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Triple Trouble 8

Power of Three

Elain Lyall’s life is complicated enough being her Clan’s Seer and part of the Triad. Having survived a supernatural showdown with a cockatrice, secretly adopting its baby, killing an evil wolf menace, trying to stop a future nuclear attack—all while she’s about to give birth to a child who’s the reincarnated mate of her mortal enemy—would give anyone a headache.

Then there’s her batcrap crazy brother-in-law to worry about. Brighton fancies himself a cockatrice hunter, but Elain has reason to believe his ulterior motives could spell trouble with a capital T.

Elain doesn’t know what’s on Brighton’s agenda, but her mates Ain, Brodey, and Cail are focused on their new fatherhood status. Elain can’t exactly confide in them—or Triad besties Lina and Mai—for fear of toppling a very precariously balanced tower of secrets that would destroy a lot of lives.

And it looks like Baba Yaga and Ryan Ausar have some dark secrets of their own…
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DEDICATION





To Hubby, who keeps me going, always. To Sir. And to my ever-patient readers who understand that “the voices” are sometimes contrarian and stubborn. Special thanks to my editor, Pat, for helping me coerce this into a manageable beast. Thank you!


AUTHOR’S NOTE





The books in the Triple Trouble series are best read in order, including the prequels.

It’s…a lot. I mean, a whole lot. I’m a pantster, meaning the characters sort of put a virtual gun to my head, hold me hostage, and make me take them out for midnight taco-and-banana runs when they see fit.

They control the show.

Literally.

Here—silly me—I thought I had three separate series: Triple Trouble, Placida Pod, and Good Will Ghost Hunting.

And my main plotline for Triple Trouble…stalled.

Until I finally admitted what my characters knew all along and were waiting for my slow-ass self to catch up with—the storylines are entwined. The Placida Pod series, only a little. But my clue should have been when Ryan Ausar showed up in the Triple Trouble series, and kept showing up, and wouldn’t.

Go.

Away.

So buckle up, buttercup. The ride’s getting bumpy.

This is definitely a series where you need to read the previous books in order to know what’s going on. Including the prequels (You don’t have to read the Good Will Ghost Hunting or Placida Pod books to follow along, they just give you even more backstory).

I’ve also put a (SPOILERS!) free Triple Trouble series summary guide up on my website at http://www.TymberDalton.com on the Triple Trouble series page. It is one big spoiler, but if you’ve already read the series and don’t want to take the time to re-read every book to get back up to speed, it’ll help you out.

And to answer your question, yes, I am writing more books in the series. I don’t know how many more books there will be since the characters are contrarians and won’t tell me. At least three or four.

Then again, the “voices” are sadistic and might say hahaha, more than that. Who knows?

The books in the series and their correct reading order, including the prequels, is as follows:



Boiling Point (Tasty Treats, Vol. 3) - Triple Trouble prequel 1

Steam - Triple Trouble prequel 2

Fire and Ice - Triple Trouble prequel 3

Trouble Comes in Threes - Triple Trouble 1

Storm Warning - Triple Trouble 2

Three Dog Night - Triple Trouble 3

Triple Dog Dare - Triple Trouble 4

Out of Smoke and Ashes - Triple Trouble 5

A Wolf in the Fold - Triple Trouble 6

Triple Cross - Triple Trouble 7

Power of Three - Triple Trouble 8



You can also find Ryan Ausar in my Good Will Ghost Hunting series. All titles listed are available from Siren-BookStrand.


Table of Contents


  Title Page



  Copyright Page



  Dedication



  Author's Note



  Chapter One



  Chapter Two



  Chapter Three



  Chapter Four



  Chapter Five



  Chapter Six



  Chapter Seven



  Chapter Eight



  Chapter Nine



  Chapter Ten



  Chapter Eleven



  Chapter Twelve



  Chapter Thirteen



  Chapter Fourteen



  Chapter Fifteen



  Chapter Sixteen



  Chapter Seventeen



  Chapter Eighteen



  Chapter Nineteen



  Chapter Twenty



  Chapter Twenty-One



  Chapter Twenty-Two



  Chapter Twenty-Three



  Chapter Twenty-Four



  About the Author



POWER OF THREE

Triple Trouble 8



TYMBER DALTON

Copyright © 2016











Chapter One



Way, way, way back when…



Feeling no pain, the man dangerously swayed back and forth as he stumbled away from the tavern. Reygland couldn’t help it that he loved their mead. They arguably made the best around.

No apologies needed. Every Seer had their own methods of inspiration.

His happened to be most commonly found in the bottom of an upturned tankard. Especially lately.

He managed to find his way down the path to his tent without falling more than once or twice. In the center of the clearing where his Clan had camped for the season, a fire still burned brightly, two sentries silently noting his return but not acknowledging him personally.

He knew what they thought of him. Although well past his prime, he was still the younger brother of their leader.

He also wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t a fighter, had no skills. That was how he’d become more bard than Seer, entertaining them, inspiring them.

Sometimes enlightening them. He was called their Seer, because the previous Seer had declared him one at his birth, but he certainly didn’t feel much like one most of the time.

He did not have the hardened mental constitution required of a Seer. It wasn’t uncommon for his visions to make him physically ill. Many of the things he’d seen, he wished he hadn’t.

Especially when they came true.

When he shoved through the flap of his tent, he pulled up short and wobbled on his feet as he saw a large, dark shape moving.

“There you are, Reygland,” a woman said. “How did you find the mead to your liking tonight?”

He squinted through the darkness. “Who are you?”

Even though she lit a lantern, the cowl of her cape hid most of her face, the orangish, flickering light illuminating her smile from below and casting dancing shadows throughout the tent.

She also had a large jug with her.

“You do not need to know my name,” she said. “All that matters is I know yours…Seer.”

She waved her hand. Sheets of parchment and a bottle of ink, as well as a quill, appeared on the piece of plank he’d used as a table, which his nub of a candle had been affixed to.

When she waved her hand again, he felt his tankard disappear from his belt. It appeared in her hand, and she began to fill it from the jug.

“You will find this to be the finest mead you have ever hoped to sample,” she said.

“Wh-what?”

She held the full tankard out to him. “Try it.”

He swallowed hard, finally willing himself to reach out and take it from her. Not many knew he was supposedly a Seer. None outside his Clan, certainly. In these dangerous times, with the cockatrice menace trying to capture or kill Seers, they kept his role as quiet as possible.

It was not difficult for him to pretend to be a bard instead of a Seer.

To be honest, most of the time he didn’t feel like one. A Seer, that was. The visions he had were more like dreams, and frequently bad news. He kept much of it to himself, especially if it didn’t concern their Clan. He didn’t wish to frighten anyone the way he himself usually was.

Visions of murder. Of death.

Of impossibly huge firestorms falling from the sky and engulfing what looked like large cities from another world, but which he sensed were actually glimpses of the future.

Hence another reason he enjoyed his mead.

The mead she’d poured him smelled…well, delightful. Better than any he’d ever sampled before.

It tasted even better.

Before he knew what was happening, he’d downed several cups of the stuff and had pages and pages filled with transcribed poetry the woman recited for him. Welcoming him, even, to take down her words.

Practically insisting.

Wanting no credit for herself. Telling the Seer that the credit was all for him.

The eastern sky was beginning to lighten when she finally stood. He realized, somehow, he’d gone through several jugs of mead, but…

No, best not to question it.

“Who are you?” he whispered, staring up at her.

She finally slid her cowl back off her head and he was greeted by the face of a crone. Before his eyes, her face transformed into that of a maiden, and then a matron, before she raised the cowl into place once more, again casting most of her features in shadow.

He had heard the legends, been cautioned by the Seers before him that she sometimes paid visits in person.

He’d never met her before, however, and had mostly hoped he never would. It was said that meeting her frequently meant something horrible was about to happen. Her two sisters were rarely seen in their parts, but if one received a visit from all three, it usually meant impending disaster.

“I am,” she said, “and that is all you need to know, Seer.” She pointed at the parchment. Another pile of blank pages appeared, several times as high as the first, as did dozens more quills and jars of ink. “Copy them. Distribute them. Some to dragons, some to wolves, some to the Kingdom of Elsleng. Make sure they are well-read by your people. Prophecy.”

He nodded.

“Do not disappoint me, Seer,” she said. “You do not wish to learn first-hand what happens to those who disappoint or cross me.”

When he blinked, she and her lantern had disappeared.

He would have thought it a dream, sitting there in his darkened tent, were it not for the pile of parchments filled with writing in his own hand.

He picked one up and read it. The words…

Now his brain seemed muddled—the effects of the mead, no doubt—yet he was filled with one thought—he must copy what he created, these words. Distribute them.

While he was exhausted, he felt…alive, somehow. In a way he hadn’t in years.

He’d been tasked with something of great importance, of that there was no doubt.

And the last person he would dare cross was Baba Yaga.

He found a flint, lit his nub of a candle, and started copying the first poem.


Chapter Two



Mai lay naked in bed, comfortably sandwiched between her two naked men, and stared at the ceiling. For some reason, she just could not go to sleep.

Actually, she knew the reason, but scratching that particular itch meant waking her two men up.

I guess I shouldn’t have been so dang subtle.

She’d thought the two lunkheads would have been a little more in tune with her that evening when she’d cooked them a nice dinner, served by candlelight, and with her wearing a pair of shorts and a low-cut tank top—and nothing on under them—accompanied by a side order of sexy double entendres.

They don’t do subtle very well. Bless their hearts.

They’d been working a lot, all three of them. Her guys handling Micah’s contractor and construction business up in Tampa, and Mai with her duties as a Seer and part of the Triad for their Clan.

And being a mom to BettLynn, and her community college classes.

With their own house now, just across the front yard from the Lyalls, they had all the privacy they wanted, when they wanted it. Unfortunately, somewhere in the past couple of weeks, they’d all gotten busy with real life and the romantic part had kind of slipped by the wayside.

Tonight, she’d hoped to rekindle that.

Soft snoring on either side of her normally would render those thoughts moot. While she knew she could take care of things herself, she didn’t want to. Especially when she had not one, but two handsome guys at her disposal. Micah, being an Alpha wolf, usually didn’t let this slide for very long, but work had been taxing.

Jim was a human, but even he kept up a fairly steady pace at work and in bed.

Hmph.

After another hour of trying to go to sleep and realizing it just wasn’t going to happen without something else happening first, Mai decided it was time for her coyote shifter self to take a little initiative despite it being nearly two o’clock in the morning.

She sat up, dove under the covers, and rooted around until she found Micah’s cock. She sucked it between her lips, immediately earning her a soft, sleepy moan.

Atta boy.

Micah had been lying on his side, spooned against her back. Now he rolled onto his back and as his cock started inflating in Mai’s mouth, she suppressed the urge to giggle. Fingers started stroking the top of her head, threading in her hair, the pressure increasing as he woke up and started rocking his hips in time with her ministrations.

On the other side of them, Jim sleepily rolled over. “Huh?”

She reached out and found his cock. Wrapping her fingers around it, she gave him a slow, gentle squeeze that immediately produced results by way of a moan and his shaft stiffening in her hand.

There we go. That’s better.

Yes, she’d pay the penalty for this later in the form of an early morning alarm going off and rousting them out of sleep—totes worth it.

“Mmm.” Micah’s husky, sleepy tone drilled right through her soul to her clit and gave it a friendly flick. “That’s sooo good, baby.”

Jim rolled toward her, throwing the sheet down and off of them. He slid a hand under her and found a nipple, rolling it between his fingers and drawing a moan from her.

Micah let out another sleepy moan. “Ohh, yeah.” His hands now clamped down on her head and he slowed her motions, taking over, taking his time. His cock felt like hot, silken steel against her tongue as he thrust between her lips. “Someone needs a good fucking,” he softly said.

“I’ll get the lube.” Jim untangled himself from Mai and left the bed, returning a moment later with a towel, condom, and the tube of lube.

Oh, boy.

Lately, whenever they tag-teamed her like this, she ended up with a vision of some sort.

At that point she was so freaking horny, she didn’t care. Having a vision would totally be worth satisfying her sexual frustration.

Micah pulled her off his cock and on top of him, his hands dropping to her hips. Thrusting up, he buried his cock inside her, holding still and pulling her back down for a scorching kiss.

“Wait for Jim, baby,” he said. “You wanted to play, so you’re going to get us both.”

Mai let out a soft whimper of need. Her men knew exactly how to wind her up. Admittedly, she was already mostly wound by the time she woke them. But by tag-teaming her, with one of them in her pussy and one of them in her ass at the same time, it was a guaranteed way to send her into orbit.

Mai felt the mattress dip behind her as Jim returned and quickly started working lube into her ass. Her clit throbbed as it rubbed against Micah’s body. Jim’s fingers slowly scissored inside her, loosening her and getting her ready to take his cock. It didn’t take long before she heard him rip open the condom pouch, roll it on, and then he pressed the engorged head of his cock against her rim.

“Okay, babe,” Jim said. “Let’s see if we can’t wear you out.”

She couldn’t rock back and forth against him, because Micah wrapped his arms around her and tightly held her in place, one hand fisting her hair, his lips slanted across hers.

As she felt the wonderfully familiar sensation of Jim’s cock stretching and filling her, pressing Micah’s cock against her G-spot, she knew they wouldn’t have any trouble getting her to come like this. Sometimes, it felt like their mating was magick, and maybe it was. This was one of the many reasons, their perfection in bed, their bodies fitting together as if made for each other.

Once she felt Jim’s thighs pressed against hers, he pulled her body up against his chest and reached around her to find her clit. “Let’s hear you moan, baby.”

She did.



* * * *



At nearly two in the morning, in the dark of the balmy, late-April Florida night, Elain Pardie-Lyall slowly paced around her front yard.

This was after she’d managed to roll herself off the edge of the bed without hitting the floor. Less than two weeks from her due date, she felt huge.

Enormous.

Titanic, except right now that particular word would hit too close to describing how she felt emotionally, and the word cut too hard and deeply into the truth of the matter.

Pulling on one of her men’s T-shirts, which still hung past her hips even though her baby belly stretched it out tight around her midsection, she grabbed a bathrobe, felt her way into a pair of flip-flops, and shuffled out of the bedroom.

None of her men had stirred, fortunately.

Oooh, new skill.

Her powers were growing at a scary rate. Even she’d admit that. She’d silently envisioned getting out of bed—albeit not very gracefully—without disturbing Ain, Brodey, or Cail.

Sleep.

Her three men had gotten little sleep over the last several nights due to a few difficult calvings.

And now…Elain paced.

Juju and Bea, their two Labs, looked up at her quizzically from where they each lay sprawled across a couch in the living room when Elain slowly walked from one end of the house to the other and back again. Mai and Micah and Jim were living with BettLynn in their own house, just on the other side of the yard. Elain’s mom and dad were still living with Elain’s little brother, Joss, in the main house until their house was finished.

And then there was Brighton.

Elain still didn’t know what her brother-in-law’s deal was. He was older than her triplet men by two years, and Elain’s initial feelings of compassion for the guy were quickly waning.

Especially since it was obvious he hated her dad, Liam.

But he was family. Unless or until he did something egregious to warrant Elain asking Ain, Brodey, and Cail to toss him out on his tail, she wasn’t going to be petty.

I’m part of the fricking Triad. If I can’t have some tolerance for a whackjob brother-in-law who took one too many headers off a horse in his time, then I don’t deserve all these powers.

Although, Lina had confided in Elain just yesterday, after seeing a dirty look Brighton had shot at Elain’s dad, that Lina thought Elain should start hinting to Brighton that he had outstayed his welcome. Maybe pay for him to get a nice room at a hotel in Arcadia. It wouldn’t be unreasonable, especially since Elain was so close to delivering her baby, to want some privacy.

Not wanting to make noise that would disturb anyone, Elain walked into the kitchen, closed her eyes, and imagined herself out on the front porch, exactly where she wanted to stand.

When she felt warmish, muggy air on her skin instead of an air-conditioner set to a comfortable sixty-eight, she knew it’d worked. Opening her eyes, she was, indeed, on the porch.

“Fuckin’ A,” she softly muttered, smiling.

She hadn’t yet confided in anyone but Callie that she could do the “poofy” thing, as they called it. She was hoping Mai, who didn’t have much confidence in herself or her powers yet, would figure out how to do it soon, and then Elain could pretend she’d finally figured it out, too. She wanted Mai to try to develop some confidence in her abilities and not feel more overwhelmed than she already did. Give her a Triad “first” in at least one way to help boost her self-esteem.

Carefully waddling down the stairs, Elain trudged across the dew-covered grass, not caring that her feet were getting wet. Coot and Mina, her two horses, were grazing in the yard. At night, they sometimes closed the gate that led down the driveway and let them freely roam in the yard area instead of turning them loose into one of the pastures on the three-thousand-acre cattle ranch.

Mina looked up and ambled over to her, nuzzling her.

“Sorry, no snacks on me.” Coot joined in, and as Elain scratched their foreheads, she realized something. “Hold that thought.” There was a whole bag of fresh carrots in the veggie drawer in the spare fridge in the garage.

Elain closed her eyes, held out her hands, and imagined a carrot appearing in each one. She no sooner felt that than the horses started nibbling on the carrots, apparently indifferent to her supernatural powers.

“Good babies,” she whispered, feeding them the treats.

After the events in Maine, killing Aliah—which Elain still wasn’t sure how they’d done that—Callie giving over her powers to save Mai’s life, and Gigi passing on her powers to occlude the fact that Elain’s adopted son had actually been born a full-blooded cockatrice, Elain knew she needed to follow her gut, her heart.

Her instincts.

Yes, she was guilty of overthinking. If she allowed herself to continue to be scared of what and who she was, it was no better than Lina sometimes letting her emotions get out of control and reacting instead of carefully responding.

“You learn quickly,” Baba Yaga said from behind her.

Elain didn’t even flinch. “’Bout time you got back.” Elain’s lupine nose picked up a hint of a cologne.

A man’s cologne, very distinctive and familiar to Elain, which instantly conjured to mind a face she knew too well.

Elain glanced over her shoulder at the former Immortal, who stood there in her matron form. “So how is Ryan Ausar?”

Somehow, Elain managed to keep her face frozen and not grin from ear to ear as Baba Yaga frowned, brow furrowing. “How did you—”

“I could say ‘Seer Says,’ but that’d be a lie. You smell like him. Not enough that you were fucking him, but you two had a drink or”—she sniffed again—“holy crap, how much Jack Daniel’s can you hold, anyway?”

“More than you, I’m sure. Especially in your condition. Perk of the rank.” The matron aspect crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m back. That’s all I wanted to say.”

“At this time of night?”

She shrugged. “I was awake and saw you were awake. Motherhood looks good on you.”

“Thanks. Oh, and no thanks to you, by the way, we kicked some fucking ass a few weeks ago. Saved Lacey’s life and got back another cockatrice spell book.”

“So Ryan told me. He’s already brought me up to speed. I had sensed massive changes upon my return.” She stepped around Elain and stroked Mina’s neck. “Why did Gigi pass her powers to you?”

Elain thought she might blush at that dead-on accusation, but even now she realized no, not so much. She wasn’t rattled at all. Maybe it was her baby hormones, maybe it was Gigi’s power flowing through her, she didn’t know.

“Perhaps you should ask her yourself.”

Baba Yaga’s eyes narrowed. “I asked you.”

“Why? Can’t you ‘see’ it?”

For a moment, Elain wasn’t sure what the woman would do. Then, finally, Baba Yaga let out a soft snort and smiled as she shook her head.

“Well played. It will take me a while to relinquish my hold. I hope you understand that.”

“Yeah, I do. And I hope you understand we’ll be bugging the crap out of you on a regular basis until we know that bomb vision Lina had isn’t going to happen.”

“I would expect you to.” Baba Yaga gave Mina’s coat one last stroke. “Are you upset with me?”

Elain didn’t need her to connect the dots. She stroked her baby belly. “No. Ain knows who she was in her last life. He’s okay with it and says Brodey and Cail will be, too.”

“But you haven’t told them yet?”

“Haven’t exactly had a good opening to broach that conversation yet, no. But they respected Mercedes, regardless of her true identity and parentage, because she volunteered to help and put herself at risk to save Jim. Because she saved Jim, and because that damn cockatrice in Yellowstone caught her scent, she’s dead. She might have been a wolfatrice with evil family, but it was her wolf side who ruled her life when she passed on. We don’t hold her bloodline against her because she fought and overcame it to try to do good.”

Baba Yaga arched an eyebrow. “Self-serving good.”

“Doesn’t matter how selfish it was, the end result was still good.” Elain tried not to think about her adopted baby boy, Connor, who was born a cockatrice, but occluded by Gigi to present as a wolf.

Hopefully, Connor would prove Elain’s theory right in the future, that it was nurture over nature that made the cockatrice evil.

“I’m glad. Not that she’s dead,” Baba Yaga quickly added. “Sorry. I’m glad that it’s not an issue for you that your baby was Mercedes. If it means anything, she had a good soul. She had paid her karmic debt through her later actions in life. She wasn’t a saint, but she did avoid deliberately doing harm to innocents. Especially to children. The timing was perfect. I couldn’t resist the chance for her to have, for once, a chance at a good life.”

“You didn’t make me get pregnant, did you?”

Baba Yaga chuckled. “That I did not do. That is beyond even my powers. But when I realized it was going to happen anyway, I stacked the deck, as it were. I reached into the Ether and gave her a chance.”

“I wish life could have been different for her. She was trying so hard to make a good life for her baby.”

“Someone had to die that day to maintain the balance. It was writ in the threads of the Universe’s tapestry. I had no control over that. If not her, then Marston. And had it been Marston, it would most likely have driven her deep into insanity of a dark kind and triggered her vengeance. Marston is imperfect, and his karma is still unclear. From what I know, he bears more light than darkness in him, and for that I cannot argue with the Elders.”

Elain cocked her head as if she knew who the old bat was talking about, although she filed that nugget of info away for a future chat with Ryan Ausar. “My, that’s all very…reasonable of you. I honestly don’t expect that kind of moderation from you, based upon your past actions.”

“Free will. It would have been preferable, had Mercedes and Marston been able to raise their child together, to heal together, but that was not how the tapestry was woven. The cockatrice would not be turned. They could have easily deviated from their course. Once again, they chose not to. Unfortunately, that is why they must be destroyed as a race, because they insist on dragging the world into darkness with them.”

“Why did you leave Earth for a while?”

“I had errands to run.”

“Dry cleaning doesn’t take months to pick up.”

The woman smiled. “Depends on where they are located and how well they press pleats.”

Elain finally let out a chuckle of her own as she let the horses nuzzle her now-empty palms. “Okay, I get it. If it’s something I need to know, I’ll learn it or you’ll tell me.”

“Exactly.” The matron hesitated. “I’m glad that you’ve accepted you’re the strongest of the Triad. I’m sorry you have to deal with this burden, and that it doesn’t make it any easier on you. If it’s any comfort, you are up to the task of dealing with this.”

“Not like I have a choice.”

“None of us had a choice. I was chosen, then Gigi, then Callie. Our only choice was when to abdicate our positions after the new Triad was in place.”

“So, question. The old Triad. The one before you three. Callie said it was a while between you and Gigi getting called. That you had different powers and responsibilities. Why is that?”

Baba Yaga’s gaze took on a faraway look. Elain was expecting a bunch of fortune cookie nonsense, but the Immortal shocked her.

“Because I was very young, very naive, and had, unfortunately, caught the eye of someone very powerful. But even I will admit he was not a completely irrational or horrible person, despite the myths told about him. My ‘assignment’ basically was what he considered more than fair compensation to reward me for my experience, and what he thought might help me get over being pissed off at him for abandoning me the way he did once he met the woman who became his soul mate. A woman he went on to have legitimate children with. A way to assuage his guilt, as it were.”

Elain winced. “And who might that person be?” She had no clue about Baba Yaga’s origins and past other than the little tidbits Elain had picked up from her through visions.

“Oh, he’s had many names over the eons. You will perhaps know him as Hades, although your discretion with that little factoid would be greatly appreciated, especially around Ryan Ausar. It’s a rather touchy subject, and isn’t knowledge everyone possesses.”

At that, Baba Yaga disappeared, leaving Elain standing there, mouth gaping.

“Son of a fucking bitch!” she whispered.

Baba Yaga had been Ryan’s father’s piece of ass way back when?

“Holy fucking shitballs!”

Well, that was that. No way in…heh, hell, Elain was getting back to sleep now.

Not at all.

And, apparently, neither were Micah, Jim, and Mai. Elain didn’t need anything other than her sensitive wolf hearing to know the triad was getting it on in their house.

As cranky and huge as Elain now felt, she already knew, despite her men coaxing her into it the other night, that there was very little nookie in her immediate future, until after the burrito was born and she’d had a few weeks to heal and adjust. Dr. Alberto had already warned her that shifters usually healed up faster than humans did, and the average was about three to four weeks.

Poor Brodey might not like that, but he’d have to suck it up.

Elain closed her eyes and envisioned herself standing in BettLynn’s nursery.

As soon as she smelled baby powder, Elain opened her eyes.

BettLynn lay there, smiling up at her with beautiful emerald-green eyes that looked black in the dim light. She was almost a year and a half old now, slight of frame, and they were still trying to figure out how her Down syndrome might fully impact her later in life.

Everyone agreed she was beautiful and, except when she was crankily refusing to shift back from her four-legged state or pitching a tantrum because she was separated from Lina’s sons, George and Luke, a joyful little girl.

Elain closed her eyes again and mentally turned off the baby monitor in the parents’ bedroom before she turned off the unit in there. Then she scooped up the baby, sighing as a wave of calming peace swept through her.

It always did when she held BettLynn. How could it not? BettLynn was at peace. A soothing soul to start with, as everyone who’d known Bertholde in life had told her, and now she was reunited with the loves of her previous life in the form of Lina’s twin sons, nicknamed the Beasts.

Who wouldn’t be happy?

Elain took a deep breath and let it out as she sank into the glider rocker.

Oh, little girl. If only you knew how much we all love you.

Elain was always careful when handling BettLynn in terms of her Seer role. It was one thing to know who BettLynn had been in her former life. Unless something bad was going to happen and Elain needed to be aware of it to try to prevent it, she didn’t want to see…certain things.

Hell, kids didn’t want to see their parents having sex. The converse was true, and she loved BettLynn and the Beasts as if they were her own children.

Down the hall, Elain smiled as she heard grunts and squeals.

Happy. It felt good to feel happy. They’d caught a brief, lucky break. There was still shit going to hit them in the near future, a vision of a nuclear bomb to prevent from becoming reality—

Elain’s eyes dropped closed as she felt something.

Not just something…somethings.

Plural.

It wasn’t a threat, but it was…odd.

Maybe it was because of BettLynn’s soothing influence calming her, in addition to Elain’s new powers, courtesy of Gigi. But when Elain looked with her mind’s eye, she realized lucky Mai was enjoying being in the middle of a hunk sandwich, with Micah and Jim. And Micah was…

Oh.

Mai had apparently forgotten to take her pill that morning. And she was in her fertile time of the month. This oopsie was going to happen regardless.

Maybe that was why Baba Yaga had timed her visit so perfectly. Elain wouldn’t put it past her.

Surrounding the three, with Jim busily pumping away in her friend’s ass and Micah on his back stuffing Mai’s pussy from underneath her, Elain spotted the swirling vortex of souls.

Waiting.

Ready.

The Ether.

Just as some lucky sperm of Micah’s would get its chance, some lucky soul would also get an opportunity to jump into the baby they were about to create, and get a chance at life.

That’s when she spotted the familiar energy. Now freed of its tether of the madness that had been his cursed life from before his first breath, the soul that had formerly inhabited a man many would call a monster was now simply awaiting a chance to be reborn like any other soul.

Instinct. Everyone, from her own men to Baba Bitchy, had told Elain, Lina, and Mai to follow their instincts.

Elain let her mind drift into the bedroom even as she physically remained seated in the rocking chair with BettLynn nestled in her arms. Her mental fingers plucked that one particular soul from the Ether. And as Mai cried out in pleasure at Micah ordering her to come for him, Elain sensed he, too, was close.

Why not? If Elain had ended his life, why not give him a new one? A better one?

A do-over.

Just like Mercedes was getting.

One that wouldn’t be fucked up from the start. One where he could even his universal Karmic scale for the better with the nurture part of the equation already settled toward the good.

Not to mention the private giggle Elain would get knowing that old Rodolfo would have freaked had he’d known he’d be reborn as a wolfote to the very woman he’d tried to have killed.

Elain shooed the other souls out and closed the doorway to the Ether. She didn’t even know how she knew how to do it.

She.

Just.

Did.

Must be from Gigi. Then again, Baba Yaga never did things “just because.”

It didn’t matter. Elain knew this was the right thing to do.

And then, when she sensed the time was right, Elain envisioned flicking the soul’s energy into Mai, watching as the fertilized egg that had already started its journey to being a baby absorbed the energy.

Elain opened her eyes and smiled down at BettLynn. “You’re going to have fun being a big sister,” she softly whispered, knowing the three couldn’t hear her. They were too busy recovering.

Elain also knew from previous practice that not even Micah could sense her there. The same “bubble” she’d pictured around herself to get out of bed without waking her men also kept her disguised from Micah’s sensitive inner wolf radar.

But she didn’t want to risk being discovered there and have to explain why.

Mai had wanted another baby. Several more, actually. She’d wanted at least one by Micah and one by Jim, and then however nature distributed them from that point. No, maybe not right now, but with Lina and Elain’s mom living on the property literally within shouting distance, between Elain and the two of them, they’d all babysit for Mai so she could continue her college studies.

Better they have their children now, Elain suspected, although she didn’t know exactly why.

Instinct.

As shifters, they all had longer lifespans. They certainly didn’t need to worry about their biological clocks just yet.

Elain didn’t have any better answer than she sensed they needed to have them now. The first round of them, at least. Later, perhaps, another round, another generation. That’s what she felt in her gut, maybe more from there even than from her “Seer Says” powers that she still didn’t understand or know the full scope of.

Elain stood and kissed BettLynn’s forehead before walking back to the crib. Elain gently laid her in the crib and let out a soft sigh of sadness as the feeling of peace disappeared.

Oops.

Maybe she shouldn’t have done what she’d just done to Mai, but…too late now. Mai would have gotten pregnant, regardless. That much was clear to Elain.

At least Elain had control of which soul got the chance. There’d been a couple of dark spots here and there that had also been looking for a home.

Good to know. She’d have to add that to the list of conversational topics to discuss with Baba Yaga or Ryan Ausar at a future time. She’d thought all souls pretty much started out as “good.” Or at least neutral.

But if they could start out dark, she wanted to know that.

Not that she wanted to make a habit of spying on her loved ones doing the dirty in bed, but if she could prevent any “dark energy” souls from gaining a foothold in her loved ones, all the better.

Elain turned the baby monitors back on and then poofed out into the yard where the horses had started to doze on their feet. She should return to the house, even though she knew she wouldn’t get any more sleep that night. There would likely be a nap in her future that afternoon.

A Seer’s work is never done.

She didn’t get any farther than halfway across the yard when she heard the man’s voice, a British accent, softly speak from behind her.

“So what mischief have you been up to tonight, my dear?”

Elain stopped. “Not drinking with Baba Yaga, that’s for sure.” She turned.

There he stood, smirking.

And she knew he knew exactly what she’d been up to.

“Got a problem?” she asked.

Ryan Ausar slowly shook his head, his knowing smile annoying her. Then again, that could have been pregnancy hormones annoying her.

Even coffee annoyed Elain some mornings now, something she never thought possible.

She walked over to him, grabbed his arm—

And poofed them both into the nearby equipment barn, where they could talk without worry of any of the shifters overhearing them, or Micah sensing his presence.

It satisfied her greatly to register his shock at her display of her newfound powers. “Um…”

She grinned. “Surprise!”



* * * *



Mai lay sprawled across Micah’s chest as she tried to recover. Already, she felt sleep trying to take over, but she didn’t want to forget about the vision she’d had while in the midst of her strongest orgasm with her men, and was trying to remember as much about it as she could to commit it to memory.

Another of the nuclear bomb visions.

A vision that left her filled with fear and dread when she realized that only she, Elain, and Lina stood between preventing an apocalypse and that vision coming true.

I hate this.

She’d been over the moon happy to meet and mate with Micah and Jim and realize she’d be able to raise her baby safe and loved.

