a

couple of feet up, with large, silver rings attached. 

Lina joined her. “Damn,” she quietly said. 

“What?” 

“Silver.”  She  reached  out  and  fingered  the  rings.  “Someone  wanted  to  keep  a  shifter  under

wraps.” 

“What?” 

Kitty rushed in and shifted back from wolf form. “Anything?” Blackie followed her in. 

Lina shook her head. “Nope. Skunked.” Mai walked in and quietly looked around. 

“Where’s the jaguars?” 

She let out a snort. “They, uh, got skunked. Literally. They’re heading back for the car with their

apologies.” She blew out a breath. “Fortunately, Wally and me missed out on that fun.” 

“They find anything?” 

Her  expression  turned  somber.  “We  split  up  to  cover  more  ground.  They  found  a  couple  of

graves, not too far from here. The jaguars said they smelled like cockatrice.” 

“What the fuck?” Blackie said. “Cockatrice graves in the wolf Clan territory?” 

Kitty shrugged. “They said they didn’t look fresh, but they could faintly smell cockatrice.” She

knelt down, nose close to the ground for a moment before she sat back and sneezed. “I’d bet someone

had Abernathy here.” She rubbed at her nose with the back of her hand before she sneezed again. “But

I don’t smell his cologne. And…” She frowned. “That can’t be right.” 

“What?” they asked. 

She waved Mai over. “You spent more time sniffing Abernathy than any of us.” 

“Not really.” 

“Through Paul.” Kitty waved Mai down. “Give a sniff.” 

Mai squatted and leaned in, her nose wrinkling. “Yeah, it does sort of smell like him.” 

“What was the other thing you smelled?” Elain asked, her wolfie senses now tingling. 

Kitty stood and brushed dirt off her hands and knees. “Probably nothing. Sort of smells a little

like cockatrice, but not really.” 

“You smell cockatrice?” 

“I don’t know. It’s weird. Diluted.” She pulled her pack off her back and sniffed it. “Then again, 

it could just be residual scent on me from the last time I went on a hunt for the cocksuckers. I haven’t

washed this pack in a while.” She looked around. “This is, unfortunately, a dead end.” 

Elain reached out and touched the silver rings. That didn’t feel right at all. In fact…

“Is this where you saw Abernathy being held hostage?” Lina asked Elain. “When you talked to

Baba Yaga that time?” 

“No. It was definitely a room, like a basement. Not rough rock walls like this.” 

They  emerged  from  the  cave  into  the  sunlight.  The  light  was  growing  dim  as  the  sun  settled

lower on the horizon. 

“Now what?” Elain asked. 

“I think it’s time we call it a night,” Kitty said. “There’s nothing around here.” 

“What about those graves the jaguars found? Did you check them out?” 

“No,” Kitty said. “The jaguars smelled skunky and, no offense to them, but Wally and I had no

desire to stay anywhere near them. And, frankly, I don’t feel like digging up cockatrice graves.” She

turned to Elain. “If you all want to dig, be my guest.” 

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Blackie said. “If they’re not Abernathy, and none of our people

are missing…” 

Elain looked at the others It was obvious she was the lone holdout. “No one wants to see who

they are? In the graves?” Her men looked at each other a little uncomfortably. “What?” she asked. 

“Let’s  just  go  back  to  the  cabin,”  Ain  suggested,  stepping  forward  and  apparently  taking  the

lead. “It’s late, everyone’s tired, and I’d like a hot shower and dinner.” 

“They’re just cockatrice,”  Lina gently said from behind her. “The bad guys.  If the jaguars said

they were cockatrice graves, I have no reason not to believe them.” 

Knowing they would only be humoring her if she pressed the issue, and not wanting to delay the

rest of them any longer, she nodded and headed back down the trail. “All right. Fine. Let’s go.” 

Still, she knew that cavern would haunt her thoughts. As would the graves. 

She  also  wanted  to  know  why  the  jaguars,  whose  noses  were  just  as  good  if  not  better  than

wolves’ noses, were able to be surprised by a skunk. Not just one of them, but all three of them. 

She also wondered if it had anything to do with the reason the big cats suddenly seemed to have

no interest in getting within touching distance of Elain. 




* * * *

 

The jaguars begged Blackie’s leave by phone that night, citing their skunked condition, as well

as pressing business matters developing at home that they needed to attend to.  By the next morning, 

everyone  else  wanted  to  change  their  return  flight  to  that  afternoon.  There  was  a  tropical  storm

churning in the Gulf with a potential track toward the west coast of Florida. 

Elain,  the  lone  holdout,  wanted  to  stay  in  Maine  and  cover  every  square  inch  of  ground, 

including taking a shovel to the two graves, if she could find them. 

But she could tell her men, as well as her friends, were anxious to return before the storm hit. 

Late that night, they were back in Florida and retrieving their vehicles from long-term parking. 

Elain  had  stayed  mostly  quiet  throughout  the  flight,  stuck  in  her  thoughts  and  nursing  the  nagging

suspicion that there was more going on than she could see. 

And it was driving her crazy. 

Chapter Forty-Six



The journey from Maine went smoothly. When she exited the customs area, she spotted a young

man, tall, nearly seven feet, holding a sign with her name on it. 

She walked up to him. “I’m Lacey Fraser.” 

He immediately reached for her largest suitcase. “I am Roberto. This way, ma’am,” he said in

heavily accented English. 

She followed him to a new-looking Land Rover that she suspected had more than a few hidden

enhancements,  like  armored  sides  and  bulletproof  glass.  He  held  the  back  passenger  door  open  for

her and offered her his arm, like a perfect gentleman, to help her inside, before he loaded her bags for

her. 

“How far away is it?” she asked once they were underway. 

He glanced in the rearview mirror. “One hour, ma’am. If you need to stop somewhere, please let

me know. And I have been placed at your complete disposal during your visit. If you need anything, 

or wish to go anywhere, I will make it so.” 

She smiled. “Thank you, son. That’s very kind of you.” 

“You are an honored guest. We are all very happy to have you visiting our Clan.” 

“I’ve never been here. Can you tell me some of the history of the region?” 

He really loosened up, chatting and entertaining her during the drive, pointing out things in the

landscape, telling her stories. The journey didn’t seem that long. By the time they pulled into the high-

walled, huge compound, she felt she’d made a friend. 

Ortega Montalvo himself immediately appeared in the courtyard to greet her, opening her door

and offering his hand to help her out of the SUV. 

“Lacey, my dear. This is an honor.” He kissed her cheek. “When you called me yesterday to tell

me of your arrival, I must admit it came as a very pleasant surprise.” 

She smiled. “I think you know why I’m here,” she softly said. 

The jaguar’s eyes changed, his expression shifting as he nodded. “Now?” 

“Please.” She raised her voice to a normal level and offered him another smile. “And then you

can show me around your beautiful home and we can relax and catch up.” 

He hooked his arm through hers and gave a quick command in Spanish to Roberto. Lacey knew

enough of the language to understand it was to take her bags to her room and to await them in Ortega’s

private den. 

Laying  her  other  hand  on  his  arm,  she  quickly  sensed  all  she  needed  to  know  to  confirm  her

suspicions. 

Ortega, with his brothers Juan and Ricardo now trailing them, slowly walked with her toward a

doorway at a corner of the compound. “This was a military installation in the past,” he softly said in

English. “Many tunnels.” 

“Dungeons?” 

His smile held no humor. “Yes.” 

They wove their way below ground, where she suspected it stayed perpetually cool despite any

heat outside. “I would like to meet your other guest as well,” she said. 

She felt the way his arm jerked a little. “And who would that be?” 

“It’s quite all right, Ortega. Your secret is safe with me. But I have something I wish to say to

him.” 

“You do realize he is a father?” 

“Yes. I would like to meet the baby. I promise, I mean them no harm.” 

“Very well.” 

They rounded one more turn in the corridor and came upon a desk where a heavily armed man

sat in a chair, reading a newspaper. 

He stood without speaking at their approach and used an electronic keypad to unlock the heavy

metal door, opening it for them. 

“We  have  made  some  upgrades,”  Ortega  said.  “Security  measures.”  Down  another  dark, 

windowless corridor, another desk with two guards sat before a similar door. One of them stood and

unlocked it. 

This  door  opened  into  a  dank,  dark  corridor  lit  with  bare  bulbs  strung  from  the  ceiling  on  a

wire. Lacey found herself unconsciously huddling closer to the jaguar when he patted her arm. 

“You  have  nothing  to  fear  here,  my  dear.  I  promise  you,  he  is  harmless.  We  are  the  most

dangerous things down here.” 

They  ended  up  before  one  more  metal  door.  This  one  was  unguarded.  Ortega  reached  out  and

thumbed a code in, pulling it open once the lock beeped and displayed a green light. 

