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  Prologue


  


  Waaay back when.


  


  Rage filled his mind. Around him, the waning crescent moon lit the midnight landscape brighter than any sunny afternoon to his lupine eyes.


  Grief. Death.


  Revenge.


  Their three sisters, dead.


  Murdered.


  He would exact the price from the hide of the beast who’d killed them. And fresh on the offensive scent trail, he knew exactly what he was tracking.


  A cockatrice.


  There’d been rumors in the nearby town of a couple of stray cockatrice in the area, but then again, there were always rumors. They’d never heeded them before.


  Never needed to.


  What lone cockatrice would dare invade a wolf stronghold?


  Obviously, one with a death wish.


  Somewhere behind him, the faint echoes of one of his brothers sounded in his mind, but he closed it off.


  He would find this bastard.


  He would kill him.


  And then he’d track back to its lair, whatever disgusting crack of Hell it’d slipped out of, and destroy anyone he found there.


  On he ran, kilt swirling around his knees, sword in his hand, ready to kill. He didn’t need to be shifted into wolf form to follow the cockatrice’s trail. Its scent blew strongly enough through the heather and grasses it passed, betraying its path.


  Anytime he faltered, anytime he considered the way his breath burned in his lungs, he called to mind the image of Colina, only seventeen and already showing herself to be a fierce wolf, dead, her body lying in front of the corner where their two youngest sisters, Adair and Sulwen, only five and three, had been butchered. She’d died trying to protect them, a dirk in her hand.


  She’d been run through by a spear, the little ones stabbed to death.


  The scent grew stronger, fresher as he ran, meaning he was catching up to the fecking bastard. He leapt a shallow creek and on the other side caught sight of what looked like the corner of a cape disappearing through more trees ahead.


  Struggling against the urge to let out a howl of success that would alert the monster, he dug deep within himself and poured on more speed, until he could see the cockatrice ahead of him. Likely a youngling, or unable to shift, or else it would have done so already, a fully-grown and shifted cockatrice more than a fair match for a wolf.


  It glanced back over its shoulder, which turned out to be its downfall. Literally. Tripping, the cockatrice went flying, landing face-first in the dirt.


  Before the cockatrice could scramble to its feet, the wolf was on him, sword ready, lopping off a leg first and reveling in the sound of the beast’s shriek of pain.


  “Take that!” He stood and as the cockatrice tried to flip over, he brought his sword down again, taking off the other leg just below its knee.


  Panting, he reached down, ignoring the cockatrice’s shrieks, and grabbed its spear, launching it out and away into the dark woods.


  “Children!” the wolf roared as he stared down at his prey. “They were bloody children! What, ye cowardly beast, ye couldn’t face men?”


  With another roar, he swung, lopping off the cockatrice’s left arm.


  It was moving less now, its cries weakening as its blood seeped into the dirt, creating black pools around it in the moonlight.


  The wolf stepped over it and took off its right arm.


  Then he straddled the body, ignoring the horrid feel of the warm blood mixing with cold dirt to become mud squeezing between his bare toes. He placed the point of his sword at the cockatrice’s throat.


  “Know this,” the wolf swore. “I will track down yer scent to whence ye came. I hope ye have a mate, because I will destroy any hope of yer line ever continuing.”


  The cockatrice shouted something that sounded like “no,” but by then the wolf had shoved, hard, burying the point of his sword into the ground by way of running it through the cockatrice’s throat and spine.


  He let out the howl he’d been holding back, screaming his rage and grief to the sky, to the Goddess. Then he stood back and, first rocking the sword back and forth to make sure the head was completely severed, he pulled his sword free.


  Panting, fighting against the urge to shift and let his Alpha take over, he picked up the scent once again and began tracking. No doubt his brothers would find the body before they found him.


  If they found him first, they might try to change his mind, try to argue than an eye for an eye wouldn’t bring Colina, Adair, and Sulwen back.


  That wolves were better. That wolves didn’t go after mates.


  Normally, he’d agree.


  But this was a cockatrice. And those were his sisters. And if cockatrice had no honor, then, in his mind, they deserved none in return. Not when his little sisters had been ruthlessly butchered.


  He ran, slowing as the scent had faded a little in the hours since the cockatrice had passed this way.


  The thought that it might be a trap designed to lure him out, alone, crossed his mind.


  He didn’t care. He’d go down fighting and taking as many of the evil ones with him that he could.


  Through the woods, a winding, twisting path that crossed several streams, obvious attempts the cockatrice had made to backtrack and mask his trail.


  The wolf would not be fooled.


  It was before dawn when he smelled wood smoke, like a cooking fire, and found the hovel tucked against the side of a hill, sheltered by a rocky outcropping.


  No animals in the yard, just a haphazard pile of wood that looked like it’d simply been thrown there.


  He had no trouble kicking in the door. As he did, he glimpsed someone running through a curtained doorway. Giving an enraged roar, and with his sword leading him, he rushed through the opening only to be brought up short when he felt the sword’s tip punch through a meaty target before burying itself in what felt like a wooden timber.


  A scream cut through the dim light. He swore as he tore at the curtain until he pulled it free from where it’d been tacked to the doorframe. It was nothing more than a sleeping alcove, barely large enough for two adults, straw on the floor covered by ratty, dirty blankets.


  He’d found his target, all right. The female bore the unholy stink of cockatrice, and his sword had pierced her in the back, through her chest and out the front.


  With another roar, he ripped the sword free and shoved her to the side so he could finish her off. As she looked down to where her arms had been clutched in front of her, it was only after he was running her through again, from the front, that he realized she’d been holding something.


  An infant.


  Sick horror washed through him as he yanked the sword free again. Now the woman was dead. She slid down the wall, leaving a bloody trail in her wake, which appeared black in the flickering light from the fire.


  He’d killed the infant with the first thrust from behind.


  As he stared down at the dead mother and child, an agonized roar went up, born from his lungs without conscious thought or will, grief and anger and a primitive vortex of horror and regret.


  A baby.


  As he backed away from the alcove, he tried to rationalize it. No, he’d never killed a cockatrice child before.


  Any child.


  Rarely, they’d encountered mates. Usually when cockatrice attacked them, it was men, sometimes accompanied by women who could shift and fight.


  My sisters are dead, children. Dead by a cockatrice’s hand.


  They’d been shown no mercy, so why should he feel badly about what he’d done?


  An infant.


  I’m supposed to be better than cockatrice.


  Wolves are better than that. We don’t kill mates or children of our enemies.


  And yet, he had.


  He ripped through the small room that formed the bulk of the hovel’s size. Other than a piece of dried venison hanging from a nail near the fire, there was no food in the house. Barely anything. The hovel itself looked like it had been cobbled together rather than built. One wall was the rocky outcropping.


  He stepped forward and grabbed a piece of kindling stacked by the hearth. Holding it to the flames, he waited until it had caught to step away from the fire. He walked over to the doorway of the sleeping area and touched the flame to the edge of the curtain he’d torn from the doorway, waiting until it caught. Then the straw, which easily lit. The blankets there.


  Backing toward the front door, he lit the walls, reached up and touched the flame to the thatched roof in several places, until he backed out into the night and tossed the stick inside.


  Retreating to the far side of the clearing, he watched as the shanty burned. When the flash of something to his right caught his eye, he looked only to find…nothing.


  Must have been a trick of the smoke.


  Or perhaps of his conscience. He’d thought he’d seen a woman standing there, with brilliant orange hair, but he was alone.


  Only when he was satisfied that everything inside would be consumed did he turn and head back the way he’d come.


  He encountered Brodey first, before he’d reached the body of the male cockatrice.


  “Aindreas! Are you all right?”


  He’d already scoured the blood from his sword with dirt and water, sheathing it and hoping his brother’s keen senses didn’t pick up anything Ain didn’t want him to know. “I’m fine.”


  He walked past Brodey, but Brodey grabbed Ain’s arm and swung him around.


  “Why do you smell of smoke?”


  Ain shook free, hoping he wouldn’t have to edict his brother. “I burned down the monster’s hovel.”


  “Mate?”


  “Dead.” He trudged forward, exhaustion catching up now that his rage had been sated.


  Brodey followed. “Any others?”


  Ain couldn’t lie to his brother. But he wasn’t obligated to volunteer the truth, either. “None who live.”


  “Was it a nest?”


  “A small one.” He trudged forward. “Where is Cailean?”


  “Disposing of the body of the male.”


  “Good.”


  Thankfully, Brodey went silent, his own grief rolling off him in silent waves Ain could feel as keenly as his own pain.


  Grief. Yes, he couldn’t lose sight of that fact. Why should he feel any remorse about killing the baby of a monster who’d murdered three children himself? A baby who’d grow up to kill, or at the very least, breed other monsters?


  He couldn’t even tell if it’d been a boy or a girl.


  Shoving those thoughts out of his mind again, he forced himself to keep walking.


  It wasn’t just Cail, but Brighton, as well. Not even two years older than the triplet brothers, Brighton stood and stared at Ain and Brodey as they neared.


  “Are you all right, brother?” Brighton asked.


  Ain nodded.


  They finished building a pyre and stacking the parts of the cockatrice’s body on it. Once it was alight, they stared as it burned.


  Brighton laid an arm on Ain’s shoulder. “You did well,” he quietly said.


  “It will not bring them back.” His voice choked up at the end, grief now threatening to unman him.


  He’d been the one to discover them, first into their home, and first to raise the alarm.


  The first on the trail of the attacker.


  Brighton pulled him in for a hug. “Let Brodey and Cail take you home to Mother and Father. I will stay here until the pyre burns down and insure it does not set the entire woods alight.” He clapped his younger brother on the back and handed him off to Brodey and Cail.


  Ain didn’t look back, letting his brothers guide him toward home.


  


  * * * *


  


  The here and now, at the jaguars’ compound in Bolivia.


  


  Marston sensed rather than heard the old wolf Seer standing in his open doorway. He stood in front of the window, in a morning sunbeam, his infant daughter cradled in one arm as he fed her a bottle of formula.


  So much he’d learned in such a short amount of time. So much had changed since his first children had been born centuries ago.


  The good thing was it kept his mind off his grief over losing Mercedes.


  “Yes, Lacey?” he asked without turning, his gaze fixed on his daughter’s blessedly peaceful face.


  “May I come in?”


  “Of course.”


  The wolf crossed the room until she stood next to him, staring at the baby. “She is beautiful, Marston.”


  “Thank you.”


  She reached out and touched one of the baby’s hands with her finger, letting out a sigh when the baby’s fingers closed around hers.


  “You know I will keep your secret, don’t you?” she asked.


  “I appreciate it. I know my life isn’t worth anything once she’s grown. But after that, I don’t care what happens to me. As long as she’s safe and happy.”


  Lacey stroked the baby’s fingers with her thumb and didn’t attempt to pull her own finger free from her grip. “I wish I could fix that for you, but I can’t. You did a lot of dark things.”


  “I know. I’m not proud of any of them.”


  “Elain Lyall knows where you are. Well, she will know soon enough.”


  That was finally enough to jerk his attention toward her. “What?”


  “I saw it.” Her eyes met his. “I will do my best to convince her to keep this secret. I don’t know if she will or not, that is beyond my power. But she is a mother-to-be herself now. Perhaps she might see things in a different light.”


  “That bloody insane dragon Seer won’t,” he muttered.


  “Lina’s far from insane. She’s very powerful and very devoted to her friends and loved ones. And to be fair, in one of her visions she witnessed what you three did to Kael Dalco’s family.”


  He winced but didn’t respond.


  “My best advice to you is to stay as humble and quiet as possible around Elain when she shows up.”


  Lacey cooed at the baby, who smiled at her around the nipple of the bottle in her mouth.


  “You really think she’ll come here?” Marston asked.


  “Of course she will.” She finally, gently extricated her finger from the baby’s grip. “You deserve whatever tongue lashing she gives you.” She once again focused on Marston. “And you will take it without question, hear me?”


  He nodded.


  She smiled and patted him on the shoulder before heading toward the door. “Good. Now hurry up and come downstairs. Breakfast is ready.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s morning.”


  “No, I meant why do you want me to eat with you? I understand dinner last night was a sort of show for Fiona’s benefit since you’d just arrived—”


  She stopped and turned. “Marston. In your arms you hold the reincarnated soul of a woman I loved more strongly than any sister. You are her biological father in this life. I can see in you the desire to be the best father to her that you can, and that you have left your dark ways behind you. That within you still beats a basically good heart once gone astray.”


  She shrugged. “Whatever penance you do later on is no concern of mine. For now, I wish to enjoy these days. They are the best blessing I’ve had in a long, long time.”


  “It doesn’t hurt that Ortega has Rodolfo down in his dungeon, does it?”


  She grinned, showing a little tooth. “Not in the slightest.”


  Chapter One


  


  Meanwhile, back in Maine…


  


  Elain Pardie Lyall lay naked in bed and stared up at the unfamiliar shadows cast onto the ceiling. So many things rolling through her brain, so much had happened, and too much to take in and process all at once.


  Let’s not forget I’m pregnant.


  Yeah, that had been the cap on the crazy day.


  She reached up and fingered the tag on the necklace around her neck, the little pawprint tag that matched the ones her men wore. She realized it’d become an unconscious habit, a talisman.


  She’d never spent a night in Lacey’s house before, and tried to ignore the occasional noises she heard. She knew the small, old house was simply settling, or creaking, but now knowing far more about the world than she ever cared to, it wasn’t hard for Elain’s mind to jump to more sinister explanations and stay on high alert. Especially since she had the house all to herself.


  The nine millimeter, a round chambered and loaded with a full magazine, sat in its unzipped case tucked into an alcove in the headboard behind her.


  Safety off.


  It only lessened her tension a little.


  Worse? The only person she could talk to about all this shit now rattling around in her mind was—here was the corker—the Devil himself, Ryan Ausar.


  She would talk to Baba Yaga about it if she could, except she had no way of getting in touch with the old hag without going through Lina or Callie, and she couldn’t tell either one of them what she now knew. Gigi could probably put her in touch, but then word might get back to Callie or the others.


  I can’t even tell my guys.


  The secrets she now carried held the power to devastate the people she loved most. Her father and mother. Her own husbands and mates. Her best friends. Even her father’s brothers, who she’d yet to meet. Not to mention it could drive a wedge between the tenuous new relations forged in creating the mega-Clan that joined many shifter races.


  It could also alienate Lacey, her friend and the Clan’s former Seer, from everyone else.


  Marston Hill, alive and well and under the protection of the jaguars in Bolivia. Raising his infant daughter, the one he’d had to cut from Mercedes’ body after she was mortally injured by a cockatrice.


  Did that information fit in the larger puzzle comprised of the cockatrice threat? Or was that nothing more than a tragic distraction?


  It felt like the more she knew, the deeper she fell into a tar pit of the past, events conspiring to drive her insane at the current rate.


  I don’t even know how much I don’t know.


  All she felt certain about was the fact that she’d been unwillingly saddled with responsibilities she neither wanted nor felt qualified to deal with.


  Even trying to look at it logically didn’t help.


  I wanted to be a journalist, to get to the heart of meaty stories. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever anticipate anything like this.


  She rolled onto her right side and closed her eyes again. No telling how many miles she’d run earlier that evening while shifted, crossing back and forth through Clan territory there at the Maine compound, streaking through the woods without being distracted by any of the animals scurrying out of her way.


  Running to the point of exhaustion, until she finally dragged herself back to Lacey’s, rinsed off in the shower, and collapsed onto the guest bed.


  The exercise, unfortunately, hadn’t tired her brain.


  I don’t want to be a Seer. I don’t want to be in the Triad.


  I just wanted to have a family.


  Well, she had that in spades, at least. With a baby on the way, as well as a baby brother, courtesy of her mom and dad.


  Eventually, in the predawn hours, she gave up trying to sleep. She sat on the edge of the bed and swung her legs over the side, staring down at her ankles. She wiggled her toes.


  Guess I’d better stare at you guys while I still can.


  Even that thought drew little more than a smirk from her.


  Missing—one sense of humor.


  Elain wondered if this was why Baba Yaga’s two sisters felt alienated from her. Maybe for this very reason, the weight of knowledge bearing down on Baba Yaga so heavily that she couldn’t connect with them any longer.


  I know I can’t connect with Mai and Lina right now.


  If anything, she needed to keep her distance from them. Kind of hard to do when Mai and her men still lived in the same house with Elain, and Lina and her guys would all soon be moving down to Arcadia from Tampa.


  Standing, she pulled on sweats and headed out to the kitchen, where she turned on the TV mounted under the upper cabinets. An early-morning news anchor droned on about the world’s problems. Insurgents in the Middle East. Suicide bombings. The kidnapping of a soccer player in South America. Another political scandal out of DC.


  The same ole shit.


  As Elain measured out coffee, her mind wandered.


  How much of what I’m listening to is caused by stupid, greedy, or evil people, and how much of it is really caused by cockatrice?


  Elain had seen the vision Lina had picked up from Baba Yaga. By holding on to her friend’s arm and tuning in to Lina’s thoughts, she’d seen it play through Lina’s mind. A nuclear bomb being set off in a populated area. One set by the cockatrice.


  Then there was the book to be thought about, the one from her vision. The evil cockatrice spellbook still floating around out there, a match to the one they had and likely in the hands of the cockatrice.


  If they didn’t get their hands on that book, if the wrong people took possession of it and used it…


  With her arms braced against the counter, she stared down at the floor.


  “I’m not ready for this,” she quietly said to the empty room.


  “Of course you are.”


  Elain screamed, wheeling around at the sound of the woman’s voice. In the doorway stood Baba Yaga, in her matronly form. She wore what looked like Vera Wang and a wry smile. What looked like an amethyst amulet peeked through at her neckline before she reached up and adjusted her collar. With her arms crossed in front of her, she leaned against the frame.


  “What the fuck are you doing scaring me like that?”


  “Sorry. Want me to go outside and knock?”


  “You’re lucky I can’t throw fireballs.”


  The Immortal shrugged but otherwise didn’t move. “Who says you can’t?”


  “I…” Elain stared at her for a moment before a smile broke out across her face. “Yeah, riiight. Nice one. I’m still pissed off at you for scaring me.”


  “I’m serious. The three of you made a house disappear as if it’d never existed. Nice job, that, by the way. If you honestly think a fireball is beneath you, think again.”


  Elain’s throat went dry. She tried to swallow, but heard a dry click.


  “Oh, come now,” Baba Yaga chided as she stepped away from the doorframe and across the kitchen toward Elain. “Yes, your powers are still in their infancy, but the three of you together have already achieved things our Triad never would have imagined at this stage.”


  “Together,” Elain said. “That being the key word. All I can do is see things and sense emotions when I touch someone. Lina’s our human flamethrower, not me.”


  “Yet. You just need to have courage and try.”


  Elain stared at her, sure the woman must be yanking her chain. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Absolutely not. Do I strike you as a jokester? That would be Loki’s realm, not mine.”


  “Lok—” Elain’s jaw snapped shut. Nope. I don’t want to know if more mythical beings are actually real. “Don’t suppose you want to give me any instructions, do you?”


  She shrugged. “I cannot.”


  “Of course not.”


  “No, I mean I do not know. Just as we had to find our own way, so must you. Not because I don’t wish to help you along, but in this case, I simply do not know. They are your abilities. You must learn them. It’s not like teaching someone how to drive an automobile. There is no one right or wrong way.”


  “So what is the purpose of your visit, other than scaring the crap out of me?”


  “Twofold. The first being that should you wish to contact me, you simply tell yourself you’re at my home, and there you shall be.”


  Elain eyed her. “Just that easy?”


  “Just that easy.”


  “And the second point?”


  “I’m going on a…walkabout, as it were. So should you try to contact me in the immediate future, you won’t be able to locate me. I’ll notify you upon my return.”


  Elain stared at her for a moment before arching an eyebrow. “Really?”


  “What?”


  “You come here to tell me how to get in touch with you, and then tell me that you’re not going to be around for a while?”


  “Well, when you put it like that, I do suppose it sounds rather odd.”


  “Exactly how long will this little walkabout of yours last?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t decided.”


  Elain turned to the cabinets to find a coffee mug. “It sounds like there’s a reason you don’t want me contacting you.”


  The Immortal didn’t answer. When Elain turned around, she found herself alone in the kitchen.


  “Oh, come on!” she screamed at the ceiling. “Really?”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was still a little before dawn as Elain sat on the back porch, sipping coffee as she stared through the garden and toward the woods behind Lacey’s house. One of Jocko’s nephews was stopping by a couple of times a week to check on things, weed, and keep the grass mowed until winter set in.


  The old wolf Seer’s presence filled the house and the garden, but that didn’t provide Elain with any answers.


  Not far away, here on wolf Clan land, lay two graves. One dug with care, the other simply to conceal the two cockatrice bodies within.


  It was the first grave she thought about now, the one that wouldn’t leave her brain.


  What she’d seen yesterday when she sat by the grave and placed her hands on the relatively fresh dirt.


  Her visions.


  Closing her eyes, she stared into the darkness and spoke aloud. “Tell me what I’m supposed to do.”


  In her mind, Mercedes appeared. Not impaled on a branch as she had died, but whole, the way she’d looked in Yellowstone.


  Except she wasn’t pregnant in this vision.


  Behind Mercedes, the blackness of Elain’s mind faded into a mentally reproduced view of Lacey’s backyard. The woman turned and pointed toward the sundial, where underneath lay the Tablet of Trammel, hidden to appear as if nothing more than another paving stone.


  Mercedes looked at her and shook her head.


  Next, another vision appeared in Elain’s mind. She saw Ryan Ausar and Lina, together, standing by the sundial. Then Elain’s mind flashed back months earlier, to the night they were all discussing how to remove Callie’s curse and the two of them disappeared from the Florida house for a while. Lina had returned a short time later looking shell-shocked, but had revealed very little about what happened or what she and Ryan had discussed.


  Elain’s eyes opened, but Mercedes still stood in the middle of Lacey’s garden, the beam of the security lamp mounted on the back of the house passing right through her.


  This time, she smiled. “I can’t stay long.” She walked over to the sundial. “It’s not here, you know. Not the real one. Not anymore. This is a garden of secrets. More than just that one. Many more.” She pointed to Elain. “I can’t do anything else now. But you can.”


  The image of Mercedes faded into the predawn darkness.


  In a flash, Elain knew what she had to do even though she didn’t know why. She slung the dregs of her coffee off the porch and ran inside, barely taking time to put the mug in the sink. After changing into jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers, she ran down to Lacey’s basement and found exactly the things she knew she’d need.


  Grabbing her car keys, she loaded the stuff into her trunk and headed back to the fire road where she’d parked the afternoon prior. Dawn was just starting to make its appearance. Going to the trunk, she removed the gardening gloves, shovel, tarp, and a roll of duct tape.


  She deserves better. I can’t leave her out here.


  Hiking in, in less than an hour she found the grave and dumped everything onto the ground a few feet from it.


  What am I doing? This is crazy.


  She pulled on the gloves and knelt beside the grave. Across from her, Mercedes appeared again, also kneeling.


  “We’re a lot alike,” she whispered to Elain. “Our mothers were taken from us by Rodolfo Abernathy.”


  Elain stared at her, wondering if this was just a vision or really happening. “Rodolfo was your father.”


  Mercedes nodded. “Unfortunately.”


  Elain fell back on her ass, eyes wide.


  Mercedes smiled and picked up one of the smaller rocks that marked the outline of the grave, lifting it in her hand, her expression sad. “Marston tried to save me. Wanted to save me. I had to beg him to cut her out of me.” Her expression turned hard and cold. “Fucking cockatrice.”


  “You’re a cockatrice,” Elain managed to whisper, certain now she was about to lose her mind, or had already lost it.


  “Half,” Mercedes said, chucking the rock over her shoulder. “Half-wolf. Almost.” She pointed at Elain. “I had the benefit of knowing who I was from the start. But I didn’t have the benefit of loving parents.”


  “Your brothers killed Lina’s parents.”


  “Edgar did.” She picked up another small rock. “Lenny knew about it but wasn’t in on that part of it.” She stared at the rock. “And Lina was grown. Not like us. Not a newborn.” She chucked that rock over her shoulder, too, and picked up a third. “And if I knew then what I know now…” She didn’t finish.


  “What’s that?”


  “Love.” She met Elain’s gaze, and her flinty grey eyes suddenly jogged Elain’s memory.


  Fiona. The little girl she’d helped the jaguars rescue from Rodolfo’s compound in Montana. She’d had those same eyes.


  Rodolfo’s eyes.


  Somewhere in the woods behind them, Elain heard a noise, like an animal stepping on a stick. She turned to study the trees behind her, and when she turned back, Mercedes was gone.


  There were three bare spots in the dirt corresponding to where the rocks had lain. The two were off to the side, where they’d been tossed. The third lay in the dirt in the center of the grave where Mercedes had dropped it.


  Elain stared at her leather work gloves. No fresh dirt on them.


  Eyes squeezed tightly closed, she tried to control her breathing, to keep from hyperventilating.


  I did not just see that. I imagined it. It was in my mind.


  She opened her eyes and found herself alone.


  The rocks were still displaced.


  Before she lost her nerve, she hurried and moved the rest of the rocks. Then she grabbed the shovel and gently started digging.


  Four feet down, Elain stopped using the shovel and dug with her gloved hands until she found a brown, stained scrap of fabric. She’d been able to smell decomposition soon after she started, and now a thick wave of it blew past her, nearly making her forget her purpose. Gently she cleared more dirt away until she had the woman’s torso uncovered.


  The jaguars had buried her with her arms crossed over her chest and covering the ragged and fatal wound there. They’d also removed the branch that killed her. Elain stood and reached for the tarp and duct tape, which she dragged into the hole with her. Working carefully, she finally got Mercedes’ body encased in the tarp, securing it with several wraps of duct tape.


  She tossed the roll of duct tape out of the grave.


  Okay. Now what the hell do I do?


  Working alone, there was no way to be gentle or tender about it. After taking a deep breath, she wrapped her arms around the corpse’s upper body and pulled, pushing it up the wall of the grave, until she had her hands under what would have been Mercedes’ ass.


  “Sorry, lady,” she grunted as she gave a hard shove.


  It was enough to get the upper half up and over the edge. Elain grabbed the legs and, with a little jump, got them pushed up and out. She tossed the shovel out of the grave and climbed out, collapsing onto the dirt.


  She had no idea how long she’d been at it, but she belatedly realized she forgot to bring any water or food with her. Gauging from the sun’s position, it had to be close to noon.


  I’m an idiot.


  And now she smelled like rotting wolf-atrice corpse.


  Fuck.


  No way in hell she could put the body in the trunk of her car. Not only would her car reek of it, her men would smell it as soon as she returned home. And she didn’t want to just leave the body here and go find a truck to rent or borrow.


  The first order of business was to refill the grave. Working quickly, she shoveled dirt in, dumping branches and brush into the hole as well to help take up some of the missing space. When she finished, she retrieved the rocks that had outlined it and tried to put them back as close as possible around the grave.


  It wasn’t exact.


  Now what?


  She’d have to improvise.


  If the MythBusters can make a goddamned boat out of duct tape, I can figure something out.


  And, after a few minutes, she did. She hunted down some more branches and used duct tape to lash them under the tarp-shrouded body. It wasn’t a pretty setup, but it would, hopefully, last until she could drag the body back to Lacey’s.


  Another flash of insight, and she removed her belt and wove it through the branches at the head end, securing it with more duct tape. Then she slung the shovel over one shoulder, grabbed the belt with her other hand, and started walking.


  Now she was exhausted, thirsty, and hungry, in addition to really stinky. As she plodded through the woods, her instinct guiding her back to Lacey’s, she realized she had no freaking idea why she was doing this, other than the thought had occurred to her.


  I. Am. An. Idiot.


  No, she realized that wasn’t true. But it did scare her that here she was, a journalist, now dragging a woman’s body through the woods.


  A body which had been safely concealed, by someone else and in no way tied back to her, on private land.


  In the middle of a huge, desolate forest.


  And now she’d dug it up to rehome it.


  Reinter it?


  “Hello, Elain.”


  She was too tired to even flinch when she heard the man’s British voice speak up from behind her.


  She kept plodding forward. “Hello, Ryan.”


  “May I ask a rather stupid question?”


  “Sure. Go for it.”


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m taking a nice stroll through the woods.”


  “Yes, it would seem that you are. Did you know there’s a dead body following you?”


  She glanced over her shoulder. Ryan, looking bemused, walked a few paces behind Mercedes’s feet. “Huh. Whaddya know about that. Wonder where that came from?” She faced forward again and continued.


  “Uh, Elain?”


  She finally stopped. “What?”


  He walked around the body to stand in front of Elain. “It’s not often I come upon someone walking through the woods and dragging a dead body.”


  She shrugged. “You should get out more often.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  “What?”


  He continued staring at her.


  “I’m enjoying a walk in the woods. That I have a dead body in my possession is totally irrelevant.”


  “Most authorities would disagree with you.”


  “Yeah? Well, do you see any around here? We’re on wolf Clan land.”


  He let out a sigh and held out a hand for the shovel. She finally handed it over. Then he reached out and grasped her other hand, the one holding the belt.


  “Close your eyes,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “Just do it.”


  She did. She felt a sense of vertigo wash over her.


  “All right,” he said.


  When she opened her eyes, she found they were in Lacey’s backyard.


  “I’m guessing this was your destination?” he asked.


  Numb, she nodded as she tried to process what had just happened.


  Ryan let go of her hand and planted the shovel into the ground. He started rolling up the sleeves of his light blue chambray shirt.


  “Now then. Where do you want her?”


  “How do you know it’s a her?”


  “Is that not Mercedes?”


  “How long were you watching me?”


  “Long enough.” He grabbed the shovel again. “Point where you want her.”


  She stared at him. “Why are you helping me?”


  “Because it would be unchivalrous of me to not assist a mother-to-be who is in the process of moving a body.” He smirked, finally pulling a laugh from her.


  “Under the sundial, please.” She started to walk up to the back porch to get a drink of water when she turned. “Not to sound ungrateful, but if you were watching me, why’d you make me drag her that far? You could have come help me dig.”


  He was already moving the sundial from its base. “I wanted to see how dedicated you were to this venture. Besides, I didn’t know what your original plan was, at first.”


  She froze. “Did you see me talking?”


  He nodded.


  “Who’d you see me talking to?”


  “I didn’t see so much as I sensed.” He tapped his temple with a finger. “Sort of my bailiwick, you know. Souls that don’t wish to move on and should.”


  “So I was talking to her?”


  “You were talking to someone. Whether or not it was Mercedes I cannot accurately tell you as of yet.” He made a shooing motion. “Go get some water and food in you before you are ill. And might I suggest a shower and a change of clothes?”


  She sniffed her shirt. “Yeah, guess I am kind of ripe.”


  He smiled. “That is an understatement.”


  It was tempting to shoot him a bird, but she decided against it since he was doing her a massive favor.


  While inside, she also took a moment to call home. Fortunately, her mom answered the phone, so Elain was able to keep the conversation short and sweet and, even better, lacking in details. After promising her mom to call back later that evening and talk to her guys, she grabbed herself a quick shower, a snack, and downed a couple of glasses of water before dumping her filthy clothes into the washer and starting it.


  By the time she returned to the backyard, Ryan had already moved the sundial, the stones at the base, and had a good start on digging the new grave.


  “Am I crazy?” she asked.


  “We are all crazy in our own way,” he answered.


  She felt a little guilty he was doing all the work. “Do you want me to see if there’s another shovel anywhere around?”


  He straightened and looked at her. “Elain, do you not think if I wished for you to dig that I couldn’t simply snap my fingers and pull one out of thin air?”


  Her eyes widened. “You can?”


  “I brought us here without breaking a sweat.” He pointed down at the tarp-shrouded corpse. “And her.”


  “Oh.” Her knees felt a little weak. “Yeah, I guess you did. Sorry.”


  He smiled. She wondered if he had any trouble charming women into bed. If it wasn’t for her mates at home, she knew she wouldn’t hesitate to jump into the sack with him if he asked.


  “Quite all right, love. I don’t suppose Lacey has anything stronger than water in there, does she?”


  “How much stronger?”


  “The highest proof she has, preferably.”


  Elain found the cabinet where Lacey kept the liquor and brought a tall glass of ice and a bottle of bourbon out to him. “How about that?” she asked.


  “Perfect.”


  “How much?”


  He nodded. “Yes.”


  She laughed and uncapped the bottle, filling the glass before handing it to him. He drained it in several swallows before returning it to her. “Hit me again, barkeep.”


  “I guess booze doesn’t affect you guys the same way it does us, huh?”


  “Barely. And believe me, I’ve tried over the eons, much to the dismay of my liver.” He drained that glass, too, and set it aside before he started digging again.


  She sat on a stone bench near where Ryan was digging, the bourbon bottle clutched to her. “What did you mean you couldn’t tell if it was Mercedes I was talking to? Does that mean you couldn’t tell who I was talking to, or that you couldn’t tell if it was really Mercedes or maybe something that looked like her?”


  He turned, a wry smile on his face. “Very astute. The latter.”


  A chill washed through her despite the warm afternoon. “So it might not have been Mercedes?”


  “There is that possibility, yes. What do you think?”


  “Oh, no no no. No you don’t. I’m the newbie, sensei. It’s your job to lead me through the minefield.”


  “What does your gut tell you?”


  She thought about it for a moment. Deep inside her, the Alpha lay curled up. Still, but attentive.


  Definitely not on alert. “That it probably was her,” she said. “But I don’t know why I think that. I know Lina saw the ghost of Maureen there for awhile.” She thought about it. “Is this a pregnancy kind of thing? Seeing ghosts? Lina was pregnant with the Beasts when she started seeing Maureen, I think.”


  “No, I believe it’s a Seer thing. Sort of inherent in the whole name of the gig.” He playfully smiled.


  She blew a raspberry at him. “Thank you, by the way,” she said as she pointed toward the grave and the body and circled her finger in the air, indicating them.


  His expression turned serious. “Elain, things I’ve seen and done throughout the eons, many of them I’d never wish on my worst enemy. You and I might play different sports, as it were, but we’re controlled by the same…let’s call it an ownership cooperative.”


  “So you can help with some of the training and back end crap, but I’m on my own at bat? And vice versa?”


  He grinned. “I’d prefer to be the baseball team. I think you’d be better at rugby.”


  “Hey!”


  “That was a compliment, not a criticism. Wolves, in general. Much more obvious game. If you prefer, ice hockey.”


  “Why do you get baseball?”


  “Lots of standing around, but when the action hits, it hits hard and fast, followed by lots more standing around. It is the nature of the beast.”


  She couldn’t help it. She liked him.


  And not just because he was digging the grave for her and had saved her a few hours more walking time.


  “Maybe you guys are cricket and we’re baseball.”


  He stood still for a moment, leaning on his shovel. “You know,” he finally said, “I do believe that’s a rather apt metaphor. Very well, I shall represent the cricket team, and you shall represent baseball.”


  “So why not tell Mai and me that you have the real Tablet of Trammel?”


  She gave him credit, he had a hella good poker face. “What are you talking about?”


  Smiling, she toed the fake Tablet, which lay facedown with the other pavers that had formed the sundial’s base. “That is another fake one. That night you and Lina left together, you brought her here, didn’t you?”


  “Did she tell you that?”


  “Nope.” She tapped her temple. “As you said, Seer gig.”


  His brow furrowed, his expression darkening for a moment. “Yes, well, I think after we finish this, you and I should sit down and have a rather long talk of our own.”


  “Kind of like the talk you and Lina had that she wouldn’t tell us about?”


  He let out a sigh Elain felt to her very core. “Perhaps you are the one I should have had the talk with in the first place.”


  “Oh, no. I don’t want top billing. I’m fine with Lina the Goddess having that honor.”


  “Who says she does?”


  “Isn’t she our version of Baba Yaga?”


  He laughed. “Not quite.”


  “She’s the oldest. And she can do the”—she waved her fingers at him—“fire and ice juggling act.”


  “That means nothing. She’s been with her mates for a couple of years longer than you have. That gave her more time to explore and discover her powers and learn how to refine them. She’s still in relative infancy, however, regarding them.”


  He studied the grave, adjusted his digging angle a little, and scooped another shovelful of dirt out of the hole. “All three of you will have powers beyond your current ability to comprehend. Together, I can’t even begin to fathom what you’ll be able to accomplish. But don’t mistake her early blooming, as it were, for superiority. Each of you will have your own specialties.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Aliah lay stretched out on her bed in the crappy hotel room and flipped through the ancient book yet again. Plenty of magick between its covers. Some of it accessible to her, some not due to the ancient language.


  In her hands she held what she knew could amount to a whole lot of money.


  But she wanted more. She wanted answers, for starters.


  Once she had them, she suspected she’d want vengeance.


  It’d been over two weeks since the night her husband and his cousin, Gerry, had brought the book to the hotel room before heading out again in search of the woman they thought was behind the debacle in Yellowstone. The woman who, impossibly, seemed to be half-wolf and half-cockatrice, judging by her scent.


  Maybe even the woman of the old rumors they’d both heard in their youths. A woman they thought was nothing more than legend.


  She laid a palm against her stomach. The only thing she had left of her husband and mate—their baby growing inside her. Now more than ever she needed to find a way to secure her future, and his. Or hers. Although her instincts told her it was a son, and the men in her husband’s family almost always sired boys.


  Seeking help from her own family wasn’t an option. They’d told her they’d kill her on sight if she ever darkened their door again.


  And she knew beyond any doubt that they absolutely meant it. She’d refused to marry someone of their choosing. Had married for love instead of for the line.


  Had married outside their nest and against their wishes.


  She hadn’t even had a chance to tell her husband about the baby. She’d suspected she might be pregnant, after years of hoping for one, but hadn’t confirmed it. She was going to tell him after he returned from his trip with Gerry. By her best guess, she was over two months along.


  She’d thought Cameron was better, stronger, smarter than any half-breed bitch. He’d come back to her after everything went tits-up in Yellowstone, so why wouldn’t he come back to her that night, too? Especially when he had a shifting cousin with him?


  While she still held out hope, the realist in her told her he was likely dead. She’d tried his cell phone all the next day, with it going to voice mail after several rings.


  When it started immediately going to voice mail, she knew the battery had died, or it had been destroyed.


  He wouldn’t not call her. Not without warning her first. In all their decades of marriage, he’d never simply disappeared without a trace.


  Worse, she hadn’t got a good look at the cousin’s car. She thought it was blue, an older sedan, maybe, but beyond that didn’t know. Cameron had left her their truck, something she was now extremely grateful for.


  The thought had crossed her mind of trying to make it back to Georgia. Maybe a little petty robbery of back-road stores to get the cash, but that was too risky to try by herself.


  She closed the book and laid it aside. She was quickly running out of options. She’d managed to earn a little cash working as a housekeeper at the hotel, enough to pay for the room every day and have a little left over for food, but not much else. Damn sure not enough to get her back to Georgia. She barely knew Cameron’s cousin Paul, the one who let them stay on his hunting property. Definitely didn’t want to tell Paul she thought Cameron might be dead.


  She wouldn’t put it past him to throw her off the property and keep their trailer, as crappy as it was.


  Or worse, maybe try to kill her.


  Still, it’d been their home for over ten years, and she’d relished the relative peace and quiet they had living there. No, it wasn’t fancy, and no, they didn’t have a lot of money, but they’d been able to spend a lot of time together.


  Considering neither of them came from reliable families, that alone had been more precious than any money or possessions. Cameron’s brother had been the only one in his immediate family with whom he’d maintained a strong connection, and he died in Yellowstone.


  A dry roof over their head, food in their stomachs—that was all she’d needed when with him. Now the stakes were higher. A cockatrice woman, alone and pregnant, was an easy target with few allies.


  No allies, in her case.


  Until she knew what had happened to her husband, she didn’t want to leave Maine. She needed closure. Answers.


  And a chance to make whoever hurt him fucking pay.


  Not knowing what happened to him could make her even more vulnerable. Especially if the wrong people heard about the book. It’d be too easy for her to disappear without a trace. By her best guess, something had gone horribly wrong when he and his cousin went after the woman, but who knew? It could have been anyone, maybe from the last nest he was Heisenberging for, or one of the relatives of his brother or cousins who’d died in Yellowstone—anyone.


  No nest, no mate, no family. She’d be a dead woman, with no telling how many people after her to get their hands on the book.


  If she knew what happened to him and who did it, she could figure out what she needed to do to ensure her safety.


  She stroked her belly. To ensure her baby’s safety.


  Closing her eyes, she finally let herself cry.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, after Aliah finished cleaning her assigned rooms and picked up her cash from the office, she opted to spend a few of the precious dollars she had and put gas in the truck. She parked outside a McDonald’s after cruising the drive-through for a couple of cheeseburgers. After wolfing down the food, she used her laptop and managed to hook into their free Wi-Fi. From there, she logged in to their cell phone account.


  She’d forgotten about their family tracking feature until yesterday, because Cameron was usually the one who paid all the bills. When she paid the cell bill yesterday from her phone, she saw the feature on the app, but her phone was running too slow with a crappy one-bar signal for her to try to access anything but the basics.


  And, of course, Wi-Fi wasn’t free at that hotel. Not even for “employees.”


  His phone showed as inactive since the day after she’d last seen him with the signal untraceable. But the day before that, before he’d come to the hotel, it showed from the last verifiable coordinates that he’d spent some time in a neighborhood in the eastern part of town, backed up against a forest. And it was there he’d returned after leaving her at the hotel before he traveled out of tower range and the signal dropped for good.


  When she pulled it up on Google Earth, she studied the neighborhood. Nothing spectacular about it, just an average rural residential area.


  It was the only clue she had, the only place to start. Calculating how much gas she had, and how much money left, she figured it was worth the risk to try to find him.


  One way or another.


  During the drive, she once again considered her options. She’d given serious thought to calling her husband’s cousin, Carl, but would leave that as a last resort. She knew calling him would likely mean becoming beholden to him in ways she didn’t want to think about.


  It also might mean him ordering her to abort her baby. And she damn sure wouldn’t do that.


  While she didn’t worry about her own life with Carl, because while a royal shit in many ways, he wasn’t a cutthroat murderer like so many of their kind, she didn’t want to jump headfirst down a slippery slope.


  When she turned to drive down one street that ended in a cul-de-sac, she passed a blue car parked off the road, under some trees on a wooded piece of land. With her senses tingling, she circled around at the end of the street and returned to park the truck next to the car.


  After looking around and finding no one watching, she got out and walked over to the car.


  Locked, of course. It bore New Hampshire plates, which meant it likely belonged to Gerry.


  As she placed her nose close to the passenger door and inhaled, the very faint scent of her mate wafted to her.


  It took every ounce of strength she had not to burst into tears.


  She locked the truck and walked back down the street, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. It had rained since Cameron left her, so she didn’t hold out a lot of hope of finding much more than the faintest trace of his scent. She passed one house that looked vacant, even though a car sat in the driveway. The yard had grown up higher than its neighboring lawns, and it just felt…empty.


  When she returned from the cul-de-sac, she marched up to the door and knocked, hard. She’d prepared a story about looking for her husband and his cousin and finding their car. That they’d gone missing, and that she was looking for information.


  All true.


  She wasn’t prepared to find the front door unlocked when she tried the knob after knocking several more times.


  Pushing it open, she called out. “Hello?”


  Immediately, she could see the living room had been ransacked. Here she could smell not only her husband and Gerry, but others. Cockatrice, and a couple of wolves.


  She also smelled what she was pretty sure might be big cats. Tigers, or maybe jaguars.


  The hair stood up on the back of her neck.


  She closed the front door after using her shirttail to wipe her prints off the doorknob inside and out, locking it, then standing against it and staring at the house’s interior for a moment.


  That she was alone here, she had no doubt.


  The house’s air felt stale, too.


  Walking carefully, she found the kitchen first. Groceries sat on the table, still in the bags, and now she smelled the sour, bad stench of refrigerated food that hadn’t been put away and went bad.


  She leaned forward to look into the bags. That would match what Cameron had told her about running into the woman at the store.


  Now she could clearly smell a male wolf, and the woman’s hybrid wolf-atrice scent that Cameron had described.


  She pulled her sleeve down over her hand and opened the fridge, then the freezer. Unable to resist, she pulled out a microwaveable dinner and quickly had it cooking, her stomach loudly grumbling.


  Two weeks of eating cheap cheeseburgers had grown really old, really fast, and she had a baby to think about.


  While it cooked, she searched the rest of the house, pausing at what was obviously a nursery.


  Damn bitch.


  She stepped forward, fingering the crib. How would she ever be able to afford nice things for her baby? To raise him—she was already convinced he was a boy—in a decent life? A safe life?


  She couldn’t bring herself to settle down with a clueless human, even just for the stability it could mean. It wouldn’t be safe, anyway. She’d always be looking over her shoulder, on the watch for strange cockatrice.


  Honestly, she didn’t want to settle down with anyone. She wanted her mate, and it made her heart ache that his scent lay all over the house, the last tangible evidence she had of him.


  In the kitchen, the microwave dinged that her food was ready. Returning to the kitchen, she ripped open another box from the freezer and got that one cooking while she quickly devoured the first.


  For the first time in two weeks, she could fully sate her hunger and not drink glasses of water to try to fill her grumbling stomach.


  It was only after she ate a third one that she finally felt full and decided to continue her search.


  That was when she discovered the door leading down to the basement. It was obvious from the heavier scent that, even though it smelled weird, a cockatrice other than her husband or Gerry had been kept captive here. Another hybrid, maybe?


  Fucking bitch.


  Now more than ever convinced the hybrid woman had killed her husband, Aliah knew she’d do whatever it took to make her pay.


  Unfortunately, it didn’t bring her any closer to answers.


  She discovered a window broken out in the back door, her husband’s scent lingering there as well. Walking around outside the back of the house, where the ground was sheltered by the overhanging eaves, she found two faint but distinct scent trails left by her husband and Gerry. One came from the front of the house. The other led toward the woods behind it.


  Now she had an answer.


  She walked through the tall grass to where the woods butted against the backyard. There, she dropped onto all fours, nose close to the ground. It took her nearly an hour but, finally, she got a hint of where they’d headed. At least at this point they’d still been together.


  Knowing she couldn’t blindly go in after them without a plan, or at least an idea of where they might have ended up, she returned to the house. After searching through the house, she found little of value that she could easily take and sell or pawn. She didn’t feel like wrestling with a TV.


  In the kitchen a set of car keys hung on a hook on the wall by the fridge. She took them and headed out the front door again. Sure enough, they fit the car. It started for her, but it only had a quarter of a tank of gas.


  It also reeked of the hybrid cockatrice bitch and the male wolf.


  Still, it would be better on gas than the truck.


  Shutting it off, she locked it and went back into the house. After grabbing her trash and wiping off the microwave and fridge to hide her fingerprints, she locked the front door behind her again and returned to her truck, the car keys in her pocket. She’d left the house’s back door unlocked.


  It would make a great free hiding place, if nothing else, as long as it remained vacant.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that evening, knowing it would take a while, Aliah headed out on foot before dark to walk back to the house. Three hours later, she slid behind the wheel of the car and cranked the engine, breathing a sigh of relief when it started. She’d brought the long siphon tube Cameron kept in the truck for just that purpose. Parking close to Gerry’s car, so that the cars’ gas filler outlets were just a few feet apart, she quickly worked the tube down the filler outlet of Gerry’s car and managed to get a siphon started.


  As she waited for gas to drain from Gerry’s car into the stolen one, she crouched between them, looking for any sign of someone watching. She didn’t have an arrest record despite being in her sixties, but she wanted to be careful not to get one now. She, as well as Cameron, looked like they were only in their twenties, and it was something that had served them both well throughout their years together.


  Gerry, she knew, wasn’t as smart. He’d not only been arrested and done jail time before, but currently had arrest warrants out on him. If law enforcement discovered his fingerprints on his car, she didn’t want hers to be there, too, just in case.


  Once she siphoned as much gas as she could from the car, she threw the siphon tube into the stolen car’s trunk, used a rag to wipe off any fingerprints of hers that might be on Gerry’s car, and headed back to the hotel. She now had over half a tank of gas. It would last her a lot longer than in the truck.


  Tomorrow she wasn’t scheduled to clean any rooms, her day off. She’d use it to search now that she had an idea of where to look.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the darkness, the thing shivered. He used to have a name.


  He even used to know it.


  Collared, shackled, and chained, he could barely move, not that he wanted to.


  Moving hurt. Pretty much everything hurt, but moving hurt a lot.


  He no longer knew what was reality, memory, or madness. The three were indistinguishable from each other, and the pain.


  From time to time, people showed up, men. Then more pain happened.


  Lots of pain.


  Voices, commands to remember, taunts…


  It all bled together.


  Sometimes, he was standing at the cliff again, reaching out, vainly trying to grab her as she sailed back and out of his grasp and into his memory as madness.


  The things she’d said to him couldn’t be true, the taunts had to be lies. Maybe she was just upset that he’d left for so long even though he’d tried to make her understand…


  A shudder rippled through his body, causing more pain. He waited for it to pass.


  He always returned to the cliff. Even before all of this, he’d thought about it every day.


  How he wished he’d been the one who’d gone over the edge instead of her.


  Somewhere, a light snapped on, pulling him out of his thoughts and as close to reality as he ever got now.


  “Hello, Rodolfo,” the jaguar said. “Ready to play some more?”


  He closed his one remaining eye and wished for death.


  Chapter Three


  


  Elain insisted on helping Ryan get Mercedes placed in the grave. After he climbed out, he offered Elain a helping hand out of the hole.


  She started to scoop up a handful of dirt, then hesitated. “Wait a minute.”


  Quickly scanning the garden, Elain walked over to the back porch, to a large, rectangular planter with several rosemary bushes growing in it. She broke off a couple of branches, running them through her hands and deeply inhaling their aroma while she walked back to the grave.


  She knelt and dropped them onto the tarp-shrouded body. “There. It’s not roses, but at least it’s something.”


  “Ah. I wondered,” Ryan said. “Instead of flowers. Magickal meaning, I take it?”


  She looked up at him. “No. Shakespearean. Romeo and Juliet.” She stood after scooping up a handful of dirt. “Remembrance.” Holding her hand out over the open grave, she considered her words. “Mercedes, I didn’t know you well in life. At all, actually. And for that I’m sort of sad. I know we all have flaws.”


  She snorted. “Well, your choice in mates was lacking, for damn sure,” she muttered. “And you were not only part cockatrice, you were Rodolfo’s daughter. But you saved Jim’s life. For that alone, our family is forever in your debt. Not to mention you hated Rodolfo as much as the rest of us. Maybe more.”


  She opened her fingers and let the soil fall into the grave, where it softly pattered against the tarp. “You deserve better than a nameless hole in the ground that will eventually be lost to time in the middle of the woods. I’m sorry this isn’t much better than that, but maybe you’d appreciate the irony.”


  The vision Elain had earlier came to mind. “I don’t understand what you meant by it being a garden of secrets, but I hope you’ll tell me at some point.”


  Ryan leaned against the shovel handle and watched without comment.


  Elain brushed the dirt off her hands. “Considering everything I now know, combined with everything I know I don’t know, I suspect you’re going to go on and have another life at some point.”


  She propped her hands on her hips. “I wish I could offer you promises of vengeance or whatever, but it looks like Marston took the fuckers out and saved me the work. I do promise not to forget you or what you did for our family. I hope that’s good enough.”


  That felt right. She turned to Ryan.


  “Better?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” she softly said, holding her hand out for the shovel. “I’d like to do a little, please?”


  Without argument, he passed it to her. After gently covering the body with a layer of dirt so the tarp was no longer visible, she quickly began scraping dirt off the pile next to the grave. After a few minutes, she realized she was crying.


  Ryan reached out and covered her hands with his. “Let me,” he said, his tone quietly firm.


  She relinquished the shovel and sat on the grass next to the grave, watching as he wordlessly began filling it.


  Once they had Mercedes safely interred, Elain helped him move the sundial back in place. The dirt was obviously disturbed around the base of the pavers.


  After studying it for a moment, he knelt down and touched the grass with one hand, and with the other reached inside his collar and touched something hanging around his neck.


  Before her eyes, the ground returned to normal, looking completely undisturbed. The scent also disappeared, except for where it still clung to their clothes.


  “You couldn’t have done that instead of the old-fashioned way?” she snarked. “Not that I’m complaining. And thank you, by the way, again.”


  He smiled. “I think she deserved the attention. And I think you needed the closure.”


  Elain nodded. “The smell?”


  “Other wolves shouldn’t be able to detect it any longer. A simple, but effective charm.”


  She didn’t want to know the details. “Good.” She let out a laugh. “I’m really an idiot. I didn’t even think about that.”


  He smiled. “Luckily for you I have plenty of experience in this area.” He returned the shovel to her. “Let me prepare you an early dinner. Go inside, take a nice long, hot shower and relax, and I’ll return shortly.”


  “I’m not about to refuse that.”


  While in the shower, she kept her mind as calm and still as she could. She didn’t want to contemplate everything right then.


  Hell, she didn’t even want to contemplate being pregnant.


  She was already dressed when Ryan returned. He looked like he’d showered and changed as well. She sat at the kitchen table at his insistence and watched while he cooked.


  “So who was I before?” she asked. “In another life.”


  Ryan turned to her from where he stood at the stove. Whatever he was cooking for them had started smelling yummy. “I’m not exactly the Google of arcane knowledge.”


  “You sure about that?”


  He smiled.


  “You wouldn’t tell me even if you knew, would you?” she asked.


  He arched an eyebrow at her. Curiosity filled his tone. “How did you know I didn’t know?”


  She tapped her forehead. “Seer. Remember?”


  “Ah. Right.” He returned his focus to the skillet. “I suspect our relationship will be far different from the one I had with Baba Yaga.”


  “She’s not exactly warm and fuzzy.”


  “Not quite.”


  “Prickly is a start.”


  “Yes, well, she does have age and experience on her side, does she not?”


  “Any idea where she is?”


  Despite having a great poker face, she spotted the slight pause in his gestures.


  “What’d you do?” she asked.


  “Whatever do you mean?”


  “You talked to her. You know where she went.”


  “I didn’t say I know where she is.”


  “You didn’t say you didn’t.”


  “I don’t know where she is.”


  “But you talked to her before she left, didn’t you?”


  “That habit you have of reading me is rather annoying, my dear.” His light tone belied his words.


  She shrugged. “Get used to it.”


  A smile curved his lips. “This is definitely a new regime.”


  “So what did you and Lina discuss? And why didn’t she discuss it with us?”


  “Well, it’s a lot for any one person to take in, for starters. I basically explained to her who I am and what I do.”


  “You’re the Devil, and Hell’s on Earth.”


  “Not exactly accurate in description, I’m afraid. We call it ‘The Firm.’ And there is no Hell, as people think of it. There are basically three realms on this plane—sky, water, and earth. My domain, as it were, is the earthly realm.”


  “Uh, water as in mermaids and crap sort of like that?”


  He nodded. “Crap exactly like that.”


  She blew out a long breath but let him continue.


  “There are many layers and levels of beings above me. As powerful as I am here, there are those who are more so, but their sphere of influence is far smaller.” He moved the skillet from the burner, switching it off before tipping up the lid on a pot on another burner and taking a peek at whatever was bubbling inside it.


  “Think about how vast our universe is,” he said. “We are but a speck in that universe. However, imagine countless layers of universes overlaying each other.” He gave the pot a stir and replaced the lid. “For every plane, there are its own laws, its own corporate structure, as it were.”


  He turned to Elain. “I think Lina had a bit of trouble grasping the sheer magnitude of it. I don’t claim to have all the answers throughout the universe, only the ones I need to know here, for this plane, to do my job.”


  “Which is?”


  “Our primary job, on this plane, is to keep the bad things out that wish to come here and wreak havoc or take over when they have no business doing so.”


  She felt a little ill and suspected it wasn’t from tardy morning sickness, either. “How often does that happen?” she weakly asked.


  “More often than I’d like, I’m afraid. As I told Lina, I believe the person who cast the curse into Callie was not originally from this plane. Powers work differently in different planes. Some beings come from planes with little or no power and arrive here with great powers. Sometimes, it’s the reverse. Time flows differently in different planes, as well. Some are close to ours, some are not.”


  “Wow.”


  He smiled. “Do you understand? Because I suspect she is still trying to wrap her head around it.”


  “Uh, yeah, I can see why.”


  “That’s why my job cannot always be helping you out. My job is far larger in scale. I can do some things, pitch in as a friend, as it were. But in some instances I am bound by my own limitations and jurisdiction to stand by and not step in simply because it’s a matter between beings of this plane only.”


  “Then why are you helping me now? As a friend?”


  When the dark scowl creased his face, she suspected more. Eventually, he answered. “I am not certain, but I strongly suspect there might be another off-Earth tie that I am not yet aware of. Besides the being who threw the curse into the Cailleach. If that is the case, then it might possibly be within my purvey to assist.”


  She held up her hands and motioned to him to give her the rest of the story.


  “Between you and I?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  “Not even Lina knows this part yet, but I am strongly beginning to suspect the cockatrice might have gotten their origins as a species with a little help from an off-Earth being. Until I am certain, I must continue researching the matter.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ryan had made a delicious sautéed chicken and vegetable dish with a savory lemon crème sauce. As they sat and ate, Elain realized this was probably about as normal as her life would ever be again.