She’d never expected to become a Seer.

She dang sure never asked for the responsibility. She barely felt like a competent mother sometimes. How was she supposed to help save the whole freaking world?

Taking a deep breath, she focused on the mingled scents of Micah and Jim, who were already falling asleep. Being with them always soothed her soul, not just her libido.

I’ll have to talk with Lina and Elain tomorrow about my vision.

Still, inside her, she felt a slightly unsettled sensation. Residual tension from the vision? She didn’t know.

Closing her eyes, she chased after sleep.


Chapter Three



It took Ryan a moment to regain his composure once he realized what Elain had done. One eyebrow arched skyward. “How did you do that? I thought you couldn’t transport yourself, much less other people.”

Elain was pleased to note that Ryan Ausar, head of The Firm—aka the Devil, except that wasn’t even accurate, because he was one of the Universe’s good guys—stood there looking nearly speechless.

She grinned. “I dunno. I just felt it. That’s what you and everyone keeps telling me, to feel instead of think. Apparently I’m kind of juiced-up now, so to speak.”

“I guess it’s working for you,” he finally said.

“Fuckin’ A, it is. About damn time something went my way in this crazy mess.”

He offered her another smile. “You and I need to schedule some time to speak in depth. Alone. I don’t mean in a barn in the middle of the night, either. I mean a day or so away where we can have an uninterrupted confab, as they say. I’ll even cook for you again. I don’t get to do enough of that. Cook for others, I mean.”

She patted her huge baby belly with her free hand. “That won’t be possible for a while.”

“I don’t mind if you bring the baby along.”

“What about Lina and Mai?”

“What about them?”

“They’re part of the Triad.”

“My dear, we’ve discussed this. They are not a fraction as strong as you are. Not even close. You are the head of the Triad, like it or not. That invitation was for you alone, and includes the burrito, as you call her.”

Elain thought back to that afternoon in the cave in Maine, to Gigi saying Baba Yaga wouldn’t know about them occluding Connor’s true identity because Baba Yaga had been off-Earth at the time. “There might be things I don’t want…others knowing, when we talk.”

His expression grew serious. He reached inside his collar with one hand and waved his other hand around while he muttered something in a voice too low even for her sensitive ears to hear. Elain’s hair stood on end for a moment, as if an electrical field had slipped into place around them.

“When I throw up a barrier,” he explained, “it keeps everyone out to the extent that I wish them kept out. They might be able to sense we’re there, and talking, but they will not be able to ‘hear’ us. Like right now.”

“Okay.” They walked over and sat on a couple of hay bales. “So what’s up?” she asked. “Why are you here tonight? This morning, I mean.”

“My dear, when I sense someone playing around in the Ether, I always check it out. Especially when it’s someone so new at it as yourself.”

She cocked her head at him, the vision of innocence. “Is that what I was doing?”

He rolled his eyes, something that amused the hell out of her. “Elain, you damn well know what you were doing. Don’t play coy with me. It doesn’t become you.”

“Hey, look. I’m new to all of this. I keep telling you people we need a 101 handbook or something, but nooo. No one gives us anything but fortune-cookie advice.”

He took one of those breaths, like Ain sometimes did when Elain could tell he was trying to rein himself in and not be aggravated. “Let’s talk about what you just did.”

“Do I get a demerit?”

“It doesn’t work like that, and—”

“She was going to get pregnant anyway. What’s the harm in stacking the deck?”

Another of those breaths. “You are walking a very thin line in this regard.”

“I didn’t mess with their free will. I didn’t make her forget to take her pill, or make her jump her guys’ bones, or make them make love to her. They did that all on their own. It was literally a crapshoot which energy signature—”

“Soul.”

“Okay, fine. Which soul made it there first. I keep hearing the phrase ‘free will’ tossed around. Let me reframe the question—where was Rodolfo Abernathy’s free will in the beginning? His mother was taken from him despite the fact that she was a good person and it wasn’t her fault she was part cockatrice. She was mostly wolf. That Seer is the one who told Rodolfo’s father to kill the mother. Then Rodolfo’s father killed Rodolfo’s One, his true mate, and it fractured Rodolfo’s soul. Helped drive him insane. Then that cockatrice bitch threw a spell on him and—”

“All right, counselor.” Ryan smiled and held his hands up in defeat. “The court accepts your argument and finds you not guilty.”

A thought occurred to her. “You know I took him out, don’t you? Rodolfo, I mean.”

He slowly nodded. “I do. Again, that’s something else that pings my attention, as it were. That kind of energy signature. Not just because it was you. There are a few others who are not of your…ilk, who are able to do things like that.”

She frowned. “What? Who? What ilk?”

“None of your concern, and of no danger to you or yours. Nothing I need to burden you with at this time. Perhaps at a later date we can start expanding your knowledge, as it were, about those particular characters.”

She had enough to deal with right then. If she didn’t need to know it now, she was fine with that. “Oh. Okay.”

“Please understand that I need you to be very mindful of what you do in regards to things like this. Rehoming souls from the Ether. Do not make it a regular habit, as it were. I know it’s rather tempting, but that will only be overlooked by others for so long before they feel the need to step in if you take things…too far.”

She felt her face heat. “I won’t. It just sort of…happened.”

“Even more reason for caution. You cannot act impetuously when it comes to souls.”

“Is that something you can do?”

He took a deep breath and let it out again, clasping his hands in his lap. “Within the purview of my duties, there are times, yes, when such actions have been…required out of necessity. It is not something I make a regular habit of.

“Like the Triad, my role is more to keep free will from being usurped, to prevent things from taking over in this realm which have no business being here. The times I’ve been required to do that have simply been a means to an end of keeping that goal in mind. Rest assured that souls always come home. They always find their way to the ones they love and who love them, where they belong. It is rarely necessary for direct intervention.”

“Can you read my mind?”

“Not if you do not wish me to. It’s not exactly a power I have, anyway. I can sense certain things in certain people, yes. I can influence things. I can, in some instances, compel the truth from someone. But I am not a Seer.”

Her gaze narrowed. “You’re lying.”

An aggravated snort escaped him. “What do you wish me to say, Elain? I am not a Seer, and I don’t even know what the full extent of your powers will be. My abilities are different than yours, even if I can, in some cases, achieve a similar result.”

“I want a no-bullshit relationship with you is what I freaking want, Ryan. I completely get now why Lina spends most of her time wanting to blow up Baba Yaga after talking to her. If we’re supposed to be on the same side of right and wrong—”

“It’s not that simple. We’ve discussed this. Dark and light and right and wrong are not mutually exclusive ideals. It’s all shades of grey. It’s all about balance.”

“Fine. Same management company for teams of different sports. What-the-hell-ever. You know what I mean, so please quit parsing my phrasing.”

“I just want to make sure we’re perfectly clear.”

“Don’t freaking lie to me.”

He studied her for a moment. “I suspect even if I tried you’d call me out, wouldn’t you?”

“Uh, yah, and probably even more embarrassing to you if I do it in front of others.” She waggled a finger at him. “Which I will. Don’t test me.”

Another long moment of silence. “There are things I cannot tell you, sometimes.”

“Great. Just say that. I get it. ‘Seer Says.’ Well, not Seer. It’d be… ‘whatever the hell you are Says.’”

He grinned. “Not exactly correct. We tend to say ‘home’ instead of ‘hell’ simply because it amuses us.”

“Is that the royal us?”

“No, the literal us. The archdemons in particular.”

“So who gave you dudes the bad press anyway?”

His expression lost all humor. “Believe you me, if I knew that with any degree of certainty, I would have taken care of it a long time ago.”



* * * *



They chatted for a while before he finally stood. “You probably should return to your home,” he said. “The others in your household will be awake soon enough, and you don’t want to have to explain smelling like me to your men.”

She shrugged. “Seer Says.”

He offered a hand to her to help her up off the hay bale.

She took it, grunting a little as she got her feet under her and stood. Elain had her arm hooked around Ryan’s, but then a flash of insight hit. She grabbed his hand again with her free hand and clamped down tight, staring into his green eyes as they widened. Shock or fright, she didn’t know, but she also knew he wouldn’t hurt her or stop her.

Not that he actually could stop her at that point, short of physically prying her hand off his.

“A baby…” She stared into his eyes, the world around them blinking out and she was standing in a bedroom. Her instincts told her it was Ryan’s condo in Atlanta, even though she didn’t know how she knew that, since she’d never seen the inside of his bedroom.

Ryan lay in the bed, looking like he’d…well, been to home and back. Severely wounded, but his injuries were healing before her eyes. He was unconscious and being tended to by—

A woman…

A naked woman.

Elain instinctively knew Ryan could see what she was seeing, another reason she didn’t want to let go of him yet, for fear of breaking the connection and losing the vision. Some of it had a bluish tinge, meaning future events. Some of it looked normal, meaning past events.

“A baby,” she said again. “There’s a baby in your future. I mean in your very near future. A couple of years, at the most. Or less.”

“What?”

“A boy…” She cocked her head, both seeing Ryan before her and seeing the bedroom scene, two images laid over each other, like TV channels gone fuzzy and comingled together. “I don’t understand. She is…and she isn’t.”

“What are you talking about?” Fear tinged his voice.

And hope.

“She is…and she isn’t. She was and will be again. And—” A rapid-fire series of images and sensations flowed through Elain, accompanied by the sharp, painful sensation of a steel blade pressed against her throat, not once but twice, as two different people. The first ancient, and—

“She was pregnant when she died, and that’s why he never could father a child with her. But who is he? And why is he with her now, when she’s yours—”

“Stop it, Elain.” Despite the fear in his tone, he made no move to pull away.

He couldn’t, and they both knew it. Whatever this was, she was in control of it, and of him.

For now.

“That’s why, all those years they had together,” she said, the visions sweeping and flowing through her, of a man and woman, she didn’t know who they were, but Ryan knew them, especially the woman, because the woman had been her, although in this vision she was a different incarnation.

“That’s why, no matter what, they couldn’t. Because she was and is and will be yours again, but is also his now. And she was…she was pregnant with your baby before.”

More images, of a stone cairn eerily reminiscent of the one Baba Yaga had built with her own two hands, only this time it was two men helping Ryan do it. Doing it for Ryan, because they were having to take turns trying to keep Ryan alive because she was dead…

Finally the vision started to fade and Elain released Ryan’s hand before he could pull away.

They silently stared at each other.

“You are not my Seer,” he warned.

She leaned in close, right in his face. “Doesn’t really matter, does it, Amiago?”

She heard his sharp intake of breath, but he didn’t reply.

“I feel it,” she said. “Something different. Gigi didn’t just throw her powers into me like Callie did to Mai. Something else happened. So what deal did you make with that old bitch to send her off-Earth, hmm?”

They both knew who she was referring to, and it wasn’t any of the women Elain had seen in her visions, either.

That’s when Elain finally noticed and really saw the garnet amulet around Ryan’s neck, almost concealed by his shirt collar. She’d seen it other times before tonight but had never paid it any attention before. It’d been what he’d reached for when he’d cast the barrier.

She’d seen someone else with an amulet, too, now that she thought about it.

She grabbed it, closing her fist around the stone, still staring into his eyes.

Now it was her turn to gasp. “The old Triad is really gone.”

He slowly nodded. “You knew this. You were told this.”

Stunned, she opened her fingers and stared at the stone lying against her palm. She understood not exactly what it was, but the fact that Ryan—or someone from The Firm—had given her one made a lot of sense now, especially in light of the earlier revelation Baba Yaga had made to her.

“Why?” she asked.

Elain liked that he was sharp enough and skilled enough to grok what the hell she was asking without her needing to go into detailed backstory, or breaking out hand-puppets.

“She didn’t tell me exactly at first what she was doing. I saw no harm in it. I guessed later, when I saw what had happened in Maine. There is still a Triad. That is the important thing. It has passed on to you three.”

“She willingly gave up most of her powers,” Elain whispered.

Crap. That meant she couldn’t think of her totally as Baba Bitchy any longer.

“Yes,” Ryan said.

“But she can still—”

“With the little bit of assistance I have given her, yes. It falls under certain…parameters. She is rendering assistance to me and mine in a very delicate matter. In return, I have made certain…allowances. I am stretching the boundaries of my authority, but since it actually crosses into an area of my concern, it’s allowed and will not be questioned.”

Elain finally released the amulet and stared at him. “She didn’t just join BettLynn and the Beasts. She knew who BettLynn’s father was, and about his cockatrice genes, however diluted. She occluded BettLynn with her powers, the way…”

Elain didn’t want to finish that statement aloud in case Baba Yaga was listening in somehow. “So no one will ever know about BettLynn’s cockatrice side. Because the genes would have passed through to her because of Paul Abernathy.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“She mingled BettLynn’s aura with the Beasts’ auras. She didn’t just reunite old loves and souls. She set it up so absolutely no one can tell BettLynn has cockatrice in her. BettLynn’s cockatrice genes have been totally occluded.”

“BettLynn doesn’t have cockatrice in her. Not any longer.”

Elain studied his gaze. “Sonofabitch,” she whispered. “Baba Yaga absorbed it?”

“She is very old and is—was—very powerful. I don’t know the intricacies of it all. She talked with me and we struck a bargain. In exchange for her assistance, I have taken her into the fold, as it were, with The Firm.”

Another realization hit Elain. “Baba Yaga couldn’t not know about Aliah and her baby, then, could she? She must have set it up for Gigi to…do what she did, right? Baba Yaga is the one who set everything up to work out like this.”

He shrugged. “That I don’t know. If she did, she didn’t tell me. She does appear to be one to make highly detailed long-ranged plans. I’m not trying to evade the question, either. I truly do not know the answer. I would not, however, risk revealing the truth to her about your son without you having answered that question first. Just in case.”

“Son of a bitch.” Elain needed a moment, to breathe, to absorb it all. “Ryan, quick dicking around. What, exactly, are we dealing with?”

His expression hardened. “Something very old, very nasty, and apparently with an extremely large grudge against yours truly. And, unfortunately, it impacts all of you directly.”

“Why? And how?”

He sighed. “I don’t know all the whys, or all the hows yet. This is why I wish to have a private sit-down with you alone so we can discuss all of this and bounce things off each other. I truly adore Lina, but she is far too emotional and unreliable still to be entrusted with some knowledge. Even you will agree to that.”

Heat filled Elain’s cheeks, but she nodded. Yeah, knowledge like the fact that Marston Hill was alive and well and living in fricking Bolivia with Ortega Montalvo, head of the jaguars and a dear Lyall friend and wolf Clan ally. Lina would burn down fricking Bolivia and everyone in it without a second thought to kill Marston Hill, if she could get away with it.

“But what matters,” Ryan continued, “is who the person holding the grudge is in relation to all of you, and that is what is important. Because he is alive, and well, and out for blood. And because I believe he is, historically, the ultimate sire of the cockatrice race.”


Chapter Four



Elain stared at Ryan. “What?”

He smiled. “Ready to quit yet, love?”

“Yeah, about too damn long ago, and no, we’re not done talking yet. You don’t get to drop a bomb like that on me and just disappear.” She continued staring at him. “This one fucker…Wait, how can he still be alive after all these years?”

“Different realms have time streams which flow at different rates. Some flow faster, some flow slower. There are even a few which flow backward in relation to ours.”

“You realize astrophysics wasn’t part of the original job description, right? If you’re expecting me to shit a treatise on quantum mechanics out my ass, you are going to be sorely disappointed. I barely grok some of the jokes on The Big Bang Theory.”

“I only know what Baba Yaga told me she’d discovered during her travels, along with pieces of information I’ve gathered from elsewhere.”

“So this one guy. One fucking guy. He’s the cause of the cockatrice?”

“The sire. I believe so, yes.”

Countless questions rolled through her brain, so many that she couldn’t grab onto any one of them. “But…why?”

“That is a question I cannot answer yet. Not with any degree of certainty.”

“Oddr, the head of the Seer Clan. He was killed by that cockatrice whackadoodle, Ahriman. That means Ahriman was descended from this guy you’re talking about, right?”

“Correct, I think. Still not sure exactly why, but this being, whose name we believe to be Boorman, has a grudge against myself and The Firm. Which wasn’t always called that, of course.”

“Oh, of course.” She stood there staring at him, the shock of Ryan’s revelations still setting in.

I’m standing in a barn, in my bathrobe, talking to the Devil, inside our own little personal Cone of Silence.

She could write a book, but no one would believe it.

She wasn’t even sure she believed it.

Elain pondered on that before she spoke again. “There is a massive big-picture we’re missing, isn’t there?”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I believe so, yes. I think we’ve seen glimpses of it, but it’s far too large, and encompasses such a great span of time that we’re having difficulty locating the outer edges of it so we can begin to piece the entire puzzle together.”

“But why is this a grudge against you personally?”

“As I said, I don’t know exactly. I have a few ideas but no concrete proof yet. Yes, I shall share details with you if or when I receive them. The time for circumspection between us is far past. Considering this concerns a direct physical threat to Earth, not just a metaphysical one, we must work together to contain it.”

Elain reached up and rubbed at her throat. “Who was killed by the sword? There were two women.” She’d seen it in her vision, but it had felt like the same woman. Another reincarnated soul, perhaps? It would certainly make the other stuff she’d seen about Ryan make sense.

He nodded. “She was. In two different lives.”

“The woman I saw taking care of your wounds?”

“I saw the vision as you had it. That hasn’t happened yet.”

“But it will.” Elain stared at him. “She’s someone else’s One now, isn’t she?”

His gaze dropped to the ground. “Yes.”

“Is that force field thingy still in place around us?”

The barest hint of a smile. “Yes, the barrier is still in place.”

“You want to talk about it? Just because I’m not your Seer doesn’t mean I won’t hold your confidences as one.”

It took him a moment to respond. “Your men won’t demand you talk?”

“Not if I invoke ‘Seer Says,’ they won’t.”

The heavy sigh escaping him felt like it weighed a ton. Not just figuratively, either. As he gave her the brief version of the story, she knew it was more than just her pregnancy hormones making her eyes tear up.

“You could have had her back,” she whispered.

“He would have died. Killed himself. He was far closer to that point than he realized, thank goodness.”

“You gave her up for him.”

“To save him.”

She threw her arms around him and didn’t know if she was more surprised by that or if Ryan was. “Thank you for trusting me with that info. You’re a good guy. Why don’t you all try harder to get the truth out about what you do?”

He shrugged, not hugging her back. “Why bother? The logical already do not believe in us or what we do. The rabidly devout would simply think it’s another ‘evil trick’ to deceive them. We do what we do, we get none of the credit, and we’re decried as evil. It isn’t exactly the best job in the world, but it’s important and needs to be done. Someone has to do it.”

She finally released him. “What about your father? What does he do now if he’s retired?”

“Lives on Boca Grande with Mother. Likes to fish for tarpon.”

“No. Way.”

He smirked. That smirk, the cute one that didn’t even annoy her. “Way.”

“So…you know about Connor, don’t you?”

He nodded. “No, Gigi didn’t tell me. After I was relieved of babysitting duties, I decided to look into what happened and…let’s just say I heard enough of what transpired, and saw the aftermath, to allow me to put the pieces together. Yes, I shall keep your secret. And no, Baba Yaga cannot force me to reveal anything I do not wish her to know, if she doesn’t know already.”

Elain stared at him for a moment. “You’re right that we need to sit down and talk. Maybe what I can do is go to Maine, to Lacey’s, and we can spend a few days there together after the baby is born. The guys won’t object to me being at the Clan compound, and Lacey won’t interrupt us.”

“Perhaps you’re right.” He rested his hands on her shoulders. “Please, be careful. Trust no one, not even supposed family, except those who you already instinctively feel are trustworthy. We don’t know who is involved in this. Despite appearances, I am not omniscient. It is not beyond the realm of comprehension that there might be others involved in this plot. Aliah had to have help, had to have a safe place to spend her winter and to prepare to have her baby.”

Elain snapped her fingers. “I’ll have Blackie investigate that and see if there’s any missing person reports up there matching her description for that time period.”

“Eh, how about I take care of that task for you?”

“Why?”

He scrubbed at his face and pointed toward her house. “You have a secret in there needing preserving until we know for certain whether or not Baba Yaga knows about him. You went to great lengths to hide his origins. It would be silly to raise questions now from others who have no business knowing about those origins, would it not?”

Duh. “Oh. Yeah. That’s true.”

“I do have a good idea once in a while.”

She thought about her father’s brothers, and one of her men’s cousins, whom she knew were in cahoots with Rodolfo Abernathy, but not to what extent. “I need to do some housecleaning around here, metaphorically speaking. I need to find out what was going on and who else might have been involved. Rodolfo was paying my dad’s brothers. And one of the guys’ cousins.”

“Wise.” He walked her back across the yard and stopped about where he’d met up with her. “I’m lowering the barrier, so watch what you say.”

“Is that something I’ll be able to do, too, one day?”

“I don’t know, love. You aren’t exactly the same as I am. It might be something you can already do, for all I know.” He smiled. “You seem to have some abilities in that area already.”

“Can I ask you something else stupid?”

“Certainly.”

“You guys carry swords sometimes. Why?’

“Because a lot of what we fight is corporeal and can be killed by a sword. They’re also special swords, tuned to us. Each archdemon assigned as an Enforcer or Protector is given one. They are forged with special properties that help overcome certain powers others might have.”

“Can you teach me how to use a sword? How to fight with one?”

He cocked his head. “I would think you’d ask your men that question. They were raised in Scotland. I’m sure they know how to fight.”

“I need someone who isn’t…emotionally involved.”

“Who won’t pull punches?”

“Right.”

He pointed at her baby belly. “Well, regardless, not until after you give birth. I’m all for people being kick-ass, as it were, but even I am not cold enough to make a pregnant woman learn to fight with a sword when she doesn’t need to. Besides, were you not rather proficient with a gun in Maine?”

“I might not always have a gun.”

“I can almost guarantee you will rarely have a sword.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Aren’t you an expert at martial arts?”

“Not with a sword, I’m not.”

“You are wearily persistent.”

“Yes, I am.”

He smiled. “You will, believe it or not, find yourself quickly growing into your job.”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

“Of course.”

“I see you happy in the near future. Happier than you’ve been in a long damn while. It’s separate from this.”

His mask fell back into place. “Is this about earlier?”

“Why don’t you go by Amiago any more? She loved that name.”

“It hurts too much.”

She reached out and touched his face, stroked his cheek. “You torture yourself by staying close to her.”

“To keep her safe.”

“To keep yourself from moving on.”

“There is no more moving on.”

She offered him a kind smile. “Good night, Ryan.”



* * * *



Ryan dropped the barrier around himself and Elain before he returned to his condo in Atlanta, where upon his return he immediately headed for the kitchen and poured himself yet another stiff drink.

It wasn’t his first of the evening, and it likely wasn’t his last, either.

“Well?”

He turned to see Baba Yaga the matron standing there. “How much did you hear?”

She shrugged. “I can’t hear shit once you raise a barrier. You know that as well as I.”

“What does she know? Of your past, and of the others?”

“Not enough. To tell any of them everything at this point would likely bend or break their sanity. They know nothing of my early past or the lines. They need to grow into their roles, grow stronger, before that can be revealed to them.”

“But you’re sure?”

“Absolutely. I did the research and worked it back. They are all direct descendants.”

He swirled his drink around in his glass before taking another sip. “We have to tell them at some point. They need to know their heritage.”

“We could bring in your dear old Daddy to do the dirty work.” She practically spat the three words.

Ryan pointed at her with the hand holding the glass. “Bitterness will get you nowhere. Besides, if we go that route, we have to tell Callie and Gigi first, out of respect. It’s only right. I shall insist upon that.”

She crossed her arms as she leaned against the kitchen doorway. “Does he even give a shit? Really?”

“In his own way, yes. Keep in mind the responsibilities of his job. You yourself know sometimes tough love is called for. He understands his failings. I made those blatantly clear to him back when…” He sighed. “He understands he is no longer in charge of The Firm because he doesn’t make the soundest of decisions at times. He is too emotional.”

“Ha! Not a word I’d used to describe him.”

“He is, in his own way.”

“Kind of funny how he retired around the same period of time Abbey was killed, and Ellie and Charles Lyall were murdered, hmm?”

“Marston wasn’t responsible for Abbey’s murder. And he wasn’t working with Bera. That was all on her. Two unrelated incidents.”

Baba Yaga gave him time to take another swallow from his drink before her next question. “Why’d he pick me for this job? Why was I the lucky one? Didn’t he have a shitload of nameless others running around he could have tagged for this?”

“I don’t know any more than you do in that regard. I probably know even less than you do. It’s a topic he’s declined to discuss with me in the past. Although I dare say with the recent events he might be a little more…forthcoming. For the sake of the greater good.”

She glared at him. “I spent a lot of years hating him, you know that?”

“I don’t blame you.”

“Does your mother even know?”

He swirled his drink in his glass again. “She is aware of his past…dalliances, yes.”

Baba Yaga snorted. “Dalliances? That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”

“Many eons have passed. How long will you hold on to your bitterness?”

“As long as I need to. As long as Talgan still remains in my mind and heart.” She took hold of the amulet around her neck and disappeared.

Ryan waved his hand, setting a barrier in place around his condo. He’d had more than his fill of discussions that night, especially with Baba Yaga.

And not so much because of the woman, but because he still needed to digest everything they’d talked about earlier that night upon her return from her off-Earth journey.

All he wanted to do now was try to sleep, and not ponder the meaning of the visions Elain had seen, which he’d witnessed through her.

To keep his mind from wandering into emotionally dangerous territory after Elain’s revelations to him.

To avoid trying to second-guess the future in hopes of avoiding it, because that usually led to far worse problems.

A result he’d seen occur first-hand far too many times.


Chapter Five



Elain gave up all thoughts of trying to go back to sleep. Instead, since it was now going on close to four o’clock in the morning, she poofed herself into their bathroom, stripped, dumped the T-shirt and bathrobe into the clothes hamper, and climbed into the shower.

All while maintaining the “don’t wake them up” bubble around her.

To her surprise, it still worked.

As she stood there under the warm water, she tried to shut her brain off. Usually the only thing that managed to do that anymore was sex, but she was feeling anything but sexy right then. In fact, despite her Alpha mates’ abilities to edict her into feeling sexy if they wanted her to, she had a feeling she’d literally bite their heads off if they tried right at that moment. She had too much to think about, too much new information to digest to afford a distraction like that.

And I still don’t know what to name my baby.

No, Mercedes wasn’t on the short-list or even the long-list of names. She didn’t mind her baby having been Mercedes in her previous life, but Elain didn’t want to name her baby that. She was leaning heavily toward Ellie for her first name, honoring her mother-in-law who literally died with the intention of helping hide Elain and Maureen, her birth mother.

Ellie Maureen kept edging toward the top of the list, but still wasn’t smoothly rolling off Elain’s tongue.

Ellie Maureen Lyall, get your tail into this house right now!

Nope. Didn’t have an authoritarian, parental ring to it.

She’d also given thought to perhaps honoring one of her men’s three little sisters, all of whom died at the same time at the hands of a cockatrice. Colina, Adair, and Sulwen. She was partial to Adair, but still hadn’t decided.

She knew her men wouldn’t honestly care what she named their little girl. They were simply happy to become fathers.

For a second time, counting Connor.

Although, they were all in agreement Brodey didn’t get final naming rights, in case he came up with something colorful like Stabby McFluffykins.

It was only after she’d climbed out of the shower that she let the “stay asleep” bubble around her fade out. This being a working cattle ranch, it wasn’t uncommon for the men to rise before their morning alarm anyway.

Moments later, Brodey blearily stumbled his way into the bathroom. “Oh, hey, babe.” He gave her a quick kiss on his way over to the toilet. “Why are you up so early?”

“Couldn’t sleep. Wanted to walk around a little.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Not popping yet. Not today.” She made her way out of the bathroom and into their walk-in closet before Brodey could finish and get his paws on her for a better good-morning kiss. She didn’t want him trying to distract her or coax her back into bed.

The disappointment on his face would break her heart.

She did want coffee. After pulling on another long T-shirt and a clean bathrobe that wouldn’t bear the lingering scent of the cologne worn by the leader of what was collectively and incorrectly referred to as “Hell,” she ambled into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee brewing. Then she heard Connor begin to fuss and headed for his room.

Juju and Bea never moved from their comfy spots on the couches.

That’s the life.

Ironic that she envied them now, when not even two years earlier she’d been desperate to keep her job as an on-air reporter at the Venice TV station she’d been working at when she met the Lyall triplets.

This was a full-time job. Motherhood, plus the Triad, and being the Clan’s Seer.

And juggling three wolf-shifter men.

And…

She smiled when she picked Connor up. “Ready for the day, are we? You morning people have something wrong with you.” She rubbed noses with him, enjoying how he smiled and cooed at her.

He smelled like a wolf baby. Specifically, like a mix of her and Ain.

As he should, considering he had Gigi’s energy, as well as her own and Ain’s, running through him. And…

Ew.

He also smelled like he was in need of a fresh diaper.

After changing him, Elain carried him out to the kitchen and put him in his baby seat while she prepped his bottle. Brodey, now dressed for work, emerged from the bedroom first.

“There’s my little cowboy.” He scooped Connor out of the carrier and practically snatched the baby bottle from Elain’s hand to feed him.

She leaned against the counter and smiled as she watched him. “Fatherhood looks good on you, mister.”

His smile widened as he walked back to her and kissed her. “Love you, sweetheart. And yes, I will never again question you when you tell me something’s better than sex.”

“My sweet bonehead,” she teased, reaching up to ruffle his hair. “Remember you said that when we’re dealing with two sets of midnight feedings and diapers at the same time, and I elbow you out of a sound sleep to help.”

“Anytime, babe. You know that.” He stared down into his son’s face. “He’s a little miracle. And he’s all ours.”

She rubbed her arms against the chill that swept through her. Connor was a miracle, all right.

But Brodey could never learn how much of one he really was.



* * * *



With Elain so close to her due date, and with her father there to help out on the ranch, at least one of Elain’s men now stayed back at the house. They alternated days, and today was Ain’s turn.

After breakfast was over, everyone had cleared out, and her mom had taken over baby duties for the morning so Elain could get off her swelling ankles for a little while and rest, Ain joined Elain on the back lanai where she’d settled into one of the loungers.

“Thanks for being so patient with me and all of…this,” she said.

He wore a confused scowl. “Why wouldn’t I be patient? I love you.”

“I mean even in the beginning. I was grouchy and temperamental back then, and don’t think I don’t know it.”

He shrugged, a playful smile transforming his expression. “I’m not stupid enough to argue with my very pregnant Alpha wolf wife.”

Elain stared at the pool. “I think I figured out something else.”

Ain reached over and laced fingers with her. “What’s that, babe?”

“Why I was so bitchy and feisty when we first met. Prone to tantrums. Because I didn’t know anything about my shifter side, had no outlet for that energy other than sports. I always felt like I had this deep internal itch somehow. A driving focus. With no way to satisfy it. Then after high school and college I started working and really didn’t have much time for running or any of that anymore, and it sort of…built up. I didn’t know I was an Alpha. I spent a lot of time holding myself back so I didn’t come off as a ‘bitch’ at work, when the truth was that I really needed to be in charge.”

“I think that’s probably right. I sort of wondered that myself after we realized you were a shifter.”

“How did I go so many years without it coming out before?”

“Because you weren’t around shifters growing up. You were isolated. That was kind of the point, because had you been around other shifters, Rodolfo Abernathy would have located you long before he did.”

Elain gave an involuntary shudder at the mention of the man’s name.

He noticed, his whole body language changing as he watched her reaction. “I’m going to ask you something,” Ain softly said, “between you and me.”

“You can’t make that condition. You can’t lie to Brodey and Cail, and neither can I.”

“I know, but this can be filed under ‘Seer Says.’”

She shifted in the lounger to face him. “You, looking for a loophole?”

He smiled. “I know.” He finally met her gaze, his grey eyes piercing through her soul. “We were in Bolivia—”

“Fricking Bolivia.”

He chuckled. “Fricking Bolivia. We were there when Rodolfo died, weren’t we? When we went down there with Ortega so we could adopt Connor. Ortega held Rodolfo captive longer than he let on. Right?”

She swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

Ain had been sworn to secrecy as a mega-Clan Council member to not to mention to anyone that Rodolfo had been Ortega’s prisoner and had died. Not until Ortega himself brought it to the mega-Clan Council and publicly announced it. Which would hopefully happen in the next couple of weeks.