Inside,  a  bipolar  set  up.  Half  the  room  looked  like  a  modern,  sterile  research  laboratory  or

hospital treatment room, complete with bright exam lights, implements, monitoring machines, cabinets

full of medical supplies, and a stainless steel exam table. 

The only thing out of place were the silver manacles and chains dangling from it. 

Although the commercial-grade stove and kitchen sink along one wall were a little…odd. 

The other half of the room was original dungeon. Dark, dank, dirty. Rock walls and a bare stone

floor. In the far corner Lacey saw movement at the end of more silver chains. 

The dirty lump shifted position. She couldn’t tell which end was head or tail, then she realized

he wasn’t shifted. He was in human form. 

“He  is  shorter  than  the  last  time  you  saw  him,”  Ortega  said,  dark  humor  coloring  his  voice. 

“Once he realized I was serious when I told him he would get no other food before he finished what I

put in front of him, no matter how many times I put it in front of him, he complied.” 

“And what was that?” 

“I started with his left pinky toe. He just finished part of his right calf yesterday.” 

Lacey let out a giggle despite herself. 

“I’m glad to see you approve.” 

“Can he still hear?” 

“Oh,  yes.  I  left  him  his  right  eye,  and  have  made  sure  his  hearing  remained  intact. Although  I

can’t say the same for his ears.” 

She  stepped  forward,  Ortega  staying  with  her.  She  found  her  grip  on  his  arm  comforting. 

Stopping a few feet away from the thing that used to be Rodolfo Abernathy, she looked down at him

and let out a relieved breath when she confirmed it was the monster himself. His right eye opened and

swiveled toward her, a wild, feral look there. 

Finally releasing Ortega’s arm, she knelt so she could get a better look. It looked like in addition

to the amputations, he’d been burned and flayed at various times. 

“Does he suffer?” she asked. 

“Every second,” Ortega assured her as he knelt beside her. “Last week, we removed a patch of

flesh from his back and then tattooed the names of my son and daughter-in-law in the spot. And those

of other victims. Juan went to medical school twenty years ago. He has been amazing in keeping this

thing alive and relatively healthy. We make sure to prevent infection, keep IV fluids going as needed. 

We don’t torture him every day. We let him heal up enough between sessions that he can take more.” 

Nodding, her eyes went everywhere at once, taking it in, relishing it. 

“And the names. You included Colleen?” 

“Yes. Marston told me about her.” 

The lump made a sound. 

Cocking her head, she tried to listen. “What’d he say?” 

“Oh, probably  help me, or  kill me. Those are his two most common ones right now.” 

“You  know,  Rodolfo,”  she  said,  addressing  the  lump,  “I  hope  you  think  of  Colleen’s  warning

every  second  you  remain  alive.  She  warned  you  that  your  daughter  would  be  your  downfall.  You

killed her because you couldn’t stand hearing the truth. How’d that work out for you, asshole?” 

“Mercedes?” Ortega asked. 

“I’m not sure. Since he fathered Fiona, some could argue Colleen’s warning talked more about

her.” 

“I don’t understand,” Ortega said. 

“Well, had he not abducted your daughter-in-law, you would not have come after him the way

you  did.”  She  started  to  get  to  her  feet,  but  Ortega  smoothly  stood  and  took  her  arm  to  help  her.  “I

didn’t  hear  Colleen’s  words  first-hand.  Her  mate  related  it  to  me  later  when  he  told  me  what

happened. Her vision could have meant Fiona as easily as it meant Mercedes.” 

Ortega considered it. “True.” 

She  turned  her  back  on  the  lump.  “I  heard  rumors  from  Roberto  that  your  cook  has  been  busy

today?” 

He  laughed,  signaling  to  Juan  and  Ricardo  to  follow  them  out.  “Yes,  my  dear.  She  absolutely

has. I asked her to prepare a feast in your honor. And she prepared a special batch of flan for desert

just for you. I know it is one of your favorites…” 

The  door  closed  behind  them,  closing  off  the  moans  from  the  lump  that  once  was  Rodolfo

Abernathy. 




* * * *

 

Emerging into the cleansing light of day once more, Lacey took in her first grief-free breath since

losing Colleen. “Is there time before dinner for me to have my other visit?” 

He  hesitated,  then  nodded.  “Please  understand  that  I  ask  to  remain  with  you.  He  is  under  my

protection, and I am a man of my word. It is nothing personal.” 

“Oh, I don’t mind.” She patted his arm. “And it won’t take me long. If he wishes to join us for

dinner, I have no objections.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.” 

“You know, Jocko is a very lucky man. If you ever tire of him…” He trailed off with a laugh. 

She smiled up at him. “Why you frisky jaguar. I do believe you’re flirting with me.” 

“Of course I am, my dear. I would be foolish to pass up such an opportunity. My wife does not

mind if I flirt as long as I take it no farther.” His brothers left them as Ortega led her inside the main

house and upstairs, across to another wing. They stopped before a large set of wooden doors, where

he knocked. 

From inside, a man’s voice. “Come in.” 

Ortega opened the door, which wasn’t locked, and indicated for Lacey to go first. 

Marston Hill turned, shock registering on his face when he recognized his visitor. 

She immediately waved him down. “It’s all right, Marston. I come in peace.” 

In his arms, he held a baby cradled, feeding her from a bottle. 

Lacey felt her heart tightly squeeze. “May I come closer?” 

He nodded. 

She  walked  over,  tears  welling  in  her  eyes.  The  baby  looked  up  at  her  even  as  she  greedily

sucked down her formula. 

“She’s beautiful,” Lacey whispered. She held out a finger and the baby grabbed it, holding tight. 

“I told Mercedes when I saw her in Yellowstone that she’d have a girl.” 

He seemed at a loss for words. 

Lacey looked up into his eyes. “She really did love you, Marston.” 

He nodded. 

She returned her attention to the baby. “My sweet Colleen,” she softly said. 

He broke his silence. “How did you know her name? Did Ortega tell you?” 

Lacey shook her head, cherishing the moment. 

“I…Mercedes  made  me  promise  to  send  you  a  picture  and  tell  you  her  name,”  he  said.  “I’m

sorry I haven’t done it yet.” 

“It’s okay.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “May I please hold her?” 

He glanced over at Ortega, who nodded. 

Reluctantly, he handed the baby over. 

Lacey let out a soft sob as she stared into the baby’s eyes and bottle fed her. “Colleen. Sweet, 

gentle Colleen.” 

“This is more than just knowing her name, isn’t it?” Marston asked. 

Lacey  nodded.  “I  saw  it.”  She  finally  turned  her  gaze  to  Marston.  “In  Yellowstone.  When  I

talked  with  Mercedes.”  She  returned  her  attention  to  the  baby.  “The  Goddess  works  in  mysterious

ways, sometimes.” 

Apparently it finally clicked home. “She’s  your Colleen?” 

Lacey nodded. “I talked with Baba Yaga and confirmed it. The Great Wheel has once again been

spun around. She isn’t the first to return.” 

“What does this mean?” 

Lacey shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t care.” She let out a soft laugh that she felt down to her toes. 

“And no, I won’t be telling anyone about you or her. As long as you promise to let me come visit her

and send me pictures and updates. Call me Aunt Lacey, if you want.” 

“Of course.” 

After  a  moment,  she  placed  a  kiss  on  the  baby’s  forehead  before  returning  her  to  her  father. 

“You have a second chance, Marston,” she softly warned him. “I will be watching. If—” 

He shook his head. “I’m not that man any longer. I swear it. I will do whatever I can to help out

and make amends. I know it won’t be enough for some, but I have to at least raise my daughter.” 

She  carefully  wrapped  her  fingers  around  his  wrist,  mindful  of  the  baby. After  a  moment,  she

slowly nodded and released him. “I believe you.” She looked at Ortega. “He’s telling the truth.” 

“I  suspected,”  Ortega  said.  “It’s  hard  to  hate  a  man  who  makes  silly  noises  while  bathing  an

infant.” 

“What does Fiona know?” Lacey asked Ortega. 

The  men  seemed  to  share  a  guilty  look.  “That’s…complicated,”  Ortega  finally  said.  “We  told

her  that  Abernathy  abducted  her  mother  while  she  was  pregnant  and  then  killed  both  her  and  her

father. That my wife and I are her biological grandparents, and Marston is one of her father’s distant

uncles.” 

The irony of the amount of truth in the last statement made her smile. “Okay. That’s easy enough

to go with. Will she also be joining us for dinner?” 

“If you wish.” 

“I do.” She let out a sigh. “For now, at least, we can relax a little. Enjoy the simple pleasures of

life.” 

“What about the cockatrice?” Marston asked. 