  “Baba Yaga told me,” he said, “that she was going to take a little time off. When she departed—without confiding her purpose, I might add—I cannot be sure where she went, but I suspect it was off-Earth.”


  Elain nearly choked on her food. “She can do that?”


  “Oh, absolutely. Where do you think her house is located? She created a little pocket for herself that doesn’t reside exactly within this realm. For some reason, she has a special affinity for the dragons. That is why they are able to visit her, if instructed how to do so by her.”


  Elain wondered why Baba Yaga had a “special affinity” for them. Especially wondered if it had anything to do with why the Immortal had taken a dragon as a lover eons ago. “And now me,” she said. “And Lina. We can visit her.”


  “And likely Mai, in time. Don’t forget Callie and Gigi.”


  “But Gigi and Callie didn’t do that. Create special alternate worlds for themselves.”


  “No, they didn’t. I don’t believe they know how.”


  “How’d Baba Yaga figure it out then?”


  He shrugged. “My father was in charge of The Firm at that time, and he is rather tight-lipped on the matter despite my previous inquiries.”


  She froze. “Your father?”


  “Yes. Hades.”


  A grin split her face. “Riiiight. Good one. Next thing you’ll be telling me is that your mother is Persephone.”


  “She is.”


  When Elain started choking on her food, Ryan handed her glass of water to her. As he did, the unbuttoned collar of his shirt opened a little and she spotted what looked like a dark red garnet amulet on a chain around his neck.


  Once she finally pulled herself together, she stared at him. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “You’re not kidding, are you?”


  “Absolutely not. Why would I kid about such a thing?”


  “But…” She didn’t know where to go from there.


  Apparently, he did. “The Cailleach might not be so well known in these days, especially to Americans, but she was once very much a part of local lore in many parts of the world, under different names and guises. As was Brighde. And Baba Yaga.”


  “So… What you’re saying is that the myths…aren’t?”


  He smiled.


  She rested her head in her hands. “Shit,” she muttered.


  “See why Lina came back a little tipsy?”


  “I don’t understand why she didn’t come back totally schnockered,” she moaned. “And I can’t even drink. I’m pregnant. The poor kid will have enough to deal with without me stunting its growth with booze.”


  “Finish your dinner,” he said, pointing at her plate with his fork. “You’re eating for two now, you know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ryan Ausar completely blew Elain’s brain with more arcane knowledge by the time they finished dinner and cleaned up the kitchen.


  She walked him to the door.


  “Try to get a good night’s sleep, Elain. While I have no powers of precognition such as yours, I do know that tomorrow is another day.”


  “Gone With the Wind?”


  “Well, I hadn’t intended it to be, but yes, I suppose so.” He smiled. “I meant that perhaps things will make a little more sense once you’ve had a night to sleep on them.”


  “I think I’ll sleep like the de—” She swallowed. “Like a rock. Thanks for today. Really. I appreciate it. I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important.”


  He offered his hand and they shook. “Not at all. It’s been a pleasure. I look forward to working with you in the future. Eh, well, you understand what I mean.”


  She smiled. “I do.”


  He opened the door and stepped out. When she closed it behind him, she realized she didn’t have her car back. She opened the door again to ask him if he could take her to it so she could pick it up, and found herself standing alone on the porch.


  And her car sat parked in front of the house.


  Of course.


  I really need to buckle down and figure out how the hell to do that poofing in and out trick.


  “Thank you,” she called out to the deepening gloom before going back inside.


  It was a little after seven by that point. Elain settled herself on the sofa with a mug of hot tea and her cell phone and called the house number. Brodey picked up on the second ring, sounding breathless, like maybe he’d tried to kill someone in the process of answering.


  “Babe?”


  She couldn’t help but chuckle. “How you doing, Brod?”


  “When are you coming home?” The underlying whine in his voice made her want to roar with laughter, but she held it back to spare his feelings.


  And his pride.


  “Please tell me you didn’t just run over Mom or Mai or someone to answer the phone,” she said.


  “Just Cail. Well?”


  She knew he wasn’t going to like her answer. “Not sure yet, sweetie. Soon.”


  The snort made it all the way from Florida to her ear in Maine as if he were standing right in front of her. “Why the hell can’t I fly up and join you?”


  “Give me the phone, Brod,” Ain said in the background.


  “Hey, I answered it! It’s my tur—”


  There was the sound of a brief scuffle before Ain came on the line. “Hi, sweetheart.”


  “Poor Brodey.”


  “Poor Brodey, my ass. I’m about ready to order him out to the barn to sleep with the horses. Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. Just taking care of some…stuff.” Right now, she wasn’t sure what she was taking care of next, and she damn sure didn’t want to admit to how she’d spent her day.


  All she knew was that her instincts told her she couldn’t return home yet, that there were still things she needed to do.


  “Stuff, huh?” She could mentally see the slightly irritated, slightly playful smirk on his face just from his tone.


  “I’m fine. And please don’t make Brodey sleep in the barn.” She felt a little guilty about holding back the fact that she was pregnant, but there were things she had to do first.


  Like confirming it with Dr. Alberto, the ob-gyn who’d delivered Lina’s and Mai’s babies, and who was now taking care of her own mom.


  Just in case.


  Although she suspected Lacey’s accuracy rate regarding babies over the years was probably better than any over-the-counter home test.


  If she told her men she was pregnant, they would either beat feet to fly up and join her and not give her a moment’s peace, or they might try ordering her home.


  Which would start a fight she frankly didn’t have the heart to get into right then.


  “No, we won’t,” Ain said. “Might relegate him to the couch, though. Make him snuggle with Juju and Bea.”


  She missed her puppies, although the Labs weren’t exactly puppies any longer. “Lacey asked if I’d bring Jasper home with me and keep him for her for a while.”


  “She did, huh?” His tone changed, concerned. “She coming back from her little junket?”


  “I think so. Eventually. She needed a vacation.”


  “So were you asking me if you could bring him, or telling me you’re bringing him?” More smirk in his tone.


  “Either. Both.”


  He outright laughed, finally, a little of the stress leaving his voice. “I don’t mind. I doubt Brodey or Cail will, either.”


  In the background, she heard both brothers ask, “What?”


  “If she brings Lacey’s dog back with her from Maine. Lacey asked her to.”


  “Oh, sure,” Cail said.


  “That’s fine,” Brodey added.


  “I guess that means we have a guest dog for a while.” He hesitated. “Any idea when?”


  “Soon.”


  His sigh pierced through her heart. She wanted to crawl through the phone and be with him.


  All three of them.


  She also knew the mental wall between them would make it impossible right at that moment. What she needed was space and time to process everything she now knew.


  And she couldn’t do that with three horny father-to-be wolves breathing down her neck.


  Literally.


  “I miss you, babe,” he softly said. “We all do.”


  “I miss you guys, too. I won’t stay away any longer than I have to.”


  “Okay. I won’t edict you, but please, stay safe.”


  She knew how difficult it was for her Prime Alpha wolf mate to make that concession. “Thank you. I promise, I will.”


  “Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  “Here’s Cail.”


  “Hey,” Brodey complained in the background. “I was on there first.”


  Cail came on the line. “Yeah, and you knocked me over to get to the phone. Hi, sweetheart.”


  “You all right?”


  “Yeah, nothing that won’t heal up by morning. I think he nearly dislocated my jaw.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Eh, life with the bonehead. I guess it wouldn’t do me any good to ask when you’ll be back either, will it?”


  “What do you think?”


  “That’s what I thought.” Another sad sigh. Between those, and Brodey’s whining tone in the background, it nearly shattered her resolve. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” Now she felt lonelier than ever. Alone in Lacey’s house, in Maine, in the woods.


  Even if she was home, however, she’d still be alone. Deep in her thoughts, outside the reach of her men.


  Unable to share any of this with them.


  “So what’s the weather like up there?” he asked, a smile in his tone.


  “Really?” Brodey hollered in the background. “Give me the fucking phone, bro.”


  “Not bad. A little cooler than Florida.” She imagined the scene playing out at home, Cail walking around the house, holding Brodey off with one arm, while an amused Ain watched.


  “So Jasper’s going to come home with you, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe we can take them all to the dog park or something—”


  “That’s it,” Brodey said.


  Sounds of a scuffle ensued. Someone grabbed the phone, and a moment later, Ain came back on the line. “Hi again, babe.”


  “Are they fighting?”


  “Yep.”


  “I hope they’re not scaring BettLynn.”


  “Mai put her down a little while ago.”


  “Don’t let them destroy the house, please.”


  “I won’t.”


  Before long, Micah, Jim, and Mai’s house would be finished, and they’d move across the yard and into it. While she’d miss having them there, it would be nice to have the house to themselves.


  Eventually. That was, after her mom and dad finished their house, and Lina and her guys built theirs.


  They’d have their own Florida shifter compound on Lyall land. Lina and her guys already had plans to buy more land adjoining the Lyall property. Not as isolated and private as the Maine wolf Clan compound, but at least they’d all be close.


  Then she could sit back and watch her guys duking it out. The first time she saw them do it, it bothered her. Now that she understood her own inner Alpha wolf a little better, she didn’t worry about them doing any serious damage to each other.


  Her furniture however…


  “Ask Brodey if he’d rather fight or talk to me.”


  Ain snickered. “Hey, Brod? You want to talk to her, or should I hang up and let you finish getting the crap beat out of you?”


  “Give me that damn phone.” A second later, his voice sounded clearer. “You just enjoy teasing the crap out of me, don’t you?”


  She giggled. “You make it too easy sometimes. Sorry.”


  A little growly tone crept into his voice. “Yeah? Well, you just remember that when you get home and I hold you down and fuck you senseless and don’t let you come.”


  Again she struggled not to laugh. “Oh, I know you won’t do that to me. I simply won’t give you any.”


  From growl to whine. “Come on, babe. I’m just joking.”


  In the background, she heard Cail and Ain start laughing.


  Deciding to take pity on him, she adopted a sexy tone. “Then you should sweet-talk me and not threaten me.”


  “Babe, that’s playing dirty. Don’t torture me.”


  “Torturing you would be telling you about how when I get home, I’ll lick your cock and keep you on the edge for hours and hours.”


  “Baaabe…”


  “Or how I’ll climb on top of you and fuck your brains out.”


  “Aw, babe, come on.”


  “I can always play dirtier than you, sweetie.”


  He sighed. “Yeah, you can.” He laughed, but it sounded sad, as did his next comment. “But I’m not the one who can’t rub one out until you get home. Remember, you agreed to that little edict.”


  Yes, she had, but rubbing one out was currently so far down her list that it wasn’t even on the first page. She was many things, but horny was not one of them. “Love you, Brod.”


  “Love you, too.” His sad tone further ripped at her heart, but she knew she had to hold on to her resolve.


  “Let me talk to Ain one last time.”


  “Okay.”


  When Ain returned to the line, he sounded like he was trying not to laugh. “What’d you say to him?”


  “Why?”


  “He looks torn between horny and sad.”


  Now she felt guilty. “I played dirty.”


  “Ah. Well, I don’t want to look like him, so I won’t ask.”


  “You already look like him.”


  “You know what I mean.” He hesitated, his tone slipping back to serious. “Come home when you can. I know you have things to do. Doesn’t mean we don’t miss you and want you with us.”


  “I know. I’ll text you tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  When she got off the phone, she stared at it for a moment. If she wanted a shot at figuring out how to live this new dual life she’d been handed without losing what little remained of her sanity, she needed this time away from them. Time to clear her head.


  Time to deal with it without them suddenly shoving plans for a nursery down her throat, or asking her baby-related questions.


  Or coddling my ass.


  Wasn’t this supposed to be the best time of her life? Becoming a mom? She didn’t feel like it. In fact, it felt damned inconvenient, to be honest. She now had way more to do, and would be hampered in doing it.


  It would force her to be safer. Take less risks.


  Which meant it would hamstring her efforts to get to the deeper truths once and for all and dig them out for exposure to the light of day. Why were the cockatrice the way they were? What other plans had Baba Yaga set into play that they didn’t know about yet? What else had Mercedes uncovered? What other secrets did Rodolfo have that they didn’t know about? Who now had the other cockatrice spellbook that she saw in her vision?


  And how the hell would they keep Lina’s vision of a cockatrice-set nuclear weapon from coming to fruition?


  Chapter Four


  


  Elain tried to sleep, but despite the calming effects of the chamomile tea, her brain revved too fast to allow her to downshift it into shut the fuck up mode.


  When all was said and done, Elain knew she had to fly to Bolivia. She needed answers.


  Answers that only Lacey and one Marston Hill could provide her with.


  At first, she inwardly cringed, wondering if she even had her passport with her.


  Yeah, I can see that going well. Hey, boys, just stopped by home real fast to grab a couple of things…on my way to fricking Bolivia.


  She let out a snort.


  She found the backpack she’d used as a purse for this journey and dumped the contents out onto the bed. Sure enough, buried at the bottom and tucked into her checkbook, was her passport.


  Ooh, looky there. It hasn’t even expired yet.


  Bonus.


  She pulled out her laptop and, using her personal credit card, booked a flight that left Maine tomorrow afternoon. One of the agreements she had with her men was that her personal account was just that—personal. That unless there were dire circumstances, they would respect her privacy and not peer into her records, the same way she wouldn’t pry into their personal accounts without asking. They had a general household fund they all had full and unfettered access to for things like bills and groceries, but the discretionary money was theirs to spend however they wanted.


  And right now, she wanted a one-way ticket to fricking Bolivia. She booked a journey that would eventually get her on a plane to the town with an airport nearest the jaguars’ compound. And she knew reaching her final destination might be a little tricky on her own.


  She wasn’t sure exactly what she’d do once she got there, but she had the jaguars’ phone numbers. All she could do was start calling and hopefully track down at least one of them. Or maybe find someone in the town who knew them and could give her directions.


  Hell, Lina and Zack managed to track down my dad there because of one of her visions and nothing else. If they could do that, surely I can do this.


  She laid a hand on her belly. Better now than when I get too big to fasten an airplane seat belt around my middle and the guys go uber-protective on me.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was late the next afternoon when she sat at the boarding gate for her flight to Dallas, where she’d catch her flight out of the country.


  A flight through Tampa or Miami would have been cheaper, but no way would she even think about the risk of getting that close to her men. She’d already called them to tell them she was going off the grid until the next day so that they wouldn’t worry.


  And she’d called Callie that morning before leaving Lacey’s.


  “So how is your little vacay going?” Callie asked. “I think you’ve got the snowbird thing backwards. People are supposed to go to Florida from Maine, not the other way around.”


  Elain thought about the new addition to Lacey’s garden. “I’ve just been digging around in a few things.”


  “I take it this isn’t strictly a social call?”


  “You’re good. I just wanted to ask if you could please ask Blackie not to check up on me.”


  “Gotcha. Personal time?”


  “Yeah. I’m okay, but I just…” She didn’t want to outright lie to her friend. “I don’t want someone tracking my every move, or sounding alarms if I decide to go for a long run and I’m not home when someone drops by just to say hi.”


  Callie’s bright laugh rang through the line. “No worries. I promise I won’t poof in without warning, and neither will Sir. Well, you know what I mean.” Her tone turned slightly serious. “But if you need me, call me, got it? You know, poof, and I’ll be right there. Anywhere. You tracking?”


  “Got it. Thanks.”


  Elain hoped Callie’s feelings wouldn’t be hurt that she didn’t reveal her pregnancy. She had to tell her men first, she owed them that. It was bad enough that Lacey and Ryan already knew before them.


  And she wasn’t ready to tell them yet. She also didn’t want anyone knowing she was leaving the country, although she understood Callie suspected something based on her statement. But if Callie didn’t know where Elain was going, she couldn’t be edicted by Blackie to tell anyone.


  Elain wasn’t even sure if she’d tell anyone about her trip when she returned.


  She’d bought a larger suitcase and a few changes of clothes to take on the trip before leaving Maine. What she’d brought from Florida wouldn’t cut it. Originally, she’d anticipated a couple of days in Maine before returning home, not a transcontinental flight.


  That evening, as her flight from Dallas lifted off, she stared out the window at the darkness, the runway lights disappearing under them as the plane soared skyward.


  I really need to master that poofing in and out crap. It would make life sooo much easier.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain’s Spanish wasn’t good for much besides ordering in a restaurant or asking for directions to the nearest bathroom. A very tired and bored-looking customs agent at the airport in Bolivia stared at her passport after going through her luggage.


  He asked her something in Spanish, and when she didn’t reply with anything other than an apologetic smile and a shrug, he tried again in heavily accented English.


  “Purpose of your trip?”


  Instinct seized her. He wasn’t a shifter, but he smelled strongly of them. She reached out and touched his wrist and, not sure if it would work, sent him a mental image of Ortega Montalvo.


  His eyes widened as he stared at her.


  Yeah, you’re wide awake and paying attention now, aren’t ya, buddy?


  He called out for someone else, who came racing over. A flurry of Spanish transpired between them while Elain stood there, patiently waiting with her arms crossed.


  The second man examined her passport before confronting her. “Why are you here?”


  She met his gaze head-on. This one was a shifter, although she wasn’t sure what kind. “Ortega Montalvo. I’m a personal friend of his. And of his brothers. Don’t suppose you’d like to point me to a map and a rental car, would ya?”


  Five minutes later, Elain found herself comfortably sitting in the back of a black Mercedes SUV and speeding through the darkness with a silent driver who’d been given barely five words of instructions before Elain and her luggage had been deposited inside.


  Well, if they were going to kill me, they would probably have me in handcuffs or something. Or at least a guard.


  She noticed the man in the front seat kept nervously glancing at her in the rearview mirror. He wasn’t a shifter. Likely he was a low-level flunky unlucky enough to be on duty that night and who was handed this assignment.


  When she caught him looking at her again, she flashed him a broad, friendly, slightly manic and toothy wolfish grin.


  He quickly refocused on the road, his shoulders hunched.


  She snorted, struggling and succeeding not to break out into full-on laughter.


  He’d probably wet himself if I let out a howl.


  She had to clap a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter over that thought.


  Then again, it might scare him and he’d run off the road and wreck and kill us both.


  Yeah, that would be baaad.


  Even with her lupine vision, between the darkly tinted glass and the dark night, she could make out little about the landscape around her. The occasional outside streetlight, or lit widow, was only briefly visible before they sped past. The road felt pretty bumpy, but from the way her driver kept wrenching the wheel around, she suspected he knew it well.


  That made her feel a little better.


  In the east, the sun was still below the horizon but sending up the first hints of dawn when they slowed before stopping in front of what in the headlights appeared to be a well-guarded, high-walled compound. A guard brandishing an automatic rifle at them held up his free hand in the universal gesture of stop right the fuck there, bunky.


  She sat up a little, wondering if that was the wise thing to do, or if maybe she should duck down.


  Another armed man walked over to the driver’s side. The driver nervously conversed with him in Spanish. Elain watched as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder in her direction, and the man peered into the car at her.


  She opted for a smile and a friendly wave. “Hiya.” He looked familiar, then she recognized him from the trip to Montana when they rescued Fiona. “Is that you, Marco?”


  “Elain!” He slung his rifle over his shoulder and yelled at someone, apparently to open the gate because they were admitted. Marco was opening her door almost before the SUV came to a stop, offering an arm to help her out even as he shouted orders at someone else, who ran into the building.


  “My most sincere apologies, Elain. No one called us that you were coming. We would have sent a car and driver to meet you.”


  “That would be because they didn’t know.”


  The driver stayed right where he was, hands clenched tightly around the steering wheel and nervously staring straight ahead.


  “Um, I think Skippy there is freaked out. Maybe I should grab my bags and y’all can just let him go.”


  He laughed and said something to the driver, who relaxed a little.


  I really need to learn Spanish.


  But Marco also snapped his fingers and pointed at another man, who immediately stepped in to grab her luggage for her. Less than a minute later, the terrified driver was speeding out of the compound, and Marco was leading her toward the house.


  “So what brings you here?” he asked. “Especially unannounced.”


  “I need to talk to Ortega.” She stopped and looked at him. “And Lacey. And…” She glanced around. “Someone else. I promise, I come in peace, and no one will leave in pieces. I just need some answers.”


  He slowly nodded. “I think I understand as much as I need to at this time.”


  She smiled. “No wonder Ortega loves you.”


  He shrugged. “I have my good points.”


  They waited in a cavernous and tastefully decorated main foyer. Somewhere from the second floor, she heard Ortega speaking to one of his men and sounding out of breath. A moment later he appeared, running across the balcony to the top of the stairs and still pulling on a bathrobe over his pajamas.


  “Elain Lyall? What are you doing here?” he asked as he hurried down the stairs.


  “Yeah, sorry to drop in on you unexpectedly like this.” He reached out for a hug before she could extend a hand for a handshake. She felt nervous tension wash from him. “And I promise, I have plenty of bubblegum,” she joked.


  “What?”


  “Bubblegum. You know, I came here to chew…” Confusion palpably washed from him. “Um, never mind. It’s a line from a movie, sorry. Can we go talk?”


  Ortega apparently ordered his men to take her luggage somewhere, because Marco helped the other guy tote her stuff upstairs. She lost sight of them when they turned a corner.


  “Come.” Ortega led her through the house to a large, ornately carved dark wooden door that opened into an office worthy of any Wall Street CEO. “Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”


  “No, I’m okay for now. I’ll definitely accept a good bed here in a little while. I didn’t sleep on the plane.”


  He closed the door behind them. Instead of walking over to his desk, he led her to a leather sofa along one wall, and sat her at one end while he took up the other.


  “Now then, what did you wish to talk about that couldn’t be discussed over the phone?”


  “Marston, for starters.”


  His face turned into an unreadable wall. “Marston?”


  “Ortega, seriously, it’s okay. I promise, no killing. I know he’s under your protection, and no, Lacey didn’t have to tell me.”


  She tapped her forehead. “But I know Lacey’s here, too, and she’s also on my to do list of talking-tos.”


  She kicked off her shoes and tucked her legs under her as she gathered her thoughts. “I know some shit went down in Maine. I know you helped Marston and the baby get out. Before I tell you how I know all of that, please, I need your honesty. This is between you and me, a Seer and a Clan leader. And as same, needless to say, it comes with my confidentiality, as I know it will come with yours.”


  The façade he’d held dropped. Scrubbing his hands over his face, she heard stubble rasping against his palms as he let out a sigh. “Do you know how long it has been since we’ve had someone we could utterly confide in?”


  “Is that a royal we?”


  He smiled. “I mean our Clans here. In South America. And not just mine, and not just the jaguars.” His smile faded. “I believe there still might be a Seer or two on our continent, but they live in fear and hiding.”


  “From the cockatrice?”


  “That, and from humans. There is so much fighting, drug wars, governments, and rebels…” He held up his hands. “I digress. My apologies.”


  “So I guess pulling a Butch and Sundance and moving here isn’t such a hot idea, huh?”


  He smiled and pointed at her. “That reference I understand.”


  “I figured.”


  He proceeded to tell her about talking with Mercedes at the Clan Gathering in March in Yellowstone. His promise to provide sanctuary to her and hers if it was ever needed. Fast-forward to a few weeks earlier, when he received a frantic call from Mercedes with a set of GPS coordinates.


  “The cave,” she said. She didn’t phrase it as a question because she knew the answer.


  He sadly nodded. “Nearby. We moved as quickly as we could, but unfortunately, we arrived a few minutes too late. I will forever regret that. I feel responsible for her death.” He set the scene, described finding Marston holding his newborn daughter, which he’d had to cut from his mate.


  How close Marston came to Ortega killing him right then.


  How, once Marston told the story and revealed where Rodolfo was, Ortega did a one-eighty and immediately spirited father and infant out of Maine.


  And how Lacey had recently shown up for a visit of her own. “But she called first,” he teased. “Just as she was getting on the plane in the States to head here.” Then he cocked his head. “Now, it is your turn.”


  Leaving out the part about digging up and relocating Mercedes’ body, she told him exactly what had happened, the visions she’d had, and how she knew about Marston. “And what’s this about a spellbook?”


  “Marston told us about it. But I swear to you, when we searched the house it was already gone. It looked like someone had ransacked the place.”


  “Do you have the address?”


  “I’m sure we do somewhere. If not, Marston must have it.”


  “I want to follow up on that when I get back to Maine.”


  He studied her. “So. Where do we go from here, Seer? Did that answer your questions?”


  “Some of them. I still want to speak to Marston. And Lacey. But I also want you to show me Rodolfo.”


  “Now?”


  “Yep.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “The man fucked up my life before I was even born. Just promise me that he won’t leave your dungeon alive.”


  When the jaguar shifter grinned, he showed teeth that would have scared her were she not a wolf. “I swear on my life, Elain, that Rodolfo will not leave my dungeon alive. He might, however, remain alive for many years hence.”


  She fought a dangerous rolling in her stomach that she wasn’t sure was triggered by morning sickness finally kicking in, or the sheer, sinister glee in Ortega’s tone. “Well, that’s your call, not mine. I just want to know I can be sure he’ll never be a danger to anyone ever again.”


  “He will not.”


  “Good.”


  “Before I take you there, I have a request.”


  “Sure.”


  He clasped his hands together and stared at them for a moment before returning his gaze to hers. “As wolves, Marston and Lacey have provided invaluable help and insight for my wife and myself with Fiona. But you are a Seer with talents even they don’t have. Before you return home, would you…”


  She picked it up. “Talk to her for you? Smooth things over?”


  He nodded. “Right now, she goes through periods where she is full of anger and rage. She is settling in well with us, and her cousins, but I do worry. It is one thing for myself to be full of rage at Rodolfo. While I want her to hate him, I don’t want her to be absorbed by it, if that makes sense? I wonder if I didn’t do too good a job of making her hate him.”


  “Gotcha. Of course I will.” A yawn escaped her before she could hide it behind her hand. “Sorry. I think a showing of your prize exhibit, then a nap, would be the best order of business.”


  “Of course.” He smoothly stood and extended a hand to her. She took it, slipped into her shoes, and let him hook her arm through his, his other palm also resting on her arm as he escorted her through the house. “You do have my private cell number, do you not? Whenever you wish to come visit, I will send my jet for you.”


  “I appreciate it. This was sort of a last-minute kind of thing. My guys don’t even know I’m here.”


  He stopped and stared at her, shocked. “You told no one?”


  She grinned. “Nope. Good thing I trust you guys, huh? I could disappear without a trace, and unless they ran a check on my credit cards against TSA records, no one would know where I am. Ha!” She knew part that was sleep-depravation setting in.


  Part of it was nerves.


  More than part of it was the nausea trying to get hold of her system the closer she knew she was to Rodolfo.


  He gently chuckled, shaking his head as he started walking with her again. “Elain Lyall, you are, as they say, something. How I wish Ellie and Charles could have met you. They would have loved you so, so much.”


  “You knew them?”


  “Yes. How do you think my son met his mate? They helped her get here from the United States. I frequently helped them relocate shifters out of the reach of Abernathy’s influence.”


  She always knew she liked the jaguar, but now she felt a humongous soft spot open in her heart for the guy. “Aww.” She hugged his arm. “You big softy.”


  “Shh, please do not tell anyone. People think I am ferocious, not a pussycat. It would ruin my reputation.”


  If she’d thought he was a pussycat, it would have immediately dispelled that notion when they reached the inner sanctum of Ortega’s dungeon. The entire time she’d kept her arm hooked through the jaguar’s, sensing that he might be a flirt, but that it was more a cultural norm and not any lack of honor on his part.


  She’d needed his physical support when they stepped into the room and the door closed behind them.


  “There he is,” Ortega announced without fanfare or preening.


  She didn’t dare let go of the jaguar’s arm, afraid her legs would give out.


  The irony did not escape her that Rodolfo’s condition was directly due to the man she was now desperately clinging to.


  His left eye was gone. As were much of his left foot, his right leg a few inches above the ankle, and several of his fingers. His right eye opened, wildly searching the room as he cringed away from them and toward the wall.


  Rodolfo let out a moan that made Elain’s stomach dangerously roll again. “Okay, I’m good,” she said, hoping Ortega took the hint.


  She didn’t want to give away her pregnancy, wanted any vomiting she did to be blamed on what she’d just seen.


  Ortega draped his arm around her shoulders and gently turned her away from Rodolfo, his other hand holding her arm now, and guided her toward the door.


  “He can never hurt anyone ever again,” he softly assured her. “You have my solemn vow, he never will.” He called out to the guards on the other side, who let them out and secured the door behind them. “You have been through so much in such a short time, more even than you know. I have always meant to talk with you about your father.”


  She hadn’t really thought about that, but now that he mentioned it, it was as good a way to keep her mind off trying not to vomit on his slippers as anything. “My dad? Liam?”


  He smiled. “When he first came to us, I offered to let him stay here, with us, at the compound. He was so afraid of bringing harm to others, of drawing Rodolfo to him, that he politely refused. So many years with so little contact with the outside world. I made sure the local padre was well protected and provisioned, to make sure Liam’s hideout was protected. In return he patrolled the area as a wolf, sending warnings if there were ever problems we needed to know about.”


  “Shifters?”


  “Sometimes. More frequently drug runners or other elements I didn’t wish to cross our territory.” He shook his head. “So many times I offered to give him a better place to live, even move a tiny RV or something there, but he always kindly refused. He lived in little more than a shed all that time.”


  She’d never seen it. Lina had described it to her, but she felt bad her father had spent the better part of three decades alone in a hovel just to protect her, while she’d had all the amenities of life.


  The sun was starting to come up as they made their way back to the main house, Elain glad her stomach was settling nicely.


  For now.


  He led her upstairs. “I have placed you in a guest room near my own suite of rooms. I shall have one of my men stationed outside your door. Should you need anything, food, drink, whatever, please ask him and he shall get it for you.”


  They stopped in front of a door. Across the hallway from it, one of his men stood, nodding to her.


  “Are you locking me in?” she asked only half joking.


  “No. Absolutely not. You have complete access around my home, as my guest.” He looked slightly uncomfortable. “I, eh—”


  She held up her right hand, little finger extended. “I pinky swear I won’t kill any of your guests, and that I’m only here to talk to them.”


  He laughed and, to her surprise, hooked his right pinky with hers. “Then I shall take you at your word.” He placed a hand over his heart. “But, please, for me, allow him to get you anything you need. Unless, of course, you desire to venture downstairs with him. I do not wish for you to want for anything while you are in my home.”


  She hugged him. If she’d grown up with an uncle, she imagined it would have been the kind of relationship she found herself having with the jaguar. “Thanks, Ortega. I need a few hours to recharge and then we can talk some more.”


  “I shall tell Lacey you are here.”


  “Oh, she probably already knows.”


  “Perhaps you are right.”


  The luxuriously appointed suite was, as she expected from Ortega, more than comfortable. They had left her large suitcase on a luggage rack for her, and her carry-ons sitting on top of the dresser.


  I want a bath.


  She used the bathroom and then unpacked while the large soaking tub filled. Then she slipped into it, closing her eyes and letting out a soft groan as she sank deep into the hot water.


  Sooo good.


  As she lay there and enjoyed the quiet, she had a thought.


  So far, Bolivia’s pretty damn good. She let out a wistful sigh. Nooo, staying here baaad. Running away baaad.


  Tempting, but she knew she couldn’t.


  She had too many things to do, too many people counting on her, too many responsibilities.


  Responsibilities I didn’t freaking want in the first place.


  After a relaxing soak, she finally got out and crawled between the sheets of the guest bed. Closing her eyes, she realized she’d somehow gone from someone who’d planned her whole life out, to someone who was now bouncing around spontaneously depending on what got tossed at her.


  I really need to do something about that.


  Chapter Five


  


  With the scent trail so cold, Aliah wondered if it’d even be possible to track Cameron and Gerry.


  But she had to try. If nothing else, she needed the closure. They’d been together for too many years for her not to try to find him. Yes, there’d been instances in the past of him going out to do something and warning her not to come looking for him if he never returned, to get away and protect herself.


  Not this time. He’d meant to return to her, of that she was sure. He would come looking for her, if their positions were reversed.


  And she couldn’t imagine looking their child in the eyes and admitting she didn’t know what happened to him, that she hadn’t even looked for him.


  Back in the McDonald’s parking lot the next morning, in the car and with a fully charged laptop, Aliah carefully examined the area behind the house via Google Earth.


  Then her eyes landed on the GPS unit on the dash. She hadn’t turned it on yet, not needing it and not wanting the distraction.


  Duh.


  She powered it up, smiling when she saw the unit had several trips stored.


  One of them headed into the forest area behind the house, via a winding road.


  And the area was fucking huge. A wide swath of dense, old-growth forest that looked like it’d never been logged. And, as far as she knew, the land was state forest that quickly turned into Maine wolf Clan territory.


  They wouldn’t go there, would they?


  She had to consider it, no matter how crazy it appeared.


  All she could do was try. She saw there were a couple of forestry fire roads intersecting the wilderness. One not too far from the house where she’d tracked the two men. And that was where the stored trip ended.


  It was a start, and her only lead.


  With great trepidation, she drove the speed limit toward the fire road turnoff. As she crossed from public lands into wolf Clan territory, she double-checked that the car’s windows were rolled up tightly.


  The last thing she needed was a passing wolf getting a whiff of her and giving chase. It didn’t matter she wasn’t technically breaking the law—being in a stolen car notwithstanding—by driving on a public road.


  Clan territory, especially that of the wolves and other predatory shifters, was inviolate. They were the largest wolf Clan in North America, and they owned a huge chunk of that part of the state.


  Cockatrice did not just penetrate Clan territory and expect to escape unscathed. Which is why it didn’t make any sense that Cameron and Gerry had headed that way.


  Unless the hybrid cockatrice cunt had given her allegiance to the wolves. If that was the case, the cockatrice species was definitely in trouble. A cockatrice who could identify their kind, know their weaknesses, exploit them, and working with their enemies?


  I want to kill her. For Cameron, if nothing else.


  When she pulled onto the little-used fire road, she realized she could only drive a little way before she had to park. Up ahead, the road was blocked by a fallen tree anyway, and there were several fairly fresh-looking tire tracks in the dirt here, along with footprints from more than one person.


  Nervously staring around, she didn’t spot anyone. She hadn’t passed any vehicles once she crossed onto wolf land, either.


  She shut the car off and rolled down the driver’s side window enough that she could listen.


  Only the sounds of the forest, and the ticking of the cooling engine.


  It took every ounce of will she had to open the door and step out. After grabbing her backpack, where she’d stashed a snack and a couple of bottles of water, she locked the car and studied the dirt.


  Lots of wolf scents here, and other shifters, one fresh wolf scent in particular. Slightly familiar, maybe one she’d smelled at Yellowstone when she’d slipped in and left the ransom note in the lodge.


  And another scent, one that wrinkled her nose, but she could not identify. Human, based on the footprints, but…


  Peculiar.


  The freshest wolf scent, a female if she was pressed, headed toward the woods and matched up with human tracks that only looked a day or two old. She was debating whether or not to follow when she caught the faintest whiff of the hybrid cockatrice scent. Stale, as if a few weeks old, but definitely her.


  That made her mind up for her. She quickly set off, focusing on the freshest wolf scent. A few minutes later, she again caught scent of the hybrid cockatrice.


  As if the wolf had been following her scent, too.


  Still no sign of Cameron or Gerry, but this was her only clue and she had to see where it led her.


  On she wound, off the fire road and into the woods, the tracks sometimes disappearing against the layers of leaves and pine needles covering the forest floor, only to reappear again in a bare patch of dirt.


  Her phone wouldn’t work out here, so she had no idea where she was in relation to the aerial views and maps she’d studied. But the scent trail drew her forward, ever onward, deeper into the woods.


  After a while, she emerged at a large, monolithic structure of stacked slabs of rock. Approximately twenty feet across and ten feet high, it looked and felt ancient. She felt a pull from it as it radiated an air of mystery and power, as if trying to speak to her. From the way it was shaped and constructed, it was obviously not a natural formation.


  “What the hell?” she muttered.


  She circled it, tempted to climb and explore, but then returned her focus to the task at hand.


  This was not her destination, no matter how much it attracted her. She needed to find Cameron, and she couldn’t waste time in the wolves’ territory.


  Around the rock pile she headed, once again following the scent trail. Eventually it led her to another clearing where a small cave entrance sat in the side of a hill.


  Before stepping into the clearing, she carefully listened, looking around, ensuring she was alone.


  Nothing but the sounds of animals, the breeze caressing the treetops above her, and her own pulse pounding in her ears.


  Feeling exposed and vulnerable, she crossed the clearing and stuck her head inside the cavern.


  Nothing but a few stale scents. Although…


  She didn’t have a flashlight, but she grabbed her cell phone and opened a flashlight app. Using that, she played the light around the cavern and advanced, until she reached the back of the cavern.


  Embedded in the rock wall, two spikes, to which were attached tarnished silver rings.


  She fingered them, certain she was on the right path. “Now where have I seen those before,” she muttered. “Who the hell were you holding hostage, you cunt?”


  Emerging from the cave, she blinked in the sunlight as her eyes adjusted. It took her a moment to pick up the tracks and scent trail again, but she followed them out of the clearing and into the thick of the woods once more.


  That was when she came upon another, smaller clearing. What she discovered there broke her heart. Unshouldering the backpack and letting it drop to the ground, she forced her feet forward, toward the mound of dirt that was, no doubt, a grave.


  Sinking to her knees next to it, she spotted the fresh imprint of human hands in the dirt.


  The female wolf.


  Who the fuck is she?


  Aliah closed her eyes and prayed she was wrong. At first, she couldn’t get a good scent other than the fresh wolf. But when she used her hands to dig a few inches through the soft dirt, she had the confirmation she’d dreaded.


  Cameron, and Gerry. Blood had been spilled—cockatrice blood. She smelled it.


  Closing her eyes, she granted herself this moment to weep, to grieve. It would be all she would allow herself because, from this point on, now that she had her answer her life would be comprised of only two missions—raising her child, and getting vengeance against whoever killed her mate.


  


  * * * *


  


  After Aliah composed herself, she took a deep breath and stood, retrieving her pack. After eating her snack and drinking a bottle of water, she picked up the female wolf’s scent and headed deeper into the woods.


  Barely a few minutes later, she came across another grave.


  And now she frowned. The female wolf’s scent was very strong here, as was…


  The hybrid?


  Dropping to her knees, she pressed her nose to the earth. Not just the hybrid, but…death and decay.


  Dead?


  The dirt here had been recently disturbed, freshly dug, within the past day or so. The other grave was…


  With a heavy heart she estimated at least a couple of weeks old, which would make sense.


  But this one had been dug in the past day or so. Odd, she didn’t smell where decay had seeped into the dirt anywhere nearby, just from the vicinity of the grave. It wasn’t like the body had lain out in the open for two weeks before being buried. It was like…


  Huh?


  She dug into the dirt with her bare hands again, confused and trying to understand.


  After a few minutes, there was only one conclusion she could make that made any sense, no matter how confusing it seemed.


  The cockatrice hybrid cunt had been dead and buried…


  And then dug up again in the last couple of days.


  Sitting back on her heels, she tried to figure out what that meant. The female wolf’s scent was very strong here. She had to be the grave robber.


  But why?


  Scrambling to her feet, Aliah found drag marks and the unmistakeable scent of death and decay of the hybrid corpse leading away from the grave.


  She fucking moved the body?


  At a dead run she followed the tracks, easier with all the drag marks, heavy scent, and disturbed foliage along the way. The trail headed in a different direction altogether, crossing another fire road, and then…


  Then the odd scent reappeared, the one from where she’d parked. Another set of footprints, too, appeared out of nowhere.


  And then all the tracks, and all the scents, just…disappeared.


  Gone.


  Turning around, Aliah frantically studied the forest floor. That was impossible, the tracks and scent trail couldn’t have just disappeared like that. They didn’t double-back, they didn’t veer off. They just…


  Vanished.


  Suddenly feeling like she was being watched, she wheeled around and found herself alone.


  But the watched feeling didn’t go away.


  Breaking into a panicked run, she followed the trail back the way she’d come, running until her lungs ached and her heart felt like it would explode from her chest. Until her legs burned, and every step felt like it’d kill her. She ran, afraid to look behind her, until what felt like forever later she emerged in the parking area where she’d left the car.


  Her hands trembled and it took her three tries to get the key in the door lock. When she dove into the car, she slammed the door shut and locked it, now staring back the way she’d come.


  No one.


  It took her several minutes to calm down enough to feel able to drive. She started the car and, as quickly as she dared, headed back to the hotel.


  Chapter Six


  


  Elain awoke later that afternoon, disoriented and starving.


  She forced herself to lie in bed and wait until she gathered her thoughts and her wits.


  Bolivia. Ortega. Rodolfo. Yeah, got it.


  She slowly sat up, a brief wave of nausea sweeping through her before ravenous hunger took over again.


  Her stomach growled.


  She rested a hand on her abdomen. “Yeah, chill out. Give me a minute.”


  Morning sickness was apparently part of her immediate future. She’d had a couple of bouts a week or so ago, but had blamed them on bad Chinese takeout and Brodey experimenting with cooking Thai food.


  Maybe this wasn’t the best idea.


  Just forty-eight hours earlier, she’d been traipsing through the Maine woods and doing a little innocent grave-robbing with the Devil himself.


  And now…


  Now I’m in fricking Bolivia.


  She stood and headed to the bathroom, took care of business, and then pulled some clothes on.


  Outside her door, the man stationed there nodded to her. “Ma’am.” His English sounded perfect and with very little accent.


  “Show me to the kitchen, please.”


  “Certainly. Please, follow me.” He led her downstairs and through the immense home into a large kitchen. She slid into the chair at one end of the large, informal table as a woman hurried into the kitchen from another door at the other end of the kitchen.


  “Mrs. Lyall, welcome,” the woman said. “I’m Rosa, Señor Montalvo’s chef. What may I fix for you today?”


  “May I suggest the crepes?” Lacey said from the doorway Elain had just entered through.


  Elain turned and found her friend smiling. “They’re good?”


  “They’re excellent.”


  Elain nodded. “Those, please.”


  Rosa broadly smiled. “Right away.”


  “And some peppermint tea,” Lacey said. “It’ll help settle your stomach.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’ll get the tea for her,” Lacey told Rosa. After preparing it and setting it in front of Elain, along with a spoon and a bowl of sugar, she sat in the chair on Elain’s right. “Sleep well?”


  Elain dumped a couple of spoonfuls of sugar into the tea and stirred. “Yep.” She blew across the surface of the teacup and carefully took a sip.


  Almost instantly, between the sinus-clearing peppermint aroma and the taste, Elain’s slightly querulous stomach settled.


  “Upset with me?”


  Elain closed her eyes. “No,” she softly said.


  She felt Lacey’s hand cover hers. “I’m sorry, dear. You know it had to be this way.”


  Elain nodded without opening her eyes. “Yep.”


  “So why are you here?”


  She still wouldn’t open her eyes. Frankly, she was hoping she’d open them and find herself either at home in Florida, or in Lacey’s house in Maine.


  Either one worked for her.


  If she opened her eyes, it meant she really was in fricking Bolivia. “I need some questions answered.”


  “From me?”


  “Nope.”


  Lacey sighed. Elain finally opened her eyes and stared at the Seer.


  “Do you want to know the sex of your baby?” Lacey asked.


  “First of all, is it healthy?”


  “I believe so. I’m no substitute for Dr. Alberto.”


  “Okay.” She thought about it. “It’s a girl, isn’t it?”


  Lacey smiled as she nodded.


  “Okay,” Elain said.


  “Did you see that?”


  “I had an instinct. I think I already knew I was pregnant, I just didn’t want to admit it and I was too busy with everything else to think like that. Plus, I was on the pill. I even sort of know when it happened. I’ve had this odd feeling ever since that night.”


  “That’s not uncommon,” Lacey said. “I’m guessing you haven’t told your guys yet?”


  “I’m here in fricking Bolivia,” Elain said. “Alone. What do you think?”


  “I think you’re going to have three very eager, attentive shadows for the next several months.”


  “No shit.” She took another sip of her tea.


  Someone must have told Ortega that Elain was up and about, because he entered the kitchen.


  “Good afternoon, Elain. I trust you slept well?” He leaned in and hugged her.


  “Yes, thank you.”


  He pulled out the chair to her left and took a seat.


  A Seer, a retired Seer, and a jaguar walk into a kitchen…


  Elain adopted a snooty tone. “The reason I’ve assembled you all here together is because I figured out the murderer’s identity—”


  Lacey immediately picked up the convoluted thread of her thought. “Was it Mr. Marble in the garden with the hoe?”


  Elain changed voices again, this time channeling Groucho Marx. “That was no hoe. That was my wife.”


  Lacey and Elain both laughed while poor Ortega stared at them in utter confusion.


  


  * * * *


  


  After she had food in her stomach, Elain wanted to get to the meat of her purpose. “I want to talk to Marston,” she told Ortega.


  The jaguar looked decidedly uncomfortable, glancing first to Lacey and then back to her. “Elain, I—”


  “I won’t kill him. I gave you my word.”


  He stared at her for a moment before finally nodding. “Very well.”


  He led them upstairs and to the opposite end of the house, where he knocked on a large door.


  “Come in.”


  Ortega opened the door and ushered Elain and Lacey inside. Elain had to stop and stare at the man for a moment. Dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, the much older wolf looked like he’d lost a lot of weight from when she’d seen him in Arcadia. She barely recognized him.


  That he held an infant against his burp cloth-covered shoulder and stood there gently bouncing in place as he patted her back definitely didn’t jive with her mental image.


  He seemed equally shocked to see her standing there.


  Ortega cleared his throat. “Elain, please do not take any offense at what I’m about to say, but he is a guest in my home and I have offered him sanctuary. So please, I must insist I stay—”


  “Until you’re sure I won’t rip his throat out?” She didn’t pull her gaze from Marston.


  Ortega nodded. “I was there when you defeated Paul Abernathy. I am well aware of your prowess.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not going to kill him. I promise.” She held up her right pinky. “Pinky swear, remember?” She clenched and unclenched her fists as she stalked past Ortega and over to Marston.


  He said nothing as she stared up into his eyes, although he did freeze, watching her hand as she reached out and wrapped her fingers around his wrist.


  She had to know.


  Yes, he was a shit of a person for most of his life. Under other circumstances she would gladly beg Ortega for the right to kill him herself.


  Unfortunately, right now, she couldn’t. Not in good conscience. He was a desperately devoted father who felt horrible for his past deeds, riddled with guilt and self-loathing because he knew he could never completely atone for what he’d done.


  Even worse, he basically had a good heart that had turned down the wrong path and had seen no way back once he’d started.


  And now she saw the other side of the most heinous act she was aware of, the true reason he’d killed Kael’s little sister.


  It galled her to the very core of her being that she couldn’t completely fault him for the most evil deed he’d committed. The two cockatrice would have killed him and turned the girl into a breeder for their plans had he tried to rescue her.


  Letting go of him, she grimly nodded. “Fine. I get it. Lacey, take the baby. I need you to hold her for a couple of minutes.”


  “What?” Ortega asked.


  But Marston held up a hand to stay the jaguar. “It’s all right,” he quietly said.


  Lacey, shooting Elain a wary look, stepped forward and carefully took the infant from Marston. He arranged the burp rag on her shoulder. “Perhaps you could go into the bedroom with her,” he said, pointing to another door. “I think that would be best.”


  Lacey glanced at Elain.


  “I won’t kill him,” she flatly repeated.


  Ortega didn’t seem to know where to focus his attention. He watched Lacey walk into the bedroom, swiveled his head to stare at Elain, and back again.


  Not wanting to be accused of throwing a sucker punch, she waited until Marston was looking her squarely in the eye. Elain struck out with her right fist, catching the older wolf squarely in the nose and sending him reeling back. When Ortega stepped forward, Marston held up his hand again.


  “No. I deserve it.”


  “Damn right you fucking deserve it,” Elain growled, stepping forward with a left-handed cross that drove Marston to his knees.


  He made no attempt to protect himself.


  She stepped back. “Get up,” she snarled, her inner Alpha unsatisfied but not fighting for dominance.


  Blood dripped down his face from his nose. Already, his left cheek was swelling where she’d nailed him. Once he was back on his feet and facing her, she struck again, a rapid-fire series of punches with both hands, to his body and his face, until he dropped to his knees again.


  She backed off.


  Ortega stood, coiled and ready to pounce on her and intercede. On his hands and knees on the floor, Marston coughed and shook his head. “Stay out of it, Ortega. She’s a woman of her word.”


  “Unlike some people,” she spat at Marston.


  “I will offer no explanations, only my most sincere apologies.”


  She kicked him in the ribs, sending him flying and landing on his back with a moan. She stalked across the room, leaning over him.


  “Your ‘most sincere apologies’ won’t bring my mother back.” She kicked him in the side. “Or the years I lost with my dad.” She kicked him in the thigh. “They won’t fucking bring back Charles and Ellie Lyall, will they? Kael’s sister and parents? The people you’ve killed over the years? Bertholde?”


  She grabbed him by the shirt and jerked him to his feet, holding him up. “Lots of fucking people died or had their lives ruined because of you, asshole.”


  She decked him again with her right hand while fisting his shirt in her left to keep him upright, her rage-fueled strength likely rivaling the jaguar’s at that point. “Lots of people would fucking hate my guts, people I love, if I told them I had you right the fuck here and didn’t rip your throat out.”


  Another punch.


  “Lacey has stuck her neck out for you, risked losing everyone she loves. Because of you.” She punched him in the stomach again.


  “You’ve got eighteen fucking years to make amends. To prove why the day your daughter turns into an adult that I shouldn’t ask Ortega to take you down to his dungeon and do exactly to you what he’s doing to Rodolfo.”


  One more punch to his gut, then she dropped him.


  He collapsed to the floor, curled in a ball and coughing. Both eyes would likely be swollen shut, or nearly so, in a few minutes.


  “Anything you want to say to me?” she asked him.


  “I’m sorry, Elain. If you still feel this way when she’s eighteen, I’ll let you kill me yourself. I won’t fight back. I won’t run. I announce here and now that, as of this day, I completely and utterly submit to you.” He finally squinted up at her through swollen eyelids. “I swear it. Ortega can be my witness if you don’t believe me. And Lacey.”


  She blinked, expecting anything but that.


  Ortega stepped forward. “You are swearing an oath?” he asked Marston.


  After coughing, Marston nodded. “I know my life isn’t worth anything. If it wasn’t for Colleen, I would have let Ortega hand me over to Blackestone for death. I don’t wish to live.”


  He let out a barking laugh that dissolved into a cough. “I was cursed to find true, blessed happiness for the first time since I was very, very young, and once again, it was cruelly ripped out of my hands. I swore to my mate that I would raise our child. Once I fulfill that, do to me as you wish. Death will be a blessing.”


  A sudden wave of sympathy and heartbreak exploded inside Elain, as if from another source hidden deep inside her. She turned on her heel and ran from the room, down the halls until she found her room again. She slammed the door behind her and threw herself onto the bed, sobs locked deep inside her and clawing to get out.


  How can I feel sorry for that fucking monster?


  At some point, she heard a soft knock on her door.


  She didn’t answer.


  When it opened, she knew it was Lacey before the old Seer even said anything. Lacey closed the door and walked over to the bed. Elain felt the mattress dip next to her, then the woman’s hand stroked her shoulder.


  “Shades of grey, dear.”


  Elain rolled onto her side to stare at her. “Is this just pregnancy hormones? Because if so, okay, I can deal with that. What I cannot deal with is that I actually felt sorry for that bastard.”


  Lacey shrugged. “Could be. Could be more. You can see into souls. Perhaps you saw his true core, with all the rottenness of his deeds stripped away.”


  “Considering what’s going on in Ortega’s dungeon, I have a difficult time believing you’re okay with Marston getting a pass.”


  “He’s not getting a pass, dear. He’s racked up Karmic debt in a massive way. The Universe, it seems, is giving him a little time to chip away at that debt before calling it in.” She nodded. “I’m willing to let that happen for the greater good.”


  “What if that was Rodolfo? He had Fiona. We went in and took her.”


  “Fiona was never his to have. He abducted a woman, raped her, and then murdered her by cutting the baby from her. Marston and Mercedes were mates. He marked and claimed her the way your men marked and claimed you. She willingly became his mate, and she wanted to bear his child.”


  “But he’s as much of a monster as Rodolfo is.”


  “True. But Rodolfo never once expressed the slightest bit of remorse or even acknowledgment of his wrongdoings. Marston has.”


  “So we’re supposed to let him go about his merry way?”


  “You heard his oath. He has submitted to you. As Lina might say, you own his ass. When Colleen’s an adult, he’ll let you kill him.” She clasped her hands in her lap. “But do you want my opinion?”


  “Not really, but let’s have it.”


  “I think letting him live is a far crueler choice.”


  “Huh?”


  She shrugged. “He loved Mercedes. And she’s not the first mate he’s lost in his life. The children he loved and lost. There is a lot of grief in his soul. Some would say that is a far worse punishment, to be forced to live, than to die and be released.”


  “Or to be tortured.”


  “I’m an imperfect being, Elain. I never claimed to be any more than that.”


  She reached out and snagged Lacey’s wrist. The old Seer didn’t pull away, letting Elain search through her soul.


  Elain blew out a sharp breath. “His baby is your Colleen,” Elain whispered, finally letting her hand fall free onto the bed.


  Lacey’s expression grew hard. “Life is imperfect. Until that girl is grown, I will do whatever I must to protect Marston. Even if it means putting my own life on the line to stand up and protect him from you, or any of our Clan.”


  “Why not take him out and raise her yourself? Best of both worlds.”


  “How did you feel growing up without your father or your birth mother?” Lacey quietly asked.


  “That’s a fucking low blow.”


  “It’s the truth.”


  Elain rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Even that was tastefully and eloquently decorated, perfect curling swirls, like waves, etched in the pale blue plaster.


  “This is twenty kinds of fucked up,” Elain finally said.


  “Only twenty?”


  “Is he okay?”


  “He will be in a few days, or sooner. He is a wolf, after all.”


  “Can I hit him again when he’s healed?”


  Lacey chuckled as she got to her feet. “That’s up to you, although I would hope you’re better than that.”


  “So says the woman cheering on Ortega’s piece-by-piece disassembly of Rodolfo.”


  Lacey started toward the bedroom door before turning. “By the embers die the fire, Elain. And by the embers they are reborn. We’re all reborn, every one of us. What’s important is what we do with what we have now. Some people might argue you have been reborn, now that you have your men and realize your true heritage. And again when you were given the powers you received. Again when you become a parent. And so on. Every new stage of our lives is like a rebirth. You can either choose to nurture and feed the fire, or throw water on the embers and extinguish them. It’s completely up to you.”


  With that, Lacey left Elain alone.


  Staring up at the ceiling, Elain realized there was no way in hell she could reveal Marston’s existence to anyone. She had to protect him.


  Because she had seen the regret in his soul. She knew she couldn’t live with herself if she took his life and deprived his infant daughter of her father.


  Not to mention Mercedes saved Jim’s life. I can’t ignore that.


  She got up and went into the bathroom. She had to wash the dried blood off her hands, Marston’s and her own, but mostly Marston’s. Her hands were sore and aching, but that didn’t bother her.


  When she went to leave the room, she opened the door and found Ortega’s man standing watch. Elain wondered if he’d try to stop her. He nodded and fell in behind her as she strode down the hallway and across the house to Marston’s suite, where she knocked.


  “Come in.” His voice sounded pained.


  Good.


  She walked in. He didn’t flinch from where he sat in a chair at a small table, another man seeing to his injuries. When the medic made as if to leave, she stopped him. “No, it’s okay. Finish what you were doing. I’m not going to whack him again.”


  She glanced around. “Where’s Colleen?”


  “Asleep. Crib.”


  She pulled out the other chair from the table and sat close enough she could reach out and touch Marston. “Give me your hand.”


  He held out his right hand to her. Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she wrapped her fingers around his wrist. She wanted to know exactly what happened, how Mercedes had died, from his point of view.


  As she searched, she realized her visions were confirmed. Nothing in his memories contradicted what she’d seen at the graves. If anything, it made the events much more poignant in her mind, to feel how much he’d loved Mercedes.


  Elain searched back, farther, looking for information. “I need the address of the house you were staying at.”


  He nodded. “All right. She’d leased it for a couple of years, paid in advance. It should still be vacant.”


  “Good.” More searching. When she came across how Mercedes had first drugged and restrained him, she softly chuckled to herself.


  Marston made no attempt to draw away from her.


  On she searched, skipping around what she now knew about Kael’s family, to Marston’s first mate and children.


  “How did you go from being an honorable man to such a royal shit weasel?” she asked.


  “I never said I was proud of what I’ve done. I’ve never said I don’t regret my actions.”


  Returning to the recent past, she searched out how he’d killed her uncles’ mates, and the mate of one of the Lyall cousins.


  That’s when she froze. “Wait a minute…”


  She tried to process what she was seeing, what Marston knew.


  “Are you fucking shitting me?” she whispered.


  He stared at her through swollen eyelids but didn’t respond.


  When she finally released his wrist, she sat back, shocked. “He was paying them? All these years?”


  Marston shrugged. “Rodolfo was very adept at spreading lies through various sources. He had most people convinced Liam was an honorless, deadbeat criminal without morals, who’d abandoned his mate and child. How do you think I knew where to find them? Rodolfo didn’t know I also knew many of his men. I was careful how I cultivated my contacts, but I wanted at least a chance to receive notification and run if Rodolfo decided to get rid of me.”