“No one’s told Brighton any of this, have they?” she asked. “I don’t want him spreading this rumor when we promised Ortega to let him break the news.”

“No. Everyone’s been sworn to secrecy, and no one will dare break a pact with the mega-Clan.” Ain composed his thoughts. “But I’m no idiot,” he continued. “I know Ortega and his brothers were probably torturing Rodolfo for a while, longer than they’ve let on.” His tone darkened. “Not that I blame them. Except that they didn’t let me have a whack at him, too.”

Deep discomfort filled her. “Yeah?”

He leveled his gaze at her. “Seer to Clan council member. Do you have direct personal knowledge of how Rodolfo died?”

“Yes,” she whispered. She couldn’t lie to him. She might not have to answer him, which would be an answer in and of itself, but because he was her mate, she couldn’t lie to him.

He frowned. “Does Ortega know exactly how Rodolfo died?”

Her heart pounded, thudding in her chest. “No.”

He squeezed her hand. “Okay.” He settled back in his chair and stared at the pool.

It took her a moment to realize that was…it. “That’s all?” She was thinking about her conversation earlier that morning with Ryan.

And about what she’d done for Mai and her men without them knowing it.

Hopefully, she could get through things without them ever knowing her direct involvement.

“I can hear your pulse, Elain. Your breathing. You’re tense and scared. I feel it. I don’t want to push you into a corner where being my mate contradicts being our Seer. If at any time there is ever anything else you’d like to tell me, under the umbrella of Seer to Clan council member, then I hope you would understand that you can tell me and I would hold your confidence.” He focused on her again.

Ain’s soul was no longer darkened by the burden of what he’d done so many years ago. Elain had erased his memory of accidentally killing the cockatrice infant when she’d performed the spell to remove his knowledge of Marston and Rodolfo and all of that from Ain as part of clearing his memories and rewriting them to protect Connor.

But it was as if…

“Seer to Clan council member?” she asked.

“Yes. I do not have to reveal the secrets our Seer gives to me. Not even to my brothers.” He smiled that smile, the one that always melted her. “Seer Says. I can’t lie to them, but they also won’t push me if I tell them it’s not something I can talk about. Not anymore, they won’t. As you and Lina like to joke, perk of the rank.”

She clumsily sat up and moved to his lounger, taking a moment to get her baby belly and herself situated, curled in his arms, draped over his body, her lungs filled with the scent of him, his heart beating in her ear.

“I’m scared,” she whispered. “I don’t want to become like her.”

“Baba Yaga?”

“Yeah.”

“You have a good heart, a good soul. No matter what you say, I will never be afraid of you. Seer or not, Triad or not, you are above all my mate, my One. The mother of my children. I will love you ’til my very last breath, and I will never fear you.”

“I knew Rodolfo was there,” she admitted. “That Ortega had him. I went to Bolivia before, when I took my solo road-trip to Maine. I flew down there to talk to Ortega, because I knew he had Rodolfo and I wanted to see Rodolfo face-to-face. To see the bogeyman in a cage. As Ortega’s Clan’s Seer, I swore to keep his secret.”

“Lacey went to Bolivia, too, didn’t she? Her little unexplained vacation?”

“Yeah. Seer Says again. It was a personal trip for her.”

Elain knew she needed to stay away from the topic of Marston/Martin and Connor’s true origins, for fear of jarring loose the spell she’d placed on Ain.

“Ortega told Lacey he had Rodolfo,” Elain added. “Rodolfo killed Lacey’s cousin, Colleen, a Seer. That’s why it was so personal for her. Colleen was like a sister to her.”

“Was it Lacey who killed Rodolfo?”

“No.” Another sigh escaped her.

He didn’t press for more details. They sat there in an easy silence for several minutes without him speaking or interrupting her thoughts.

“I did it,” Elain finally admitted. “It was after you and I arrived and were settled in our room for the night. You were asleep. I figured out…” She realized this meant being forced to admit to him she had a new power he didn’t yet know she had, unless she trod carefully.

“I figured out where Rodolfo was. Where in the dungeon they were torturing him. I wanted to look into his mind for myself, see directly from him what it took to drive someone to the point of utter evil and madness. Get answers I’d been wanting ever since I found out about what and who I am and why Maureen died.”

“Did you find those answers?”

“Yes.”

“Can you share them?”

“Seer Says?”

“Seer Says.”

She felt it was safe admitting this much to him. “It wasn’t just one thing that warped him, but a long progression of events, including how he was raised. The first point of madness was that he didn’t know about his cockatrice lineage. His birth mother was murdered by his father right after Rodolfo was born. She didn’t bleed out following childbirth—he slit her throat. Rodolfo didn’t know that until the day he told his father he’d met and marked his One. His father went batshit, told him why he’d insisted on pure Alpha wolf lines, and then ordered Rodolfo to leave for a few days and never speak of her again. And he…”

She remembered it, the images she’d seen, like watching a TV show. “Rodolfo’s father murdered her. It broke Rodolfo’s heart and snapped his sanity. Later, when he met Mercedes’ mother, he didn’t know she was a cockatrice. She used dark magick, a spell to occlude herself and fool him. He fell in love with her and she got pregnant and had an Alpha wolfatrice girl.”

“Mercedes?”

“Yeah. Then she used Mercedes to bait Rodolfo. Rodolfo just wanted his daughter. He wanted to raise her, to love her. But then Mercedes’ mother fell from a cliff and died.”

Ain scowled. “He didn’t murder her?”

“It was an accident. He had loved her, magick or not, and still didn’t want to believe she’d tricked him. That finished off what few shreds of decency remained in Rodolfo. He’d lived under his father’s thumb for so long, it’s like what little good was left in his soul gave up and rolled over, and from that point on…”

“He went to the Dark Side and made Darth Vader look like a Teletubbie.”

“Basically. Yeah.”

“How did you do it? Or would you rather not tell me? You don’t have to.”

“I don’t know how I did it.” She thought about it. “When I finished going through his thoughts and knew I had all the pertinent information I needed, I told him I forgave him. That it was time for him to rest and be at peace. And I just…”

She swallowed. “It was like sending out a pulse of energy to short-circuit his brain. Painlessly, like turning off a light switch. I didn’t want him to suffer any longer. And he went. I sent his soul to the Ether and he was finally at peace.”

“You forgave him?”

“Yeah.” She closed her eyes and breathed in Ain’s comforting scent. “I felt like part of me had to. Not absolving him for what he did, but forgiving him. For me. I don’t want that kind of darkness eating me up for the rest of my life.”

Ain nuzzled the top of her head. “That, my mate, is why you will never be like Baba Yaga.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Forgiveness. It takes a strong woman to forgive when no one would have blamed you for torturing him a bit yourself. What happened to Mercedes’ baby?”

“She’s…safe.”

“The baby’s part cockatrice, though. Shouldn’t we be worried about that?”

“Not really, no. She’s only part cockatrice through her mother’s side. The cockatrice shifting genes apparently pass through the father, and the baby’s father is a full-blooded wolf. And Mercedes was part Alpha wolf. So the baby is far more wolf than cockatrice, in all the ways that matter.”

Elain looked up at him again. “Besides, considering the debt of gratitude this family owes Mercedes for saving Jim’s life, that shows me her soul was not evil, regardless of her heritage.”

“I don’t disagree with you there.” He nuzzled the top of her head again. “When do we tell Brodey and Cail about our baby?”

“Huh?”

“About Mercedes.”

“I don’t know. Soon.”

“I’ll let you handle it. Unless you want me to.”

“I’ll do it.”

A comfortable silence surrounded them for a few minutes before Ain spoke again. “She’s being hidden in fricking Bolivia, too, isn’t she? Mercedes’ baby?”

“Yes. Protected and loved and being cared for by wonderful people.”

Technically that wasn’t a lie, either. Ortega and Lucy and the other Montalvos were wonderful people.

“I know there’s a bubble of…something….in my memories. I don’t want to know why. I feel…I can’t explain it. I don’t know if it’s because of Connor, or because we’re about to be parents again, or because you’re at peace over Rodolfo, or why. I feel lighter. I feel like for the first time in maybe decades, or even centuries, something’s gone that was there. But I do want to know this—Lacey knows about the baby, Mercedes’ baby, doesn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“Why is that baby so important to Lacey?”

This couldn’t hurt to tell him.

She hoped. “Because she’s Colleen reincarnated.”

He digested that for a moment. “Martin’s daughter’s name is…” He went silent.

“Was that a question?”

“No.” He kissed the top of her head again. “I know there are things I should leave alone. That I’ll be happier that way. But please try to promise me something.”

“Yeah?”

“If there’s ever anything I need to know—anything—that has to do with keeping you, keeping my brothers, or keeping our children safe, or anyone else close to us, that you’ll tell me. Even if it’s painful, and even if it makes me remember things best left in the past.”

And this was why he was the Prime. She looked up at him. “I promise.”

“Because the weight of an easy conscience won’t be any comfort if I don’t do everything in my power to keep my pack safe.”

“Thank you for being so patient with me those first few weeks we were together. I know I was a handful.”

“Thank you for trusting us, sweetheart. And thank you for forgiving me for my heavy-handed ways, and for being an idiot and nearly getting myself killed.” His tone darkened. “I still owe Brodey and Cail a beating for doing what they did to you before we mated. I feel horrible you suffered.”

She poked him in the chest. “Okay, for starters, that was nearly two years ago. Also, it wasn’t exactly…suffering. Not like I was in pain.”

“I wanted our mate to choose freely.”

She reached up and caught his chin, making him look her in the eyes. “I did choose freely. I thought we’d settled this.” Maybe the spell she’d thrown on him had accidentally created a few unexpected side effects?

He shrugged. “I can’t help the way I feel.”

“I cannot imagine my life without you three hunks in it. Think of it this way, we were fated to meet. Seriously. Between me being an Alpha, and the Triad stuff, the Seer stuff—it’s our bond that helps make me so powerful. It’s what helps generate the magick. Just like Lina said when she got together with Rick and Jan. That’s when her powers activated. And Mai, she’s another example.”

“But Jim’s a human.”

“Doesn’t matter. Plus Mai sort of got a jump-start from taking on Callie’s powers.”

“I’m still not sure I’m okay with what Baba Yaga did with BettLynn and the Beasts.”

“It’s sweet, when you think about it. They loved her before, and they’ll love her again.”

“It took their free will.”

“I would agree with you if they hadn’t been who they were in past lives. Lina and Zack’s first life together, for example. But even that was prophecy. So it was different. They still have free will to not be together, if they so choose. It just makes it easier for them to find each other and be together, if that’s what they choose.”

“Do you really believe in all of the prophecy stuff? Or is it just bullshit someone slapped together?”

“Someone meaning Baba Yaga?”

“Exactly.”

Elain stared at the puffy clouds floating in a clear blue sky above them. “I don’t know,” she said. “Part of me wants to believe it.”

“Why?”

“Because it says we’ll defeat the evil. That’s good, right?”

“True.”

The baby kicked and Ain felt it.

He chuckled, laying a hand on Elain’s stomach. “I wonder which of us is the father?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I know it doesn’t matter. We’re all her fathers. I’m just curious.”

Elain laid her hand over his, lacing fingers with him. Beneath his hand she felt movement again, the baby’s foot or hand pressing against her increasingly confining temporary housing.

Elain closed her eyes and opened her mind, letting her consciousness travel through her body, into what she now knew was dubbed the Ether. Looking around into Mercedes’ soul, she found herself standing in their bedroom on that night, unseen, an observer as she and her men made love.

The night she got pregnant.

Elain didn’t know if this was something she was supposed to be able to do or not, but she reached out, listening more with her mind than with her ears.

After a moment, she opened her eyes and tipped her face up to look at him. “Prime first, right?”

He grinned. “Really?”

“Really.” Besides, when she thought back to that night, it’d been Ain in the “prime” location, so to speak. The baby had to be his.

He let out a breathtakingly adorable sigh. “I mean, I would have loved her regardless, obviously. Just like I love Connor. It doesn’t matter. It’s just—”

“It’s been a long time, and you never thought you’d even see the day you’d have your One, much less a baby. This is just the icing on the cake.”

“Yeah.” He gently rubbed noses with her. “I’m not exaggerating when I say that, regardless of whatever happens down the road, I’ve never been happier in my life than I am at this exact moment.”

“Then trust me when I say I’ve never been happier in my life than this moment, either.”



* * * *



Mai and Lina stopped by a little while later, while Ain and Elain were still on the lanai. Elain could tell from the tense set of their shoulders that they needed to talk shop.

Ain carefully disengaged himself from Elain and stood. “I think I’ll head inside for a couple of minutes,” he said. “If you need me, holler.”

“You’re a good egg,” Lina teased.

“I can tell a business meeting when I see it.” He playfully waggled a finger at Elain. “Just don’t stress yourself out too much.”

Elain wasn’t sure she’d have any say in that matter, but as she got herself resituated in the lounger, her friends took up seats next to each other on the one she’d occupied earlier.

“What’s up?” Elain asked.

Lina nudged Mai. “You had it. You tell it.”

“I had another vision last night. A pretty powerful one. When me and the guys were…” She cleared her throat as her cheeks grew pink. “When we were—”

“When they tag-teamed her,” Lina snarked for the assist.

Elain struggled to keep a barrier around her thoughts and hoped that she hadn’t just fucked up her friendship with Mai. “About?”

“The nuclear bomb.”

Relief filled Elain. On the heels of that came guilt that her relief was at the expense of Mai having a likely horrific vision of a nuclear holocaust. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Mai laced her fingers together. “Same shit, different day. But I’m guessing that since I had it, it means we haven’t changed anything yet.”

“If we could figure out what city, we might be able to track down nests in the area and work it backward.”

“I know. Once I realized it was one of those dreams while I was in it, I did my damnedest to try to get a clue about where I was. Nothing. I really need to work on my lucid dreaming skills, I guess.”

“Street names?”

“Nope.” She let out a snort. “There was a Walgreens. That only narrows it down to about several dozen thousand cities.”

Elain smiled. “I’m not sure that’s a real number.”

Mai yawned. “See?” she mumbled. “That’s how exhausted I am. I’m making up my own units of measurement now.”

“Sort of like metric shit-tons.” She tossed it to Lina. “What about you?”

“Nope. Nothing. But I didn’t get laid last night, either.” Her smile faded. “I was too tired. I spent too much time with my head in those old books of Bertholde’s yesterday, trying to see if I could dig up anything to help us figure this shit out.”

“Nothing new?” Elain asked.

“Nope. We need to work on that vision,” Lina said. “I mean, I know you have a lot on your plate and all, but we’ve got to work it in somehow. As the Triad. We’re off-the-charts crazy powerful together, and I have a disturbing feeling the clock is literally ticking.”

“I totally agree,” Elain said. “My men might not like it, but we need to see if we can’t come up with a way to figure this out.”

Lina leaned in and dropped her voice. “Frankly? I’m thinking that when we figure out who does it, we go ahead and find them and kill them. Just keep it between ourselves, take care of it, and don’t look back.”

Lina glanced at Mai before returning her focus to Elain. “No one needs to ever be the wiser. I’ll gladly take point and say that the person met with an ‘untimely end’ and the vision is now moot, badda-bing, badda-boom, problem solved.” She brushed her hands together and held them up. “Seer Says.”

Mai looked a little green around the gills at that suggestion, Elain noticed, but knew it was far too soon to be morning sickness kicking in.

“I hate to say this at the risk of sounding like a sociopath, but I agree,” Elain said. “Also, at the risk of sounding like Baba Yaga, we need to shut their shit down.”

“I don’t know if I can do that,” Mai said. “Not without cause.”

“We’ll have cause,” Lina argued. “And absolutely I think the three of us need to be in agreement that whoever we identify is in fact the guilty one. I’m not talking just randomly blowing someone up because we have a suspicion. But we’re three pretty smart broads. I don’t see how we can’t come to a unanimous consensus with our powers about someone’s guilt or innocence.”

Mai finally nodded. “As long as we’re sure.”

“We will be,” Elain said. “With the power the three of us have, we’ll definitively know, one way or another.”

“I’d rather kill one person and prevent a catastrophe,” Lina said, “than to spare one person’s life and watch a bunch of innocent people die. I would also feel zero guilt and give zero fucks about anyone’s opinion on the matter.”

Elain agreed with her friend, but it reinforced a thought.

That’s exactly why I can never let Lina know about Marston.


Chapter Six



All three men went with Elain the next day to see Dr. Alberto for Connor’s second well-baby exam. As they sat in the exam room and waited for the doctor, Elain wouldn’t deny that she worried about what the test results might show.

While in Elain’s heart she knew what Gigi had done meant Connor would appear to be a completely normal non-shifting wolf baby, it didn’t mean Elain wasn’t paranoid.

Considering everything their family had been through recently, she thought feeling paranoid was completely justified and a very wise move.

“Relax, babe,” Brodey said as he took a turn holding Connor. “He’s perfectly fine.”

It was sweet that her men seemed to never want to leave Connor alone for a second if the baby wasn’t asleep, or sometimes even if he was. If one of her men was free, they wanted to hold their son, feed him, talk to him, play with him, rock him.

Even change diapers.

It warmed her heart.

It also terrified Elain even more that, if the secret ever got out, they might hate Connor…and her.

Elain actually flinched when the door opened and Dr. Alberto walked in, carrying her laptop and wearing a smile. “How are we doing today?”

“You tell me,” Elain said.

“Well, I went through all his test results and everything looks normal. He seems to be a perfectly healthy baby. A little on the large side for his age in terms of weight and length, but still well within average standards. Shifter babies tend to blow the bell curve to hell, anyway, so it’s not like I’m concerned.”

Relief swept through Elain as her men took over asking rapid-fire questions, stuff Elain already knew from having attended appointments with Mai for BettLynn. Their doctor patiently humored the first-time fathers, obviously used to this with other new fathers, human and shifter alike, surely.

By the time the three men finished asking their questions, Elain felt physically drained. Cail had ended up holding Connor while Elain sat in one of the chairs and felt…well, sort of explodey. Not in a ragey kind of way, but like she was afraid her stomach was going to actually explode.

“You know,” Dr. Alberto said, “since we’ve got you here anyway, how about we get you changed into a gown and I take a quick peek under your hood?”

Elain arched an eyebrow at her. “I’m very, very pregnant. What more do you need to know?”

Ain cleared his throat and arched an eyebrow at Elain, apparently warning her he was about to break out an edict on her ass.

Elain huffed. “Fine.” She held out an arm for Brodey to help haul her out of the chair.

Dr. Alberto let out a chuckle. “Just your bottoms, not your shirt.” She walked over to a cabinet and pulled out a sheet. “I’ll come back in a minute. Just want to see if you’ve started to dilate at all.”

Cail stepped out of the way with the baby while Brodey and Ain helped Elain get her shoes and shorts and underwear off, climb up on the table, and spread the sheet over her lap.

“What’s wrong, babe?” Brodey asked.

“Seriously? Seriously?” She pointed at her stomach. “I’m grouchy and huge and not in a good mood.”

“Sorry.”

She hated that he looked hurt.

Taking a deep breath, Elain reined in her irritation. “Brod, I know you guys are excited about this, but I’m kind of the one doing the heavy lifting here. Literally. I apologize in advance for anything I say until I’m feeling back to myself, but I’m miserable and don’t seem able to go more than a few hours without peeing myself now. This is not fun for me. I’m starting to look at it as a necessary evil, and apparently that’s pretty normal, too.”

“Mom nearly castrated Dad a few times there toward the end before Joss was born,” Cail said with a smile. “You’d think she was a wolf shifter the way she’d go after him.”

Brodey held her hand. “Sorry, babe.” He nuzzled it, pressing it against his cheek. “This is new to us. All of this. I wish I could make this easier for you.”

She pointed to Connor in Cail’s arms. “Having him was done the easy way.”

Well, as far as any of her men knew. “I mean, on our end it was.” She laid her head back and closed her eyes. “Sorry. I’m grouchy. I admit it.”

Dr. Alberto knocked before re-entering the room. After a quick check, she declared Elain fine and not at all dilated.

“Any tips for me on not ripping their heads off?” Elain asked her.

Dr. Alberto smiled at the men. “Humor her and spoil her rotten,” she said. “This is very normal. You guys got to have a few minutes of fun, meaning nine months of work for her. Just keep that in mind when you’re feeling a little aggravated at her mood.”

Elain wouldn’t deny she was a little pleased to see her men had the decency to look somewhat abashed.

Even Prime Alpha Ain.

Once they were out of there and back on the road home to Arcadia, Cail spoke up. “I’m sorry if I’m coming off as overwhelming you, sweetheart. I’m just…speaking for myself, I’m really excited.”

Elain sat in the back again, next to Connor, her head tipped against the seat, eyes closed. “I know. But I’m exhausted. There’s one of me, three of you, and the little guy. And a new one on the way soon. I know you’re not trying to exhaust me, but with everything else on my plate, I’m flat worn out.”

“Sorry,” all three men parroted.

It was cute, in a way.

It also made her feel guilty for whining. “I don’t want apologies. I’m not…well, I am complaining, but I don’t mean to complain.”

“I’ll put it out there again,” Ain said. “If you want, we’ll sell out. Liquidate the ranch. Either stay here or move to Maine. Your choice. And we’ll pitch in and help you with the kids, take over the housework, everything, so you can focus on being a Seer.”

That finally prompted Elain to open her eyes. “No. That’s not what I want, especially with Mai, Mom, and Lina living here. I like it here. I simply feel overwhelmed right now. I also hate sounding like a whiny, broken record about that.”

“You’re not whiny,” the three men said in unison.

That made her chuckle. “You are very sweet, adorable dads-to-be. I truly appreciate the effort on your parts that it takes to put up with hormonal me.” She stared out the window at the landscape speeding by as they drove south on I-75.

“Two years ago, I never would have dreamed I’d be here. A mate, a mom. A mom-to-be. My dad. A big sister.” She closed her eyes again. “I look back on it and it feels like the blink of an eye, and yet it feels like I’ve lived eons. No, I wouldn’t change most everything we’ve been through, although I know even the ‘bad’ crap helped get us here.”

Brodey reached across Connor’s car seat and laced fingers with her. “We’re always here for you, babe. You know that.”

“I know. When I think about everything you guys have gone through in your lives, I feel guilty for bitching and moaning.”

“Please don’t feel guilty,” Ain said.

They fell into a comfortable silence again for a little while. “I’d love for us to take a family vacation in the near future,” she said. “Just the five of us. Us and the kids. Go somewhere that doesn’t involve shifter political meetings or Seer shit or cockatrice kidnappings. Someplace normal. I want normal.”

“You have three mates, babe,” Cail gently teased. “That’s not normal.”

“You know what I mean. Someplace where we don’t have to look over our shoulders the whole time. Where I can have a conversation that isn’t interrupted twenty times by people coming up to me with their babies and asking me about them. Or asking me for my opinion. Or me having to hunt someone down because I realize I had a vision about them and need to tell them what I saw.”

She stared out the window again. “Or me being afraid to so much as shake hands with someone for fear of having a vision about them. I want a vacation where the only decision I have to make is what restaurant we are going to for dinner.”

A bone-deep weariness had set in. Rationally, she knew it was in no small part due to her pregnancy. That was a given.

The delayed stress reaction from fricking Bolivia. Rodolfo.

Worry about her secrets getting out.

Worry about Mai’s pregnancy.

Well, there was one solo burden she could unshoulder. “If I tell you guys something, will you promise me to keep it a secret?”

“Depends on what it is,” Ain said.

“Nothing bad, and nothing to do with the mega-Clan. It’s sort of funny. But you can’t tell anyone until the obvious time it’s okay to tell.”

“What is it?” Ain asked.

She turned away from the window. “Mai’s pregnant.”

Cail actually turned in his seat to look back at her. “She is? That’s great! Why hasn’t she told anyone yet?”

Elain smiled. “She doesn’t know yet. It just happened.” Elain decided to leave her part in the process out of it.

And who Mai’s baby had once been.

Brodey chuckled. “BettLynn will be a big sister. That’s awesome.”

Ain’s reaction was a little more guarded. “Why is this a secret?”

“Because I want her to find out first before anyone else knows. If she doesn’t discover it soon enough, I’ll tell her.”

“And our Clan grows again,” Brodey said.

“Yep.”

“What about Lina?” Cail asked. “Any surprises for her yet?”

“Not yet.” Her smile faded. “I wish we could get a handle on that damn nuclear bomb vision. Mai dreamed about it again.”

Brodey gently squeezed her hand. “Let’s not talk about that today unless you have to, huh? I want today to be a happy day. I want you to not be stressed.”

“I’m thinking about it even if I’m not talking about it. ‘Perk’ of the rank. It’s always there in the back of my mind. What do we have to do to derail that damn vision. It’s something I can’t not think about.”

“We’ll handle it,” Ain said. “I know it. I refuse to think in any other terms. Kitty said this morning that they have a line on another nest operating out in western Canada. They’re going to go take care of that. She’s supposed to give Lina a call tonight to see if she wants to come with and help them out.”

Elain smiled. “That’ll keep her distracted.”

“She’s not going to want to,” Cail said. “She has been talking non-stop about not missing the burrito’s grand entrance.”

“I wish she’d get more confidence in her poofy skills,” Elain said. “Then it wouldn’t be an issue.” That skirted close to—but still avoided—the topic of how she herself had apparently mastered the poofy skills already.

“You’ll all get there soon enough,” Brodey said. He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. “I wish there was a way I could protect you better.”

“You have to stop worrying about that.”

He grimly smiled. “I can’t. Perk of the rank.”



* * * *



When they returned home to Arcadia, Elain desperately needed a nap. Cail took over care of Connor while Brodey and Ain headed out to check on the ranch operations. They’d already lined up extra help and authorized overtime for the ranch hands for the two weeks immediately after the baby was born.

Elain wasn’t sure she could stand having all three of her men around and on top of her like that for that long. Her mom, Mai, and Lina, yes. Absolutely. They were moms who knew what to do, how to do it, and instinctively knew when to leave Elain alone and give her space.

But her guys would need that bonding time with their baby, so Elain would do her best to keep her hormones and emotions in check and let them have that time.

They needed it. Not just as dads, but to heal their souls from all the years of pain and loneliness they’d suffered.

Besides, how many women are lucky enough to have three dang guys who want to help raise their kids? I’m lucky, and I need to quit bitching.

She closed her eyes and tried to get comfortable in bed, but it was difficult. Everything felt difficult now, with her enormous baby belly and barely constrained emotions.

Another thing she wasn’t fond of, the feeling of being just on the edge of out of control.

Especially now that she knew a fraction of what she was capable of. If she could kill with her powers…

It terrified her. She never wanted to accidentally blow her cool and hurt or kill someone who didn’t deserve hurting or killing.

Especially her friends, family, or her men.

Or her children.

Or someone like Brighton who, while she’d originally gone to bat for him with her men for them to accept their slightly off-kilter brother and not give him any grief, she was now ready to make him disappear.

Something about the way he acted, and especially the way he gave her father dirty looks, was really beginning to grate on Elain’s very last nerve.

I have to take up meditation or something.

Elain eventually dozed. When she awakened, she smelled something good cooking and heard voices out in the living room. After barely making it to the bathroom in time, Elain waddled out to find her men and her parents fixing dinner and taking care of Connor. Joss was asleep on a blanket on the floor.

“There’s our sleepyhead,” Cail said with a smile as he pulled a chair out for her at the dining room table. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Has he eaten yet?” She pointed to where Connor was asleep on Ain’s shoulder.

“Just did,” Cail assured her. “And you missed Brodey getting a lesson in careful diapering.”

Brodey was shirtless, she noticed.

“Squirted?” she asked.

Brodey shrugged, but his playful smile told her he didn’t mind. “Lesson learned. I wasn’t quite fast enough. Hey, I’ll take that over having my arm buried inside a cow up to my shoulder.” He returned to the kitchen.

Elain realized she missed it when Mai, Micah, Jim, Lina, and all of the dragon brood weren’t there for meals. Sometimes, yes, she needed peace and quiet.

But times like this, it was nice to have their extended family all together. It was a mentally and emotionally comforting feel to be surrounded by the people she loved.

“What’s wrong?” Cail asked.

“Just…thoughts.” She offered him a smile. “Lots and lots of thoughts rattling around in my brain.” That’s when she realized who was absent, the person whose presence she hadn’t initially missed. “Where’s Brighton?”

Cail shrugged. “Said he had stuff to do. He left a while ago. Told us he’d grab dinner out.”

“Oh.” Elain felt slightly guilty that she was more than a little relieved he wasn’t home. “Okay.”

Cail cocked his head. “Babe?”

“Pregnancy hormones.” That was a good loophole, and not even technically a lie, either.

Cail leaned in. “If he’s getting to be too much for you—”

“I’ll tell you,” she promised.

“I know he can be difficult to tolerate. I honestly can’t believe you haven’t asked us to throw him out yet.”

“He’s your brother.”

“He’s a nut.”

She reached out and gently squeezed his hand. “I’ll be fine,” she assured him, bound and determined to take the high road. “Brighton is family.”

“So’s Marston Hill,” Cail griped. “Doesn’t mean we need him around.”

Elain quickly changed the subject. “What’s for dinner?”

Another cock of his head. “Babe?” he softly asked.

She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Pregnancy hormones.”

At least she’d still have that excuse for a little while yet. Once she’d delivered their baby, she’d have to come up with another loophole.

Or maybe, if she was lucky, Brighton would move out into his own place once there were two loud newborns in the house waking everyone up for middle of the night feedings and make it a moot point.

Somehow, she suspected it wouldn’t be that easy.


Chapter Seven



Over the next few days, Brighton—fortunately—made himself scarce around the house. If he wasn’t accompanying one of the brothers, he was off doing his own thing. He said he was looking at houses, but Elain got the distinct impression he was hiding something.

The other annoying thing to Elain about this stage of being pregnant—well, other than dealing with Brighton, and not being able to see her feet, and feeling like she was carrying a blimp in her stomach—was that no one would let her do anything.

That, and she could accidentally pee herself without even breaking a sweat.

Now less than a week until her due date, Elain realized her men were hovering closer than ever…and at the same time saying as little as possible around her.

Probably because she found herself practically growling every other word out of her mouth in irritation. She was over being pregnant, and she was over the near constant attention and total lack of privacy.

It was only a welcomed surprise distraction that morning that took Elain’s mind off her immediately pressing issue.

And by pressing she meant what felt like a two-ton baby squashing her bladder while playing kickball with it.

Elain was seated at the kitchen table, sipping her second cup of coffee of the morning, when Mai appeared in Elain’s kitchen.

Simply…appeared.

Poof.

Seemed to surprise the heck out of Mai, too, because she was facing the wall and let out a sudden cry of shock that made Juju and Bea both come running, sliding around the corner into the kitchen.

Fortunately, Elain had already set her coffee mug on the table, so when she’d flinched she didn’t spill any.

“Well, hello, there, stranger.”

Mai turned, her eyes wide, making Elain laugh. Mai held her hands up and stared at them. “I’m…here.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Here!”

“Yes?”

“In your kitchen!”

“Yes, you are. Congratulations. And where’s BettLynn?”

“How’d I get here? I was standing in my kitchen, and thinking that I needed to check in on you this morning and see how you were doing and—”

“You must have poofed. Here you are.”

“Here I am.”

“And where’s BettLynn?”

“She’s…” Mai’s gaze widened even more—which Elain didn’t think was possible—and she let out a horrified gasp.

“Congrats, sweetie.” Elain lifted her mug in a salute. “You can do the poofy thing now.”

Mai bolted out of the kitchen while Elain softly chuckled.

Well, that was fun.

Elain’s cell phone was sitting on the kitchen counter and started ringing, Jim’s ringtone. Presumably he would sound panicked and be asking if she’d seen Mai. But Elain didn’t want to haul her fat butt up out of her chair to get her phone, and it was too far away for her to reach.

She also didn’t dare risk poofing it to her, even though she’d practiced that a few times, too. Poofing items to her, when alone, so she wouldn’t have to haul her pregnant self up from whatever comfy position she’d finally managed to get herself into.

After three rings, her phone went silent.

Good, because I didn’t feel like getting up.

Her mom walked in. “Did I just hear Mai in here?”

“Yep.”

She looked around. “I never heard the front door open when she came in.”