“They are not our fight any longer,” Lacey told him. “I mean you and I. Although I know Ortega

won’t let go, and rightfully so.  But you and  I, our jobs are done for now in that regard.”  She gently

stroked the baby’s head. “We have reached a time to enjoy our later years and let the younger ones

take over that battle.” 

“I need to tell you something that you need to pass on to your Clan.” 

Lacey met his gaze. “And what is that?” 

“There’s a book. Well, more than one, there were at least two that I know of. I’m pretty sure one

of them is in the possession of your Clan.” 

“The cockatrice spellbook?” 

He nodded. 

“And?” 

“The one that had belonged to Edgar, my mate’s brother. She found it in Lenny’s house after he

died in Yellowstone.” 

“She was the one who ransacked his house?” 

“Yes. We ran so fast when the cockatrice were coming after us, we forgot the book. We couldn’t

get  back  there  for  it.”  He  nodded  toward  Ortega.  “I  told  them  where  it  had  been,  but  they  said  the

house had been torn apart already by cockatrice. They got away with the book.” 

Lacey felt a chill ripple through her. “So it’s back in their possession?” 

“I think so.” 

Ortega held out his hands. “The stink of them was all over the place. I swear to you, we didn’t

find it.” 

“I  believe  you.”  She  heavily  sat  in  a  chair  and  stared  at  the  baby  cradled  in  Marston’s  arms. 

“The  nest  my  Clan  killed  in  Maine,  I  believe  members  from  their  group  are  ones  who  killed

Mercedes.  But  when  our  people  searched  the  house,  they  didn’t  find  another  book.  So  it’s  likely

already in someone else’s hands.” 

Lacey  took  a  deep  breath  and  let  it  out  again.  “But,  like  I  said,  it’s  not  our  fight  any  longer.  I

will, however, figure out a way to pass the information on to my Clan without revealing how I know

it.” She stretched her arms over her head, weary from her travels, feeling joints pop and creak in her

neck  and  shoulders.  “The  best  thing  you  can  do  is  to  stay  completely  hidden,”  she  said.  “It  will  be

difficult  enough  for  me  to  keep  this  from  the  girls.  I  don’t  need  you  doing  anything  stupid  and

revealing yourself.” 

Marston nodded. 

“At least this explains a lot,” Lacey said. “Why I never saw anything about you dying. About my

Clan killing you. I thought for sure that Lina was going to fry you to a crisp, but I never saw it.” 

Marston apparently didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t reply. 

“If Liam finds out where you are, he won’t hesitate to kill you. You realize that, don’t you? Or

his brothers.” 

“I know,” he quietly said. 

“Believe  me,”  Ortega  said,  “if  it  wasn’t  for  the  baby,  his  head  would  have  been  sent  to

Blackestone without a second thought.” 

“You don’t know what Mercedes did, do you?” she said to Marston. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The evidence she sent to my Clan. About Rodolfo killing Paul Abernathy.” 

“Yes. She told me that.” 

“And she included pictures she took of you in Florida, meeting with Rodolfo at a motel.” 

His face went pink before an emotionless mask slipped over him. “It doesn’t surprise me,” he

quietly said. 

She stood. “Bullshit. You had no idea.” She headed for the door. “We’ll see you at dinner.” 

Ortega followed her out before taking the lead. When they were safely down the hall, he stopped

her, turning her to face him. “Why did you tell him that? I never even told him that. I knew he loved

his mate. Why did you take that from him when he’s still mourning her? I’ve never known you to be so

cruel.” 

She sweetly smiled. “Just because he needs to live, for now, doesn’t mean he shouldn’t suffer

for  what  he  took  from  others.  Believe  me,  if  it  wasn’t  for  that  baby,  and  for  Marston’s  future  role, 

he’d be dead already even at the risk of me insulting your hospitality.” She took his arm. “Now, how

about showing me to my room so I can freshen up?” 

Chapter Forty-Seven



They were only home a week, and the tropical storm fizzled into a harmless clump of rain, when

the urge got too great for Elain to stand any longer. She walked into the office after dinner and closed

the door behind her. 

“I need to go back to Maine,” she said. 

Ain  frowned  as  he  sat  back  in  his  chair.  He’d  been  working  on  paperwork  at  Cail’s  desk. 

“Why?” 

“I…just need to go.” 

He didn’t speak for a moment, but she waited him out. 

“Alone?” 

She nodded. 

“Seer stuff?” 

After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded. 

“Is it something you don’t want to tell me, or can’t tell me?” 

“I don’t know yet. It’s a feeling. I really need to go take care of it before it drives me nuts.” 

“Nothing we can do to help?” 

“I don’t think so.” She tried to soften it. “I just need to do this, I think. It’s nothing against you

guys, I promise. Depending on what I find, I might be able to talk with you about it when I get back.” 

“Okay.” 

At first, she didn’t understand what he said. “Okay?” 

He nodded. “Okay. Is there anything I can do or get for you to make the trip easier?” 

Surprise and relief threatened to overwhelm her. She’d expected at least a little push-back from

him. Not…this. “You’re not upset?” 

He frowned. “Why?  Should  I be? You’re a grown woman. You have a very important role.  If

you  tell  me  you  think  this  is  something  you  need  to  do,  as  long  as  you  promise  me  you’ll  stay  safe

doing  it,  then  okay.  Considering  the  cockatrice  are  probably  lying  low  for  right  now,  I’m  guessing

you’ll stay safe.” 

She rounded the desk and sat in his lap, her arms draped around his neck. “Thank you. I really

appreciate this.” 

He  nuzzled  the  side  of  her  throat.  “It’s  been  a  rough  year.  Well,  close  to  a  year.  You  three

especially have been through a lot the past few months. I’m still not sure Jim’s over what happened to

him in Yellowstone. If whatever you need to do helps you with all that, then go. If you want one or all

of us to go with you, fine. If you want to go alone, that’s okay.” 

“But not fine?” 

His  lips  curved  a  little.  “I’m  not  going  to  lie  and  say  I  won’t  be  concerned  about  you  while

you’re gone if one of us isn’t there to keep an eye out. But if I was worried, I’d be demanding at least

one of us go with you for the traveling part of the trip, even if it meant staying at a hotel or something

while you did what you needed to do. I will insist you take your gun with you and keep it with you.” 

She  rested  her  palm  against  his  cheek,  late-day  stubble  scratching  her  flesh.  “Thank  you  for

trusting me.” 

His  gaze  softened.  “I  have  no  reason  not  to  trust  you,  Elain.  I  love  you. All  I  ask  is  you  keep

checking in, and that if you find you do need help, you get one of our Clan up there to help you. And, 

please, check in with Blackie and Callie when you get there, okay? At least keep them posted. I’d feel

better if you did.” 

She touched her forehead to his. “I promise.” 

He kissed her on the lips, warm and tender and sweet, but not begging for more. “Thank you.” 

“My gentler, kinder Prime.” 

He switched to a Scottish brogue. “My sweet lassie. How I love ye.” 

Heat pulsed in her core. “Keep that up, and you’re getting yourself laid.” 

“Good.” 

She got up and locked the office door before walking back to him.  Meeting his grey gaze, she

unfastened  her  shorts  and  shoved  them  and  her  panties  down  her  legs.  He  turned  his  chair  around, 

quickly unfastening his jeans and freeing his stiff cock. 

She  climbed  into  the  chair,  facing  him,  straddling  him.  He  lifted  her  shirt  up  and  off  her, 

followed by her bra. 

With her hands on his shoulders for balance she settled her pussy down onto his cock, letting out

a sigh as he filled her cunt, bottoming out inside her. He grabbed her, pulling her close, her nipples

rubbing into hard peaks as they chafed against the fabric of his shirt. 

He  buried  one  hand  in  her  hair,  pulling  her  head  to  the  side  and  exposing  her  neck.  “If  you

think,”  he  mumbled  against  her  flesh,  “that  I’ll  send  you  off  without  marking  you  myself,  you’re

mistaken, mate.”  He sank his teeth into her neck, making her cry out as an orgasm exploded through

her. Her hands balled into tight fists as she squirmed, impaled on his cock while he growled. 

 “That’s  it,  mate,”   he  thought  to  her.  “You  just  keep  coming  on  my  cock   until  I  tell  you  to

 stop.” 

Now it was her turn to bite down on his shoulder as the edict kicked in, getting a mouthful of

fabric to stifle her screams of pleasure.  Her entire body felt like it was on fire, her pussy grabbing

and squeezing his cock while she tried to fuck him and he just wouldn’t move. 

His chuckle rumbled through her brain.  “Just like that, baby.  Come  until  I  let  you  stop.”   He

stood, turning them until he could set her on the edge of the desk. She wrapped her legs around him, 

writing in ecstasy, the pain of his teeth amping up her uncontrollable orgasm. 