  He winced as the medic finished doctoring a cut on Marston’s right cheek. “Everyone heard the rumors about Rodolfo’s temper, of course, but only the people that dealt with him in his Clan usually saw the sour side of him up close. He could be rather charming. If someone shows up with a large financial windfall and offers it to you for nothing more than ensuring you’ll pass on information about someone you believe is a scoundrel and a criminal, would you not take it?” The medic finished and packed his things, leaving them alone with the other guard.


  “Their mates were not innocent,” Marston said. “They were complicit in the dealings.”


  Elain slowly nodded. Her circle of trust had just tightened up a bit. She never would have thought she couldn’t trust her father’s brothers, or even the Lyall cousins.


  Or that she could trust someone she had considered her mortal enemy. “The fucker had my mom abducted. Did you hear about that?”


  He slowly nodded. “I did. That was a common tactic of his to secure cooperation by families.”


  “Do the names Ken and Trent ring a bell?”


  “They do.”


  “Did I screw up by letting them get away?”


  “I don’t think so. With Rodolfo no longer controlling their lives, they were probably happy to flee. I doubt you could find them now if you tried.”


  “Oh, don’t count me out, buddy.”


  “Well, I meant the average person, of course. Not someone with your…skillset.”


  “I beat the everlovin’ snot out of you, and you’re still polite to me. I’ll hand it to you, you’ve got class.”


  “I meant what I said, Elain. I meant the oath I took in front of Ortega.”


  She slowly nodded. “And I’ll keep that sword hanging right there over your head, Damocles.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain hoped her men weren’t going apeshit trying to contact her. With her new shadow leading the way, she found Ortega in his office.


  “I need to contact my guys.”


  Ortega nodded. “Feel free to call from my house phones as much as you wish.”


  “Umm, yeeeaaah, about that. They don’t know I’m in Bolivia. I’d rather keep it that way.”


  “I see. Did you bring your laptop with you?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Does your cell phone provider allow you to text from the Internet?”


  “I—” She thought about it. “Dang good question. I never looked.”


  He smiled. “Some do, some don’t. Go look and see. If so, problem solved. If not, I have a way of fudging a phone call, as it were.”


  She headed back to her room, Ortega’s man giving her the Wi-Fi password. Sure enough, when she logged into their account, she found a feature allowing texting. She could also see texts that had come into her phone.


  “Hot damn,” she muttered.


  All three of her guys had texted her good morning. She quickly texted them back, giving them the same copied and pasted response that she was fine, missed them, loved them, and would call in a couple of days.


  Hopefully that holds them.


  With that done, and it growing late in the afternoon, she needed to take care of something else. Now knowing the way without assistance, her shadow followed her as she returned to Ortega’s office.


  “That worked, thanks.”


  “My pleasure.”


  “Now I’d like to pay another visit to…you know who.”


  “Certainly.” He rose from behind the desk and once again offered her his arm. “I told Fiona you stopped in for a visit. She’s very eager to see you.” He led her out the front door and through the compound.


  “Where is she right now?”


  “Up in her rooms doing homework with my wife.” He smiled. “Her teachers all say she is doing quite well in her studies, and she loves having cousins to play with.”


  “Good.”


  “As I said, sometimes she gets angry. I worry about that.”


  “I’ll talk to her before dinner.”


  They entered the first well-guarded door. Elain felt her pulse race, her stomach tighten. She was actually glad for Ortega’s steady arm to hold on to.


  She had to do this, once and for all, and wasn’t too proud to admit she felt scared shitless.


  Her dread increased as they made their way through the final door and into the room where they held Rodolfo. The lights were dim, and he still lay in the same place she saw him before.


  “I need to touch him,” she said. “I’m not going to hit him,” she added.


  Ortega chuckled. “Him, I would be honored to witness you hit. Or, if there’s anything else you’d like to do to him—”


  Her stomach rolled. “Nope. Just touch. Uh, this might sound weird, but could you stay with me while I do it? Let me…hold on to you?”


  The large, steady jaguar was not only a physical anchor, but an emotional one, his quiet strength an excellent ground for the frantic, fearful energy now spiraling through her.


  “But of course.”


  He walked over to Rodolfo with her. She hung on to his arm with her right hand as she knelt and reached out to Rodolfo with her left.


  At first, she wasn’t sure where to touch him. She opted for his temple. Immediately, a mental cacophony of insanity threatened to overwash her, until she forced his energy back with her own and stood looking at it with her mind’s eye. She was afraid to delve too deeply, the way she had with Marston, fearing she might get caught up and lost inside the dangerous, impossible maze that was his mind.


  He was…insane. Already so to a certain extent before the torture started. Now…


  She tried again, better prepared this time. Steeling herself, she mentally waded through his mind, with a specific target in mind, until she found what she wanted.


  Confirmation of what Marston had told her.


  Rodolfo had paid off her father’s brothers for information, which was why Marston had targeted their mates, kidnapping and then killing them when more information wasn’t forthcoming. And more than just that one Lyall cousin had been on Rodolfo’s pad, although that was the only mate Marston had killed on that side of the family.


  Son of a bitch.


  Elain didn’t try to make sense of his insanity. Instead, she sent to Rodolfo a wave of anger, rage, indignation. A little sample of what he’d caused over the years.


  Rodolfo let out a whining yelp.


  Then she broke the contact with him and took a deep breath of air to clear her thoughts.


  Ortega helped her to her feet. “Are you all right?”


  She nodded. “A damned sight better than he is, that’s for sure.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Aliah wished she could blow off cleaning rooms and get back to her search, but she needed the money. At least with the cash in hand she could top off the gas tank on the stolen car.


  She also needed the time to regain her nerve. What kind of wolf could simply disappear? And what about the strange scent, the one that appeared out of thin air for a few yards before disappearing again?


  Maybe it had a simple explanation. She wasn’t exactly a wolf-quality tracker. Maybe it was an older scent and had faded, tricking her into believing it had appeared suddenly.


  Yeah, that’s it.


  The longer she thought about it while she cleaned rooms, the more it made sense. Maybe it was an even older scent the wolf had been following, overlaying it with her scent, as well as the stronger scent of the body, for most of the way.


  Of course.


  It didn’t explain why both of the scent trails, as well as that of the corpse, and the drag marks and tracks, also disappeared.


  I’m not a tracker. I was upset.


  Also likely explanations.


  By the time she’d finished working, collected her pay, and topped off the gas tank, she still had a few dollars left. She spent some of it on a map of the area before returning to the McDonald’s parking lot, where she studied the area again on Google Earth.


  That wasn’t helping. The satellite pics had been taken in spring or summer, when foliage was the heaviest and obscured the clearings.


  After performing a little Google-fu, she was able to locate an online topography map.


  That was when she made headway. She saved it to her hard drive, along with screenshots of some of the satellite pics, and drove to the vacant house.


  She passed Gerry’s car, still sitting off the road. Apparently, no one had called the police yet to investigate it. She found the house exactly as she’d left it, the front door still locked, no fresh scents.


  There were no houses or other structures, as far as she could tell, in the immediate vicinity of the area she suspected was where the cave and graves were located, although there was a house several miles away, overland. Based on the shadows, she knew she’d generally been heading southwest when she abandoned the search.


  I can’t believe I freaked out like that. I’m an idiot.


  That house could have been the wolf’s destination.


  She packed more water, scavenged another few snacks from the cabinets, and headed back to wolf Clan territory. When she drove by the house, she saw no cars in the driveway, no signs of life. No signs of a dog outside.


  She drove a little ways down the road, turned, and passed by again.


  Nothing.


  Senses still on high alert and well aware that if a wolf caught her there she was likely dead, she pulled into the driveway.


  No response.


  With the map in hand, and an address she’d made up on a road that didn’t exist, she took a deep breath and headed for the front porch.


  It stank of wolves. And what she suspected were dragons, maybe even a bear and a big cat or two. Several of the scents she definitely recognized from Yellowstone.


  And…


  She froze.


  That peculiar scent again. And the female wolf’s scent.


  It could not be mere coincidence. That both scents smelled very fresh and strong raised the hackles on the back of her neck. Also strong, the scent of another female wolf, practically embedded in the wood of the house, but faded, as if she usually spent a lot of time here and had departed recently. Yet another one she’d smelled at Yellowstone, in the lodge. The owner of this cabin, if she had to guess.


  Swallowing back her fear, she reached up with a trembling hand and knocked on the front door because there didn’t appear to be a doorbell.


  After a moment with no response, she knocked again. And a third time.


  Emboldened, she stepped off the porch and walked around to the back of the house. A well-tended herb and flower garden filled the space before flowing into the woods. And that’s where the scent of rotted hybrid corpse smacked her full in the face.


  Her heart raced as she walked into the yard, her ruse completely forgotten now. She even centered on the stench, what seemed to emanate from under a sundial, but…


  The earth looked like it hadn’t been disturbed. No fresh dirt, no newly seeded grass poking through. And the closer she got to it, the more the scent kept fading in and out, as if a mirage.


  Or maybe someone used some pretty powerful magick to try to dispel it?


  She circled the yard, once again stopping there by the sundial. The female wolf’s scent was strong here, up onto the back porch, as was the other, peculiar scent.


  But the house lay empty, as far as she could tell.


  Nothing made sense.


  Not in the slightest.


  At least she had another clue, something she could use to research. She noted the house’s address on her phone before jumping in her car and hurrying out of there. She didn’t dare risk spending too much time in the wolf Clan territory. But now she could figure out who the house belonged to, who the female wolf was.


  And maybe figure out who’d killed her mate.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ortega took Elain upstairs and led her through another set of doors into an enormous wing that could have dwarfed two average-sized American homes.


  He stopped in front of an open door and lightly rapped on the frame. “Fiona, you have a visitor.”


  He led Elain inside. The older woman with black hair and amber eyes and sitting in a chair next to a desk had to be Ortega’s wife. She was definitely a jaguar.


  Fiona smiled when she spotted Elain. She jumped up from her chair at the desk and ran over to her, throwing her arms around her in a hug.


  From her, joyous emotions washed over Elain…


  Except for a little darkness tucked away deep inside her.


  Anger. Pain. Grief.


  Elain knelt to hug her back. “It’s so good to see you, Fiona.”


  “Grandpa and Grandma said you were here. How long are you staying?”


  “Not long, sweetheart,” Ortega said. “I’m sorry, my apologies. Elain Lyall, this is my wife, Lucy.”


  Lucy stood and walked over, smiling as she hugged Elain. “I’m so pleased to finally get to meet you. Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for us. You and your Clan are always welcome in our home as part of our family.”


  Fiona looked up at her grandfather. “Can Elain have dinner with us, Grandpa?”


  “Of course she will.” He looked to his wife. “Dear, a word, please?”


  Lucy smiled and followed him out.


  Elain let Fiona lead her over to the desk, where she showed Elain her math homework.


  “You know,” Elain said, “your grandfather asked me to talk to you.”


  Fiona nodded, but didn’t reply as she stared at the equations on the paper.


  “Before I was born, bad people were following my mom and dad. My dad had to leave my mom to try to keep me and her safe. And then my mom died right after I was born, and her best friend adopted me and raised me.”


  Fiona stared at her, but didn’t respond. Elain reached out a hand and touched her arm. That’s when she sensed the swirling vortex of grief and anger at war within the child as she tried to process what Elain said.


  And Elain felt hopeful, because she also sensed that Fiona felt an affinity with Elain, and that the little girl was glad to finally feel like she had a true family.


  Elain kept trying. “It’s okay to feel upset. To be angry. To feel like it’s not fair, because it isn’t fair what happened. Just don’t let it be what you make of your life. Make sure you look at all the good stuff and enjoy it, because that’s what you need to do. And if you ever want to talk to me, your grandfather has my number. He’ll help you call me.”


  “Were they bad men working for Abernathy?” she asked in a voice that sounded way too old to belong to a child so young.


  “Who?”


  “The bad people following your mom and dad.”


  “Yeah, they were. So we have that in common.” Unfortunately.


  “I wish I could have known my mom and dad.”


  “I know, sweetie.” Elain had to remember to keep up the pretense that Ortega’s son had been Fiona’s father. The child had enough to deal with without knowing her father’s true identity. “The important thing to remember is you can’t change what happened. All you can do is keep moving forward. Your grandparents love you very, very much. And you have a huge family now. Focus on that, not on how angry you are. Anger does really bad things to people if you let it sit there and grow. It turns into a nasty monster that can eat you alive from the inside out.”


  “Grandpa said he made Abernathy sorry for what happened.”


  Ortega and his wife returned. “Elain, Rosa asked me to find out if you have any special dietary needs, or food allergies, before she starts dinner.”


  “I’m good. I’ll eat pretty much anything, as long as it’s not so spicy my tongue falls off.”


  She was glad to see Fiona smiled at that. “Did you meet Uncle Marston yet?” Fiona asked. “He’s not really my uncle,” she confided. “He’s a cousin, but he’s old.”


  Elain hoped the smile hadn’t slipped from her face. “Yes, I’ve met him before.”


  “Fiona,” Lucy said, “since your homework is done, you may go watch TV downstairs.”


  “Thank you, Grandma!” She hugged Elain, who was relieved to feel the girl’s anger had receded, replaced by normal kid joy over television time. Then she ran over and hugged her grandparents before heading out the door.


  “Well?” Ortega asked. “What do you think?”


  “I think she’ll be okay. She’s got a long road ahead of her, but it’s a far better one than she would have had.”


  Let’s just hope she never finds out the full truth and comes to distrust Ortega and the others. Or me.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey brought baby Colleen downstairs in an infant carrier. Through Lacey, Marston offered his apologies, that he would take his dinner in his room that night because he felt a little ill and didn’t want to pass it around.


  It was a good enough story for Fiona, who insisted Elain sit next to her and rattled off rapid-fire stories of things she’d been doing and people she was getting to know since arriving in Bolivia.


  The poor kid had been isolated from other children all her life. Now, she was learning what it was like to be a normal child, to play, to explore. And Ortega, his wife, and the entire household were getting better with their English, since Fiona didn’t speak any Spanish when she arrived, and Marston spoke very little. Although it seemed Fiona’s multilingual skills were rapidly improving daily.


  A few times, Elain innocently touched the girl’s hand or arm during dinner, trying to sense more about her mood. She was glad to see that the anger seemed to come and go and wasn’t anchored to Fiona’s psyche with any great depth or permanency.


  After dinner, Lucy sent Fiona upstairs to get her bath while the adults sat and talked.


  “I think she’ll be okay,” Elain told them. “But I told her if she ever wanted to talk, you’d help her call me.”


  He nodded. “Thank you, Elain. We appreciate it.”


  “I hope you’re not too mad at me about earlier. With Marston.”


  He smiled. “I was surprised he took it so well. I honestly thought he’d be crying and begging for mercy. What is your American phrase? He has bigger balls than I thought.”


  “Don’t encourage her,” Lacey chastised. “She’ll want to do it again.”


  “I wasn’t encouraging her,” Ortega said. “Merely pointing out the facts.”


  “Don’t worry, I’m not going to slug him again.” Elain flexed her sore hands, which still bore bruises and abrasions from earlier. “I’m done with the hitty and back to the talky. I’m also thinking I’ll go online and see if I can get a flight out tomorrow.”


  Ortega looked and sounded practically insulted. “You’ll do no such thing. When you wish to return to Maine, my jet will fly you there, or anywhere else you wish to go.”


  She hoped it was just another bout of hormones that nearly made her want to burst into tears of gratitude. Somehow, she reeled them in. “Are you sure?”


  “Of course I am sure.” He dazzled her with his smile. “You are our Clan Seer. I will not have you traveling in any fashion except the best I can provide.”


  “Watch it, or you’ll spoil me.”


  “How do you think the rascal’s kept me by his side all these years,” Lucy teased, smiling at her husband in a loving way that almost broke through what little reserve Elain had in holding back her tears.


  I miss my guys. “Okay, then thank you. I appreciate it, and accept your offer. Can we leave after breakfast?”


  “Anytime you wish.”


  “After breakfast is fine.” Then she had another thought. “Wait, scratch that. Uh, no pun intended. Can you take me to where my dad lived?”


  He scowled. “Of course I can, but it’s several hours away, and involves a hike.”


  “That’s fine.”


  “I’ll take you personally. Marco can accompany us.”


  “Okay. How about this. We do that tomorrow, then the day after, I go back.”


  “Very well, but may I ask why you wish to see it?”


  She shrugged. “He sacrificed a lot for me. The least I can do is make sure I never forget what he went through.”


  After they finished dinner, Elain offered to take Colleen up to Marston. “I didn’t slug him again when I went back before dinner,” she told Lacey. “I’ll behave.”


  Lacey handed the baby over and gave Elain a kiss on the cheek. “Sleep well, dear.”


  “I hope so.”


  Upstairs, she knocked on Marston’s door.


  “Come in.”


  She entered with the baby. He didn’t seem surprised to see Elain. Standing slowly and with some difficulty, he walked over to meet her in the foyer. “Thank you for bringing her back,” he said as he took the carrier from her.


  “You didn’t think I’d kidnap her, did you?”


  “No, I meant bringing her upstairs. It honestly hadn’t crossed my mind that you might do that.”


  She followed him out of the living room and into the nursery, where he lifted Colleen from the carrier and put her on the changing table. Elain leaned against the doorway, watching while he seemed to be a perfect, doting, loving father.


  “Don’t make me regret this,” she told him.


  He didn’t take his eyes off his daughter. “I won’t.”


  “Because if you do—”


  “I won’t,” he repeated, this time meeting her gaze. “I know my word is no good to you, but I won’t make you regret it. Any of you.”


  “Okay. As long as we’re clear.”


  “We are.”


  Once he had the baby changed and ready for bed, he kissed her forehead before gently tucking her into her crib and heading for the door. He switched the light off and Elain stepped out of his way, following him back to the living room.


  “I need the address for the house in Maine, where you and Mercedes hid out.”


  He walked over to the counter of the small efficiency kitchen that was part of his suite. A notepad and pen sat there. “It was just outside and bordering a state forest, about thirty miles from the center of the Maine wolf territory by road, maybe ten directly overland.”


  She frowned. “That close?”


  “Mercedes’ theory was that no one would ever think of a cockatrice, or a hybrid one, living that close to the wolves. Remember, she passed to wolves as a wolf.”


  “True.”


  He seemed to think of something. “Wait a moment.” He disappeared into the bedroom. When he returned, he held a set of keys. “Here. This will make it easier.”


  She took them. “Thanks.”


  “Her car should still be there, too. Feel free to use it if you need to.”


  “Thanks.” She hefted the keys in her hand. “I have another question.”


  “Yes?”


  “You’re gay. Why’d you take female mates not once, but twice?”


  He returned to the counter to write out the address. “You saw my heart. That should be obvious.”


  “I want to hear it from you.”


  He finished writing and tore the paper off, handing it to her before he met her gaze through eyelids that, while still swollen, looked like they’d healed a little in the time since their encounter. “I did what was expected of me in my first marriage. It was the times, obviously. It’s not like it is now. I loved my mate and my children very much, even if there was little passion of a sexual nature. With Mercedes…”


  She watched his thoughts drift to his recent grief.


  “We were a match made in hell, in some ways,” he said, a smile curling his lips. “And in others, we were perfectly paired. We had a common enemy. Frankly? She would have used me whether I wanted her to do so or not. I proposed a compromise that worked to both our advantages. I came to love her, in my way, and she me.”


  “With passion.”


  He shrugged. “I’ll admit that, early on, the humiliation aspect was more revenge on my part than anything, but when I realized she actually enjoyed being dominated in that way, and was willing to let me do things to her that I’d rarely had a chance to do with a willing partner before…” He sighed. “We had fun.”


  “She ratted you out to us, you know.”


  “I know. Lacey told me. Based on the timing, I believe that was done before we mated.”


  “You hope it was.”


  “It’s in the past. It cannot be undone.”


  “You know you basically have a death sentence hanging over your head, right? I don’t know if anything you ever do is going to be able to change that.”


  “Eighteen hours, days, or years, it’s still going to be there.”


  She held out her hand to him. When he stared at it, she smirked. “No trick.”


  He shook with her. “Thank you, Elain.”


  “Yeah, you thank me now.” She released his hand after feeling his gratitude begin to swell toward her. “You just wait, Damocles. You just wait.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Elain, Marco, and Ortega headed out after breakfast. In daylight, she saw the country was beautiful, albeit rugged in places. Ortega’s compound was far larger than she’d imagined and contained more than just his house. Behind his home, inside the same protective walls, lay the homes of his two brothers, as well as a sister, and several of Ortega’s children, and those of his brothers and sister. It was almost a self-contained town within those confines. The village his compound abutted lay behind it, on the other side, and was the home to most of Ortega’s men.


  Anyone trying to cause trouble in that part of Bolivia would soon wish they hadn’t. They would, literally, let more than one cat out of the bag.


  Very large, very powerful cats, who wielded automatic weapons with great skill and ease.


  As they drove through the countryside, Elain listened as Ortega gave her information about the area, reciting history and anecdotes as they passed various places of interest.


  When they pulled into the yard outside an old mission church, Marco parked and shut off the SUV. The little church wasn’t much. Like something out of a movie, chickens and a goat ranged freely through the yard.


  An older man emerged from the church, hurrying over to the SUV as they got out. He bowed his head as he reached out and clasped Ortega’s hand, his Spanish unintelligible to Elain, but his tone perfectly clear.


  He was welcoming the jaguar as an honored visitor.


  Ortega gave him a friendly smile as he pulled the padre in for a hug. Marco walked around to the back of the SUV and unloaded three large, plastic storage totes, which made the padre’s eyes widen. The padre shook the jaguar’s hand again, even more eagerly.


  Ortega helped Marco move the storage totes into the small shack next to the church. Inside, Ortega helped the padre unpack them. Medicine, medical supplies, vaccinations—some of which immediately went into an ancient-looking refrigerator in the corner—and other items.


  After the empty totes were stacked by the door, Ortega reached into his pocket and withdrew a wad of bills, which he pressed into the padre’s hand.


  Tears filled the man’s eyes as he hugged the jaguar.


  No matter what little personal culinary science experiments he was conducting in his dungeon, Ortega made up for it in other ways, apparently.


  After concluding their business, Ortega turned to Elain. “Well, let us go. We can get up there and back and home again before dark if we do not delay.


  Marco and Ortega both carried packs, filled with water and food, but refused to let Elain carry one. “You are my guest,” he insisted. “Do not worry yourself.”


  They’d also brought a walking stick for her, which she soon found herself needing.


  As they made their way up the mountain and through the jungle, Elain realized how diametrically opposed this was to the normal, middle-class upbringing she’d had in Tampa. “Dad was up here all by himself?”


  Ortega nodded. “Yes. He refused, despite my repeated offers throughout the years, to be near people.” Ortega led the way, Marco bringing up the rear.


  She didn’t miss how both big cats constantly scanned the surrounding area, on alert.


  “Are we in danger here?” she asked.


  “I do not think so today, no.” Ortega glanced over his shoulder at her. “However, I will not take risks with your life, Seer.”


  Elain didn’t know if she’d ever grow comfortable perched on top of the highly esteemed pedestal where he’d apparently deposited her.


  They finally arrived in a little clearing about an hour later. Tucked against the rocky side of a hill, a wood and tin shack precariously hugged the outcropping behind it.


  “Here we are,” Ortega announced without fanfare.


  She walked across the clearing and to the shack. When she pushed the rickety door open, she let out a soft gasp. In the States, it would barely qualify as a garden shed, much less an abode for a human. She’d seen primitive camping shelters in state parks that were better built and more comfortable than this.


  She felt the prickle of tears in her eyes as her gaze swept the interior. “Over twenty-five years he spent here,” she whispered. “Alone.”


  Ortega stood just behind her. “Yes,” he quietly said. “He loved you that much, that he wished to keep you safe. I offered to track you down, bring you and your mother to him, but he still worried. He feared if anyone knew where you were, who’d he’d left Maureen with, that you would all be in danger. I suspected you were somewhere in North America, but I did not have any idea if you were even in the United States. He covered his tracks to get here. Even I could not retrace his path and, believe me, I tried.”


  “Nobody else knew he was here?”


  “Only my brothers. Well, and the padre, but he did not know his identity, only that he was a personal friend of mine who was to remain unknown, and who would help keep watch on the territory. No one else knew his true identity but us three. That is the way he wished it to be.”


  She stepped inside. A low, wooden bunk with a homemade mattress of ratty old blankets, a rickety chair and even more unstable table made of scrap wood. Some bare shelves. Her hand reached up to her neck, to the tag on the necklace she wore. Her talisman, grounding her and making her feel like her guys were there with her, at least in spirit.


  She turned to Ortega. “What’s up with the padre? How do you know you can trust him?”


  “I’ve always been a patron of his church. My family is from this area. When we improved our lives, we never forgot where we came from. I made sure to give him every reason to help the mysterious hermit living on the mountain.”


  “He didn’t know Liam was a shifter?”


  “I’m sure he might have suspected, even though he knew he was not a jaguar.”


  “Okay.” She felt a little bad about making it all the way up there, just to turn around again. “I’m good.”


  Ortega took her hands in his, his voice somber. “Do not feel guilty, Elain. A father’s love, a mother’s love, there is no more powerful strength in the Universe. I’m sure he did not see it the same way you do. He saw it as ensuring your life and happiness.”


  “At the cost of his own.”


  The jaguar shrugged. “You will one day see it differently, I’m sure.” He patted her hand, hers swallowed by his. “Your father is a good man. I’m happy he now has joy in his life once more. He has earned it.”


  She’d brought her phone with her and took pictures of the shack, inside and out. She wanted them for her own use.


  To look at whenever she started feeling sorry for herself.


  So she would never forget the sacrifices people made to keep her happy and free all her life.


  It was a little before dinnertime when they returned to Ortega’s compound. She went to her room and soaked in the tub, a swirl of thoughts flowing through her mind and making no sense.


  Then, another thought hit her. She was up and out of the tub in a flash, drying off and throwing on clothes, running down the hallway to Marston’s room with one of Ortega’s men shadowing her again.


  She knocked before rushing in without waiting for an answer. Marston was sitting on his sofa, Colleen in his arms taking her bottle. Yes, his injuries were already noticeably healed.


  Elain pulled up short and checked her voice’s volume, not wanting to scare the baby.


  “The spellbook Mercedes had,” she said. “What can you tell me about it? Was it a copy?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know, a copy. A duplicate of Lenny’s book.”


  “No. It had belonged to Edgar. Mercedes took it from Lenny’s house after his death.”


  She deflated. “Shit,” she muttered. “The spellbook they found in Brussels a couple of years back was a copy of the one they took after killing Lenny in Yellowstone. I was hoping maybe this book was just another copy.”


  “No. Edgar and Lenny each had one. They were alike, but unique. Each had made their own notes over the years.”


  “Do you know if there were any others?”


  “No. They wouldn’t discuss the origins of the books with me. I assumed they were family relics.”


  “When you guys ran, Mercedes grabbed her laptop and stuff. I saw that in my vision. Did she have anything about the spellbook stored on the computer? Did she ever scan it in, or take pictures of it?”


  He frowned, thinking. “I don’t think so, but come with me.” He stood, taking care not to jostle the baby in his arms, and led Elain into his bedroom. Neat and tidy, as was the entire suite, he showed Elain to his closet and pointed with his foot.


  “In there, her backpack. If you’d please get it.”


  “Sure.” She opened the door and grabbed it, pulling it out and ignoring the brown spots on it that were likely dried blood, judging from the faint metallic smell.


  When a vision tried to come to mind, she shoved it away, hard. She’d already seen how the woman died.


  She didn’t need to see it again.


  “Bring it out here.” When he had to step around Ortega’s man, Marston smiled. “It’s all right, Gabe. You don’t have to stay here with us.”


  The man nodded and stepped out of the way, going to the suite’s open doorway to wait.


  They returned to the small table, where Elain set up the laptop and charger. After Marston talked Elain through the login and files where Mercedes had stored everything, they searched for nearly thirty minutes but didn’t find any evidence of her storing the book digitally.


  “Is everything all right?” Ortega asked from the open doorway.


  They both looked up.


  Elain realized how this had to appear, her and her mortal enemy, who was feeding a baby and standing over her shoulder, looking through a laptop together.


  “I had a thought,” Elain said, “but it didn’t pan out.” She sat back, frustrated.


  “The two men who came after us,” Marston said, “I strongly suspect they are the ones who found the spellbook.”


  “That makes sense. My vision showed one of them taking it back and giving it to his wife…”


  When she didn’t continue, Ortega stepped inside the suite. “Yes?”


  “They were staying at a hotel,” she said. “And one of the cockatrice we caught at the meth house said they had a blue Ford pickup truck.” She closed her eyes as she tried to recall the vision. She could only see inside the hotel room, not the exterior. “It had to be fairly close by for them to catch up with you and Mercedes so fast.”


  “What are you thinking?” Ortega asked.


  She opened her eyes. “I’m thinking that, tomorrow morning, I need to get my ass back to Maine and find me that cockatrice woman.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Before Elain went to bed that night, she checked her texts again via her computer. Her men missed her, loved her, and she could tell they were doing their best not to pressure or guilt-trip her, but wanted her home.


  Brodey, especially, had a laundry list of sexy things he intended to do to her once she returned.


  I hope he’ll still want to do them to me when he finds out I’m pregnant.


  She didn’t want her men suddenly treating her like fragile china.


  Instead of copy-paste, this time she sent each man personal messages, engaging in brief text conversations with them. When Ain asked why she didn’t want to talk to them on the phone, she found herself looking for an answer that wasn’t a lie and wouldn’t give away her location—or any other secrets.


  She stared at her phone, which sat on the bedside table. Other than using it as a camera earlier that day, she’d left it turned off.


  Didn’t have it on the charger today, she texted back. And I’m going to bed shortly.


  Technically it wasn’t a lie, because she hadn’t put it on the charger that day, and she was about to go to bed.


  Lina and Mai had also texted her, asking if she was all right. She replied briefly to them, confirming she was still alive and well and hoping they couldn’t see what she was doing.


  That was when a thought hit her.


  She texted Callie.


  Quick ? between you & me. Can you & Gigi & BY “see” each other?


  Elain waited, refreshing the computer interface several times before Callie replied.


  Not really. Fuzzy if at all. Y?


  She thought how to answer. Yes, she could lie to her friend.


  She just didn’t want to.


  Need to keep some stuff private for now.


  Callie replied seconds later.


  EZ. Visualize a bubble around it. Or inside a locked safe. Or whatever. U choose. They can’t see what U don’t want seen.


  Relief filled Elain.


  Thank you. :)


  YW. U safe?


  Elain thought about it. Very. See you tomorrow night.


  She knew she had to put in an appearance at the Blackestones’, or risk Daniel saying something to Ain and the guys about it.


  Callie’s reply made her laugh. Dinner here, 8, lobs.


  That was a benefit of being in Maine. She could eat lobster whenever she wanted.


  Deal.


  She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to drop off to sleep right away, but apparently the hike had sufficiently worn her out.


  It also seemed some of Brodey’s sexy texts had seeped into her subconscious. In her dream, she was home in Florida with her guys, naked in the middle of them. She lay on her back on their bed, Brodey between her legs with his talented tongue doing delicious things to her clit, his fingers fucking her pussy as he teased and tormented her.


  Ain and Cail cradled her between them, their lips clamped around her nipples, their tongues flicking and teasing them into hard, aching peaks.


  She writhed between them, her passion working harder, stronger, drawing her closer to release.


  And then dream Brodey lifted his head, an evilly sweet smile on his face. “Remember, babe. I edicted you, and you agreed to it. You can’t come until you get home.”


  Her eyes popped open and she realized her hand was buried between her legs, furiously and vainly trying to rub one out.


  With a groan, she squeezed her eyes shut as her hand fell still. “That motherfucker!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain didn’t have to seek Lacey out the next morning. The Seer sat at the kitchen table, sipping a cup of tea.


  She had another question for her friend. “Since we’re in cahoots here,” Elain started as she slid into a chair, “let me ask you a question. Besides the obvious, what’s buried in your garden?”


  Lacey didn’t meet her gaze. She slowly turned the teacup around on the table with her fingers. “What do you mean, dear?”


  “Cut the crap.”


  Lacey slowly swiveled her eyes to meet her gaze. “Do not ask that which you do not wish answered.”


  “See, that’s the thing. I do wish it answered.”


  The old Seer smirked. “You have enough on your plate to deal with. We’ll talk later. I am going to tell you to beware of strange women.”


  “Define strange. Me and Lina pretty much fit the strange description at this point. Although I think Mai can still pass for normal.”


  “Unknown to you. Showing up out of nowhere.”


  “Ah. I had a vision of the one guy’s mate. The cockatrice.”


  Lacey nodded. “Probably the same one I saw, then.”


  “I thought you were retired?”


  “I hoped I was, with you girls now on the job. I guess the Goddess doesn’t see it that way.”


  “Lucky you.”


  She reached over and patted Elain on the hand. “Give Jasper a hug for me. I’ll be home in a few weeks. Ortega said we can stop by Arcadia on the way to Maine so I can pick him up. He said he can land his jet at the airport in Port Charlotte.”


  “Why don’t I just leave him with Jocko then?”


  “Because Jasper reacts strongly to cockatrice,” she admitted. “I didn’t realize it at the time, only in retrospect. He reacted very strongly to Mercedes. I was too shocked by what I saw when I shook her hand to make the connection then.”


  “You want him with me, with us in Florida, in case the woman shows up. Or any other cockatrice.”


  Lacey smiled. “Atta girl. Now you get it.” She squeezed Elain’s hand before letting go. “We do have a lot to talk about at some point, just not right now. Nothing I know at this time would seem to point to anything happening at this juncture. If I find I’m wrong, I will tell you immediately.”


  “You know, I am sooo over all this secrecy bullshit. I’m thinking this Triad will be the Woodward and Bernstein generation.”


  Lacey pointed up at the ceiling.


  Elain didn’t need to be a Seer to follow her train of thought.


  Marston.


  And, by extension, Rodolfo.


  Elain let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. I get your point.”


  Lacey took another sip of her tea. “You’ll learn, sweetheart. I was once like you. I get it. Believe me, I do. Unfortunately, the longer you live, the more you learn that secrets are sometimes the only things that hold the fabric of our civilization together. What do you think would happen if shifters and other fae races were exposed to the public, hmm?”


  Lacey’s expression turned dark. “Do you think it would be a love fest, or do you think that governments would suddenly start interring us in Guantanamo Bay, or other secret establishments as yet to be named? Or, worse, medically studying us? How would you feel about BettLynn or the Beasts being butterflied alive on some dissection table with electrodes hooked up to them to see what happens? Your men? You? Me? If you think it can’t happen, think again. No one ever imagined what the Nazis were capable of when they committed their atrocities.”


  Elain felt ill. “Okay, I get it,” she mumbled.


  Lacey’s tone hardened. “No, I don’t think you do.” She set down her cup. “Stop to consider this. What do you think Lina would do if she knew Marston was alive and right here?” She tapped the table with her finger. “Do you think she’d be happy with only punching his lights out and then stopping the way you did?”


  “No.”


  “No. She’d come in here and not only blow up the place, but blow up anyone trying to protect Marston, which would be all of Ortega’s men, because Ortega has offered Marston sanctuary. It would rip apart the mega-Clan. It would drive a massive wedge between shifter races and Clans that could never be removed. It would mean the cockatrice win, because they would then be able to gain a foothold and use the resulting chaos to try to destroy as many shifters as they could.”


  “Colleen is part cockatrice.”


  “She’s mostly wolf, born to a woman who renounced her partial cockatrice heritage and identified as wolf.”


  “Do you think a full-blooded cockatrice can change?”


  Lacey sat back. “I don’t know. I used to think so. I still hope maybe some of them can. Mercedes was proof that they can make what they wish out of their lives.” She sadly shook her head. “Whatever happens, Colleen must live. And we need to do everything we can to guide her life toward the light, not the darkness.”


  “Because she needs to live, or because she was your cousin in a previous life?”


  “Does it really matter?”


  “You’re not exactly objective here, Lacey. Not in the slightest.”


  “Bad things are building. Quickly. All I can tell you is what I see.”


  “What you want to see, maybe.”


  “I see us all taking strange metaphorical bedfellows before we can think about returning to a long-term peace,” Lacey said. “I’ve chosen mine. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t feel it was vital.”


  Elain studied her friend for a long moment. “Okay,” she said. “I get it. I believe you.”


  Not that I really have a choice.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain was back in Maine by early evening. Admittedly, flying on a private jet with all the amenities was a lot better than flying coach.


  As soon as she reached her car in the long-term parking lot and turned on her phone, it was like she’d hit jackpot on a slot machine. A virtual blizzard of text messages exploded into her inbox, and her voice mail indicator suddenly bloomed like the national debt.


  Fuck.


  She relaxed a little when she realized most of the voice mails were from Brodey, expressing his loneliness without her, how much he missed her, wanting to know when she’d be back…and then a long series of him talking dirty to her, seductively detailing what he wanted to do to her, much as he had in his texts.


  Admittedly, hearing him say it was nicer.


  Apparently, he’d call, talk until it cut him off, and call back to continue. He racked up over twenty messages that way, and her inbox was now full.


  After deleting as much as she could, she started by calling Ain’s cell phone.


  She hated that he sounded guarded. “Hi, sweetheart. You all right?”


  “I’m okay.” She glanced around the parking lot before hitting the locks on her doors, just to make sure. “I’m on my way over to Callie and Blackie’s for dinner.”


  His tone shifted from guarded to hopeful. “Oh. That sounds like fun.”


  “Look, for starters, I love you. All three of you. Thank you for—”


  “Is that her?” Brodey yelled in the background.


  She heard a sound, a solid collision like Ain got tackled, and then, apparently, the phone went flying. A loud thunk, followed by dead air, and then a beep indicating the call ended. When she looked, she saw they’d been cut off.


  Bonehead strikes again.


  She waited, keeping the phone held up, until her phone rang seconds later from Cail’s cell.


  “Hi, sweetie,” she said after answering it.


  Cail was laughing. “Hey, babe. How you doing?”


  “Are they beating each other up?”


  “Well, looks like Brod owes Ain a new phone.”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  In the background, she heard what sounded like a scuffle, then a male yip followed by the sound of her mother angrily chastising someone.


  “Oh, way to go, Mom,” Cail said, laughing harder now.


  She could only imagine. “What happened?”


  “You aren’t going to believe this. She just walked over, grabbed Brod by the ear, and marched his ass out the back door.”


  “My mom?”


  “Yeah. Hold on.”


  Ain came on the line, sounding out of breath. “Sorry, sweetheart. Now, where were we?”


  “You all right?”


  “Yeah, but when Brodey saw me answer the phone, he almost knocked a full, hot casserole dish out of Mom’s hands. She was on her way to the table with it. BettLynn and the puppies were right there, too. She was trying to get the dish set down, and then when my phone hit the floor and broke, she went after him.”


  She giggled. “Uh, is he all right?”


  “I think so. She’s got him bent over outside right now, still got hold of his ear, looks like she’s giving him a good tongue lashing.”


  “What’s Dad doing?”


  “Watching and laughing his ass off.”


  “But BettLynn and the puppies are okay, right?”


  “Yeah, but if she’d dropped the casserole, they could have gotten burned or cut.”


  She let out a sad sigh. “Oh, Bonehead.”


  “Anyway. You were saying?”


  “I was going to say thank you for letting me do this.”


  “Did it help?”


  “Yeah, so far. I’ve got something I need to try to do tomorrow.” She wondered how much she could tell him. “I think it’s a lead on a cockatrice.”


  Now he sounded all business. “You be careful. Get backup if you need it.”


  “I will, I promise. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, babe. Here’s Cail.”


  Ain passed the phone to his brother. “Hi again, sweetheart.”


  “Is Brodey still in trouble?” she asked.


  “Um, that would be an affirmative. Wow. I never want to get you that pissed off at me.”


  “Me?”


  He let out a snort. “Yeah. I’m sure with your Alpha, you’d be at least ten times scarier than Mom is, and let me tell you, I’m pretty scared of her right now.”


  “Pregnancy hormones?”


  “No, I think she’s just had enough of him moping around here the past couple of days.”


  Now she felt bad for Brodey, but only a little. He had to learn to be careful.


  Especially now.


  She rested her other hand on her belly. “Sorry. Like I told Ain, I think in a couple of days I’ll be able to come home. This has really helped.”


  “Good. Love you.”


  “Love you, too. Now, I need to get moving, or I’m going to be late for dinner at Callie and Blackie’s.”


  He chuckled. “I’d let you speak to Brod, but I think Mom’s on a real good tear out there, and she isn’t going to let go of him any time soon. I know I damn sure ain’t about to interrupt her.”


  “Plus Ain is going to take Brodey’s phone away and use it until he gets a new one.”


  “Yeah, probably. He just went out there and fished it out of Brodey’s back pocket.”


  “I’m going to be driving, so tell Brodey he’ll just have to wait until I get back to Lacey’s after dinner.”


  “Will do.”


  She hung up, shaking her head. She could envision the scene, too.


  Although, had she been there, she likely would have Alpha rolled Brodey for his carelessness, something her mother couldn’t do.


  Then again, if I was there, he wouldn’t have been acting like that.


  She shoved that thought away. Brodey was going to be a father, even though he didn’t know it yet. He needed to learn he had to be careful around the babies.


  Pointing her car toward the Clan compound territory, she realized despite looking forward to having dinner with her friends, it was the last thing she wanted to do.


  What she really wanted to do was start a systematic search of every hotel in the area, especially any with a blue Ford pickup truck parked outside.


  Then again, this is Maine. Blue Ford pickups are probably as prolific as mosquitoes.


  Or even go by the house Marston and Mercedes used at a hideout.


  That, she knew, wouldn’t be possible tonight, considering the time.


  No, she had obligations. The first being she needed to show up for dinner at Callie’s, on time, or risk a lupine search force being sent out after her.


  She also wanted to go back to the cockatrice graves in the morning and have another look-see. Try to have a clearer vision of the cockatrice woman.


  Maybe I can call Ryan.


  Definitely an idea she’d keep on the front burner.


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah discovered the house belonged to one Lacey Fraser. That name didn’t ring a bell to her, but she knew who she might be able to call to find out.


  Although she also knew she’d be taking a risk by doing so.


  Nervously, she dialed the cell number and waited while it rang. After the third ring, a male voice answered.


  She sucked up her nerve. “Carl? It’s Aliah. Cameron’s wife.”


  There was a pause. “Yes?”


  “We need to ask you a question.” She needed to maintain the ruse that Cameron was still alive.


  Wariness tinged his tone. “What kind of question?”


  Best to just dive right in. “Do you know of a woman by the name of Lacey Fraser?”


  More silence. Lasting so long that she pulled the phone away from her face to make sure the call hadn’t dropped.


  When he finally spoke, the wariness in his voice had been replaced by outright defensiveness. “Why do you want to know that?”


  She absolutely did not want to admit to him that Cameron was dead. She didn’t want to paint a target on her back just yet. Until she could build herself a position of strength for negotiating with the spellbook, she needed to be as circumspect as possible.


  “We know where her house is, but we don’t know who she is.”


  “And I still want to know why you want to know that.”


  She could lie with the best of them. His reluctance to answer meant the woman had to be someone important, or at least dangerous. “Cameron asked me to call and find out. He heard some people talking about her during an…operation we were involved in. Who is she?”


  “You mean an operation like the Yellowstone clusterfuck? Where you all screwed up and got people killed, as well as pissed off one of the most dangerous cockatrice hunters out there in the process? A cockatrice hunter who happens to be the little fucking sister of the fucking leader of the fucking Maine wolves? Oh, and not just her, and her older fucking brother—nooo, you assholes went all out and really fucked things up right—but their entire fucking Clan? And the clans of several other fucking predator shifters?” He was shouting by the time he finished.


  Shit. Neither one of them had said anything to anyone else about the Yellowstone incident. She knew Cameron’s cousin, Carl Shupe, had a few moles here and there, but had honestly thought their names would stay out of it once they left the Yellowstone area.


  Especially since the other participants were all dead.


  “I know Cameron was involved,” Carl continued, his voice only marginally calmer now. “It was his brother and our cousins found dead. And reports said at least one other cockatrice involved got away. Plus I got calls from two of their widows, asking for help paying their damn bills. I’m not an idiot, Aliah.”


  She didn’t know how to reply, so she waited him out.


  “Where are you two?” he asked.


  “I’m not going to tell you that.”


  “Then I don’t have to tell you shit. Good—”


  “We have one of the missing Grimoire Lilitu,” she blurted before he could hang up.


  More silence. Then, in a doubtful tone, he said, “Prove it.”


  Her heart raced. “Can you get picture texts on your cell phone?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Give me one minute.” She hung up and retrieved the book from where she’d hidden it in the bureau, tucked into one of her pairs of jeans with the legs wrapped around it. She walked into the bathroom and stepped into the shower. With the pale tile an unidentifiable background behind her, she snapped a selfie of her holding the book up next to her face, just so he couldn’t say she’d grabbed the picture from somewhere else.


  Then she texted it to him.


  Less than a minute later, her phone rang.


  She waited until the third ring to answer it. “Yes?”


  “She’s the Maine wolves’ Seer. Why the fuck do you want to go messing around with her? Didn’t you guys do enough damage in Yellowstone? Anyone catches you so much as breathing in her direction, they’ll rip you apart at the seams.”


  She smiled to herself as she returned the book to its hiding spot. “We just needed to know who she was, that’s all.”


  “Okay, now how the hell did you two get your hands on that book? And how much do you want for it?”


  Relief washed through her. She was in the position of power now.


  “We’ll get back to you. Make sure you keep your cell phone on you.”


  She hung up on him.


  Seer, huh?


  So one of the scents was the wolf Seer. The other…


  Hmm.


  Searching through Cameron’s things, she found the nine millimeter he sometimes carried—


  Used to carry, she corrected herself, blinking away the sudden prickle of tears.


  Making sure it was loaded, she returned to the car.


  Time to go hunting.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain drove straight to the Blackestones’ house inside the Maine Clan compound. When she’d considered turning in at Lacey’s to offload her luggage and freshen up, a sudden thought to keep going had struck her. It would put her at their house over twenty minutes early, but she knew Callie wouldn’t mind. Callie, still a few months away from delivering her baby, had already developed a baby bump that Elain noticed Blackie didn’t seem to be able to keep his hands off of any time he was near his mate.


  I wonder if my guys will be doing that, too? It was such a sweet, loving gesture.


  Then again, with three of them, I might get sick of that pretty damn quick.


  Blackie left them in the kitchen to go make a Clan Council phone call. Elain took advantage of the alone time with Callie.


  “Okay, so to clarify my question—”


  “No, they can’t read what you don’t want them to.” Callie grinned. “And no, I didn’t read your mind to know that, either.”


  “So Baba Yaga and Gigi can’t know what you don’t want them to?”


  “Nope. Can’t really see anything about each other, either. Not unless it involves someone else, and we’re having a vision about that other person.” She frowned and turned to Elain. “What, exactly, have you been doing the past couple of days that you don’t want known?”


  Elain arched an eyebrow at her.


  “Sorry. Right. Seer business. Got it.”


  “I’d tell you if I could.”


  “No, believe me, I get it. I couldn’t begin to count the number of times I’ve had to keep stuff from people over the years. Occupational hazard, and not always a fun one.”


  Callie outdid herself. By the time Elain pushed back from the table, she was so full she couldn’t eat another bite if she wanted to.


  Blackie studied her from across their dining room table. “You sure you’re all right, Elain? Anything I need to know about?”


  “Sorry. Seer stuff. Did my guys ask that?”


  He chuckled. “Yeah, but I warned them I might not be able to tell them even if you told me.”


  She couldn’t and wouldn’t blame them for trying. Brodey had apparently tried to call her a couple of times from the house phone, but each time she’d sent it to voice mail.


  He can wait.


  “Ain said you mentioned something about a cockatrice?”


  She templed her fingers, not sure she wanted to get too deeply into it right then. “This is between Seer and Clan leader, okay?”


  He nodded, glancing at Callie, who also nodded.


  She didn’t want to outright lie to him, either. But she did need to bring him into the loop. “I did some exploring. One of the two graves that the jaguars found, it did have two cockatrice in it. When I first got here, I went looking and found it. And when I put my hands on it, I had a vision.”


  His gaze narrowed as he leaned forward, elbows propped on the table. “And?”


  “You know the cockatrice spellbook we’ve got? The one Lina brought back from Yellowstone a couple of years ago? The one that belonged to Lenny?”


  He nodded.


  “Lenny’s brother, Edgar, had one, too. Not a duplicate like what Lina found in Brussels. Another original book. Lenny got it after Edgar’s death. But now it’s missing. And I think I know who has it.”


  He didn’t ask, waiting for her to continue.


  “One of the dead cockatrice in the grave was the other cockatrice kidnapper from Yellowstone.”


  “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.


  “And I think his mate has the book.”


  “But where’d they get it? Were they the ones who ransacked Lenny’s house? And who the hell killed and buried them?”


  Here’s where she had to tread lightly. “That’s where it gets…tricky. When I have more information to tell you, I will. But I’m pretty sure she’s got the book.”


  “Do you know who she is?”


  “No. I don’t have a name. All we know is that Mercedes and Jim both heard the cockatrice talking about a guy named Cameron. And he and his wife probably were the couple that escaped the meth lab before we got there. We didn’t get her name that night.”


  He sat back, thunder in his expression. “Holy crap. Do we have any clue where she is now?”


  “I think she’s still in the area.”


  “Then let’s call Kitty in. Maybe Jocko can put us in touch with Mercedes, and we can get her help.”


  Elain’s lips pressed together in a thin line as she grimly shook her head.


  Confusion filled his expression. “What? Why not?”


  Callie connected the dots first. “Because Mercedes is dead, isn’t she?” she quietly asked.


  Elain nodded.


  Daniel stared at her before throwing his head back and rubbing his eyes with his hands. “Fuck. She was the one in the other grave?”


  Elain forced her nervous bark of laughter to come out as a cough. “Yeah.” Was being the key word there, but he doesn’t need to know that.


  He was quiet for several long minutes. Finally, he looked at her again. “Any idea who killed them?”


  How to play this? She finally decided for the most direct path. “I can’t tell you who killed them. Only that they are on our side, and they are no longer in the area.”


  “Can’t tell me, or won’t?”


  “In this case, they mean the same thing.”


  “Shit,” he muttered. “Any idea if the cockatrice woman will pop up here again?”


  “I don’t know. I wish I could say no, but I don’t know. Tomorrow morning, I’m going back out to the cockatrice grave and see what I can…you know, see.”


  “Wait a minute.” He scowled. “I thought the jaguars told Kitty the second grave was cockatrice, too?”


  “I’m thinking,” Elain carefully said, “they were either having issues because of the skunk, or maybe the cockatrice killed Mercedes and buried her, which would explain that scent.”


  “Then someone else killed the other cockatrice?”


  “Maybe.” Still not technically a lie.


  “Okay. Do you want me or someone else to go out with you?”


  “No. I’ll be fine. I’m afraid if anyone else was out there with me that it might distract me. With this much time having passed since their deaths, I’d rather not have distractions in case it makes it harder to get the visions again.”


  “Okay.”


  Elain insisted on helping them with the dishes. The couple walked her out to her car when she was ready to leave a little before eleven. After hugging them good-bye, she got in and started to drive back to Lacey’s.


  Her mind drifted as the headlights cut through the darkness. She needed to be careful about how much information she gave out, and to whom. She didn’t want to mix up her stories with different people, and she didn’t want to say anything that would lead back to the jaguars and raise Blackie’s suspicions about Marston.


  That would likely be a sore spot in her psyche for the next eighteen years.


  Then again, I might decide to torture him by letting him live.


  When she made the turn into Lacey’s driveway, she stopped, the engine running.


  The house looked exactly as it had when she left it a couple of days earlier.


  Yet…


  At the base of her spine she felt a bad, nasty tingling sensation. She’d heard Brodey describe exactly the same sensation.


  It usually meant danger.


  She shifted the car into park. Leaving the headlights on and the engine running, she opened the door and stepped out, nose to the air. She walked around the front of the car, her shadow cast onto the porch.


  It wasn’t strong, but it came to her clearly in the cool, still night air.


  Cockatrice.


  She jumped back inside the car, slamming and locking the door as she threw it into reverse without even bothering to put her seat belt on. Foot jammed to the floor, she backed out of the driveway as fast as she could, glad the road was empty as she braked hard and jerked the wheel. She spun around and shifted into drive, flooring it again and heading back to Blackie’s house.


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah swore as she turned and bolted through the woods toward where she’d left her car. The damn bitch must have caught her scent. No doubt there would soon be dozens of pissed-off wolves flooding into the area. She’d been waiting across the road from the house for several hours, just about to give up and return to the hotel when the wolf bitch had arrived.


  She’d gotten a good look at her, too, when she’d stepped out. It wasn’t an old Seer woman, so it had to be the other, fresher wolf scent she’d smelled.


  The one she’d smelled around Cameron’s grave, and around the house.


  She also noted her license plate number. Florida plate.


  Carl would no doubt be able to get that information for her.


  It wasn’t a name, but at least she had a clue, and a start. And it was one step closer to her revenge.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Blackie, Wally, Kitty, Oscar, and several other shifters scoured the area, but didn’t find the cockatrice. The closest they came was a scent they tracked to a popular day use area for the forest, where several dozen cars parked on any given day that time of year.


  It would be impossible to figure out which vehicle the scent led to, much less track it, unlike Yellowstone. Plus they had no idea how old the scent was, minutes or hours.


  Elain was relieved when no one reported any strange scents in Lacey’s backyard other than the cockatrice.


  Ryan’s little trick must have worked.


  Blackie ordered Elain to stay at his place with Callie, Jocko, and several other shifters standing guard over her. Jocko had brought Jasper with him, who immediately glued himself to Elain’s side as if he knew his mom had wanted it that way.


  When Blackie returned to his house a little after two in the morning, Callie and Elain were sitting up and talking in the living room. Elain had called Brodey earlier from her cell phone, chatting briefly just to say good night, after she returned to Blackie’s and got her story out to him.


  She asked Blackie not to say anything to her guys about the scare yet. Not until they had some answers.


  “Maybe you should stay here tonight,” Blackie suggested.


  Elain could tell he was itching to order her to do exactly that, and knew he couldn’t.


  She suspected if she tried to argue that he would call Ain, rat her out, and hand the phone to Elain.


  “Okay, but can we go back to Lacey’s right now, for a few minutes?”


  “Why?”


  “I want to get that scent. I want to make sure I know it. And maybe I’ll get a vision of who it is. And I want to pick up a couple of things.”


  He debated it, finally nodding. “Okay. I’ll take you.” He left Jocko and a couple of the shifters there with Callie, and had Elain and two other wolf shifters ride with him.


  Blackie handed her a flashlight when they got to Lacey’s and stuck close to her as Elain circled the house. The other two shifters stayed sharp, following, eyes and ears alert.


  She played the beam across the backyard, relieved to see the ground around the sundial lay undisturbed.


  “Anything?” he asked.


  She walked over to the porch, sniffing. The cockatrice, she suspected a female, had come back here, too, but hadn’t lingered.


  “They found the spot across the street where the person waited,” he told her.


  “Can we go there?”


  He nodded and led the way.


  Here the scent came clear and strong to Elain’s sensitive nose. She found where the woman had sat and leaned back against a pine tree at one point.


  Handing the flashlight to Blackie, she sat in the same spot and closed her eyes. She was then looking at Lacey’s, as if through someone else’s point of view.


  Obviously, the person who’d waited.


  She felt grief and anger and rage, a desire for revenge, but couldn’t get a name or a face.


  Finally, she opened her eyes and held a hand up to Blackie for assistance. “It’s definitely a cockatrice, I think a female, but I don’t know who she is. It might be the one we talked about earlier.”


  “No name or face?”


  She shook her head. “No. Not yet.”


  “Did you want to call Mai or Lina?”


  The snort escaped her before she could contain it. “No offense, but no. They’ll tell Ain. If they’d seen something, they would have already called. I do want to go inside and get my gun, though.”


  Nodding, they traipsed back to the house, Blackie taking the key from her and unlocking the door. He and one of the other shifters went in first and checked it out to make sure it was safe and empty.


  After she got her gun, they locked the house and returned to Blackie’s. “I think maybe you need to go home sooner rather than later,” he told her. “As in tomorrow.”


  She wanted to argue. Really wanted to argue. She wanted to check out the rental house. She wanted to search local motels.


  Then again, she had another consideration.


  Her hand came to rest on her stomach.


  “Okay.”


  “I can send someone with you. Or fly you back and have someone drive your car to Florida.”


  “No.” She reached down and petted Jasper’s head. “I’ll have him with me. Lacey told me he’ll protect me. If I wasn’t supposed to drive back home, she would have told me.”


  “Where did she go, anyway? Did she tell you?”


  Elain hedged again. “Yes.”


  He stared at her. Finally, “She doesn’t want you to tell.”


  “Exactly.” She shrugged. “She’s earned a vacation, and her privacy. She’ll be back soon.”


  Callie got Elain settled in their guest room, Jasper following her in. As she prepared for bed, she sat on the edge and patted her leg. Jasper sat in front of her, his head resting in her lap, sweet eyes focused on her.


  It reminded her more than a little of Brodey’s pitiful look.