Elain leaned back. “I think Mai just figured out she can do something new.”

“Do I want to know?”

“I have a feeling everyone will know shortly.”

Which was a relief, because it meant she would finally be able to start doing it, too.

Well, openly doing it.

Brighton chose that moment to walk into the kitchen, making Elain suppress her groan. She forced herself onto her feet. “I need to go check on Connor.”

“Oh, he’s asleep, sweetie,” her mom said. “I just checked on him and Joss, both.”

“I also need to go to the bathroom,” Elain said, not meeting Brighton’s gaze.

He, above everyone else, was getting on her nerves. But after the fuss she’d made upon his arrival about her men not picking on him, it would be just a touch hypocritical of her not to try to tolerate him.

Cail walked in. “Did I hear Mai?”

Elain turned sideways in the increasingly crowded kitchen to ease herself through the doorway and past Cail. “Yes.” She headed for their bedroom, Cail doing an about-face to follow her.

“Don’t need your help going tinkle, Cail.”

She sensed him come to a halt behind her.

Elain reached for the bedroom doorknob just as Brodey opened the door on his way out. “Hey, ba—”

“Move. Move. Move!” She was dancing back and forth now, the bathroom excuse no longer an excuse as Brodey seemed incapable of getting.

The fuck.

Out of her way.

She finally plowed past him and charged toward the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind her.

The code all her men understood at this point in her pregnancy meant do not come in unless they politely knocked and asked first.

And even then, maybe not.

Maybe I should get them all neutered.

As she finally made her goal in time, she sighed with relief. No, she didn’t want to neuter her guys. Yes, she did—probably—want more kids in the future.

But this part of the pregnancy she was enjoying…not at all.

When she finally emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later and returned to the kitchen, her mom had Elain’s cell phone in her hand.

“Mai called. She’s back home.”

“Of course she is. She only lives on the other side of the yard.”

“She said she poofed?”

“That would be my guess, based upon what I saw, yes.”

“Jim is understandably freaked out.”

“I would think so.” Elain slid back into her chair and picked up her mug of coffee.

Brighton had, unfortunately, taken the chair directly across the table from Elain. She gave him a wide, fake grin, using lots of teeth. “Good morning.”

He nodded. “Good morning. How are you?”

“Haven’t pissed my pants yet, so still a good day, so far.” She’d opt for thinly disguised antagonism and blame it on pregnancy hormones.

“What is it, exactly, that Mai did, then?” Brighton asked.

Elain sat back and wondered if this was the verbal jousting part of whatever point Brighton seemed to refuse to want to get to.

“Back in Maine, when Aliah shot Mai while we were rescuing Lacey, Callie threw her energy into Mai to save Mai’s life and heal her. It passed Callie’s powers to Mai as a result. One of the things that Callie, Gigi, and Baba Yaga can do is what we dubbed the ‘poofy thing’. Materialize when and where they wanted. It’ll take Mai a while to learn how to do it reliably. Lina can already do it as part of her goddess gig powers, but she hasn’t mastered that yet and still can’t do it reliably, or over long distances.”

“What about you?”

His direct gaze unsettled her, but she didn’t flinch. “What about me?”

“Can you do it?”

“Eventually, I’m sure I will.” She lifted her coffee mug to her lips without breaking eye contact with him and took a sip. “It’s only a matter of time.”

She didn’t know if it was her imagination or if Brighton’s gaze really narrowed a little.

He was about to start tap-dancing on her very last nerve, though.

Killing Brighton, baaad…self-control, goooood…

Just because his brothers couldn’t lie to him didn’t mean she had the same problem.

Plus Brodey and Cail were watching her like a couple of hawks, their gazes bouncing back and forth between her and Brighton like it was a tennis match.

Finally, Elain’s mom stepped in. “All right. Everyone with a penis and who is over the age of two years, get out of this kitchen. Right now.”

“What?” Cail asked.

Carla started shooing them out. “Elain needs space, and you guys aren’t giving it to her. You, too, Brighton. All three of you. Go on over to Mai’s house and let her feed you breakfast.”

Elain’s gaze still didn’t flinch from Brighton’s. He finally looked away first when Cail slapped him on the shoulder.

“Come on,” Cail said. “I need to run into town to get some stuff anyway. Let’s go grab breakfast there. Mom’s right, we’ve been hovering.”

“But what if she goes into labor while we’re gone?” Brodey protested.

“Town’s only twenty minutes away, if that,” Cail said. “Come on.”

Once it was just her mom, the babies, the dogs, and Elain, her mom smiled as she slid into the chair Brighton had occupied.

“Want me to ask Ain for you?”

“Ask him what?”

“To send Brighton on his way. Honestly? He needs to go. He’s getting on my nerves, and your father can’t stand him.”

“I don’t think he’s fond of Dad, either.”

“He’s not. If Brighton gives Liam one more of those fucking snide looks, I’m going to clock him myself.”

Her mom didn’t usually drop the F-bomb in such a casual way. “So it’s not just my imagination?” Which Elain already knew from discussions with Lina and Mai, but she’d hoped her parents hadn’t noticed.

“Not even close. I know the boys said Brighton took a few headers off horses, but it’s not just that. It’s more than that. I really feel like there’s something…unsettling about him. Like he’s looking for something. Something here. Frankly, I don’t want him around the babies.”

Elain thought about how Brighton had fixated on cockatrice hunting.

And the secret that she alone in her household knew about Connor.

“Agreed,” Elain said. “We don’t want someone who might be unhinged around the babies.”

A scowl filled her mom’s face. “I didn’t say unhinged. Why did you say that? Did you see a vision about him or something?”

“Sorry, poor choice of words.”

Elain’s mom stared at her.

“Really poor choice of words,” Elain amended.



* * * *



Brighton let Brodey and Cail load him up and take him with them, even though town was the last place he wanted to go after what had happened that morning.

Still, it would have looked odd to refuse.

What he wanted to do was retreat to his room and continue his research, and be able to observe what was going on. If that coyote woman had similar powers as Elain, that likely meant she was just as much a danger to his brothers as Elain was.

Brighton knew the only way he could save his younger brothers from whatever dark forces had embedded themselves into their lives would be to get hard proof he could show them. Since it was their mate he was dealing with, Brighton knew only incontrovertible proof would sway their opinions.

He hated that it would break their hearts, but they’d see reason when he showed them.

Their sisters were murdered by the fecking cockatrice. He knew Liam Pardie had to be involved with the evil creatures here in the States. No way Pardie could have supposedly hidden from Rodolfo Abernathy for all of those years. More likely, he’d been involved with the man. Rodolfo Abernathy had too many contacts and too much money for someone to escape him for so many years.

And Brighton knew Rodolfo Abernathy bore the stink of the beasts in him, somewhere in his past bloodline.

Now just to find Rodolfo.

Convenient that Pardie had chased the man in Maine, and yet Abernathy, a much older wolf, had supposedly eluded him? And the jaguars? And was still on the run?

Doubtful. And highly convenient.

Then there was the matter of that Carl Shupe, who was a known cockatrice involved in several supposedly legitimate businesses in the Northeast. To date, that particular evil had managed to stay under Kitty Blackestone’s radar because Shupe wasn’t involved with a nest, and he didn’t get involved in things like meth operations. He also had a lot of money and protection afforded to him by that very same money.

He was on Brighton’s list of targets, but he wasn’t a priority.

Not yet, anyway.

It didn’t help that his sources told him Shupe was now indirectly inquiring about buying property in Arcadia.

What cockatrice in their right mind would purchase land near a stronghold of wolves if not assured of his safety amongst them?

Add all of that to the secrecy, the lies, the fact that Aindreas’ memory was altered…

Dark magick.

That’s what it had to be. Elain had to be the source of that darkness.

He would make sure it didn’t infect and spread throughout their family or their bloodline, even if it meant he had to take matters into his own hands.

“You’re awfully quiet this morning,” Cail said to him.

Brighton had climbed into the truck’s back seat. “Just a lot to think about right now.”

“Have you decided where you want to move to yet?” Brodey asked.

“Not yet. Still thinking about it. Probably nearby, I would imagine.” He forced a smile as he reached down and shifted his knapsack, where it sat on the floor, so he felt it against his leg. “My little brothers are fathers now. I certainly want to be around to be an uncle.”

He didn’t miss that Cail and Brodey exchanged a glance before facing front again.

Fine with him. He knew they thought he was barmy. Even better, because it meant he could do what he needed to do with minimal disturbances, because they would discount his actions until it was too late for them to stop him.



* * * *



Mai arrived—again—after breakfast, this time walking through the front door the normal way, and with BettLynn riding on her hip. After setting BettLynn down on the floor to play with Juju and Bea, Mai slid into a seat at the table with Elain and Elain’s mom, Carla.

“Well, that was an interesting way to start my morning,” Mai snarked.

“How’d Jim react?”

“You mean besides freaking out? Oh, wonderfully.”

“Sarcasm. I thought that was Lina’s superpower.”

“I’m cross-training.”

Carla snorted.

“So when do we want to start working on these powers?” Elain asked.

“Not until after you download your package,” Mai teased. “Let’s let life ease up a little first. You’ve got Connor and the little one to think about, not to mention your own mental health, with three guys to juggle. They’re going to be eagerly insatiable fathers for a while.”

Elain didn’t bother mentioning to Mai that she was now pregnant herself. She strongly suspected the spike in hormones probably triggered Mai’s accidental poofing earlier that morning.

Again, not that she’d mention it. Not yet.

Too soon.

“Life isn’t going to ease up,” Elain said. “Or have you forgotten what having a newborn is li—” Elain closed her eyes as she suddenly found herself sitting in a puddle of warm liquid. “Shit.”

“What?” her mom and Mai both asked.

Elain let out a sigh, opened her eyes, finished off her coffee, and then slowly lumbered to her feet. She pointed to Mai. “Please call Dr. Alberto for me.” She pointed at her mom. “Please call the guys for me. Brodey is going to ‘I told you so’ me over this for eternity.”

Elain started to take a step toward the kitchen doorway and then doubled over in pain. “Oh…holy…fuck. This baby isn’t going to wait until Tampa.”

Mai and Carla both swooped in, grabbing Elain’s arms and supporting her. “Just feels like that, sweetheart,” Carla assured her. “The pain makes you think it’s coming, and—”

Elain fought the urge to crush their arms as another contraction hit her. “No, I mean she’s coming now.”

“Oh, crap,” Mai said. “The baby really is coming right now!”

“That’s what I just said! Please get Dr. Alberto on the phone,” Elain ordered Mai, who immediately released Elain’s arm and reached for her phone.

Carla helped Elain into the bathroom, where Elain stripped off her clothes and dropped them to the floor before stepping into the shower to rinse off.

Mai hurried in after them. “I’ve got her.”

Elain leaned out and grabbed the phone. “Get me that birthing suite ready at the hospital that we used for everyone else. Now.”

“I don’t know if it’s empty or not!” Dr. Alberto said.

“It’d better be empty in three minutes, except for you and a shifter nurse.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to be there, with or without you.”

“What?”

“Three. Minutes. Just do it!” Elain Alpha-growled before hanging up.

She rinsed off and grabbed the towel her mom offered her. Then she grabbed her robe off the hook on the back of the bathroom door. “Mai, please get my phone and bring it to me.”

She ran to do it.

“Elain, what has gotten into—”

“Mom, I don’t have time to explain.” Elain pulled the robe on and leaned against the counter as another contraction hit. “Start calling the guys, please.”

Mai returned with Elain’s phone and handed it to her. Elain punched in the number from memory and waited for him to answer.

“And how is the mother-to-be this morning?”

“Ryan, you can home in on me, right?”

“Uh, yes, dear, I can, but—”

Elain closed her eyes and didn’t have time to register the cries of shock and surprise from her mom and Mai that cut off in mid-stream as Elain appeared in the bathroom of the birthing suite at the hospital. Ryan appeared less than a breath later.

“Would you mind telling me what this is about?” he asked as he hung up his cell phone.

She leaned against the counter. “Please make sure there’s no one out there.”

He peeked out the door. “Coast is clear. Why?”

“Help me into the bed, please.”

He grabbed her arm. “All right. Don’t you think that—”

“You moved my car. Up in Maine.”

“Are you all right?”

“Can you do that with my guys in one?”

“Yes, I can, but—”

“Please?” She lay back against the pillows, not letting go of his arm. “Please? This baby is coming, and she’s coming right now, and I don’t even know what the hell I’m going to name her, and I don’t want my guys to miss it. Please?”

Ryan patted her arm. “All right. I’ll make an exception for you because of your…status.” He smiled. “And because I like you. You’re feisty.”

The door flung open and Dr. Alberto rushed in. “How the hell did you—never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“Close the door,” Elain said.

She did.

Ryan nodded. “I’ll go to the ranch, then?”

“My mom and Mai are there, at the house. They’ll round up the guys for you.”

“Right. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

He disappeared, and Dr. Alberto’s next comment died in her throat with a sick-sounding, mewling sound.

“Was that—”

“Never mind,” Elain said. “You’re right. You don’t want to know.”


Chapter Eight



Dr. Alberto and one of her nurses—who was a shifter—had just gotten Elain changed into a hospital gown and hooked up to monitors when Elain’s phone started exploding with calls. From Ain first, who wasn’t happy Elain had taken transportation matters into her own hands.

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the hospital. Ryan’s going to get you guys here.”

“How did you—”

“Can we do the explaining later, please?”

“Elain—”

“Oh, so do not edict me right now, Aindreas,” she growled right back with Alpha tone of her own. “I’m about to give birth to your baby. Get my go bag, get the guys, and let Ryan get you up here. If any of you need a shower, just bring your shit with you and take one up here in the room’s bathroom. And grab my purse, please.”

“How are we supposed to get up there in time?”

In the background she heard Ryan’s voice. “Ryan will explain it to you. Gotta go. Contraction.” She hung up and dropped the phone onto the bed next to her, grabbing the handrails as a contraction hit her and she ignored the phone ringing.

“Okay, Elain,” Dr. Alberto said. “No time to give you any pain meds, sorry. This baby obviously has had enough of being inside.”

“How long?” Elain gasped when she could talk again.

“Not long. Better hope your men can fly.”

“Something like that.”

Dr. Alberto looked like she was about to faint when Elain’s men all rushed in ten minutes later, pushing and shoving their way through the door.

“And there they are,” Elain said, reaching out to them, crying with relief that they were there.

“We need to have a talk later, babe,” Brodey said with Alpha ’tude tingeing his tone as he leaned in and kissed her.

“No, we don’t,” Ain said, dropping the overnight bag he carried before he grabbed her other arm.

“Where’s Mom and Dad?” Elain asked. “And what about Connor?”

“Mom and Dad are driving up the normal way with Joss and Connor and the others,” Cail said.

“Remind me to thank Ryan,” she said as she squeezed her men’s hands.

“You’re very welcome,” he said from the doorway.

She let out a tearful laugh and looked over at him. “Want to hang around for the main act?”

He held up his hands. “You have more than enough help. Please keep me posted, and accept my best wishes for an easy and safe labor for mother and child. Although I suspect your men will need their own fair share of safe wishes, based on the strength of your grip.” He stepped inside the room, closed the door, leaned against it, and disappeared.

“I am in the wrong fucking line of work,” Dr. Alberto muttered.



* * * *



Ain took charge of Elain’s cell phone and was the one who received the call from Lina.

“She’s a little busy right now, Lina,” he gruffly told her.

Whatever she said made him roll his eyes and he held the phone up to Elain’s ear.

“Yeah?” Elain gasped after breathing her way through that contraction.

“Okay. Mai and I have things arranged down here. How about you try doing that Alpha edicting crap you did to me to poof me to Maine to get us up there. Neither of us are sure how to poof ourselves up there. And before you say it, yes, we already tried to do it ourselves. Several times. I ended up in your laundry room, and Mai ended up in tears and covered with peanut butter. Don’t ask.”

“Okay. Hold on.” Elain looked up at Cail. “Close the door.”

He did, standing against it.

“You both listening?”

“You’re on speaker,” Lina said.

A contraction started hitting Elain, easily giving her the little extra edge to the edict. “Lina, Mai, get here now.”

The two women appeared on the far side of the room, staring out the window. They both turned. Lina grinned, but Mai looked a little…sick.

“I am never gonna get used to that,” Mai grumbled.

“I don’t even know what to name her,” Elain said to her men as her friends also huddled in close.

Ain stroked her hand. “Shh. It’s all right. We’ll figure it out.”

“What kind of mother am I that I can’t even name my freaking baby?”

Brodey leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Sweetheart, it’s all right.”

“No, it’s not! Look at Lina and Mai. They were all prepared when they had their babies!”

Lina and Mai looked at each other and laughed their asses off.

“Seriously?” Lina asked. “I felt like the world’s worst mother for a while. Still do, sometimes. That’s normal.”

“What she said times about a thousand,” Mai said. “Don’t worry. It’s normal to not feel ready.”

“Think of the bright side,” Lina said. “At least you aren’t going to need us to speed this up for you.”

Cail leaned in and made Elain look him in the eye. “We love you. You are going to be a fantastic mother. You already are a fantastic mother.”

“I wouldn’t mind a little edicting, now that you guys are here,” she tearfully whispered. Her grip on Ain and Brodey’s hands was probably hurting both of them, but neither man uttered a peep.

“Get behind the bed, Cail,” Lina suggested. “Stand at her head. Dr. Alberto, I’d suggest you get the catcher’s mitts ready.”

“What?”

Cail got up and moved, leaning in, his lips pressed against Elain’s right ear. “I love you so much, baby,” he whispered. His hands caressed her shoulders. “Close your eyes and relax. We’re here for you. All three of us. We’re not going anywhere. Breathe. You’re about to give birth to our daughter.”

Elain closed her eyes and willingly surrendered to his edict, trying to tune out everything except the sound of Cail’s voice. She was aware of Lina softly coaching Cail on what to say, but it was only muted noise beyond Cail’s voice.

Dr. Alberto made a noise of shock. “Holy. Shit. She’s almost crowning.”

“You cannot feel the pain,” Cail whispered. “Everything’s going easily, smoothly.”

“Have her push,” Dr. Alberto said.

Cail kissed Elain’s cheek. “Push, sweetheart.”

Elain bore down, letting Cail’s edict flow through her, the pain there, but as if behind a curtain. Visible like sunlight, but she couldn’t really feel it even though she knew it hovered behind the veil if the edict’s hold on her. 

“Okay, breathe,” Cail told her.

Elain did, changing her grip on Ain’s and Brodey’s hands.

“I’m scared,” she said.

“Shh, nothing to be scared of, sweetheart. You’re doing great. We’re all here. Lina and Mai won’t let anything happen to you or the baby. Relax and breathe.”

“She’s crowning,” Dr. Alberto said. “One more push.”

“Okay,” Cail said. “This is it. Let’s meet our daughter. Push, sweetheart.”

A burst of pain still broke through before sweet, blessed relief as their baby’s cry filled the room. Elain collapsed back onto the bed, Cail taking over her left hand while Ain went to cut the cord. She also finally realized Brodey had been filming it with Elain’s cell phone. She hadn’t even thought about that in the rush to just get there.

“Please tell me you didn’t get a shot of my wookie on video, Brod.”

He leaned in to kiss her. “No, babe. I was careful.”

“Is she okay?” Elain asked.

“She’s gorgeous,” Ain said. “Looks just like you.”

Cail and Brodey were fussing over Elain while Ain was fussing over their daughter. A moment later, he had her in his arms, bringing her over and gently laying her on Elain’s chest.

Emotions flowed through her, unchecked, as she held her baby for the first time.

I wonder if this is how Maureen felt.

No, it couldn’t have been. Maureen had been mourning her mate’s absence and knowing she wouldn’t live long if they weren’t reunited. Elain had all three of her mates there.

Ain leaned in, his forehead touching Elain’s, his gaze boring deep into hers. “I love you so much. You have no idea how happy you’ve made us. Our family just got bigger again.”

Elain lost track of time. Between her men and the med staff, they got her and the baby cleaned up, and their family and friends started arriving.

None of her three men wanted to leave her side for a moment.

And Elain realized there was one thing they hadn’t done yet. One thing not settled.

As the baby nursed, Elain met Ain’s gaze. “I think I decided on her name, but it has to be okay with you three.”

Ain stroked her hair. “As long as it’s not Stabby McFluffykins—”

“Hey,” Brodey griped. “I think I’ve proven myself to be a reliable dad.”

“Ellie Sulwen Lyall.”

Her three men froze. For a moment, Elain worried that maybe she’d made a horrible, terrible choice.

Ain leaned in again, tears in his eyes. “That’s beautiful.”

Brodey had also teared up. “Perfect.” He leaned in to kiss her.

She looked up at Cail. He was smiling and wiping tears away, too. “Absolutely.” He leaned in for his kiss.



* * * *



Elain’s mom and dad brought in Connor and Joss. Cail took Connor and carried him over to the bed. Elain barely remembered to check that her mental shield around her thoughts was securely in place.

Approximately ten weeks older than his little sister, Connor was, compared to Ellie, an absolute moose.

A handsome, miracle of a moose who would, Goddess willing, never know how damned special he was.

That an ancient being close to a goddess gave up her powers and immortality to save his life.

“Hey, buddy,” she said.

His blue eyes opened and he looked at her.

He was her son. Their son.

She loved him.

She would give her life for him.

And she could never let her mates know the truth about him.

Ever.

Ain had let Elain change his memory of the events to protect Connor. The three men she’d live and die for, the three men who’d waited over two hundred years to find her, their One, was the one woman who had to keep this secret from them.

Oh, and she couldn’t let Lina and Mai know about Connor, either.

Gigi knew, but she wouldn’t tell. No one could make her tell, and neither Baba Yaga nor Callie could read her mind. Ryan knew, but he was apparently immune to Baba Yaga reading his mind. And she still didn’t know for sure if Baba Yaga knew the truth about Connor because she’d engineered things to go down that way, or if Elain still needed to keep that a secret from Baba Yaga, anyway.

“Hey, what’s wrong, babe?” Brodey asked, frowning as he stared at her.

“Just tired and emotional.” At least she didn’t have to loophole her way around that statement.

Of course it’d be her sweet bonehead who would sense the direction of her thoughts, if not their actual content.

“Of course she is,” her mom said. “She just gave birth. We’ll go wait outside and give you some time alone.”

“When can we go home?” Elain asked Ain once they were alone again, just the six of them, counting their two babies.

“Tomorrow morning,” Ain said. “And this time, we’ll do it the traditional way, if you don’t mind. With me actually driving the vehicle and all of us inside it. Call me old-fashioned, but that unnerved me.”

Elain felt her face redden.

Cail cleared his throat and arched an eyebrow at her, the noise getting Connor’s attention and making him look up into Cail’s face. Brodey tossed her a knowing smirk she might have normally considered sexy had she not just given birth.

“Okay, I realized a little while ago I could do that,” she admitted, loopholing herself around the time-frame. “After what happened in Maine. I told Callie, because I was hoping Mai could do it after what happened by getting Callie’s powers. Then Mai finally did it this morning, and I just…I panicked when the baby was coming. I knew we wouldn’t make it all the way to the hospital in time if we drove.”

She felt the tears coming and couldn’t stop them. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you guys I could do it. I didn’t want to give birth at home or on the side of a road, and I knew we wouldn’t make it. And I wanted you guys here.”

She felt even worse when her men crowded close, trying to comfort her.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Ain said. “I didn’t mean to come off sounding—”

She squeezed his hand. “No. It’s okay. I should have told you guys I could do it. I’m just…overwhelmed.”

I’m really beginning to hate that freaking word.

Brodey knelt so he could look her in the eyes. “Sweetheart,” he softly said. “I saw what you and Lina and Mai did to that meth house. We can accept anything you can do. We love you. We know Lina’s able to do that. Well, sort of able to do it. We knew that Callie and Gigi and Baba Yaga have powers. We figured your powers would grow. This wasn’t exactly unexpected.”

“I just wanted Mai to be able to do something first,” she tearfully whispered. “To have something.”

Brodey started to say something, but Ain interrupted him. “You can’t tell her no more secrets from us,” Ain said.

“Like hell I can’t.”

“That’s not how this works,” Ain quietly said. “And you know it.”

Brodey rolled his eyes. “I don’t mean Seer stuff—”

“This is Seer stuff,” Ain said, meeting his gaze.

Brodey finally looked down. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” he mumbled.

“None of us do,” Cail said, reaching out to stroke Ellie’s head with his free hand.

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Brodey said, anger suddenly darkening his tone. “She didn’t sign up for this. Why can’t they pick someone else?”

Elain’s heart wanted to rip itself to pieces as tears formed in Brodey’s eyes, rolling down his cheeks. “Everything we’ve been through. Everything we’ve survived. Everything she’s been through. Don’t we all deserve a fucking break? I just want to be a dad and I want her to be a mom. Raise our kids and love each other like a normal family.”

She reached out and stroked his cheek, feeling the rage building in him, similar to how she’d felt it in Fiona and Ortega.

It would eat him alive from the inside out if she didn’t figure out how to stop it, how to turn it.

Elain took a deep breath, trying to pull together her own strength. “Brodey, please,” she said. “You have to accept this.”

He covered her hand with his. “Why? We know Baba Yaga put plans into play. Why can’t we demand she take us out of them? Refuse to participate? I can’t speak for Lina and the gang and what they want to do, but we’re parents now. Twice. And I don’t want our kids growing up in all of this. Whatever the hell this is.”

He closed his eyes, leaning into her touch, his tears falling to the sheet covering her.

She met Cail’s brown gaze first, then Ain’s grey eyes stared into hers.

“Talk to him, sweetheart,” Ain silently told her through their mate bond, knowing Brodey couldn’t hear.

She nodded, then watched as Ain said something silently to Cail, who nodded.

“I think this guy needs a fresh diaper,” Cail said. “Want to come help me, Ain? We’ll update everyone out in the waiting room.”

“I’m not a fricking baby,” Brodey groused. “If you want to give us alone time, just say so.”

Ain and Cail each kissed Elain before walking out, closing the door behind them.

Elain carefully slid over to her left, making room in the bed and trying not to disturb Ellie. She patted the mattress on her right side and Brodey crawled onto it with her.

She curled an arm around his head, holding him against her shoulder. Pressing her lips against his forehead, she, nuzzled the top of his head. “We need to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk.” He reached across her and stroked Ellie’s hand, the baby’s fingers closing around his. “I want to be a dad. I want to be your mate. I want to take care of both of you. All three of you.”

Elain closed her eyes and sent out a mental feeler, trying not to recoil from his pain, bracing herself against the mental impact, which reached far deeper than she first imagined.

His sisters. His parents. Other brothers they’d lost.

Letting Kimberlie go because she wasn’t their One, the One for all three of them.

“I know you went to Bolivia before,” he whispered. “I wasn’t trying to spy. I saw the luggage tag when I was emptying the garbage. It was an accident. It kills me that maybe you’re going to be somewhere or doing something, and I might not be there to protect you or them. That something might one day happen to you and you just disappear and never come home because we have no clue where you are or how to find you.”

She hugged him tighter, exploring, using her gut instincts to send out her energy, her love for him, to meet and turn that growing darkness and rage inside him, to diffuse it.

Absorb it.

After a few minutes, he took a deep breath. “What are you doing, babe?” he softly asked.

“What?”

“I feel it. I feel you doing something.” He looked up at her.

“I love you, Brod. You have to accept this and you have to trust me. Life isn’t perfect. Yeah, I wish this was all different. But think of the good I can do.” She wished she could tell him about Connor, about one miracle she’d already managed.

About how they could change the world one child at a time.

Turn the darkness back one child at a time.

Connor. Fiona. Colleen.

BettLynn.

“I can’t lose you,” he said, his tone shredding her soul. “Any of you. It’ll kill me.”

She felt it turning lighter, though. His energy. “I think we’re going to be around for a long, long time,” she said. “Maybe even to the point where we’re going to one day be looking for a way out.”

He shook his head. “Never. Eternity with you still wouldn’t be long enough.”

Elain thought about Bertholde, about Baba Yaga.

About Gigi and what she said after passing her powers to Elain through occluding Connor.

She pressed another kiss to his forehead. “Don’t be so sure about that, sweetie. Eternity is a long damn time.”


Chapter Nine



Ellie turned out to be a healthy, perfectly normal baby, with perfectly normal and healthy vital signs and test results.

As far as wolf shifter babies went.

“I couldn’t have asked to witness an easier, more textbook delivery than that,” Dr. Alberto had told Elain and her men that evening before she’d left the hospital for the night. “Other than the…unexpectedly quick arrival of the parents. I expect everything with her to be absolutely normal.”

She gave them a knowing wink since the nurse currently making rounds with her was a clueless human.

“Thank you, doctor,” Ain said.

“Don’t thank me.” The cougar shifter physician smiled. “Elain did all the hard work. I just played catcher.”

Late that night, while the men were seated around her bed, Ellie in her arms and nursing, Elain decided to let go of one secret.

She focused on Brodey and Cail, who she could feel were desperately in love as fathers with Ellie.

“I have another confession to make,” she said.

“What?” they echoed.

She glanced at Ain, who nodded, offering her an encouraging smile.

“I know who Ellie was in her past life.”

The two men’s focus swung from their daughter to Elain. “Who?” they asked.

“She was Mercedes. Mercedes died the same afternoon not long before Ellie was conceived.”

Brodey reached out and stroked the baby’s fine, downy hair. “Okay,” he softly said.

Cail had a finger in the baby’s hand, her tiny digits wrapped around his. “Okay.”

“You’re really okay with this?”

Brodey shot a glare at Ain. “How long have you known?”

“I asked him to let me tell you,” Elain said. “I wanted to make sure, after she was born. I didn’t want to say anything just to find out I was wrong.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“It doesn’t bother you Mercedes was Rodolfo’s daughter?”

Cail snorted. “She saved Jim’s life and died fighting cockatrice.” He scowled. “Unless you know something bad about her that we don’t?”

“No. She had a good soul. But I kind of want to keep this quiet for now, if that’s okay.”

Brodey’s glare had softened. “But she’s not Mercedes anymore. She’s our daughter.”

“Exactly.”

“Have you ever tried to see who we all were before?”

“No. I’m not sure I’m ready to know that yet.”

“I’m fine with it,” Cail said. “Give her a better chance this time around. She’s our daughter, and I love her. She’s just a baby. Her past is in the past.”

“Me, too,” Brodey said.

Elain and Ellie were discharged the next morning. Her men had spent the night there in the maternity suite with Elain and the baby, refusing to leave them, while Elain’s mom and dad took Connor home with them.

Elain’s whole body hurt, but she refused painkillers, even ones they assured her were safe to take while breastfeeding.

She was a fricking wolf shifter, for crying out loud. If she couldn’t tough out a little postpartum pain when she had Immortal power coursing through her veins, then she wasn’t worthy of the damn title.

Especially when she suspected there might be times in the future she’d be dealing with a lot more pain than that. Best to build her tolerance now.

And being in pain would give her a ready-made, loophole-free excuse if she snapped at Brighton.

Elain and Brodey rode in the backseat on the way home, flanking Ellie’s car seat on either side, holding hands across the top of her. Ain and Cail had spoken to Elain before leaving the hospital, while Brodey was out finding them coffee, about Brodey’s state of mind.

Elain was still concerned about him, but hoped that once they settled into what might pass for a crazy-assed routine with them, Brodey would be able to relax and regain his laid-back attitude.

It figured that her bonehead, the one most in tune with his Alpha wolf, would be the one to freak out the hardest. Delayed reaction to everything they’d been through, no doubt, and a naturally protective instinct that was part of what made him a fantastic mate and an even better father.

She just had to ease him through this.

Brodey had built up in his mind a fantasy of what their future would be like once she’d joined them as their mate, and it had quickly been razed to the ground, burned, and the scorched earth salted beneath it as all the other crazy stuff emerged about her lineage and her future calling. They couldn’t have some television-show-perfect sitcom family with nothing more serious to worry about than a hurricane hurting their cattle.

And Elain had far more dangerous things to worry about than getting run over in the grocery store by a runaway cart. She’d have to be a warrior, and get Brodey over the fact that just because she was a mom now didn’t mean she could opt out of the process.

They’d all have to fight damned hard if they were going to make a happily-ever-after future come to pass for all of them.

Otherwise, Lina and Mai’s nuclear bomb visions might be what greeted them, and Elain didn’t even want to contemplate that horrific what-if.