In  her  mind  she  both  cursed  him  and  begged  for  it  to  never  end.  She  didn’t  know  how  it  was

possible  for  her  to  experience  this  much  pleasure  without  it  killing  her,  but  she  decided  not  to

question it. 

And no way in hell would she ask him to stop. 

He didn’t move except to softly growl while her body undulated beneath him. She couldn’t count

how many times she came, because it was one long blur melded together. He finally unlatched from

her neck, licking her flesh, before leaning in again, this time to capture her left breast in his mouth. 

He  bit  down  there,  too,  not  as  hard  as  on  her  throat,  but  a  huge  mouthful  that  had  his  teeth

embedded in her flesh and his tongue flicking against her nipple. She closed her eyes and shoved her

hand in her mouth, trying not to scream and alert the whole house that they were fucking in the office. 

He repeated it with her right breast, driving her insane with pleasure, her cunt still trying to milk his

cock. 

He raised up and examined his handiwork. “Good,” he whispered. He straightened and grabbed

her hips and began fucking her. “You can stop coming after I do,” he said, a playful tone in his voice. 

She  forced  her  eyes  open  and  watched  him  fuck  her,  watched  him  watching  her,  her  body  no

longer hers, belonging totally to him. 

If he didn’t come soon, she was worried she might pass out from the pleasure. 

His strokes grew harder, faster, deeper, and both relief and disappointment mixed as he came, 

his balls emptying inside her, filling her until he fell still. He leaned forward and kissed her while she

tried to catch her breath. 

Grabbing  her,  he  sat  back  in  the  chair,  her  still  impaled  on  his  cock,  her  head  lolling  weakly

against his shoulder. They sat like that in silence for several minutes until a knock on the door startled

them. 

Brodey. “I smell sex,” he softly said. 

She buried her face against Ain’s shoulder and laughed. He kissed her forehead. “Go away,” he

said. 

Brodey knocked again. “No fair hogging her.” 

Ain let out a sigh. “He’s not going away. You realize that, right?” 

She nodded. 

“Hold on,” he said.  He stood and carefully deposited her in the chair.  Pulling up his jeans, he

tucked himself in before walking over the door. He tried to ease it open a crack but Brodey pushed

through and raced over to where Elain sat curled up in the chair. 

Ain closed the door again. 

“Aha!” Brodey said, triumphant and already working on his shorts. “I knew I smelled sex.” With

both hands on the arms of the chair, he leaned in and kissed Elain. He shot Ain an accusatory glare. 

“Did you wear her out?” 

He leaned against the door with a smile, his arms crossed. “Ask her.” 

Nose to nose, he whispered, “Do you have any energy for me?” 

She could never refuse her sweet bonehead. She draped her hands around his neck. “How about

you do a quickie now and make it up to me later?” 

She let out a squeal as Brodey scooped her up out of the chair and set her on the desk again. His

cock was already inside her and fucking her, hard and fast, before she got her bearings. 

He nibbled the side of her neck. “I see Prime marked you good, hmm?” 

“Yeah. I think he wanted to show ownership before I leave.” 

Brodey fell still, the sudden lack of movement startling her. He straightened and looked at Ain. 

“What the fuck? Leaving? What?” 

She tried to regain Brodey’s attention. “We can talk about it later.” 

He pulled out. “Uh,  no, we’ll talk about it  now. What’s going on?” 

She didn’t think anything could derail Brodey’s mind when it came to sex. 

Apparently,  she  was  wrong.  He  pulled  her  up  and  put  her  back  in  the  chair,  his  cock  already

wilting. 

 Uh-oh. 

“She’s going back to Maine,” Ain told him. “Alone.” 

“What? No.” 

He nodded. “Yeah. I told her it was okay.” 

“You didn’t think to ask us first?” 

She reached out and clutched his arm. “Seer stuff,” she gently said. “Just for a little bit. A few

days. I really need to do this.” 

Brodey looked crestfallen. She hated seeing that expression on his face. Trying to distract him, 

she reached for his cock with her other hand. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s finish what you started.” 

But he grabbed her hand and made her let go of his cock. “No, let’s talk about this. Does Cail

know?” 

“We haven’t gotten that far yet,” Ain said. “She just asked me.” 

“And you didn’t think to come get us? What, you were too busy fucking her brains out to think, 

‘Hmm, maybe I should talk to my brothers’?” 

“You can’t stop her from going,” Ain said. 

“She’s also sitting right here,” Elain added, crossing her arms over her chest and feeling more

than a little irritated. 

Someone knocked on the door. 

“What’s going on in there?” Cail called out. 

Ain opened the door enough to let him in, closing and locking it behind him. 

“Guess what Prime prick agreed to without involving us first?” Brodey said. 

“Steak and a blow job, from the smell in here. That desk is where I work, you know.” 

Brodey snorted in disgust. “No. He told Elain she could go up to Maine by herself.” 

Elain stood and grabbed her shirt and shorts from the floor. “Elain is a big girl who can do shit

on her own without needing your permission.” She yanked her shirt on, then her shorts, and headed for

the door. 

Cail stepped into her path, his expression serious. “Whoa, wait a minute. What’s going on? Can

someone please fill me in?” He glanced at his brother. “And Brodey, dude. Pants on, please?” 

Brodey glared at him but yanked his shorts up. 

“She needs to go up to handle some Seer stuff,” Ain said, not moving from in front of the door. 

“I told her it’s okay.” 

Cail scrunched his mouth up. “I know you’re Prime, but Brodey’s right—” 

He threw up his hands. “Thank you!” 

“—that you should have consulted with us out of courtesy.” 

“I am not a child,” Elain said, her anger starting to seethe. “I have shit I have to do, and you two

aren’t making it any easier on me.” 

“Whoa, babe,” Cail said, holding up his hands. “I’m not saying no—” 

“What?” Brodey protested. 

“—I’m  saying  this  is  one  of  those  group  things.  Calm  down.”  He  shot  Brodey  a  glare.  “You, 

too.” 

“Hey, you’re Gamma, I’m Beta.” 

“And I’m the mate,” Elain said, glaring at them both. “Code of the Ancients, make mate happy, 

right?” 

The two younger brothers fell silent. 

She took a deep breath to regain a hold on her emotions. Stepping forward, she took one of each

of  their  hands  in  hers.  “I  love  you  guys,  and  I  know  you  want  to  protect  and  help  me.  But  this  is

something I need to do.” 

“Did you talk to Lina and Mai about it?” Cail asked. 

“This isn’t Triad stuff. It’s… You just have to trust me when I say it’s something I need to do. 

Alone. I’ll be back after I finish.” 

Brodey blew out a long, resigned breath she knew meant he didn’t like it, but he would go along

with it. “Fine,” he muttered. 

She looked at Cail. He shrugged. “I’m not happy about it, but I can’t stop you.” 

She pulled them both in for a hug. “Thank you.” Maybe she could distract them. “Can I show you

my appreciation?” she asked with what she hoped came out as a seductive tone. 

Brodey still wore a pouty look. “You just think sex fixes everything, huh?” 

Cail snorted. “Since when doesn’t it with you?” 

Elain realized  Brodey was deliberately holding out and nudged  Cail in the side.  She turned to

Brodey and cupped his face in her hands, giving him a long, slow, sweet kiss. Finally, he started to

respond and pulled her close. 

“Dammit,” he muttered, “you know how to get to me every time.” 

“Okay, can we please take this to the bedroom?” Cail asked. “This is my frigging desk. I don’t

care if her DNA is all over it, but I really don’t want to be smelling you two dudes.” 

Ain opened the office door and glanced out into the living room. “Coast is clear.” 

Elain,  Brodey,  and  Cail  headed  for  the  bedroom  while  Ain  stayed  behind  to  finish  his

paperwork. “I’ll catch up with you in a few.” 

Cail no sooner had the bedroom door closed behind them than Brodey had stripped and grabbed

Elain. “Maybe I should spank you for not waiting to tell all three of us together,” he said, nuzzling her

neck. 

She ground her hips against him. “Aw, are you really mad at me?” 

He blew out another snort. “No, dammit. I can’t get mad at you.” 

Cail tugged on the back of her shirt. “Hey, why aren’t you naked?” 

After quickly rectifying that, all three of them climbed into bed. Brodey took charge, lying on his

back and pulling her down on top of him, impaling her with his cock. 

Cail  grabbed  a  towel  and  lube.  “We’re  going  to  give  you  a  little  reminder  of  our  own,”  Cail

said as he squirted lube down the seam of her ass. 

Brodey held her cheeks open for  Cail.  He squirted lube onto his fingers and slowly massaged

her rim until he had one worked into her. 