  “Your mom said you can sense cockatrice,” she softly said. “Feel like taking a walk tomorrow?”


  He wagged his tail.


  She smiled. “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful…eh, whatever this is.”


  Jasper softly woofed.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Blackie sent someone out to scout around Lacey’s house to make sure it was safe before he allowed Elain to leave. It was the compromise they’d come up with to keep him from giving her a personal escort out of the territory and ratting her out to Ain and the others.


  She was actually glad for the delay in leaving the Blackestones’ home, because it gave her enough time to settle her stomach. She hadn’t experienced full-on puking yet, but the bouts of nausea were coming more frequently.


  Greeaaat.


  Elain told Blackie she needed to do a couple of things first, but would leave for Florida by that evening.


  Still not happy, he grudgingly agreed.


  Elain and Jasper returned to Lacey’s. She tested out his prowess by leading him across the road to the spot where the cockatrice had waited.


  The large dog stiffened as he sniffed where she pointed, a low, threatening growl rumbling deep in his chest.


  She stroked his head. “I know, buddy. I feel the same way.”


  Elain quickly changed into hiking clothes, dumped several bottles of water and a couple of snacks for her and Jasper into a backpack, and jumped in her car with the dog. Making sure to keep an eye out for any strange cars or trucks, she parked at the same place by the fire road and got out.


  She wouldn’t deny the weight of the nine millimeter in the waist holster concealed by her shirt comforted her. As did the full extra magazine in her back pocket.


  Jasper, on the leash, sniffed around and started growling.


  When she crouched down to sniff, she caught the scent. The same cockatrice as from Lacey’s, only this scent about a day or so older than the other.


  Aha.


  She suspected this cockatrice might be Cameron’s wife. But to test her theory, she needed to get back to that grave. So she locked the car and shouldered her backpack.


  Now that she knew the way, she broke into an easy lope, the dog happily keeping pace with her in the cool morning air. It didn’t take nearly as long to reach the grave this time. Jasper, predictably, reacted to the scent of the cockatrice along the way.


  And Elain smelled the cockatrice around the grave, saw where the dirt had been recently disturbed, as in the past day or two.


  Unshouldering the pack, she knelt next to the dirt. “Okay,” she muttered. “Let’s try this again.”


  She took a deep breath and pressed her hands into the dirt.


  The same images from before rushed into her mind. This time, Elain was prepared for them and paid better attention. She worked her way through the images pouring into her mind’s eye until she found the one she wanted.


  Cameron finding the book in the house just vacated by Mercedes and Marston, and, with the guy now buried with him, returning to the hotel.


  She couldn’t see the name on the hotel sign, but she now had a better view of the building itself, and an approximate location.


  More importantly, now she could clearly see Cameron’s wife.


  And her name. Aliah.


  “Gotcha,” she darkly muttered.


  Unfortunately, that was all she could get. No last names, no other details.


  But with that information in hand, she grabbed Jasper’s leash and picked up the woman’s scent again. Aliah had also found Mercedes’ grave, likely by following Elain’s path.


  Able to run this time, since she wasn’t exhausted, dragging a body, and carrying a shovel, Elain followed her previous trail, spotting telltale footprints that belonged to the cockatrice in the drag marks. It looked like she’d come back that way, too, based on the direction of some of the tracks.


  When she reached the point where Ryan had intercepted her, the cockatrice’s tracks and scent trail stopped and turned around.


  Hmm.


  From the way the tracks were spaced heading the opposite direction, it looked like the cockatrice had departed at a pretty fast clip.


  Elain snorted. Jasper looked at her, ears cocked, making her outright laugh.


  In her mind played a scene from Monty Python and the Holy Grail.


  Run away! Run away!


  Circling around, Elain couldn’t find anywhere else the cockatrice had gone.


  Just as an afterthought, she looked up and around. “Hey, Ryan?” she called out.


  Jasper sat and stared at her, head cocked the other direction.


  She stared back. “What? It might have worked.”


  He sneezed.


  “Everyone’s a critic,” she muttered. “Well, let’s get back to the car. We have a house to visit.”


  On the way back to the car, at a slightly slower lope than she’d taken on the way out, she wondered how Aliah—and she was pretty certain that was who this scent belonged to—had found the graves in the first place. Her scent had wound past the rock pile, the clearing with the cave, and to the graves.


  The same path she herself had taken to discover them.


  Has she been following me?


  Elain stopped, holding her breath and looking around. Nothing but the sound of the woods, no feeling like she was being watched. And by the time she reached the car, she’d felt no strange tingles, no sensation of being under observation.


  It would seem that she, an armed wolf shifter, was the most dangerous animal there.


  Although she didn’t want to hurt Jasper’s feelings and tell him that.


  Maybe Mai or Lina could give Elain a little insight when she got back to Florida, but she felt like Jasper was already protective of her.


  Elain plugged the house’s address into her GPS. According to the annoying device, it said it was 28.3 miles away, and would take her fifty-five minutes to drive.


  Challenge accepted.


  She made it in thirty-two minutes, slowing when she reached the turnoff, past a car parked off to the side in a wooded area and past other houses until she reached the address and pulled in.


  There weren’t any cars in the driveway.


  Hmm. Marston had told her the car was there, and that she should feel free to use it.


  So if it’s not here, where is it?


  She didn’t get out of her car, left it running just in case. She whipped out her cell phone and dialed her favorite jaguar. He answered immediately.


  “How are you today, my friend?”


  “Peachy. Hey, listen, I need to talk to…your upstairs guest.”


  Just in case he misunderstood what guest she was referring to and held the phone up to Rodolfo’s ear by mistake.


  Well, what was left of his ear, anyway.


  Ortega sounded a little confused, but like he’d started walking. “Do I need to know why?”


  “I’m doing some investigating, and he told me there’d be a car where there is no car.”


  “Is that another movie reference I do not understand?”


  She snorted. “Sorry, no. I mean a real, four-wheeled vehicle is not parked where it should be parked.”


  “Ah. Hold on.”


  She heard him knock, a faint reply, followed by the sound of a door opening.


  In her mind’s eye she envisioned the jaguar entering Marston’s suite. Likely, the man was either tending Colleen, or waiting for her to wake up.


  She suspected he didn’t have any other hobbies.


  Then the man himself came on the line. “Hello?”


  “Hi. Listen, I’m standing in front of the address you gave me. One-story house, greyish-blue, white trim. Right?”


  He sounded cautious. “Yes?”


  “Is the car in the garage?”


  “That’s not where we left it. Hold on.” She heard the muffled sound of him asking Montalvo something before coming back on the line. “Ortega says the car was out front when they went through the house.” He described the year, make, model, and color.


  “Hmm.”


  “I take it there’s a problem?” Marston asked.


  “Yeah. No car.”


  “I see. That would be a problem.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.” She looked around, down the street. It was a more rural neighborhood, but on the map it showed the street ended in a cul-de-sac.


  Unless one of the other residents had stashed it behind their house, or in their garage, she didn’t see the car anywhere.


  “Ah. Well, I can send you copies of the paperwork via e-mail, if you wish. She kept copies on her computer.”


  “Let me get back to you on that. But have Ortega text me the tag number, please? Thanks.”


  She ended the call. The last thing she wanted was e-mails from their family’s mortal enemy ending up on her iPhone, and one of her guys accidentally stumbling across them.


  Awkward.


  She’d need to set up a secret account for that kind of stuff.


  She let out a sigh. Greeeeaaat. More secrets.


  After retrieving Marston’s keys from her purse, she drew the gun, checked that she had a round in the chamber, and flicked off the safety.


  Just in case.


  She shut the car off and got out. Jasper jumped out of the car and patiently waited for her to grab his leash. As she led him toward the front door, he slowed, lowering his head and growling.


  She stroked his head. “Easy, buddy. I don’t think anyone’s here. I think it’s just the scent.”


  She wasn’t good at scanning areas like Micah was. He wasn’t a Seer, but he had a skill of picking up shifters nearby.


  But trusting her gut, so far, had kept her safe.


  She knocked on the front door and rang the bell, just in case.


  Nothing. No hint of movement inside.


  Taking a breath, she unlocked the door and pushed it in, staring into the dark interior.


  Jasper lifted his nose, sniffed, and growled.


  “I know, boy. We need to check it out.”


  She retrieved the keys from the lock and closed and locked the door behind her. A quick walk-through, and she found a broken window in the back door, and that someone had unlocked it.


  She flipped the deadbolt. It didn’t lock silently, so someone would have to make a little noise if they wanted to open it while she was there.


  Here she could smell Marston in the stale air, and Mercedes’ scent, without the overlying death and decay.


  And Rodolfo.


  And rotted groceries sitting on the kitchen table.


  And…


  She walked around, slowly.


  Yep, Aliah. Her scent was far fresher than the others. Well, except for that of the rotted food.


  Son of a bitch.


  “Let’s think this out,” she said to Jasper.


  He sat, staring at her, ready to listen.


  It brought a smile to her face.


  “Hey, at least I can talk to you, can’t I?”


  His tail slowly wagged back and forth across the floor.


  “According to Marston, Cameron bumped into Mercedes in the grocery store. She told him Cameron followed her. So maybe he gave his wife the address, right?”


  Jasper’s tail wagged a little faster.


  “Marston said they ran out the back door with Rodolfo in tow and headed for the woods.” In her mind, she replayed the scene as she’d seen it through Marston’s eyes. Cameron and the cousin had no doubt tracked them that way.


  With the nine millimeter in her hand, she grabbed Jasper’s leash, unlocked the back door, and set out through the yard. The grass was starting to get tall, and she spotted a trail going out and coming back, but only one person.


  Aliah.


  It didn’t look like she followed them deep into the woods.


  Think, Elain. You’re a journalist. You’re trained to think.


  How had Aliah found the fire road? Specifically, the parking area? There were no other cars there. It wasn’t a designated parking area. Blackie had told her during their first trip there that it was rarely used.


  She pulled out her cell phone when it vibrated. From Ortega’s phone, a text with a license plate number.


  She called him back. “Thanks. I need to speak to him again.”


  He handed the phone over immediately.


  “Yes?” Marston asked.


  “Mercedes’ car. Did it have a GPS?”


  “Actually, yes, it did. I never used it, but she did. All the time. Annoying damn thing, the way it chattered at you if you so much as diverted a foot from its suggested course. Why?”


  “You said she’s the one who stocked the cave, right?”


  “Yes?”


  “Did you ever go with her?”


  “No, not until that day.”


  “Okay, that’s all. Thanks again.” She hung up and returned the phone to her pocket.


  Back inside the house she headed down to the basement. In the concrete wall, Mercedes had embedded metal spikes upon which silver rings had been affixed.


  It matched the backdrop of her earliest vision about Rodolfo being held captive.


  “Finally answers that question,” she said to Jasper.


  The dog, visibly unsettled by the strong scents of Mercedes and Rodolfo in the basement, maintained a stiff, alert posture.


  “I know, buddy,” she said. “Just give me a minute.” She knelt and placed her hand on the stained area of the concrete floor directly under the rings. Obviously it was where Rodolfo had spent his time in captivity with Mercedes.


  She closed her eyes and caught glimpses, images, nothing cohesive.


  She wasn’t sure if it was due to not being able to pick up anything, or because Rodolfo was fricking batcrap crazy.


  Maybe a little of both?


  When she stood, she made sure to wash her hands in the sink down there. Returning upstairs, she made another call. Ortega must have left his phone with Marston, because he answered it.


  “Darling,” he said, “we really should stop meeting like this. People will talk.”


  She almost chuckled, until reality slapped her upside the face and reminded her what a shit weasel he was. “Why are the lights still on? The electricity,” she clarified. “It’s been weeks.”


  “She set up the payments for the utilities to be deducted automatically. They’ll continue until disconnected.”


  “Or the money runs out?”


  His turn to laugh. “Disconnected first is far more likely.”


  “Oh. Okay. So someone could be sneaking in here and using it as a hideout?”


  “I suppose they could.”


  “What about the water?”


  “Same thing. Automatic payments.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Should I disconnect them?”


  She considered it. “Not quite yet. I’ll let you know. Thanks.”


  She ended the call. Moving quickly, she found garbage bags under the kitchen sink and swept the rotted groceries on the table off into the bag. She used spray cleaner and paper towels to wipe down the table as best she could, and dumped the bag in the garbage bin outside, which she pushed to the street. Other neighbors had pushed theirs out already.


  Returning to the house, she quickly searched, her heart aching over the nursery that would never be used.


  Mercedes had been a mom-to-be, eagerly anticipating the birth of her baby girl.


  Ortega felt guilty over not getting there sooner. Maybe it would have made a difference, maybe not.


  They’d never know.


  Elain suspected there were greater forces at play, forces likely engineered by one Baba Yaga, who’d conveniently gone off on a little vacay.


  She grabbed Jasper by the collar and closed her eyes. “I’m at Baba Yaga’s,” she said.


  He let out a bark. When she opened her eyes, she and Jasper were, in fact, at Baba Yaga’s house.


  “Hello?”


  No one.


  She quickly walked through the house. It looked no different than any modern home, three bedrooms, two baths. The master bedroom looked neat and tidy, with a few tasteful pieces of art on the wall, but nothing personal. No pictures.


  They walked outside and found the human-bone picket fence there. Turning, the house looked like a tiny, decrepit hovel.


  “You’ve gotta be shitting me,” she muttered.


  Back inside, the house was definitely larger.


  She snorted. “She lives in the fricking TARDIS.”


  Jasper stared up at her, offering no feedback. “Guess you’re not a Doctor Who fan, huh?”


  He wagged his tail.


  “All right.” She grabbed his collar again and closed her eyes. “I’m back at the rental house in Maine.”


  And there she was.


  “Hmm.” She thought about it. Closing her eyes, she said, “I’m at Lacey’s house.”


  But when she opened her eyes, she was still at the rental.


  Well, crap. So much for the poofy stuff working all the time.


  “What to do?” She looked down at the dog. “People will think I’m crazy for talking to a dog.”


  He wagged his tail.


  Sudden, nearly painful homesickness hit her. She missed Juju and Bea. They loved jumping up on the couch with her, and were attentive, gentle playmates for BettLynn and the Beasts.


  She missed BettLynn and the Beasts.


  She missed her men, and her friends, and her parents.


  When tears threatened, she quickly blinked them away. Pregnancy hormones, most likely.


  She found a notepad and pen.


  I think we need to talk. 941-555-8694


  Staring at the note, she nodded. Either Aliah would call or text her, or she wouldn’t.


  Either way, she’d have to come up with an excuse for Blackie as to why his guys should keep an eye on the house. Although she didn’t expect Aliah to return to the house more than once. Just long enough to see the garbage cleaned up, and the note.


  And if the cockatrice was stupid enough to call her, Elain knew she might be able to get a better bead on her location. She could spend another week or more there in Maine, constantly looking over her shoulder and guarded by other shifters while trying to find the hotel…


  Or she could get on with her life. She’d put it on hold long enough. Hell, there was Google Earth. She knew what the outside of the hotel looked like. She could search from the comfort of her own home via laptop.


  And, frankly, she was starting to get a little horny. Not that she’d ever let that pull her away from finding this Aliah woman, but it helped tip the scales all the way over into “return to Florida” territory.


  With that, and making sure the house was locked up, Elain gathered Jasper and headed out. Her attention once again focused on the car parked at the end of the street.


  She made a U-turn she knew was legal in Florida, but since there wasn’t any traffic around, she figured it didn’t matter if it was legal in Maine or not.


  Of course, around the car she smelled Aliah’s scent.


  Okay.


  She took pictures of the car, making sure to get the VIN plate on the dash, the front bumper, and the license plate on the rear. Those she texted to Blackie, along with a short question.


  Can you figure who this belongs to?


  Her phone rang. When she answered, he wasted no time. “Why are you still in Maine?”


  “I told you I had things to do.”


  “You never said you’d not be doing them at Lacey’s.”


  “I never said I would, either.”


  Silence.


  It had to be frustrating the hell out of him that he couldn’t edict her like he could Callie.


  “If anything happens to you, not only will Ain, Brodey, and Cail have my hide, but so will Lina and Mai. And while I’m not afraid of your guys or Mai, I’ll be honest that Lina scares the crap out of me.”


  “I’m fine. I have Jasper with me.” She got in her car and started the engine. “And I’m on my way to Lacey’s right now. I need a shower and finish packing, and then I’ll leave.”


  “You’d better.” He hung up on her.


  She smiled. “Those silly male Alpha wolves,” she told Jasper. “They think they know everything.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah returned to the house late that afternoon and kept driving past, to the cul-de-sac, when she saw a garbage bin parked outside. Heart racing, she returned to the end of the street and parked next to Gerry’s car. There were fresh tire tracks in the dirt, footprints, and the scent of the female wolf.


  Dammit.


  There weren’t any cars in the driveway at the house, and she didn’t see any others parked at neighboring houses that she didn’t recognize from her other trips.


  Leaving the car there, she ducked around behind houses and along the woods bordering them until she reached the house.


  Still no signs of anyone.


  There were new tracks in the tall grass in the backyard, besides the ones she’d left there. When she sniffed, she smelled the female wolf, fresh, and what she thought was a dog.


  The back door was locked, but she reached through, unlocked the deadbolt, and let herself in.


  Yes, inside, the female wolf’s and dog’s scents, both fresh.


  In the kitchen, she found the note.


  Well, scratch that idea. The house couldn’t be used as a hideout now.


  She grabbed the note and fled through the back door, barely remembering to pull it closed behind her.


  She ran all the way to the car, started it, and raced out of the neighborhood. She drove a long, twisting route back to the hotel, making sure she wasn’t followed before finally going there. She quickly packed her stuff once she returned. Leaving the car behind sucked, especially since she’d filled the tank, but she couldn’t risk it being found right away and tied to her.


  Behind the hotel was a patch of woods. No one parked behind the building, so she moved the car there. After emptying the room, loading her things in the truck, and making another check of the room to ensure she hadn’t forgotten anything, she pulled the truck around to the back and siphoned as much gas out of the car as she could. It wouldn’t be all, but at least it’d be less money lost.


  She also took the license plates off the front and rear of the car. She might be able to use them. With her truck registered in Georgia, that stuck out like a sore thumb, but at least the plates were good for another eight months.


  After finishing that, she washed up in the room, checked out, and got on the road.


  Shelter. That was her priority. She could buy a tent and live in a campground, but that would suck, especially with colder autumn weather less than a few weeks away. And she didn’t want to leave the area. No telling how long the female wolf would be around, considering her car had a Florida plate.


  Back to the McDonald’s. She texted the Florida license plate number to Carl and waited.


  Five minutes later, he called.


  “What the fuck have you gotten yourself involved in?” he said by way of greeting.


  “We just need a name and address.” She was still keeping up the pretense of Cameron being alive.


  “Are you trying to start a massive war with the Maine wolves? Because if you are, I’d like to give you a friendly piece of advice and tell you to knock it the fuck off. We’ve got a hard enough time dealing with that Blackestone woman for you to be inciting a massive war. As if that half-assed stunt of Cameron’s in Yellowstone wasn’t bad enough pissing them off at us.”


  “Just tell me who it is.”


  “It’s registered to one Elain Pardie-Lyall, from Arcadia, Florida. Don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of her, either, have you?” His voice dripped sarcasm.


  “No.”


  She wasn’t sure if his noise was a laugh or a groan. “She happens to be the wife and mate of Aindreas, Brodey, and Cailean Lyall. Three Alpha wolves you absolutely do not want to fuck with, even on their worst day and your best one. Aindreas Lyall is on the Maine wolves’ Clan Council. And, oh yeah, Elain happens to be a Seer. And an Alpha wolf herself, who literally ripped the nuts off a male Abernathy wolf during a challenge. So I will ask again, what the fuck do you think you’re trying to do? And where the hell is Cameron?”


  Her stomach felt a little queasy, and not just from morning sickness. Still, she knew her need for vengeance would refuse to go away until she’d had her satisfaction. If she needed to take out a couple of wolves to get it, so be it.


  “I’ll get back to you,” she said before ending the call.


  Carl called back immediately, but she sent it to voice mail.


  Closing her eyes, she rested her head against the back of the seat. Logic and reason told her to make her way back to Georgia, where she could melt into the shadows, maybe go back to work as a waitress. The trailer was free other than the electric bill. She could grow a small garden to supplement her grocery bill, get herself on welfare and food stamps, and have her baby in peace.


  But would she ever be at peace if she did that?


  She knew the answer.


  The note from the female wolf, which she’d laid on the seat, seemed to taunt her despite its simple message. No doubt if she called the wolf it would only be a matter of time before Kitty Blackestone came tracking her ass down.


  It didn’t mean she wouldn’t hold on to it, in case she found she needed the number.


  Scrounging around in her purse, she found enough change to get a newspaper from the paper box outside the restaurant. Quickly turning to the back pages, she found the classifieds and scanned them. With winter coming she needed a warm room and a job that paid enough for her to stay there.


  If she couldn’t do that, then she would have to get back to Georgia fast, before the weather turned cold.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Brodey lay awake in bed and unable to sleep. Knowing Elain was on her way back to them had him wound up, nervous, worried.


  Their parents had died—correction, been murdered—while driving.


  He wasn’t convinced she was safe on the road, despite what his two brothers might think.


  He also couldn’t shake the nagging feeling something else was going on, something he couldn’t put his finger on. Something that went beyond her Seer or Triad gig. Something personal.


  I can’t fix everything.


  No, he couldn’t. It didn’t stop him from wanting to. Not where Elain was concerned. The loneliness and pain he’d felt after breaking up with Kimberlie a few years ago, someone he’d pinged on as his personal One, was nothing compared to the loneliness he felt without Elain there at home with them.


  Okay, so they were right.


  At the time, he’d almost hated his brothers for not liking Kimberlie.


  Now, he got it. Oooh, boy, did he ever get it.


  He tried rolling onto his side and closing his eyes. He couldn’t do anything about it until she returned home. But that tingling sensation at the base of his tail had returned, a little annoying right now, but he knew unless he figured it out it would steadily grow. Just like it had before Jim was kidnapped in Yellowstone.


  He trusted that sensation. It had saved their lives more times than he could count.


  It meant he had to stay on guard.


  Cannot catch a fucking break.


  


  * * * *


  


  Unlike the determined, relentlessly direct trip Elain made to Maine nine days earlier, her return drive home was marked by many detours, stops, and lots of personal reflection. She’d spent last night at a small hotel in New York, her men happy to hear she was finally on her way home. That morning, she’d texted Blackie the address of the rental house, but not how she’d discovered it. She included a message.


  Keep someone on watch there for a while.


  Either Aliah had gone there and found her note already, or she hadn’t. If she hadn’t, Elain suspected she’d soon get a phone call from Blackie asking what the fuck?


  Today, she’d taken the slower, scenic route of the Blue Ridge Parkway, instead of the interstate. Yesterday, she’d felt decisive, ready, even eager to get back to Florida.


  The reality of the situation was starting to sink in. Becoming a mom, something she’d really wanted, then decided to hold off on, and then unexpectedly blessed with.


  Do I even want to go home?


  Well, that was a stupid-ass question, because of course she wanted to go home.


  She just didn’t want to take a deep, hard, honest look at the shit-storm of stuff rolling toward them over the horizon.


  Being home would make it real. Admitting her pregnancy out loud to her guys would make it real. Staring at Lina and Mai and knowing she couldn’t confide in them, perhaps ever, the things she now knew made it so damn real it was painful to contemplate.


  She had the family she’d longed for all her life.


  And she felt more isolated from them than ever.


  Her men would, in all likelihood, be ecstatic to find out they would soon be fathers.


  And her heart would ache because she had to protect their parents’ murderer.


  Her own father, the man who’d sacrificed so much to protect her and keep her safe, she now had to keep from him the knowledge that she was essentially harboring his brothers’ mates’ murderer, the man that was the reason for her own mother dying, albeit indirectly.


  The man who helped kill Kael’s family.


  She pulled over at another scenic overlook along the Blue Ridge Parkway and got out, making sure to keep a tight grip on Jasper’s leash as he sniffed around the grass. Her other hand rested on her still-flat belly.


  What about her daughter? Lacey had confirmed what she’d suspected, her baby’s gender. Elain knew the date of conception, the night she’d spent in Venice with her three men.


  She also knew with certainty the date Mercedes died.


  The math wasn’t exactly complicated. Considering everything they’d been through recently, it would surprise her more if her baby wasn’t the continuation of a soul from someone else, someone whom Elain suspected she might be.


  It would also explain the visceral reaction she’d had to Marston, the sudden, unexplained urge to feel sorry for him and believe him.


  Deep in her heart, Elain suspected who her baby was. Rather, who she had been in a previous life.


  Did it matter? Really? Colleen. BettLynn and the Beasts. Lina and Zack and Rick and Jan…


  All of them. Like Ryan had told her, souls were old and ever being reborn, some intact, some not.


  It was a lot to absorb, and she still wasn’t sure she understood all of it.


  Hell, she knew she didn’t understand it. Any of it.


  Didn’t want to, either. Not really.


  Part of her longed for simplicity, a return to her blissfully unaware existence, where shifters and cockatrice didn’t exist.


  But that would mean losing so much, and she’d never settle for that.


  Ever.


  After Jasper finished his business, Elain cleaned it up with a bag, tossed it, and wiped her hands with wipes she kept in her car. Then she walked with him over to the low rock wall and stared out over the landscape before her. While the peak leaf-turning season hadn’t started yet, here and there were patches of blazing color amidst the darker greens.


  “You know, Jasper, I envy you.”


  She looked down at the dog, who, hearing his name, had inquisitively looked up at her. “Life is simple for you,” she said, petting his head. “Poop, pee, eat, sleep, play.” She let out a sigh. “I wish it was that simple for me,” she muttered.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain spent one more night on the road, trying to gather her thoughts.


  Secretly, part of her hoped Blackie would call and tell her they’d captured a woman at the house, so that Elain could hurry back there and question her.


  Meanwhile, she’d e-mailed him the night before with as much info as she could, describing the hotel she’d seen in her vision. Kitty and their people, familiar with the area, would handle the ground search.


  As she crossed the state line on I-95 into Florida, her pulse began to thrum, nervous butterflies beating a ferocious hurricane of manic activity in her stomach. In a few hours, she’d be home.


  Life would never be the same.


  There was still a little light along the western horizon when she finally made the turn into the driveway at the Lyall ranch in Arcadia. On the way, she’d planned how to break the news to them. She wanted to cook them a nice dinner tomorrow night over at the Venice house, get some alone time with them. She’d planned how to say it, everything.


  What she didn’t anticipate was the feeling of a weight rolling off her shoulders when she opened her car door and all three of her men stepped out onto the porch. With Ain leading the way, they quickly strode across the yard, Ain almost at a dead run when he grabbed her, picking her up and spinning her around before kissing her.


  Aaand then her brains fell out.


  She burst into tears as Brodey and Cail gathered close. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered, the flood of emotions overwhelming her.


  They smelled so right, so good, so much like home after what felt like a lifetime of bad over the past several days.


  Ain set her on her feet as Jasper climbed over the driver’s seat to jump out and nose at her leg, shoving his head between Brodey and Cail to do it. With Ain’s hands cupping her face, shock in his expression, he asked, “What did you say?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I said. I think the night we were in Venice.”


  “Say it again,” Brodey begged, a grin on his face. “Please? Say it again.”


  She sniffled back her tears. “I’m pregnant.”


  All three men threw their heads back and howled their joy to the skies, drawing everyone out of the house and onto the front porch. And then she was swept up in a mass of family, everyone hugging and congratulating her, someone took control of Jasper, someone else grabbed her stuff from the car, and finally, after what felt like forever, she was alone in their bedroom with her men.


  The three of them surrounded her, their arms around each other and her, while from them washed peace and contentment and love and joy so deep and true she thought it might break her heart from the sheer strength of it.


  At that moment she wanted them, but she wanted a hot shower even more. They were fine with that, too, quickly stripping themselves and her. Moments later, the four of them were all standing under the hot water in their huge shower.


  Three pairs of hands gently washed her, three sets of lips kissed her all over. They caressed her tummy, their hands lingering there especially, pressing their cheeks to her flesh as if to listen for a heartbeat even their sensitive ears couldn’t hear yet.


  They didn’t ask what she’d been doing. They didn’t ask how long she’d known.


  Sensing how emotionally fragile she was at that moment, they didn’t speak except to murmur how much they loved her.


  Cradled against Cail at one point, she poked Brodey in the top of the head when he once more knelt before her, his lips pressed against her navel. “You edicted me not to come while I was gone, you jerk.”


  He chuckled. “I take it back. And, may I remind you, you had the option to refuse.”


  “If it’s any consolation,” Cail softly said in her ear, “I didn’t come. I can’t speak for these two, but I waited.”


  “Me, too,” Ain said as he laced his fingers through hers. He brought her hand to his lips and feathered them across her knuckles. “I didn’t want to do it without you.”


  “Okay, fine,” Brodey mumbled. “I didn’t, either. Frankly, I’d planned to toss you over my shoulder, carry you into the bedroom, and fuck your brains out as soon as you got here.” He laughed, kissing her tummy again. “You sort of derailed my train of thought.”


  All three of them were hard, but none of the made any attempts to get sexy with her yet. She felt them holding back, wanting her to set the pace, tentative now that she wasn’t just their mate, but the mother-to-be of their child.


  Knowing she needed to convince them now that she didn’t turn into Dresden china just because she was pregnant, she took charge. Lacing the fingers of her other hand through Brodey’s wet hair, she grabbed a handful of hair and pushed his head down a little lower, in line with her clit. “Then why don’t you make up for the edict, starting right now.”


  He needed no further coaxing. Leaning in, he swiped his tongue up her clit as she threw her head back against Cail’s shoulder.


  “Yeah, like that,” she encouraged. She pulled Ain in close, placing his hand on her left breast. “And like that.”


  That was the only cue he needed. Cail’s lips captured hers as Ain nibbled down the side of her throat. He cupped her breasts with his hands, gently kneading them, playing with her nipples and making her moan even more.


  “That’s it,” she silently sent to them, encouraging them through their mate-bond. “I want it all.”


  With Cail’s arms securely wrapped around her, refusing to let her fall, she immediately succumbed to the first orgasm pulled from her by Brodey’s talented mouth frantically working on her clit. He reached between her legs and parted her labia, two fingers slowly sliding into her pussy as he quickly worked her toward another orgasm.


  Trembling in Cail’s arms, she let their love shove every other thought out of her mind. She didn’t want anything in there except their hunky hearts and minds loving her. She started to let go of Brodey’s hair, but then he let out a disappointed whimper that turned into a pleased growl when she grabbed hold of his head again.


  She thrust her hips against his face in time with his hands.


  “Yeesss,” she thought, glad she didn’t have to stop kissing Cail to say it. “Again. Please.”


  Even mentally, Brodey’s tone sounded growly. “Oh, you’re gonna get again, baby. And again, and again, all friggin’ night long.”


  Ain bent down to take her left nipple into his mouth, wet, hot heat sucking on it and sending more bolts of need straight to her clit.


  “All night long,” Ain mentally added. “As much as you want, anytime you want.”


  “Going to make sure you don’t want to leave us for that long again,” Cail chimed in. His tongue swept across hers, fucking her mouth, giving her a preview of what he was going to do with his cock in just a few minutes.


  When Brodey turned his hand slightly and hooked his two fingers that were inside her cunt just right, he found her G-spot.


  Her orgasm exploded, Cail still swallowing every cry she let out and begging for more of them.


  Brodey didn’t relent, his pleased growl rumbling through her body as he worked her clit with his lips and tongue, drawing it out with that sweet, delicious pressure in the perfect spot inside her. Cail’s arms tightened around her, holding her up when her legs started trembling.


  “Take it, baby,” Brodey growled. “Take every last bit of it and more, mate. You know you want to.”


  She did. Whether it was hormones or horniness, she wanted to fuck not just their brains out, but her own as well.


  Brodey sucked her clit between his lips, triggering an even stronger explosion inside her. Inside her, his fingers kept massaging that perfect spot, not stopping, keeping her riding along that fine, silver wire of passion that she didn’t want to stop and wasn’t sure she could survive much more of.


  Ain straightened, gently gripping her chin in his hand. “Look at me,” he said, his voice thick with need.


  Cail released her lips so she could tip her head forward enough to see Ain’s grey eyes. Passion had turned them dark, almost the blue of deep ocean depths. “You’re our mate and our wife and we love you. But if I don’t get my cock inside you right now, I’m going to explode.”


  Brodey gently nibbled her clit and she cried out again.


  Ain smiled. “Move, Brodey.”


  He growled a little, but got out of the way.


  Ain stepped in front of her, rubbing his cock up and down her clit, between her folds before lining it up with her cunt and thrusting home. He grabbed her behind the thighs and lifted her, her legs automatically wrapping around his waist. He dug his fingers into her ass and turned her, pressing her back against the shower wall.


  A long, low, deep rumbling growl rolled through his entire body as he kissed her, fucking her with cock and tongue while she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for the ride.


  It was as if his inner Alpha struggled to be free, speaking to her inner Alpha, calling it out.


  He fucked her harder, faster, hips slamming into her as his cock deeply plowed her pussy.


  In her mind, the edict she did not mind in the slightest. “Mate, come now!”


  She cried out, her pussy milking his cock, every thrust making the orgasm that much sweeter, stronger. He didn’t stop fucking her, releasing her mouth and moving his lips down to the juncture of her shoulder and neck.


  His teeth sank into her, marking her, owning her, her cries filling the shower until Brodey leaned in and turned her head, kissing her. Now his tongue fucked her mouth, her taste on his lips.


  She never wanted it to stop. Any of it.


  She heard the snick of a plastic top being opened and was vaguely aware of Cail on her other side now, reaching under her, his lubed finger probing her ass.


  “That’s it,” he rumbled, low in his throat as she whimpered. “Gonna fuck you there next, baby. Gonna fill our beautiful mate with our cum all the way around.”


  He probed with one finger, gently working it into her rim, taking his time and adding more lube. It only intensified the sensation of Ain’s cock fucking her and his teeth embedded in her shoulder, and she wondered how long he could hold back.


  Not long. She felt Ain’s cock swell before he grunted, groaning against her shoulder as his climax emptied his balls into her pussy.


  He fell still for a moment, licking at her shoulder. But that didn’t stop Cail. He had one finger all the way inside her and was fucking her with it. Even when Ain let her put her shaky legs down, Cail kept his finger in her ass, grabbing her wet hair in his hand and holding her while Brodey switched places with Ain in front of her.


  Brodey and Cail guided her to the shower floor, where Brodey grabbed her hips and thrust up into her pussy. Cail pushed her forward and down onto Brodey before releasing his grip in her hair. Now he added more lube and a second finger, going slow until she started rocking her hips in time with his motions.


  It didn’t take her long to get loosened up enough to comfortably take Cail’s cock up her ass. After lubing it, he fisted the shaft as he worked the swollen head past her tight ring of muscle.


  Ain knelt next to her and grabbed her hair, pulling her head up. She looked up and spotted his playful grin. “Open, baby.”


  She did, enjoying the way his cock almost instantly started getting hard again as he fed it through her lips with his hand.


  Oh, yeaaahhh.


  He cradled her cheeks in his hands and took over, fingers hooked around the back of her head. “Elain,” he rumbled, “come and don’t stop coming until all three of us have come.”


  Her swollen clit had been rubbing against Brodey. But with the edict, the orgasm swelled and burst from somewhere deep inside her. With Ain’s cock in her mouth, it muffled her passionate cries as he started fucking her mouth.


  Cail had finally got his cock buried all the way inside her and stroked her back with his fingers before his hands settled on her waist. “Oh, yeah. I love that sound. Love the way you squeeze our cocks like that when you’re coming. You’re going to be a very busy mate the next several months, baby. We can fuck you whenever we want however we want, with no worries now. I’ve been dreaming about this ever since we met you.”


  “You betcha,” Brodey said, voice strained as he tried to hold back and savor it. “Gonna take away all your panties—”


  She growled a negative, not too far gone to respond to that.


  “Okay,” he said with a chuckle, “gonna ask you not to wear panties so I can drop by during the day, bend you over the bed, and fuck you silly whenever I want.”


  “Mm-hmm,” she mumbled in assent around Ain’s cock.


  “Quit making her think, Brod,” Ain grunted. “Trying to keep her coming, here.”


  “Sorry.”


  Brodey and Cail found their rhythm and started seesawing back and forth, their cocks hitting every good nerve inside her, and the edict keeping her squirming as one long, rolling orgasm kept her body responding to them.


  That was when the damn vision hit. In her vision, she was standing in a dark place, she wasn’t sure where, staring down at a baby in a carrier.


  In the periphery of her vision, someone tried to hand her a knife. Before she could make sense of this, of why someone would try to talk her into killing a baby, she slammed back into her body to the feel of her orgasm rolling through her and all three of her men fucking her.


  Harder and faster, the sound of their flesh slapping together filled the shower, grunts and growls and her muffled cries mixing with the steamy water sluicing off their bodies. “I can’t hold it,” Brodey said, just before she felt his cock swell and harden, filling her as he plunged deep one last time before falling still.


  “Yes!” Cail cried out, adding his load to her ass, his cock buried deep inside her.


  “And now me,” Ain said. She looked up, her gaze meeting his as he smiled and picked up the pace. She started sucking, wanting it, needing it even without the edict keeping her climax going.


  She knew his body as well as he knew hers. His cock grew harder, hotter, and finally his entire body tensed. Tangy cum rolled across her eager tongue, her own orgasm finally receding and letting go of her body. She swallowed every drop he fed her, not quite as much as she was sure the first load in her cunt had been.


  For a moment, they all sat or lay there, catching their breath.


  Elain released Ain’s wilting cock from her mouth. “Did I ever tell you guys how much I love this shower?”


  


  * * * *


  


  They finally finished their shower and dried off before moving to bed. Ain, having already gotten two out of the way, was happy to lie there with Elain facedown on top of him, his face between her legs and licking her clit while first Brodey, then Cail fucked her pussy again. More edicts making her come, and by the time the men were through with her she was utterly, thoroughly wrung out and ready to sleep.


  Once they’d all gotten situated with Elain snuggled between Ain and Cail, she started to drift off to sleep.


  “Still don’t think it’s fair I get outsides tonight,” Brodey grumbled from his place along the edge of the bed. “I’m beta. Cail’s gamma.”


  Elain didn’t open her eyes. She reached across Cail and found Brodey, then poked him, hard, in the stomach. “That’ll teach you to act like a maniac over a phone call. Serves you right. You could have seriously hurt BettLynn, or the Beasts if they’d been here, or the puppies. You’re lucky it was Mom and not me there, because I would have put an Alpha smack-down on you.”


  When Brodey rumbled in reply, asserting his Alpha, Ain interceded. “Down, Brod,” he edicted him. “You still owe me a damn phone, jerk.”


  In the darkness, Brodey laced his fingers through hers and kissed them. “I just wanted to talk to you,” he grumbled. “I missed you.”


  She squeezed his hand, hard. “I missed you too, sweetie. All of you. Love all of you.”


  “Love you, too,” they replied in unison, making her giggle.


  I’ll never get sick of hearing that.


  But as she tried to go to sleep, the vision came back to mind. She didn’t know who the baby was, but she suspected at some point, she’d find out.


  All she knew was she couldn’t let him die.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Lina drove down alone the next day, leaving the Beasts with Rick and Jan.


  When she arrived, BettLynn shifted and bounded over to her, sniffing her. Then she looked up at Lina and growled before trying to turn and storm off in a mad puppy huff, except she got tangled in her outfit and went sprawling.


  Mai watched, a little sadness in her expression breaking Elain’s heart. “I think she’s mad you didn’t bring her buddies,” Mai said.


  Lina scooped up the puppy, still clad in her pink onesie, and carried her over to Mai. “We’ll be closing on the property next door in a few weeks. We offered them a cash deal they couldn’t refuse. Stock, equipment, and all.” She snorted. “I hope your guys don’t mind helping us figure out that end of it. We’ve never been ranchers before. Even better, there’s a house there. So we can stay there temporarily while we build our new one once we close on the other property we want.”


  “At this rate we can rename the town Wolfadia,” Mai joked.


  Lina plopped onto the couch next to Elain and arched an eyebrow at her. “So. Holding out on us, were you?”


  Elain’s face heated. “Sorry. I had to tell the guys first.”


  Lina hugged her. “I was teasing you, sweetie.” She tucked Elain’s hair behind her ears. “I know you’re under a lot of stress.” She stared into Elain’s eyes, her green gaze a different shade than Brodey’s or Liam’s. “I wish I could see things for you, but I can’t.”


  Elain’s heart raced, for once thankful that her friend couldn’t see anything. “Callie said it’s one of the drawbacks of the gig. It’s okay.”


  Lina hugged her again, lingering for a moment before releasing her. “If it’s any consolation, I see your guys as happy fathers and loving their son.”


  Elain started to correct her, that Lacey had said it was a girl, then stopped. She’d also had visions about them being parents to a boy. “Thanks.”


  Mai gave up trying to talk BettLynn into shifting back into human form. She removed BettLynn’s onesie and diaper from her before setting her on the floor to play with Jasper, Juju, and Bea.


  Then she moved from the other couch to sit on Elain’s far side. “Me, too. See your guys, that is. I know this is overwhelming, but I can promise you it’s a good kind of scary.” Mai watched BettLynn romping around the floor. “Hopefully you won’t have any issues.”


  “And, hey,” Lina added, “even if you do, totally not the end of the world. I’d say our little Scooby gang is getting pretty good at hitting life’s curveballs right out of the freaking park.”


  The baseball metaphor brought back her conversation with Ryan and nearly set Elain off into hysterical peals of laughter she knew she’d never be able to explain away if she got started.


  Instead, she focused on BettLynn. Despite having Down syndrome, it seemed BettLynn was determined to blaze a trail through life. She was still too young for Dr. Alberto to accurately assess all aspects of her disability. Despite that, the fact that the wolf-ote was apparently the youngest child to ever shift, not counting babies who sometimes shifted in utero, pointed to her being able to blast any preconceived notions the adults might have out of the water.


  “I wanted to have a little talk with Baba Yaga this morning,” Lina said, her focus also on BettLynn. “Wanted to have it out with her, see if she pulled any bullshit with Mom, or Callie, or even you. Can’t find her anywhere.”


  This much, Elain felt, she could reveal to her friends. Her sisters. “She stopped in while I was at Lacey’s and told me she was going away for a while. Sorry, forgot to tell you.”


  “Ah.” Lina scowled. “Wonder where, why, and for how long.”


  “She didn’t say.”


  “Hmph.”


  They watched BettLynn for a few minutes, until Carla walked into the room. Now about five months pregnant, it was starting to take a toll on her stamina. She was still plagued with nausea throughout the day, and frequently took long afternoon naps.


  That’ll be me in a few months. Elain shook herself out of it. “Hey, Mom. Nice nap?”


  “Yes. Lina, I didn’t know you were coming down.” She looked around. “No Beasts?”


  “Yeah, BettLynn was disappointed, too.”


  “I guess she was.”


  Lina laughed. “She’ll get her fill of my little monsters soon enough…” She slapped both hands over her face. “Oh…my…god. That came out sooo fricking wrong. I’m sorry.”


  Mai giggled. “It’s fine. I’m used to the idea that she’s going to marry those two one day. I think it’s Micah and Jim who will have a difficult time accepting that their little girl already has her mates picked out.”


  “Yeah,” Lina said from behind her hands. “Right now, they’re residents of the great state of Denial.” She dropped her hands. “So did you track down any cockatrice?”


  “Not exactly.” Elain had worked out her story on the return home. Leaving out the part about Ryan, moving Mercedes’ body, and the whole trip to fricking Bolivia, she gave them the same modified version she’d told Blackie, including info about the spellbook. She also included a little about the female cockatrice, and who she thought she was.


  Lina frowned when Elain finished. “Now I wonder how many other books there are out there. I thought it was a one-off original. Like a personal Book of Shadows some whacked cockatrice assembled.”


  “A what?” Carla asked.


  “Like a magickal journal,” Lina explained. “All their spells, rituals, that kind of stuff.”


  “Maybe Zack can do some Google-fu,” Elain suggested.


  Lina chewed on her thumbnail as she mulled it over. “Yeah, him and Kael both. They’re like crazy good ninjas when it comes to digging up info.”


  “Well, do you think I can pay them to tutor me?” Mai tentatively asked.


  “Huh?”


  She blushed a little. “Elain, while you were gone, I went and looked into signing up for classes at the community college. You guys were right. I need to take charge and do stuff. I know it’ll be a hassle trying to figure out the babysitting schedule, but—”


  “But nothing!” Elain said, engulfing her in a hug. “I’m so proud of you! We’ll make it work somehow, don’t worry.”


  Lina got up so she could hug Mai, too. When Carla leaned in for a hug as well, she nearly toppled over onto Mai and the women all laughed as they helped her get back on her feet.


  “Well, now,” Lina said, rubbing her hands together, a playfully evil grin on her face, “the next item on our agenda is setting up a couple of baby showers. For Callie, too.”


  “But what about finding that cockatrice?” Mai asked. “The one with the book?”


  “Yeah, yeah, we will,” Lina said. “I’m sure Kitty and Blackie will give us a shout out if they need to put us into the game in the next few days. But dammit, we deserve a little fun. And there’s nothing more fun than throwing a party.”


  They gathered around the kitchen table while Lina and Mai made everyone sandwiches for lunch. Elain tried to keep up her end of the conversation, but now that she was back in Arcadia, another issue kept creeping to mind.


  My dad’s brothers were paid off by Abernathy.


  Who did she know to trust? Who else could have been involved?


  It explained why neither Asolo nor Boyd Pardie had been more vocal following the murder of their mates, something she always thought was…odd. To say the least.


  If it’d been her, she would have been screaming loud and long to any and every wolf with the slightest bit of power that she could find.


  Like, oh, say, Daniel Blackestone, friend of their youngest brother, who was only the fricking leader of the largest fricking wolf clan in fricking North America.


  Considering how much her father had already sacrificed for her, she didn’t want to burst his bubble about reconnecting with his brothers. Unfortunately, she hadn’t yet figured out a way to talk about it to anyone else without tipping her hand and revealing how she’d come about the information.


  I could use the “Seer Says” excuse, but that will get really lame really fast, and that’s something I need more proof for anyway.


  Carla reached over and laid her hand over Elain’s. “Are you all right, sweetie?”


  “Yeah, just tired and…” Use the ready excuse. “Tummy.”


  Her mom smiled. “Gotcha. Wish I could offer more support and advice for you, but these two girls are our go-to resource for pregnancy advice.”


  Lina smiled. “Lots of ginger ale and soda water.”


  Mai shrugged. “I was eating road kill for a while, so I’m not much help.”


  With that image in mind, it pushed Elain over the edge. She was up and bolting for the power room at the end of the hall, the closest bathroom.


  “Greeeat,” she heard Lina tease behind her.


  “Sorry,” Mai said apologetically. “I wasn’t thinking.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Fortunately for Elain, her guys didn’t turn as overprotective as she’d feared. Three days after her return, she needed to run to the grocery store and Brodey offered to go with her.


  But he didn’t order her to take him.


  And she had missed her bonehead.


  Smiling, she hooked her arm through his. “Yeah, come with me. That’d be nice.”


  His green eyes crinkled at the outer corners from amusement. “We’re going to try, but you will have to cut us some slack if we get too clingy.”


  She laughed, throwing both arms around his neck and kissing him. “I know. Thank you for admitting it.”


  “They say admitting you have a problem is the first step.”


  She nuzzled noses with him. “Who says I want you to stop altogether? Just don’t get crazy unreasonable.”


  When they returned from the store, there was a strange car heading down their driveway and into their yard a short distance ahead of them.


  Now what the fuck?


  She noticed Brodey had tensed behind the wheel. He put a restraining arm out. “Stay here.”


  “Is that an edict? Because at least in the open, I can run.”


  He glanced at her, his gaze narrowing before he let out one of those sighs.


  One that told her he knew she was right and wasn’t going to outright admit it.


  “Please stay back by the car,” he said.


  “Thank you.”


  Brodey got out, as did the driver of the other car. Elain slipped out and stood there, partially shielded by her door and waiting for a sign from Brodey.


  Then he hugged the guy and waved her over.


  Must be safe.


  Brodey wore a quirky grin as he slipped his arm around her shoulders. “Babe, you know how you were wanting to meet more of our brothers?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Let me introduce you to Brighton Lyall. Brighton, our mate, Elain Pardie-Lyall.”


  The man strongly resembled her men in height and shape of his face, but he had brown hair instead of black, and his soft brown eyes were closer to greenish hazel than Cail’s.


  “Hi,” she said, shaking hands with him. “Wow. What a surprise.”


  She felt an odd vibe from him that she couldn’t readily identify, but his mischievous smile traveled all the way up to his eyes.


  “I hope you don’t mind me coming around uninvited like this.” He spoke with a soft British accent that made her long to ask her men to use their Scottish brogues again.


  Brodey rolled his eyes. “Shut up, dude. You damn well know you have an open invitation and always have.” Brodey reached out and punched him, hard, in the shoulder. “And she’s our fucking mate, asshole. Stop with the flirting.”


  Brighton let out a laugh. “Can’t blame a bloke for trying now, can you?”


  “Yes, we can,” Ain rumbled from the front porch. But as he walked over, he also wore a smile. When he joined them, he gave Brighton a hug. “Been a long time, brother.”


  “Yes.” He looked sad. “Too many years.”


  “So what brings you here?” Elain asked.


  “Ah.” He turned, reached into his car, and emerged with a card, which he handed to Elain. “Belated blessings, and all of that.” He shrugged. “And it was time to relocate. I liquidated everything I had in England and jumped the pond, as it were. Time to form a new identity here in the States. Thought I’d try living near my little brothers.”


  “Didn’t like the weather in France with Monroe, huh?” Brodey asked.


  “More like he didn’t like Monroe,” Ain finished, his lips curved in a delicious smile.


  Brodey snorted. “Nobody likes Monroe.”


  Elain slipped her finger under the envelope’s flap and opened the card. Inside, she found three prepaid AmEx gift cards for $500 each. “Brighton, thank you so much, but you didn’t have to do this.” She hugged him.


  “No, I wanted to. I insist. And if you don’t need it and wish to regift them to someone in need, I understand and give you my full blessings.”


  “Aw, that’s so sweet!” She hugged him again. When she stepped back, she felt a wave of irritation from Ain and Brodey. “What?” she asked them. “What’s up?”


  “Nothing.” It looked like Ain had to force himself not to roll his eyes. “We’ve got one more guest room. After that, anyone shows up, they’ll need to sleep in the RV or the barn.” He turned and headed for the house.


  Brodey headed for their car to get the groceries. “I vote for giving him the barn,” she swore she heard him snark under his breath.


  


  * * * *


  


  Yes, Brighton had wanted to relocate. But when he heard his triplet Alpha brothers, who everyone swore would never be able to find their One, sent him a wedding invite, he immediately grew concerned.


  He was even more concerned to find out she was the daughter of Liam Pardie.


  He’d hear a lot about Pardie over the years. Especially how he was a criminal and in cahoots with Rodolfo Abernathy.


  Worse, the mates of Pardie’s brothers had recently been murdered.


  As had a Lyall cousin’s mate.


  He knew his younger brothers thought he was an idiot, made fun of him, but they hadn’t visited Europe or elsewhere in the world for more than a brief time in over a century.


  They had no idea the machinations humming below the surface in regards to the cockatrice threat. There were threats all over the world—and perhaps even beyond—that his brothers knew nothing about.


  Ever since their sisters’ murders, he knew Ain had been a changed man, in some ways for the worst. He knew what Ain had done, even if Ain had never admitted it to another soul.


  That was why he couldn’t understand why his brother would suddenly fall under the spell of the daughter of a rapscallion like Pardie.


  Not like he could outright confront them over it, either. Apparently their new bride was now the Maine wolves’ Seer.


  Proving a dubious connection to the cockatrice threat would be difficult, but his gut told him he had to do it.


  For their sakes, if nothing else.


  


  * * * *


  


  Brodey didn’t know what the hell was up with their brother, but he couldn’t believe it was anything good.


  Not where Brighton was concerned.


  He loved his brother, but Brodey suspected what little good sense was left in Brighton’s skull was ripped out the day their sisters died. Ever since then, he’d acted different, and not in a good way.


  Then again, losing their sisters all at once to a cockatrice had taken a heavy toll on all of them, especially Ain.


  He wouldn’t ask Ain to order their brother to leave, but he damn sure wouldn’t have Brighton getting Elain worked up, or Carla, when they were pregnant.


  At the first mention of alien spores in their drinking water, or government abductions, he would personally boot Brighton out on his ass, brother or not.


  I don’t have time for his bullshit right now. I know Mom and Dad made the rest of us promise to look after him, but dammit, I have a family to consider, too.


  


  * * * *


  


  One of the ads in the classifieds had been an elderly couple looking for a live-in caregiver two townships over. Aliah called and set up an appointment to meet with them.


  She’d go straight for the jugular and play on their sympathies and hope they hired her. A cash position, in a private home, would be perfect.


  Knowing it might backfire as being too schmaltzy, she opted for claiming her baby’s father was a drug addict who’d abandoned her, and she had no idea where he was. She even offered to work for less money, knowing that once she was in her later pregnancy and had the baby that she might not be able to do as much for them, or might even have to quit.


  They bought it lock, stock, and barrel.


  The husband was seventy-four and had severe arthritis, severely limiting his ability to do things or even drive. The wife was seventy-two, and while able to drive, wasn’t comfortable doing so at night or in the winter anymore. Their only son had died of a heart attack three years earlier, and they weren’t on good terms with their daughter-in-law.


  Other than the husband’s younger sister and her family, they had no other relatives close by and didn’t want to give up living in their home.


  Aliah would help them out around the house, do the driving, and help them with daily tasks. When it came close to time for her to have her baby, they would have another conversation then.


  Based on the looks on their faces, she suspected they would want her to stay and be a substitute daughter.


  Which was fine with her. It meant a place to stay for the winter, at least, money in the bank, and close proximity to the Maine wolf Clan compound so she could plan.


  It also meant a base of operations from which to figure out how to best leverage the spellbook. She already knew she didn’t want to sell it outright to Carl, not from the way he sounded about it.


  That would be foolish. It could be worth sooo much more than what she could get from him.


  And it would be a way to string him along until she could figure out a plan.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Elain was delighted at the chance to hear about her men’s childhoods straight from their older brother. Over dinner she sat, enchanted, as Brighton wove tales of them growing up together in Scotland.


  Earlier, when Cail had returned home from errands to find their brother now in residence, Elain had sensed him tamp down on minor irritation as well.


  Once they bid everyone good-night and headed for bed, Elain turned on them. “Okay, what gives?” she asked, feeling a little irritated at her guys.


  Ain shook his head and kept his voice low. “Babe, we love Brighton. All of us do. But he’s a little…”


  “Tetched,” Cail offered. “That’s what Mom called it.” He pointed a finger at his temple and circled it. “Fruit loops.”


  “He seemed perfectly nice to me.” Well, she had to admit she couldn’t shake the odd feeling she got from him, but other than that, he’d appeared very charming. Even Mai had confided in Elain that she thought he was nice.


  Two Seers can’t be wrong, right?


  “He is nice,” Brodey said. “He’s just a few french fries short of a Happy Meal.” He took her hands in his. “You have to understand something. We’ve spent most of our lives indulging him.”


  “Back in World War I,” Ain said, “he insisted that the US government had figured out shape-shifters were real, and were going to lock us up in breeding colonies to use our children as weaponized soldiers, so we should move back to Scotland immediately.”


  Cail snorted. “Remember how in the 1930s he wanted us all to pack up and move to the Falkland Islands? Said cockatrice were getting ready to spread the Black Plague throughout Europe and the US, but wouldn’t be able to get there.”


  “Oh my god,” Brodey said. “I forgot all about that one. The one that always cracked me up was how he said Hitler’s entire cabinet was made up of cockatrice.”


  “And then,” Ain said, “when computers and the Internet came along? Holy crap.” All three of them burst out laughing. “We started getting e-mails from him with every conspiracy theory you could imagine. We actually sent him a tinfoil hat one year for Christmas.”


  She scowled. “That was mean.”


  Brodey snorted. “He actually thought we were sending him something helpful.”


  “Babe,” Cail said, “you have to understand. Even our parents humored him. When we joked about him taking one too many headers off a horse, we weren’t kidding.” He glanced at his brothers. “Although after we lost our sisters, he really seemed to take a dive off the deep end…”


  A sudden, nearly overwhelming wave of sadness washed over her from her men. She had to turn the tide or risk bursting into tears herself. She squeezed Ain’s hands. “Okay, I get it. We humor him. I’m sorry.”


  Ain pulled her in for a hug, Brodey and Cail flanking her, encircling her with their love. One day, she knew she’d need to hear the story about their sisters.


  But not tonight. They had too much to celebrate to focus on old grief.


  They had plenty of new grief to deal with on a regular basis as it was, although she would admit that with the exception of her stomach, life had appeared to settle down.


  Maybe Ryan was right.


  “It’s all right,” Brodey said. “We’re just so used to him and his goofy damn ways, we don’t even think about it anymore. It’s like white noise to us and our other brothers. But he is…special.”


  “That’s one word for it,” Cail muttered.