Unfortunately, she knew the bulk of that battle would lie upon her shoulders. She felt it, instinctively, that she would be the one to lead the charge much the way Lina’s previous incarnation led troops into the Battle of Hilmelgamos. The form, time, and location of that battle, however, remained to be revealed to any of them.

Once they were safely home in Arcadia later that morning, Elain thought she might get some sleep. Then came what felt like an endless procession of local friends, most of them shifters or at least shifter-aware, some of them not.

At least Brighton had made himself scarce upon their return, and after giving them what Elain suspected were more obligatory well-wishes on his part than a genuine expression of uncle-ly love.

By five o’clock that afternoon, Elain had hit her limit and retreated to the master bedroom with Ellie. The men had already set up a bassinet in there, so Elain wouldn’t have to get up and go all the way to the nursery for now. Their idea, not hers. She was fine with putting Ellie in the same nursery with Connor, but her men…

They loved Connor. That was obvious. They doted on him and cherished him. But Ellie was a newborn, and while Elain might only be breastfeeding her for a couple of months or less before Elain was ready to switch her to a bottle due to sharp little shifter baby teeth, her men didn’t want to miss a second of anything.

Elain suspected she’d be ready for a solo vacation before too long.

Elain had just finished nursing Ellie when she heard a soft knock on the door.

“Come in.”

Lina stuck her head in, a smile on her face. “Ready for dinner?”

“Yes, please.”

She opened the door wider and was carrying a tray of food. Behind her followed Mai, carrying a glass of water and cutlery. They closed the door behind them and Elain wanted to laugh.

“Is this girls-only time?”

“Something like that,” Lina said, helping Elain get settled with her food while Mai set the glass on the bedside table for her where it wouldn’t spill.

Once the other two women were sitting on the end of the bed, they stared at her.

“What?” Elain asked.

“Any questions?” Lina asked.

“Huh?”

Mai smiled. “Specifically regarding tips and tricks on how to ask your men to back the hell off without hurting their feelings?”

Elain chuckled. “Is it that obvious?”

“Girlfriend, we can feel you,” Lina said. “You’re like a velvety porcupine right now. Believe me, that’s a weird enough freaking mental image, much less being able to feel your energy.”

“How’d you keep the guys out of here, anyway?”

“They’re tied up in the dining room,” Lina snarked. “Mom’s holding a shotgun on them.”

Mai rolled her eyes. “We asked them for some alone time with you.”

“Ah. You Seer Says’d them.”

“Maaaybe.” Mai’s sly smile made Elain chuckle again.

“We thought it’d be easier than, ‘Mommy Says’,” Lina said. “I went through it with Jan and Rick. I also had Zack and Kael, whom you know I love to death, but it was literally like having four husbands and new daddies there for a while, right fricking on top of me and practically smothering me with love. So I can only imagine how overwhelmed you are right now, even with only three of them.”

“They’ll want to treat you like fine china,” Mai said. “Especially Brodey.” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. She wore shorts and a tank top, but Elain spotted the gooseflesh rippling her arms. “He loves you crazy deep. In a good way. That’s not a bad thing. Unfortunately, you’re a very independent Alpha wolf on your own. That’s where the conflict will happen.”

“Don’t I know it,” Elain muttered as she picked at her food.

Mai and Lina exchanged a glance, and together they asked, “What happened?”

Elain knew she didn’t have to worry about her friends spilling the beans, so she told them about the talk she’d had with Brodey in the hospital. “I mean, I feel so badly for him and there’s not a lot I can do to make this go away. It is what it is. I can’t just quit being a Seer or in the Triad. It’s kind of a lifetime job. I thought he’d be the one who’d really get it. If anything, I figured it’d be Ain going uber-protective and Brodey and Cail trying to reason him down.”

Lina had been nibbling at the cuticle on her right thumb. “Ain’s the reasonable one right now because he’s on the mega-Clan Council. He sees the big picture.” Her voice softened. “You realize there’s stuff they all know and talk about that they haven’t told us yet, right? The mega-Clan Council?”

“Huh?”

“Blackie and the others. They’re holding back some info.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because you were about to pop out a burrito, plus you added Connor to the brood. We’re going to need a trip to Maine fairly soon so we can hash it out with them.”

Elain thought about popping up to Maine right then to have it out with Blackie and thought better of it. She was sore, exhausted, and not sure if she could contain her emotions at that moment due to the post-pregnancy hormones flowing through her veins.

The last thing she wanted to do was be all bitchy and accidentally blow Blackie up or something.

Then, it hit Elain. “Oh. I think I know what the big thing is.”

Both women scowled. “What?” they asked.

“Rodolfo Abernathy’s dead.”

“What?” they exclaimed.

Elain waved them down. “Shh!”

“You didn’t think to tell us that?” Lina asked.

“Sorry. With all the excitement with adopting Connor and all of that, it slipped my mind.”

The two women exchanged a dubious glance.

“I’m sorry,” Elain said. “Long story short, the Montalvos got their hands on him and…” She made a slashing gesture along her throat. “Blackie promised Ortega he can make the announcement when we head up there in a couple of weeks for Connor and Ellie’s recognition ceremony and the Clan Council meeting.”

“Why didn’t they tell us?” Mai asked. “And how did you know?”

Elain hated that her friend sounded hurt. “It happened while we were down in Bolivia.”

“Fricking Bolivia,” Lina muttered. “Of course.”

“You know Ortega adopted me as his Clan’s Seer. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you, but he asked me to keep it quiet.”

“Then why are you telling us now?” Lina muttered.

“Because I don’t want you feeling mad at the others. Please? If there was stuff with the dragons that Uncle Andel asked you to keep secret, Mai and I wouldn’t have our feelings hurt. Or if Mai was approached by the coyotes and asked to keep something secret, would you be hurt?”

Lina’s shoulders slumped a little. “No,” she admitted. “I guess not.”

“It’s not that I was trying to hide it from you. But we have other stuff on our plates. Speaking of, so when are we going to start working on the poofing skills lessons?” Elain asked to divert the conversation, which actually didn’t work so well.

Lina arched an eyebrow at Elain. “Someone else was holding back stuff, too, weren’t they?”

Elain felt her face heat.

Mai burst out laughing. “Honey, it’s okay. I get what you were trying to do, and it’s fine. I appreciate you trying to spare my feelings, but I wish I could have been there to see Dr. Alberto’s face when you appeared out of nowhere. We’re going to put that poor woman in the looney bin at this rate.”

“Why?”

“Stuff I felt from her while we were up there. I could sense her thoughts. She was a little freaked out by Ryan Ausar.”

“I think everyone’s a little freaked out by him when they realize who he is.”

“Word,” Lina said. “Nice guy, though. I swear, I’d love to fix him up with someone. That is one sweetly sad guy.” She pointed at Mai, then Elain. “Hey, either of you come up with a prospect, let me know so I can send her his way.”

Elain thought about what she’d seen in the vision that night when Ryan had appeared to talk to her in the yard. “I think that’s out of our jurisdiction,” she said before cramming another bite of pasta into her mouth so she wouldn’t have to expound on her comment.

Mai reached out and patted Elain’s leg. “Well, anyway. Thank you for being like that, but seriously, I’m okay.”

“Sorry.”

“I wish I had the control you do, though,” Lina said. “I’m still terrified to try long distances. Most of the time when I do, I end up somewhere completely different. I’m scared I’m going to poof myself into a wall or into the middle of the ocean or something. I can reliably get myself across the house, but unless it’s you going all Alpha bitch edicty cray-cray on my ass, I’m terrified.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Elain said. “Look how you mastered the fireballs and ice walls and stuff. You need to have that kind of confidence in your abilities to poof.”

Lina focused on her cuticles again. “Yeah, well, eventually.” She sighed. “I’m the world’s suckiest goddess.”

Mai slung an arm around her shoulders. “As far as anyone knows, you’re actually the world’s only goddess, sweetie.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I still haven’t figured out how to do it,” Mai said. “It seems like the harder I try to focus and concentrate on it, the worse I do. When I try not to focus or stress about it, like Lina said, the results are unpredictable.”

“And what was the deal with the peanut butter?” Elain asked. “Or did I mishear Lina on the phone?”

The two women exchanged a glance. “Never mind,” they both said.

Elain decided to let it drop. “So let’s plan to start working on building your confidence in that after I’m healed up a little. Both of you. We’re going to need those skills. Mai, maybe you can figure out how you do the lightning bolt thing and teach us. That thing you did at the rock pile.”

“That was cool,” Lina said. “That was like the most bitching thing I’ve ever seen in my life, other than us making the house disappear.” She looked at Mai. “You were freaking kick. Ass.”

Mai blushed. “I guess my emotions took over. I was terrified for Lacey and wanted to save her. That’s sort of ironic when you think about it. Because I’m terrified my emotions might take over and I’ll do something to hurt someone innocent, you know?”

“I know,” Elain said, adding a little reinforcement to her mental barriers against them. “Believe me, I know.”



* * * *



Later that night, when Elain and her three men were snuggled in bed together and Ellie was tucked into her bassinet, Ain spoke up.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been happier in my life than I am right now.”

Cail held up a fist in the dim light, and both Brodey and Ain reached up to fist bump with him.

Elain lay on the outside tonight, on the far right side, so she could easily get out of bed if Ellie awakened. Brodey had taken the far left side, volunteering to handle night feedings for Connor, and had the baby monitor on that side of the bed. Ain lay next to Elain.

“Sorry I scared you guys with the poofing thing,” she said.

Cail chuckled. “You should have seen Bonehead nearly shit a brick when Ryan Ausar transported us to the hospital parking garage.”

“Did not,” Brodey mumbled. “Besides, it was fucking spooky.”

“But at least it saved time,” Elain pointed out. “You made it to our daughter’s birth, and were there where I needed you to be.”

“Yeah, it did that,” Cail agreed. “So does that mean you won’t be needing Ortega’s jet services any longer?” he teased.

“Not so fast,” she said. “That was all a special circumstance. I was under a lot of stress, and extremely scared.”

I need to come up with a loophole dance or something…

“Then promise us you’ll be safe when you do that,” Ain said. “I’d rather you be safe and take normal transportation than to use that power and have an accident.”

Whew! No loophole needed. “I promise I will always practice safe poofing, and I won’t take any unnecessary risks.”

“How’d Mai handle the news?” Cail asked. “I’m guessing that was part of what you three were talking about earlier this evening.”

“She’s okay. She actually thought it was funny that I was trying to spare her feelings. Funny in the good way,” she quickly added. “Once I’m feeling a little steadier, we’re going to try some group practice. Me with the poofy stuff with them, Lina with her fireballs and ice walls, and Mai with the lightning bolts.”

Ain made a sick-sounding noise. “Promise no fireballs or lightning bolts aimed at our balls?”

She kissed him. “No fireballs or lightning at my guys. I promise.” Yay, no loophole needed there, either. “Not at-at you. Maybe if there’s a target behind you or something,” she added.

Just in case.

One never knew what might happen, or what skills might be needed, and she was taking that to heart now.


Chapter Ten



Ellie awoke a little before midnight and started to fuss. After using the “don’t wake up the guys” trick to haul herself out of bed, Elain opted to shut off the nursery baby monitor in their bedroom and take Ellie out of their bedroom and into the nursery to change and nurse her. Connor was awake, too, so she got him changed and moved the rocker over next to his crib, the siderail lowered, so she could hold his bottle with one hand while nursing Ellie with the other.

Multitasking. Who says I can’t do it?

Once Connor was asleep again, and Ellie had finished nursing, Elain sat in the rocker with Ellie in her arms and wished she felt the same aura of peace holding her daughter that she did when holding BettLynn.

Which made her feel like a horrible mother for feeling like that.

At least nowhere in her baby resided an ounce of pain, sorrow.

Rage.

In this life, her baby wasn’t a wolfatrice hybrid with seriously righteous daddy issues. In this life, she was one-hundred-percent wolf. Alpha wolf—no shocker there—and the part of her soul that had once been Mercedes was…safely locked away.

An idea hit Elain.

Elain nestled the baby in her left arm and held out her right hand, palm up. Her phone appeared.

She made a call. When he answered, sounding awake, she smiled. “Hello, Damocles.”

He chuckled. “Congratulations. Ain called Ortega, and he passed the news on to me. How are mother and baby?”

She stood, closed her eyes, and appeared in his living room. “You can see for yourself.”

He turned, thumbing his cell phone off but not approaching.

“It’s all right,” Elain said. “You can come see her.”

She struggled not to cry when she saw the tears building in his eyes, brimming over as he slowly walked forward until he was looking down into the baby’s face.

She blamed it on the absolute soup of Alpha wolf post-pregnancy hormones raging through her.

“She’s gorgeous,” he whispered.

A thought crossed her mind, making her frown. “If you think for one moment that—”

He vigorously shook his head. “No. There’s no mate pull. She’s not my Mercedes any longer. She’s just a beautiful, innocent baby.” He let out a sigh. “Goddess bless her, may she never know even a fraction of the darkness we’ve had to deal with. She’s earned the peace.”

They stood there for a few long, quiet moments. “Would you like to hold her?”

“May I?”

“I wouldn’t have offered.”

He carefully took her from Elain, his tears freely falling now onto the baby blanket swaddling her. “What did you name her?”

“Ellie Sulwen,” she said. “After their mother and their youngest sister.”

“It’s beautiful. It suits her.”

“Promise me something, Damocles.”

“Anything.”

“The kids in this mega-Clan are sacrosanct, in my mind. We will kill and die for them. That includes you and yours. If I ever hear a rumor that one of the children of this mega-Clan was injured or killed due to someone’s deliberate actions, and you didn’t do everything possible to help, including putting yourself in the line of fire, you’ll wish you had as good a stay in Ortega’s little fun room as Rodolfo did.”

“I swear it,” he hoarsely whispered.

“And not just our kids. Kids in general. You might have to help me do things in the future. We’ll need to protect the kids. All of the kids. It’s time this bullshit stops now, and that means we protect the kids. Show them things can be done a better way.”

“Cockatrice?”

She nodded. “Just pray we can keep Lina’s visions from coming true.”

“I hope you’re right.” He finally handed the baby back to her. “Thank you for this.”

Elain studied him for a long moment before she quietly spoke. “I want to hate you. I want to despise you with every cell in my body. This power I have, it’s a blessing and a curse. Because as much as I want to hate you, as easy as it would be to hate you, it means that I can see your heart and soul. I can see that you apologized to Kael’s sister before you slit her throat. I can see the things you saw and heard Lenny and Edgar say while you were with them. What they’d planned to do to her regardless, and that you couldn’t have stopped them.”

She stared down into her baby’s face. “I can also see how much you loved your One. How losing him broke your heart. How kind and good you were to your first mate, and how much you loved her and your children. How you grieved for all of them. How much you loved Mercedes, and how much you love Colleen. I don’t excuse you for killing Charles and Ellie, or for indirectly causing my mother’s death by chasing my parents. The people you murdered in Brussels, Bertholde, Kael’s sister, and who knows who else.”

Elain stared into his eyes. “But compared to Rodolfo, you’re a friggin’ angel.” She didn’t blink. “I also know for a fact that Bertholde wanted to die. Was ready to die when you murdered her. While Lina and her guys would gladly kill you for that deed alone, much less the other shit you’ve pulled, I can see she basically committed a shifter version of suicide by cop. In your case, suicide by creep. At least it’s almost a karmic wash, despite your intentions in the matter.”

He frowned. “She…wanted to die?”

“Her mates were killed by cockatrice hundreds of years ago. It nearly drove her insane at the time. Multiply the grief you feel by two, and several hundred years. She was ready to let go. Believe it or not, Baba Yaga tried to get her not to go to Yellowstone.”

He scrubbed at his face with his hands. “Bloody hell,” he muttered.

“So we’re never going to be besties, you and I,” Elain said. “I’m never naming you the godfather of any of my kids. I’ll be doing good to keep your existence a secret from most of my family and friends, meaning you’re going to be an incredible pain in my freaking ass for the next several decades, at least. You are, however, a shifter with a lot of years left in you. You have the potential to make up for a lifetime of screwing things up.”

A sad smile curved his lips. “May we live in interesting times.”

“Yeah, we got cursed, all right.” She glanced at the time on her phone. “I need to get back. No one knows I’m gone, much less that I’m here.”

“Thank you, again.”

“I need to learn to live with you—metaphorically speaking—rather than focusing on the past crap. I see what Baba Yaga is like now, and I do not want to be like her. Anything I can do to avoid that fate, I’ll do it and put on my big girl panties.”

Elain was relieved to find that, when she returned to the nursery, she was alone in the room except for Connor peacefully sleeping in his crib. She quickly changed Ellie’s diaper, onesie, and the baby blanket out to fresh ones, just in case, and tossed the dirty clothes into the hamper.

It would really suck donkey balls if anyone, especially Lina, got a whiff of Marston on her.

I know one day that’s a hurdle I’ll have to jump, but I’d rather it happen in the future when I know I can protect Marston without hurting Lina, and not right now.

Especially not after just having given birth.

Elain wanted at least a couple of days to try to bask in this milestone and not have to play Seer or Triad member or whatever.

After turning the baby monitor back on, she stood by Connor’s crib and smiled down at him. He was huge compared to Ellie, but he was a gorgeous baby, and smelled like a wolf.

It might suck for him in some ways that he wouldn’t be able to shift. Elain had already decided they’d be honest with him that he was adopted by them practically as a newborn, but Ortega was already working on piecing together a detailed and fake history in case Connor ever wanted to know his “roots.”

She only hoped she could use her powers to turn her son’s focus away from wanting to know about his past and instead thinking about the family who loved him and raised him. That he’d go on to do damned good things in his life.

Other than knowing he’d been Eiselman, among others, in a past life, she couldn’t see a lot about him or his future. Then again, she hadn’t really tried, either, afraid to do that until she’d had a chance to talk—alone—to Gigi.

The last thing Elain wanted to do was accidentally jiggle loose the spell or magick or whatever it was Gigi had done.

Connor was the future. He’d be the proof that a full-blooded cockatrice baby could choose the path of light, the path of peace. He was Elain’s living hope, and the reason she knew she had to learn how to use her powers for good reasons, positive outcomes. For him, for Colleen, for Fiona.

Even for BettLynn, who would have more than her fair share of protection with two dragon mates to keep her safe. Although, her biggest challenges would come from her Down syndrome, not from having cockatrice genes.

These children were the new embers of the future flames, a bright, shining future without stupid blood oaths or senseless fights. They’d clean out the vicious cockatrice, hopefully turn the ones who didn’t have an interest in being evil toward a path of light, and end this ancient battle for good.

At least, that was her plan.

Goddess help me.

Elain carried Ellie back into the master bedroom, got her settled, turned on the baby monitor, and slid into bed without waking her men before she finally dropped the little barrier.

Almost immediately, Brodey stirred on the other side of the bed. “Huh?”

Elain fought the urge to snicker and talked to him silently through their mate bond. “It’s okay. Ellie woke up, and I took care of Connor, too. Go back to sleep, sweetie.”

He was lightly snoring again almost before his head hit the pillow.



* * * *



Brighton sat up in bed, his head tipped back against the wall, the ear buds playing him everything from the baby monitor feeds. He’d gotten an earful earlier when he’d played back the captured feed from the women’s conversation.

If they were powerful enough to have mastery over things like fireballs and lightning bolts, he would have to carefully engineer his plans so as not to end up dead in the process.

It was also interesting news that Rodolfo Abernathy was dead. And he hadn’t realized Elain was so closely associated with the jaguars.

When Elain had gotten out of bed and made noise, it’d triggered a vibrating alert on his smart watch. He’d immediately got up, opened his laptop, and tapped into the WiFi feed.

Then Elain had taken the baby into Connor’s nursery and…

He’d tuned out and clicked through to some blogs he followed while he listened.

Then…silence. He thought at first maybe there was a problem, when he realized the feeds were off. With the nursery just down the hallway, he’d heard her open the door and go in, but had not heard her emerge yet.

The baby monitors shouldn’t be able to be shut off, because he’d swapped the units out himself with specially modified ones he could easily control. Even when they were turned “off” they were still on, with special hidden backup batteries to keep them running for hours. When out of curiosity he’d quietly climbed out of bed a few minutes later, he’d discovered the nursery empty except for Connor asleep in his crib.

As he stood there staring down at the infant boy, he felt the hackles rising on the back of his neck. The amulet lying against his chest suddenly flared with warmth, forcing Brighton to take a step back, his heart racing until the amulet finally cooled again.

There was something damned wrong going on. Elain’s mystery power was now known to the others, so he couldn’t dangle that over her head.

But where had she gone?

And why?

And who had she gone to see?

He’d fully expected to find Elain in there, that it’d simply been an equipment failure. Then, he would have mumbled an apology that he’d been on his way to the kitchen for a drink of water and had heard something and wanted to check on the little tyke, of course, being his nephew and all that bollocks.

He cast one last glance down at the baby in the crib and headed back to his bedroom.

He suspected he wouldn’t get any more sleep tonight.

Back online, he went in search of answers. Around his neck the amulet lay dark and cool again.

Sometimes the cursed thing behaved like that, as if it had a mind of its own.

Something else I’ll be glad to be rid of once this is over.

The amulet and the book. And the knife and other items, although they didn’t give him any of the feelings that the book and amulet did.

He stared at the dresser, where he’d set his knapsack, in which he always kept the spell book.

Then again, he really couldn’t afford to get rid of the spell book…yet. It had come in handy over the years.

Which meant holding on to the amulet as well.

Must know one’s enemy.

Plenty of times, snippets of spells from the book had helped him locate and overcome cockatrice.

I suppose it’s my albatross.

Hopefully he wouldn’t have to say the same thing about Elain and her spawn for much longer.

Just being in the same house with her set his nerves on edge.

But ridding the world of evil was a noble, just cause. It was well worth suffering through his own discomforts when his sisters hadn’t even had a chance to grow up and raise families of their own, thanks to those evil aberrations of nature.

It was why he hadn’t ever wanted to take a mate of his own. One more vulnerability. Any time he’d thought he’d scented his One, the amulet around his neck would flare with heat and remind him exactly why he must stay true to his cause.

Vengeance.

Justice.

His brothers would never—could never know how much he’d sacrificed over the years to protect the world. It was best many of the things he’d seen and done never came to light. Some people might not understand.

Sometimes, it required taking actions which appeared to be evil to combat evil.

Fighting fire with fire.

His conscience was clear. Now he would have to carefully plan his next steps.


Chapter Eleven



The next morning, Elain awoke, alone in bed, to the sound of Ellie fussing in her bassinet.

After pulling herself to a sitting position, Elain finally climbed out of bed and headed to the bathroom first before seeing to the baby.

“Hey, little girl. Let’s see what’s what.” Ellie’s diaper was okay, so Elain settled back in bed to nurse her, sitting propped up against the headboard. Grabbing the TV remote, she tuned in to a network morning news show.

Part of Elain’s mind wondered if she was a bad mom for not feeling those nearly magickal feelings everyone always talked about when having a first baby.

Then again, they already had Connor.

Or it could be she was judging her emotions against what she felt when holding BettLynn. That wasn’t fair to anyone, because BettLynn was admittedly so special in the good way that she was beyond special in quite a few ways.

Elain stared down into her daughter’s face as Ellie nursed. Elain tried not to think about Yellowstone, about what Mercedes had voluntarily done to help them save Jim.

About the stench of the decomposing wolfatrice corpse Elain had disinterred in the Maine woods and moved to Lacey’s garden.

It would be too easy to think dark thoughts.

About the day she and Lina and Mai blew up Aliah—or whatever it was they did to her—on the rock pile.

About how Elain had ripped Paul Abernathy’s balls off during the challenge to the blood oath and then wiped her bloody hands on Rodolfo’s shirt.

Standing in the dungeon and staring down at Rodolfo’s increasingly decreasing body while clinging to Ortega Montalvo’s arm.

Ripping the cockatrice man’s throat out with her bare teeth at the meth house.

The ceremony she participated in where they forced the curse out of Callie and into the bison.

Altering Ain’s memory to make him forget not only Connor’s true origins, but his deep pain of having accidentally killed an infant after his sisters’ deaths. A cockatrice infant, but still a guilt that had haunted him and darkened his soul for centuries.

Killing Rodolfo.

Helping to hide and protect a man pretty much everyone in her family rightfully wanted dead. A man she’d actually let see and hold her baby the night before.

How can anyone even trust me with a baby? How am I qualified to be a mother to one, much less two babies?

A woman appeared in the shadows of the corner of the bedroom. Elain didn’t even flinch at her appearance.

She’d halfway expected it.

“Why do you always seem to appear when I feel most conflicted?”

Baba Yaga the matron tucked the amethyst amulet under the collar of her Vera Wang dress and walked over to the bed. “May I?”

Elain nodded.

Baba Yaga sat on the end of the bed and watched Elain for a moment. Elain didn’t miss how the woman kept her voice low.

“Shades of grey. Never forget that. It will pain you in grievous ways, sometimes. As you’ve already experienced a little of first-hand. Never forget to consider the greater good. By the embers dies the fire.”

“But what the hell does that mean?”

“It means that conflagrations start with the merest spark. The hottest blaze can die out if the embers are not kept stoked. It works both ways, good and bad, light and dark. Never forget.”

Elain gave the matron her best Grumpy Cat look.

“I shall be avoiding Lina as much as I can for the foreseeable future,” Baba Yaga said.

“Okay, I know I’m going to regret asking this, but why?”

“For all the reasons you yourself already know. My powers are not what they were. While I believe I can hold a barrier against her in my mind, unfortunately, I cannot ensure it. Not anymore. Not with what I’ve seen the three of you capable of doing. The power of you three is nearly beyond comprehension.”

Elain didn’t want to think about that and chose to ignore it. “I wouldn’t let her do anything to you.”

“You might not be there to stop her.” A wistful sigh escaped the matron as she stared at Ellie. “Also, stop questioning your mothering capabilities. That’s such a common human emotion that it should be banned. Take comfort in the fact that you do question your abilities. It means you’re a good mother.”

“Are you really worried that Lina might try to interrogate you?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

“Is this something you’ve seen?”

“No. It’s more a gut instinct.”

“Should I be worried that you’re not talking to me in fortune cookie riddles anymore?”

“I’m being honest, Elain. I’m tired. One day, you’ll understand.” She stood, walked over to the baby monitor on the side table, unplugged it, and turned it off. Then she walked over to the sliding glass doors, opened them, and chucked the monitor out into the pool.

For some reason, this didn’t even shock Elain. “What the heck was that about?”

Baba Yaga didn’t look away from the pool. “Watch your back.”

Elain’s hackles rose on her neck. “Why? And against who?”

Baba Yaga closed the sliders and turned to face her, dropping her voice even more. “There’s already a traitor among you.”

Somehow, Elain didn’t even need to guess. “Brighton. What the fu-reak did that nutjob do?”

I really need to remember not to swear around the babies.

Baba Yaga hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the pool outside. “Those are not the baby monitors you bought. He replaced them. Right now, Brighton is out with his brothers. I made sure to cast a barrier around me when I appeared here so he couldn’t spy on us or hear what we said. Neither can Lina or Mai. Get rid of the other monitor immediately. Destroy it with water before throwing it away.”

Now Elain was creeped out. “What is going on?”

“I don’t know, and that is the problem. My powers aren’t what they used to be, so I can’t tell for sure. Brighton doesn’t like or trust Liam.”

“We’d already guessed that.”

“If you can, get Brighton out of here sooner rather than later. Keep extremely close tabs on him, though, especially while he’s living here.”

“Isn’t that enough proof right there? How creepy is it that he’s been listening to us? Does that mean he overheard what Lina, Mai, and I talked about?” She blanched. “Did he overhear sexy time between me and my guys? I’ve had those monitors for weeks!”

“No, it’s not enough proof, because he’ll talk his way out of it. He’ll leave you doubting your own sanity. He seems rather skilled in gaslighting techniques.”

Baba Yaga returned to the bed. “He might not be able to lie to his brothers, but he can loophole every bit as well as you can. Also, yes, no telling what he’s overheard, since I don’t know exactly how long those have been in here.”

Baba Yaga held her hands out to her. “Elain, I do not wish to alarm you, but I cannot see you in the future any longer. It’s not necessarily because of something bad happening to you. It’s a byproduct of the barrier in your mind and of your new powers and rank. It’s not just you, but Lina and Mai as well. That means there is a massive blind spot in my abilities. I can only see events and people around you, some outcomes, but not you three in particular.”

Elain’s mental chill grew deeper. “That’s why no more riddles from you, huh?”

“The mantle has been passed. I am no longer bound by certain…restrictions. I’m a civilian, so to speak.”

“Not exactly.”

“Close enough. Please, be careful. I know you don’t wish to hurt your men’s feelings—”

“But Brighton’s a nutter. Got it.”

“I’m sorry. I know you wanted to reunite their family. He’s also not the only family traitor you must be concerned with.”

Elain didn’t need her to break out the sock puppets. “My uncles. And the guys’ cousins. The ones who worked with Rodolfo.”

“Among others.” She reached out and gently clasped Elain’s wrist. “Please use Marston as much as you need to. He’s now your tool, and one you should not hesitate to employ when necessary.”

“He’s a tool, all right,” Elain muttered.

The former Immortal rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Your instincts regarding him are spot-on. He has knowledge of things he’s seen and heard while working for Rodolfo that will prove invaluable to you. He absolutely would die to protect you and yours. The oath he made to you is every bit as strong in his soul as the blood oath he was trying to fulfill for all those years. Do not doubt him or his word. He cannot lie to you.”

She released Elain and sat back. “You might find him able to…do things that you yourself don’t wish to. It’s all right to ask it of him, because he will see it as helping you and fulfilling his oath, and it will only brighten his karma. Atonement.”

“But darken my karma?”

“Not necessarily. Depends on the cause.”

“Be honest with me. Is that nuclear vision a literal one or metaphorical?”

“It’s my belief that it is literal. That Lina and Mai both saw it in a literal way tells me that the message should be interpreted as such. Unfortunately, the blind spot that I now have means I can’t really see what happens to resolve it. I can ‘loophole,’ as you yourself say, and try to see others, but it’s still very iffy. Considering the unholy mess that once was the Soviet Union, it is not beyond the realm of belief that a cockatrice nest could buy or steal a device capable of that kind of destruction. ‘Remember the Maine.’”

“Huh?”

“Oh, for goodness sake. You were raised in Florida. Did they not teach you regional history?”

Elain struggled to think. “Is that the ship that blew up in Havana well over a century ago?”

Baba Yaga touched her nose. “Cockatrice have been around and causing trouble for eons. They thrive on creating chaos, darkness, and reaping the benefits of it. Opportunists. This would be a modern version of it. Do you honestly think it was merely the Japanese who created kamikaze pilots? No. They had influence from the cockatrice. Pearl Harbor was one of the greatest cockatrice achievements in the last century.”

Elain’s stomach rolled. It felt wrong talking about this with her infant nursing in her arms, but she knew she’d have limited opportunities like this with the former Immortal. “How can I tell what the cockatrice did and what was human-made?”

“Sometimes you can’t. Sometimes, cockatrice used humans and human allies for their purposes. You have to trust your instincts.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “I must leave.” She kissed her fingers and then touched them to Ellie’s head. “You are a wonderful mother, Elain. Do not doubt yourself in the least in that regard.”

Baba Yaga reached under her collar for the amulet and disappeared as a knock sounded on the bedroom door.

“You awake?”

Lina.

Elain glanced to where the former Immortal had sat. “Come on in.”

Lina popped in, a smile on her face and a steaming mug in her hand. “Thought I heard your TV on. Not sure if you were feeling like coffee, but how about a mug of mint tea to start your day, and see where we go from there?”

Elain couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you. I’d love that.”

Lina walked in, closing the door behind her, and set the mug on the bedside table next to Elain.

Which, unfortunately, spotlighted the missing baby monitor.

Lina frowned, picked up the plug, and held it up. “Do I want to know?”

Elain, fortunately, could lie to Lina. “I had an accidental poofing incident.”

“Huh?”

Elain pointed out the sliders. “I had taken it outside yesterday, and when I tried to bring it to me, it ended up in the pool.”

Lina snorted and held out her fist for a bump. “Good one, girlie. I don’t feel so bad now. No offense, but I’m glad you have your shortcomings.”