She closed her eyes, head on Brodey’s shoulder and unsure if she’d be able to come again. 

But it’d be fun trying. 

Brodey decided to stack the deck. He reached up and grabbed her by the hair, making her look

him in the eye. “Listen up, babe. Once Cail’s got his cock inside you, you  will start coming and   not

stop until we do.” 

She whimpered, the edict overriding her control over her body. 

A slow smile curved his delicious mouth. “That’s right, baby. You   cannot start coming until he

starts fucking you. Aww, poor baby. You’re all horny again now, aren’t you?” 

She  nodded,  unable  to  speak.  The  unscratchable  itch  built,  a  need  she  couldn’t  slake,  her  clit

throbbing, her cunt aching, her ass wanting to feel Cail’s cock inside her. 

“You like it when we play dirty like this, don’t you?” 

She nodded, whimpering again when Cail worked up to two fingers in her ass. 

His gaze narrowed, sexy, smoldering. “You know who you belong to, don’t you?” 

She nodded. 

“Take your time,  Cail,”  Brodey said, never breaking eye contact with her. “Make her wait for

it.” 

“Fuck you, I’m horny.” 

“Hey, I’m not coming yet.” 

“Yeah, but your cock’s in her pussy.” 

“You can’t tell us to stop,” Brodey told her, “because you like this, don’t you?” 

Heat filled her face. She nodded. 

His  playful  grin  widened.  “You  like  it  when  we  make  your  body  do  things  you  didn’t  even

dream possible, don’t you?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. 

“Heh.” He lifted his head to look down her back and see Cail. “Dude, I have an idea.” 

“What?” He stopped, his two fingers halfway in her ass. 

“I say we stack the deck in our favor.” 

“How?” 

Brodey’s fist in her hair tightened. “You trust me?” he asked Cail. 

“Um, sure.” 

Brodey laid his head back and held her gaze with his. “This is an edict, baby. Once you leave us

and head to Maine, you  will not have any orgasms until you’re back home with us. And you  will  be

horny for us. Understand?” 

“That’s going a little too far,” Cail said. 

“Okay, fine.”  He brought her face down closer to his. “You won’t stay horny all the time.  But

even if you try to play with yourself, you  will not be able to come until you’re back home with us and

 we make you come. If you can’t handle that, speak up now, or that edict stands.” 

She swallowed hard and nodded. 

He pulled her in for a deep, probing kiss. “Such a good girl,” he whispered. 

Cail picked up where he left off. “Okay, that sounds fair.” He laughed. “Mean, but fair.” 

Elain squirmed on Brodey’s cock, the torment only driving her need higher as Cail worked her

up to three fingers. She felt suspended by pleasure, hanging in that realm between desire and release

while  Cail  took  his  sweet  time  loosening  her  up.  She  was  vaguely  aware  of  the  door  opening  and

closing, and the bed dipping a moment later. 

Ain. 

He looked down at her and tipped her head up to him. “I think I want seconds,” he said. 

She opened her mouth, making him laugh. “Yep, what I had in mind.” 

“That’s not fair,” Brodey said. “We don’t get seconds.” 

“You just edicted her, dumbass,” Cail reminded him. “I’d say you’re even.” 

“What?”  Ain  asked,  falling  still  with  just  the  head  and  glans  of  his  cock  passed  through  her

eager lips. 

“Bonehead forbid her to come after she leaves here, until she gets back from Maine.” 

Ain slid his cock deeper into her mouth as he laughed. “That’s great. Good work, Brodey.” 

She whined. 

Cail’s  hand  disappeared.  Seconds  later,  the  slicked  head  of  his  cock  pressed  against  her

stretched rim. The edict kicked in, the pleasurable explosion rocking her to the center of her core as

his cock sank into her ass. 

“You can’t stop coming until all three of us come, babe,” Brodey reminded her as he and Cail

started finding a slow rhythm. Their cocks seesawed in and out of her, Ain’s cock gliding along her

tongue. She couldn’t think, the overwhelming wash of pleasure almost taking her breath away. 

Then the vision hit. She knelt in the woods next to what looked like a grave. Leaning forward, 

she started to put her hands on it when another bolt of pleasure jarred her out of the vision and back

into their bed. 

Crying out around Ain’s cock, she held on and rode each wave as it came, uncontrollable pulses

of  need  swarming  from  her  clit  to  her  cunt  and  ass  and  back  again.  Her  nipples  rubbed  against

Brodey’s chest and only added to the sensations. 

It could have been three minutes or three hours, she didn’t know.  Every thrust brought another

wave of orgasms until she wasn’t sure she could handle much more. Then Cail’s fingers tightened on

her hips. 

“Yes,” he gasped, taking one last thrust before falling still. 

Brodey  was  still  fucking  her,  his  hips  slamming  up  against  hers.  She  forced  an  eye  open  and

spotted his grin. “Oh, baby, I still got a little left in me.” 

She whined, knowing he would make it last as long as he could to get his pound of flesh out of

her, so to speak. 

Then again, it wasn’t a bad thing. 

Ain also chuckled. “And even when he blows, remember, I already got the worst of my tension

out of my system. I could hold off for a long time like this.” 

That drew another whine out of her. He could, too. 

Brodey  fucked  her,  slowing  down  and  speeding  up,  her  brain  unable  to  process  intelligent

thoughts and simply holding on for the ride. Finally, he sped up, a grunt escaping him as he blew. He

fell still, panting. 

But…

She kept coming. 

She looked up at Ain and whined.  The edict still held.  Until she got him off, she couldn’t stop

coming. 

He grinned. “You look so pitiful.” His grip on her head tightened and he slowed down, drawing

another whine of protest out of her. 

“Aww, you want me to come so you can stop coming, don’t you?” 

She mumbled assent around his cock as good as she could. 

“Play with my balls, baby. Maybe you can coax it out of me.” 

Shakily, she braced herself with one arm while reaching up to stroke his sac. 

“That’s it, sweetheart,” he urged. “God, you look so sexy like this. Full of our cocks and coming

so hard.” 

Brodey  reached  up  and  played  with  her  nipples,  making  her  squeal  and  earning  another  laugh

from Ain. “Ooh, that felt good. You making noises around my cock like that.” 

Brodey continued the torment, until the pleasure was nearly unbearable and tears fell from her

eyes. 

Ain slowed down, his voice growing hoarse. “Flick your tongue along the glans, baby. Lick the

head.” 

She  did.  Using  the  tip  of  her  tongue,  she  licked  pre-cum  from  the  slit,  stroked  the  hot,  silky

surface, traced the ridge. 

He sucked in a breath. “Fuck, that’s sexy.” 

Then, the thing she hadn’t taken into consideration. In her ass, Cail started growing hard again. 

“Oh, baby,” he laughed as he slowly started stroking. “You’re in trouble now.” 

“What…oh!” Brodey said. His cock hardened fully. “Yeah, we’re going to send you off walking

funny and sore in all the right places.” He tweaked her nipples again, making her cry out, each wave

of pleasure mixing in with the one before. 

Ain started moving again, harder, faster. “Since they get to torture you some more, I guess I’ll go

ahead and get out of the…way.” He buried his cock deep in her throat. She wasn’t sure she could do

it,  but  she  did,  swallowing  his  cum  as  it  poured  down  her  throat,  Ain  pulling  out  just  before  she

thought she might gag. He stroked her cheek. “Good girl.” 

That  still  left  Brodey  and  Cail.  She  gave  up  trying  to  move  with  them  and  let  them  take  full

control. With her ass loose and lubed from his first load, Cail rode her hard and fast, growling under

his breath as he did. “You’re gonna come home and we’re going to fuck your brains out, babe.” His

balls slapped against her ass with each stroke until, finally, he came. That time, he pulled out, to her

relief. 

Leaving Brodey. 

He grinned up at her as he slowed down, making her whine. “Aww, you want me to hurry up and

come, don’t you?” 

She nodded. 

He  flipped  her  over  onto  her  back,  grabbing  her  ankles  and  putting  them  up  on  his  shoulders. 

“Well, I guess I’d better fuck you then, shouldn’t I?” He didn’t just fuck her. He pounded his cock into

her until she thought she wouldn’t be able to breathe from the force of her orgasms. Finally, he let out

a growl and plunged into her one last time before falling still. 

Sobbing with relief, her body relented as the edict was satisfied. She couldn’t move, her body

limp and wrung out. It felt like she’d just run a marathon. 

Brodey caught his breath and gently lowered her legs. He rolled over, her body cradled against

his as he showered kisses all over her forehead. “And that’s how wolves keep their mates satisfied,” 

he whispered. 

She could only nod before blessed sleep took over. 

Chapter Forty-Eight



Brodey, Ain, and Cail stood in the front yard early the next morning and watched Elain drive off. 