  Elain poked him in the chest, hard. “You say the ‘R-word’ around me,” she growled, “and you and I will have an Alpha knock-down, drag-’em-out to rival any you guys have ever had between each other.” Elain didn’t tolerate anyone using the word “retarded” around her, especially around Mai.


  Goddess help anyone who might ever utter it in reference to BettLynn. Elain knew she’d be tempted to rip them limb from limb.


  “No,” Cail quickly said. If she wasn’t mistaken, he protectively clamped his thighs together. “I wasn’t about to say that.”


  “Good.”


  “I’m not an idiot.”


  All three men froze before bursting into laughter. She’d seen the thought they’d all simultaneously had—Brighton.


  “Just, for me, please be nice to him while he’s here,” she said.


  “We will,” Ain assured her. “But being nice and humoring him are two different things. If he comes up with some sort of off-the-wall bullshit and tries to get you to buy into it, I’m booting him out of here.”


  She started to protest when he kissed her, not only silencing her but making her forget what she’d been about to say, much less what they’d even been talking about in the first place.


  He had that effect on her. All of them did.


  And then they were all naked in bed. That happened a lot, too, around her men. Her clothes seemed to magickally fall off.


  Especially now.


  Although their grand plans to fuck her whenever and however they wanted had been tempered by her bouts of morning sickness. Not that they were complaining, because their joy over their impending fatherhood more than made up for it.


  Thankfully, Elain’s nausea usually abated by nighttime. And that would then leave her hungry…


  Or horny.


  And she’d already had dinner.


  She knelt over Cail and wrapped her fingers around his cock. It was already semihard and completely stiffened as she knelt over him and sucked it into his mouth.


  His hands tangled in her hair. “Ohhh, baby.”


  Ain was a little faster than Brodey and knelt behind her. He reached between her thighs, his fingers finding and playing with her clit. That drew a moan from her that made Cail’s fingers tighten against her scalp.


  “Oh, yeah, baby!” he gasped. “Ain, whatever the hell you just did, do it again.”


  He did, again and again, easily finger-fucking her as her juices flowed. Brodey crowded in close and reached under her from the side, his fingers finding her clit. Between Ain’s hand fucking her, and Brodey’s skilled fingers tweaking her clit, it wasn’t long before she had handfuls of the sheet and was moaning around Cail’s cock as the first orgasm hit her.


  “That’s it,” Brodey said. “You just keep doing that and we’ll take care of you.”


  Although, she wouldn’t have to keep doing it for long, because Cail’s cock stiffened even more between her lips, giving her the familiar signal that he was ready to explode. And seconds later, he was, his grunt rolling through her as she swallowed the hot jets of cum his balls pumped over her tongue.


  Ain pulled his fingers from her pussy and replaced them with his cock. He took slow strokes at first.


  “Harder,” she begged as Cail pulled his spent cock from between her lips.


  “As you wish.” His fingers clamped down on her hips as he started fucking her, hard and fast.


  Brodey took advantage of the situation and took over where Cail left off, guiding her down to his cock. She opened, letting out a soft moan as he buried it in her mouth.


  They took charge, Ain and Brodey setting a rhythm that rocked her body between them, every stroke Ain took driving her onto Brodey’s cock.


  Cail reached under her, one hand playing with her clit, the other back and forth between her breasts, teasing her nipples.


  “Give us another one, baby,” he coaxed. “You’re so gorgeous. I love seeing you like this, letting us love you like this. Come for us.”


  The edict was just the shove she needed to fall over the edge again. Ain and Brodey both let out grunts as she writhed between them, moaning, unable to control her body with the edict dictating.


  “Yeah,” Ain moaned. He took another couple of hard, fast strokes before burying his cock deep inside her. Brodey wasn’t far behind before he fell still, his cock deep in her mouth as she swallowed fast.


  Moments later, they were already drifting to sleep in a tangled heap.


  Elain remembered what they’d been talking about. “Be nice to your brother,” she mumbled. “He’s family.”


  Brodey snorted. “That’s the only reason we’re nice to him, babe.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah had quickly settled in with Mary and Tom Ingleson. It was easy for her to play the role of doting caregiver to the couple, who were cluelessly human. She left her truck parked in the barn on their property, using their newer all-wheel-drive SUV at their insistence.


  She surely wouldn’t complain about that.


  Even better, they had an Internet connection in their house, and usually went to bed before nine o’clock every night.


  Leaving her free to construct her plans.


  Tom was an amateur photographer very active with his old Army unit’s reunion group. He’d served in Vietnam, and had a perfect setup for scanning in old photos to post on their Facebook group.


  A scanner he’d invited Aliah to use if she wanted.


  And so she did, starting work on making quality scans of the Grimoire Lilitu. It proved to be painstaking work. She repeatedly tried until a page was perfect, adjusting settings so the colors and shading matched exactly, before moving on to the next one, page by page.


  She’d sent Carl scans of the front and back covers, as well as the inside cover and facing page, and next three pages. This book had originally belonged to one Castius Usha. Aliah had no idea if that was a woman or a man, but supposed it didn’t matter.


  He’d called her upon receiving them. “I believe you. How much do you fucking want?” Desperation had tinged his tone.


  Aliah now understood what power, leverage, felt like. She was also keeping up the pretense that Cameron was still alive. “We’ll let you know. We haven’t decided yet.”


  Then she hung up on him.


  She no longer felt desperate. She had shelter, food, income. And she’d even been able to get over to a clinic in town and get an examination, which confirmed her baby would be a boy and appeared healthy.


  She could wait out the winter where she was. It would give her plenty of time to plan, to work out all the details, and have everything ready come warmer weather.


  The old wolf Seer would be an integral part of those plans. The danger lay in whether or not Lacey Fraser, or any of the wolves’ other Seers, could glimpse her plans. As insurance, Aliah performed a spell right out of the book to cast a defensive barrier around the house and her.


  Hopefully the low-level magick spell would work for her. The plus side was nearly anyone could throw it. The downside? Anyone with even slightly more skills than her could penetrate it.


  The key would be they’d need to know it was there. So if she lay low and played the good caregiver and mom-to-be, no one should know.


  And that was why she tucked the note from Elain Pardie away in between the covers of the book for safekeeping. She kept the book hidden deep under her mattress, in the middle of the bed.


  At night she’d swear she could feel its power radiating through her as she slept.


  That power helped feed her dreams, and her plans.


  Her baby would be powerful, she knew it to the core of her being. He would lead and do great things for his kind.


  And she’d do everything in her power to ensure it happened.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Brighton only stayed with them for a couple of days before he headed out again with promises to return soon. “I want to see some of this country before I decide exactly where to settle down.”


  Ain, Brodey, Cail, and Elain walked him out to his rental car. “Promise you’ll come back to stay with us once you get done wandering,” Elain said.


  “I will. You can count on it.”


  As they watched him drive off, Brodey spoke. “I get the feeling he’s not real fond of Dad.”


  “You, too, huh?” Cail asked.


  “What?” Elain asked.


  Ain nodded. “Yep.” He looked down at her. “He never did it around you, but I’d catch him watching Dad. Odd look on his face. I didn’t ask him about it.”


  “Ancient Aliens!” Brodey and Cail both shouted out. All three of her men burst into laughter.


  She stared at them, shaking her head in disgust before returning to the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain settled into a routine over the next week. With the holidays, and her mom’s and Callie’s due dates approaching in just a couple of months, Elain was dealing with morning sickness that made her doubt she ever wanted to have another child once this one made its appearance.


  She actually felt relieved when all three of her men insisted on driving her up to Tampa to her first appointment with Dr. Ortega. It allowed her to lie in the backseat, with her head in Cail’s lap and a bucket at the ready.


  “You guys worry about me wanting to neuter you during delivery,” she said, “but I’m thinking sooner than that.”


  Cail stroked her hair. “Sorry, sweetheart.”


  It was to Elain’s great relief that, after conducting the ultrasound, Dr. Alberto pronounced everything appeared normal, although she couldn’t clearly confirm the baby’s gender from the ultrasound because it was too early and from the way the baby was positioned. Pending test results for blood work, the doctor wasn’t concerned about how Elain’s pregnancy was progressing.


  “And I expect those results to be normal,” the doctor added. “But I also know Lacey’s rarely wrong about determining gender.”


  Elain breathed a sigh of relief that turned into tears.


  Ain pulled her into his lap. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”


  “I know.” It didn’t dry her tears.


  Dr. Alberto handed her a box of tissues. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes to check on you,” she said with a kindly smile. “Take your time.”


  Elain’s men crowded around her. She’d had bouts of crying she couldn’t control. Everyone assured her it was due to pregnancy hormones, but Elain wasn’t so sure.


  She carried a deep well of guilt inside her, made that much worse the more loving and attentive her men acted toward her.


  The information and secrets she held, would they even love her, much less want her, if they knew she knew them? Regardless of their mate bond, she was harboring their parents’ killer. A man who’d murdered many innocent people in his life.


  Would they even want their own daughter if they knew who she likely had been in a former life?


  Fortunately, she’d found that as long as she didn’t focus on that particular skill, seeing previous identities in souls, it didn’t just pop out of nowhere. She had to actively focus on and have physical contact with the person to seek deeper information about them. The closer she was to a person emotionally, the easier it was, unfortunately.


  In those cases, she had to work to keep a bubble around herself to keep from learning things she knew she might not want to know. She hadn’t dared to look and see who her men might have once been. She didn’t want to know her own soul’s history, either.


  Some things, she knew, were better left unknown.


  On the way home, they stopped for an early, quiet dinner since Elain’s stomach decided to settle. One thing she’d learned was to eat when she felt up to it.


  She could tell they wanted to ask her something. “What is it?” The men looked at each other. “There’s something on your minds,” she said. “Spill it.”


  Ain took point. “You said Lacey told you it’s a girl, right?”


  She nodded.


  “Well, have you given any thought to the nursery?”


  “We have a nursery.”


  “But it was BettLynn’s nursery.”


  “Technically, it’s still BettLynn’s nursery,” Elain said. “Micah said it’ll be a couple of weeks before they move into their house, and I’m fine with it the way it is.”


  The men shared a glance.


  “I mean it,” she said, feeling exhausted. “I really don’t want to do up another nursery. By the time my baby’s here, BettLynn will have outgrown most of her baby stuff and we can use it. Mom’s got the other room set up for their nursery already. I’m fine with reusing BettLynn’s room.” She returned her attention to her menu. “And, frankly, I’m too tired to do anything, much less think about it.”


  Brodey spoke up. “We’ll do all the wor—”


  Cail gently elbowed him. “Mate has spoken, buddy,” he lightly said, eyeing him. “Give it a rest.”


  Exhaustion had been a huge problem for her lately. Combined with the morning sickness, she wasn’t enjoying much about being pregnant, except now having an approximate due date to look forward to next May.


  “Have you given any thought to baby names?” Ain asked


  She nearly had to bite her tongue to not say, “Not Mercedes.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, her men were already out and working on the ranch when Elain awoke to an early call from Lacey. “Sorry it’s such short notice,” Lacey said, “but Ortega wanted to run back up to Maine to help with the search for that cockatrice woman. We’ll be landing in Port Charlotte early this afternoon, around noon.”


  “Anything on her?” she asked.


  She should have known the old Seer would know exactly what she meant. “No. They haven’t tracked her down yet. She might have left the area entirely. Daniel said they located the car in question this morning, hidden behind a hotel, minus its tags, but she was gone. The office said a woman fitting that description had been there during the right time period, but gave her name as Sue Smith. She’d checked in with her husband, Dave Smith, but no one had seen him for a couple of weeks before she checked out.”


  “Damn.” Elain hadn’t received any calls from Aliah. Then again, maybe it was stupid to assume a cockatrice would just up and call her. “Why didn’t Blackie call us?”


  “I told him I’d update you when I talked to you. I just talked to him a few minutes ago. Things happened quickly.”


  “Oh. Okay. I’m going to miss Jasper. He’s been having fun with the puppies and BettLynn.”


  “Actually, I was hoping you and the girls would run up to Maine with me. And BettLynn. Just for the night. Ortega said he’ll bring you back tomorrow.”


  “Girls?”


  “Including Lina and your mom.”


  Elain snorted. “I’ll ask Lina, but you know her and flying.”


  “I know. Give her the option of trying to do the ‘poofy’ thing, as you all call it.”


  “I will.”


  After saying good-bye, she found Mai in the kitchen with Mom and told her. “I’m not even sure my guys will want me going,” Elain said. “They weren’t happy about my little jaunt before. Now that I’m pregnant, they will like it even less if I leave.”


  Carla shooed her out of the kitchen. “Go find them and tell them you’re going. I’ll call Lina.”


  Elain looked at her and laughed. “Good luck with that. You know she hates to fly.”


  Carla smiled. “You let me talk to her.”


  “Knock yourself out,” Elain said.


  Mai went off to tell her guys and pack for her and BettLynn, while Elain jumped in one of the work trucks and drove to the back of the ranch, where the barns and business part of the operation were located. Elain found all three of her men in the office in the largest barn, huddled around the computer on the desk.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  All three of them looked up, concern on their faces. “What’s wrong?” they asked in unison.


  She laughed. “Oh, no. I asked you all first.”


  “We need to order a part for one of the older tractors and can’t find one,” Cail said. “Now why’d you come out here?”


  She nervously clasped her hands together in front of her. “Lacey just called. She’s on her way back from her trip, and she’s with Ortega. They’re going to land at the Port Charlotte airport today, and she wants all of us girls to come with her. Me, Mom, Lina, Mai, and BettLynn. Just for overnight. She said Ortega will bring us back tomorrow.”


  Ain glanced at his brothers. He nodded. “Okay. Anything you need from us?”


  She stared. “That’s it?” She’d expected a vigorous round of Twenty Questions from them.


  “Well, yeah. Maybe it’s Seer business.”


  “I—” She thought about it. “Actually, I don’t know. She didn’t say.”


  Brodey laughed as he straightened. He rounded the desk, his brothers following. “Babe, it’s all right. It’s just overnight. It’s okay.”


  She studied them. Something was tickling at her brain…


  “What aren’t you guys telling me?”


  They shared a glance again before Ain took her hands in his and kissed them. He smiled. “Let’s say it’s Prime Prerogative.”


  “Ah. You’re in cahoots with her.”


  He grinned. “I’m not saying another word, except you’d better get packed. And do you want us to drive you, or did you want to take a car and leave it at the airport overnight?”


  “I’ll let Mai drive.”


  “Good.”


  She knew she could play hardball with them, but something about their pleased, amused expressions wouldn’t let her spoil whatever surprise it was.


  When she returned to the house, she got another surprise. “Lina’s already on her way here,” her mom said. “She wouldn’t tell me what’s up, but I get the distinct impression that she’s in on this.”


  “Yeah, she’d have to be.”


  Her mom glanced around and realized they were alone. “You want to know something else?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “I think Liam and Mai are in on it, too.” She smiled. “But let’s not spoil their fun.”


  Now Elain had a strong suspicion what was going on, but on the other hand, a different idea, and relief, popped into her brain.


  If Mai and Lina had kept something from her, something as benign as what she now suspected and while enlisting co-conspirators, she should be able to keep the details of her jaunt to fricking Bolivia a well-guarded secret.


  With that thought lightening her emotional load, she went to pack.


  Even her morning sickness today couldn’t get her spirits down.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men all returned to the house to bid their women good-bye before they headed out, Mai driving the minivan. Jasper eagerly sat on the backseat on the other side of BettLynn’s car seat, staring out the window as they drove.


  Elain rode in the back with BettLynn, who, despite being in two-legged mode, wore her pink harness over the pink ruffled denim jumper she wore today. The better part of a year old, she was now able to hold her head up more in human form, and Elain had noticed her shifting less and less as her body grew stronger, unless the little girl wanted to play.


  Then she was all wolf-ote puppy.


  When they reached the general aviation side of the airport, they found Lina already waiting for them, a sneaky grin on her face.


  Elain leaned in to hug her. “Why do you look happy to fly?”


  “I have discovered the joys of Xanax,” she said. “Dr. Alberto gave me a prescription for it. Said it won’t drug me out, but will help with my fear of mid-air explosions turning us all into fiery little bits of falling debris.” She grinned. “Isn’t that great?”


  “You’ve already had one, haven’t you?”


  “Two, but who’s counting?”


  Carla let out an amused laugh behind Elain.


  Elain started to ask Lina something else, but then the sound of a private jet landing distracted them. Elain recognized it. “He’s right on time.”


  “Let’s get unloaded,” Mai said, getting BettLynn out of her car seat and handing her off to Elain, along with an eager Jasper’s leash.


  Five minutes later, the jaguar and Marco were striding over toward them, his arms outstretched and a smile on his face. Lacey emerged from the jet, and when Jasper pulled on the leash, Elain dropped it. The dog ran to his mom, who knelt to greet him.


  “Ladies!” Ortega said. “I’m looking forward to this flight. I am a lucky man, to be surrounded by such beautiful women.”


  “Yeah, don’t feel so lucky,” Elain teased. “I’m still puking.”


  He played his role well, not giving off a hint that Elain had been to his home. It took the better part of an hour to get them on board and settled, the jet refueled, and then they took off again.


  Lina wore a silly grin. “Why the hell didn’t I discover this shit a long time ago. Flying’s fun!”


  Carla reached over and patted her on the knee. “You know you can’t mix alcohol and meds, right?”


  Lina lazily waved her hand at her. “Who needs booze? This shit’s great!”


  BettLynn giggled. Lina slapped a hand over her mouth. “Whoops, sorry, Mai.”


  “It’s all right. I’m sure the Beasts will be swearing soon enough. If you don’t teach her the cuss words, they will.”


  “There are worse vices,” Lina said, her hand still up at her mouth. “Hey, I read somewhere that people who swear are smarter than other people.”


  “Sounds like fucking bullshit to me,” Lacey chimed in, a smile on her face.


  Everyone laughed.


  As they settled in for the flight, Elain knew she’d relax and enjoy it despite her iffy stomach. At one point she accidentally caught Ortega’s golden gaze. His eyes barely narrowed as he gave her the slightest tip of his head.


  She winked in reply.


  


  * * * *


  


  Blackie, Callie, and what Elain suspected was a well-armed contingent of Maine wolves met them at the airport and loaded them into two vans.


  “So where are we going?” Elain asked Blackie. She’d ended up in his van, while Callie had ended up in the other van.


  He glanced at her in the rearview mirror, a smile on his face. “I was sworn to secrecy.”


  Their destination turned out to be Oscar and Gigi’s house inside the Maine Clan compound. Gigi and Kitty were already there waiting. When the women walked in, Lina, Mai, Lacey, Kitty, and Gigi all yelled, “Surprise!”


  And, as Elain had suspected, the surprise bridal shower for her, her mom, and Callie was off to a roaring start.


  She also understood why Blackie, Oscar, Wally, Jocko, and a few other shifters hung around, staying on the back and front porches while the women enjoyed an early dinner, cake, and some bawdy party games before unwrapping presents.


  At one point, Elain stepped away, excusing herself to the bathroom. She also called Ain.


  “You’re sneaky,” she teased when he answered.


  “You wouldn’t have wanted me to ruin their surprise, would you?”


  “No. Thank you.”


  “Hey, no thanks required, sweetheart. Hold on, here’s Brodey.”


  “He didn’t tackle you?”


  “Not this time.”


  After she talked to Brodey and Cail, she returned to the celebration.


  BettLynn had shifted at one point and now playfully ran around on the floor, Jasper shadowing her as if he’d made it his responsibility to keep an eye on her.


  By the time they finished their celebrations and had been shuttled to the large guest cabin they usually stayed in when at the compound, Elain felt ready to collapse. Before Elain headed to bed, Lacey, who was about to go home, pulled her aside.


  “I’ll leave Jasper here tonight.”


  “You don’t think it’s safe? We have twenty shifters around. Maybe you should stay here.”


  She shrugged. “Blackie has a couple of guys guarding my house. I’d feel better with him here with you tonight. With BettLynn.”


  “Okay.” She started to turn away, then stopped. “Have you seen anything?”


  “No. And I do mean no,” Lacey quickly added. “Not even a gut instinct. And yes, my host during my vacation took me out shooting and made sure I was proficient with all of the firearms he insisted I bring home with me.”


  Elain hugged her good-night. “He is a good host,” she joked.


  “For some of us, leastways, such as you and me.” Lacey winked. “Good night, my dear. Sleep well.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ain lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling. He missed Elain but knew she was safe with the others. When Lacey had called him the day before about the plans for the surprise baby shower, he and his brothers had readily agreed.


  He just didn’t understand why Lacey was calling him from one of Ortega Montalvo’s private cell phones.


  He didn’t ask, either. He’d answered the phone thinking it was the jaguar, and had been a little thrown off at first to discover it was Lacey.


  Sometimes, he wondered if the old Seer could sense what he’d done so long ago. He tried not to think about the baby he’d unintentionally murdered, cockatrice or not. But now that he was about to become a father, sometimes it felt like he couldn’t stop thinking about it.


  The guilt.


  The self-loathing.


  At least Brighton had left. There were a few times his goofball brother had acted like he wanted to talk to him about something, but then someone else would come into the room and he’d drop it.


  Probably another stupid conspiracy theory.


  He softly snorted. They had enough bullshit in their lives to worry about without Brighton making up crazy crap.


  At least the cockatrice had gone relatively quiet. For now. With winter on the way, hopefully things would stay that way once it got too cold for them.


  He rolled over and tried to go to sleep.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Life seemed to settle down. Elain pushed Aliah and the missing spellbook out of her mind. No matter how she tried, she didn’t get any visions of where the cockatrice was. Neither did her fellow Seers.


  She decided not to let it rule her life.


  Right now, Lamaze classes, helping Mai and her men get settled in their new home, and preparing for the holidays was her focus. The Beasts turned one year old, prompting a large party. There was a fall Gathering in Yellowstone, but all the Lyall women stayed home. Ain and Brodey were the only ones from their immediate Florida family who attended.


  It went off without a hitch.


  Thanksgiving passed, followed by BettLynn’s first birthday three days later, with another large party to celebrate. Then December was upon them. Elain had the tree up and the house decorated by the second of December, her men gladly pitching in to help as her baby belly began to make itself known.


  It was on the morning of the tenth, when Elain waddled her way out to the kitchen to start the morning coffee, that all hell broke loose.


  Elain’s mom slowly made her way down the hallway toward the kitchen, her dad already out at the barns with the other Lyall men. It was a little odd not having Mai, Micah, Jim, and BettLynn there first thing every morning, but Mai always came over once she had her morning started. Elain knew the young mother never had a home of her own as an adult before now, and was enjoying setting her own routines for her family.


  But…something was different.


  “You all right, Mom?” Elain asked her.


  Carla shook her head as she winced, bracing herself against the counter. “I’m not sure, but I think I’m in labor.”


  Elain dropped the measuring cup she’d been using to fill the filter, sending coffee grounds all over the counter and floor. “Crap! Not about that,” she quickly added.


  Carla nodded. “I know, sweetie. Do me a favor, call your father for me, and Dr. Alberto.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Actually, her first call was to Mai. Her dad had just answered his cell when Mai, carrying a shifted BettLynn, came racing through the front door. “I called Lina,” she said. “She’s on her way over.” Lina and her guys had completed their move to the temporary house one property over right before Halloween.


  Then her mom let out a cry. Elain turned to see her water had broken.


  “Code baby, Dad,” Elain told him before he could ask any questions. “Come back to the house. Now.” She hung up on him and dialed Ain’s number.


  The next fifteen minutes were a flurry of activity of the women changing clothes, making calls, packing, and getting vehicles arranged. Dr. Alberto met them at the hospital, and then…


  Four hours later, nothing.


  And as day bled into night, and into the next morning, Elain, Mai, and Lina stayed there with Carla, not moving from her side except for bathroom breaks. Their men brought them food, but the women didn’t want to leave. The baby was healthy and had good vital signs. It just wasn’t…coming out.


  Lacey had even made it down from Maine, showing up a little after ten o’clock that morning to add her moral support.


  By that evening, Dr. Alberto had mentioned a C-section.


  “There’s got to be another way,” Mai said. She looked at Lina and Elain. “Can’t we try something?”


  “It won’t hurt Elain’s baby, will it?” Ain asked.


  “Let me ask the expert,” Lacey said as she whipped out her cell phone. After a quick consultation with a very pregnant Callie, Lacey had their answer. “She says it won’t.”


  Elain shrugged. “Let’s try it.”


  Dr. Alberto cleared out extra staff, except for her nurse, who was also a shifter. With Ain standing against the door and keeping anyone from walking in, Lina, Elain, and Mai gathered around the head of Carla’s bed while Liam held her hand.


  Lina had ended up at the head of the bed, in the middle, with Mai and Elain flanking her. She frowned. “This doesn’t feel right,” she said. “Elain, switch.”


  Elain did, Lina now on her mom’s right side as Elain took the center position.


  Lina nodded. “Much better. Hands.”


  Mai and Lina linked hands across the bed, while Elain held both their hands.


  “Close your eyes and hang on tight,” Lina said. “We’re going to wing it.”


  Elain felt the familiar energy spill through them, the circuit completed, the magick flowing.


  Lina didn’t chant aloud, but Elain felt her silent words, her intent, as it flowed through the circuit. Mai added her intent to it, leaving Elain to step into the magickal energy stream connecting them.


  Hesitantly, she did.


  And then, between them, an invisible orb formed in Elain’s mind. She saw them guiding the gentle energy, sweet, loving, and warm, and sinking it into her mom’s belly, into the baby there.


  Carla let out a cry and started pushing.


  “That’s it,” Dr. Alberto said. “Good, hard push.”


  Elain struggled to keep her focus on maintaining the energy orb. She felt how close to the surface her other talents were, how thin the veil lay between what she was doing and other things.


  Like who her mom might have been in another life. Who her baby, Elain’s little brother, might have been.


  Things Elain desperately knew she did not want to know, had for months struggled not to find out about them or others she loved.


  She didn’t want to know. Didn’t want those kinds of things to be part of her everyday life.


  “Okay, stop pushing,” the doctor said.


  Elain’s dad murmured encouragement to his mate, comforting her.


  After a moment, Dr. Alberto spoke again. “Okay, he’s crowning. Give me another good push, Carla.”


  Her mom did, grunting, straining, until it turned into a scream, and then a triumphant cry suddenly echoed by a wailing baby.


  “Aaand we’re done,” Lina said, releasing Elain and Mai’s hands.


  Elain opened her eyes, the room spinning as the circuit was broken.


  Ain was suddenly standing behind her, supporting her. “Are you all right?”


  She took a deep breath, the momentary dizziness subsiding. “Yeah, I’m good. Just exhausted.” She hadn’t slept at all, staying with her mom, unwilling to leave her side during her labor. “Just need some coffee.”


  She also needed to get out of the room, and fast. She didn’t want to touch her mom, her father, or her little brother right then.


  She knew if she did, she’d see their souls. She was too exhausted to hold the barriers in place that kept her sane and safe behind a mental wall. As it was, she’d barely managed not to see deep into Ain’s soul.


  She drew away from Ain. With him following, she rushed out of the room, putting up a staying hand when he tried to follow. “No, I’m good. I’m going to get coffee. I’ll be right back.”


  The floor had a snack alcove for patients and their families. There, Elain impatiently waited for the coffeemaker to start its magic mojo. Tapping her fingers on the counter, she tried to ignore how much she currently hated herself at that moment. That she’d been too chickenshit to even touch her mom and baby brother.


  Too afraid.


  She absolutely did not want to know who they might have been.


  Nope. Can’t make me.


  Although she realized that was impractical and unrealistic. She couldn’t go through life not touching her little brother or her mother. Her father, even. Not holding or hugging him, or helping her parents out with him.


  Lacey spoke from behind her. “It’s started, hasn’t it?”


  Elain turned. “What?”


  The old Seer shrugged. “You know what I mean. You see far more than emotions, or snippets of visions.” She stepped closer. “You see back, deep, into the abyss. You can read the tapestries, see the threads.”


  Elain struggled to make sense of her friend’s words. She was extremely caffeine-deprived, as well as starved for sleep, and emotionally wrung out in addition to the hormonal pregnancy Tilt-A-Whirl she was riding. “What?”


  The knowing smile on Lacey’s face made Elain want to scream. “One of your talents,” she softly said, “is to see souls. Not just emotions. You see who people are. Who they were. Likely, you can read their energy, see their shifter lines—if any. And see their energy, if they’re an Alpha or not. Better and more strongly than anyone I’ve ever known.”


  “I do not want to talk about this.” She tried to step around Lacey, but the Seer didn’t budge. Honestly, with Marston tucked conveniently out of sight and out of mind in fricking Bolivia, she hadn’t wanted to think about any of that.


  Why couldn’t I have gotten fireballs like Lina?


  “You don’t have to talk about it. You just have to do it. It’s not something to be afraid of, Elain. It’s part of your heritage as a Seer.”


  “I didn’t ask—” She nodded to a nurse walking past the alcove door before lowering her voice. “I didn’t ask for this job.”


  “None of us did. It could just as easily have been me or Bertholde in your shoes.”


  “No,” Elain hissed, “because that prissy bitch didn’t handpick you guys for the job, did she? A job we didn’t want, but apparently Baba Yutzhead decided we needed to have.”


  Yep. Elain really had to fight not to slap the smile off Lacey’s face.


  “You’re missing the point,” Lacey said. “Baba Yaga was merely a facilitator. Do you honestly think if the powers above her didn’t want things to turn out this way that they wouldn’t have changed them at their whim?”


  “I don’t honestly know what to think anymore. Frankly, part of me wonders if I didn’t knock myself into a coma that day when Cail was trying to help me out by chasing me and I ran into a fricking tree. I might be lying in a hospital bed in a coma and dreaming all of this.”


  Lacey reached out, lightning fast, and pinched Elain’s arm.


  Elain jerked away. “Fucking ow!” She rubbed the spot. “What the hell was that for?”


  “Do you still think you’re in a coma?”


  When Lacey reached out toward Elain again, she stepped back and out of the older woman’s reach.


  “Stop it, all right? Geez.”


  “Then grow up. We all adapted. You have no choice. You will get through it. Stop overthinking every damn thing and learn to trust your instincts. Once you do that, you will be a far happier person.”


  “Not exactly in my DNA.”


  Lacey jabbed a finger at her as fire flared in her eyes. “You’re wrong. It is in your DNA, because you’re a Seer. So quit being so self-centered and suck it up—as you and Lina like to say—and fucking deal with it.” She turned on her heel and silently stormed out of the room, leaving Elain still rubbing the sore spot on her arm as she watched her go.


  Brodey, staring down the hall in the direction Lacey went, stepped into the doorway. “You all right, babe?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What happened?”


  “I just got told to suck it up.”


  Frowning, he walked over to her. “What?”


  She tipped her head in the direction Lacey went. “I basically got told I think too much and to stop whining.” She snorted. “Oh, yah, get this, I’m supposed to be able to see souls, according to her.”


  Brodey’s expression didn’t change.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Well, duh.”


  She reeled in her inner Alpha’s leash, who wanted to go smack Brodey upside his head. “What?”


  He smiled. “I don’t mean about her telling you to suck it up. You do tend to overthink things and not trust your gut enough. Seers have always been able to see souls. Shifters, well, the predators who have that kind of dynamic, always take their babies to their Clan’s Seer to find out if they’re an Alpha or what.” He shrugged. “It’s kinda what ya do.”


  She fumed. “I wish someone would compile a list of things we’re supposed to do. My patience grows shorter in direct proportion to my midline expanding.”


  He held up his index finger. “There’s item number one.” He grinned.


  Something about that grin totally popped her ire. No matter what, she could never stay angry at Brodey. Not for long.


  He opened his arms to her and she snuggled into his embrace, making sure to hold her mental barrier as she did. “I’m just so tired,” she whispered, struggling not to burst into tears. Whether hormones, sleep deprivation, stress, or a combination of everything, she just wanted to chill out for a little while.


  Brodey guided her down to the chairs, still holding her close. “Lean on us. You keep trying to do this all on your own. I know you have Seer stuff we can’t help with, but even if it’s just this, needing a cuddle or a cry or whatever—”


  “I’m sooo not in the mood for you to get frisky right now.”


  He let out a slightly disgusted sigh. “I didn’t mean that, babe. I meant non-sexy cuddles.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” He nuzzled the top of her head, his breath warm against her scalp. “Let us help you out. Please? Let us be not just your husbands and your mates. Let us be your partners. We’ll follow you anywhere, do anything for you. Even if it’s nothing more than standing behind you and watching your back for you. That’s our job. Please, let us do it.”


  She’d spent her entire life trying to be independent, watching, and later appreciating, how her single mother had raised her. Wanting to be just like her, to go on and do even more and make her proud.


  To make her see her sacrifices all those years were not in vain.


  Elain pressed her face against his shirt. “I don’t know if I know how,” she admitted.


  “I know.” He kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out together. This is a learning curve for us, too, you know.”


  “How so?”


  “Because we were programmed all our lives that, if we were even lucky enough, when we found our mate we’d spend the rest of our lives making her happy, spoiling her rotten, taking care of her, and protecting her.”


  He gently caught her chin and tipped her face so he could look into her eyes. He wore a bemused smile. “If you haven’t noticed, babe, you’re fiercely independent and not exactly a ‘sit at home and be spoiled rotten’ kind of gal. You have no idea how hard it is for us to stand back and not jump in and try to fix things for you, or kick ass for you, or whatever for you. You’re not the only one trying to learn a new role. We’ve got all the relationship stuff, yeah. I mean everything else besides that.”


  He traced her jawline with the pad of her thumb. “So cut us a little slack, please? Throw us a bone every once in a while. Let us be us for you. Point someone out to us and say, ‘Sic ’em.’ Otherwise, we feel like we’re kind of useless. Like we’re just sitting around with our thumbs up our asses and standing in your way.”


  She’d never really thought about it like that before.


  Ever.


  


  * * * *


  


  Brodey worried about Elain. He didn’t know if it was the stress over Mom’s long delivery, or Seer stuff, or preemptive worrying about her own pregnancy, but she seemed to be barely hanging on to her last nerve.


  It was something he’d noticed about her ever since her return from her trip alone to Maine a few months earlier.


  Whatever had happened on that trip, he wouldn’t play dirty. He wouldn’t ask, wouldn’t pry. But something had happened, way more than she’d let on. More than just seeing visions at the cockatrice graves.


  Something fundamental had changed inside her, like she was blocking a part of her psyche from them. As if there was a wall up inside her, a part of her they no longer had access to.


  And he’d never mentioned to either of his brothers the luggage claim tag he’d spotted in the bathroom garbage can soon after her return, listing a flight from Maine to Dallas, and then on to Bolivia. He hadn’t been picking through the trash, but he’d accidentally dropped the garbage can when grabbing it to empty it and it had spilled.


  It’d been tucked down at the bottom, like someone had been hiding it.


  Someone that could only be Elain.


  But he wouldn’t ask. He had to let her have that part of her life. He only hoped that she would lean on them and not shut them out when she needed them the most because she was afraid of what her powers could do.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Elain got herself under control, she let Brodey lead her back to the birthing room. Her mom held the baby, her dad positively beaming.


  Elain needed sleep, stat. But she needed to do this or succumb to the all-too-strong temptation to hide from who she was.


  “Meet your little brother,” her dad said. “James Oswald Pardie.”


  Her mom gently placed him in Elain’s arms. “Here’s your big sister, sweetie.”


  Elain stroked his cheek, her fear transforming to relief. Yes, she could see who he’d been in a past life. But none of the names running through her brain as she stared at him rang any bells.


  In terms of their whacky little gene pool, he was just a normal wolf shifter baby.


  She offered him a smile. “Hi, James.” She glanced at her parents. “Jim?”


  “Ozzie,” her dad said, proudly beaming.


  Elain didn’t miss how her mom rolled her eyes and gave a little shake of her head.


  


  * * * *


  


  When her men got Elain home that evening, she collapsed in bed and didn’t awake until nearly ten the next morning, when the urge to pee was so great she didn’t think she’d be able to make it to the bathroom in time.


  Fortunately, she did.


  When she emerged and went in search of coffee, she was a little weirded out to realize she had the house completely to herself for the first time in…


  Well, longer than she could remember. It was spooky in a way. She’d gotten so used to being surrounded by family that utter solitude was strange.


  Before she reached the kitchen, she was waylaid by her phone ringing.


  “It’s contagious,” Callie said by way of greeting.


  “Huh?”


  “My water just broke. Elise is on her way.” Callie and Blackie, unlike Elain, had long ago and easily settled on their baby’s name, a memorial to Blackie and Kitty’s mother.


  Now Elain felt bad. “I doubt we’ll make it up to Maine in time.”


  “We’re not in Maine, silly. We’re at the hotel in Tampa. We got in late last night.”


  “Cutting it awfully close aren’t you? I didn’t think you were due for another week yet.”


  Callie started to answer, but Blackie took the phone from her. “Sorry, Elain. I’m getting her over to the hospital. I already called Dr. Alberto. Could you please spread the word?”


  “Yeah. I will.”


  Blackie hung up on her.


  She stared at the phone, trying to dislodge the remaining sleep from her system.


  Yeah, I’ll spread the word. She turned and finally made it to the kitchen.


  After I’ve had my fricking coffee.


  


  * * * *


  


  This time, it was Micah who drove Elain and Mai back up to Tampa just an hour later. Jim stayed behind in Arcadia with BettLynn, and Elain’s men would be up as soon as they tended to things on the ranch. Down a man since Liam stayed in Tampa with Carla, they were a little short-handed.


  Lacey, staying in the same hotel as Blackie and Callie, was already there. As was Lina, since she’d spent the night in the house just north of Tampa that her and her men still owned.


  Dr. Alberto was examining Callie when Lina, Elain, and Mai got there. “No offense, Callie, but I hope we don’t have a repeat of Carla’s labor,” she joked. “I really need some sleep.


  Callie clamped down on Blackie’s hand, moaning as a contraction hit her. When she finished breathing her way through it, she glared up at him. “You’d better hide the sharp things when we get home.”


  He smiled and reached out to stroke her hair. “Yes, pet.”


  When the next contraction hit her, she closed her eyes and clamped down on his hand again.


  Elain had to hand it to Blackie. The Alpha wolf winced, but didn’t let out a cry of pain of his own.


  Callie gritted her teeth. “I am not doing this all day. Dr. Alberto, get ready.”


  “What?”


  Elain felt the magick being raised and didn’t have time to react. “This…baby…is…coming…now!” Callie’s words dissolved into a scream of pain and relief as the magick bubbled and burst, a blinding light flashing and disappearing.


  Dr. Alberto and her nurse had to scramble to get into position to catch the baby. Seconds later, the healthy cry of Callie and Blackie’s newborn daughter filled the birthing room.


  Except for the baby and Callie’s relieved sobs, everyone fell silent.


  Lina snorted. “Well, guess you don’t need us, princess,” she teased. She grabbed Elain by the shoulders and turned her around, giving her a gentle nudge toward the doorway. She caught Mai’s hand on the way. “Let’s give the parents a few minutes.”


  Twenty minutes later, Blackie emerged from the birthing suite, a smile on his face. “Sorry to drag you up here for nothing,” he joked.


  Lina stood with a smile on her face and hugged him. “Hey, we’re glad we could be here.”


  Elain remained off to the side, deep in thought. She claimed exhaustion, which wasn’t half-wrong, but she’d felt something during Callie’s magick raising.


  She’d glimpsed something. Not bad, but she didn’t know what it meant and didn’t want to spend the mental energy on it. Not right then.


  Getting out her cell phone, she started making calls to update everyone, giving her something to do and an excuse to stay out in the waiting room.


  An excuse to avoid the inevitable.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that afternoon, Elain rode home with her guys, who barely spent a few minutes congratulating the new parents before Ain noticed how tired Elain was and bade their leave.


  She snuggled with Brodey in the backseat this time, thankfully not puking her guts up, but still not in a romantic mood.


  “We’re going to have an even better Christmas this year,” Brodey said. “BettLynn and the Beasts, and now two more babies.”


  “Yeah,” Cail said from the front. “All we need is Gigi and Kitty to get pregnant.”


  “I wouldn’t say anything around Blackie about Kitty making him an uncle,” Ain warned. “He’s still trying to get used to his little sister having Wally as a mate.”


  The men laughed.


  Elain listened, but didn’t speak up.


  “You all right, babe?” Brodey asked.


  “Just really, really tired.”


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We’ll get you home, tuck you into bed, and bring you your dinner. How does that sound?”


  “Like the best idea ever.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah spent her winter carefully preparing. During Christmas, when she suspected the old Seer wouldn’t be home, she snuck back onto the Maine wolves’ compound and into the backyard of Lacey Fraser’s house.


  Nothing remained of the scents from before, of course. Right now, icy slush and mud comprised most of the yard, a recent snowfall having melted and turning the terrain treacherous in some areas. Another snowfall was moving in that afternoon, and would, hopefully, conceal her tracks and scent, erasing all clues that she’d ever been there.


  Consulting the Grimoire Lilitu, she recited a magick revealing spell she’d been working on.


  As she did, the ground underneath the sundial in the backyard began to glow briefly before fading again.


  “Gotcha,” she muttered.


  She didn’t know exactly what was under that sundial besides the body of the hybrid bitch, but it was important. Magick had been used to conceal its presence.


  And now she had the leverage she needed. She’d been keeping Carl on the hook, mostly to use him for information, by sending him scanned pages now and then.


  Of course she wouldn’t send him the entire thing. That’d be stupid. She only sent him enough to keep him upping his offers. Besides, she didn’t have the whole thing scanned in anyway. She was lucky if she could get one page successfully scanned every night. She kept a backup copy of her progress to date hidden on the Inglesons’ hard drive, and hadn’t got all the scanned pages transferred over to her laptop yet.


  Trying to contain her excitement, she hurried back to where she’d left the SUV parked. She had plans to make. Nothing could happen until the March Yellowstone Gathering, though. By then, her baby would be born, and she’d have everything in place that she’d need to get her vengeance and secure her and her son’s futures once and for all.


  She knew this with all certainty. Every night when she slept, with the book safely tucked beneath her under the mattress, she dreamed about her son’s future as if it were already true.


  It spoke to her, the book did. More every day, it seemed.


  She was meant to be the rightful holder of the book.


  And it agreed it would help her with her vengeance.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Mary and Tom Ingleson had sweetly insisted that Aliah would not leave them once her baby was born. Which was a good thing, because the winter had been icy and snowy.


  She’d considered killing them and taking their money, knowing they had no close relatives to miss them in the short term, but that would be inconvenient. They had local friends, and Tom was so active online that no doubt his buddies would soon figure out a way to check on them.


  No, it was easier just to lie low.


  And plan.


  One of the things she’d discovered in the book had set her mind whirling. The Tablet of Trammel, something she’d always thought was just legend.


  She was practically convinced that was what lay beneath the Seer’s sundial.


  Unfortunately, she wouldn’t be able to go digging around for it. No, she had a better plan. And she had, via information she obtained from Carl, found just the people willing to help her out…for the right price.


  She’d told them she had discovered the identity of one of the keepers of the Tablet. And one afternoon she snuck away, struggling a little under the extra baby weight, and carried a backpack and duffel bag full of supplies to the cave she’d discovered when searching for the graves. It looked undisturbed except for a few animal tracks.


  It would do nicely.


  While she was there, she found Cameron’s gave. Too pregnant to easily get down on her knees, she stood over it. “Almost there, babe.” She stroked her belly. “I’m doing this for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Her only worry was the timing of her birth. She’d been careful not to meet ahead of time with the three guys who’d agreed to help her. She conducted everything over the phone or via e-mail.


  She didn’t doubt they might double-cross her if they thought they could. But she had an ace in the hole. They didn’t know about the book. And they couldn’t get rid of her until they had the Tablet.


  What they didn’t know was once she had the Tablet, she could use its powers.


  Then there wouldn’t be shit they or anyone else could do to her.


  Finally, two weeks before their scheduled go-time in March, she welcomed her son to the world. As the nurse placed him in her arms, she smiled down at him. He had his father’s earthy brown eyes.


  And that was why she named him Cameron.


  Yes, everyone’s going to see what you can do. How great you’ll be. We’ll show them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey lay awake in bed. She’d had a dream, a vision. Tomorrow, she was supposed to travel to Yellowstone with everyone else for the March Gathering.


  Now, she knew she couldn’t go. She’d had a vision, an incomplete one. But in it, Mai had almost died, Callie saving her life.


  Lacey had been the one to suggest whatever it was Callie did that saved Mai.


  She didn’t see all the details, but knew it had something to do with whoever Elain had buried in her garden last summer. Her, and that damned Ryan Ausar.


  Although she never could stay too angry at that rascal for long. He was too charming.


  Jasper jumped up next to her and laid his head on her chest, mournfully staring at her.


  She smiled as she stroked his head. “I know. But I have to do this, whatever it is.”


  The next morning, when Jocko arrived to pick her up to take her to the airport where they’d meet Blackie, she stopped him at the front door.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not going after all.”


  “Whaddya mean ye ain’t goin’, lovely?”


  She kissed him. “Seer stuff.”


  He scrunched up his face at her. “Ye know, what kinda Clan are we, none o’ our Seers are comin’ to the Gathering?”


  “Everyone will understand. Besides, most of the wolves from the Maine compound are going this year. It’ll be packed. It’s like a ghost town around here already as it is. I know a bunch of people have left to get there. And Arnost will be there with the dragons. He counts as a Seer, as part of the mega-Clan.”


  Jocko snorted.


  She wasn’t sure if Jocko was more upset about her not going, or the fact that now he wouldn’t have anyone to warm his bed while he was there.


  “Ye sure?”


  “I’m sure. Oh, do me a favor, please?” She grabbed Jasper’s leash and snapped it to the dog’s collar. “Drop him off by Kitty and Wally’s for me, please.” They had volunteered to stay behind to keep an eye on the Clan territory, along with Oscar and a few others.


  Jocko’s gaze narrowed. “Where ye goin’, lovely? If yer not goin’ to the Gathering, why ye still need a dogsitter?”


  “Seer stuff,” she replied, kissing the tip of his nose. Then she shooed him out. “Go on. Don’t keep Daniel waiting.”


  She watched as Jocko led Jasper to his car, the dog staring at her as if betrayed before getting into the car.


  Sorry, pup. I can’t risk your safety. She’d had him several months before realizing he was a sentient familiar. She hadn’t told anyone else about that, sure that Elain, Lina, and Mai might discover it during his brief stay in Arcadia, but apparently not.


  She hadn’t yet worked out who he’d once belonged to, or if they were even still alive, but she knew he was far older than what her vet had thought.


  Well over fifty, if her guess was correct, from the things she’d picked up from Jasper’s stray thoughts.


  He was a very special dog, and she didn’t want to do anything to put him in harm’s way. Although she suspected his former owner was dead. From Jasper’s desperate hatred of cockatrice, it didn’t take much for her to suspect that as well.


  She shut the door and headed back to the bedroom to use the bathroom and change clothes. When she emerged from the bathroom, two men were waiting for her. Cockatrice. Before she could so much as scream, they’d slapped duct tape over her mouth, bound her at the feet and wrists, and threw a pillowcase over her head. She was going to shift to try to escape when one of them locked a metal collar around her neck.


  Silver. She knew it from the feel, and knew it was charmed to prevent her from shifting.


  Then they were carting her out the front door.


  Without any other recourse, she let out a desperate mental scream she hoped the new Triad could hear.


  “Help me!”


  


  * * * *


  


  As time for the March Gathering drew closer, Elain knew she’d miss out on it. Not because she was worried about anything bad happening, but because it was just getting too uncomfortable for her to travel for any extended period.


  In fact, Elain, Lina, and Mai had seen nothing about anything bad happening at the Gathering. But Elain insisted Ain, Brodey, and Cail go, along with Jan, Rick, Kael, and Micah. Her dad would stay behind to run the ranch in their absence, and Blackie, Jocko, and Lacey would meet the others out there.


  The night before they left, Ain looked a little worried. “You’re sure everything’s all right?”


  “Positive. Seer says.”


  The next morning, Elain and her mom, with the exception of Joss—the nickname her mom and dad had finally compromised upon for their son—had the house to themselves after the men had driven themselves to Port Charlotte a couple of hours earlier. Ortega was meeting them at the airport there in his private jet on his way out west. Blackie, Jocko, and Lacey were flying commercial from Maine, and would meet everyone at Yellowstone later that evening.


  Juju and Bea quietly lay in the floor, staring up at Elain. They always looked a little bereft when they didn’t have BettLynn and the Beasts to play with.


  It made Elain miss Jasper. He’d reminded her a little of Brodey in his shifted form, although she knew the dog wasn’t a shifter. Still, it was like he really had understood what she’d said and responded accordingly.


  Or, maybe it was just baby hormones.


  She was waddling her way out of the kitchen to hit the bathroom when a piercing, head-splitting pain hit her, accompanied by a shrieking scream. Letting out a cry of her own, she grabbed the doorway frame and held on tight to keep from hitting the floor.


  And at the base of what would be her tail were she shifted, a nasty, tingling feeling, like her leg had fallen asleep, now rolled and burned.


  Her mom had been washing dishes at the kitchen sink and turned when she heard Elain. “Honey, what’s wrong?”


  Elain lunged for the table, grabbing a chair and shakily dropping into it as the pain finally began to recede. She wasn’t sure, it almost sounded like someone had screamed help me in her brain.


  Worried, Carla hurried to her side. “Elain? Do I need to call 911?”


  She grabbed her mom’s arm, caught between the abating pain and the humor that her mom might call an ambulance for her wolf shape-shifting Seer daughter. “No,” she gasped. “Call Ain.”


  Unfortunately, he didn’t answer. Neither did Brodey or Cail, meaning they were likely already in the air.


  But Mai staggered through the door a couple of minutes later, looking pale and shaking. “Elain!”


  “You, too?”


  Lina arrived shortly after that. Mai and Elain were at the kitchen table when she ran into the house. “Please tell me you two just got hit by that?”


  They nodded.


  “What the fuck was that?” Lina asked.


  “Um, sweetie?” Carla interrupted. “Where are the Beasts?”


  “Zack’s got them.”


  “Jim’s got BettLynn,” Mai said before Carla could ask.


  Carla nodded and addressed her next comment to Lina. “Go see if Baba Yaga is back yet,” she suggested.


  Lina immediately disappeared.


  “I think it was Lacey,” Mai said, her voice still trembling. “I’d swear it was.”


  “She’s going to the Gathering with Jocko and Blackie,” Elain said. “If there was something wrong, someone would have called us.”


  “Not if they’re in the air,” Mai said.


  “An airplane,” Carla reasoned, “is probably the safest place to be right now. Not much someone can sneak on board one of those.”


  “Just a goddess who can throw fire- and iceballs,” Elain snarked.


  “Or dragon shifters,” Mai added.


  “Or cockatrice,” Elain said, her tone growly.


  A moment later, Lina returned, shaking her head. “She’s not there.”


  “Callie didn’t go,” Mai said. “Call her.”


  Carla made Elain stay seated while she went to get her phone for her. When they told Callie what had happened, she gasped. “Let me see if Sir and everyone are on the plane yet.” She hung up and called back less than a minute later. “No good. They’ve already left.”


  “So we can’t talk to them until they land in Spokane.” Already, the pain and screaming sound had faded in Elain’s mind.


  “Sorry, no.”


  “Crap.” Elain rubbed at her forehead.


  The women sat there for an hour, still trying to figure it out when Callie called Elain back, a slightly hysterical tone in her voice. “Elain, Lacey didn’t go to the Gathering. Kitty just called me asking if we had a spare key for her house so she could go get Jasper’s food. She said Jocko told her Lacey backed out this morning, but was still going somewhere. I called Lacey’s house and cell and she’s not answering. I popped there real fast, just for a second because I didn’t want to leave the baby alone, and yelled for her, but she’s not there. I didn’t have time to search, but her car is still there.”


  “Crap.” Elain relayed the information to the other two women.


  “We have to get to Maine,” Lina said. “Right now.”


  “Easy for you to say,” Mai chastised. “You can do the poofy thing.”


  “I’ve never done it distances like that before,” she protested. “Just short ones, and to Baba Yodelnoggin’s place. Remember the meth lab? I rode a fricking tiger shifter there, if you’ll recall.”


  “Try,” Elain growled. “Go to Callie’s.”


  Lina looked uncertain. “I don’t know how to do it accurately over long distances,” she admitted. “Why the hell do you think I don’t normally do it? It’s usually only luck when I manage it in the first place, unless it’s to see the fricking old hag.”


  Callie was still on the line. Elain spoke to her. “Call Kitty back. Get her and Wally over to Lacey’s. Oscar, any shifter who’s not at the Gathering.”


  “Right.”


  Elain hung up and glared at Lina, her patience for her friend’s fear quickly waning as her inner Alpha lunged, wanting to fix whatever this thing was they’d just had dumped on them. “Go. To. Callie’s. Right now.”


  “But I don’t know how!”


  The edict’s low, growly tone burst forth from somewhere deep inside Elain. Instinctive. “Callie’s. Now.”


  Lina let out a terrified meep as she disappeared.


  Mai was even leaning back away from the table and Elain. “Um, Elain? I love you, but please dial it back a notch.”


  Elain forcibly reined in her Alpha as her phone rang.


  Callie.


  Elain answered. “Yeah?”


  It was actually Lina. “Um, okay, Elain, you’re a fucking bitch, and I mean that goddamned literally and with all love and affection, but whatever the hell you did worked. I’m here.”


  “Oh. Good.” Elain hung up on her and had turned to her mom when her phone rang again.


  Lina.


  “What?” Elain asked, losing patience. “Why are you not on your way to Lacey’s?”


  “My fucking cell phone and purse are on your goddamned table. Mind ordering them to me, too?”


  Elain blushed. “Sorry. Can Callie come get them?”


  “Oh. Yeah. Bye.”


  A moment later, Callie appeared in their kitchen. “Hey, Elain. Mai. Mom.” She hugged them. “Funny thing just happened—”


  Elain shoved the items into her hands. “Wait!” She heaved herself up and out of her chair and raced into the bedroom, where she grabbed the padded zip-up case holding her nine millimeter and a spare, full clip from the gun safe in their closet. She waddled back out to the kitchen. “Here, take this, too.”


  Callie stared at it. “I don’t think she shoots. She’s got the fireball thing.”


  Elain was beyond pleasantries, her Alpha still hovering close to the surface. “Ask me if I fucking care! At least it’ll be there for me when we figure out how to get ourselves there.” She shoved the case into Callie’s arms.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “Now get people rounded up. We need to find Lacey.”


  She disappeared.


  “Great,” Mai said. “We’ve got firepower, literally, and no way to get to Maine.”


  “Says you. Go home, grab your purse, and change clothes.” Mai was wearing shorts, perfect for the warm Florida day. At least Lina had been in jeans, but Elain thought she’d been wearing sandals. “And run over to Lina’s. Get her some sneakers and socks, and a jacket.” Elain started scrolling through the contacts list on her phone.


  “Why?”


  “Maine in March. Do the math.” She headed toward the bedroom to change her own clothes as she made the call she’d hoped she wouldn’t have to make.


  He answered on the first ring, his smooth British accent already soothing her. “Good morning, Elain.”


  “I’m sorry to bother you, Ryan, but I’ve got an emergency here.”


  He immediately sounded on alert. “Hold on.”


  She pulled up short just before her bedroom door.


  It was that, or run into the man himself who’d appeared out of thin air and was now standing right in front of her.


  Mai and Carla both let out startled screams from the kitchen.


  Elain, however, breathed a sigh of relief and choked back the sobs that wanted to roll from her as she ended the call. “Hey, thanks. Walk with me.” She looked over her shoulder at Mai and tried to keep her tone lighter than she felt. “Why are you still here, sweetie? Get it in gear. Chop-chop.”


  Mai warily started moving toward the front door without taking her eyes off Ryan.


  Elain stepped around Ryan and into the bedroom. Fortunately he seemed to be a quick study and closed the door behind him after he followed her.


  “What’s going on, Elain?” he cautiously asked. “You sound a whisker’s breath from turning into a four-legged version of yourself.”


  She didn’t bother being bashful. He was, after all, the fricking Devil. She told him what they suspected was going on while she shucked her clothes and grabbed more appropriate ones from the closet. After pulling on a different shirt, she rooted through her maternity clothes for pants. She swore when her maternity jeans wouldn’t zip and she had to resort to stretchy sweats.


  Ryan looked grim when she finished the story. “You need me to transport you and Mai to Maine, correct?”


  “Yep. Callie can’t take people, only things.” She sat on the edge of the bed, her socks and tennis shoes in hand, and held up a foot. “Mind helping me out here?”


  He smirked as he helped her get her socks and shoes on. “Your men are all in the air?”


  “Yep. No one will rip your arm off for helping a preggo wolf get her sneakers on.”


  “Oh, you are a feisty one, aren’t you?”


  “Imagine what I’d be like at full power.”


  “I’d rather not. You’re quite intimidating enough as it is.”


  “Really? Aw, how sweet.”


  He shook his head, laughing as he tied the first shoe and then moved to her other foot. “Take a jacket. It’s rather chilly.” He seemed reluctant to say the next part. “You do realize this is all I can do, right? Eh, transportation, not the shoes.”


  She nodded. “I know. I wouldn’t be asking for your help if this wasn’t an emergency. I know you can’t help us out with our actual trouble.”