“None taken.” In fact, it gave Elain a lot of relief that Lina had bought the lie.

On the heels of that, it made Elain feel guilty as hell that she could lie to her friend.

“Where are the guys?” Elain asked. “And Mom and Dad?”

“We have several cows all giving birth at the same time at our place. One is having problems, so your guys are helping my guys learn the ropes. Dad’s helping supervise things here on the ranch. Cail said he’d be back when he could this morning. I begged Mom to swap places with me for the morning, so she took Joss and went over to help Kael and Zack with the Beasts, and to let Joss play with them. Connor’s asleep with a full tummy out in the living room. I was going to ask if you want me to handle the nursery laundry for you?”

“Oh, sweetie, you don’t need to do my housework.”

“Hey, new mom perks. Remember how we pampered Mai and Mom? Now it’s your turn, like it or not, to sit back for at least a few days and let us take care of you. Please?”

Elain wasn’t used to sitting back and being pampered like that, but she knew Lina was sincere. “I would really appreciate that, thank you.”

“No worries. Want me to leave the bedroom door open for you?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

It was great having friends like Lina. Friends who were family.

I don’t know what I’d do without them.



* * * *



Lina was actually treating this morning as a mini-vacation from her own crazy life, even if only for a few hours. Zack and Kael were doing more research this morning, yet another reason they needed Mom as a backup babysitter. Hell, Connor was easy to take care of, compared to her two darling little hellions.

Lina had asked Mom to swap houses with her for the morning under the additional pretenses of wanting to talk Seer stuff with Elain.

Not exactly a lie, although it wasn’t the only reason Lina had wanted Mom and Joss over at her place today.

And Lina had needed a break from her brood.

Goddess help me if they both start breathing fire.

Apparently it would still be a little while before they could definitively tell what George and Luke’s special abilities would be, or if they were Elementals or not. Elain hadn’t been able to tell, and Lina wasn’t exactly an expert on baby dragon lore, but ancient Arnost had finally gotten a cell phone so Lina could call him with questions.

This Seer shit is hard enough as it is.

She walked into the nursery and grabbed the laundry hamper, carrying it out to the utility room where the washer and drier were located. As she started to dump everything in, however, she froze, her nose wrinkling.

It wasn’t just normal baby stink, either. She smelled something…very familiar.

Rooting through the clothes, she found a blanket and a couple of onesies that had all been touching…

Lina closed her eyes and tried to place the odd scent. It was a wolf, one she didn’t recognize, but felt like she should. It wasn’t like she was a shifter with a super sniffer, either. Finally, she shoved everything into the washer and grabbed the empty hamper to take back to the nursery.

This time, she walked around and paused at Connor’s crib. Eyes closed, she rested her hands on the siderail and an image of Brighton sneaking into the nursery at night appeared in her mind. The vision wasn’t blue, either, meaning it’d already happened.

She saw him staring down at Connor, and it wasn’t exactly a look of uncle-ly love on the wolf’s face.

In fact, his murderous expression terrified Lina.

Brighton looked like he wanted to kill the baby.

Lina dashed down the hall and opened Brighton’s bedroom door, not bothering to knock first. She suspected he was gone, since she hadn’t seen him and his vehicle wasn’t parked in the yard. But if she found him there she’d utter a whoopsies and pretend she’d accidentally walked into his bedroom instead of the guest bath next door.

He wasn’t there.

Eyes closed, she stood there and tried to sense anything out of order.

Nothing.

Dammit.

She opened her eyes and then it hit her. Closing her eyes again, she placed her hands on his bed, fingers spread.

Now the visions swarmed over her, nothing in blue, of him sitting there, earbuds in and listening to something on his laptop. Doing research of some sort, but she couldn’t make the vision’s focus shift so she could see what, exactly, was on his screen. Everything was jumbled, distorted, jumping around.

Probably mirroring the insides of Brighton’s brain in the first place.

The overall feeling was that whatever the hell he was up to was no damn good.

We have got to get him out of this house.

Except it wasn’t her house.

But she’d bet the farm—literally—on Brighton being overall bad news.

The nagging question was why?

Or, perhaps, how?


Chapter Twelve



Elain had managed to get a shower, and Lina had cooked her breakfast, before Cail returned a little after eleven that morning. Elain was stretched out on one of the couches, Ellie sleeping on her chest, and Lina had been stretched out on the other couch. They were watching a movie on TV and talking.

Especially about how nice it was having Brighton gone for the morning.

Elain wouldn’t tell Lina the truth about the baby monitors. That would mean telling her she’d been talking with Baba Yaga, and trying to keep Lina from blowing Brighton up.

And Lina would likely try to blow Brighton up first and ask questions later if she thought he was a danger to anyone in their family.

For now, Elain knew she’d have to watch her back around him until she could figure out the best way to ease him out of their house without creating any suspicion.

What she really wanted to know was what he was up to, and ironically she realized that might be easier to do with him under their roof.

Juju and Bea, who’d been evicted from same said couches, lay on the floor, on either side of Connor, who was asleep on a blanket.

“Nice to see I didn’t miss the staff meeting,” Cail teased as he leaned in for a kiss from Elain.

“Everything go okay?”

“Yeah.” He turned to Lina. “You now have three more head of cattle than you did when you got up this morning, and should have a fourth fairly soon.”

She gave him a thumbs-up. “I wonder how long before my guys are begging you to just cut a hole in the fence between our properties and let ours mingle with yours?”

“Oddly enough,” he said, “Jan seems to have the stronger stomach for it.”

“That’s no shocker. Rick still gags and nearly passes out over baby poop.”

“Won’t be much longer before you’re potty-training them,” Elain said.

“Who? Jan and Rick?” Lina grinned.

Cail shook his head as he chuckled. “I’m going to grab a shower.”

“You want lunch?” Lina called out. “I was going to make us some sandwiches.”

“Sure, thanks.” He disappeared into the master bedroom and shut the door behind him.

“I really thought Rick would have been the stronger of the two,” Elain said.

“Me, too.” Lina sat up. “Not so much, actually. And if I can keep Luke and George from dropping trou in the middle of my yard to take a crap or piss, life will be swell. You know, minus the whole ‘trying to stop a nuclear catastrophe’ mess.”

Elain giggled. “I haven’t caught them doing that yet. The dropping trou, I mean.”

“They just started last week. I don’t want them teaching that to BettLynn.” Lina frowned. “Then again, when BettLynn’s shifted, a lot of time that’s what she does. Hell, she’s better housebroken than my Beasts, and she’s younger. Maybe they’re imitating her.”

Elain shrugged. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Well, it’s generally frowned upon for children to take a poop in public, yes. Dragon shifters or not. Eventually, my two brutes need to learn manners and how to use a toilet, even if their antics amuse their fathers and uncles.”

“If you had a choice to poop in a diaper, or shift and poop in the yard, wouldn’t you choose shifting? Dr. Alberto says that BettLynn is likely far more intelligent than we’re thinking she is, despite her disabilities. That it takes a high level of intelligence to shift as young as she is. She’s self-mitigating.”

Lina looked like she was about to answer, stopped, then arched an eyebrow at Elain. “Quit using that devil logic on me, woman. That’s not fair. I’m not a shifter, so I can’t answer that question.” She hauled herself to her feet. “Although I have to admit, I might beg Mom to swap places with me again tomorrow. This has been like a spa day.”

“Why didn’t you bring the Beasts with you?”

“Because as soon as we approach your front door, they start fussing and fighting and trying to get over to Mai’s house since they know that’s where BettLynn lives now. Poor Mom probably hates me today.”

“I appreciate you guys taking care of me like this, but I can handle it.”

Lina didn’t even turn as she headed for the kitchen. “Stop complaining and enjoy it. I told you, we’re pampering your ass, whether you like it or not.”

Elain carefully got up so as not to awaken Ellie and placed the baby in her carrier. Then she followed Lina to the kitchen.

“You know that thing you said you could do, seeing people’s intent? Like at the meth house? The supernatural heads-up display?”

“Yeah?”

“What do you see when you look at Brighton?”

Lina turned, her brow furrowed. “I’ve never seen it come up when I look at him. Why?”

“Just asking.”

“It’s not like it’s active all the time. Unfortunately, it seems to activate only when I’m busy doing something and not really thinking about it. Especially if it’s something intense and adrenaline-worthy. When I actively try to use it, it doesn’t seem to work.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, exactly, oh. We need to write the Triad/Seer 101 manual and sell it on Kindle for the future generations.”

Elain didn’t want to think about the “next” generation. “I honestly wouldn’t wish this gig on anyone.”

“Neither would I,” Lina said, “but I don’t want to spend the rest of my existence doing it, either.”



* * * *



By the time Brodey made it back to the house later that afternoon, Elain’s energy had tanked out again and she was asleep on the couch. Lina had already called Zack and asked him to send their baby monitors home with Mom for the Lyalls to use until they bought a replacement set.

Brodey still wasn’t sure he quite understood Lina’s explanation of what Elain said had happened to the baby monitors, but with Elain feeling so exhausted right now, he wasn’t about to question her over it.

If a baby monitor ending up in the pool was the weirdest thing to happen at their ranch on any given day, he’d consider it a win.

Elain awakened long enough to eat dinner, nurse Ellie, then crashed back into an exhausted sleep that nearly made Brodey’s body ache at a soul-deep level, feeling through their mate bond how worn-out she was.

Mostly from trying to be strong for everyone else for so damn long and barely taking a moment for herself.

Elain was a go-go-go kind of person, and being nearly eight months pregnant when they’d adopted Connor had zapped a lot of energy out of her when she should have been resting. She babysat for the other women, she did housework.

Add to that the damned Seer and Triad gig.

He got it, they didn’t have a say in it, she was doing it regardless because she’d been picked to do it.

Didn’t mean he had to like it.

And he definitely didn’t like it.



* * * *



Baba Yaga didn’t turn when she heard the sliding glass doors open behind her and someone stepped out onto the screened porch.

“You are lucky Oscar sleeps like the dead when he’s been well laid. Otherwise he would have been liable to rip your throat out, mistaking you as an intruder.”

“I know the truth about Connor.” Baba Yaga turned. “What I want to know is why you thought you could hide that from me.”

Gigi stood there in a man’s bathrobe that smelled like her Bengal tiger mate, her arms crossed over her chest and her fiery red curls long and loose down her back. “Who told you?”

Baba Yaga smirked. “You just did.”

Gigi stared at her for a long, angry moment. “You’re a real bitch, Babs. You know that? Did you engineer me to meet Oscar the way you did Callie and Daniel?”

“Engineer? No. That was pure dumb luck.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“You will or won’t believe me. That’s none of my concern.”

Gigi stared at her for another long moment. “You wanted the Triad dissolved. Why?”

“I thought you were ready to continue with the rest of your life?”

“What’s your game, Babs?”

“No game.” She examined her fingernails. “However, I am upset with you, that you’d think I’d deliberately harm a baby, cockatrice or not.”

Something finally rattled Gigi’s calm. “How could you see that? You can’t read my thoughts.”

“I didn’t. That was a reasonable guess on my part. I can, however, tell an occlusion when I see one, and Connor is occluded. Elain is desperately concerned about me not knowing that cockatrice bitch’s spawn is now, for all intents and purposes, a wolf. There’s only one reason for that. Like Callie, your powers are now gone. I’m not an idiot.”

Gigi finally took a seat in one of the chairs. “And here I thought I got one up on you.”

“Have you also forgotten that we are Seers?”

“Were.”

“Whatever.” Baba Yaga took the seat next to her. “I knew Aliah was going to try to capture Lacey.”

“Then why didn’t you stop it?”

“I couldn’t if I was off-Earth, now, could I?”

Another disgusted sigh from Gigi. “You let it happen. You knew this would happen. Why did you want Callie and me to give up our powers?”

“Are you complaining? I didn’t hear it all, but I caught the tail end of your…” She cleared her throat. “I’ve seen Oscar naked, before and after he’s shifted. He is not poorly endowed.”

Gigi didn’t respond at first. When she finally did, the weariness in her voice drilled through Baba Yaga’s soul. “I was ready to let it go,” she softly said. “I’ll admit it. I was jealous of Callie. In the good way,” she added. “She was happier than we’ve seen her in hundreds of years or longer. Daniel is the perfect mate for her.”

“And then you met Oscar.”

“And then I met Oscar.”

“I will admit I saw you happy in the future, but I couldn’t see who your mate was. Only that you’d mated.”

Gigi turned in her chair. “How could you see me? Our powers cancel each other out.”

“The future you.”

“That must be pretty far in the future, then, if the connection faded that much.”

“It would seem so.”

“Huh.” She sat back again. “Children?”

“That I didn’t see, but it doesn’t mean it won’t happen.”

Before Babs could pull away, Gigi reached out and grabbed her hand and held on tightly. “You occluded BettLynn, using George’s and Luke’s energy to mask her, but they are alive. That means you had to give up something of your own, hmm? So how are you still able to move about the country, so to speak? Much less to off-Earth realms?”

“I might have struck a deal with the Devil.”

Gigi released her hand. “You despise Ryan Ausar. You always have.”

“Not true. I’ve had nothing against him personally.”

“You know what I mean.”

Baba Yaga stood and pointed in the general direction of Gigi’s bedroom, where Oscar lay sprawled, sound asleep, in their bed. “You have your hobbies and I have mine. Just because I wished to move on doesn’t mean I don’t have interests still.”

“Why not find someone for you?”

She dodged the question. “Connor is safe. Even had you not occluded him, I’m sure that him growing up in the Lyall home practically guarantees him a bright future. Feel free to tell Elain that the next time you speak with her.”

“Why don’t you tell her yourself?”

Baba Yaga turned, facing away from her. “Because I need to avoid Lina.” With her back to Gigi, it also meant her sister couldn’t see her reach up to her throat and take hold of the amulet.

She appeared in her own living room, relieved that it still worked. She’d been afraid, upon accepting the amulet, that once she’d occluded BettLynn she might lose access to this little realm. Long ago she’d disabled the portals that led to it via land. Very few dragons had been able to access it after that, only the ones she’d wanted to and to whom she’d granted special access.

Ones such as Jan and Rick.

And others of certain powers, such as Lina, Elain, and maybe, eventually, Mai.

If Baba Yaga was still around by the time Mai finally mastered her self-confidence and her “poofing” powers.

Going by her own visions—and plans—Baba Yaga hoped she’d be gone long before then. She’d planned her escape for too many years to believe otherwise.


Chapter Thirteen



The next morning, after a good night’s sleep, Elain felt a little more rested. Ellie had nursed around midnight and slept through until nearly six.

That was a luxury, as far as Elain was concerned.

Even better, Brighton had scooted out early to go do his own thing. Lina had begged, pleaded, and promised Mom three times the reciprocal babysitting to once again take over for her at home while Lina returned to Elain’s. Elain’s men were out working, with Ain slated to return around lunch time.

After getting a shower, Elain tucked Ellie into her carrier and moved out to the kitchen, where Lina was already cooking breakfast.

“You’re spoiling me.”

“Hey, enjoy it.”

Elain carefully lowered her tender nether regions into a chair. “I’m trying to.” She was beginning to wish she hadn’t been so cavalier about refusing painkillers, even though she knew after another day or two she’d be feeling an improvement.

Lina handed her a perfectly prepared mug of coffee. “Want a cushion?”

“No, I’ll be okay.”

“Mai will come over shortly with BettLynn for a visit.”

“How about we make it a business meeting?” That had become their nickname for their Seer sessions.

Lina leaned against the counter. “Girl, come on, seriously? Take a day off. You just gave birth.”

Elain held up her left hand, ticking off each word with a raised finger. “Nuclear. Bomb.”

Lina frowned. “Damn you and your devil logic.”

By the time Mai arrived, Lina had breakfast ready for all three of them. Mai turned BettLynn loose on the floor to explore and play with Juju and Bea while Connor and Ellie both slept in a playpen Lina had set up in the living room.

“I feel like we should have some sort of super-secret ritual to start things off,” Lina snarked as she picked up her fork and scooped up a bite of scrambled eggs. “This is so…suburban.”

“I think technically this is rural,” Elain playfully replied. “So what do we know about this stupid fu-reaking vision?”

BettLynn, who was crawling around on her hands and knees but in human mode, had appeared in the doorway with the two Labs flanking her.

She sat on her bum and held her arms up. “TV pweese!”

Mai pointed at her. “No shifting?”

BettLynn nodded, her beautiful green eyes wide and imploring and absolutely adorable.

“Excuse me,” Mai said as she got up and scooped the little girl up and carried her back to the living room.

Lina and Elain heard the TV turn on, a cartoon, and Mai speaking to BettLynn before she returned and took her seat.

“Bribery, huh?” Lina teased.

“That started last week. Me and the guys talked about it, and if it helps her learn not to shift at the drop of a hat until she’s old enough to understand why, it’s worth it.”

“Agreed,” Lina said.

Mai, Micah, and Jim had been receiving training from an antelope shifter physical therapist who worked with Dr. Alberto’s office on referrals. She couldn’t come down to Arcadia all the time, and it was impractical for them to drive to Tampa several times a week, so they had learned techniques and video-conferenced with the woman to keep BettLynn’s therapy going.

Unfortunately, taking BettLynn to a regular human pediatric physical therapist was out of the question.

Especially when one of BettLynn’s shifting triggers seemed to be getting frustrated at her physical limitations while in human form.

“Back to our conversation,” Elain said, wanting to make good use of their time together. “What do we know?”

They hashed out everything they knew to date about the vision. Which, unfortunately, was limited.

“Maybe we could try going backward?” Mai asked. “Start at the end of the vision and try to rewind it?”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Elain said. “We should try attacking this from all angles.”

Lina stared at her empty coffee mug. “What I want to know is why Baba Yaga was so eager to suddenly dissolve the Triad and hand power over to us after all those years. Especially with something this huge coming down the pike.” She finally looked at Mai, then Elain. “Control freak turned passive viewer calls up the bush league team before the playoffs? Prophecy or not, I don’t buy it. I feel like we’re being played.”

“Agreed,” Mai said. “I don’t like being manipulated.”

Elain hoped she wasn’t blushing, and hoped Mai wouldn’t be upset with her over what she’d done to her friend. “I don’t know. But we need to play the hand we’ve been dealt. We’re smart people. We can figure this out.”

“Maybe we’re overthinking it,” Mai said.

“We’re probably overthinking it,” Lina added, “but I don’t know any other way to approach it.”

“I think we need a séance,” Elain said.

Mai and Lina looked at her. “A what?” Mai asked.

“You know what that is.”

“I know, but you’re not serious, are you?”

Lina seemed to be following Elain’s train of thought, though. “You mean a little outdoor communing. Circle time.”

“Bingo.”



* * * *



They’d finished breakfast and were about to move out to the living room when Ain returned. Elain had started to get up to kiss him when she got a whiff of him.

“Um, eww.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. Straight to the shower, don’t pass go or collect a kiss first.”

Lina was even holding her nose. She pointed at their bedroom. “Yeah. I don’t even have a super sniffer. Go.”

Then Elain’s cell phone rang.

Ortega.

“Sorry, I need to take this,” she told them. “Jaguar Seer business.” She walked out the back door as she answered it, not stopping until she’d reached the edge of the woods and, hopefully, out of range of shifter hearing.

“What’s up?”

The jaguar’s rich, rolling accent flowed through her phone like honey. “My dear, how are you doing? We haven’t talked since you gave birth.”

“You are so sweet and yet so full of bullshit, my friend.”

He chuckled. “I should know better than to try to fool my Clan Seer, eh?”

“I love you, Ortega, you big fuzzball. What’s going on?”

He spent about fifteen minutes discussing incidental, trivial things that Elain knew were leading up to his main topic, which he finally got to.

“Oh, I also wanted to know if there was a good time in the near future for me to come to Maine to give my…eh, report about a certain wolf’s confirmed demise.”

Yeah, this was something they still had to deal with. They couldn’t let it drag on too long for fear of people asking too many questions when the news about Rodolfo’s “passing” was finally revealed to everyone.

“There’s a regular Clan Council meeting in two weeks. I’ll confirm with Ain and get back to you later today.”

“Excellent. And? How are your little ones, lovely momma?”

He could still sound like a flirt, even while innocently asking about her children. “Connor’s growing like a moose, and Ellie’s beautiful and perfect.”

“Ah, good. Just like her mother, then.”

Elain giggled, glad he couldn’t see her rolling her eyes at him. He was harmless enough when it came to this. “How’s Fiona doing?”

“She is well.” His voice subtly changed, deepening, full of emotion. “Thank you, again, for making me see what I had lost sight of. I think we are all better off focusing on the future. I am forever grateful and forever in your debt, my dear.”

“You’re welcome. All part of the gig.”

Humor returned to his tone. “Our very busy Seer.”

“I meant as a friend, but sure.” She left him laughing as she ended the call and headed back to the house.

Ain had made it out of the shower. Everyone stared at her as she walked in.

“It’s okay. It was Ortega, wanting to know when the next Clan Council meeting is so he can…present some information publicly.”

The others, especially Ain, relaxed. “Brodey’s not going to like that news,” Ain joked.

Elain snorted. “Tell me about it.”

“What?” Lina asked. “Why?”

“Road trip,” Elain and Ain said together.



* * * *



It was mild for a May afternoon in Florida, with a cool sea breeze reaching all the way from the Gulf into Arcadia. After lunch, the women opted to take their business outside to the backyard, in the shade of a sprawling oak tree just behind Elain’s house.

Far enough away that even Ain and his shifter ears couldn’t hear what was going on from where he was watching the kids in the house.

Elain was even more relieved that Brighton was apparently out of the house for the day and not anywhere on the property, since he’d had yet to return.

Zack and Kael accompanied them this time. They’d brought the Beasts over, and Mom had returned to the house with Joss to watch them all with Ain. It was also a reward for BettLynn, for having not shifted all morning.

“You know,” Kael said, “it’s probably not a bad idea to be recording these sessions. I mean, some of them we might want to be able to watch again, just in case.”

Lina shrugged. “I’m good with that.”

“Me, too,” Elain said.

“Sure,” Mai said. “Why not?”

The women settled cross-legged on the ground, close enough they could hold hands with each other. Zack and Kael remained standing, on opposite sides of them, their iPhones ready to capture the action.

“What do we do?” Elain asked.

“I have no fucking idea,” Lina admitted.

“We want to see if we can track down more details from the vision of the bomb, right?” Mai asked. “I like the idea of trying to walk it backward.”

“But if we can change events to prevent it from happening,” Elain said, “doesn’t that create one of those paradox thingies?”

Lina shook her head. “No. It isn’t like Doctor Who, where there are fixed points in the time stream that cannot be altered. It’s more like one of those books we had as kids, where you followed the story along and had page choices for different actions. You want to follow the path to the right, turn to page twenty-five. Follow it left, page thirty. Then you could always back up if you didn’t like the results of what happened. What we’re seeing from the future hasn’t happened yet. Probably why our visions are in blue when we see the future.”

“Because it’s what will happen if current events continue on their path?” Mai asked.

“Right.”

“Then how,” Elain asked, “will we be able to change the future if all we’re seeing is one possibility?”

Lina gave her “the look.” “Again, I’m spit-balling. I’m just as lost as you are. I’m hoping that if we change something, the visions will change. This is all theory. If you have a better idea, just say it.”

“I don’t. That’s the problem.”

Mai held her hands out to either side. “We going to sit here talking all day, or we going to try this?”

Elain took her hand and then held her other out to Lina. Once the circuit was completed, they all closed their eyes. Elain felt a gentle, almost pleasant tingling wash through her. Not like when they did the ceremony in Yellowstone, or made the house disappear, or even when they fought Aliah. This wasn’t like wasabi in her veins, it felt more like…

Well, a vibrator. Only turned on very low, and not focused on her clit.

Which was a good thing, because the last thing she felt at that moment was sexy.

They sat there in silence for a moment, Elain expecting Lina to start the process when the goddess spoke. “I got nothing. Elain, please do the honors.”

Elain took a deep breath, unsure what to say. She finally decided on the follow-her-gut method.

“Future future, speak to me. Gathered here among us three. We wish to look upon a face, please show it to us in this place. The one who wishes to cause death, who wishes to deprive of breath. Innocents many we must save, to keep them from an early grave. Please show to us the vision dire, so that we may prevent dark fire. Start at the end rewind the blast, and in the future, show us the past.”

About the same time she felt Mai and Lina’s hands clamp down on hers, Elain involuntarily took a tighter grip on her friends’ hands. Behind her eyelids a horrific mushroom cloud had appeared. The vision also had a bluish tint. Elain even felt the heat, heard the shrieks of the dead and dying around them.

But…like a DVR on rewind, the picture changed. The mushroom cloud and accompanying heat receded. As the three of them stood there in the vision, holding hands together in a circle on the street corner, Elain started to speak, softly narrating what they were seeing for the sake of the two men filming them, hoping she was actually speaking out loud and not just in the vision.

As she looked around, frantically studying street and business signs and reading them off, she realized they were missing the whole point of this exercise. There weren’t any newspaper boxes anywhere, but she turned, in the vision Mai and Lina turning with her, and started looking at license plates on cars.

“Missouri…Missouri…Tennessee…Kentucky—what the fuck? Missouri…Missouri…Tennessee…Kentucky—”

In the vision, Lina and Mai were also now looking around, reading off license plates as well as expiration sticker dates, something Elain had brain-farted on.

“Okay, so we’re looking at less than two years in the future right now,” Elain said, looking up to see where the cloud was still pulling back on itself in the near distance. She pointed in its direction. “We have to find the source of that.”

In the vision, she dropped the other women’s hands and started running toward the receding mushroom cloud. Mai and Lina followed her, even though they didn’t actually break the circle in real life. Elain realized that cars were driving backward and pedestrians were walking backward. Only they were moving forward. And they were invisible. When Elain dodged a car she accidentally ran through another one parked on the curb.

Emboldened, she stopped trying to follow the streets and instead ran through buildings, not hesitating, only slowing a little every time she emerged from a new one to get her bearings and not lose sight of the cloud.

“It’s almost too small to see now!” Lina yelled.

“I know,” Elain said. “Keep running!”

Mai was keeping up what would probably appear to be a nonsensical stream of narration to Zack and Kael, describing what buildings they were running through, giving information about the people that she saw inside, while Lina and Elain focused on not losing track of the shrinking mushroom cloud.

“We’re running south,” Mai said. “The shadows. It’s late in the afternoon and we’re running south. It’s warm. It’s summer. Has to be.”

“Goddammit!” Elain screamed when they ran up over a levee and then down onto the bank of a river.

Lina tried to cross it, but couldn’t. She wasn’t actually getting wet, but would still sink down into the river when she tried to cross.

In the distance, to the south and west, the mushroom cloud completely disappeared and all seemed normal, other than the fact that everyone was going backward except them.

Behind them, Mai started screaming. “Marston. Marston. MarstonMarstonMARSTONMARSTON!” Mai’s eyes rolled back in her head and in the vision, Elain caught her.

When she opened her eyes, Elain actually did have Mai in her arms, Lina helping support her.

The men stopped filming and rushed over, but Mai was already coming around.

“Holy fuck,” Mai muttered. “What the hell?”

Lina looked furious. “Marston. You kept saying Marston. Was it Marston Hill? Did you see him? I didn’t see him. Was he there?”

“I…I don’t know.” She looked at Elain. “I never saw him. Is that what I was saying?”

“At the end, there, yeah.”

When Elain suddenly felt heat ratchet up a few degrees from Lina’s direction, she yelled, “Zack!”

“I got her.” He grabbed Lina under the armpits from behind and dragged her away from the other two women. “Goddess girl, chill out. It’s okay.”

“Marston fucking Hill?” Lina raged. “He’s behind this?”

“We don’t know that,” Elain said, trying not to panic. “Calm. Down.”

The edict immediately worked. “I still want to know how you can do that to me,” Lina said.

“That makes two of us.” Elain returned her focus to Mai, who was her immediate concern. She couldn’t very well poof down to fricking Bolivia at that exact second and ask Marston what the ever-loving fuck.

Not without risking Lina and possibly even Mai suddenly figuring out their poofy skills and following her.

“Let’s get everyone back inside in the kitchen,” Zack said. “Get Mai a drink of water, and take a few deep breaths, and review the footage to make notes.”

“Good idea,” Elain said. “But I need to go make a call.”

When they got everyone settled, Elain grabbed her phone and headed for her bedroom. “No one come in, please.” She locked the bedroom door, made sure the sliders to the lanai were also locked, then went and locked herself in the master bathroom.

Then she poofed herself to fricking Bolivia, into Marston’s kitchen.

He was sitting in the living room and sat up, startled. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s fuc-hreaking wrong is I wanted to see the little puppykins, that’s what’s wrong!” Elain had changed tone mid-sentence and forced a smile because there next to Marston, holding on to her father’s knee, stood Colleen.

She gave Elain a toothy grin and pointed at her with a happy squeal. “Auntie Wain!”

“Hey, baby girl.” Elain walked over and scooped her up, still trying to get her pulse to settle into something resembling normal before the shakes started. “How you doing?”

Colleen held a toy car that she’d been playing with and showed it to Elain, babbling at her in toddlerese that apparently Marston could understand but Elain, despite her experience with BettLynn and the Beasts, couldn’t decipher.

Elain finally reached out and grabbed Marston’s wrist, maybe a little harder than she meant to, and stared into his eyes.

“I need to talk to you. Now. Alone.”

He nodded. She released him and he stood, reaching for Colleen. “Sweetheart, Daddy needs to talk to Auntie Elain for a moment. I’m going to take you down to Auntie Rosa, and she’s going to make your snack for you, Okay?”

“’Kay!”

He cast a worried glance over his shoulder at Elain as he headed out the door.

Elain collapsed onto the sofa. There was no way she’d believe Marston was involved in setting off a nuclear bomb.

No. Way.

But that was absolutely what Mai had been screaming.

When he returned moments later, he locked the door behind him. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

There was no easy way to go through it other than to tell him. By the time she finished, he looked equal parts horrified and confused.

“Wait. That can’t be right,” he said. “You know who I am now. I would never, ever do something like that.”

“Not even to save Colleen’s life?”

His jaw snapped shut. He finally shook his head. “Would you, even to save your children’s lives, sacrifice thousands or more of innocent people? I might want to kill myself immediately after, but no, even I would never stoop to that level of evil.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Touché.”

“There has to be another answer.” He headed down the hall.

“Where are you going?”

“To get my laptop.”

He returned a moment later and set it up on the counter. They crowded around it. “You said you were seeing license plates from three different states, correct?”

“Yeah?”

“And you were running south, toward the cloud?”

“Yeah, but we lost it at the river. The cloud was to the south and west of us as we stood at the river bank.”

He pulled up Google Maps and Elain felt both relieved and like an absolute fucking idiot when she saw what he pointed at after only a few seconds of scanning the map of the United States.

“I present to you Marston, Missouri.” He turned the laptop to face her.

Before she realized what she was doing, she had him engulfed in a bone-crushing hug. “Oh. My. God! Thank you!” She even kissed him on the cheek before coming to her senses and releasing him, stepping back.

“Um, I mean, uh, thanks. That’s helpful. Thank you.”

He smirked. “Believe me, you are not a fraction as relieved as I am.”

Elain leaned in again to read the screen. “And that totally fits, because we saw the cloud to the south and west of where we were.” She zoomed in. “We were actually in New Madrid, then.” She changed the orientation of the map so she could zoom in to street level. “There. That’s where we were. I remember those buildings.”

He slumped onto a barstool at the counter. “Please convince Lina I don’t need any extra killing?”

“You betcha, buddy. Trust me, it makes both our lives easier. Let me get back there real fast before they get suspicious.”

He reached out to touch her arm before she could leave. “Did you really believe I was involved in this?”

Elain gave herself time to take a deep breath to collect her thoughts. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t want to, let’s put it that way. Just a freaky, weird coincidence.” She looked at the screen again. “Now I have to figure out what’s so damn important about that particular area that someone wants to turn it into a radioactive sea of molten glass.”

“The Mississippi River is an important waterway.”

“It can’t just be that.” She patted his shoulder. “I’ll let you know.”

And…like that, she returned to Florida.

She took an extra moment to use the bathroom and wash her face. As she stared at herself in the mirror, she also wondered about the fact that she’d really hoped they were wrong about Marston.

And how relieved she felt to realize they were.