“I can’t believe we’re really letting her go by herself,” Brodey said. 

Part of him wanted to rip Ain’s head off for agreeing to it without bringing it to him and  Cail

first, and part of him knew Elain was a capable, grown woman who needed her freedom. 

“Me either.” Cail sounded positively morose. “I can follow her and not let her see me.” 

Ain’s expression of disbelief mirrored Brodey’s feelings. “Seriously?” Brodey asked. 

Cail looked from Ain back to Brodey. “What?” 

Ain rubbed his chin as he shook his head. “I think you just took  Brodey’s bonehead title away

from him.” 

“What? What’s wrong with my idea?” 

Brodey  turned  without  answering  him  and  headed  back  toward  the  house,  with Ain  following. 

Cail brought up the rear. “Seriously, tell me what’s wrong with that?” 

Brodey  finally  turned  while Ain  kept  walking.  “Dude,  she’s  an Alpha  wolf   and  a  Seer.  You

don’t think she’d peg you before the two of you even reached Tampa? And then she’d rip all three of

us a new one for not trusting her. No thank you.” 

“I  do trust her! I don’t trust those fucking cockatrice.” 

“Neither do we.  But look what she did to the last one she encountered.  Kind of wasn’t even a

fair fight.” 

He frowned. “I’m going to miss her. And worry about her. What’s wrong with that?” 

Brodey poked him in the chest. “That right there is what’s wrong. You wouldn’t be able to stay

far enough away from her to keep her from knowing you were following her.” 

“It would have been nice if Ain had consulted with us first.” 

“She doesn’t need our permission. She’s our mate and our wife, not our slave.” 

“Maybe we should take a page from Blackie’s playbook,” he muttered. 

Brodey  shoved  back  his  anger.  He  understood  all  too  well  where  Cail  was  coming  from.  He

was just better at hiding it. “Look, what Blackie and Callie do is between them. If Elain wants kinky

stuff in the bedroom, whatever. But she was doing just fine in life before she met us, and I think we

can  trust  her  to  take  a  road  trip  by  herself.”  He  softened  his  tone.  “Especially  when  she  obviously

needs it as much as she does. She’s got a lot on her mind. She needs to decompress. If this is how she

wants to do it, then I’m okay with that.” 

Cail took one more look down the driveway. Elain’s car had already pulled onto the road and

disappeared.  “You  can’t  stop  me  from  asking  her  if  she’s  okay  and  if  I  can  go  join  her  when  she

calls.” 

Brodey smiled. “No, I can’t, and I won’t. Just don’t guilt trip her.” 

“How can you be so blasé about this? You’re the ultimate horndog. You start getting twitchy if

you have to be away from her for more than a few hours.” 

“Hey, that’s not fair. Not to mention inaccurate. There’s plenty of days we don’t make love. You

know that.” 

“I said away from her.” 

Brodey shrugged. “Because I know she’ll be just as ready for welcome-home sex as I will.” He

grinned. “I’ll make sure when she gets home that I’ll make her remember how good it is to be with us

and not away from us.” His smile faded. “We can’t keep her corralled in the house like Juju and Bea. 

She has to be able to live her life. She’s a Seer. She has a lot of responsibility weighing on her.” He

felt  a  weight  drift  over  his  soul.  “I  just  hope  it’s  not  too  heavy  on  her.  So  everything  we  can  do  to

make that burden just a little easier, whether it’s offering to do the dishes, or rub her feet, or let her

drive to Maine by herself, I’ll do it.” 

Cail  stared  at  him  for  a  moment.  “I  don’t  know  why  Ain  started  calling  you  ‘bonehead.’

Sometimes, I think you’re smarter than the two of us put together.” 

Brodey grinned and slapped his shoulder. “Last one in has to check pregnant cows.” He bolted

for the house. 

Cail shook his head. “Oh, yeah” he called after him. “Now I remember why.” 




* * * *

 

Elain made the turn off the main road and braked to a stop. She pulled her sunglasses down and

looked over the top of them, staring through the windshield at the deserted fire road ahead of her. The

same one they’d all trekked up less than two weeks earlier. It lay shaded amongst the trees and didn’t

look like much had changed. 

 Everything had changed. 

She’d driven straight through from Florida without as much as a nap, her Alpha wolf pacing just

below the surface and growling in her brain the entire time. Keeping her awake. 

Keeping her focused. 

When  she’d  called  Lacey,  the  Seer  was  friendly,  but  couldn’t  talk.  “I’m  traveling,  dear.  But  I

knew you’d be coming. I told Jocko you’d be staying at my house. Feel free to stay there as long as

you like and completely make yourself at home. The spare key is under the blue flowerpot on the back

porch. Good luck.” 

Then the call had ended. 

Elain hadn’t tried to call her back, knowing even if she did, she’d only get the Seer’s voice mail. 

There  was  something  bigger  going  on,  an  overall  picture  she  could  not  yet  clearly  see.  She’d

have to pick away at it step by step. 

She thought about the first time she’d visited the  Maine compound, going to the thinking place

with Lina and Lacey. 

The first time she laid eyes on Abernathy in the flesh, just before he escaped. 

Also the last time any of them saw him free and alive. 

 The jaguars have been rather weird as of late. 

That  nagging  thought  would  not  leave  her  mind.  Baba  Yaga  herself  had  told  her  to  trust  her

instincts. 

Elain  suspected  there  was  more  than  mere  coincidence  to  the  jaguars’  sudden  change  in

behavior. 

She  shut  the  car  off  and  got  out,  letting  her  feet  carry  her  the  correct  way,  that  same  primal

instinct guiding her. This time, she veered off the path leading past the monolith and to the cave. She

headed the way the still, quiet voice inside her guided. 

It didn’t take her long to find the first, larger grave, exactly as it had looked in her vision. Grass

and weeds had begun reclaiming the bare dirt, and some dead leaves had dropped and blown onto it, 

but she still sensed it there. 

It definitely was not old. She’d guess only a few weeks old, if that. 

But Kitty would have trusted the jaguars. She wouldn’t have had any reason to disbelieve them

and go looking for it herself. 

 Follow my gut. 

Kneeling  next  to  it,  she  took  a  deep  breath  and  placed  her  hands  in  the  middle  of  the  dirt, 

pressing hard into the soil. She closed her eyes and opened her mind. 

The vision immediately washed over her, the chase, the fight, but from the cockatrices’ point of

view.  Cameron,  one  of  the  escaped  cockatrice  from  the  meth  lab  they’d  destroyed. And  his  cousin, 

Gerry. 

Their names filled in automatically, as if she should have known them already. 

Cameron’s desire for revenge because Mercedes killed his relatives in Yellowstone. His anger

over  not  getting  paid  due  to  the  raid  on  the  meth  lab.  This  cockatrice  had  found  a  spellbook  at

Mercedes’ house, a book that was the twin to the horrific one Lina had in her possession. A book that

the cockatrice been looking for and felt would lead them to the  Tablet. A snapshot of some of their

future plans for murder and mayhem. How they’d chased Mercedes and Marston from near the cave. 

How Gerry had impaled a very pregnant Mercedes with a branch during the battle. Cameron, almost

immediately killed by Marston, had died thinking about his mate awaiting his return. 

Guarding the evil spellbook. 

Took Marston a few minutes longer to kill Gerry, who could shift. 

When she opened her eyes, Elain realized her whole body trembled, adrenaline coursing through

her with no way to expend it. 

Tears  rolled  down  her  cheeks.  At  the  end  of  the  vision,  it  had  briefly  shifted  into  Marston’s

point of view. 

How desperate and enraged Marston felt while fighting for his mate, his love. 

For the life of his unborn child. 

But the cockatrices’ story ended there. Two of the jaguars had buried them, tossed one on top of

the other in the same grave. 

On shaky legs, Elain slowly retraced the jaguars’ steps until she found the other grave. This one, 

they had taken more care with her. Elain sensed they’d gently placed her in the grave with care and

respect, not just dumped her in. Several large stones marked each end, smaller ones lined up along the

sides. A quickly assembled memorial that wouldn’t as easily be lost to time and memory as the other

grave. 

Kneeling once again, she pressed her fingers into the earth. 

This time, she felt seized, as if by someone else. Rage and grief poured through her, a baby girl

ripped from her, literally, but at her behest. Love…

Impending doom. 

Knowing this was the end and unable to change her fate. 

A baby girl lay in her arms, but Elain screamed, her tears, the pain of loss unbearable. 

The  vision  changed.  It  felt  like  her  entire  world  was  filled  with  grief,  loss,  a  little  girl  not

growing  up  the  way  that  had  been  intended.  Elain  felt  confused,  unable  to  sort  out  if  this  was

Mercedes or not. 