  “I just wanted to make sure I was clear.”


  “Crystal.” She paused. “I’m sorry I’m such a bitch right now. I’m just really worried about Lacey.”


  “Understandable, dear.” He finished with her other foot. She grabbed a jacket, a change of clothes, and shoved several spare pairs of underwear into a backpack.


  He stared at her.


  “I’m pregnant, okay? Sometimes accidents happen.”


  Mai was still gone when Elain emerged from the bedroom with Ryan. He walked over to Carla, hand outstretched. “How do you do, madame?”


  “That’s my mom,” Elain warned. “Mated, married, and very much a mom.”


  “I’m being polite, my dear. Heel, momma wolf.”


  Elain laughed.


  He returned his attention to Carla. “Ryan Ausar,” he said.


  She finally let him take her hand. He gave her a prim and professional handshake before turning to Elain. “Satisfied?”


  She nodded. “Thank you.”


  “I was right. You are the strongest, aren’t you?”


  “I apparently ordered Lina to Maine with a wolf edict when she didn’t know how to do it. It shouldn’t have worked on her, because we’re not mates, duh, but it did.”


  Another laugh. “Brilliant!”


  Ten minutes later, Mai looked more than a little terrified as she stood with Elain in the living room. “I’ll take Elain first,” Ryan told Mai, “and come back for you. I could take you both at once, but I think given your fear, I’d rather do it one at a time.”


  Mai nodded, tightly clutching the backpack she’d shoved hers and Lina’s things into. “By the way, Zack and Jim are both fit to be tied. You sure I shouldn’t stay?”


  “I’ll handle them,” Carla said. “You girls go. I’ll keep trying to call the guys.”


  Elain decided to set a good example. “Ryan is a stand-up guy, sweetie. I promise, this is the best way.”


  Ryan took Elain’s hand. Before she could fully blink, she was standing in Callie’s living room.


  Lina turned around and let out a startled cry. “Son of a bitch! A little warning would be nice!”


  “Nice to see you again, too, Lina,” Ryan snarked. He disappeared. A moment later, he reappeared with Mai, holding both her hands. She wobbled a little on their arrival and he grabbed her elbows to steady her.


  “See?” Elain said, trying to stay calm. “Piece of cake.”


  Mai nodded, still looking terrified.


  “Right.” Ryan turned to Elain. “Keep me posted. I know I can’t help with everything, but it never hurts to ask if you feel you’re against a wall.”


  Elain hugged him. “I know. Thanks again.”


  “Good luck.”


  He disappeared.


  Lina shook her head as she walked over to Elain and handed her the gun. “You know, that guy is a cutie, but I suspect whoever has to report to him must have fucking balls of steel. And smart thinking, getting in touch with him. I totally blew the call on that one.”


  “No time for that now,” Elain said. “Anything?”


  Callie reappeared. “Oh… How’d you get here?”


  “The Devil’s in the details,” Elain quipped. “What’d you find out?”


  “Well, for starters, with most of the Clan on their way to the Gathering, I don’t have a freaking babysitter. So I can’t go help you. I feel guilty enough I left for the few seconds I went to Lacey’s earlier.” She ran to her purse and dug out her keys, tossing them to Elain. “Take my car. Everyone will meet you at Lacey’s.”


  “Thanks!”


  With Elain too pregnant to comfortably fit behind the wheel, and Mai still too shaken to drive, Lina got to do the honors. Elain climbed into the backseat and gave Mai shotgun. “Don’t kill us, girlfriend.”


  “I won’t,” Lina grumbled as she fastened her seat belt and cranked the engine. “But if anyone’s hurt Lacey, I damn sure will kill them.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  They pulled up to Lacey’s at the same time Kitty and Wally arrived. Her front door was unlocked.


  Elain immediately ran inside, gun cocked and ready in her hand.


  She also smelled what she feared—cockatrice.


  Kitty’s nose wrinkled. “Fuckers came onto our goddamned land and took our fucking Seer? That’s it—they die.” Rage washed off the wolf, practically visible to Elain, like heat shimmers rippling through her aura.


  “They were already going to die,” Wally growled.


  “They’re going to die more,” Kitty promised.


  From the scent tracks, it appeared the men had approached the house from the back and took Lacey out the front door and into an awaiting car. Elain walked around to the backyard, sniffing out the different scent trails in the slushy ground when Lina yelled for her.


  “We’re on the move,” she called out. “Let’s go. The others are already pulling out.”


  Elain hesitated. “No.”


  “No? They said it’s the strongest scent trail.”


  “No.” She stared at the ground, a flash of a scene coming to mind.


  Yellowstone, and not from her point of view.


  As seen through Mercedes’ eyes. Outside the cabins, after Jim was kidnapped. Everyone else following a false trail while Mercedes—who knew what she was dealing with—found the true trail.


  Elain placed a hand on her belly when the baby kicked.


  Thank you.


  She turned to Lina. “Get Mai, and get your sneakers on. They went this way.”


  Lina frowned. “We’re going after them by ourselves?”


  “Fuckin’ A we are.” She clumsily knelt and placed her hand on one of the clear footprints. Closing her eyes, she cleared her mind and willed a vision to come to her.


  She couldn’t see much at first. Then, as she trusted her lupine nose to sort out the scents, she realized there were three distinct male cockatrice, and hints of one familiar female scent.


  Aliah.


  Fuck.


  She also saw where they were heading, and knew they had to get there overland. Elain lumbered to her feet. “Come on. We have to go. Now. Call Kitty and the others and tell them to get to the fire road and meet us at that rock pile near the cave.” Elain shouldered her backpack and turned to head east out of the backyard, her instincts guiding her. Cockatrice were very skilled masters of laying false trails.


  But they weren’t smarter than her.


  Elain pulled out her cell phone and texted all the numbers she had for Ortega and the other Montalvos to Callie, followed by a phone call. “Listen. Get hold of someone in Bolivia, find out how to call that jet, and get it turned back this way. Unless or until they hear back from us, they’re to go straight to that rock pile we found, the one near the cave.”


  “On it.”


  Elain ended the call and paused, waiting until Lina and Mai caught up.


  “Kitty said they’ll meet us there,” Mai told her. “Stupid question. Why aren’t we going with the others and taking the shorter way?”


  “Because it’s not shorter,” Elain said. “They set a trap. And they’ll expect everyone to go that way.”


  “Shouldn’t I call them and warn them, then?” Mai said.


  “Yeah, come to think of it,” Elain said, “that might not be a bad idea.” She looked at Lina. “See? I’m not perfect, either.”


  Lina playfully punched her in the shoulder while Mai got on the phone.


  Elain set off, letting her instincts lead the way. She kept her nose high, where the scents really were. The cockatrice had shifted and leapt, carrying Lacey, from tree to tree for a short distance from the house. Far enough to throw off their lupine trackers.


  Or so they thought.


  Elain knew it would take several hours for the kidnappers to make it to the rock pile. Hopefully, Kitty and the others could get there first and lie in wait. There, she’d seen, the cockatrice planned on sacrificing Lacey on the stones.


  She just didn’t know why yet, what other purpose they had to do it. Had they wanted to murder the old Seer, they could have done it in her home.


  Because Aliah wants me. And something else. Although Elain wasn’t exactly what that other something was, yet.


  Elain told her sisters what she knew as they hurried through the woods. The cockatrice would take longer to get to the rock pile because they were trying to stay concealed.


  Hopefully, they’d either beat the abductors there, or get there at the same time they did. And, hopefully, Kitty and the others would already be waiting there.


  “Here’s a question for you,” Mai said. “So what the heck are we supposed to do when we get there if it’s just the three of us and the others aren’t there yet?”


  “Well, we can throw magick at them,” Lina said.


  “How can you be so cavalier about that?” Elain asked. “‘Oh, just throw magick.’ How do we do that if we don’t know the frickin’ spells? We don’t have fireballs, kiddo.” She patted her jacket pocket, where she carried the gun. “I got Smith & Wesson. I trust him better than any spells or magick.”


  Lina grinned. “You are the frickin’ spells. We are the frickin’ magick. That’s what I keep trying to tell both of you. The magick is inside us. Say something that rhymes, and put all your heart and soul into the intent. That’s it. It doesn’t even have to rhyme, it’s just more powerful if it does. Yeah, some of the prewritten spells are easier to use, especially when we were first starting out. But we’re hella powerful now, girlfriend. We can, literally, make this shit up as we go along.”


  “You researched the hell out of the spell to remove Callie’s curse,” Mai said.


  “That was different. We were reversing very old, very strong, very dark magick that had been cast. Something specific. We made a fucking house disappear.” Lina waved her hands in a circle in front of her face like a magician. “Poof. You think we can’t throw a few spells?”


  Mai looked as doubtful as Elain felt. “I thought you said we had to be careful about what we did,” Mai said.


  “You do. Intent. You don’t walk down the street and trip someone out of the clear blue. You use your magick defensively, to repel an attack. Or proactively, for protection of yourself or an innocent. Or to do something good, beneficial. You keep your intent positive.”


  “Kicking cockatrice’s asses isn’t exactly positive,” Elain muttered.


  “Don’t start none, won’t be none,” Lina said. “They bring it? We’ll finish it.”


  “How do you reconcile that with what we did at the meth lab?” Mai asked. “We went in there and attacked them.”


  “Cockatrice have declared war on our kind,” Lina said. “Believe me, if I thought we were powerful enough to join hands and make every last one of those fuckers disappear off the face of the planet right now, I would. There are some of them who are have very distant genetics, who were interbred with humans so many times they don’t even know they have cockatrice blood in them. Now those, some of them might be assholes, but they’re not involved in what I’m talking about. The assholes like Yellowstone. The guys we took out at the meth house. They are actively involved in a covert war against humans and other shifters.”


  Lina waved her hand around, indicating the forest. “They had a literal fucking world of possibilities and potential. They didn’t have to start a meth lab. They could have pooled their money and bought a Subway franchise. Or a landscaping business. No, they started making and selling drugs. And Kitty said they had active ties to violent nests and activities. They weren’t some poor schmuck caught carrying an ounce of weed when he got pulled over for a busted headlight. They were genuinely bad, remorseless people.”


  Lina stopped walking, confusion on her face as she reached out and grabbed Elain and Mai. “I could read them, at the meth house. I could read it in them. Didn’t you two see it? The evil in them?”


  Elain and Mai exchanged a glance. Elain started to shake her head no, then hesitated. “I didn’t try to read them. I didn’t know that was something I could do then like that. Not from a distance. I usually need to touch someone to feel things about them.”


  Mai shrugged. “Me, either. I rely on you guys.”


  “Huh.” Lina nibbled on a thumbnail. “Okay. Duly noted. At the meth house, I could actively see a dark aura around all of them that our guys didn’t have.”


  “You can see that all the time?” Mai asked.


  “No, not really. It’s like…” She thought about it. “Kind of like this supernatural heads-up display appeared in my brain when we were heading into the fight. Once things kicked up.” Now she really seemed to ponder it. “Hmm. Guess I’ll have to play around with that.”


  “Baba Yaga said she didn’t know what I’d be able to do,” Elain admitted. “Maybe this is what she meant.”


  “I wish I even knew what I can do,” Mai muttered. “Other than my dreams, I feel pretty dang useless unless I’m working with you two.”


  “So we’re just going to take the three of us in there and blast their asses with spells?” Elain asked. “That’s your plan?”


  “You said there’s only four of them,” Lina said. Then, she grinned. “Hey, anything worth doing is worth overdoing.”


  “Great, then let’s move our asses,” Elain growled as she started waddling again as fast as her legs would carry her. “Because we’re wasting time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey hoped the girls had heard her cry.


  I’m a fool.


  She had been the target. Had she gone with Jocko as she’d originally planned, she wouldn’t have been there for them to kidnap.


  She would be the reason Mai nearly died.


  Goddess, please give me strength.


  The two cockatrice didn’t talk as they moved silently through the woods. They took turns carrying her, jumping from tree to tree, staying off the ground for the first couple of hours, eventually returning to the ground more frequently, until their entire trail was overground.


  She didn’t know how long it was before they finally stopped. Lacey was shivering from the cold.


  They dumped her onto a hard, rocky surface.


  “Hello, Lacey Fraser,” a woman said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Aliah stared down at the wolf Seer. Yanking the pillowcase off the woman’s head, the old woman didn’t appear to be much of a threat.


  And if anyone came after them, well, she had a few surprises ready. She hadn’t spent all her years with Cameron without learning a thing or two about booby traps. She’d set up several along the roads leading to the fire road, and another on the fire road itself, each one progressively worse, any of them alone enough to disable several vehicles. From the old favorite of roofing nails dumped in the road, to an electric-eye tripwire on a game camera, which would then trigger a well-balanced log crashing down on top of them, to a few improvised explosives.


  She’d studied the roads for several weeks before planning. No houses along them, most of the Clan leaving or gone for the Gathering, the only people using those roads that particular morning would be her, or anyone who thought they were going to catch her.


  And she’d laid a damn good scent trail along the road outside the Seer’s house early that morning, to lead them that way, into the snares. Not even the three guys she’d hired knew about the snares. She’d sent them detailed topography maps ahead of time of how they were to lay their trails away from the house once they abducted the woman, and where to meet up with her at the rock pile.


  The first time she’d actually seen them in person was earlier that morning, when she met up with them in the parking lot at the shopping center. They’d thought she was nuts when she had them go off-road on carefully selected bypasses, but she’d claimed it was for tracking purposes. She’d then assigned two of the guys to grab the woman, and one to observe and follow, after making sure the wolves had followed the false trail down the road.


  Right now, she had to focus on what she was doing. She’d left Cameron safely tucked in the cave a little bit away, dressed warmly and with a blanket draped over his carrier. She hated to do it, but it was the only way. She couldn’t have him there with her. The men didn’t know about the cave because she hadn’t told them.


  They also didn’t know she had a gun.


  “You have something very important,” Aliah told the wolf. “And you’re going to give it to me whether you want to or not.”


  On top of the monolithic pile of rocks, she’d set up her makeshift altar, just like the Grimoire Lilitu described.


  Upon which the Seer now lay. Aliah had everything she needed ready, including the book turned to the page for the spell she was going to work, a rock weighing down the pages.


  She reached down and ripped the tape off the woman’s mouth. “I want to know what is buried in your backyard, Seer.”


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


  Aliah grabbed the silver collar and pulled her up onto her knees. “Oh, I think you do.”


  She held up the ceremonial knife, enjoying the way the wolf’s eyes went wide with fright.


  


  * * * *


  


  Oscar was driving in the lead, heading toward the fire road. His personal opinion was that they were following a false trail, but Elain was the Seer, and she’d told them to go to the rock pile, and this would be the fastest way there.


  When he turned off the main road onto the side road that would take them to the fire road, he felt a bad rumble in the base of his skull.


  He slowed.


  Behind them, Kitty nearly rear-ended him in her SUV.


  She rolled down her window and screamed at him. “What the hell are you doing? Move your ass!”


  He stopped, threw the truck into park, and got out, leaving it running. “Kitty, they said there might be traps. I’ve got a really bad feeling.”


  “Screw that, we need to get our asses there first. Do you see any traps? The traps will likely be on the trail itself, not on a fucking road. That’s their normal MO.”


  He turned. No, the road ahead looked clear. A graded, muddy, sloppy trail, but he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Unfortunately, the hatred and anger radiating off Kitty in almost visible waves told Oscar she wasn’t thinking clearly. She was taking this way too personally. He could sympathize, because he loved Lacey, too. But rushing into things would get someone hurt.


  Or worse.


  He started to turn back to her, to try to calm her down, but she gunned her SUV, cutting around him and heading down the road.


  “Dammit,” he muttered, jumping back in his truck and following her.


  Seconds later, she started swerving. He braked hard just in time to see her pull over, all four of her tires starting to lose air.


  She got out and kicked at the front driver tire, howling her rage to the air.


  He parked and jogged toward her, instantly seeing what happened. It looked like someone had dumped several buckets full of roofing nails all over both sides of the road.


  He’d stopped just in time.


  “Come on!” he yelled, waving her and the other shifters back to him. “My truck. Jump in.”


  The shifters piled out of her SUV as they abandoned it. With them all loaded in the back of his truck, he shifted into four-wheel drive, backed up, and cut the wheel hard, taking them off the road and onto rough ground. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he saw where he could cut back in on the other side of the SUV and miss the rest of the nails.


  But they’d have to go slow and keep an eye out for any other traps.


  It took them three hours to drive a stretch of road that would normally take less than an hour. They’d found two additional traps, each more deadly than the last.


  Despite Kitty being nearly crazy with anger, he couldn’t risk going any faster.


  Slowing down even more, the fire road turnoff was less than a quarter mile ahead.


  In front of them, a bull moose stepped out of the woods and into the road.


  “Move it, Bullwinkle!” Kitty screamed from the back of the truck.


  Unable to help himself despite the gravity of the situation, Oscar had started laughing when the moose took a step toward them in the middle of the road.


  Then, it exploded.


  He slammed on the brakes. All of them stared, stunned, as a spray of what was once moose blossomed where the IED had vaporized most of it. The moose’s head gracefully arced through the air and landed with a loud kerthunk on the hood of his truck, denting it before sliding down the front grill and leaving a bloody trail behind, one antler hanging up on the hood ornament before it finally fell.


  He jammed the truck into park and shut the engine off. Pounding on the inside of the roof so Kitty would pay attention, he yelled, “We’re fucking walking in from here.”


  “Agreed,” she called back, sounding as sick as he felt.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Mai went to check her phone, she realized she had no signal. Without stopping, Elain pulled hers out of her pocket, too.


  Zilch.


  Ditto Lina.


  “Guess we’re on our own,” Elain said.


  “Do you want me to shift and run ahead?” Mai asked.


  “No,” Lina and Elain said together.


  “Why not?”


  Lina looked at Elain. “You first.”


  “Because you’d have no weapons, and like you said, we’re stronger together.”


  “Oh,” Lina said. “I was going to say I was afraid of Micah and Jim kicking our asses for letting her do it, but that works, too.”


  “The other point being,” Elain continued, “that I’m having a hard time following them, and I know what I’m looking for. It’d be too easy for you to get separated from us. We’re strongest together.”


  “Okay,” Mai said. “Fine. Got it.”


  On they trudged, as fast as they could with the muddy ground, uneven terrain, and Elain’s reduced speed and agility.


  “Don’t suppose you have water in those packs, do you?” Lina asked them.


  “Crap,” Elain muttered. She was already in a foul mood because she’d had to stop and pee several times along the way, and not just because of the logistics of doing it in the woods.


  She hated like hell to leave that kind of a scent trail the cockatrice might be able to use against her later on. An instinctive aversion she knew was her inner Alpha piping up.


  “How much farther?” Lina asked. “Surely everyone else made it there by now? Maybe we’ll get there and the party will be over.”


  “Or they didn’t,” Mai darkly said.


  “Less than an hour,” Elain told them. “As long as we keep up this pace.


  Following the trail, at least, had gotten easier. The abductors were sticking to the ground pretty continuously now. Even Mai could find the trail most of the time.


  Elain knew they must be getting closer to the rock pile. She was so tired she almost missed it. She grabbed Lina and Mai and pulled them down to the ground. Just ahead of them, they heard a woman’s voice.


  “Remember,” Lina whispered. “Feel it. Don’t think it.”


  Elain had her gun in her hand. “They’ll be feeling something.”


  Because Elain wouldn’t relinquish the gun, Lina had to be in the middle, Elain and Mai to either side and holding her hands. Elain felt the return of the wasabi-in-her-veins feeling of the magick building within the three of them, the same sensation she’d felt in Yellowstone, and with the house at the meth lab.


  “Let’s go,” Lina muttered.


  As they stepped forward, they could see the two men standing on top of the rock pile, their backs to the women. In front of them, Lacey, on her knees and bound with duct tape, and another woman standing over her.


  “Aliah,” Elain muttered.


  “That the bitch?” Lina asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Cool.” They let Lina set the pace as they crept forward through the trees.


  Lina started muttering. “Goddess Above, Goddess Below. Around those rocks set winds to blow.”


  From out of nowhere, a violent tempest built and swirled. The woman let out a cry as several things she’d had next to her on top of the rock pile were blown off.


  One of the men had turned, and now he spotted them.


  Before Elain could bring the gun up, Mai raised her free hand. “Lightning blue, lightning true. Lightning bolt right into you!”


  Out of the clear sky, a silent column of blue flame shot down, vaporizing the man where he stood.


  “Nice shot!” Lina said.


  The other man jumped down from the rock pile before he took off running in the opposite direction.


  Elain raised the gun, firing and hitting him square in the back. He dropped.


  Lina looked at her with a scowl.


  “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”


  Aliah screamed at them. “You are not going to fuck this up for me!” She raised her hand. That was when they spotted the knife.


  All at the same time, Elain raised the gun and fired, Mai pointed her hand at the woman, and Lina screamed, “Go to hell, bitch!”


  None of them could tell if it was the bullet, the lightning bolt, or the black cloud that enveloped the woman that did the trick, but by the time the three of them made it to the base of the rock pile, Lacey was alone on top of it.


  Unharmed.


  Elain let Lina and Mai do the climbing. Exhausted and trembling, she walked over to the other cockatrice. He was still alive—barely.


  Without a second thought or an ounce of remorse, Elain pointed her gun at the back of his head and fired two more rounds into his skull.


  “He dead?” Lina called out.


  “Yep,” Elain said as she stared down at him. “Dead-dead.” She fired one more round into him for insurance.


  “More dead?” Lina called.


  “Yep.”


  She turned to watch the women making it to the top of the rock pile to free Lacey.


  “Hey!” Lina shouted. She bent over, picked up something, and then straightened as she held up a book to show Elain. “Looky what I got!”


  Elain shaded her eyes. “That what I think it is?”


  “You betcha! Not a copy, either.”


  “Hot damn,” Elain muttered. “We finally caught a fucking break.”


  Something was wrong. Elain felt so tired and frazzled that she couldn’t puzzle it out. Then, it hit her.


  She’d scented three men.


  She was staring up at the rock pile and getting ready to call out a warning to Lina and Mai when she heard the shot. At first, she didn’t put the next two events together.


  Mai had been kneeling there and freeing Lacey, and then she was falling over on top of her.


  Lina screamed.


  Elain turned and spotted the male cockatrice approaching from the woods before he saw her. Instinct took over. She fired the last three rounds she had in the clip at him. Even as he was falling, she hit the catch for the magazine, letting it drop to the ground as she grabbed the spare from her jacket pocket and slammed it home, emptying all eight of those rounds into him.


  He twitched on the ground and lay still.


  “ShitshitSHIT!” Lina screamed. “No!”


  “Get me free, Lina,” Lacey ordered.


  “Mai, honey, no!” Lina wailed.


  Elain couldn’t climb the rocks. “Mai!”


  “Lina! Get me free, dammit!” Lacey screamed.


  Lina ripped the tape off Lacey’s wrists and the old Seer bent over Mai. “Go get Callie!” Lacey ordered her. “Now!”


  “But our phones don’t work!”


  “Lina!” Elain roared, beyond enraged, her Alpha clawing to the surface. “Go!” she edicted.


  Lina looked at her and disappeared.


  “Is she alive?” Elain asked, praying she was.


  “Yes, there’s still time.”


  “We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere.” Her phone was also useless. She threw her face back to the sky. “Ryan!” she roared.


  Nothing.


  Callie appeared on top of the rocks. “Oh, my god!” she screamed.


  Lina returned right behind her.


  “Callie,” Lacey ordered. “You have to pass your powers to her. It’s the only way.”


  “But, I don’t know how, I—”


  Helpless, Elain yelled, “Feel it, dammit!”


  Callie dropped to her knees next to Mai. “Shit!” She looked around and spotted the knife where Aliah had dropped it. “Give me that!”


  Lina dove for it, passing it to her.


  Callie took a deep breath and started chanting, the knife’s point beginning to glow orange as she did. “Hold her hands for me. Palms up.”


  Lina and Lacey each grabbed one of Mai’s hands.


  Callie chanted too low and fast for even Elain’s ears to understand. She drew sigils on Mai’s palms, on her own palms, and dropped the knife before she laced fingers with Mai, palms pressed together.


  She screamed to the sky. “Goddess Above, Goddess of All, here and now please heed my call! Before me is my friend in need, and into her thus I do seed. My powers great, my powers small, here and now, I give her all!”


  A bright flare of light enveloped them. For a moment, all Elain could hear was the sound of Lina sobbing.


  Then Mai’s voice, weak, but full of spunk. “What the fuck did that fucking fucker fucking hit me with? I hope you fucking fucked his fucking shit up.”


  Lina screamed, in happiness this time, and threw her arms around Mai. Callie sat there, looking stunned and weak.


  “Fuckin’ A I fucking did!” Elain called back, laughing, relief filling her.


  Lacey draped an arm around Mai’s shoulders. “We need to get down from here.”


  Elain was about to shout out what a great idea that was when she heard noises behind her in the woods. She spun around, gun ready and having forgotten she’d emptied the clip.


  Thankfully she had. It was Oscar and the others.


  Callie looked at him. “Oscar,” she softly called, as if her voice was close to giving out. “Call out to Gi. Get her to my house. Watch the baby.” She fell over.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Fortunately, Callie had not died, only passed out.


  The newly arrived shifters helped the three women down off the rock pile. When they got Callie conscious again, she stared at Oscar.


  “She’s there with her right now,” he assured her. “She heard me call to her. The baby’s safe. She said she’s got someone else on the way there to stay with her.”


  Callie weakly nodded, her eyes falling closed again as Wally scooped her into his arms. “Ortega and the others should be here any minute,” she mumbled. “They called from the airport about an hour ago. They’re on their way.”


  Elain sank to the ground, relief and exhaustion taking over to the point of numbing her body. As she watched, Lina, Lacey, Wally, Oscar, Kitty, and others helped Callie and Mai out of the clearing. No one noticed she wasn’t with them, everyone’s focus rightly on the other two women.


  Mai would be all right, despite the cost to Callie of her powers. Not to mention, now they had the other spellbook in their possession.


  Hopefully no one had scanned or copied it. If they had…


  She didn’t want to think about those consequences right then.


  With her baby belly making things more than a little awkward for her, Elain started climbing to her feet when she heard a sound that made her cock her head and listen closely.


  When she heard it again, she followed it.


  The faint sound of a baby’s cry.


  Maybe it was her own pregnancy, the baby girl she carried that made her react so viscerally to the sound, but she sped up, running through the woods until she homed in and located the source. Before she broke free of the brush and into the clearing, she already knew where she’d find herself.


  At the cave. The one where Mercedes had briefly kept Rodolfo captive, where the jaguars had found him.


  The brush had regrown in front of it from the fall before, fresh, green spring foliage hiding the opening. If someone didn’t know it was there already, they wouldn’t know about it.


  Moving slowly now, wary of traps and uncomfortably aware of the fact that not only was she alone, but that she didn’t have any weapons on her, she crept toward the cave.


  Instinct told her it was a real baby, not someone mimicking one, not a recording.


  When it took a deep, hitching breath and let out another desperate wail, she hurried forward and pushed through the undergrowth concealing the cave’s entrance.


  Her gaze swept through the dim space, her lupine eyes quickly adjusting to the darkness. It would be impossible for an adult to hide, and she was alone.


  Well, alone except for the wailing infant.


  She walked through to the back of the cave, to the small alcove where the tarnished silver rings still hung, as they had first found them months earlier. Tight against the wall was an infant car seat, with a backpack and a few other things packed around it, a light baby blanket draped over it like a tent.


  When she pulled the blanket back, the infant blinked, startled at her appearance. He sounded hungry.


  The slight odor wafting up from the now-uncovered infant made her heart sink.


  Cockatrice.


  “Shit,” she whispered, her fingers tightening around the blanket still clutched in her hand.


  “Sounds like he has quite a set of lungs on him, doesn’t he?”


  Elain whirled around, startled by the sound of Gigi’s voice. She hadn’t heard the former Immortal climb through the foliage, so she must have materialized inside the cave.


  “What?”


  Gigi crossed her arms over her chest and stepped forward. She nodded in the direction of the baby. “The boy. He has a set of lungs on him for one so young.”


  “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be watching Elise!”


  “She’s safe. Ryan Ausar is with her.”


  “You’re shitting me.”


  She shrugged. “You’re not the only one with his number.”


  Elain looked at the baby. “So what do I do with him?”


  Gigi shrugged. “He’s a cockatrice. You’re a Seer. By lineage, sworn to never lift a finger to help one of them. You’ve seen firsthand what they’re capable of on a bad day, much less a good one.”


  Somewhere in the distance, outside of the cave, Elain heard Ain call her name.


  She dropped her voice. “But what do I do with him?”


  Gigi produced a silver knife and presented it to Elain in her open palm, hilt-first.


  Elain shied back. “No. I can’t kill him. He’s a baby!”


  “He’s a cockatrice.”


  “I…” She looked at the baby. By her best guess, he was barely a couple of weeks old. “That woman was his mother, wasn’t she? Aliah. The wife of one of the cockatrice Marston killed.”


  “You’re stalling for time. I don’t need to tell you that which you already know.”


  Elain knelt next to the alcove to get a better look at him. “I can’t kill him,” she whispered, her earlier vision returning to mind.


  This was that baby.


  “Why not? When he grows up, he’d kill you as soon as look at you. He’s a cockatrice.”


  She stared up at Gigi. “You can’t be serious? If he was raised by someone else—”


  “Who? He can’t be raised by human parents who are oblivious to what’s going on around them. And soon enough, he’d end up hooked up with his kind anyway. Or hunted by them. None of the other shifter races will want him, I guarantee you.”


  “There’s got to be someone who will raise him.”


  Gigi’s blue eyes narrowed. “You know how Baba Yaga feels about cockatrice. Do you really think she would allow him to live if she knew about him?”


  “What are you saying?”


  Ain called for Elain again, sounding closer this time.


  Gigi knelt in front of her. “You know as well as I do that Babs is on a little off-Earth vacay right now. She has no clue what’s going on in this plane. You might think she’s omniscient, but trust me, she’s not.”


  Elain stared at the infant, her heart breaking. She knew she couldn’t kill this child, or allow him to die, just because of his heritage. There had to be a way to save him, to allow him to be raised in peace and break the damn cycle of evil once and for all. He wasn’t inherently bad just because of his genes any more than Elain knew she was inherently good because of hers.


  If he had the right parents, he had a chance. As good a chance as any wolf or dragon or jaguar or any other shifter.


  Elain met Gigi’s gaze again. “What are you proposing?”


  Out in the clearing, she heard Ain yell, “Elain, where are you?”


  Without breaking her staring contest with Elain, Gigi called out, “Aindreas, we’re in here.”


  Seconds later, he crashed through the brush and slid to a stop a few feet away. “What’s going on? Elain, are you all right?”


  “She’s all right,” Gigi said, “but she is at a crossroads.”


  “What?”


  Gigi stood, the knife still in her hand, and backed away so Ain could step forward and see the baby.


  “Son of a bitch,” he whispered.


  “No,” Gigi said. “Son of a cockatrice.”


  “What?”


  Elain swallowed hard, now understanding what Gigi was saying. “How?”


  “How what?” Ain asked.


  Elain ignored him. “How can we do it? How can we disguise him so that Baba Yaga can’t figure out what he really is?” Her mind drifted back to the occlusion spell Marston had participated in with Lenny and Edgar.


  Her stomach rolled. “I won’t kill an innocent,” Elain said. “I won’t kill anyone to do this.”


  Ain frowned. “Elain, what the hell—”


  Gigi held up a hand to quiet him. “You need his help.” She cocked a thumb at Ain. “He must want to do this with you.” She stared at him. “A chance for you to atone for your past sins, perhaps? Or, rather, one major sin?”


  He’d been about to say something, but at her words his jaw snapped shut and he swallowed hard. Elain would swear, even in the dim light, that he went pale.


  “Atone for what?” Elain barely dared to ask.


  Gigi and Ain’s eyes were now locked in an epic stare-down. “She’s your mate and doesn’t know,” Gigi finally said. “Neither do Brodey and Cail. Shall I tell her, or do you wish to do the honors?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “How did you know?” Elain hated how Ain’s voice suddenly sounded weak, full of grief and self-loathing.


  “I was there in the clearing,” Gigi said. “I saw you do it. Saw you hide the evidence of your actions.” She shook her head. “Why didn’t you tell anyone? If they were ‘just’ cockatrice, why not admit what you did, hmm?”


  The baby started to let out another cry. Elain reached over and caught his hand, sent a soothing wave of energy to him.


  Ain stared at Gigi, silent.


  Elain finally had to ask. She dug deep, hating to do it. “Tell me, Ain.”


  Startled, he spun toward her. “Did you just edict me?”


  She stood, anger flashing through her. “Damn right I did. Time’s short, if you haven’t guessed. What the hell is she talking about? As your mate, you can’t lie to me.”


  His shoulders slumped.


  Gigi lowered her hand holding the knife. “Go ahead, Ain. Tell your mate what you did so many years ago.”


  He stared at the floor. “Our sisters,” he started, his voice sounding choked with pain and grief. “You asked me about them once. I said they were dead, only one was a shifter. They didn’t just die. They were murdered together, all three of them, by a cockatrice.”


  Elain wondered if the revelations would ever end, if there was a bottom to this seemingly endless well of grief.


  He finally met her gaze. “I found the guy, tracked and killed him. They were kids, Elain. Colina was a shifter, only seventeen. She died trying to protect Adair and Sulwen. They were five and three. Three years old. Just a baby!”


  He sank to his knees, his gaze now fixed on the infant carrier. “I followed the man’s scent trail. I was enraged, beyond reason. I tracked his scent back to where he lived after I killed him.”


  “And?” Gigi prompted when he didn’t continue. “The rest of it. She should hear it all.”


  He stared at the ground. “His mate was there. I went after her, she’d run through a curtained doorway.” When he looked up at Elain, there were tears in his eyes.” I didn’t know she was holding a baby. I swear I didn’t. I didn’t see the baby until after I’d already…”


  Elain reached out and grabbed his wrist, fingers digging in as she sought the answer.


  She found it.


  Slumping back onto her ass, she stared at him. “You never told Brodey or Cail?”


  “They didn’t ask if there were children. I never lied to them.”


  “You just kept the facts to yourself,” Gigi said, more than a little snark coloring her tone. “How noble of you.”


  Elain’s attention snapped onto her friend. “What are you accusing him of? He was ju—” She fell silent, unable to complete the word she’d been forming to defend her mate.


  Gigi tipped her head. “He was justified? Is that what you were going to say?”


  “I’m sorry, Elain,” Ain said. “I just… I spent a lot of years trying to forget what I did. I’m not proud of it. We never took the battle to mates and children, normally. But the cockatrice damn sure didn’t have the same inhibitions.”


  “And that brings us back to the present,” Gigi said, holding up the knife again by the point. “Who gets the honors?”


  “No!” Elain rose onto her knees, arms outspread, blocking her mate and friend from the child. “I will not allow this baby to die.”


  Gigi touched the knife’s hilt to her chin. “There’s only one person, one Clan, who can protect this child,” she said.


  “I told you,” Elain said, “I won’t do an occlusion spell and kill someone just to disguise him.”


  Gigi smiled. “You don’t have to.”


  “What?”


  Now Gigi knelt between Elain and Ain. “I’ll admit what happened this afternoon caught me by surprise,” Gigi said. “Made me think. Maybe Callie doesn’t have the wrong idea. You three are the new Triad. Yeah, in a few centuries, maybe sooner, your powers will have grown and matured, and Mai likely wouldn’t have needed any help.”


  Elain boarded Gigi’s train of thought. “You can transfer your powers the way Callie did?”


  She shrugged. “I love Oscar. I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life. And, if you haven’t guessed, that’s been a long, long time. He’s a shifter, and yes, because of my lineage, as it were, I’m going to live a long, long time, and so will he. But I’ve seen a lot. Done a lot. He won’t live forever. I think it’s time, now that I have the love of my life, to start living my life for me. And for him. I can’t do that right now, not really. Not the way I want.”


  Gigi looked at Ain, who still stared, shell-shocked, at the infant. “Well? It’s a cockatrice baby. You want to try to kill it, and possibly face your own mate trying to kill you in the process as she defends it?”


  He shook his head.


  “Or would you like to hear Plan B?”


  He nodded.


  “This is going to be a two-part process,” Gigi said, refocusing on Elain. “I’ll channel my powers through both you and the baby. And Ain, except the magic won’t stick to him like it will to you and the baby. That will form the occlusion spell. He’ll be as good as your blood child with Ain. No one will know he’s cockatrice-born except for myself and you two. And therein lies the weakest link.”


  “What?” Elain asked.


  She pointed at Ain. “Baba Yaga could easily pull it from his mind and memory.” She turned her finger to Elain. “But not from yours. Unless you tell her, she won’t find out. She can’t force you to reveal anything, can’t pull it from your mind if you block her.”


  “What about Mai and Lina?”


  She shook her head. “Nope. You are, believe it or not, already the strongest of the three. The pivot. Everyone thinks Lina is, but she just has better control of her more obvious powers right now. Combined with her memories of her past lives, it makes her look like she’s the head diva.”


  Elain felt weak, sick. She’d really hoped Ryan had been wrong. “But she’s not?”


  “Nope.” She pointed at Elain again. “It’s you. And by doing this, it’ll tip the scales even farther in your direction. If you want to do it.”


  Elain forced herself to meet Ain’s gaze. “What has to happen?” she asked Gigi. “To keep Ain from revealing it?”


  “You have to wipe his memory of this. With his permission, of course. Plant a new one. A different one. One that he believes is real. So his own brothers can’t accidentally get it out of him. He can’t lie to them.”


  “But I’ll still know.”


  Gigi shrugged. “You play the ‘Seer business’ card and get out of it. He’ll never try to override that, will you, Aindreas?”


  He shook his head.


  It left a bad taste in Elain’s mouth. She knew there would legitimately be times where that had to happen, to withhold information, but to go there deliberately…


  Then again, hadn’t she already done that?


  Elain stared at Ain. “I can’t say yes unless you agree to this,” she whispered. “I won’t.” She looked at Gigi again. “I don’t even know how to do it. To change his memory.”


  “I suggest taking a last-minute trip, courtesy of the jaguars—who are closing in, by the way—to Bolivia for a few days. They can get you paperwork for the baby. Claim sudden Seer business, you adopted an orphaned shifter baby while there, and bring him home.”


  A ragged laugh escaped Elain. “That easy, huh?”


  Gigi slowly nodded, her voice dropping the formal tone of her Immortal role back to that cherished friend. “Yeah, it is that easy, actually. That’s what’s so sad about this. Otherwise, he’s a throwaway child. Even if you found cockatrice, they wouldn’t raise him. They’d kill him because he’s not of their nest.”


  “What’s the catch?” Elain asked. “Why are you so willing to give away your powers over a cockatrice baby?”


  She grinned. “Babs has spent Goddess knows how many years fucking around with peoples’ lives. Finally, I get a chance to let the system play out in its own way. She won’t get to have the final say here. I’ll get to stick it to her. She won’t even know it.”


  Ain spoke. “Baba Yaga won’t know he’s cockatrice?”


  Gigi’s grin faded. “No one will, except Elain and myself.” The knife vanished from her hand. She held up both hands nonthreateningly and slowly reached around Elain to touch the baby’s forehead.


  Gigi’s brow wrinkled for a moment before she straightened and leaned back. “He’s not a shifter. Won’t be, I should say. His genes are too diluted, so that makes things even easier. Other than his scent, which I’ll take care of for you with the occlusion spell, no one would be able to figure it out.”


  “What about you?” Elain said. “You give away your powers, won’t Baba Yaga be able to figure it out?”


  “Nope. She still won’t be able to read my mind. That doesn’t change. And believe me, I won’t tell her. And Oscar and I don’t have that edict crap like you wolves do. So he won’t ever know, either.”


  Ain took a deep breath and slowly let it out before answering. “Elain can take away my memory of this?”


  Gigi nodded. “She’ll figure out how to do it, as long as you are willing and go along with her doing it. I have every confidence in her. She can implant a fake memory for you that will be just as good.”


  “What about the jaguars?” Elain asked.


  She shrugged. “You simply tell them this is a don’t ask, don’t tell situation. By the time they see the baby, they will think he’s a wolf. Where he came from will be irrelevant to them.” Her gaze narrowed. “Do you honestly think Ortega will deny you considering what you know?”


  Guilt washed over her. No, Ain wasn’t the only one with secrets. “I need to tell him, don’t I?” she asked Gigi.


  Her friend knew what she meant and nodded. “Yeah. Fair’s fair.”


  Blinking back tears, she faced Ain. “I know where Marston Hill is. And I know where Rodolfo Abernathy is. I’ve known since last year. I spoke to Marston. He’s alive. So is Rodolfo.”


  Shock drove grief from Ain’s face. “What?”


  Gigi crossed her arms over her chest again, a smirk on her face. “Ah, wolves in love.”


  It spilled from Elain. She tried to hold the tears back, but couldn’t. Ain wrapped his arms around her as she told him everything, from how Mercedes died to her moving the body to Lacey’s backyard, to the trip to Bolivia, Marston, finding out her dad’s brothers had been paid by Abernathy, what Ortega was doing to Rodolfo—everything.


  He remained quiet for a moment. Then, “Do you really want to raise this baby?”


  She looked up and met his grey gaze. “I don’t want him to die. I can’t let him die. I think we can raise him like a wolf, as if he was one of us. Maybe this is the turning point. Maybe he is the turning point to finally ending all this bullshit for good. To prove there can be good in this race. I know we can’t tell anyone about it, but at least I’d finally have hope. And that’s something. I’m tired of feeling hopeless, like we’re just spinning our wheels for nothing. I could look at him every day and feel hope that we will find a lasting peace one day. You have no idea how desperately I need that kind of hope. Especially on days like this.”


  He cupped her cheeks in his palms and slowly kissed her before touching his forehead to hers. “Okay. I’ll agree to this on one condition.”


  “Okay.”


  “Can you also take away my memory of killing that mother and baby?”


  She threw her arms around him, feeling his pain, now understanding what he’d kept walled up inside him all this time, that thing that made him appear so mentally and emotionally stoic and stout when compared to his brothers.


  It was a survival tactic to preserve his sanity. “Yes. I promise. I don’t know how I’ll do it yet, but I promise I’ll figure it out. If she says I can do it, I will.”


  “Okay. And can you forgive me for not telling you about it? Do you hate me for what I did?”


  She held him tighter. “Yes, I forgive you, and no, I don’t hate you. Can you forgive me for not telling you about Marston and the rest? Do you hate me?”


  “Of course I don’t hate you. And yeah, I understand why you kept everything a secret. We all have secrets, I guess.”


  Gigi interrupted. “Not to be a party pooper, kids, but we’re going to have company soon. Let’s speed this up.”


  Ain kissed Elain again. “Then let’s do it,” he said.


  Gigi reached over and quickly unfastened the baby’s harness. She scooped him up into the baby blanket and laid him on the cave’s dirt floor between Elain and Ain. She pulled his little light blue socks off his feet.


  The knife reappeared in her hand. When Elain gasped, Gigi held up a palm. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt him. Both of you, hold out your hands, palms up.”


  They did.


  Working quickly, Gigi chanted under her breath and held her left hand palm up underneath Elain’s left hand, the knife in her right with the tip over Elain’s palm.


  “Hold still,” Gigi warned. The tip of the knife suddenly glowed with golden light, not with heat, but as if lit from within. When Gigi traced a sigil on Elain’s left palm, she didn’t feel it even though blood welled from the cuts in her flesh.


  Gigi quickly repeated it with Elain’s right hand, and with Ain’s hands. Then she did it to the baby’s right hand, and placed his palm against Elain’s left palm. “Hold on to him. Don’t let go until I tell you to.” Then the bottom of his right foot, placed against Elain’s right palm. Gigi repeated it on the baby’s other side with Ain holding a foot and a hand.


  All through it, the baby stared up at them with muddy brown eyes before he let out a soft, questioning cry.


  Laying the knife aside, Gigi touched her fingertips to the baby’s temples. She closed her eyes. “Mate, come to me,” she muttered. Then she slipped into an ancient tongue Elain understood without knowing how. In that tongue, Gigi rhymed her chant. As she chanted, a soft golden glow gathered around them.


  “Goddess Above, Goddess Below. Through this child my powers flow. Through this couple do bestow, their love and trust and souls do know. Into this child I channel grace, washing through I change his race. From wolf he comes, and wolf he be. My powers freely given, thus mote it be.”


  Elain gasped as what felt like an electric current bit through her hands. The current rolled through her to Ain and Gigi and the baby, much as it did when she worked magick with Lina and Mai. As she stared down at the infant, his eyes changed from brown to blue.


  The same shade of blue she saw when she stared in a mirror.


  Gigi wasn’t done. “Binding all this power does. All through his life, all through his loves. Beyond this blood no one shall know. With my last…I make it so.”


  The glow transformed into a brilliant flash. Elain had to close her eyes or risk being blinded. It faded as quickly as it had bloomed, and when she looked at Gigi, her friend now sat back on her ass, hands cradled in her lap, head down.


  “Gigi?” she whispered.


  She held up only one finger, her whole body shuddering as she pulled in a long, deep breath before letting it out again.


  Outside, they heard a rustling. “Gi?” Oscar yelled.


  “Wait there,” she called out to him. Then she looked up. “You can let go,” she mouthed to them.


  They did, and Elain noticed the blood was gone from her hands. No marks remained. Ain stared at his and held them up to show Elain.


  Also clean.


  As were the baby’s hands and feet.


  “Get his socks back on him. Grab his stuff,” Gigi whispered as she slowly got to her feet.


  When she straightened, she let out a little moan and then laughed. “Oh, yeah. I remember this,” she said. “Been a few thousand years, give or take a century or two.”


  Elain scooped up the baby, wrapping him in the blanket and laying him in the carrier while Ain started grabbing the diaper bag, backpack, and other things and moving them toward the front of the cave.


  Gigi headed toward the cave entrance. “Ain, we’ll find the jaguars and send them here to the cave. You’re on your own with your brothers. We’ll tell them you’re both safe and that you said to go back with the others and wait for your call, but beyond that, you have to handle them.”


  “Thanks.”


  She pushed through the brush and they heard her talking with Oscar before the sound of their voices faded from the clearing.


  Looking up, Elain met Ain’s gaze. “Did we do the right thing?” she asked as the enormity of their friend’s sacrifice slammed home. “Please tell me we did the right thing.”


  He put down everything and reached out a finger to the baby. His tiny fingers closed around Ain’s finger as he stared up at him.


  “Weren’t his eyes brown before? I could swear they were.” Ain asked.


  Elain nodded.


  A sad smile curved his lips. “We need to ditch that car seat and his clothes. And all this stuff. They all smell like…you know what.”


  “Yeah. Answer me.”


  He leaned in and kissed her, then whispered in her ear, “We absolutely did the right thing, sweetheart. Finally, I can sleep well knowing I absolutely did the right thing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Ortega Montalvo arrived at the cave a few minutes later, he looked grim. With barely a glance at the baby Elain held, he started helping Ain grab stuff.


  “We must hurry,” Ortega said. “Your brothers are nearby.”


  “What should we tell them?” Elain asked Ain.


  “We’ll have to call them once we’re on the plane,” he said.


  “I’ve sent Juan to find them,” Ortega said, “and to tell them you’ve been called away on Seer business, but that you are safe and well and will contact them. If we do not move now, they may sense how close you are and follow.”


  With Elain in the middle and carrying the infant, they raced away from the cave on foot in a different direction than the others had gone. With her pregnancy and carrying the baby in the carrier, it was all Elain could do to keep up with the jaguar, even though he was running on two feet. When they finally emerged from the woods onto another seldom-used fire road, Ricardo Montalvo was waiting for them about thirty yards away in a car.


  “Let’s go,” Ortega said, urging them forward.


  “Wait, I don’t have my passport or anything,” Elain said.


  “You will not need it,” Ortega assured her. “The airport we fly into is owned and run by me.”


  “I’ve got my wallet this time, sweetheart,” Ain tried to joke, smiling at her.


  As she settled in the backseat, the baby’s carrier cradled on her lap, she leaned her head over onto Ain’s shoulder. Yes, she remembered the time she’d had to fly up to Virginia to rescue his ass from an animal shelter.


  She noticed how Ricardo’s nose wrinkled as he climbed back behind the wheel after helping Ortega get everything else stowed in the trunk. He turned to his brother and asked something in Spanish that Elain didn’t understand, but the older brother cut him off with a sharp word of warning.


  The baby let out another hungry sounding cry.


  Ain pawed through the diaper bag and found diapers, wipes, and extra clothes, but no formula or bottles.


  “We have to hit a store before we go to the airport,” Elain said. “We need to get him formula. She must have been breastfeeding. He’s hungry.”


  Ricardo floored it, getting them back to town faster than she could have imagined them making it. They stopped at a discount store, where Ain stayed in the car with the jaguars and the baby, sending Elain in with his wallet. She grabbed powdered formula, bottled water, bottles, nipples, and even some canned formula, enough to last them several days. To the cart she added more diapers, some clothes, baby blankets burp cloths, a new diaper bag, a portable travel crib, and a car seat. She also bought a carry-on bag, a couple of changes of clothes, and toiletries for herself and Ain.


  Working fast back at the car, they pulled around behind the shopping center and ditched everything in the store’s Dumpster that smelled like cockatrice. Elain found a manila envelope of paperwork in the diaper bag that she kept, but that was it.


  From head to toe she wiped the baby down with baby wipes and completely changed him, from diaper to clothes, before she strapped him into his new car seat in the back seat between her and Ain. As Ricardo hit the gas again and sped away from the area, Ain soothed the baby while Elain prepared him a bottle of the premixed formula.


  At first the baby didn’t seem to want to latch on. But after some gentle persistence on Elain’s part, she soon had him sucking down the bottle’s contents.


  Ain reached over and stroked the top of his head. “You realize how pissed off Brodey and Cail are going to be that we didn’t consult with them first, right?”


  “I’m not worried. They’ll get over it when they see him and fall in love with him.”


  Ortega looked over the back of the seat at them, his nose wrinkled. “Smart thinking back there, to get all new things. But why does he not smell like…that? He smells like wolf, like you and Ain. So why did all his things smell like…that? Where did he come from?”


  She didn’t look away from where the baby now contentedly nursed. “Don’t ask what you don’t want or need to know, Ortega.”


  He grimly nodded. “Very true, my dear friend. You would think I should have learned that lesson well before now.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Ain had volunteered to make the calls to Brodey and Cail, but Elain wanted to try to handle it, figuring the news would sound better from her.


  Besides, Ain was too overwhelmed, a dark, cloudy energy seeping from him now that he’d admitted his secret to her, and she wanted to spare him that extra stress if she could. She wasn’t sure he was even up to performing the mental gymnastics it would take to dodge his brothers’ questions.


  Sitting up front and using the phone system on Ortega’s plane, Elain dialed Cail’s number first.


  He picked up after the second ring. “Hello?”


  “Cail, it’s me. Listen—”


  “Elain? Where the hell are you? We were getting worried. Where’s Ain?”


  “We’re fine. Listen, I can’t talk long. We’re—”


  “Is that Elain?” Brodey yelled.


  The predictable scuffle ensued, Brodey ending up with the phone. “Elain, where the hell are you?”


  She hated to do it, but she had to. “Brodey, listen to me. Right now.”


  He went silent. Then, quietly, “Did you just edict me?”


  “Yeah. Sorry, but that’s the way this conversation’s going to go. Time is short. Ain and I are fine, and we’re on Ortega’s jet.”


  “You’re where? What? Put Ain on.”


  “Stop.” She took a deep breath and gentled her voice. “Brodey, sweetheart, I love you. I love you very much, but something’s happened. I’m not hurt, the baby is fine, Ain’s not hurt. We have to go with Ortega and take care of something very important, right now. I can’t tell you what or where. And it can’t be put off. We had to leave immediately. It’s Seer business. How are Callie and Mai? Are they all right?”


  He sounded hurt. She didn’t blame him. “They’re fine. Lacey said a soak in a tub of Epsom salts and a good night’s sleep and they’ll be fine. But you’re due in a few weeks. You shouldn’t be flying.”


  “Yeah, I shouldn’t have been running around the woods, either, but I was there. Sweetie, you know this is important or I wouldn’t be going.”


  Another pause full of sadness. “We can’t join you?”


  “We won’t be gone that long. I promise.”


  His sigh threatened to rip her heart out and cram it down the phone line back to Maine. “Please, Elain. I don’t want to miss the birth of our baby girl,” he whispered. “We’re all supposed to be together, all four of us, when it happens.”


  She absolutely didn’t want to cry right now. “Sweetie, I won’t let you miss it. I swear.”


  “You might not have a choice in the matter.”


  “Actually, I do. I know this is what has to happen. And you know what? When we come home, you’re going to understand and you’ll be really, really happy we did what we did. You and Cail both.”


  Another pause. “I’m guessing you aren’t talking about sex.”


  Now she could chuckle. “Even better.”


  He sounded doubtful. “Better than sex?”


  “Way better.”


  A snort of disbelief, but he sounded relieved, which helped assuage her own guilt. “If you say so.”


  “Seer says so. I love you. Let me talk to Cail again, please, before I end the call.”


  “Love you, too.”


  He handed the phone over to Cail. “What’s going on? And did you just edict Brodey?”


  “Yeah, I did.” She gave him the short version she’d given to Brodey.


  He accepted it more readily, albeit sounding sadder than Brodey. “If you say so, babe.”


  “I do.”


  “But you and Ain are all right? The baby’s okay?”


  She stroked her stomach. “She’s fine, I’m fine, he’s fine.”


  “And you’ll be with Ortega the whole time?”


  “Pretty much, yeah. We’ll be perfectly safe. He’ll bring us back to Maine in a couple of days.”


  “You’d better call us when you get wherever you’re going.”


  “I promise. And do me a favor, please? Ask Lina and Mai and the others to go back to Florida as soon as Mai feels well enough to travel. I can’t say why, but I need them to get home. You two can stay in Maine if you want and wait for us.”


  “Okay. Seer says?”


  “Yeah. Seer says.” It would be far easier to handle getting Connor introduced to her men without Lina and Mai and everyone else there. She was already nervous enough about keeping all this from Lina and Mai. She’d rather wait until they were all back on home territory, so to speak, to deal with it.


  Not to mention she worried that, despite her success keeping her other secrets from her sisters, that she might accidentally slip up in front of them with all the stress.


  She also wasn’t sure how the memory wiping process would work with Ain. She had to be absolutely sure it had succeeded before letting Lina or Mai around him.


  Dealing with Brodey and Cail would be more than enough stress. She needed to parse it out in manageable doses, if possible.


  Cail let out a sigh. “All right. I’ll do that. They won’t like not waiting for you, but I’ll pass the word.”


  “Thanks, sweetie.”


  By the time Elain got off the phone, she felt like she’d been in another battle. Exhaustion threatened, the events of the past few days finally catching up with her. It took her a moment to haul herself out of the plush seat and walk toward the back of the cabin, where the sofas, tables, and other, more luxurious seats were.


  In case they hit turbulence, they strapped the baby’s car seat into a regular plane seat with a seat belt. He’d ride strapped in unless being changed or fed.


  Fortunately, he was young enough he would likely sleep most of the way.


  Ain took over watching the baby while Elain lay down on one of the sofas to take a nap. At one point she thought she heard the baby cry and opened her eyes to find Ain and Ortega attempting to change a diaper.


  “Need help?” she sleepily asked.


  “No,” Ain said. “I think we got it. We were trying to figure out how to keep him from spraying us while we changed him.” He glanced at her, a smile on his face. “Guess I’d better get used to that.”


  She curled up again. “Yeah. The secret is to keep the other diaper or a wipe covering him until you’re ready to make the swap.” She closed her eyes. The next thing she knew, Ain had touched her shoulder and was kneeling next to her.


  “We’re almost there, sweetheart.”


  Disoriented, she tried to understand what he meant. “Huh?”


  He smiled. “You slept the entire way. Even through the refueling stop in Miami.”


  “Wow.” She sat up and realized it was now dark outside the windows. “How long?”


  “About nine hours. You were exhausted.”


  “How is the baby?”


  “He’s fine. I just gave him a bottle about an hour ago and he’s asleep again.” He stood. “Ortega wanted me to wake you up. He said he’s got one of his men standing by. They’ll load us up and drive us straight through to the compound as soon as we land.”


  She caught his hand and stared up at him. “Are you really okay with this?” she whispered.


  He smiled and bent over. Lacing the fingers of one hand through her hair, he cupped the back of her head and kissed her, hard, furiously, possessively.


  Then he pressed his lips to her ear. “You’ve fulfilled two of my most desperate wishes, and you’re about to fulfill the third. Mate, I couldn’t love you any more deeply right now if I tried.”


  “Wishes?” She felt a little breathless, from the force of his kiss and the powerful passion washing off him and through her.


  He smiled. “We found you, our One. And now you’ve just made me, all three of us, a father.” His smile faded. “And you’re going to make me forget something I’ve wished I could take back.” He nodded. “So, yeah. I’m really okay with this. Call it a cop-out if you want, I’m ready to move forward. All this reincarnation stuff, maybe this really is my chance to atone, by raising him. I’ll gladly take it.”


  “We need to name him,” she said. “We’ll have to have it for the paperwork.”