She also changed her shirt, just in case. By the time she returned to the kitchen, Zack was turning on his laptop.

“I have the answer,” Elain said, taking it from him.

“Where Marston Hill is so I can fry him right now?” Lina darkly asked.

“No, and chill out. Literally. It’s not him. It’s nothing to do with him. It’s just a freaky coinkydink.”

“What?” they all asked, including Ain, who was standing there with Connor in his arms.

“Who did you call?” Mai asked.

Elain was more than glad it’d been Mai and not Ain who’d asked her. “Researcher I used to work with. Marston isn’t a person. It’s a place.” She pulled up Google Maps and showed them.

Two birds, one lie. Hallelujah.

Lina sat up straighter. “Huh. Son of a bitch.”

Mai gently swatted Lina’s shoulder. “And you would have made a smoking crater out of the guy and not solved anything.”

“Well, wouldn’t say that,” Lina said. “Would have solved my anger at him over a lot of shit the scumbag’s pulled.”

“Focus,” Elain scolded, wanting their discussion off Marston the man and on Marston the place. “The question is we know where, and we know approximately when, within a few months. We need to have Zack and Kael go through the video and work up a spreadsheet of expiration dates we saw on the license plates. Maybe that will help us narrow down the timeline.”

Elain reached over and changed the display from map view to earth view. “This is now our problem. What the hell is so important about a place that isn’t much more than a traffic light and a truck stop? And why did the vision have us in New Madrid and not in Marston to start with?”

“That’s all farmland around there, anyway,” Zack said. “Just look at it there. You can see all the fields. There’s no power plant or military base right there. No population center. I mean, I could see if it was New York, or Chicago, or Philly. Yeah, okay, set off a bomb by the Mississippi River and you’ll have the radioactive pollution. It’s relatively close to St. Louis, but depending on the wind’s direction, the fallout might not even reach them. I don’t get it.”

“Are there any cockatrice nests around there?” Ain asked. “Kitty said they like to build meth cooking operations. Middle of a field where someone can’t smell them cooking seems like a good hiding place.”

“We still don’t know for sure it’s a cockatrice doing it,” Lina said. “I mean, that’s the impression we had from Baba Yaga, but no telling if that’s right or not. That’s a pretty long stretch from running a meth lab to detonating a nuclear weapon.”

“That’s not just a dirty bomb someone slapped together,” Elain said. “That’s a full-on textbook mushroom cloud, and the way the blast blew out, at that distance, it was a device with some punch. Some sort of military warhead. Or, at the very least, a lab-built device with a lot of power.”

They stared at the screen.

“It involves several states, due to the locale,” Mai finally said. “Maybe that’s it? To create a diversion? You have emergency response from not just the federal level, but tie up several states’ agencies? Maybe it’s a distraction for something bigger?”

Lina stared at her. “Bigger than a damn nuke?”

“I don’t know,” Elain said. She chewed on her thumbnail for a moment. “It didn’t feel like that. It felt like this is the headline act, not the opening number. I just don’t get…why. I mean, even if it was Tampa, there’s a port and population center, not to mention MacDill and TIA. Or Miami. Orlando and how many hundreds of thousands of residents and tourists? Dallas or Houston. Los Angeles. New York. Las Vegas. Why the hell Marston, Missouri, of all places?”

“Maybe he’s taking credit for it,” Lina said, her tone slipping into dark territory again.

Elain looked at her. “Honey, I know this is hard to do, but please stop focusing on him right now and drop it. Focus on this.”

“You don’t understand, I had him right—”

“No, I do understand,” Elain said, forcing herself to keep her tone gentle and steady, “but right now, I am literally scared shitless over what I just saw. If we want to stop it, and keep thousands or tens of thousands of people from dying, we need to focus on it and not on one guy. We can figure out Marston Hill later. Okay?”

Lina pouted. “Fine.”

“Try saying it like you mean it, goddess girl,” Zack snarked.

Lina flipped him off.

Mai looked at Elain. “What is so important about New Madrid that we end up there for the vision if the bomb goes off in Marston? That’s important. It has to be. If we can solve that problem, we might be able to figure out the rest of it.”

“How far away are the two towns?” Ain asked.

Zack shrugged. “Couple of miles, maybe. Not far.”

“How far exactly?” Elain asked.

He pulled up Google Earth and measured it. “Six and a half miles on the nose.”

Ain stepped closer. Connor had finished his bottle and was now dozing on Ain’s shoulder. “And how far would the blast radius extend if the bomb went off in Marston?”

“Well, that’s going to take a lot of guesswork since we don’t know what size nuke it is.”

“But we saw damage in New Madrid,” Mai pointed out. “That means it’ll have a blast radius of at least six and a half miles, minimum.”

Zack pulled up another browser window and started utilizing his Google-Fu skills.

“Hiroshima and Nagasaki had complete destruction within a one-mile radius, serious damage at three miles, glass broken up to twelve miles. And Nagasaki was surrounded by hills that restricted some of the blast effects to a certain area. But they were very small yield weapons compared to modern nukes.”

“So let’s say a bigger bomb, in a relatively flat, open area, went off,” Ain said. “Is it fair to estimate that areas farther out than New Madrid would feel the effects like they saw in their vision?”

Zack swallowed hard. “I’m no Manhattan Project scientist, but yeah, probably. I would imagine so.”

“How far is it from St. Louis? To New Madrid and Marston, I mean?”

He clicked back into Google Earth. “Hundred and fifty miles.”

Ain moved so he could look over Zack’s shoulder at the screen. “Nashville?”

“Almost a hundred and sixty miles. There’s literally nothing there. Doesn’t even look like there’s a McDonald’s in Marston. Not even a flipping Waffle House. You know that’s a backwater. Just a stupid bend in the river, farmland, and a few nature preserves.”

“Why is that bend like that?” Ain asked.

“It’s a river,” Zack said. “It floods and cuts new channels. That’s why a lot of those towns have the levee system in place.”

Elain watched Ain’s face. “What are you thinking?”

“That’s just it.” He met her gaze. “I’m not. I can’t. I don’t know, either. I was hoping maybe we’d see something.”

“Maybe it goes off accidentally?” Mai suggested. “Maybe the military was transporting it and there was an accident?”

“I wish,” Lina said. “Not the way Baba Yaga is worried about it. It’s deliberately detonated. Accidentally wouldn’t be within her realm of influence. Neither would a wholly human ‘accident.’ So what’s the connection between New Madrid and Marston?”

Zack leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know, goddess girl, but that’s the million-dollar question at this point.”


Chapter Fourteen



Elain’s energy tanked. Instead of trying another séance, they spent the rest of the afternoon brainstorming. Elain even retreated to the bedroom and called Ryan Ausar to let him know what they’d discovered.

The fact that he was even more clueless than them concerned her.

“I will look into it on my end,” he said, “but as far as I know, there is no special meaning to that area.”

“Well, shoot. I was kind of hoping you were going to tell me it was a temporal rift, or a hell mouth, or something like that. A ton of sea salt, a few bushels of sage, couple of barrels of holy water, and problem solved.”

He chuckled. “Not quite. Stop watching so much Torchwood and Buffy.” She heard the smile in his voice. “I know Jack Harkness and Spike are hot, but really, my dear.”

“We’re scared,” she admitted. “We now know the where, but not the who, the why, or the exact when, although we’re narrowing the time down.”

“The good news is, you have some time, right? Time to change events and prevent it from happening. So try to take a deep breath and regroup. Nothing good will come of you all beating your heads against a proverbial wall. If I find out anything I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks.”

She returned to the kitchen and related the conversation to the others. Then Lina glanced at the time and looked at the living room.

The Beasts were asleep, sprawled out on a blanket, as was BettLynn.

Lina and Mai looked at each other. “Go! Go! Go!” Lina whispered to Mai.

With the precision of a military operation, Mai bolted into the living room, carefully scooped up BettLynn, and ran for Elain’s front door without awakening the little girl, who was still in two-legged form.

“I’ll get our gear,” Kael whispered. “You two grab the boys and run.” Lina and Zack rushed over to the blanket, picked up the sleeping, drooling, snoring baby dragon boys, and hurried out the back sliders toward the gate in the fence that would lead to their place.

“Wow,” Elain said. “That was like SWAT team stuff.”

Kael packed up the laptop. “Separating the three of them usually is. Metaphorically speaking. Since we don’t have a house big enough for all of us to comfortably live in, we’ll have to suffer through them getting old enough to not throw temper tantrums when we separate them, and to understand they will get to see each other again soon.”

“Ah.”

He paused. “It’s kind of sweet, even though I have mixed feelings about it.”

“Me, too.”

“About Baba Yaga joining them?” Ain asked.

“Yeah,” Elain said. She stared at her son resting on his father’s shoulder, a little tiny string of drool dripping onto the burp pad, and thought about how there might be a damned good chance Connor would one day fall in love with Blackie and Callie’s daughter, considering who she’d been in a former life.

“The three of them aren’t free to pick a mate,” Elain said. “Not really. I mean, sure, they could in theory, but chances are they won’t. They’ve been picked for each other. But they picked each other in the past, so hopefully, it balances out.” She stroked Connor’s back. “So now the next battle must be waged.”

“Figuring out how and why cockatrice are going to set off a nuke,” Kael said.

She snorted. “Nope. Telling Brodey we have to make a trip to Maine for a mega-Clan Council meeting.”

“I think I’d rather take the nukes,” Ain grumbled.



* * * *



Brodey dropped his head to the table. “Nooo,” he softly moaned.

Elain playfully swatted his shoulder. “Stop it, you big baby.” Cail and Brodey had returned to the house about an hour after everyone else had left. Elain had managed to sneak a nap, and she’d opted to wait until after dinner to break the news to Brodey and Cail.

Brighton had eaten out somewhere and upon his return had said he was tired and turning in early.

Elain was relieved to hear that. It meant less aggravation for her.

“Seems something can make Brodey quake with fear,” Cail teased.

He didn’t lift his head from the table. “Every time we go to Maine, something bad happens.”

“Not true,” Elain said. “When we went for a recognition for the babies a couple of months ago, it was fine. If you want to label a place trouble, give that title to Yellowstone.”

“Why do we have to go?” Brodey finally lifted his head and stared at Ain. “Why can’t Elain and I and the kids stay here, huh?”

“Because I’m on the mega-Clan council, and Elain’s our Clan’s Seer,” Ain said. “We all need to go. Jan and Rick agreed to stay behind and watch the ranch. They need the practice. Dad will stay behind and help them, and so will Micah and Jim.”

“What about Mom? And Mai and Lina?”

Elain reached out and cradled his chin in her hands. “Just us and the little ones this time,” she said. “Clan Seer business. You can stay here if you—”

“Fuck that noise,” Brodey grumbled, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her close, resting his head against her tummy. “If you go, I go.”

“We’re all going,” Ain said. “We’ll actually have the big guest cabin to ourselves this time around. And we’re flying.”

She frowned. “But the poofy thing—”

“Flying,” Ain edicted. “In a commercial airliner run by a commercial airline licensed by the FAA to actually operate within the United States.”

“Commercial?” she asked.

He arched an eyebrow at her.

“I’m just saying, Ortega told me that his feelings would be hurt if I ever wanted to fly somewhere and didn’t ask him to send his jet for me. You know, Clan relations and all. I am their Seer, too. He adopted me as their Seer. And he’s a friend. And Connor’s godfather. I know he wasn’t just saying it to say it, he really meant it.”

Ain let out a long, frustrated sigh. “You can ask Ortega if he wouldn’t mind picking us up at the Pt. Charlotte airport on the way, if it’s not out of his way,” Ain clarified. “If it is, then we’re flying out of Tampa and into Bangor and renting a car like normal humans.”

“Whatever that means,” Cail snarked. “‘Cause there damn sure isn’t anything normal about us.”

Elain fist-bumped with him.

A little later, after nursing Ellie and with her men watching TV with the babies sound asleep in Brodey’s and Cail’s arms, Elain walked outside with her phone to call Ortega back.

“Okay, we’re a go. It’s the Saturday after this one.”

“Excellent. When shall I pick you up? My schedule is clear, and my plane is at your disposal.”

It felt good to have friends in high places.

It felt even better to know he was doing this because he was a friend, not because he felt he owed her. He genuinely wanted to do this for them.

“When were you guys planning on coming up?”

He laughed. “Uh-uh-uh. That was not my question, dear.”

“Did you have any other business you needed to attend to while we’re up there?”

“I always have business to attend to wherever I go.”

“You are an infuriating cat, you know that?”

He chuckled. “I am serious, Elain. You choose the time. I am at your disposal, my friend.”

She thought about the logistics. She wasn’t sure how good an idea it was to leave Jan and Rick on their own yet at the ranch for a long period of time, but she didn’t want to be rushed.

“How about you pick us up that Thursday, and we’ll fly back on Sunday after brunch?” She knew several of their hands would be more than happy to take double overtime pay to hang around, even if they weren’t scheduled to work on the weekend.

And she needed some face-time with Lacey that she didn’t have to Seer Says her way around.

“Marvelous. I will call you with our departure time from Pt. Charlotte once we’re in the air Thursday.”

“Seriously, thank you. It saves a lot of hassle with us trying to fly commercial.”

As she suspected, the jaguar almost sounded hurt. “Elain, unless there is some unforeseen scheduling emergency that I cannot work around, I would never have you fly commercial. Even if it meant me chartering a flight for you. You are our Seer. If Lina weren’t so stubborn, I would fly her across the Atlantic when she has to go to France, but she ‘doesn’t want to impose.’”

Elain couldn’t help but snicker at Ortega trying to imitate her friend. “In fact, Elain, do me a favor, please, and convince Lina that yes, she absolutely should impose upon me. She is a Seer. Perhaps not our Clan’s Seer, but I consider her a friend and extended family. And Mai as well. All three of you are equally beloved to us.”

“Thanks. I’ll do my best, but she’s…stubborn.”

“That she is. Beautiful redhead with a fiery temper. She is well-suited to being the mate of dragons.”

“That she is.”

She got off the phone with him and stood there for a moment. Other than the usual evening noises, the breeze rustling the nearby trees, and the occasional cow making noise in a nearby pasture, it was…

Peaceful.

Unfortunately, every time Elain closed her eyes for too long, she now saw the vision of what could happen if they didn’t stop it.

The ugly, deadly blossom of a mushroom cloud over the Midwest.

The devastation it would leave in its wake—and the chaos it would spawn all over the globe—was probably a bazillion times worse than what she imagined.

Until they could stop it, none of them would ever know true peace.


Chapter Fifteen



Without taking a day off, Elain, Lina, and Mai worked on trying to make progress with the vision all the way up until it was time for Elain and her men to head to Maine for the weekend.

“Trying” being the operative word, because they hadn’t learned much more than they started with, except that they could feel even more frustrated than they ever imagined possible. Although the Triad could replicate the backward vision, it always started in the same place, and they could never get around the barrier the river presented. Even after studying maps and figuring out exactly where they started in the vision, they couldn’t manage to maneuver their way west enough to head straight south to Marston and find out where the bomb was at before they lost sight of the cloud.

At the beginning of the vision and working backward, there were people standing around, some obviously looking toward the mushroom cloud, some driving or riding in vehicles, pedestrians leaving stores or entering them.

Nothing to indicate why there, why that particular time, why the vision took place in New Madrid and not in or near Marston, where the bomb apparently detonated.

They concentrated on license plates, the registration stickers, trying to track down people and narrow the date range. Now with something to go on, their focus had completely shifted from trying to decipher the past of the cockatrice books and artifacts in their possession and trying to figure out how to stop a nuclear apocalypse.

Which was fine with Elain, because even looking at the physical copies of the books gave her a weird, unsettled feeling she hated. If she didn’t need to decipher the physical copies or work with the little creepy statues, she wouldn’t complain. After hearing Lina report how the little stone icons made her feel, Elain wasn’t relishing the job of figuring them out, either.

Despite the heavy weight of the vision’s deadline looming in the not-too-distant future, Elain looked forward to the Maine trip. It would be a little bit of a respite, fun to see Callie and Blackie and some of their other friends, a chance to go to Lacey’s thinking rock, and the opportunity to have Connor and Ellie’s private recognition ceremony.

It was also a chance for Elain to get away from Brighton for a couple of days and have some alone-alone time.

There was also the fact that, while in Maine, Elain wanted a crack at the rock pile to see if she could have any other visions about Aliah and what had happened. If there was anyone Aliah had been working with who might be able to give them information that could help stop the explosion.

The journey to Maine was, fortunately, uneventful. The children’s recognition ceremony was the first thing on the agenda that day when Blackie called the Clan meeting to order. This was more a formality. They’d have a full, formal celebration there in Maine with all their family and friends in attendance in four weeks, but Oscar and Gigi were out of town, and Mom and Dad’s house was almost ready for them to move in and they were busy working on that.

That meant rather than trying to get everyone up to Maine for this weekend, they’d opted for a quickie ceremony, and they’d repeat it in four weeks.

Once that happy bit of business was completed, they proceeded through the rest of the agenda, knowing it would be impossible to try to get anything else done once Ortega made his announcement. Another reason to recognize the babies first, because waiting until the end would have upstaged their recognition once everyone knew about Rodolfo.

Cail and Callie had taken the sleeping babies back to the guest cabin to await the others. Elain had taken the precaution of pumping breast milk so they could bottle-feed Ellie if she awoke early.

Elain hadn’t wanted the babies there, even at their young age, and exposed to the dregs of the shit that had once been Rodolfo Abernathy.

Dead or not.

Blackie looked around from where he sat on the dais with Ain and the other Clan Council members. “This brings us to the last item on the agenda today. Ortega Montalvo, you wanted to publicly address the Clan?”

The jaguar stood, his massive presence alone commanding attention even before figuring in his demeanor. “Yes, thank you, Daniel Blackestone. This announcement isn’t just for the wolf Clan, but for the mega-Clan Council at large, and any representatives of that who might be here today. But since the original order came from the Maine wolf Clan, I didn’t feel right announcing it anywhere else first.”

The jaguar looked around the room as it went quiet in anticipation of his announcement. “The rogue wolf Rodolfo Abernathy, who carried an outstanding death order against him for confirmed crimes committed against the Maine wolf Clan, is dead.”

A wave of murmurs swept through the meeting hall, so loud and disruptive Blackie finally had to gavel them down. “Quiet, please. Let him continue.” He glanced at Elain but didn’t make eye contact with her for long. “Do you have the proof with you, Ortega?”

“Yes,” Ortega said. “His death is verified by myself and others.” He produced a thumb drive, which Blackie had him put into a laptop attached to a projector.

The jaguar pulled up pictures that Elain damn well knew were taken just after Marston had first turned Rodolfo over to the jaguars.

Before any of the torture had begun.

In the photos, Rodolfo lay naked, eyes closed, and sprawled on the metal exam table in Ortega’s private fun room from hell. Obviously—well, obviously to Elain—the old wolf had been drugged out of his gourd.

But he damned sure looked dead in the pictures. From the reaction of the spectators, that’s exactly what they thought, too.

More murmurs filled the room. Blackie once again gaveled them down until he could be heard again.

“And you captured him how?” Blackie asked Ortega, going along with the prearranged wolf-and-pony show to make it look good for the audience.

“He was delivered to me via a third-party who wishes to remain anonymous due to their vulnerability. They are afraid of incurring the wrath of any Abernathy sympathizers. It is no secret that I have had a sizable bounty on that wolf’s head for more than a few years. Someone finally cashed it in once the Maine wolves declared a death order on him.”

Fortunately, Mai and Lina weren’t here. When her friends had offered to come with for moral support during the Abernathy revelation part of things, Elain had hinted that she needed some alone-alone time with her men.

Not counting the babies, of course. But when the babies were asleep, it was almost as good as alone-alone time.

No adult ears to pick up on what might be going on.

And yes, they did have the guest cabin all to themselves.

Plus Elain didn’t need either of her fellow Seers accidentally getting a hint that perhaps the truth of the story wasn’t exactly as Ortega was laying it out.

That Marston Hill was alive and well and in Ortega’s care.

Blackie pointed to Elain. She walked over to Ortega and took his arm, as they’d planned before the meeting ever started. That was more for show than anything, for the spectators. Because as soon as the meeting adjourned, if not sooner, word would be spreading like wildfire throughout the wolf Clan and the mega-Clan at large.

She nodded. “He’s telling the truth, Daniel.”

She couldn’t lie to her own men.

But…loophole…She specifically addressed her comment to Blackie, so, technically, it wasn’t a lie.

Which, actually, it wasn’t a lie anyway. Marston had cashed in on the bounty, and there was a legitimate concern for his safety and to maintain his anonymity, even if only Elain, Ortega and his men, and Lacey knew that part of the story.

Besides, Elain’s men already knew Rodolfo was dead. They also knew, via Blackie and Ortega, that Ortega had custody of Rodolfo when he died. What her men hadn’t asked for, other than her conversation with Ain, were the specifics.

She’d already agreed with the jaguar that they would keep the details to a minimum and let Ortega set the public story himself. It’d be easier that way.

The applause started somewhere in the back of the room and swelled, thundering as people clapped and whistled and cheered and stomped and made a variety of howls and bellows and other celebratory noises.

Elain caught Lacey’s gaze, where she sat off to the side next to Jocko.

The old Seer slowly nodded, a playful smile on her face.

Blackie waited a few minutes for the noise to finally begin to die down naturally before he gaveled for quiet again. People had wanted to get up to shake the jaguars’ hands and congratulate them.

“Where’s his body?” Blackie asked.

“Incinerated,” Ortega said. “After I dismembered him personally.”

“And you have witnesses who positively identified him and who verified the process?”

“Absolutely. I personally knew it was Rodolfo Abernathy, as did several of my men, and my brothers. All of whom witnessed it, and who will gladly submit to our Seer for verification. There is no doubt.”

More hoots and hollers of approval.

Blackie once again let the noise start to die down before he gaveled for order. “There’s no need for that. As many years as I’ve known you, you’ve always been an honorable man. All I care about is that the guy is dead and no longer a pain in this Clan’s ass. Therefore, as the leader of this Clan, and the representative of the mega-Clan Council, we hereby commend you for following through on the death order and removing the threat. I think I speak for pretty much everyone when I say thank you, and that the chances of you ever having to pay for your own meals or drinks when there are other shifters around just dropped to zero.”

Blackie grinned. “And having said that, we’ll break for two hours for lunch. Ortega, I’m buying for you and your men.”

This time, Blackie didn’t have to gavel down the cheering. Elain forced herself to stay put when Lacey made her way over to where she stood and smiled up at her.

“What?” Elain finally asked.

“You did good, Seer,” she softly said.

Elain snorted. “Not sure I like that title much,” she muttered.

Lacy hugged her. “Get used to it,” she whispered in Elain’s ear. “You’ll be wearing it for life.”

“Oh. You and I still need to have a conversation.”

“We do?”

“Yeah.” She stared down into Lacey’s eyes. “What else is buried in your garden? Or should I ask, who?”

Lacey wore a serene smile. “Why don’t you come over in a little while, and we’ll have tea and talk.”

“Tea? Seriously?”

“I can make coffee.”

“I have a feeling I’ll want to hit Jocko’s stash of booze in your cabinet.”

“Maybe, child. Maybe.”



* * * *



Elain knew she wouldn’t be able to do any drinking yet, anyway. At Ellie’s last visit with Dr. Alberto, the doctor reminded her of what she and Lina had already warned, that shifter babies frequently got their teeth in far sharper and sooner than human babies, ready to wean much younger.

But for now, Elain needed to behave herself. Ellie was thriving, Connor was apparently none the worse for wear for his bottle-feeding, based on his growth, and both babies were healthy and…

Normal.

Elain actually caught a break, because Kitty wanted to discuss cockatrice hunting with Brodey, Blackie wanted Ain to hang around for a discussion with Ortega and some other mega-Clan representatives, and Cail opted to join Brodey and sit in on the cockatrice hunting meetings.

That left Elain with the babies at the guest cabin once Callie bid her leave. Her men already knew Elain was planning on visiting Lacey, so once Elain was alone, she packed a diaper bag for the babies and then called Lacey.

“I’m home, so come over any time you want,” Lacey told her.

“We’ll be right there.” Elain ended the call, slung her purse and the diaper bag over her shoulder, then grabbed a baby carrier in each hand and closed her eyes.

When she opened them, she heard Lacey gasp. “When you said you’d be right here, I guess you really meant right here.”

“You aren’t used to me doing this yet, are you?”

“No. It’s one thing to have you appear outside and I can process that you appeared. It’s another thing to see you do it.” She walked over and took Connor’s carrier from Elain.

“I thought you were used to this with Callie and the others?”

“I was. And exactly my point. I’ll get used to it. It’s just…an adjustment. So you wanted to talk?”

“What’s in your garden?”

“I think you know.”

Elain glared at the old Seer. “I think you know what I’m talking about. What else is there. Who else is there?”

Lacey sighed. “A woman needs her secrets, Elain. If there was any reason to tell you, I would.”

“You are sooo not Seer Saysing me on this.”

“Afraid I am. I have my reasons. If there was any reason for you to know, I would tell you.” She met Elain’s gaze. “What if I want to read your diary, hmm? Would that be an invasion of privacy?”

“Bodies buried in your backyard is not the same thing as a diary.”

“But it’s every bit a statement about my past, right? I’m entitled to that, if I want.”

A thought struck Elain. “Did you have a vision about me burying Mercedes?”

“I knew that you’d need my place for what you needed to do, and that you should have your privacy to do it.” She smiled. “It was a happy coincidence that the timing worked out for my own…trip.”

“Well, at least we didn’t dig up another body in the process of burying her.”

A laugh burped out of Lacey. “My, I would have liked to have seen Ryan’s face if that had happened.”

“So there are bodies in your garden?”

“I know of at least one.” She met Elain’s gaze, not flinching, not backing down.

It wasn’t a lie, Elain knew, but it also wasn’t the full truth.

Jasper walked over and laid his head on Elain’s lap, sniffing at Ellie in her carrier.

His tail wagged. Obviously, the dog felt happy to see them.

“Your friends are here, Jasper,” Lacey said, moving the carrier so he could sniff Connor.

Jasper’s butt plopped onto the floor, tail wagging.

“See? He loves the babies.” Lacey reached over and stroked his head. “He’s such a good boy.”

“I’m glad he loves Connor,” Elain said.

Lacey nodded. “Yes. It’s a reassurance.”

Elain suspected Lacey already knew all about Connor and his origins. Beyond caring how Lacey knew, Elain kept the talk about the circumstances to a minimum. “It is.”

“He reacted to Mercedes the day she visited Jocko,” Lacey said. “That should have been a clue to me early on.”

“Are we ever going to figure out where he came from?”

“I’d like to. If nothing else, to make sure that if there’s anyone we need to take care of, we can.”

Jasper stared up at them, his tail slowly wagging.

“I’ll watch the babies,” Lacey said. “Go on to the spot. You know you want to.” She smiled.

“Can I take him?”

“Of course. His leash is on the hook.”

Elain retrieved it. To save time, she simply held his collar and poofed them to the spot. They were standing on the beach, next to the thinking rock.

He looked up at her and wagged his tail.

Unsnapping his leash, she gave him a pat on the head. “Thanks for not being freaked out about that.”

He gave her a soft chuff and bolted toward the surf to snag a small driftwood branch to bring to her.

Elain couldn’t help it. She threw it for him, realizing she could be using this time for her, to think, to grab a quick mental breather, but Jasper was having too much fun.

And so was she.

When he finally clambered up onto the rock and stared at her, she realized maybe he wanted a break. She boosted herself up and sat next to him.

“This is a pretty place, isn’t it?”

He laid his head on his paws and wagged his tail.

“I wish I could figure out how to talk to you.”

Another slow wag of his tail.

She stroked his head. “You like Connor. So that means whatever Gigi did worked.”

He stared up at her, tail still slowly wagging.

She stared down at him. “And you like BettLynn.”

More wagging.

“That’s a relief.” She stroked his head. “Although, maybe I’m crazy for talking to you like this. I don’t know who or what you are. All this other shit we’re dealing with, and I honestly don’t have the brain cells to devote to figuring you out right now, even though that is on my list.”

He edged closer and laid his head on her leg.

She stared down at him. “You do realize Lina can shoot fireballs, right? You turn out to be some evil double-agent, and I’m going to let her.”

He softly chuffed, and Elain would have sworn he was laughing.

She also decided to take her self-doubt and chuck it in the fuck-it bucket and allow herself to trust Jasper.

If he could fool Lacey with all her years and experience, Elain would have no hope of figuring it out.

“I guess I’ve goofed off for long enough,” she finally said with a sigh.

He jumped down from the rock, went and did his business, then returned to her side so she could snap the leash to his collar.

“I have a feeling you’ll be helping me out a lot in the future.”

He chuffed and wagged his tail.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to working with you, too.”



* * * *



When Elain and Jasper returned to Lacey’s, the babies were peacefully napping in their carriers, and Elain felt ready to do some exploring.

That couldn’t happen until her guys were back, though, and she could leave the babies with them to insure they’d remain at the cabin. She’d hoped to be able to do this on this trip, without Lina and Mai—and without Lacey knowing. Because Elain wanted to go do a little reading, a little research, and wanted to leave Lacey out of the loop.

Just in case Lacey saw too much about Connor. While Elain was inclined to believe the theory that Baba Yaga had deliberately engineered Gigi passing her powers to Elain via occluding Connor, she wasn’t going to risk testing that theory.

Although Baba Yaga obviously knew BettLynn’s heritage, and that hadn’t bothered the Immortal when she paired the three babies together.

Elain wanted a crack at that rock pile, alone. Why had Aliah picked it to do her ceremony? It couldn’t be a funky coincidence.

No way.

“I’d better get back to the guest cottage with them,” Elain said.

Lacey smiled. “Any breakthroughs regarding Jasper?”

Elain looked down at the dog and patted him on the head. “Not yet. Don’t worry. He’s on my list, but my first focus is figuring out that bomb vision. You haven’t seen anything that might help us with the bomb vision, huh?”

Lacey shrugged. “From what you’ve told me, no. If I did have anything, you know I’d tell you.”

Elain arched an eyebrow at her. “Would you, now?”

“Of course I would! A nuclear bomb going off is nothing for me to be coy about.”

No, it wasn’t, and Elain felt badly she’d doubted her friend. “Sorry.”

Lacey waved her off. “It’s all right. I get it. It’s hard to tell what’s the whole truth and what isn’t, especially with what you girls have been through and had to deal with in such a short amount of time. I don’t blame you for being paranoid. I’d be more worried if you weren’t.”

“You can say that again.” After a quick hug, Elain gathered her things and the carriers and poofed herself back to the guest cabin. Once her men returned, she’d need to hit them up with another request.

The Triad needed to focus on stopping the nuclear vision, absolutely.

But there were some nagging questions Elain still had about the showdown between the three of them and Aliah that day, and Elain wanted some uninterrupted time to possibly get some answers. She didn’t know if it’d lead to a breakthrough about the bomb, but she’d never know if she didn’t try.



* * * *



Lacey had been watching where Elain “poofed” from when she was startled by the man’s voice speaking behind her.

“Why did you lie to her, Lacey?”

She wheeled around. “Ryan Ausar, one of these days you’re going to do that to me when I have a weapon in my hand.”

He smirked. “Do you honestly think I would be so utterly stupid as to surprise you in that circumstance?”

Lacey blew out an aggravated snort at him.

He stepped closer but she didn’t give ground. “Why did you lie to Elain?”

She felt her pulse racing. “I didn’t lie to her.”

“You did, because I can tell.”

She planted her fists on her hips and glared up at him. “Then tell me what I lied about!”

His gaze narrowed. “I don’t know. That is what concerns me.”

“I didn’t see anything that would help those girls figure out when or why the bomb is going off, or who’s behind it. If I did, believe me, I’d tell her. Sometimes, I see things that are incidental. Like a doctor or a pastor, I invoke privilege. If you think I’d be stupid enough to withhold information that could prevent an apocalypse, then you don’t know me very well, do you?”

It took a moment, but he slowly nodded. “No, you wouldn’t do that. Minor things that work to your advantage, you have and would skirt your way around. But I do not believe you capable of allowing a catastrophic event to take place.”

“Thank you! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d prefer you don’t just show up in my house like that. Knock on the front or back doors, please.”

He tipped his head at her. “As you wish.”

Then he disappeared.