Then it hit her maybe this grief was a different baby, a different girl. The love flowing through

the vision for the girl made Elain think it was someone close to her. 

Fear gripped her, outside of the vision. This felt too real, too close to home. This felt more like

what was yet to be than what had already happened. 

Throwing  herself  back  onto  her  ass,  she  broke  her  connection  with  the  grave  and  lay  there, 

staring up at what she could see of the now overcast sky through the trees. 

Marston had been Mercedes’ mate. The father of her baby. 

Mercedes had saved Jim’s life in Yellowstone, the vision Elain received from the cockatrices’

grave proving Mercedes had nothing to do with the kidnapping in the first place. 

Something  else  gleaned  from  the  vision—Mercedes  had  been  half  cockatrice,  half  wolf. 

Abernathy’s daughter. 

 Why did she help us? 

And why was she herself now filled with unfathomable grief, as if a loss she couldn’t begin to

stop was nearly upon her? 

Her  memory  of  the  vision  just  before  Christmas  slammed  back  into  her  brain.  This  was  what

she’d seen. The immediate aftermath of the attack. 

Instinctively,  she  scrambled  back  a  few  more  feet  from  the  grave,  far  enough  away  she  didn’t

have to worry about contact with it. 

 I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t want this power. 

Marston Hill and Rodolfo Abernathy had been the reason her mother died of soul sickness, and

why her father had to abandon her for her own safety. Abernathy was a purely evil, sadistic bastard. 

Marston  Hill  had  been  part  of  the  murder  of  Kael’s  family.  He’d  also  murdered  her  mates’

parents, Bertholde, her uncles’ mates, and no telling how many others. 

Lacey had met  Mercedes before the Yellowstone  Gathering. And ever since then, the old  Seer

always seemed to avoid most physical contact with Elain, although she’d acted friendly. 

 Hell, she offered me use of her house. 

Speaking of, she could use a hot shower and a nap in same said house. 

Sitting up, she looked at the grave again. If she were Lina, she knew she’d be bouncing off the

walls wanting to find Fat Boy—Lina’s name for Marston, although he wasn’t as fat now as he’d been

when Lina first encountered him—and fry his balls. 

Mai would likely want to wait for the full input of the Clan Council before they took any action. 

Elain drew her knees up to her chest, resting her chin there, and stared at the grave. That left her, 

the reporter by training, the pivot by Fate. 

 I want the full story before I rush to judgment. 

A  chilly  breeze  picked  up,  making  it  all  the  way  down  from  the  treetops  to  the  ground  and

drawing a shiver from her. 

 Time to go think for a while.  To sort out the past from the future in what she’d seen. 

Brushing the dirt off her hands, she stood and headed back to her car. 




* * * *

 

Elain  found  the  hidden  key  exactly  where  Lacey  said  it’d  be,  under  a  flowerpot  on  the  back

porch.  She  let  herself  in  the  back  door,  towing  her  bag  with  her  and  locking  the  backdoor  securely

behind her. 

She needed sleep. Her body craved it, and her Alpha had now been satisfied and was willing to

let her take the rest she desperately wanted. Despite being curious to try out her newfound powers in

Lacey’s house by touching various things, Elain made her way to the guest bedroom. 

On the bed lay a small box, and a sealed envelope with her name written on it. Elain let go of

her bag and walked over to the bed to get a better view of the box. It stopped her in her tracks when

she realized what it was. 

With  a  trembling  hand,  she  picked  up  the  envelope,  ripped  it  open,  and  read  the  note  inside, 

written in Lacey’s neat script. 



 Dear Elain, 

 Congratulations, dear. I thought you might want this just to confirm things in case you didn’t

 believe it to be true. My house is completely open to you, regardless of what you feel you need to

 do. I understand and do not mind. 

 I’m not sure how long my trip will keep me. I know I cannot ask it of you, but I will still put

 the request out there—please say nothing to Mai and Lina of this. To clarify, of my journey. (Feel

 free, of course, to say what you like to whomever you like about the other.)

 Now,  I  believe,  you’ll  understand  my  distance  lately.  It  was  nothing  personal.  But  some

 things cannot, should not, be changed. I hope you understand that. I do not wish to hurt you or the

 others, but I believe you better than Lina and Mai will understand what and why I had to do these

 things. 

 I might add that our missing friend will no longer be a problem for others. He is being taken

 care of quite well, and quite to my satisfaction. And, unless my instincts are wrong, I believe the

 other issue that you are now aware of is no longer a threat, either. Changed for the better, at least

 for the next eighteen or so years if I’m not mistaken. 

 If  I  find  I’m  wrong  on  that  count,  I  will  immediately  call  you  and  let  you  know  before

 handling things on my end. 

 Jasper is with Jocko. I’ve told him that you might come for him. If you wish to do so, please

 feel free to take him with you back to Florida. I think he’d enjoy the company of Juju and Bea. His

 vet records are in a folder in my desk.  He is up to date on all his shots.  His monthly heartworm

 medicine is in a cabinet in the kitchen, and he’s due on the first of every month. 

 I  will  let  you  know  when  I  plan  to  return.  Or,  at  the  very  least,  I’ll  contact  you  before  my

 return and find out if  I’m still welcomed or wanted in  Maine.  If not, it’s a risk  I needed to take, 

 and  I’m  prepared  to  deal  with  the  fallout,  if  necessary.  My  services  as  Seer  are  no  longer

 required, if you think about it. You, Lina, and Mai do a far better job and are more than prepared

 to take over, even if you don’t think so. 

 You are a brilliant Seer, my dear. And a woman so powerful in your own right that I have no

 words to adequately express it. You will also be a kick-ass mother, as they say. 

 Use all the time you need. As I said, my home is open to you, for whatever and whenever and

 however long you need it. 

 Please  forgive  me  for  not  being  able  to  tell  you  everything  before  now.  But  like  I  said,  I

 believe you, more than anyone else, are able to understand why. 

 Dear, please burn this when you finish reading it. 

 Love, 

 Lacey. 



Elain  sat  on  the  bed,  her  whole  body  suddenly  numb.  She  stared  at  the  small  box  on  the  bed, 

afraid to touch it. 

After a few minutes, she left the letter behind and rushed into  Lacey’s bedroom.  The  Seer had

neatly made her bed before her departure. Elain stared at it for a moment before lying down on it and

closing her eyes, her arms at her side, palms flat against the bedspread. 

Crystal  clear  images  skipped  through  her  brain  almost  faster  than  she  could  process  them. 

Scenes of  Lacey at  Jocko’s,  Mercedes stopping by  Jocko’s house,  Lacey talking with the woman in

Yellowstone…

Lacey lying in this same bed and having visions of her own. 

And  how  she  suddenly  jumped  up  in  the  middle  of  the  night  to  make  reservations  to  fly  to

Bolivia just days ago. 

And why. 

Elain’s  eyes  popped  open  as  she  stared  at  the  ceiling.  She  hadn’t  turned  on  any  lights  in  the

house yet and the overcast afternoon filtered through the slanted horizontal blinds over the windows

and cast patterns on the walls and ceilings. 

Lacey had known. Known why the jaguars left the States so suddenly and without notice a few

weeks earlier. 

And who left with them. 

No, she couldn’t tell anyone the information. Not even her men. 

And especially not Lina and Mai. Mai wouldn’t be able to keep it from Lina. 

And Lina would likely want to blow up the whole country of Bolivia. 

Elain  shuddered,  remembering  the  house  at  the  meth  lab.  If  the  three  of  them  could  so  easily

destroy a house, then an entire country…

“Dammit,”  she  whispered,  starting  when  her  voice  sounded  loud  to  her  ears  in  the  otherwise

silent house. 

She got up and went to the kitchen, finally turning on a light. She knew she was stalling for time

but didn’t care. She made herself a cup of hot tea and took it into the guest bathroom. There, she got

the shower started and left her mug while she went to retrieve her toiletries from the suitcase. 

The box sat where she’d left it on the bed. 

It was impossible, because she’d been careful. She’d taken precautions. 

She thought about the night of her last vision, spent with her men at the Venice house. 

The feeling that had remained with her ever since that night, slowly growing stronger. Bouts of

upset tummy recently she blamed on bad Chinese take-out or other reasons. 

First she turned, to return to the bathroom, then stopped. 

As steam slowly wafted through the open bathroom doorway,  Elain went and grabbed the box

off the bed and took it with her into the bathroom. 

Chapter Forty-Nine



The shower and nap did Elain’s body good. 

Didn’t do shit for her mind, unfortunately. 

Elain sat, alone, on  Lacey’s back porch and stared at the woods.  Twilight was settling across

the  landscape,  chilly  air  taking  over  from  the  warm  afternoon.  She  knew  she  should  eat  something, 

and Lacey had even left her freezer well stocked with premade meals. 