  “Let’s talk about that after we’re settled and have a chance to rest.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A black SUV pulled up to the plane even before the crew got the stairs pushed over to the door. The jaguars hurried, Ortega passing out orders while Elain grabbed the baby carrier and Ain started gathering their things.


  As Elain followed Ain down the stairs, at the bottom on the last one she caught her toe on the step and nearly face-planted into the tarmac with the baby. Fortunately, Ortega was standing right there. He grabbed her with one hand and the baby carrier with the other, steadying her and holding on until he was certain she’d regained her footing.


  “Are you all right, Elain?”


  “Yeah, thanks.” She stared up into his eyes. A dark wave of vengeful energy washed off the shifter, fortunately not directed at her.


  Also something she hadn’t felt from him the last time she was in Bolivia.


  It worried her.


  His gaze narrowed. “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. But are you all right?”


  “Why?”


  “I…” She swallowed the words. “Just asking. You sure you’re all right?”


  He released her and the dark wave receded. “Just very busy, my dear.” He winked. “Personal matters.”


  Okay, add that to the top of my to-do list. They kept telling her she’d know what she was supposed to do.


  Figuring out the dark energy now encompassing her friend, not a curse, but different, had to take precedent and happen before she left Bolivia.


  


  * * * *


  


  After getting them ensconced in a suite of rooms that was, to Elain’s immense relief, on the other end of the house from Marston’s, they were able to take a moment to breathe. Ever thinking, Ortega had food sent up to them so they didn’t have to come downstairs.


  Once they had the baby settled in his portable crib in the suite’s sitting room, Elain realized she needed to focus on the next part of the equation, sooner rather than later.


  Changing Ain’s memory. The dark clouds that had tainted his aura ever since he’d admitted the long-ago killing of the cockatrice baby broke her heart.


  She needed to do this for his peace of mind as much as for the baby’s safety.


  “I’ll be right back,” she told him, not wanting to interrupt things once they got started.


  Elain hurried downstairs and found Ortega in his study. He looked up at her appearance. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yeah, just…” She walked in, pulling the door shut behind her. “First of all, thank you. Thank you sooo much. You have no idea how much. Secondly, real fast, I need to warn you about something.”


  Now the jaguar was on alert. “And?”


  She waved her hands at him. “No, nothing like that. Personally, about me and Ain.” She walked closer, hands clasped, nervous. “Some stuff happened in Maine. I can’t go into all of it. But I need to do something, with Ain’s permission, of course. He’s asked it of me. To ensure everyone’s safety concerning today’s events, I need to perform a little…eh, magick.”


  “What do you need from me?”


  “Mostly I need you to back me up and nod in all the right places later on when Ain says stuff, even if you don’t think it’s correct.”


  “I’m sorry, I do not understand.”


  She didn’t want Ortega in any danger either. She knew the man would take any of her secrets to his grave, but if he knew them in the first place, Baba Yaga might put him in his grave sooner than scheduled.


  “I can’t tell you any more than that. I need you to trust me. Here’s what you need to know should anyone ask—that baby is from wolf parents. You are involved because he was brought here to your compound for his protection. We’re adopting him at your request because of what happened to his birth parents here in South America. You suspect they were killed by cockatrice even though it was made to look like an accident, but you are not at liberty to discuss the circumstances because they were not completely revealed to you out of a concern for everyone’s safety. Everything happened so fast, you were notified, and then you got me and Ain out of Maine to make sure we could help you keep the baby safe. You volunteered to help us get paperwork for the baby so we won’t have any trouble with human authorities. Okay?”


  He leaned back in his chair and slowly nodded. “All right.”


  She gave him two thumbs-up. “And you might want to warn your guys they could hear some loud noises from our room, and it’s all good.”


  He smiled. “Very well.”


  “Thanks.”


  She hurried back upstairs, barely huffing by the time she reached the landing.


  Score one for the preggo wolf. Yay, me.


  Ain sat on the bed, waiting for her. She closed the door and rested against it for a moment, more to catch her breath than to gather her thoughts, but she’d let Ain think what he would.


  After a moment, she walked over to him. “Let’s go take a bath, sweetie,” she said, holding a hand out to him.


  Instead of getting up and following her, he drew her close, resting his cheek against the swell of her belly, his arms around her waist. She draped her arms over him, stroked his hair.


  “You don’t hate me?” he softly asked. “I killed a baby.”


  Once again her heart wanted to break for him. She tightened her embrace around him. “No, I don’t hate you. I love you. Even if you’d told me before I agreed to be with you, I would still have chosen to be with you.”


  “You didn’t get much of a choice.”


  “No, I did.” She palmed his cheeks and made him look up at her. “I didn’t want to walk away from you guys. If you’ll recall, I drove away, fully intending to not come back. But I did come back. I think if we weigh things out, we’re pretty even.”


  She coaxed him up off the bed and into the bathroom. She remembered Yellowstone, how Lina told them sex magick was the strongest kind of magick there was. About how the magick was inside her, and all that mattered was her intent.


  Hell, she could even rhyme it.


  This bathroom also had a luxurious soaking tub. She got the water started and turned to Ain, crooking a finger at him. He stepped forward, and she caught the lower hem of his T-shirt and pulled it up and over his head. She dropped the shirt to the floor and pulled hers off, and her bra, adding both to the growing pile of clothing.


  Skin to skin, she draped her arms around his neck and rose up onto her toes to kiss him. Her baby belly got in the way a little, but she managed. He slipped his arms around her, his warm, strong hands pressing into her back.


  One last confession. “You know how I can see souls?” she asked.


  He nodded.


  “I’ll take this memory from you, too, but I need to confess it to you. I’m pretty sure, based on the timing and some gut instincts, that our baby was Mercedes in her previous life.”


  She tried to gauge his reaction. He seemed to think about it for a moment. “Okay. But you don’t need to take that one if you don’t want to.”


  “You’re okay with it?”


  “She saved Jim’s life. That counts for a lot, in my book. She didn’t have to volunteer to help.” He leaned back a little, placing one of his hands flat against the swell of her tummy. “I’m good with that. I think Brod and Cail would be, too.”


  “Really?”


  He smiled. “Really.”


  “I’m not sure that she is. I won’t know until later. But I’m pretty sure.”


  He shrugged. “Then all the more reason not to worry about it.”


  She kissed him again, closing her eyes and savoring his scent, his taste, her mate.


  “I’m sorry this wasn’t better planned,” she softly said. “Getting pregnant.”


  Another shrug. The ones she loved, the “no big deal” kind of shrug that meant he really wasn’t upset. “Maybe this is her Karmic reward from the Goddess,” he said. “Did you think about that? A chance to be raised in a loving, kind family, with not one, but three fathers? Maybe her helping Jim tipped the scales in her favor.”


  She blinked as she stared at him, a soft laugh finally escaping her. “No, I didn’t think of it that way. But what about Colleen? She lost her mom.”


  “She has Ortega and Lucy, Fiona, Lacey. All of them, and Marston.” His expression clouded, grief threatening to storm through his mood before she watched him almost visibly shove it away. “Whatever her future, it’s better than one full of a vengeful mother angry at her own father.”


  “True.”


  This time, he leaned in and kissed her, brushing his tongue across the seam of her lips. They parted for him and she met him with hers, lightly flicking, tasting, teasing.


  “What do I need to do?” he asked. “For this to work.”


  She smiled. “Nothing. Just be you and keep your mind and heart open. I’ll do the heavy lifting. Uh, metaphorically and magickally. Just follow my lead.”


  He smirked. “What if I want to take the lead?”


  “Oh, Prime, if you want to take the lead in that way, go for it. Just don’t edict me until after the spell is finished, okay? I need to be able to do what I need to do.”


  She laughed as he dropped to his knees and started working on her waistband. Plunging her fingers into his hair, she wiggled a little as he tugged her sweatpants and panties off her, Elain stepping out of them when he had them down around her ankles.


  Hot breath across her clit, he leaned in and lightly flicked his tongue across it.


  Focus. Must…focus.


  That might be difficult. He was good, damn good, at shutting down her brain. All three of them were. And as he focused on her pleasure, on playing with her clit with his lips and tongue, she felt the dark clouds around his soul begin to recede a little. In their place grew a beautiful, sapphire blue color she recognized as joy.


  She’d made him a father sooner than expected, and was about to make him a father again in a few weeks. He deeply loved and was in love with her. His brothers were safe and happy.


  This was, in his mind, paradise, perfection.


  Except for that ancient ache in his soul.


  Which she was about to take care of for him.


  His hands slipped around the backs of her thighs, digging in with just enough bite, that little delicious zip of force that only amped up the pleasure he was about to bring her with his mouth.


  Inside her, she told her thinking brain to take five and focused instead on her intuition, what she felt, what her gut instincts told her was right.


  She felt a warm, glowing ball of red energy beginning to form, much like the one she’d seen surrounding Callie and Blackie in Yellowstone during the spell they worked to remove her curse.


  There we go.


  She gave it free rein, letting it build, encompassing both of them even though Ain couldn’t see it. And as her orgasm rapidly closed in, she tapped into that energy, that passion, using it to feed the red aura around them. Then her orgasm swelled, bursting. The aura glowed bright red, warm and churning and amplifying her energy.


  “Get up,” she gasped. “Tub. Now.”


  He yanked off his jeans as she turned and stepped into the tub, turning off the water so they didn’t flood Ortega’s bathroom. She grabbed his hand and guided him into the tub, in front of her. His cock was engorged, rigid, and standing out in front of him, ready for its turn.


  As he settled down into the water, she straddled him, not impaling herself on him yet, but letting his hot length glide along her clit.


  His hands settled on her waist, his grey gaze that deep, dark midnight color she loved when he got like this, focused only on her, the center of his world. She braced her hands on his shoulders and felt an invisible circuit connect.


  Around them, it looked like the whole world had gone red, the aura screening them from the rest of life. Only this existed in this moment, only them, together.


  Something primal took hold of her and she let it, giving it voice, setting it free. “Goddess Above, Goddess Below. Feed my power, feel it grow.”


  Elain rose up enough until the head of his cock was nudging between her legs at the entrance to her pussy. “I call to you upon this night, to clear the past and make it right.”


  Slowly, achingly slow, she lowered herself so just the tip of his cock passed through her labia. “In distant times a deed was done, and in this day I heal this one.” A little more, all her concentration needed not to just slam his cock deep inside her cunt and start fucking him.


  “I open wide the door of mind, and as I search, so shall I find.”


  She slowly settled all the way down on him, Ain letting out a groan as he moved his hands from her waist to her ass, cradling her against him.


  She held his gaze with hers. “What evil sowed, past evil reaped. And in this day, your deeds do sleep.” She moved, still slowly, knowing she had to time it just right, because to risk him blowing too soon might jinx the process.


  Not that trying a second time was a bad thing, but she didn’t want to have to fight through his doubt and hers over her abilities if she needed to take a mulligan.


  “I cleanse from thee your memories dire. I take from thee, you thus acquire. To thee I give you memories true, and as I speak, so must you do.”


  She leaned forward, opening their mate-bond as she deeply kissed him. Using both words and visual images, she first worked on the memory of him killing the baby.


  “Fire cleansed and only one thus burned, only woman seen there when you turned. Only woman did thee rend, and only mate her life did end.” To Ain she sent the new memory, his original one but altered, so that when he looked after running the female cockatrice through with the sword, it was only the female cockatrice he saw.


  No baby.


  Inside him, she felt more of his dark clouds easing, releasing from his soul, detaching and floating off to be absorbed by the red aura.


  She contained the hot damn! she wanted to scream.


  This would work. She knew it.


  She moved faster, fucking him harder. “Now memories of boy baby true, what your mate says is what you knew. Of wolf blood he came and wolf blood he be, thus is true, it’s plain to see.” She sent an image of Ortega coming to them at the cave, no baby, no Gigi.


  No confessions on Elain’s part, the words erased from his memory.


  A wolf couple killed in a tragic, unspecified, and likely cockatrice-related accident somewhere in South America, their baby rushed to Ortega’s compound for his protection by shifters unknown to them. Ortega got the news when they landed in Maine. Once they knew Callie and Mai and Lacey were all safe, Ortega spirited the two of them via jet back to his compound in Bolivia…where they first met their new son. That they’d spent the past several hours doting on him, holding him, falling in love with him.


  Elain felt her orgasm building, Ain’s cock at the angle perfect to hit all the right spots inside her, and her clit rubbing against his body with every stroke. Harder, faster, building, she felt her confidence and certainty grow along with her passion.


  She threaded one hand in his hair and guided his mouth to her shoulder, as she nibbled down his neck to the same place on his. It would seal the deal and cement the spell.


  She sent to him an image of Marston Hill, then clouded it. She wanted insurance. Whenever he looked upon Marston, Ain wouldn’t be able to place the face he knew as Marston Hill with the person he would likely meet during their stay. They would, in his mind, seem to be two different people.


  And she remembered to erase Ain’s request to take away the memories, so that she wouldn’t have an odd hiccup that might risk the spell’s effectiveness. Ain would only remember really haaawt sexytime tonight, a celebration of them becoming parents.


  Not that she’d worked magick on him.


  “Fresh and pure and still of mind, from now on only peace you find. When you seek out these memories true, what I have said will come to you.” She sped up, fucking him harder, faster, pulling them both closer to climax. “From this point on these memories be, as I spake it, so mote…it…be!”


  With that she bit down, hard, on his shoulder. He did the same to her, and their climaxes exploded together. She howled against his flesh, pleasure searing her nerves as his cock throbbed inside her cunt. His deep, passionate growl rolled through her flesh where he had his teeth clamped down on her.


  Behind her closed eyelids, she saw the bright red aura flashing around them before sucking back into them, settling there, receding even as the last echoes of their orgasms began fading.


  She fell still. He released his bite as she released hers. She tucked her head against his chest and listened to the sound of his heart thundering inside his chest.


  After a moment, she stared up at him.


  In a flash, he’d fisted her hair and crushed her lips with his. There was no sign of the dark cloud around him at all.


  Going with it, she held on as he stood and picked her up, carrying her out of the tub. He set her on her feet and grabbed towels, for her and him, barely giving time for her to dry off before he scooped her up in his arms again and carried her into the bedroom.


  That deep midnight color remained in his eyes. She felt something primal, hungry, calling to her from within him, his Alpha wanting to play with hers. When he set her on the bed, he rolled her over onto her hands and knees and climbed on behind her.


  Already her pussy clenched, ready, knowing what he wanted and her own Alpha responding.


  He carefully fed his cock into her ready cunt, slowly, gently, that little bit of conscious mind, at least, still in control, not wanting to hurt her. When she felt his thighs pressed against the back of hers, he folded himself over her body and started nuzzling her spine, until his lips settled over her mating mark.


  She eagerly anticipated it but he drew it out, licking, teasing, making her hungry for it.


  “Mate,” his mind whispered to her. “Shift now!”


  And then they were both wolves. He started moving, fucking her, the knot at the base of his cock swelling and filling her. And when his jaws clamped down on the back of her neck, her body responded, her orgasm sweet and clear and brilliant.


  “Good.” He fucked her faster, harder, until his growling howl, muffled by his jaws clamped around her scruff, filled her ears with joyous, loving music. She came once more and then she felt his body answer, the knot fully swollen and embedded deeply inside her.


  Exhausted, he used his body weight to roll her onto her side with him, and like that, they both collapsed into sleep.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  At some point in the night, Elain awoke. They were both shifted back into human form now. The last tingles of the magick she’d worked still gently swirled through her.


  Now I get it.


  She also had her answer. Apparently, tapping into the stream of power she’d used to create the spell had opened a pathway.


  Her baby absolutely had been Mercedes in a previous life. But that part of her soul’s former identity was securely locked away deep inside her baby’s mind. Unless Elain activated it, opened it, her baby would be a new person, with endless possibilities ahead of her, and none of the anger or pain or rage.


  Elain rolled onto her back and stared at Ain. The difference in his demeanor, even while asleep, was like the proverbial night and day. The fine lines around his eyes that his brothers didn’t have had disappeared, every last trace of tension vanished from his body and soul.


  What sucky kind of mate am I? How did I miss that about him all this time? Am I really that self-absorbed that I missed it?


  She’d always thought his more serious nature was due to his Prime status, that he felt responsible for his brothers despite all three of them being Alphas. That he felt responsible for her, and their family.


  Then again, Brodey and Cail hadn’t known what he’d done all those years ago. It would seem natural for him to be upset after what happened to their sisters. They were all upset and grieving, likely grieving too hard to even notice what was different about Ain.


  There was something else, however. One more loose end she had to attend to now that she knew their baby boy’s future was safe with them as their son.


  One more loose end she needed to tie off permanently.


  Carefully, she climbed out of bed without disturbing Ain and pulled on a T-shirt and pair of sweats in case anyone spotted her. Although she suspected she wouldn’t have any interruptions tonight.


  After checking on the baby in the sitting room to make sure he was still soundly sleeping, she went into the bathroom and closed the door without turning on the light. Through the window, she saw that the sliver of the nearly dark moon cast a faint, pale glow across the compound’s courtyard, leaving it painted in even deeper shadows instead of providing any illumination. Several jaguar sentries paced the upper walls and interior of the courtyard. Elain knew Ortega’s sensitive security system guarded the exterior from any infiltration.


  It couldn’t, however, guard against her.


  She settled herself on the plush mat on the floor and crossed her legs as best she could with her baby belly. Placing her palms on her knees, she closed her eyes and took a long, slow, deep breath as she pictured her destination.


  I am with him.


  Her body didn’t have time to register the shift in flooring under her ass. One moment she was on a comfortable rug, the next she sat on a cold stone floor.


  When she opened her eyes, she found herself sitting in a dimly lit room three feet away from the lump that had once instilled fear in people just by mentioning his name. Someone who had once commanded a large Clan. Someone who had shaped her entire life without her knowledge.


  Someone once named Rodolfo Abernathy.


  There was far less of him now than there had been the first time she’d seen him here. He still had his right eye, as he had the last time she’d seen him. The other, empty socket was now healed and scarred. His face resembled a living skull more than a man, now without hair, a nose, or lips, or ears, his bald head a mass of scars and tattoos. Newer, pinkish scars on his throat, visible above and below the heavy, solid silver collar, likely indicated they’d done surgery to remove his voice box. The deeply tarnished, engraved magickal collar prevented him from being able to shift.


  Both arms were now gone past the elbows, legs past mid-thigh. No genitals anymore, but a catheter had been inserted where his penis used to be and drained into a nearby bag. Now he lay on blue medical pads, the kinds they placed on beds under incontinent patients in case they had accidents. An IV bag hung on a nearby pole and dripped into his neck. They’d placed a medical port in his chest at some point, likely to deliver antibiotics and other medications to keep his system going until Ortega finally decided to let him die.


  He must have sensed her presence, because he opened his remaining eye.


  Looking at him induced a certain level of horror in her, that Ortega was able to, in good conscience, create—or rather deconstruct—such a monstrosity.


  I know he has his reasons.


  Elain didn’t know what it was like to lose a son, or have a beloved daughter-in-law die in her arms after her baby had been ripped out of her moments before.


  Not to mention the lesser crimes against honor committed by Rodolfo and his spawn.


  She knew she couldn’t judge her friend for what he felt was his sacred duty.


  She considered channeling Mercedes, about allowing her to step forward and have her say once and for all, and decided not to. Mercedes’ soul was now firmly seated inside her child, and should stay there, oblivious to this finale.


  Oblivious to the horror.


  Blissfully free of the pain and anger.


  He made a slight noise with his breath, his chest squeezing as he did.


  Glancing around, she spotted the video cameras Ortega used to record his vengeance. Right now, all the lights on them were dark, no surveillance needed when the quarry couldn’t escape, and no one could get past the guards always posted outside.


  No one…except someone like her. I should have thought about video cameras before I did this.


  Using her hands, she scooched herself closer to him without getting up, close enough she didn’t have to stretch to reach out and touch him.


  And that was exactly what she did, watching as his eye followed her movements as she reached over and touched a finger to his forehead.


  Remembering the last time, she braced herself against the wash of energy from him. What she hadn’t been prepared for was the sheer extent of his insanity, both from the pain and from his life, the things Ortega had done to him over the past several months…


  And what he’d been through before that.


  Wanting to understand, wanting to know there was more than just simple sociopathy motivating his entire life, she searched through his mind. It was like trying to untangle many skeins of yarn knotted together by a madman.


  Until she finally found a single thread that led back to the beginnings of the discord that had been his life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain lurked in the shadows and watched as three women in the room busily attended to a fourth woman in the bed. From the appearance of the room and the furnishings, not to mention the dresses the women wore, she was back in the past.


  The woman in the bed let out a loud cry as a wizened old woman at her feet reached between her legs.


  “That’ll do ye, lass. One last push.”


  The two women standing to either side of the laboring mother held her hands and helped her sit as she gave one last push.


  And as her scream filled the room, so did the strong cry of an infant.


  “Aye, there’s the wee lad.” The midwife worked quickly, examining him, tying and cutting the cord and wiping him down before swaddling him.


  The midwife placed a hand on his forehead as Elain stepped forward. She knew they couldn’t see her, that she was only observing something so early from Rodolfo’s mind that not even he knew about it.


  When the midwife frowned, Elain paused.


  “Get the laird,” she ordered, pointing at the door. “And out wi’ ye both. Go home.”


  The two women hurried out. In the bed, the new mother lay softly weeping, still recovering from the birth. A moment later, a large, dark-haired man with green eyes strode into the room, shutting the door behind him. “Well?” he asked the midwife.


  “A boy. Alpha wolf.”


  His hand went to his belt where Elain spotted a silver dirk resting there. “Ye sure?”


  “I am.”


  He nodded. “Good. And yer sure about…” He nodded toward the bed.


  Her lips drew tight into a grim line. “I am.”


  “What about him?”


  “If he’s an Alpha wolf, he must be yers. The Goddess can still bless the sire with a pure one despite the bitch’s bastard lines.”


  “Thank ye.” Before Elain could react, he stepped over to the bed, and in one fluid motion struck out with the dirk and slit the new mother’s throat.


  The midwife didn’t react either, apparently unfazed by the murder. Possibly even expecting it.


  He wiped the dirk’s blade clean on the bedding. “You said there’s a woman we can use?”


  “Aye. She’s of pure lines and able to nurse a wee one.”


  “Good. Give Daro her name in the morn.” He stared down at the baby swaddled in her arms as he slipped the blade into his belt. “How I wish I had consulted with ye before marking this bitch.”


  The midwife smirked. “Tannel, I have served yer family since before yer grandfather was a thought. Ye know I never err about something like this.”


  “Still, I did not want to risk it any earlier if my firstborn was an Alpha.”


  “I understand.”


  “Can ye…” He waggled his fingers at the cooling body of his mate and mother of his child on the bed.


  She nodded. “Aye. Have men ready outside in an hour. We shall say she bled out. Tis true, in its way.”


  He laughed, reaching out to grip her shoulder. “Ye are a fierce one, Seer. Thank ye.” He left, closing the door behind him.


  As soon as he was gone, she stared down at the newborn in her arms. “Sorry, wee one. It had to be done. She had too much of the damned beast in her. I canna understand why she dinna bear the stink. On the other hand, I can see ye as a wolf in the future. So in good conscience, I canna let ye die, no matter who birthed ye.”


  The scene faded as that thread met another. Elain searched until she stumbled upon another scene, where a young man, obviously Rodolfo, talked with an older version of his father in a sunny clearing in the middle of a wood. They appeared to be alone except for their horses grazing at the edge of the grass just outside the trees.


  Rodolfo wasn’t just talking, he appeared to be pleading.


  “Father, I love her. I do not underst—”


  “Love?” Tannel roared. “Ye know nothing about the world, ye fecking idiot!” He shook a fist at his son. “Ye have damned the woman. She does not bear the pure lines, and ye canna mate with anyone except someone from an Alpha line!”


  “Why? Why does it matter, if I am an Alpha?”


  His father, taller than Rodolfo by an inch, stormed over to him, backing him up a step. “Because your real mother was not pure,” he said, dropping his voice. “The woman who birthed ye, she had cockatrice in her veins and I was foolish enough to let my loins overrule my common sense.”


  Rodolfo’s jaw dropped, stunned.


  Elain could sympathize.


  Tannel continued, backing his son across the clearing with the force of his words. “The only reason I did not kill her before yer birth was because our Seer insisted ye were an Alpha wolf. She insisted ye were not tainted by that whore’s bloodlines.”


  “What?”


  Tannel sneered at his son. “She did not bleed out. I slit her throat. The way I would kill a malformed lamb at its birth.” He grabbed his son’s tunic at the neck and pulled him close. “I only told ye she died to spare yer feelings. I never counted on ye being such an idiot!” He shoved Rodolfo so hard the young man tripped and fell back on his ass.


  He jabbed a finger down at the man. “Ye can only mate with those of Alpha blood. Why do ye think I am so strict on who our Clan can and canna mate with? Ye canna risk it any other way. The fecking cockatrice are trying to taint our line and ruin us forever. And when ye become head of our Clan, ye will have to carefully—nay, ruthlessly—guard our bloodline’s purity.”


  “But, I love her. I mated her. Code of the Ancients—”


  “Code be damned! We dinna follow it. Only the weak settle for such things, and we are not weak wolves.”


  He strode over and grabbed Rodolfo by the tunic again, bending over and getting in the young man’s face. “Ye will ride this moment to Dunning, and stay there a fortnight. From here, this very instant. And when ye return, I will hear no more words about that woman, no questions, nothing. Do ye understand? And the next mate ye take will be of my choosing. I dinna care who ye tup, but ye will not be mating and breeding with anyone and ruining our lines.”


  His cape swirled around him as he turned and strode for his horse, mounting in one fluid leap without using the stirrups.


  In the clearing, Rodolfo watched him ride off at a gallop before his head fell back to the grass and he wept.


  Elain released that thread, not wanting to see more. Now it made sense, things she’d gleaned from other threads as she searched through his mind, the things he’d done over the years.


  Tannel had killed Rodolfo’s first mate.


  His true love. His One.


  If that wasn’t enough to drive someone mad with grief and anger, she didn’t know what was.


  Elain took a moment to gather herself before she switched to another thread, one that wound all the way to the present, until it snapped off around the time Mercedes had captured him. The story she’d learned from Marston about Mercedes didn’t seem to jive with what she was seeing now, despite knowing Marston had not lied to her, to the best of his knowledge. According to what Mercedes had told him, Rodolfo had tried to kill Mercedes’ mother when he found out she was pregnant. That was what Marston said her brothers had told her.


  In this version…


  Rodolfo’s father was in failing health, but still firmly in control of the Clan. After Rodolfo fathered several betas with a woman he didn’t even like, much less love, she died in childbirth while delivering an Alpha son who didn’t survive, either. Rodolfo then took another woman of his father’s choosing as his mate. She was bound to him, but he wasn’t to her, his heart long dead.


  Then Rodolfo had found himself smitten by a strange, beautiful woman, someone he’d run across at a market in a town he’d been passing through. Someone who had, since losing his first mate, actually spoke to his soul.


  Watching the events replay, Elain saw his reaction, even felt his pulse race in response to what his body felt for the woman.


  The woman he knew he wanted to make his mate.


  His One. The first person he’d responded to since the woman he tried to never think about because it hurt too badly.


  After taking a room in the best tavern, which wasn’t much, he knew with all certainty she was meant to be his. Wanted her to be his. He didn’t care that she had children, sons, with her now-deceased husband, but he held off claiming her out of respect for what she claimed were her wishes, to introduce them slowly to him since they’d recently lost their father.


  Looking at it as an outsider, Elain wondered if the woman was even telling Rodolfo the truth about that.


  He felt bewitched and didn’t even care. For weeks, she refused to let him know where she lived, meeting him in town for their rendezvous, claiming she didn’t want to frighten her sons.


  Ignoring rumors his men heard about her, he was happy when she told him she was pregnant with his child.


  Unfortunately, his father called him away to fight in yet another bloody Clan war. It took him months longer to return than he’d anticipated, and even longer to find her.


  He’d began to worry something had happened to her, to their child. And he’d determined that, when he found her again, he would mark and claim her and be done with it, finally able to enjoy true love instead of some forced mating his father had insisted upon.


  This time, he would not cede. This time, he would kill his father, the way he should have killed him that day in the clearing, but had been too stunned by the revelations to react.


  And then the Seer, the daughter of the woman who’d been there at his birth. Who came to him when he summoned her, hoping she could help him locate his missing love. Instead, she told him not only that the daughter his lover had borne him was an Alpha wolf, but also half-cockatrice because his lover was a cockatrice using dark magick to disguise her true nature in an attempt to infiltrate the powerful wolf line and take control of them from within. That his daughter would one day be the cause of his downfall.


  More silent insanity crept into his brain at that revelation, adding to the already unstable foundation in his soul. He hadn’t wanted to believe it, even killed the Seer while caught up in his outrage, believing that she would lie to him because of the ancient oath Seers had taken against cockatrice.


  Believing she’d been working for his father to bring him back home to Scotland, to the Clan compound.


  When Rodolfo had finally tracked down his lover and demanded to see their daughter, she’d taunted him, told him he finally had the Alpha wolf offspring he’d always wanted, but if he wanted her, he’d have to pay up.


  And when he demanded to know the truth, when he’d chased her and cornered her on that cliff, he’d found out more than he ever wanted.


  “You fool.” Her manic grin split her face like an evil gash across her features. “Your Seer was right. You killed an innocent. How ironic. There is magick the likes of which you will never understand. The stink of cockatrice is even upon you, in your genes, no matter how much a wolf you are. It’s there. Which is why I wanted you so badly when I found out who you were.”


  She’d stepped closer, so close his men standing watch nearby couldn’t hear her words. “I spilled blood and charmed myself to make me seem like a wolf to you. And a love spell to ensure your fealty. I am no wolf. I am a cockatrice.”


  His heart seized. “Lies!”


  “I now have the way of bringing down the wolves, you bastard. And I will use her to ruin you unless you pay me. If you want her, you will pay me dearly.” Her laugh taunted him. “An Alpha bitch cockatrice. What a disappointment you shall be to your father.”


  “Liar! Give me my daughter!”


  “Only if you pay.”


  He’d grabbed her arm, meaning to shake her. She’d pulled free, and then…


  She’d backed away, the ground crumbling under her, sending her plummeting to her death.


  And he’d never found his daughter, the one he’d wanted. The one he knew had a chance to pass as normal in this life despite her bloodlines, especially if she was an Alpha wolf.


  He was living proof she could manage it.


  He never found her.


  She, however, had eventually found him, bringing the Seer’s predictions to fruition after all.


  But on that day, as Rodolfo fell to his knees and stared down at the rocks at the base of the cliff below, where the water already lapped at his lover’s body, he felt what little remained of his sanity completely slip away on the breeze.


  Elain watched all of this play out, surprised at how sorry she felt for him. His life had been one fucked-up situation after another, literally from birth.


  And, if this was really how events had occurred, Mercedes’ mother had lied to her sons about her plans. Marston’s memory had shown Mercedes’ telling him that there had been an attempt on her mother’s life while pregnant with her, that she’d jumped from a cliff and shifted mid-fall, saving her and her unborn child and allowing her to escape.


  According to what Elain saw here, that never happened. So either Mercedes had lied to Marston, or her brothers had lied to her. Or perhaps their mother had lied to Mercedes’ brothers, and irony had brought it to pass. Any or all of those scenarios were quite likely, now that Elain knew more about the cockatrice. If the woman would use a newborn baby as a pawn in that way, she would likely lie to her adult sons about it, playing both ends against the middle, as it were.


  And Rodolfo had spun the story, of course, claiming he’d never wanted the child and telling his men he had to kill the woman and child. Telling others later that he’d hunted and killed the cockatrice before she gave birth, once he’d made sure any eyewitnesses to what had happened had come to unfortunate and premature ends themselves.


  That explained the discrepancies in the story Gigi had told them that day after her mom had been abducted by Rodolfo. Gigi had heard it that way and didn’t know the truth.


  I’ll have to talk to her and confirm that.


  Besides, none of that mattered now. Mercedes never had any more of a chance at a normal life than Rodolfo.


  Or that she herself had, except that Maureen and Liam had sacrificed to make sure her mom would raise her.


  Two women’s lives shaped by Rodolfo Abernathy, in differing ways. A daughter he’d always secretly wanted and longed to find, who grew up despising him.


  Then there was herself, a woman who knew nothing about him, yet whose entire life had been shaped because of his obsessive need to find her and fulfill the blood oath, because those were the only things he could control in his otherwise fucked-up life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Elain sat back, breaking the contact, and stared down at Rodolfo. Now she saw him in a new light. Trying to process everything she’d just learned wasn’t something she’d be able to accomplish right then and there.


  She didn’t know if he was even capable of understanding her at this point, having sunk so deeply into his madness between his previously unstable mental state and the pain that had tortured what little remained of a rational mind right out of his skull.


  The greatest gift I can ever give my children is teaching them the freeing power of forgiveness. And I can’t do that unless I can practice what I preach.


  Her father and mother were prime examples of that. They chose to live for what they currently had, not what they’d lost.


  No, there would be no forgetting, no absolution for his actions. That was impossible.


  Forgiving, however, was for the benefit of the one bestowing it, not absolution to the one receiving it.


  Reaching out again, she gently touched his temple. The answer came to her, instinctively, primally, as it had that day in Maine when, together with Lina and Mai, they made the meth lab house simply disappear.


  “It’s time for you to rest and know peace,” she whispered. “I forgive you.”


  The energy raced through her and into him, painlessly short-circuiting and shutting down his brain. She watched as he closed his eye, his chest falling still, the pulse point at his throat no longer throbbing. All tension drained out of what little remained of his body and he lay slack on the pads.


  Sitting back, she took a deep breath and stared at his body for a moment. She tried to visualize him as a child, an innocent infant, before the world and those around him, along with his own choices, irrevocably shaped and carved him into the thing he was today.


  She did not want that for her son. And she’d be damned if she’d let anyone do it to him, if she had a choice in the matter.


  Then she drew her legs in again to sit cross-legged and closed her eyes.


  I am where I started.


  The softness of the bathroom rug under her ass wasn’t a surprise. She kept her eyes closed, letting her keen lupine ears listen for any hint of disturbance in the house.


  She heard none.


  She didn’t know how she knew to do what she’d done, but understood at a primal level she’d spent way too long thinking about things instead of simply trying to do them.


  It was what everyone had been advising her from the start. To trust her gut, rely on her instincts. Not having met her wolf side until recently, she hadn’t understood that as easily as other shifters did.


  Getting up from the floor was a little more difficult than getting down. She eventually settled for rolling onto her hands and knees and using the bathroom counter to pull herself up. In the dim light, she stared at her reflection in the mirror.


  I just killed a man.


  It wasn’t the first time she’d killed, but unlike the other times, this killing left her full of peace. It felt like bestowing mercy.


  I did the right thing. He’s finally free. I released him from the prison he’s been in all his life.


  He’d been insane. Clinically so, if she had to guess. Had been since he was a very, very young man. It didn’t absolve him of any of his actions. Plenty of people had suffered horrors in their lives and gone on to be productive, kind, nurturing people.


  Unfortunately for Rodolfo, his mental wiring, combined with really shitty parenting, had sent him off the rails in a devastating way.


  She felt sorry for him. And she did forgive him, could do that without absolving him for what he’d done to her and others throughout his life. The flip side of that, she understood holding on to the resentment would not only be counterproductive, it would likely turn her into something resembling Baba Yaga.


  And I damn sure don’t want to go there.


  No, the kindest thing had been to release him, once and for all. She didn’t blame Ortega for what he did. She understood it. But he’d—literally—more than extracted a few pounds of flesh from the man.


  It was time to let Rodolfo go so they could all look to the future instead of to the past, focus on what was important. For Ortega, it would mean turning his full attention to Fiona, to being there for her.


  For herself?


  She blinked at her reflection in the mirror. I’m going to be a mom. I am a mom.


  Their as of yet unnamed son.


  Elain quietly opened the bathroom door. Ain had rolled over in his sleep, but was still deeply out of it. She walked through to the other room where the baby lay and reached into his crib, resting the tips of her fingers on his forehead.


  Another instinct welled up from deep within her. An instinct she no longer feared.


  Instead, now she embraced it.


  Who are you?


  In an instant, the quiet voice of his soul spoke somewhere in her mind, many names from throughout the ages, and she knew.


  They were, all of them, she now understood on a cellular level, people recreated from somewhere, something.


  Someone.


  Energy cannot be created or destroyed, it only changes forms.


  Like attracts like.


  Her fingers trailed down to stroke his chubby cheek as she successfully struggled not to laugh and awaken him.


  These were things Ryan had told her during their talk.


  It was either laugh, or allow herself to be driven to madness by the realization of how truly insignificant she was in the eyes of the Universe despite her growing powers.


  “Eiselman,” she whispered, speaking the only name she recognized out of the ones his soul had revealed to her. “Welcome home.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Before Elain returned to bed, she grabbed her phone and walked into the bathroom again. She was able to hook into the compound’s Wi-Fi and get on the Internet. It only took her a few minutes of browsing to locate what she wanted, smiling to herself as she shut down the phone and went to bed, where she crashed into sleep.


  The next morning, she awoke to find Ain staring down at her, a quirky little smile on his face.


  “Good morning,” she said, hesitant, hoping whatever she’d done to him the night before had really worked.


  If it hadn’t, she didn’t know what her next step would be.


  He leaned in and kissed her, so deeply she might have let him keep her right there in bed had the baby not whimpered in the other room. “Good morning, my beautiful mate.”


  “You’re certainly in a good mood.” I hope.


  His energy definitely looked clearer, with none of the dark cloud it’d had following his admission in the cave. “I slept better last night than I think I have in years. So, did you decide?”


  “Decide on what?” He helped her roll up into a sitting position.


  “A name for our son.”


  She glanced at him over her shoulder. “We don’t want to wait until we get home?”


  “Well, like you said last night, we can’t. Ortega needs to give his guy a name to put on the paperwork for us.”


  Relief filled her. The story she’d implanted in his brain had taken hold.


  “Connor,” she softly said. “Connor Aaron.”


  His brows knit together. “I like that, but I don’t recognize those names.”


  She shrugged. “I just like them.”


  He leaned in and kissed her before walking around the bed to help her stand. “Then I like them, too.”


  According to the baby name site she had bookmarked on her phone, the site she’d spent hours on over the past months trying to decide on a name for their daughter, Connor meant “wolf lover” and Aaron meant “strong.”


  A new start for everyone. Across the board.


  The baby let out another cry, a little louder. She smiled. “Coming, Connor.”


  He grinned. “Connor Aaron Lyall. Our son.”


  “Our son.”


  Once they had the baby situated, they headed downstairs. Rosa refused to let them prepare their own meal and insisted they sit at the table in the kitchen while she took their requests. She even cooed over Connor, who Elain had sat on the table in his carrier.


  “He is a beautiful little boy,” the cook praised. “I cannot get over how much he looks like you both. He is very lucky to have such wonderful adoptive parents.”


  Apparently, Ortega was already busy spreading the story. “Thank you,” Elain said. “We feel very blessed.”


  Ain, wearing a broad smile that practically looked painful, squeezed Elain’s hand. “Yes, we do.”


  From somewhere else in the house, Elain heard a heated conversation taking place in Spanish, dark in tone. Ain frowned, but Elain patted him on the hand. “I’ll be right back. You stay with the baby.”


  She followed the sound to Ortega’s office, where he and his brother Juan were having a discussion with the door open.


  She knocked on the open doorway. “Hey. What’s up?”


  Ortega turned, dark fury flashing across his face before he sat behind his desk. “It…is nothing.” He leaned back in his chair, chin propped on his hand.


  Juan silently walked past her and out of the office.


  Without invitation, she walked in and sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Tell me.”


  He glowered. Not at her, but apparently at the world. “It seems Rodolfo has had the final say.”


  Forcing herself to remain calm, she kept her breathing even and steady so as not to betray herself to the jaguar’s sensitive nature. “Sorry?”


  “He died last night.” He slapped the top of his desk. “I still had plans, dammit. My brother says he thinks his heart finally gave out. It wasn’t unexpected during sessions, but we were between sessions, and he’d seemed to heal up quite nicely since the last one.”


  Before he could pull his hand back, she reached out and covered it with hers, waiting until his golden gaze locked onto hers. The dark energy she’d felt yesterday was still there. She sent out a powerful wave of her own to turn and counteract it.


  If she didn’t help him now, it would only get worse, until he succumbed to it and ruined his life.


  “Okay. Now your focus needs to be on your family, on Fiona. If it’s happened, it can’t be changed or undone, right? Move on.”


  “He killed—”


  “Yeah, a lot of people. Believe me, I know.” She concentrated harder, hoping he didn’t sense what she was up to. “Focus on your family now. On moving forward. On life. On healing. This is a choice you can make. To walk in the light, or to forever obsess over someone who’s now dead. What do you think your son and daughter-in-law would want? For you to obsess over Rodolfo, or raise Fiona in the light? What kind of example do you want to set for Fiona?”


  She held her breath as he stared at her for a long, silent moment. Inside him the dark energy churned, his vengeance, all grown from his own nurturing despite the seed germinating from Rodolfo’s actions.


  With great relief, she felt it begin to swirl out of him, like sewage down a drain as his entire body relaxed. His shoulders slumped and he turned his hand, palm up, and gently clasped hers.


  With tears in his eyes, he nodded. “Thank you, Elain. I needed that reminder.”


  She squeezed his hand tightly. “You’re a good man, Ortega. Use that good for good. This is a new Chapter for a lot of us.”


  He laughed. “I was going to bury him where I could spit on his grave every morning, and piss on it every night.”


  Elain arched an eyebrow at him, making him sigh. “I suppose I should have him cremated and scatter his ashes to the winds.”


  “Atta boy. There you go.”


  He leaned forward. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Very well.”


  “I smell Rosa’s famous crepes.”


  She grinned as the last of the dark energy left him. Hopefully for good. “I believe that’s my breakfast she’s working on.”


  He released her hand and stood to round the desk. On the other side, he held out a hand to her, waiting until she took his arm to head for the door. “Then let’s go to the kitchen. I did not eat yet. I certainly could do with some of her crepes myself.”


  She patted his arm and laid her head against his shoulder. “Fiona’s in school right now?”


  “Yes, she just left a little while ago. My wife took her. Why?”


  “Okay. Please do me another favor. Follow my lead when I reintroduce Ain to a certain someone, all right?” She looked up at him.


  “Of course.” One dark eyebrow gracefully arched as a smile quirked his lips. “Anything else?”


  She shrugged. “No, that’s all. You’ll be able to follow my lead.”


  He chuckled and certainly seemed a drastically changed man, his features now appearing softer, more relaxed than when she’d entered the office. “You are a curious woman, Elain Lyall. And you know I cannot refuse you anything. Not because you are our Seer, but because you are my friend and, because of you, I have Fiona and peace in my life.”


  They returned to the kitchen. Ain stood when Ortega entered. He reached to shake hands with the jaguar, but Ortega pulled him in for a hug. “You are considered family, Ain. No handshakes.” He clapped Ain on the back. “My associate will arrive soon to facilitate the paperwork. Have you decided on a name yet?”


  When Ain looked at her, the love in his gaze made Elain’s heart swell.


  Yeah, this was worth it, I guess. He looked happier than she’d ever seen him look before.


  “Would you like to tell him?” he asked her.


  “You can do it, Prime,” she gently teased.


  The baby was staring at them. Ain scooped him out of his carrier and proudly presented him to the jaguar. “Ortega, this is our son, Connor Aaron Lyall.”


  Ortega nodded as he reached out and gently touched the infant’s chin. “That is a very good name.”


  “And we’d like you to be his godfather,” Ain said, surprising Elain.


  Okay, a little off the reservation, but whatever. She hadn’t included that in the script she planted in his memory, but she wouldn’t argue with him, either.


  “Truly?” Ortega asked.


  “Well, yeah,” Ain said. “If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have him.” The force of the love washing from her mate as he stared at the baby in his arms nearly knocked Elain over. “I think the honor rightly belongs to you, my friend.”


  Ortega placed his hand over his heart. “I am deeply honored. I am proud to be your first son’s godfather.”


  They heard a noise and Elain turned in time to see Marston freeze in the kitchen doorway. He held Colleen in his arms and warily stared at Elain and Ain. Eight months old, the little girl looked painfully like her mother, including beautiful dark hair and grey eyes.


  Fortunately, like her mother, she did not bear the cockatrice scent. With the exception of Seers, she should be able to pass for wolf heritage with most shifters when she grew up.


  I’ll have to figure out something before then to mask that and protect her.


  “Martin!” Elain called out, as if they were old friends. “There you are. You haven’t met my husband Ain yet.” She walked over to him and forced herself to slip her arm around his waist and lead him over to the table. “Ain, this is the man I told you about last night, Martin Hillyard.”


  Ain genially smiled and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Martin. My wife’s told me a lot about you.”


  She would have burst out laughing at Marston’s shocked response, if it wouldn’t have thrown a fat-assed monkey wrench into her plans.


  He shook hands with Ain. “Nice to meet you, too, Ain.”


  Then Marston finally noticed the baby Ain held. “Eh, who is this little chap?”


  “This is our son, Connor Aaron,” Ain proudly said.


  She looked at Marston, who quickly glanced at her before looking away again. “He’s a very handsome chap. Resembles you both very much.”


  “Well, he’s adopted. His parents…”Ain choked up a little “But he’s our first child. And he’ll be a big brother in a few weeks,” he said, nodding toward Elain’s stomach with a smile.


  “They’ll grow up practically twins,” Elain said, finally releasing Marston, who had noticeably relaxed upon realizing he wasn’t about to be killed.


  They settled down to eat Rosa’s delicious food, with Colleen in a high chair next to Marston, and Rosa doting on her the entire time. Elain felt amusement from Ortega and confusion from Marston throughout the meal.


  They had just finished eating when Elain found a perfect opening. “Ain, would you mind taking the baby upstairs and changing him? I need a really quick word with Ortega and Martin. Seer stuff.”


  “Sure, babe.” He kissed her before taking the baby and heading out of the kitchen. Once he was gone, she leaned in with a smile toward Marston. “See? Told you your teeth were safe.”


  He glanced at Ortega first before answering. “I don’t know if I want to know.”


  Ortega and Elain answered together. “You don’t.”


  He nodded. “Right. Martin Hillyard it is. Anything else I need to know?”


  “Your mate was killed by cockatrice, and Ortega is giving you and your daughter sanctuary to protect you both, and absolutely no one can know you’re here.”


  “I don’t know if I can remember that story,” Ortega playfully drawled with a smile.


  “Would it be better if I remained in my rooms while you’re here?” Marston asked.


  “No, because that would look weird to him,” she said. “It’s fine. He asks you any questions, just be honest and say it’s too painful to talk about. We won’t be here long.”


  “Anyone else we’re expecting?” Marston asked.


  “No, Lina’s not going to come blow you up,” she said. Then she shook a finger at him. “Colleen’s the only reason you’re alive, buddy. That, and I respect Ortega. Don’t forget it, Damocles.”


  “Believe me, I shall not.”


  “I’m thinking you need to grow a beard and mustache,” she advised. “Dye your hair lighter. And make sure to keep the weight off. Lina’s still calling you Fat Boy.”


  He nodded.


  Ortega chuckled. “Your discomfort amuses me greatly, Marston. Excuse me, Martin.”


  The older wolf was smart enough to not reply.


  She stood. “Great, that’s cleared up.” Then, to Ortega, “Your wife and brothers will be okay with this?”


  He shrugged. “The members of my household are all very trusted and know sometimes people need aliases. No one will question it. I shall talk with Fiona about it as well.”


  “Great.” She pointed at Marston again. “Might want to make that name change permanent, just in case.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey hung up the phone after talking with Ortega. She didn’t know what was going on.


  She suspected she didn’t want to know.


  Their conversation was short, a courtesy call on his part to let her know that his longtime guest had finally crossed over.


  No love lost there.


  It was his innocent aside that he would drop by to say hello when he and Elain and Ain returned to Maine that gave her the insight she needed.


  Ortega apparently hadn’t connected the dots, but Lacey now understood her vision from the night before, of Rodolfo dying just as another baby joined the Lyall pack. Not exactly the way she’d interpreted it, but she knew Elain must have played a role in things.


  Her powers are growing faster than I thought.


  In a way, she felt proud of that. In another, it scared her. She hoped the young woman knew what she was doing and didn’t run afoul of Baba Yaga in the process.


  Or, perhaps worse, emulate the Immortal.


  Because if the baby boy her vision showed Ain holding in front of a Clan Council recognition hearing was really a wolf by blood, then she was a fricking Kardashian.


  It didn’t mean she wouldn’t go along with their ruse. She absolutely would.


  However, maybe Gigi’s sudden departure with Oscar following the battle meant more than everyone else thought.


  And maybe, just maybe, Baba Yaga had finally met her match in the sneakiness department.


  


  * * * *


  


  As the day progressed, it was obvious to Elain that the spell had completely worked. Ain had no memory of what he’d done to avenge his sisters, other than the story everyone else knew.


  He also had no idea their son had been born a cockatrice, or what Gigi did to make him appear to be a wolf. As far as he remembered, they’d first met him upon their arrival in Bolivia.


  That Ortega helped Elain bolster the story didn’t hurt any.


  The paperwork took less time than Elain thought it would. Ortega’s man actually worked for the American embassy, and was a panther shifter with a lot of experience in this area. He drew up adoption papers with fictitious birth parents listed, created a birth certificate for the baby, an adoption certificate listing Ain and Elain as parents, had a judge sign off on the back-dated paperwork, obtained the appropriate visa paperwork for the infant—all in less than eight hours, and all of it legitimate and able to pass official scrutiny.


  “He’s fast,” Ortega said with obvious pride as Elain and Ain flipped through the papers.


  “Damn,” she said. “You should hire him out to the state to revamp the department of motor vehicles.”


  “How much do we owe you?” Ain asked Ortega.


  The jaguar almost looked offended. “I will not have you paying for my godson’s paperwork,” he said before breaking into a smile. “Consider it my gift to you both. We will all come to the recognition ceremony, and make it a very big party to remember.”


  Elain asked Ain to take the baby upstairs to change him. Once he was out of earshot, she turned to Ortega.


  “Everyone will come to the ceremony except Martin,” she wryly corrected.


  The big cat nodded. “Well, yes. I don’t think he’s even set foot outside the walls since he arrived. Our pediatrician comes here for Colleen’s checkups and vaccinations.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leaving Ain upstairs with the baby that night, Elain claimed Seer business and headed downstairs with the manila envelope of paperwork she’d taken from the diaper bag. She’d glanced through it earlier, but that was the extent of it. She’d used Connor’s exact date and time of birth, and the weight, and length, from his Maine birth certificate for his adoption paperwork and the false birth certificate.


  She hadn’t let Ain see those, of course. It was easy to keep him distracted by asking him to take care of the baby for her while she claimed Seer business with Ortega. Ain was more than happy to do it.


  Predictably, she found Ortega in his office.


  “A moment?” she asked.


  He nodded and waved her in.


  She closed the door behind her and pointed to the fireplace along the side wall. “Does that thing work?”


  He frowned. “Are you feeling all right?”


  “Yeah, peachy. Seriously.”


  “Yes, it is a real, working fireplace.”


  “You have a lighter on you?”


  He stepped out from behind his desk and walked over. From a small wooden box on the mantle, he removed a barbecue lighter and handed it to her.


  “Perfect, thanks.”


  “Do you wish to be alone?”


  “Nope. I got it. It’ll only take me a minute.” She dumped the envelope’s contents out on the stone hearth, this time looking through every paper.


  Some of it was scribbled notes, details, and contact information. Those last tidbits she took pictures of with her phone, verified she could read the pictures, then burned the paper copies.


  Some of the paperwork was from the hospital in Maine, where Connor had been born.


  His baby picture.


  She fingered it before taking a picture of it and then burning it as well. He was just over two weeks old. Not quite a newborn, but close enough. She could start his baby book as soon as they returned, using new pictures, and be close enough.


  She didn’t dare risk keeping paper copies of any of the originals. She would transcribe and pass on the notes and contact information from the papers to Blackie. She also burned the envelope.


  At last, no scent of cockatrice remained anywhere, except on her hands from handling the papers. And those she’d be washing almost immediately.


  As Ortega watched the paperwork char and curl, he softly asked, “A fresh start?”


  She nodded, not shifting her gaze from the ashes until she was positive every last paper was nothing more than wispy black remains. Those she stirred with a poker, relieved that she was now the only one, other than Gigi, who knew the full story.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Elain took a moment to slip away and visit Marston in his suite before they left.


  He actually smiled as he stuck his chin out, head turned to the side, giving her a clear shot of his jaw.


  She couldn’t help but laugh and shake her head. “No, I’m not punching you.” She put her hands in the small of her back and stretched. “Not this trip. Ortega’s been giving me reports.”


  “Has he?” Colleen was busy trying to pull herself up into a standing position with the couch as her support. He hovered behind her, ready to catch her if she fell.


  “Yep. Said you’ve been father of the year. Just wanted to stop by and tell you to keep it up.”


  “Well, my oath stands firm.”


  “I know.” She watched him nervously keep his hands just behind Colleen, not supporting her, but at the ready. “Believe me, I won’t forget it.”


  He glanced her way before returning his attention to his daughter. “I know.” Colleen pulled herself completely up into a standing position, surprising herself. She looked up at her father before giving him an innocent, toothy grin that melted Elain’s heart.


  “One other thing,” he said, meeting Elain’s gaze. “Ortega has paperwork for her.” He nodded at his daughter. “Should anything happen to me, you and Ortega are named her guardians.”


  She blinked, shocked. “Huh?”


  He smiled. “You heard me.”


  “Wait. What? Why me?”


  “Because she is part cockatrice. She hopefully can be able to pass as wolf with most, but Seers might be able to tell. And, possibly, other cockatrice. That means her life will be in danger. There are only two people I trust with her life, who I know have the ability to protect her, and that’s you and Ortega.”


  She sat in one of the chairs, stunned. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered.


  “I know Lacey loves her,” he continued, “but Lacey is, no offense intended, far older than myself. And not a fraction as powerful as you, even in her younger years. You can keep her safe with your powers. Ortega can keep her safe with his money. Either option will work as far as I’m concerned, but Lacey has neither the financial wherewithal nor the extraordinary powers and influence of you two.”


  “Huh.”


  “Are you refusing?”


  “No, I just honestly didn’t…heh…see that one coming.”


  He smirked. “Droll.”


  She stared at the baby. The little girl was quite beautiful and would likely be a heartbreaker when she grew up. “I did some research. I thought cockatrice genes were passed through the father, not the mother?”


  “They are,” Marston said. “The shifting genes. That doesn’t mean other traits that reveal their true parentage don’t pass along through the mother. That Colleen is nearly three-quarters wolf is in her favor, but it is not a guarantee. Rodolfo bore the scent. Not nearly as strongly as a full-blooded one, but it was still there if you knew it was.”


  “When he wasn’t marinating himself in cologne.”


  He smirked. “Quite. That came about later, after the invention of regular bathing and deodorant, when everyone in general started smelling better. Then he had to start masking it.”


  Elain thought back to the film Mercedes had shot in the woods of Rodolfo murdering Paul, BettLynn’s birth father. “Mercedes could shift into a cockatrice and a wolf, right?”


  “She could. Very rare that a shifter can utilize both forms when from mixed parentage. I suspect it’s because she was such a strong Alpha as both.”


  Elain pondered it. “Maybe that’s why Mercedes could shift to cockatrice form and Rodolfo couldn’t,” she finally said. “Because the shifting gene was passed to him via his mother and dormant in him, and he passed it to Mercedes by getting her full-blooded cockatrice mother pregnant.”


  He shrugged. “I’m not a geneticist, but that sounds logical. Makes as much sense as anything having to do with them.”


  “That means Edgar and Lenny both had cockatrice fathers, right?”


  “Well, a father with at least strong shifting genes in him, so perhaps. They both could shift, but so could Mercedes, and Rodolfo was part wolf. Why is that so important to you, if you don’t mind me asking? Why now, when they’re dead?”


  “Because it’s an unknown.” She finally met his gaze. “According to what we know, Lenny and Edgar’s mother told them their father was dead. That doesn’t mean he really was.”


  “Ah. Very true.”


  “Whether she really told her sons he was dead, or they just told Mercedes and you he was, I don’t want to get caught unprepared.” She was smart enough not to reveal what she’d found out through her visit with Rodolfo.


  “Yes, that is wise. They are not generally known for their veracity.”


  “No shit.” That’s when a horrific thought hit her.


  Paul Abernathy, Rodolfo’s great-grandson.


  He was BettLynn’s birth father.


  Shit.


  “Elain? Are you all right?”


  Hell, not like he was going to tell anyone. “How diluted do the cockatrice bloodlines have to be through the father to prevent passing along the shifting genes?”


  In a quiet voice, he asked, “I take it you’re talking about someone else? Another child?”


  “Paul Abernathy. Could he have passed it down? A great-grandson? Mercedes was Rodolfo’s daughter with a cockatrice. Mai is a full-blooded coyote.”


  He immediately followed her line of thinking. “There might be a possibility, of course. But as I said, I am not an expert.”


  “I hate to admit this, but you’re the closest fricking thing I’ve got to an expert, so you get my questions.”


  He nodded his head in her direction. “You can likely lay hands on the baby yourself and tell.”


  But she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to find out BettLynn might have strong cockatrice genes in her.


  She damn sure didn’t want to have to be the one to break it to Mai. And it would mean having to hunt for a way to occlude her, as well as Colleen.


  Jeez, doesn’t the kid have enough issues to deal with already?


  Sudden relief hit her.


  Jasper.


  The dog had played with BettLynn and the Beasts. In fact, he adored BettLynn.


  If BettLynn was part cockatrice, surely Jasper would have reacted, right?


  Then Marston’s voice sliced through her thoughts. “And there is Fiona to consider.”


  She stared at him before letting her head hang down. “Fuuuck,” she muttered.


  She hadn’t really considered Ortega’s granddaughter.


  Fiona was Rodolfo’s daughter, too, with a full-blooded wolf mother who’d also been Rodolfo’s niece, but Elain didn’t know in which direction.


  I’d better find that out pretty fricking soon. “I can’t deal with this right now.” She looked up again and stared at him. “I really can’t.”


  “No one says you have to.”


  Elain let out a harsh laugh. “Ohhh, buddy, you’re sooo wrong there. Protecting my peeps, and their peeplings, is massively part of my raison d’être now, lucky me.” She laughed again. “Imagine that. The asshole wanted to sow his oats, he just didn’t know he was dipping into the wrong fricking seed packet.”


  How many other unknown Abernathys were floating around out there, unaware they might have hidden cockatrice DNA just waiting to be activated by the right—or wrong—combination? From what she’d seen in Rodolfo’s mind, there were more than a few. And they were, literally, scattered all around the globe.


  After giving herself a moment to absorb the lasting and possible future ramifications of Rodolfo’s megalomaniacal genetic contributions to her own future headaches as a Seer and part of the Triad, Elain finally lumbered to her feet and over to Marston. He straightened, watching her.


  Not sure why she was doing this, she awkwardly reached out and hugged him, steeling herself for what she might feel.


  After a brief hesitation, he returned her hug, and she felt…


  Gratitude.


  Relief.


  He’d worried she might refuse his request to be Colleen’s guardian.


  She also had to fight back a wave of nausea caused by his ocean of dark and sticky guilt and regret, exponentially worse than what she’d felt from Ain the night before.


  This was a man for whom death would absolutely be a welcomed release once he felt he’d fulfilled his duty to his daughter. He actually hoped Elain would kill him, allowing him not only the relief of her being able to take her revenge upon him, but releasing him from his emotional pain.


  Lacey’s words to her the first time she’d met up with Marston in Bolivia came back to her.


  Hmm.


  “You know I still hate your guts, right?” she asked as she clapped him on the back before stepping away.


  He sadly smiled. “I do.”


  “Cool. As long as we’re clear on that, Damocles.”


  “We are.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  When Elain called Maine, she didn’t tell Brodey and Cail exactly when they were returning that evening because she didn’t want to do this introduction on the tarmac at the airport.


  Instead, she told Cail to tell Brodey that they’d return to the cabin later that evening, and to please make sure they were there, and alone.


  Cail had to relay the info to Brodey, because he told her Brodey was out on a shifted run in the woods, something he’d spent most of his time doing since her departure.


  She felt some guilt about that but knew the outcome would be worth it, and that Brodey would agree.


  “Well, quiet time when we get home, okay?”


  “Why can’t we meet you at the airport?” Cail asked.


  “Seer stuff, sweetie. I’m sorry. I hate using that answer on you, but Ortega and his guys are going to bring us to the cabin. I’d really like it if you’d get some steaks and fixings for dinner for us when we get there.”


  “For just the four of us?”


  She had to be careful how she answered that, since, technically, there would be five of them upon their return. “Ortega’s not staying. Love you, and tell Brodey I love him, too.”


  She couldn’t so much as nap on the plane. The closer they drew to their arrival in Maine, the more eager she grew to be reunited with Brodey and Cail.


  To let them meet their son, the son they didn’t even know they had yet.


  They’d already cleared customs at their refueling stop in Miami, so when Ortega’s men brought the black SUV around when they landed, they were able to immediately load up and go.


  “We need a quick stop,” she said.


  Back to the same department store. She wanted to stock up on more clothes, diapers, a few toys, and formula for the next several days.


  She suspected none of her men would want to leave the cabin, not take their eyes off their new son.


  She knew she didn’t want to miss a minute of watching them being new fathers.


  She also grabbed a digital camera and several memory cards.


  When the SUV’s lights swung across the front of the cabin, Brodey and Cail both stepped out onto the porch, waiting until they were parked to walk across the yard to meet them. Cail looked relieved to see them.


  Brodey looked ready to do battle with his brother.


  He was coming up on Elain’s side of the SUV. She’d been sitting in the back with Ain, Connor strapped into his car seat between them. She stepped in front of Brodey to keep him from walking around the SUV to go after Ain.


  “Brod, wait.”


  “No, I want a swing at Prime, first.”


  “Brodey, stop!” she snapped, the edict halting him in his tracks. She immediately changed tone. “Please? Look. Ours.” She stepped aside and pointed to Connor’s car seat.


  On the other side of the SUV, Cail was now starring, wide-eyed and shocked, at the baby.


  Brodey found his voice first. “But…babe, what the hell?” He reached out and touched her belly.


  She laughed as she clasped her hand over his. “She hasn’t been born yet. You’re not seeing things.”


  He stared into the SUV again. “What? Ours? You mean, ours ours?”


  Hooking an arm around his waist, she nibbled on his earlobe. “I told you my surprise was better than sex.”


  He swept her into his arms and kissed her, harder than she ever remembered him kissing her before. “What’s going on? I don’t understand.”


  “Let’s get him inside, and we’ll tell you,” Ain said with a proud smile.


  Cail turned to Ain. “Him?”


  Ain grinned. “Him. Our son.”


  Cail’s and Brodey’s gazes met through the car, across the backseat. As one, both men threw back their heads and let out the most joyous howls Elain had ever heard in her life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ortega and his driver helped Ain and his brothers unload the SUV while Elain took Connor inside and got him changed and prepared him a bottle.


  As he was ready to leave, Ortega happily hugged all three men and carefully hugged Elain so as not to jostle the infant. “I will be eagerly awaiting the birth announcement of your daughter, and the invitation to the recognition ceremony for them both,” he said with a grin. He held up a finger. “I will throw the largest party you Maine wolves have ever seen in your lives. And it is all on me. I insist.”


  Cail and Brodey, still stunned, nodded and saw him out.


  The men turned on Elain and Ain. “Okay,” Brodey said. “Make with the explanations. He’s really our son?”


  She let Ain spin the story she’d planted in his mind. He wasn’t lying to his brothers, because he didn’t know it wasn’t the truth.


  To him, it was.


  A couple who’d relocated to South America years earlier to escape Abernathy were killed in a tragic and suspicious accident that bore the stink of cockatrice. Ortega had received the call on the plane just as they arrived in Maine, after Brodey and Cail had left the plane. Immediately after the battle, Ortega spirited Elain and Ain off to Bolivia.


  Of course they’d offered to adopt the orphaned wolf child with no other living family in the world. Why wouldn’t they?


  “So do you forgive us?” Elain asked them once Ain finished. “We couldn’t reveal anything until we had the paperwork done and were safely back in the US. And the ‘official’ story we need to tell people is that Ortega helped us adopt him because his parents died. From what I can tell, he will not be able to shift. We can leave the story simply that we adopted him to keep him safe from anyone who might want to hurt him. He couldn’t stay in Bolivia, and we were the best choice. And I hope you don’t mind that we made Ortega his godfather because of all his help.”


  Again, technically, none of that was a lie.


  She hated the mental gymnastics it required, but it couldn’t be avoided.


  As far as all three of her men knew, since Ain’s memory was forever altered, Abernathy was still out there, somewhere, albeit someone’s prisoner, according to Elain’s vision.


  Brodey nodded, tears in his eyes as he knelt in front of where she sat on the couch. She had Connor tucked against her shoulder and was burping him.


  “Yeah. Like you said, better than sex.”


  Cail grinned and playfully punched Ain in the shoulder. “Holy crap, hell just froze over.” He walked over and knelt next to Brodey to stare up at Elain and the baby.


  “Can we hold him?” Brodey asked.


  She glared at Brodey. “He’s not a cell phone. You can’t go trampling people to get to him.”


  Brodey looked ashamed. “I won’t live that down, will I?”


  “Not anytime soon. Get up here next to me.”


  He scrambled to his feet and sat on her right side. She carefully transferred the infant to his shoulder.


  Wonder filled his face. “Hi, buddy. Connor Aaron. That’s a great name. I’m your…” A blank look filled his face. “Hey, how do we do that?”


  “Do what?” she asked.


  “I mean, I honestly hadn’t considered that before now. Kid yells ‘Dad,’ and all three of us answer. How do we do that?”


  She shrugged and looked up at Ain. “I don’t know. How do you guys want to handle it?”


  “I’m too tired to think about it,” he admitted. “We can figure that out later. We can all be ‘Daddy’ for now.”


  Brodey smiled and looked down at the baby again. “Hey, Connor. I’m your daddy. One of them.”


  She stood and got out of the way so Cail could sit next to Brodey. “See? Told you I’d get back before our little one was born.”


  “You know,” Cail said, “I figured you’d come home and say you had to help fight something, or negotiate something, or figure out whatever. Of everything I thought about that might be important enough to get you to fly out without warning, this was not on my radar.”


  Cail grinned as he played with one of Connor’s hands and the baby grabbed on. “Hey, he’s got a good grip on him.”


  “You’re not mad we named him, are you?” Elain asked. “We needed to do the paperwork.”


  Cail snorted. “Babe, seriously?” He grinned. “Do we look like we’re mad?”


  “I guess not.”


  “You could have named him Stabby McFluffykins and I’d be okay with it,” Brodey said. He looked up when no one responded to that. “What? Well, I would!”


  Elain pointed at him. “And that’s exactly why you don’t get final say on any baby names in the future,” she teased.


  He grinned. “That’s fine. As long as they’re my kids, I could care less.” His smile faded. “You know what I mean. Our kids. All of us.”


  Ain stretched. “We knew what you meant. Now, who wants to help me set up the portable crib?”


  Elain elbowed him. “You get it out of the box for me, and I’ll set it up. Lord knows, I’ve set up enough of them, between BettLynn and the Beasts and everyone else.”


  “I think,” Cail said, “that the lady has issued her orders.”


  “I have. And once you get a turn holding our son, how about you and Brodey get our steaks cooking? We’re starving.”


  The two men stared at each other.


  “What?” Elain asked.


  Brodey chuckled. “Seriously, I forgot about the food. Yeah, we got steaks like you asked.”


  “Me, too,” Cail said. “And I was starving before you got here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After dinner, Ain and Elain grabbed showers. They’d set up the nursery in the bedroom next door. Brodey and Cail hung back, both of them wearing sweetly silly smiles on their faces as they stared down at their infant son.


  “I think,” Ain said, once they’d settled in bed, “that I’m going to let Brodey and Cail be the bread in your sandwich tonight.” He smiled. “I think I owe them. I’ve had you to myself the past couple of days.”


  “I’m fine with that. But somehow, I don’t think they’d mind even if you didn’t do that.”


  He nuzzled her nose with his. “I know how they feel. I’m practically giddy. I never thought that was ever a word I’d use to describe myself.”


  “This is our practice run. I just hope you guys are ready to hold my hands when the burrito is born.”


  “Still can’t decide on a name, huh?”


  “No. Sorry.”


  He held her close. “It’s okay, babe. No rush.”


  “Well, I’d kind of like her to have one when she gets here.”


  “Maybe you’ll think of it when you’re in labor.”


  “You’re just hoping I’m not going to neuter all three of you while I’m in labor.”


  “Oh, yeah. That reminds me. I need to get us stainless steel cups.”


  She buried her face against his chest as she laughed. “I promise I’ll try not to do that, but I can’t promise not to threaten it.”


  “I know.” He brushed his lips against her forehead. “And believe me, I won’t take it personally.”


  Finally, Brodey and Cail made it back into the bedroom, still wearing their silly grins. In a few seconds, that was all they were wearing, except for their wedding rings and the matching pawprint tag necklaces, after they stripped and climbed into bed with them.


  Brodey scowled and jabbed a finger at Ain. “You. You.”


  “Me, what?”


  Brodey reached over and grabbed his hand, squeezing it hard, a grin spreading across his face. “Remind me of this day next time I get growly and don’t trust your judgment.”


  Cail snorted. “Another first.”


  “Yes, he was right, okay?”


  Wearing a sweet smile, Elain cleared her throat.


  Brodey leaned in and kissed her. “And, yes, you were right, too, sweetheart.”


  “Thank you.”


  As tired as she was, she knew she couldn’t deny her men their fun. It wasn’t like it took them long to get her into the mood, anyway. Brodey took over, eagerly kissing her, his joy overflowing into his aura in brilliant blue waves.


  “I’m sorry, baby,” he hoarsely said. “If you don’t want to, say so. But…I’ve just never felt this happy in my life. I thought meeting you was the best day ever, but this tops it.”


  “Yeah,” Cail agreed. “No arguments there.”


  She wiggled her hips against Brodey. “I don’t mind, sweetie. Ain and I had our celebration already. I don’t want to deny you yours.”


  That’s all Brodey needed. He rolled her on top of him, onto her knees, straddling him while his cock slid deep into her pussy with a content sigh from both of them.


  As Ain looked on with a smile, Cail got behind her, arms around her, cradling her full breasts in his hands as he rubbed the pads of his thumbs over her nipples.


  Brodey took over, easily fucking his cock up and into her, his hands clamped around her hips. “A little edicting?” he asked with a playful smile.


  She nodded. “A little,” she said.


  His green eyes grew darker. “Come for us, baby,” he whispered.


  Thankfully, Cail was there to support her. She closed her eyes, throwing her head back against his shoulder as the orgasm washed through her.


  “Yeah!” Brodey grunted, fucking her harder, faster, record time even for him. His cock stiffened and swelled inside her, throbbing as he pumped her full of his cum. His eyes fell closed and he went still under her.


  Behind her, Cail snickered. “Wow. Talk about a quick draw.”


  “Shut up,” Brodey muttered. “I was being considerate. Asshole.”


  She was still trying to catch her breath. She reached down and tweaked his left nipple.


  “Ouch! What was that for?”


  Ain was no help, laughing at his brother.


  “Be nice,” she warned. “You guys have to watch what you say, now that you’re fathers. You can’t banter the same way. Can’t set a bad example.”


  “We’re in bed!”


  “I know, but you do it other times, too. Watch your language. Aunt Lina will be a bad enough influence on our kids as it is.”


  His irritation transformed to joy again. “Yeah, we are fathers, aren’t we?”


  “Move, daddy-o,” Cail grumbled. “Poppa wants to bust a nut.”


  “Now who’s the romantic?” Brodey groused as he helped Elain off him.


  Cail and Brodey swapped places. When Cail smiled up at Elain, she was glad to see he, too, was filled with joy.


  Brodey knelt behind her, cradling her against him.


  “Again?” Cail asked her.


  She nodded, relaxing against Brodey as Cail’s cock thrust up, deep inside her.


  He stroked her thighs as he fucked her. “Our sweet, beautiful mate,” he whispered. “Come for me.”


  Okay, edicts gooood. The orgasm his words called forth swept through her, Brodey tightening his grip around her, keeping her cradled against the warmth of his body.


  “Yeah,” Cail grunted, speeding up, deeper, harder, until he, too, climaxed.


  The scent of their lovemaking filled the bedroom. And still, she knew, she wasn’t done.


  She finally pried her eyes open and crooked a finger at Ain, sending him a sultry smile.


  At least, she hoped it looked sultry.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “You sure? You’re not too tired?”


  She reached down and wrapped her fingers around his cock, which stuck out rigidly from his body. “Of course I’m not too tired, silly. But I think you will finish me off perfectly.”


  Looking back at Brodey, she said, “You and Cail get overnight bottle and diaper duty, FYI.”


  He kissed her. “Gladly, baby.”


  Brodey kept Elain upright while Cail and Ain swapped places. As she settled onto Ain’s cock, she stared into his eyes and saw nothing but love and peace there.


  Yeah, keeping this secret was well worth it to see that look in his eyes, to feel it in his heart.


  “Rev me up, Prime,” she softly teased.


  He caught her hands, lacing his fingers through hers, gently squeezing. They rocked together, his cock sliding easily along her clit with every stroke. After a few minutes, he whispered, “Mate, come for me.”


  The orgasm seemed to split the center of her core wide open. She didn’t know why this one felt so much stronger, harder than the other two, but she clamped down on his hands and held on as he sped up, fucking her, thrusting and trying to get there as she rode each wave out. Finally, he let out a satisfied groan of his own before falling still.


  Brodey gently lowered her onto Ain, who carefully rolled them to their sides, mindful of her belly.


  Now she was ready for sleep.


  “Love you,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her forehead.


  “Love you, too.”


  “Love you,” Brodey and Cail parroted.


  She smiled. “Love you both, too.” She sighed. “Don’t forget, you guys get midnight duties.”


  Both men chuckled, and she knew they didn’t mind in the least.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Cail couldn’t have gone to sleep if he wanted to. He lay there on the outer edge of the bed, almost hoping Connor would cry out.


  His son. Their son.


  He wondered if the grin would be permanently plastered to his face.


  He didn’t care.


  It was a little after two a.m. when Connor cried out. He felt Brodey tense next to him, but was already up and on his way out.


  “Hey,” Brodey said. “I wanted to.”


  “No one’s stopping you. You can help.”


  He heard Brodey hit the floor, nearly running over him in his attempt to get out of the bedroom and into the one where they’d put Connor’s travel crib.


  Cail snapped on the small lamp in the room before they walked over to gaze down at him. The baby stared up at them with blue eyes Cail would almost swear looked just like Elain’s.


  How perfect.


  The two men clunked heads together as they both leaned in to grab the baby.


  “Ow!” Brodey said, rubbing his head.


  “He’s not a cell phone,” Cail teased as he leaned in again, carefully cradling the baby. “Go get a diaper, and the wipes.”


  Working together, they got him changed. Cail let Brodey carry him into the kitchen and hold him while Cail prepared a bottle of formula.


  Brodey radiated joy. Both his brothers did. “Geez, he’s gorgeous,” Brodey whispered as he held the bottle while Connor fed.


  Cail reached over and stroked one of Connor’s hands with his finger. The baby’s fingers clamped down around his.


  “Yeah,” Cail said. “And he’s all ours.”


  When he heard Brodey sniffle, he looked up. His brother’s eyes were filled with tears.


  Brodey stared at him. “You tell anyone I cried, I’ll beat you up.”


  Cail grinned and sniffled as he slung an arm around Brodey’s shoulders. “Brother, I’d have to admit I cried, too.”


  They watched him feed. “I kind of wondered if they’d gone down to Bolivia,” Brodey mused. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”


  Cail’s attention snapped away from the baby. “Huh?”


  “Oops.”


  “What?”


  “Now, don’t say anything,” he frantically whispered. Brodey told him about finding the luggage tag after Elain’s previous trip. “It was probably Seer crap.”


  Cail pondered it. Come to think of it, he had noticed something different about her since that trip, and not simply the pregnancy either. He’d thought it was either just him, or it was the weight of her responsibilities weighing on her mind.


  “Don’t tell Ain, and don’t tell her we know,” Brodey insisted. “I don’t want her thinking I was spying on her or something.”


  “No, I won’t,” he said. “I promise.”


  “Good.”


  But now that the idea was in his mind, it didn’t want to let go.


  Why had she gone to Bolivia without telling them?


  And where else had she been, what had she done, that she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell them? Trust wasn’t the issue. He absolutely trusted her.


  It just killed him that one day he might not be there to protect her when she needed him the most, and he wouldn’t even know where she was.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Elain and her guys drove over to Blackie and Callie’s to introduce them. Blackie wasn’t there, having stepped out to Jocko’s to make a conference call with him to the Yellowstone Gathering to attend to mega-Clan Council business.


  Upon hitting Spokane and finding out what happened, they’d both immediately taken the next flight they could get back to Maine.


  Callie had just put Elise down for a nap, giving Elain the perfect excuse not to hold her.


  Elain was glad to see for herself that Callie was all right. “I’m sorry you had to give up your powers,” Elain said.


  “Eh, no biggie. I think the only one I’ll really miss is the poofy thing.” She smiled. “Hopefully, with the extra boost from me, Mai will be able to do it soon.”


  “Couldn’t she have done it eventually anyway?”


  “Eventually. As her powers grew. Remember, we’d been working on that for a looong time. You can’t order those kinds of special gifts through Amazon Prime.”


  Elain hoped she didn’t blush. She didn’t want to reveal what she could do yet.


  She also couldn’t exactly reveal it to her guys without trying to Seer Says her way around the explanations as to how she now had a shit-ton of powers she hadn’t had a few days earlier


  She was just glad to see for herself that her friend was all right.


  “So you decided to shortcut the whole first-time mom thing, huh?” Callie asked with a grin.


  “Yeah. Sorry for the secrecy.”


  “No, I get it. Better that way. Now everyone can come spoil the little guy rotten.” She shook her finger at Elain’s guys. “And he’s not a damn cell phone, Brodey!”


  “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”


  “No,” everyone else told him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Carl Shupe stared at the computer screen, at one of the scans Aliah had taken of the book and stored in her laptop, which his guy had stolen from her truck. He’d guessed right by having his men follow the three people he knew Aliah had contacted.


  If nothing else, his fellow cockatrice were predictably underhanded and would turn on a fellow in a heartbeat if they thought it would give them an advantage of power or money.


  Carl had just been lucky enough to correctly guess which cockatrice to proactively bribe last fall to keep an eye out for Aliah. All three of them had contacted him about her, earning them another handsome payout.


  Although he suspected they hadn’t lived long enough to enjoy their windfalls, if he was right about what he’d heard.


  Aliah had ridden with them on their mission, leaving her truck in a shopping center parking lot three mornings ago. No sign of Cameron with her.


  By Carl’s best guess, he had at least half of the book’s contents. Pretty damn good scans, too. Very clear.


  She must have stolen a good scanner.


  The details were exquisite, each page clearly visible. That was not what he wanted.


  What he wanted was the fucking book.


  Unfortunately, Aliah and the three men had apparently dropped off the face of the planet after leaving the shopping center that morning. There was nothing in the truck to indicate where she’d been holed up the past several months. Not a damn clue.


  She hadn’t just vanished. Especially not without her laptop. He suspected she’d died. The baby his men had seen her transferring to the other vehicle was also missing, likely dead, if he had to guess.


  His men, no matter how well paid, had refused to follow the group onto the Maine wolves Clan territory, where they lost them.


  But he suspected Aliah and her three cohorts would never leave that territory.


  How many times you have to warn those idiots?


  He sighed. The book, what he had of it, was worth a bloody fortune.


  Literally. According to lore, only five copies of the Grimoire Lilitu had been created over seven hundred years ago. The authors were five cockatrice siblings reputedly experts in the dark magicks. Supposedly, the covers were bound with the skin of a virgin female dragon shifter, her blood mixed with the ink used to pen the tomes. They had taken all their knowledge and combined it, written it down for future generations.


  The books, which most thought were more legend than fact, had been lost to time. Although people had claimed to see them throughout the centuries, no one had, until Aliah, produced proof.


  Apparently, they did exist. Well, at least one of them did.


  Now what the hell am I going to do?


  With the book on his mind, he couldn’t shake it. He wanted it. Wanted the potential power that would come with owning it. He wasn’t able to shift and hadn’t gotten into the dark magick like some of his nestmates, but he was powerful in his own right. In the modern world, money was equivalent to making magick happen. You just had to have enough of it.


  Having a Grimoire Lilitu in his possession would mean a lot of other nests suddenly sitting up and taking notice of him. In respectful ways. It would be possible to use it as a rallying point to finally join many different nests into one cohesive force that might stand a chance against the others.


  Even if he couldn’t perform the magick in the book himself, he could buy the people to do the hoodoo for him.


  What he couldn’t buy was that fucking book. Not when he couldn’t find the damn woman.


  He’d heard rumblings amongst his contacts about a skirmish with the Maine wolves on their land. It wasn’t difficult to connect the dots.


  Yet another stupid fucking mistake on Aliah’s part.


  People should know enough by now not to fuck with those guys. They are too damn powerful. They had all sorts of crazy ties throughout the world and different shifter species. They’d formed that mega-Clan.


  That was like walking into the Pentagon and pissing on the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


  No, if you want to gain power over those fuckers, you have to do it one of two ways—either very sneakily with a lot of money, or with a lot of fucking firepower.


  He had the first.


  He could buy the second, if he wanted to and called in enough favors.


  Picking up his cell, he quickly thumbed through his contact list to find his realtor’s number.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Getting back to Florida was a relief. Mai and Lina were not only forgiving of the secrecy, they understood. And they’d been busy, trying to research if there were still more of those horrible books out there. They’d originally thought the cockatrice spellbook was a one-off, not counting a scanned and laser-printed duplicate of it Lina had found in Brussels a couple of years earlier, which she’d promptly destroyed. Now that they knew there were two distinct books, maybe there were more.


  They hoped there weren’t, but Kael and Zack were frantically on the search for any mention of more books in all the old texts they had.


  Elain also hadn’t had a chance for a private sit-down with Lacey about her garden. That was still percolating in her brain.


  She still wanted answers if it was really Mercedes she’d been talking to that day, or something else.


  As with so many other things in her life, that had to be put on hold until her baby was born.


  And then there was Brighton, who returned the day after the Gathering was supposed to have ended. She kept him at arm’s length, not wanting to delve into his psyche to see why he was batcrap crazy.


  At least he wasn’t the bad kind of crazy, like Rodolfo had been.


  As life settled down, Elain wanted a little alone practice time with her new powers. The poofy stuff especially. She wanted to be sure the incident in Bolivia wasn’t a one-off, a fluke.


  So one afternoon, while Mai was watching Connor for her, Elain took a quick amble through the patch of woods behind the house.


  No witnesses.


  She worked her way around to the pond she liked to visit. There on the bank, she stood next to a fallen long she frequently used as a bench. Across the sandy spit of area was another fallen log.


  Holding the image in her mind, she closed her eyes. I am over there.


  When she opened her eyes, she’d transported herself across the clearing and next to the log.


  Clapping a hand over her mouth to stifle her happy scream, she did a clumsy little jig in place, happily celebrating her win.


  What she didn’t notice was someone watching her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Brighton had seen Elain depart the house and intended to call out to her, wanted to talk with her. Wanted to confront her, away from his brothers, and see what she knew about Liam Pardie’s brothers’ rumored involvement with Rodolfo Abernathy…and one Carl Shupe, a man he suspected was a cockatrice.


  Until he witnessed her little…whatever it was.


  Eyes wide, he watched as she seemed to disappear and reappear a few feet away. She did it several times, celebrating with an awkward dance that would have been amusing had he not felt like his bowels were about to let loose.


  He knew his brothers’ mate was someone special, in addition to being a Seer. He had heard rumors.


  He hadn’t really believed any of them, either.


  Not wanting to know he’d seen her, he quickly turned and made his way back to the house as quietly as he could.


  


  * * * *


  


  They’d been back from Maine over a week and settling into a new routine with Connor. Despite Elain’s impending delivery in a few weeks, there was still work to do on the ranch, work that Ain had been putting off.


  One of these jobs was changing the spark plugs in three of their big tractors. That was what he was doing out by the barns at the far side of the property when Brighton sauntered up.


  “Are you doing all right then, little brother?”


  “I’m not that much younger than you, you know. No reason to call me that.”


  “No reason other than it annoys you three when I do it,” Brighton said. “Why do you think I do it?”


  “Figures.” Ain straightened and leaned against the tractor he’d been working on. “So what do you want that you tracked me all the way out here?”


  “I wanted to talk about something, and not in front of Brodey or Cailean.”


  “Okay. Shoot.”


  “I know when I tried to talk to you about this before that you didn’t wish to. But I need to settle this. I wanted to talk about the day our sisters died.”


  Ain clenched his jaw as the swirling, foggy grief rolled through him. He’d spent a lot of time trying to forget the day they lost their sisters. “What about it?”


  “The cockatrice you killed.”


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know any way to say it other than to come out and ask. Why did you never tell anyone?”


  He frowned. “Tell anyone what?”


  “After Brodey and Cailean took you back to the house, I retraced your path. I found the bodies. I know. It’s all right if you wish to talk about it. You no longer need to bear this burden alone.”


  “Bodies? Know what? What are you talking about? I killed the thing’s mate. I told you all that.”


  Maybe his brother really had taken one too many off a horse in his day.


  Brighton stared at him. “Just the mate?”


  “Well, yeah. That’s the only person I found there.”


  “Brother, you cannot lie to me.”


  “I’m not fucking lying, geez, what the hell brought all this up?” The swirling, foggy grief of his sisters’ murders threatened to engulf him. “Did you come all the way out here just to dredge up really bad memories? Because, seriously, of all the days of my life, that’s one I’d really like to forget and Goddess knows I’ve tried.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Brighton stared at his younger brother. No, Ain was incapable of lying to him.


  Knowingly.


  He’d seen the change in his brother immediately following the deaths of their sisters, due to more than just their shared grief.


  And he knew exactly why. In the burned-out remains, he’d found the cockatrice woman’s body.


  Along with the body of the baby next to her.


  Had the baby not belonged to the cockatrice woman, surely Aindreas would have rescued it, or at least mentioned it.


  It didn’t make sense. His brother was an honorable man. Brighton had respected him all these years by not bringing up the fact that Ain had killed that baby, despite knowing what a toll it had taken on Ain to hold back his private guilt.


  Brighton had never wanted their parents to know, and he hadn’t seen Ain, Brodey, or Cail since their funeral. But it was time for his brother to finally know he didn’t have to carry that burden alone, that what he did was all right, that a cockatrice baby wasn’t worth spit, and Karma would never hold it against him…


  Unless someone had removed the memory, or bewitched him, charmed him, to forget it.


  He had his suspicions.


  Aindreas shook his head at him. “So say what you want to say and let’s get it over with.”


  “Eh, you had more contact with them. Did you ever run across any other cockatrice who smelled like them? Brodey said you all have been working closely with Kathleen Blackestone.”


  “Is that what you wanted to ask?” Ain shook his head at him again in obvious disgust. “You could have been a little more tactful about it, Brighton.”


  “Yes, well, sorry. I suppose I could have.”


  “No, unfortunately, I haven’t. Brodey usually goes on runs with Elain and the others. That’s his forte.”


  “Right.” Now at a loss for words, he reached out and patted his brother’s shoulder. “Thanks.”


  “Why was it so important to do it away from Brodey and Cail?”


  “What?”


  “You said you didn’t want to talk in front of them.”


  Brighton scrambled for a way to answer without lying. He settled on, “I knew this could be upsetting.”


  “You got that right.” Ain bent to his work again. “We can talk later at the house if you think of anything else.”


  “Right. Thank you.”


  He quickly headed back the way he’d come, deep in thought.


  To remove a memory like that would take a lot of power. Maybe even dark power.


  No, Aindreas would never stoop to that. Especially not after what we went through.


  A memory like that also couldn’t be removed successfully without his permission. Not without risking ripping the very fabric of his soul apart in the process.


  He thought about the way he’d followed Elain into the woods and swore he saw her disappear and reappear a few feet away.


  Someone with a lot of power.


  He couldn’t accuse his brothers’ father-in-law of being in cahoots with the cockatrice, or Rodolfo Abernathy, without proof. They’d all think he was more barmy than they already did. He’d hoped to talk to Elain, try to trip her up, possibly get her to admit something he could use to find out who she really was.


  But if she could do that, he needed to drastically rethink his approach.


  Who the bloody hell did my brothers marry, anyway?


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Elain didn’t feel right telling Lina and Mai about her new powers yet. It would be too hard to explain the dramatic leap in abilities, combined with Gigi’s sudden self-imposed hermitage.


  But as the wife of the head of the Clan Council, as well as her friend, Callie would keep the Clan Seer’s confidence, if Elain asked her to.


  That was why Elain waited until one afternoon ten days after their return from Bolivia, when her men were all out doing chores, to drop in on her friend. Elain claimed she was locking herself in the bedroom for a nap. Mai had Connor over at her house, giving Elain the house to herself.


  She called Callie. “You alone?”


  “Well, alone except for a sleeping baby. Why?”


  “Hold on.” Elain sat on the bed with her legs crossed. Well, as crossed as she could get them with her belly. She closed her eyes.


  I am on Callie’s couch.


  When she opened them, a shocked Callie was staring at her, jaw gaping before she let out a happy squeal that echoed through the cell phone in Elain’s hand. She barely had time to hit end when Callie rushed over and engulfed her in a hug.


  “Congratulations! You figured it out!”


  “Yeah, but don’t tell Lina or Mai or anyone else yet, please.”


  Callie straightened. “Why not? This is great!”


  “I…have my reasons. Please? As Seer, I’m begging you.”


  Callie’s expression clouded over. “Okay, yeah.” She sat on the couch next to Elain. “But this is a good thing.” She grabbed Elain’s hand as dawning realization washed across her face. “Oh…wow,” she whispered, stunned shock once again filling her expression. “Gigi?”


  Elain nodded.


  Callie hugged her again, long and hard. “I wondered. She hasn’t been around since the fight, but I’ve talked to her on the phone. Which is very weird. She hates phones. She’d rather just show up and talk to you. I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about that, either.”


  “I can’t, sorry. Wish I could.”


  “Okay. Believe me, I did the gig long enough, I get it.”


  “Do you think Mai will be able to do it, too?”


  “Oh, yeah, of course. Gigi was more powerful than me, so it might take her a little while, but she’ll get it. When did you figure it out?”


  “It’s…a long story.”


  “What do your guys think?”


  When Elain shook her head, Callie’s expression fell again. “You haven’t even told them?”


  “No, and don’t tell them, please. I don’t want anyone to know right now. Preferably until after Mai starts doing it. If that doesn’t happen for a while, well, I’ll figure out something else.” She squeezed her friend’s hands. “Are you really okay?”


  “Oh, yeah, I’m fine.” She grinned. “I bruise a little more easily now when Sir wants to cane me, but I’m still pretty dang tough. To be honest, I think He likes it when He can leave a mark on my ass that lasts more than a day.”


  “TMI, sweetie.”


  Callie brightly laughed as she fingered her collar. “Hey, I see what you’ve got around your neck.”


  “That’s just a necklace.” Elain fingered her tag, the one that matched the ones her men wore. “Just a necklace.”


  “Suurre,” Callie teased. “That’s what they all say.” She patted Elain’s thigh. “You want some tea or something?”


  “No, I’m okay. I just…needed to talk to someone for a few minutes. I don’t know how you did this for all those years. Did you feel this overwhelmed?”


  Callie smiled. “Other than the new baby you’ve got, and another on the way, yeah, pretty much.”


  “Tell me it gets easier. Please?”


  Callie’s smile faded. “It never gets easier.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.” She mulled over her words for a moment before continuing. “You start learning more, which leads you to figure out more, that leads you to learning more… You get what I mean?”


  “Sort of, kind of, but not really.”


  “There’s always going to be a learning curve. But once you start to gain confidence in yourself, see how much you can do, you start to realize what you need to do. What you’re supposed to do. Better?”


  Elain thought about Rodolfo, and how she’d sensed the darkness building in Ortega. “I guess. But why weren’t you and Gigi as strong as Babs?”


  “She was the oldest. She was called first, long before me and Gigi. I’m not sure if that’s why she became so much stronger than us or not. It wasn’t always like that. There was a while, in the beginning, where we were pretty evenly matched.”


  “Was there any triggering event? I mean besides what we learned about her.”


  She slowly shook her head. “No, it was long before that.” She chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “I really don’t know. But she did have more responsibilities from the start that we didn’t have, came from a different Clan line, so in a way it makes sense.”


  “See? And that’s another thing,” Elain said. “How are we supposed to know what our responsibilities are? No one’s given us a manual. Other than being Seers, we don’t know.”


  The baby cried out in the nursery. Callie stood, a serene smile on her face. “You’ll know. We started out as ‘just’ Seers, too. It evolves.” She turned and walked toward the hallway, pausing to cast a look back at Elain. “We all evolve. You either evolve, or wither on the vine and die.” She continued down the hall to take care of the baby.


  Elain sat back on the couch and thought about it. Everyone either offered them pithy quips or meaningless encouragement.


  Well, meaningless in a practical sense, not an emotional one.


  In a way, she felt worse that everyone was so encouraging when she herself felt utterly fecking clueless, as her dad might say.


  Utterly.


  She looked down at her enormous belly and her huge boobs. Or, maybe it should be udderly, at the rate I’m growing.


  A few minutes later, Callie returned, carrying Elise. “Look, it’s Auntie Elain,” Callie said.


  The baby smiled.


  Nut up.


  Elain reached out her arms, waggling her fingers at Callie.


  “You’re sure? I know you’ve been avoiding the issue.”


  Elain’s face heated. She’d suspected Callie understood the why’s of her reluctance to hold the baby. But being that Callie and Blackie lived in Maine, it’d been easy over the Christmas holidays and during their very brief trip to Maine for the recognition ceremony for both Elise and Joss for Elain to avoid holding Callie’s daughter.


  “Yeah,” Elain said. “It’s time for me to ‘see.’”


  “I understand if you don’t want to.”


  She waggled her fingers again.


  Callie brought the baby over to her and handed her to Elain. Elain settled her in her arms, smiling down at the baby.


  She had Blackie’s black hair, Callie’s green eyes, and would likely grow up to be a gorgeous little girl. Elain touched her fingers to the baby’s temple and closed her eyes.


  Peaceful feelings flowed through her. Familiar, warm, gentle. So much so that she almost lost sight of what she’d originally meant to do and had to refocus. Elise was a wolf, would be a shifter.


  An Alpha.


  Then, she found the list of names.


  Elain’s eyes popped open. “Holy crap,” she whispered, staring down in shock at the baby.


  Callie, who’d knelt on the couch next to her, looked worried. “What? Is she okay?”


  Elain nodded.


  “Tell me! Elain, you’re scaring me.”


  It took her a couple of times to get the words out. “You know as well as I do that people come back.”


  Callie nodded. “Over and over.”


  Elain struggled for a way to say it gently and couldn’t. “Ysimel.”


  “Holy crap,” Callie whispered.


  That wasn’t what had stunned Elain, although she realized there was a better than odds-on chance that her son and Callie’s daughter just might hit it off really well when they were older.


  “There’s more,” Elain said, hoping she’d said it out loud.


  “More?”


  Elain nodded, and now her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. “I can see more than one past name in people’s souls. She was also Maureen.”


  “Maur—” Callie clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.


  Elain nodded, adjusting the baby’s blanket a little. “And she’s an Alpha wolf. Just like both those women were.”


  Do I tell her or not?


  “What else?” Callie mumbled from behind her hand. “You saw something else. What is it?”


  “Not about her.”


  Callie dropped her hand. “Just tell me everything. Dammit, I can handle it.”


  “You can’t tell anyone else. Not yet, anyway. Especially not Blackie.”


  Callie blinked. “You know I can’t make that promise. I can’t keep things like this from Him.”


  “I know.”


  “Is it bad?”


  “No. And it was something I saw a little while ago, not just now. But it relates to her in a way.”


  “But it’s not bad?”


  “No. Not bad at all.”


  Callie chewed on her thumb for a moment before sadly shaking her head. “Don’t tell me. If no one can know yet, it’s better that you don’t tell me.”


  Elain smiled. “How about I make you a deal? If what I saw becomes a big deal at some point, or makes an impact, then I’ll tell you.”


  “But you’re sure it’s not bad?”


  “I swear, it’s not bad.”


  Callie paused. “It’s about who another baby was, isn’t it?”


  Elain thought about how to answer her, knowing her friend was smart enough, and knew enough about their Clan, to connect the dots. “Do you really want to know?”


  “Yeah, that much I do want to know.”


  Elain nodded.


  “Well, your dad’s still alive, so it’s not about him. Charles Lyall?”


  Elain shook her head.


  “Rodolfo?” she asked, her tone dark.


  Elain snorted. “Definitely no.”


  “It…” Callie trailed off as she stared at her baby. “I know the history, Elain,” she softly said. “This wouldn’t be such a big deal to you otherwise. You saw another baby is Eiselman, didn’t you?”


  Elain nodded.


  Callie breathed out a relieved sigh. “Okay, don’t tell me any more than that. You’re right, it’s not bad, and I’d rather be surprised if they end up hooking up.”


  Elain kissed the baby on the forehead and handed her back to her mom. “There you go, kiddo.”


  “I take it you’re going home the way you came?”


  “I hope so. Otherwise, it’ll be kind of hard to explain how I got here in the first place.”


  Callie giggled. “Yeah, it would.” Her smile faded. “I do want to know bad things in advance,” she said. “Please?”


  “I haven’t seen anything bad, but yeah. I’ll tell you. Because you’re speeeecial.”


  Callie’s smile returned. “Thanks, buddy.”


  Elain gave her a one-armed hug made even more awkward by her baby belly and the baby in Callie’s arms. Then Callie sat back as Elain arranged herself on the couch again and closed her eyes.


  I’m on my bed.


  When she opened her eyes, she let out a little scream. She was on her bed, all right. Just not the bed in Arcadia.


  She was in her Venice house.


  “Fuck!”


  It hadn’t sold yet, but she’d kept it staged for when real estate agents wanted to show it, and for the occasional times she and her men wanted to use it as a private getaway.


  Luckily, there weren’t any real estate agents showing it right then.


  Heart racing, she tried to calm herself. Taking a few deep breaths, she closed her eyes and tried again.


  I’m on my bed in Arcadia.


  This time when she opened her eyes she let out a soft, relieved gasp. She was, indeed, on her bed.


  In Arcadia.


  She laughed as she fell back, the cell phone clasped in her hand.


  I did it!


  Her phone rang, displaying Callie’s number.


  “Hey,” Elain said.


  “You make it back all right?”


  “Finally.”


  “Finally?”


  “A slight goof the first try, but I got here.”


  “Yeah, you need to be explicitly clear in your intent when doing that.”


  “So I found out.”


  “Call me with any questions.”


  And with that, she was gone.


  Elain put her phone on the bedside table and closed her eyes. She did need a nap. Between the pregnancy and all the recent excitement, not to mention the late-night diapers and feedings with Connor, the needle on her energy tank hovered close to E.


  She was too tired to even give any thought to why Brighton seemed to be acting even goofier than normal today.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  The next morning, Elain was sitting on the front porch with her coffee and staring out at the pastures when she spotted a car heading up their driveway.


  Unfortunately, as the car drew closer, she realized she recognized it and the driver.


  The urge to flee inside and let Ain handle the situation overwhelmed her, which was why she knew she couldn’t do that.


  Also, it would take her too damn long to try to stand, given her baby belly.


  She watched as the visitor parked in their increasingly crowded front yard.


  He got out of his car and walked over.


  “Hey, Bill. What are you doing out here? Excuse me if I don’t get up.” She gave him a quick hug when he leaned in for one. His nervous tension filled her at the contact, fading when he stepped back.


  This can’t be good.


  The last time she’d seen him was at her wedding. She’d invited many of her former coworkers to the shindig, which was another reason why they’d had to be careful and only marry her off to Ain in front of the gathered crowd.


  And one of the very valid reasons why she’d agreed to quitting her job after she mated with the wolves. Being an on-air reporter didn’t exactly fit with their lifestyle.


  Her friend and former cameraman cocked his head at her. “I wanted to talk with you.”


  She tried to lighten the tone with a smile. “This sounds serious. You could have called.”


  “Yeah, I could have.” He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “But I thought it’d be better said in person.”


  She crossed her arms in front of her. “Then why don’t you just go ahead and say it?”


  “I was covering a story in Arcadia yesterday. Robbery. Spent some time at the sheriff’s office talking with an officer by the name of Captain Jeurgins. You know him, right?”


  Her blood ran cold. “Not sure. Name sounds vaguely familiar.”


  She hoped Bill couldn’t sense her lying.


  “I remembered seeing him at your wedding.” He let out a laugh. “And, here’s the funny thing.” He propped one foot on the steps and leaned over, his arms resting on his thigh. “I was trolling through some old logs of 911 calls and following up on some things.”


  She stared up at him. “And?”


  “There was a reported kidnapping of someone by the name of Carla Taylor, right after your wedding. And I started thinking to myself, that’s odd. That’s Laney’s mom’s name.”


  “Elain,” she corrected. She’d only tolerated it in college and when she was off-air, but it wasn’t a nickname she enjoyed.


  He smiled, but it held no humor. He lowered his voice. “When I went back and asked Jeurgins about it, he said the case had been resolved. Cited privacy issues. When I asked to look at the reports and case files, I was told I couldn’t. When I threatened to file a FOIA request with the department, I was told there were no case files. That all that remained was a summary sheet marking the case as resolved and closed.”


  She shrugged. “So?”


  “So.” He stared down at her for a minute. “Anything you want to tell me?”


  “Sounds like there’s no story. Would you like to talk to my mom? She’s in the kitchen, cooking breakfast. She’s fine, no kidnapping. It’s just a coincidence on the names.” Immediately following the events they had carefully practiced a story everyone could stick to, that there had been no kidnapping. If anyone pressed, they would claim it’d been a really bad prank poorly thought out and executed by good friends of theirs.


  “Now, see, that’s really odd,” he said. “Because when I went to go talk to the convenience store owner, he’d made copies of the surveillance video from that day and put them aside, just in case they were ever needed. And it sure looked like your mom on the video.”


  Crap. She’d thought they’d obtained and destroyed all the video evidence. “Nope.” She hoped she didn’t have to stand, because her legs trembled so badly at that point she was afraid she’d fall flat on her face. Adrenaline coursed through her, her inner Alpha struggling to rip into him, this possible threat to her family.


  This man she’d once considered a friend, and now knew she had to view as an adversary.


  Worse, she knew he was only doing his job.


  “Why does a woman whose goal in life had been to become an on-air talent for one of the major networks suddenly drop out of her career altogether when she gets married, and then goes and gets pregnant? Answer me that, huh?”


  She forced a smile. “Love makes people do the strangest things. What can I say? I’m happy and really swamped with stuff to do.” She shrugged as she rubbed her belly. “Life is crazy.”


  “Yeah, crazy.” He stared at her for another moment before straightening. “You know what’s crazier?”


  “What’s that?”


  “Someone I thought would never lie to me is feeding me bullshit. Someone I thought was a great journalist is hiding something.”


  Her Alpha coiled, wanting to take out this threat. Elain clamped down on it with all her will. “Bill, there’s no story here. My mom is fine.”


  “I’m sure if I talk to her she’ll tell me the same thing.”


  “Of course, because it’s the truth.” She heard the front door open behind her. Ain stepped out, dressed in jeans and a work shirt.


  Relief momentarily flowed through her before she realized this might just make the situation worse.


  She remained seated. “Ain, I don’t know if you remember Bill. I used to work with him.”


  “Sure,” Ain said, his own Prime Alpha tone rumbling just below the surface, clearly audible to Elain’s senses. He extended his hand. “How are you?”


  Bill reluctantly shook with him. “Like I told Elain, I’m following up on something for a story I’m working on.”


  Elain jumped in. “Get this, haha, he thinks Mom got kidnapped.” She hoped her laugh sounded legitimate.


  She gave Ain credit for quick thinking. He snorted, his thumbs casually hooked in the front belt loops of his jeans as he leaned against one of the porch uprights along the railing. “Really? She was fine thirty seconds ago when I saw her in the kitchen. Would you like me to call her out here to talk to you?”


  Bill stared from him to Elain and back again. “I don’t know what’s going on,” he finally said, “but don’t insult my intelligence.”


  He spun on his heel and returned to his car. Elain didn’t dare try to stand until he was already back down the driveway. Then Ain extended a hand to her.


  “You all right, babe?” he asked.


  She stood and let him pull her into his arms. “Yeah,” she softly said, the adrenaline crash hitting her. “I don’t think he’s going to give up, though.”


  The front door opened again. “Is it clear?” Brodey asked, Cail hovering right behind him.


  “Yeah,” Ain said.


  The other two Lyalls stepped out onto the porch. “What happened?” Cail asked. “We all felt it. What’d he say?”


  Elain gave them a recap of Bill finding the security video footage of Carla’s abduction by Rodolfo’s goons. Ain frowned, Brodey looked enraged, and Cail looked thoughtful.


  The other two brothers turned to Cail.


  He eventually shook his head. “You know as well as I do there’s only so much we can do to reduce our exposure when shit happens. I’m sure Jeurgins couldn’t risk completely scrubbing the 911 logs. He probably doesn’t have access to them. He told me a couple of months ago they haven’t had to hire anyone in that department for a while, but when they open a position, he’ll see if he can find one of our kind to apply for the job.”


  “There’s not a lot we can do unless or until he pursues it,” Ain said. He returned his attention to Elain. “Please try to relax, sweetheart. This might not go anywhere. He might decide there is no story and let it drop.”


  “I wish I was as sure of that as you are,” she muttered.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  That night, Elain and her men turned in for the night at a decent hour. She didn’t want to think about Bill’s visit, or anything else.


  All she wanted to do was turn her brain off.


  Ironically, sex seemed to be the only thing that could completely distract her from how pregnant she was, along with everything else in her life. Admittedly, a vigorous, Alpha-wrestling romp wasn’t in the cards at this point, but she loved lying nestled in her men’s arms in their bed, while one of them knelt between her legs. Tonight, Cail was the one who got there first.


  Elain closed her eyes and let out a sigh as his tongue flicked at her clit while Ain and Brodey lay beside her on the bed and took turns kissing her.


  They didn’t press her for gymnastic-quality sex. They didn’t gleefully keep her coming and coming until the top of her head blew off. They’d carefully tuned in to her mood and thoughts, giving her the relief she craved and not pushing her past that point.


  Just when she didn’t think it’d be possible to love them more if she tried, they kept setting the bar higher and higher.


  Warm, tender love flowed over her from all three of them, mixing and merging and mentally cocooning her in a secure web of their emotions.


  This was the best of times, the good times.


  The times she knew she’d reflect on in the future when she needed to conjure good in her life.


  It was times like this that fed and nourished her soul, even if they weren’t having sex, just the unadulterated love from them.


  Yes, she understood. She now got why she was part of the Triad. Her magick stemmed as much from the love she had from these men as it did from anything within her. With their hearts buttressing her, she knew she could do anything she needed to do.


  Cail brought her closer, ever closer, her body tensing in that delicious way.


  Ain palmed her cheek, nuzzling his nose against hers. “Come for us, baby. Let’s hear you.”


  With Brodey nibbling on the side of her neck, just behind her earlobe, she stared into Ain’s eyes, lost forever in the love of her men.


  When the dam broke, sweet, gentle waves of pleasure centered at her clit swept through her. Ain closed his lips onto hers, kissing her, his hard cock rubbing against her thigh as her passion served to feed his. On her other side, Brodey’s cock also pressed against her hip.


  When Cail was sure she’d finished, he smoothly climbed on top of her, easily slipping his cock inside her and gently thrusting, careful to keep his weight off her.


  She broke the kiss with Ain to stare up into his sweet brown eyes, answering his sexy smile with one of her own. Reaching up, she caressed his cheek, the raspy stubble there.


  “You gonna give me one, baby?” she asked him.


  “Oh, you better believe…it.” His eyes fell closed, back arching as his climax emptied his sac into her cunt.


  She didn’t pull her hand away, waiting until he finally opened his eyes and looked down at her again, his sexy smile now looking sated, content. He turned his face to kiss her palm. “You cheated,” he teased.


  She grinned. “Only a little.” Since that night in Bolivia, she’d discovered a funny little ability, to coax them into coming faster just by thinking it.


  Magick? Maybe.


  She’d wait until after the baby was born and her body healed to test the reverse of that theory, that she might be able to coax them into holding out as long as she wanted them to.


  Moving carefully, Cail switched positions with Brodey, who basically duplicated his brother’s efforts. After kissing Cail, she reached up to Brodey, meeting his playful green gaze.


  He arched an eyebrow at her as he slowly started thrusting. “Give me a minute, babe, please. I want to enjoy it.”


  Ooh, busted. Maybe Brodey, the most instinctive of the three, had figured it out?


  When his mouth quirked in a smile, she realized he had.


  His gaze intensified, burning into hers as he slowly thrust, building his release, taking his time and savoring it. When he nuzzled her hand, she knew he was ready.


  She stroked the pad of her thumb across his lips. “Give it to me, sweetie,” she whispered.


  His eyes fell closed, a low grunt of satisfaction rolling from him as he, too, climaxed inside her, his cock throbbing and swelling and adding more cum to her pussy.


  The tip of his tongue flicked against her thumb before he cracked his eyelids open. His sexy smile filled her soul.


  “Thank you,” he silently said to her.


  She pursed her lips in a kiss to him, making him laugh as he leaned in and kissed her in reply.


  Brodey and Ain switched places. Her sweet Prime. How she understood him so much better now, would not begrudge him—mostly—the times he stepped in and took over when he thought he needed to.


  She got it. She was his all, his everything. And now their children, too. Every equation in his mind always factored in her and them when he considered any decision.


  He took a moment to glide his cock up and down her clit a couple of times before easily sliding home. When she reached up to palm his cheek, she realized this time he was the one in control.


  As he slowly thrust, his hips at a slightly different angle than his brothers had used, he was perfectly bumping her clit with every stroke.


  From the playful way the outside corners of his eyes crinkled, she knew she’d be along for the ride. Literally.


  “Our beautiful mate,” he whispered as he carefully thrust. “Our delicious, magick mate.”


  Inside, she felt the tingle start, quickly growing.


  Next to her, Brodey and Cail closed their mouths around her sensitive nipples, lightly sucking and stoking her desire.


  Ain arched an eyebrow at her. “You feel it, don’t you,” he whispered. “You want to come for us, don’t you?”


  She nodded, shallowly panting as her pleasure grew and swelled.


  “That’s it, baby,” he whispered. “We belong to you. Now you show us who you belong to.”


  And like that, it popped. The muscles of her cunt clamped down on his cock as her climax hit, intensifying the feeling when he started thrusting just hard enough to add to the pleasure. Ain grinned. A low, rolling howl escaped him, and then he, too, was adding his load to her pussy.


  He fell still, leaning in to kiss her, nibbling on her lower lip. He switched to a Scottish brogue. “I love ye, lass. Deep and hard and true.”


  A plaintive whine escaped her. “If you’d done that while fucking me, my head would have been exploding a few minutes ago.”


  It was her Achilles’ heel, their Scottish brogues.


  Brodey chuckled as he kissed her, adding to her torment. “Well then,” he said in his brogue, “perhaps we should just amuse ye with our tongues in a different way.”


  She whined.


  Cail turned her head to face him. He wore an evilly playful grin. “Aye, lass,” he whispered. “Yer wish is our command, after all.”


  Fuuuuuck me…


  It didn’t matter how powerful she grew. They would always be able to take her right out at the kneecaps with that accent.


  They knew it.


  She knew it.


  “All right,” Ain said, back to his normal voice. “We don’t want to wind her up again. She needs her sleep.”


  They all got settled in, Elain snuggled between Brodey and Cail, because it was their turn. As one by one they quickly fell asleep, leaving her awake, she rested a hand on her stomach.


  Their daughter.


  Their genes, their blood, with a continuous soul that would go on in future lives as well, Goddess willing.


  She still hadn’t tried to figure out who she was, or her guys. She didn’t want to know yet.


  Didn’t need to know.


  The baby shifted, a foot or arm bumping against where Elain had her hand resting.


  Of course. As soon as she quit moving, the baby woke up.


  She’s already a contrarian.


  Elain closed her eyes and wished for sleep. She still didn’t know what to name her baby. She’d tossed around a number of options, from honoring Maureen and Ellie, to picking something totally different, to letting her men choose, and back again.


  I suppose it doesn’t matter right this minute. Her due date was still over two weeks away. At her visit yesterday, Dr. Alberto said she wasn’t even close to being dilated, and that everything looked good.


  Healthy.


  Normal.


  Well, as normal as things got in their life, Elain supposed. She felt at peace, knowing even though only Ain had been the one to see her secrets, that she instinctively knew they would all still love her, the way she loved them.


  That peace was something she treasured, something she knew would always comfort her.


  Snuggling tightly amongst her men, their scents still lingering in the air, filled with them in body and in heart and soul, Elain drifted to sleep pondering the thoughts of new beginnings for all of them.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Ryan was reading the newspaper that evening in his Atlanta condo when he heard the call.


  Figures. First moment to myself all blasted day.


  Setting the paper aside, he stood and walked over to where he kept his sword stashed in the corner. Holding it at the ready in one hand, he gripped the dark red garnet amulet around his neck with the other and muttered the words to open the portal between Earth and one of the off-Earth realms.


  Baba Yaga walked through. In her matron form, she wore dark purple robes that swirled around her with a self-contained breeze.


  He lowered the sword and closed the portal behind her. “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”


  She tucked her own amethyst amulet back inside her robes. “I found what I sought.”


  “And?”


  She shrugged. “How much time you got?”


  He walked back to the corner and returned his sword to its sheath before heading for the kitchen.


  This can’t be good. “The usual, my dear?”


  She followed him. “Neat, no ice. I suggest one for you, too.”


  He paused, turning to stare at her. “That bad?”


  She let out a sigh. “I’ll leave that up to you to decide.”
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