Unfortunately, she was still working her way through her emotional numbness. 

She took a sip from the bottle of beer in her right hand. With her left she played with the tag on

her necklace, the one that matched the ones her men wore. She hadn’t yet shared with anyone the latest

visions she’d had. Both at the graves, and from lying in Lacey’s bed. 

Or the note her friend left. 

She took another sip of beer. 

The images were still too disturbing for her to fully process yet, much less talk about. 

Then again, there wasn’t anyone she  could talk to about them. 

At least one problem wouldn’t plague them anymore. Disturbing as the solution was. 

Not that she objected to Abernathy being tortured, because he’d brought it on himself.  But she

did want to know exactly who else was involved, and if she needed to be worried on their behalf. 

She’d burned the note as Lacey had asked, setting fire to it and letting it turn to wispy ashes in

the barbecue grill sitting on the back porch. 

At  least  with  this  settled,  the  cockatrice  had  moved  to  the  top  of  the  shit  list  and  could  now

receive their undivided attention. 

She laid a hand on her belly.  Well, they could for the most part. 

Another sip of beer slid down her throat, crisp, cold, and nowhere close to getting her as buzzed

as she wished she was. 

Because  she  knew  she  could  only  allow  herself  this  one  beer,  and  even  that  was  not  the  best

idea. However, since she wasn’t able to self-medicate with anything stronger, it’d have to do. 

Anything else might hurt her baby. 

She might have doubted Lacey’s words, but she knew the pregnancy kit the Seer had left for her

wasn’t lying. 

Her package of birth control pills now resided in the bathroom trash, along with the used test kit. 

She didn’t even flinch when she heard the man’s smooth British accent speak from the other end

of the porch. “Are you all right, Elain?” 

She took a deep breath before responding, weighing her words. “Not particularly.” 

Ryan Ausar walked over and sat in the chair next to her. “As  I told  Lina once, it’s not always

like this. Not always one crisis after another.” 

“I hope not. I’ll be ready for a loony bin in another year at this rate. I feel like I’ve lived twenty

years in the past eighteen months.” She finally looked at him. “So what strange, fresh hell are you here

to drop on me? I thought Lina was our head shit-catcher.” 

He smiled. “No, nothing like that today. Merely a social call. I wanted to check up on you when

I realized you’d come up here by yourself.” 

“I didn’t realize the Devil kept tabs on me.” 

He chuckled. “You three ladies are very special. I would be quite remiss not to keep my finger

on the pulse of things, as it were.” 

Elain returned her focus to the woods. “How often are visions wrong?” 

She  could  tell  he’d  tried  to  contain  his  sigh,  but  her  keen  lupine  ears  picked  it  up  anyway. 

“Having spoken with other Seers recently, it’s likely they’re more correct than wrong. Since you are

part of the Triad…” He paused, seemingly searching for the words. 

“I’m probably not wrong.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Why?” she whispered. 

He scowled. “I don’t understand.” 

“I  had  a  vision  today  out  in  the  woods,  of  a  baby.  A  baby  girl.  Of  crying  over  one.  Of  the

cockatrice.  Why can  I see things  like  that?”  She  forcibly  choked  back  the  tears  that  wanted  to  flow

over her memory of the vision. “Then I saw something about another girl. A different one. Of losing

her. I don’t think it was the same baby. It felt like it was from a different point of view. Is it mine?” 

He started to reach out to her, then paused. “May I?” 

She nodded. 

He wrapped his fingers around her wrist, his face going blank.  It was as if she could feel him

searching through her brain. 

After a moment, he released her and sat back. 

“Well?” 

A sad smile curved his lips. It looked at home on his face, as if he were a man far too familiar

with bearing grief. “You didn’t have the vision you thought you did.” 

“Don’t tell me what I thought I did and didn’t have. I know what I saw.” 

“That wasn’t a vision of your baby.” 

Ice chilled her soul. “Callie’s?” 

He shook his head. 

“My mom’s?” 

“No.” 

“Please, just tell me.” 

“Apparently,  your  powers  are  still  growing.  That  wasn’t  a  vision  you  had  of  the  kind  you’re

used  to  having.”  He  looked  out  at  the  woods.  “The  first,  as  you  know,  was  Mercedes’  spirit  you

tapped into. Out in the woods. Mourning the loss of her daughter. It was tied into what happened to

her.” 

“So the baby’s all right?” 

He nodded. “Hers and yours.” He chuckled. “And as far as I know, everyone else’s as well.” 

“Then what about the other?” 

He shrugged. 

“What does that mean? That you don’t know, or you can’t say?” 

“A little of both. But it doesn’t appear to concern any child of yours, or of the immediate inner

circle of your family, as far as I can tell.” 

The ice thawed only a little in Elain’s gut as relief started trickling in. “Mercedes’ baby’s alive

and well in Bolivia,” she whispered. “And I can’t tell another fucking soul about it, right?” 

He nodded. 

Elain let her head rest against the back of her chair as she pondered the ramifications. 

“Lacey was correct,” he slowly said after a few minutes. “I would suggest that, unless you truly

wish to provoke something that should be left alone, you don’t mention this to anyone. That you also

discourage anyone from traveling to the jaguars’ territory.” 

“How can I let that fucker raise a child? He’s a murderer. A  child murderer.” 

“Even Hitler had a dog.” He stretched his long legs before standing and turning to her. “I suspect

a time of quiet, at least for a little while. Relatively speaking.” He slipped his hands into the pockets

of his khakis. “Use that time, the three of you, to develop and refine your powers. Lina may seem to

be the most powerful in the obvious ways. That comes from her heritage and her being an extremely

old soul. But you and Mai are also powerful in your own ways. Complementary ways. You do not yet

realize just how powerful you are.” 

“I don’t feel powerful. I feel like I want to rip something limb from limb.” 

“Have you considered talking to your men?” 

She let out a snort. “I can’t talk to anyone but you, apparently. Or Lacey, and she’s not here. I’ve

never felt more alone in my life.” 

“Then go for a run. Of the four-legged kind. Work out your thoughts that way. This is the proper

place for it, is it not?” 

It was. And, truth be told, it sounded like a damn fine idea. She stood and poured the rest of her

beer  over  the  porch  railing  before  setting  the  empty  bottle  just  outside  the  door.  When  she  turned

around, she was alone once more. 

 Figures. 

But she smiled as she reached for the buttons on her blouse. Yes, a run felt like a good idea. 

A  hell of a good idea. 

Chapter Fifty



Ryan  appeared  in  the  living  room  of  his  condo  in Atlanta.  Weary  to  his  very  core,  he  walked

into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of bourbon, neat. With that in hand, he slowly unbuttoned

his shirt as he walked to his bedroom. 

He set the glass down on his dresser and walked into the bathroom to start the shower. Once that

was going, he returned to the bedroom and used the remote to turn on the TV. 

After staring at it for a moment, head cocked, he walked over to the armoire housing the TV and

stood there. Then he nudged the TV over slightly to the right, completely concealing the stone tablet

propped up behind it. 

 There. That’s better. 

He wished he could have gotten his hands on the other book, but after heated discussions with

his  father  and  the  Dodeks  who  far  outranked  him,  Ryan  knew  he  had  to  let  that  matter  drop.  He’d

render whatever assistance he could to the shifters, but unfortunately, he couldn’t solve the matter for

them.  It  wasn’t  his  bailiwick,  since  it  wasn’t  a  book  from  another  realm.  It  didn’t  fall  under  his

purview since its magick was of no use in another plain. 

Unlike the Tablet, which could be taken to another realm and its latent powers converted to use

against innocents. 

He’d  been  pushing  the  limit  as  it  was,  raising  eyebrows  amongst  the  higher-ups.  If  he  wasn’t

careful, he might find himself removed from his post. Then he couldn’t help anyone. He’d taken a big

enough  risk  probing  Elain’s  mind  when  she  allowed  the  contact. And,  unfortunately,  he’d  found  the

confirmation he sought to his suspicions of who threw the curse into the Cailleach. 

While he wasn’t very familiar with the culprit—fortunately deceased—he was all too familiar

with her daughter. 

Bera, a Tanuki they were currently seeking for heinous crimes of her own. 

 Like mother, like daughter, I suppose. 

But  that  wasn’t  any  concern  of  the  wolves.  They  had  equally  pressing  matters  of  their  own  to

deal with. Elain, Lina, and the others would have to prove themselves. Trial by fire, if necessary. 

He dropped his shirt onto the floor. After kicking off his shoes and removing his socks, he added

his  slacks  and  briefs  to  the  pile,  picked  up  his  glass,  and  returned  to  the  bathroom  for  a  long,  hot

shower. 





THE END
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