Lacey collapsed onto her couch, the shakes hitting her. That had been a damned close call.

No, she hadn’t seen who caused the explosion. What’d she’d seen had been…

Well, she couldn’t explain it. She wasn’t even sure she could decipher it, much less share the information.

Because she’d seen Baba Yaga involved, but not in setting off the bomb.

If any of the brief snippet she’d seen was accurate, absolutely Lacey could not reveal that part of her vision to Ryan Ausar.

Because just like there were things she couldn’t tell Elain about what Lacey had seen appearing in her garden, there were times she understood revealing what she knew could change the future.

For the worse.


Chapter Sixteen



Ain returned to the guest cabin first, about twenty minutes after Elain did, dropped off by Blackie. Brodey and Cail followed not too long after. They’d had the rented minivan.

Then Ellie and Connor awakened, needing food and a change. Cail stepped in first to take Connor while Elain took care of Ellie. After getting her fed and changed and settled in for a nap, Elain knew she’d have a couple of hours before they went out to dinner.

She needed to do this. Walking into the living room, she took a deep breath. “You guys are good watching the babies for a little while, right?”

As one, all three men turned to her. “Why?” they asked together.

“Because I need to go for a…walk.”

“Babe,” Brodey started, “are you about to ‘Seer Says’ us? Because, no offense, I really hate it when you do it when it looks like there’s no reason. And you were at Lacey’s earlier, weren’t you?”

Elain bristled but Ain reached out and touched Brodey’s arm. “It’s all right,” Ain said. “We’re in the Clan compound.”

“Exactly my point,” Elain said. She stepped forward. Brodey stood between his brothers. As she took his hands in hers, it was to him she addressed her comments.

“I love you. But there’s three of you.” She tipped her head back toward the hallway, where the babies were asleep in their room. “Two of them. A bunch of Clan members who count on me for advice. And only one of me. One. I love all five of you, you know that. Sometimes, I need a little break. I need a chance to recharge my batteries.”

“Why can’t one of us come with you?” His tone sounded borderline whiny.

Cail chuckled but didn’t add his two cents.

She tried to rein in her temper. “Sweetie,” she said to Brodey, “that’s my point. I love you, but I need to go out for a walk. Alone. Without any of you. Nothing personal.”

She hadn’t told them about having alone time at Lacey’s, for a damned good reason. Had she told them why she really wanted to go out alone now, one of them would insist on going with her, Seer Says or not.

“What if something happens to you?”

Here she thought her most primal of the three men would understand this very basic concept.

Nope. The day she officially became a mom when they adopted Connor, Brodey had dropped into hyper-protective mode.

It appeared nothing was going to move him from that mentality.

“Brodey. Nothing is going to happen to me. I have the poofy thing down to a science now. If I run into any problems, I promise I’ll poof straight back here. Something, however, might happen to you or your two brothers if I don’t get a little de-stressing time. I’m serious, sweetie. I’m on twenty-four-seven with you, and I need. A. Break.”

“Brod,” Ain said. “It’s all right.”

“Now, I love you,” she said, squeezing Brodey’s hands again, “but you need to back the heck off. I would have thought out of the three of you that you would understand most of all that sometimes a person needs to just be alone for a little bit.”

His gaze dropped to the floor. “That was before we had kids.”

Bingo. Called that one right.

“More than ever, I need that alone time now,” she said. “You lived your life waiting for this moment. I’ve sort of short-pathed my way to this place and time. Doesn’t mean I don’t love you or them, it just means you need to back off for a little while. You haven’t seen the visions we’ve seen, dealt with them the way we have. I’m under a horrible amount of stress and all I’m asking for is a little alone time. That’s all.”

“Okay, fine,” he mumbled.

Which, she knew, meant it was anything but fine with him, but she was going to take her walk whether he liked it or not. “And no following me.”

His whole body tensed, which she knew meant had been his plan.

Ain rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Brod. Remember the ration of shit you gave me when she went to Spokane by herself to get away from me? Remember that?”

Brodey let out a mournful little sigh. “Yeah, okay, fine.”

It still wasn’t totally fine. The way he’d said it that time meant he understood and accepted it, but he didn’t like it.

Which was fine with her. She wasn’t asking him to like it, just to accept it.

“Thank you, sweetie.” She brushed a quick kiss across his lips, not letting him pull her in for anything more than that because she knew he’d try to talk her into bed.

And she had Seer shit to do.

She quickly kissed Ain and Cail and grabbed her jacket and backpack before heading out the back door. She knew exactly where she was going to go and how she was going to get there, but she needed to walk a little ways first, to lay down a trail.

Mostly, to get some foliage between herself and the cabin.

Once she was sure they couldn’t see her, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

I’m at the rock pile.

When she opened her eyes, sure enough, there she was.

It didn’t look much different than the day of the showdown a couple of months ago, when they rescued Lacey. Except today Elain was able to climb because she didn’t have a humongous baby belly in her way. She knew she could poof herself onto the top of it, but it was fun to climb without her stomach stopping her.

Frankly, she needed the exercise.

On the top, there were still two visible char marks, one where Mai had sent a blue bolt of lightning into one of the cockatrice men, and the other where the three of them had blasted Aliah into…somewhere.

Just exactly where was the question.

While there had been a few remnants of the cockatrice man to bury—mostly some bone fragments, chunks of charred flesh, and a couple of teeth—they’d found nothing of Aliah.

Not a scrap, not a hair, not a fingernail—nothing to indicate she’d ever been there.

Much like the meth house they’d made disappear.

That had always bothered Elain.

There should have been something left of her.

It was possible an animal had taken off with what little had remained. After everyone was sure Callie and Mai were all right, it’d taken until late the next morning for Blackie and several other shifters to return to the rock pile to retrieve and bury Aliah’s two cockatrice henchmen in the same nearby clearing where Gerry and Cameron, the two cockatrice killed by Marston, were buried.

And they scooped up and buried the few remaining fragments of Aliah’s third henchman.

They had found no such fragments of Aliah. Not a tooth—nothing.

Elain tried to remember exactly how it’d gone down. Mai had raised her hand and called down a lightning bolt. Elain had fired her gun. And Lina had screamed…

Go to hell.

Elain sat cross-legged on top of the rock pile. It was nice being able to easily cross her legs again. From up there, she could see where the woods closed in around her. The deliberately stacked monolithic pile of rock slabs was only about ten feet high and twenty feet across, erected there by some unknown persons far in the unwritten past.

Closing her eyes, Elain let her mind drift. Now, the trees closing in on her were mostly gone. She could see that the recently constructed monolithic structure sat atop a small hill. She was able to see all around her. A few trees that were now thick, uncut virgin old-growth forest were but tiny saplings, just sprouted.

If she turned her mind’s eye, she could spot the outcropping on the hillside where the nearby cave lay, since the trees no longer obstructed the view. It had all been connected, used by the same people.

Elain was alone, and, quite honestly, afraid to take her mental eye any farther back in time. Now, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know exactly who built the structure.

Well, scratch that. She didn’t want to know why they built it. What was more important was that as she sat there, she could feel fresh energy. Relatively speaking, compared to modern times.

Dark energy.

She couldn’t tell how old it was, but it was fairly recent.

Possibly even Aliah-showdown recent.

This past time period she was looking at, however, predated by several hundred years or more when members of the Maine wolf Clan emigrated from Scotland and settled in the New World. When they’d claimed hundreds of thousands of acres, which still lay in the control of a few of those people—and their descendants.

A shiver rushed through her, forcing her eyes open.

Peaceful woods lay around her.

Still, she felt watched. And not by an animal.

Closing her eyes again, this time she focused on her immediate perimeter.

Nothing, except a couple of squirrels and a chipmunk.

She opened her eyes again.

The feeling remained.

Weeeiirrrd.

A hot gust of air blew past her cheek. She remained still, unmoved, all her lupine senses finely tuned and aware. Even her inner Alpha had perked up a little, but it was only paying attention, not on guard.

She didn’t have the tingling feeling at the base of her spine, where her tail would be if she were shifted, either.

Weird doesn’t have to mean bad or scary, no matter what my track record is.

Then again, just because something didn’t appear to be a threat didn’t mean it wasn’t bad.

She retrieved her iPad from her backpack, where she’d stored her copies of the evil cockatrice spell books, as well as the other scanned books Zack and Kael had prepared, books gifted to them to Lina by Bertholde.

In this way, the cockatrice spell books were only reproductions. While the content was dark and grisly in most places, she didn’t have the same physical reaction she did when in close proximity to the actual books. Said books she hadn’t had the guts to actually pick up and touch yet. Not when seeing them in person wigged her out. She had scanned copies of both Edgar and Lenny’s books on her iPad, since in some places their margin notes varied.

It was the file for Edgar’s version of the book which she opened, idly paging through it, still not understanding most of the writing, until her finger froze in shock.

The drawing was, as best she could tell, the very rock pile she now sat atop.

“What the hell?” she muttered, pinching and zooming in to get a better look at the graphic.

How had none of them ever picked up on that before? Maybe because brush now obscured one of the sides of it, grass and moss covered part of it, and the forest around it made it hard to see it from a distance.

When she checked the file for Lenny’s copy of the book, sure enough, it had a drawing of the rock pile in it, too.

“Son of a bitch,” she whispered.

The problem was, she couldn’t read the text. She didn’t understand the language at all. Even trying Lina’s trick of just thinking that she understood it hadn’t worked.

And she’d forgotten to move the translated files to her iPad before leaving for Maine. She didn’t dare risk poofing home to do it in case Lina or Mai were at her house to ask why.

She wanted alone time to think about this.

Okay, once we figure out the nuke and stop that, we need to buckle down and get to the bottom of this bullshit.

Another hot gust of air blew past her, rippling gooseflesh on Elain’s skin and setting the hair on the nape of her neck on end.

“What are you?” Elain called out to the air, sensing…something. A presence.

An angry presence.

Baba Yaga appeared in front of her. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.” She let go of her amethyst amulet.

“Was that you messing with me?”

“No. That is my point. Do not open lines of communication with things you do not even understand. Especially not here.”

“How will I learn to understand them if I don’t talk to them?”

“Because some portals must remain sealed.”

“So I’m right? This is a portal?”

“What does the book tell you?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know.” Elain held it up. “I can’t read ancient cray-cray. Care to help a girl out?”

Baba Yaga’s gaze narrowed. “Why not summon Lina and Mai here? Or Zack and Kael?”

“Because I have a feeling you’re about to school me again, and had you wanted them here, you would have told me to bring them instead of asking why I didn’t.”

“Very true.”

They were back in the past now. Elain knew this was a mirage, much as her previous jaunts to Baba Yaga’s house. Mostly open land lay around them.

Baba Yaga pointed to where, in the distance, a flock of black vultures devoured a carcass. Possibly a moose. Several were perched on top of it, while many others gathered around, awaiting their turns.

“See? Even there is beauty. The beauty in balance. Balance between light and dark, good and evil. It just is what it is. Neutral. Null state. If it weren’t for vultures and other scavengers, the world would be awash in carcasses. Human and animal. For every peacock, there must be a vulture. For every butterfly, a cockroach. Earth in balance.”

“Shades of grey.”

“Precisely.”

“I thought we were past the days of fortune cookies?”

“We are. This is but a reminder that sometimes very old things that have been lost to history need to stay lost, or risk the wrong people discovering them.”

“The wrong people like Aliah?”

“According to you, there might still be more of those spell books out there.”

“There are?”

“I was not confirming,” Baba Yaga said, “because I do not know. I was repeating your own stated supposition based upon finding that there were two of them.”

Elain deflated. “Oh. I thought you were about to tell me something.”

“Again, there is a huge blind spot in my visions now. I see around things, events that I know must involve at least one of you three. I see incidental things that make little or no sense out of context like that.”

Elain pointed at the vultures. “Why are you showing me that then?”

“To show you them.” She pointed behind Elain.

Elain turned, knowing it was a vision, but gasped as she saw a group of about twenty people walk into view from around the back of the hillside where the cave lay. They were carrying a captive bound to a pole, a woman, struggling, pleading through her gag.

Elain stood, almost forgetting to grab hold of her iPad before it fell and hit the rocks. “Holy shit,” she muttered.

“Yes,” Baba Yaga said. “Before the cockatrice settlers were cleared out of this region, they were frequent visitors to this space.”

“The wolves cleared them out? Is that why the wolves settled here?”

“Partly. The cockatrice also managed to enrage the indigenous peoples, who didn’t appreciate the cockatrice abducting and using their people for ritual sacrifices. They had done an excellent job of thinning the cockatrice numbers even before the wolves arrived.”

“How?”

Baba Yaga nodded toward the group approaching their location. “Because the cockatrice used to do things like that. Capturing victims to use for their dark magick.”

In the front of the line, leading the way toward the rock pile, the dark-haired man wore trousers and a loose shirt made of rough-woven cloth. In his hands he carried a familiar-looking knife and book.

“Are those the—”

Confusion erupted as a shower of arrows exploded around them, striking most of the party. The young woman bound to the pole let out a cry of pain as her captors dropped her and ran for the cover of the rock pile.

“Okay,” Elain said. “I’ve seen enough.”

“Not quite.”

The massacre didn’t take long. Once the young woman was freed and reunited with an older man Elain suspected was her father, the man walked over to the fallen cockatrice leader and spit on him. Then he reached over and picked up the knife and book.

The vision faded, leaving Elain standing and still staring in the right direction, but now looking at a wall of old-growth trees.

She turned to Baba Yaga. “Where’d that book and knife go? Was that Lenny or Edgar’s?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “That was all of the vision I saw.”

“When did you see that?”

“I returned here a couple of times over the past weeks, laying my hands on the stones.” She looked around. “Be very careful what do you here, Elain. You are extremely powerful in ways you do not yet understand. All three of you. It would be too easy to accidentally open a portal.”

A hot, screaming wind suddenly enveloped them, sending chills through Elain. “What the hell is that?”

Baba Yaga’s gaze narrowed, but she looked unfazed. “Something that is not very happy.”

“Something, or someone?” Elain noticed the wind only touched them. The surrounding trees seemed unaffected by the gusts.

“Someone,” Baba Yaga grimly confirmed. “And it wants you.”

Elain blinked and found herself, her stuff, and Baba Yaga standing on the ground next to the rock pile. “Sorry, my dear. That was…creepy.”

“No shit. But shouldn’t I try to make contact with it if it wants me?”

“Absolutely not. Not until you better understand what it is and how to protect yourself from it.”

“How the hell am I supposed to understand what it is if I can’t talk to it to figure it out?”

“This is one of those blind spots I spoke of. All I know is that it’s imperative you do not pierce that veil. If I see something that makes sense and can help you, I’ll tell you. Until then, the clearest bit of advice I can give you is to stay away from it.”

A thought occurred to her. “Is it Aliah?”

“It could be any number of innocent souls lost on this spot. There are bodies within the pile, sacrificed at the beginning to make it. Countless victims sacrificed upon it. Would you like me to take you back that far, to its construction, to see what I mean?”

“No!” Elain held her hands out, clutching the iPad as a shield against the woman. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

“I am not your adversary,” Baba Yaga said. “And no, I don’t wish to see that nuclear vision come to pass any more than you do. I am working with you. But you have to trust me.”

“I guess I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“Not really, no. Why do you offer Ryan more trust than you do me when you know his reputation?”

“Really? You have to even ask me that? Because to the best of my knowledge, he hasn’t played supernatural matchmaker for the past Goddess knows how many eons with people’s souls.”

Baba Yaga took a deep breath. “True. That’s a fair point. But I was only following the path.”

“Gigi said you were bending rules and trying to make things suit your purposes.”

“Did you ever stop to think that’s the way the Universe wanted it? Had the Elders ever decided to stop me, they easily could have.”

Baba Yaga closed the gap between them. “I might appear to be all-powerful, but there are things above me and my ken that make me look like an ant compared to a human. As I told Gigi myself, if I wasn’t meant to walk my path, if my tapestry had been woven a different way, do you not think the Universe would have righted itself?”

She pointed in the direction Elain had seen the vultures and the carcass. “Shades. Of. Grey. Everywhere. Balance. What I have done throughout my life, throughout my time in the Triad, was maintain that balance as best I could. Did some things work to suit my purposes? Of course they did. But ask Brighde and the Cailleach about their reputations in the sex department, especially around their respective mates, and I’m sure you’ll find those two backpedaling at light speed.”

“Fine. Can you help me with the vision about the bomb?” She told Baba Yaga what they knew so far. “If I show you the backward vision we’ve worked out, can you try to help me interpret it?”

“I can certainly try, but I don’t know if I’ll be of any help.”

Elain held out her hand. Baba Yaga gripped Elain’s hand, and Elain closed her eyes to send the woman what they’d seen, slowing it down even more to give Baba Yaga time to process everything.

When Elain finished, she opened her eyes and Baba Yaga released her. “Well?”

The woman seemed to be thinking about it. “That is far more than I saw in my visions. Nothing else I’ve seen matches with any of that, or seems to fit into it in any way. But I will take the information you’ve given me and try to discover anything I can.”

“I appreciate it.”

“I know you find me insufferable at times, but I promise I am on your team.”

Elain thought about the sports metaphor she and Ryan had come up with to describe their respective roles. “I still need a sit-down with Ryan. Not just about this, but about a lot of stuff.”

“He’s not a bad person, either.”

“I know. I can tell.”

“I have my differences of opinion with him, but I do respect his role and responsibilities. Neither of us have it easy.”

“Yeah, I’m getting that this isn’t exactly a job one can skate through on their good looks and sparkling personality.”

The wind on top of the rock pile had died down. Baba Yaga looked up at it. “I strongly suggest you don’t go up there again alone. Take Ryan or even try to summon me. Definitely don’t let Lina up there. Not until you know exactly what you’re dealing with.”

“Can’t I ask Blackie to rent a bulldozer and raze it to the ground?”

“I wouldn’t do that, either. Just as with a certain…artifact, you don’t know what might be unleashed by removing the physical restrictions that bind the energies within it to this plane.”

Elain knew she meant the Tablet of Trammel, but didn’t want to say it out loud. “Like the stone icons?”

“Exactly like the stone icons. And the spell books. And anything else there might be along those lines.”

“Like the amulet and other crap we saw in the books?”

“Exactly.”

Another thought occurred to Elain. “Is it possible the spell books have some sort of self-preservation magick built into them?”

Baba Yaga seemed to consider it. “It wouldn’t be unheard of for an item to attach itself to a person for protection.”

Elain blanched. “Are we or the babies at risk from the crap we already have?” They hadn’t had much of a chance to go through the items with their efforts focused on deciphering the vision.

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Oh my Goddess, Elain, when I’m being straightforward, do me a favor and do not read into my words. Please.”

“Fine. Sorry. I had to ask.” 

“It’s Saturday. Take the evening off and enjoy your men,” Baba Yaga counseled. “You have a tiny vacation right now. Use it. Perhaps it will clear your mind.”

With that, Baba Yaga disappeared.

That actually wasn’t bad advice.

After one last glance at the top of the rock pile, Elain gathered her things and returned to the guest cabin.


Chapter Seventeen



It had been just over three weeks since Ellie’s birth. That night, as Elain cuddled in bed in the guest cabin with her men, she knew she wanted to rekindle this part of their lives. A perk of her shifter genes was faster healing.

Dr. Alberto had said at Elain’s last appointment that when she felt ready to engage in sex with her men, she was fine to do so, as long as she used some sort of contraceptive until she decided to go back on the pill, unless she wanted to risk getting pregnant.

And Elain’s post-partum symptoms had disappeared two days ago. No more spotting, and she’d healed up and had no more pain.

Yay, shifter genes.

She’d picked up a few packs of condoms on her last grocery run and packed them with her luggage. She wasn’t exactly up for the guys getting frisky with her boobs for reasons physical and emotional while she was still nursing Ellie, but…yeah.

Cuddling wasn’t cutting it anymore. Her men had been more than patient and loving, never even hinting at anything more than simply being parents and snuggling.

Even Brodey.

The babies were safely tucked in their travel cribs in the next room with the baby monitor standing sentry. A new portable set she’d purchased for the journey, and to which Kale and Zack had helped her reset the passwords so that people couldn’t tap into them.

She said it was due to a news story she’d seen on TV about WiFi privacy. Fortunately, she didn’t have to tell them about Brighton.

Tonight, Elain wanted more than cuddling with her men. And when she crawled into bed with them, they could tell right away something was up.

Ain cocked his head at her. “I have a suspicion you’re about to tell us something.”

“Nooo,” Brodey softly whined.

She reached over and lightly smacked his shoulder. “Just for that, buster, you go last.”

“Huh?”

Ain pulled her down for a kiss.

“Ooohhh,” Brodey said from the far side of the bed. “Dammit.”

Cail chuckled. “That’ll teach him to jump to conclusions.”

Ain let her lift her head to break their kiss. She pulled the long T-shirt off that she’d been wearing, exposing that she only had on a nursing bra. “I present to you, the temporarily forbidden zone,” she said. “Once Ellie’s on the bottle, then we’ll talk.”

Ain grinned. “Understood.”

“Oh, wait.” She reached over to the bedside table and pulled out the condoms. “And these. Dr. Alberto said it’s unlikely I’d get pregnant this soon. No offense, I don’t like those odds.”

“Too bad we can’t just edict you to not get pregnant,” Cail said.

She paused. “Can you?”

“Do you really want to risk it?” Ain asked. “Especially when we don’t mind using rubbers?”

“Um, no. Never mind. Carry on.”

And carry on they did. Ain got her rolled over onto her back and dove between her legs, his lips and tongue quickly bringing her over the first time without any kinds of edicts being needed. While he did that, Cail had captured her mouth in a kiss, which left Brodey…

Well, sort of on the sidelines without being able to engage in any additional sexy torment. He settled for draping an arm over her tummy while he nibbled kisses up and down her neck and shoulder on that side.

Which was fine with her, because being the center of sexy attention of all three of her men felt amazing.

She reached down and found Brodey’s cock, wrapping her fingers around it and lightly squeezing, enjoying his low moan of pleasure as she did, when—

“Dammit,” he gasped.

Cail and Ain looked up. “What?” they asked in unison.

Elain couldn’t help but giggle. “Sorry, babe. I swear I didn’t do that deliberately.” Considering she now had a handful of his cum, she knew exactly what had happened.

He climbed out of bed. “I’ll get you a washcloth. See? That’s what happens when I go a month without coming.”

Cail had leaned in for a kiss, but she sat up. “What?”

Brodey returned with a wet washcloth for her to wipe her hand. “Well, yeah,” he muttered. “I mean, you weren’t feeling up to doing anything. I wasn’t going to be a dick and ask you.”

She studied his face in the dim light as he climbed back into bed. “But I thought you said—”

“I said I could rub one out if I wanted to. I didn’t really want to. I mean, I wanted to, I just didn’t have the heart to. It’s not the same without you. You just had our baby. I figured if you weren’t in the mood, after the sacrifices you’d just made, I could wait as long as you could.”

Now she didn’t understand why Ain and Cail suddenly looked…

“Okay, you two. What’s up?”

Ain sat back on his heels. “What?”

“What?” Cail echoed.

“Why do the two of you look borderline guilty?” She knew they hadn’t cheated on her. That was a given. Of all the emotions she might ever experience toward her men at any given time, she’d come to accept she didn’t have to be jealous in that way about them. They would never cheat on her.

Ever.

“It’s a stress reliever sometimes,” Cail muttered.

“What he said,” Ain agreed. Ain sounded unusually abashed.

She knew laughing wouldn’t help the situation, so she did her damnedest to choke it back. “You’re telling me that it was the horny bonehead who went celibate all this time? I never even saw you guys do that.”

“Shower,” Cail said. “Maybe once or twice. Okay, three times.”

“Twice for me,” Ain said. “Sorry, babe.”

Now a giggle burped free. “Okay, apologies sooo not needed, but I have to really give Brodey a lot of credit, here.” She reached up and palmed Brodey’s cheek. “That was so sweet of you, but I honestly don’t mind if in the future you take care of things yourself.”

Brodey looked uncharacteristically bashful. Of her three men, that wasn’t the last descriptor she’d use for Brodey, but it certainly was low on the list.

“If it means anything,” he said, “I promise I’ll never issue you an edict in the future preventing you from masturbating or having an orgasm without us like I did that one time.”

“I agreed to it that one time.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Yeah, she loved all three of her men and there was absolutely no way to say she loved one more than the other. Despite nearly identical appearances, they were each different in their own ways, with individual strengths and weaknesses and personalities. And as infuriating as her bonehead could sometimes be without even meaning to…it was the times like this where the depths of his love and devotion for her and their family nearly broke her heart from the intensity.

“Come here, you.” She pulled him down for a kiss. Not even a greedy, sexy, Brodey kind of devour-you-from-the-mouth-down kiss. Sweet and sincere and loving.

He rested his forehead against hers. “Guess I can wait until last now,” he joked. “Save some energy for me, please.”

“Always, baby. Love you.”

His voice choked. “Elain, I don’t have the words to tell you how much I love you.”

“How does he always manage to upstage us?” Cail asked Ain.

“I don’t know.”

Brodey settled in next to her again, and it was him she was kissing while Cail was relegated to shoulder-nibbling status. When she found Brodey’s cock and wrapped her fingers around it, though, he placed his hand on top of hers and didn’t let her stroke him, even though he was already stiff again.

Maybe he was closer to the edge than he’d admit.

Ain donned one of the condoms and carefully positioned himself between her legs.

“Just do it,” she nearly begged. “Please!”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“For chrissake, you’re not going to.”

They both let out needy moans as he slid his cock deep inside her pussy and paused for a moment to savor it. Then he started moving, and they didn’t even have to edict her to get her to come again for him like that. The way his body glided across her clit with every stroke, the way his shaft perfectly hit all the good spots inside her, it was its own form of magick.

She quit kissing Brodey long enough to stare up into Ain’s eyes. In this light, the grey looked nearly black.

“Love you,” he said.

She smiled. “Love you, too.”

By the time Ain had come, she knew Cail was already close to the edge. Ain had no sooner moved out of the way than Cail was rolling a condom over his cock and kneeling between her legs. “Gonna give me another one, baby?” he whispered to her.

“Maybe.”

He smiled as he slid deep inside her and stretched his body along the length of hers. Like this it felt just as wonderful in a totally different way than it had with Ain. “Come for me,” he whispered, the soft edict still powerful in its force.

Her pussy clenched around his cock as she climaxed again and Cail started fucking her hard and fast, catching up and finishing with her.

He nuzzled the hollow of her throat. “Love you so much,” he whispered.

She ran her fingers through his hair. “Love you, too.”

Then it was Brodey’s turn. Nestled between the other two brothers, who’d cleaned up and returned to bed, she stared up at her sweet, green-eyed wolf as he stared down at her. He lifted her legs, her ankles over his shoulders as he never broke eye contact with her.

Each man had a different connection with her. None better than the other, just different.

Something primal connected her and Brodey, something less domesticated. He smiled down at her after slowly thrusting for a moment. “I know what you really want.” He pulled out, flipped her over onto her hands and knees, and entered her from behind.

She let out a moan that Ain silenced by slipping two fingers between her lips.

Brodey folded himself over her back, kissing a trail down her spine. “Oh, our beautiful mate. I wish I could make you shift and fuck you like that but I don’t think the condom would hold.”

He grabbed her hips and started pounding her, pulling one more orgasm from her without any edict needed. “There’s my girl,” he said, his voice strained as he quickly finished and fell still.

She was a little surprised that, after Brodey left the bed to clean up and return that Ain moved over for him to have the space next to her tonight.

Lifting her head, she didn’t even need to ask the question. Ain apparently anticipated it.

“I’ll take baby duty tonight,” he said. “I think Brodey’s earned side-time. I kind of feel a little ashamed of myself.” Brodey returned and climbed into bed.

“Hey, if it doesn’t bother me,” she said, “don’t let it bother you.” She looked over her shoulder at Cail. “Either of you. Okay? I’m not upset.” She leaned in and kissed Brodey. “I wish you’d said something. I would have given you a hand.”

He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “I didn’t want to bug you.”

Tipping his chin toward her, she waited until his gaze finally met hers. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Realizing she wasn’t going to drop it, he finally answered. “I didn’t want to. Not without you. I didn’t even try. Because I knew that without you there, I wouldn’t be able to, anyway.”

“What?” That wasn’t just Elain, but Cail and Ain.

“Do we really need to discuss this now?” Brodey muttered.

“I’d like to, yeah,” Elain said.

He let out a resigned sigh. “I haven’t tried doing anything yet, but I don’t think I can come anymore if I’m not with you.”

“How do you know if you didn’t even try?”

“Because it’s a feeling I have. Trusting our guts, right? I just know it.”

Now Elain really felt guilty. It was one thing to teasingly edict each other not to come to amp up the tension.

It was another thing entirely—and not something she wanted to happen—for them not to be able to come without her, period. “Did I do that to you?”

“No. I realized it a while ago. So I didn’t even bother testing it out now. I didn’t want to anyway.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said, and it wasn’t a lie. It was a…loophole.”

Guilt flashed through her. Yeah, she understood those all too well. “Okay, sweetie.” She leaned in and kissed Brodey. “If it’s something you want to work on—”

“I don’t. I waited my whole life to find you. I spent enough time alone and having to take care of business on my own. Now with you, it’s not worth even doing it if I’m alone. It’s not worth anything if I’m not with you.”

On that note, she snuggled into his arms, her arm draped over his chest, Cail spooned along her back and Ain over on the far side.

Her sweet bonehead certainly was full of surprises.


Chapter Eighteen



Back in Florida on Monday morning, the Triad convened again, this time at Lina’s house with Mom and Kael babysitting.

Mai was apparently ranting about something that happened over the weekend. “I’m going to cut up those two men’s credit cards if they try to bring home one more toy for that little girl.”

“You’re complaining that your guys are shopping for BettLynn?” Elain asked.

“Not just shopping, but letting their little girl wrap them around her fingers. I’m turning out to be the tough guy parent, while they’d buy her the whole dang store if she gives them those big green eyes.”

“Not like money’s an issue for you guys,” Zack said. “Let them go shopping if they want to.”

“That’s not the point,” Mai insisted. “I don’t want to live like that or raise BettLynn thinking money will solve everything. I’m proof that you can go from having a comfortable life to nothing and struggling to survive and back to comfort again. My parents weren’t rich, but we were fine growing up. They kept us reined in and raised us as normally as they could. They didn’t spoil us. We had to do chores. My parents both worked for a living, even though they had a savings account my uncle blew through.”

Mai snorted in disgust. “There’s a man whose balls I wouldn’t mind Elain popping.”

“That can be arranged,” Lina darkly muttered.

“No, I don’t want him dead. But I want us to raise BettLynn as normally as I can. I want her to learn how to do things for herself. Just because she has Down syndrome doesn’t mean she can’t be independent. I want to teach her to do chores. That little baby board that Dad made her a few weeks ago? That was absolutely fantastic. She loves it, and the occupational therapist said it was perfect.”

Elain’s father had made two of the simple but ingenious devices, one for Joss and one for BettLynn, although the Beasts were having fun with it, too. Lots of little things like light switches, door safety chains, cabinet latches—all sorts of things to keep busy little hands busy, as well as help teach fine motor skills. He’d seen it in a baby magazine and surprised BettLynn with it.

Even more surprising to the adults was watching as George and Luke figured it out first and then set about helping BettLynn learn how to do everything.

Mom was now at work on making a similar set of play blankets that had things like zippers, buttons, and other types of activities.

“So you’re not happy your guys want to spoil BettLynn rotten?” Elain asked.

“I don’t want anyone spoiling any of our kids rotten. Not even BettLynn. Especially not BettLynn. I already have a feeling I’m going to be butting heads with the Beasts as they get older and want to do things for her. I mean, I get it, their hearts will be in the right place, but it’s looking more and more like if we keep working and pushing BettLynn, we’ll be able to keep much of her developmental delays to a minimum. That means one less hurdle for her. If George and Luke try to help her with everything, instead of letting her do it for herself, she won’t develop to her full potential.”

“No, I get it,” Lina said. “I see exactly what you mean.” She turned to Elain. “You missed it. Saturday night, everyone came over to our place for dinner. Jim was feeding BettLynn a sippy cup of juice and was showing her how to hold it. Working with her, right? Trying to get her to do it on her own, and she was struggling a little, but she was getting it. Then George literally crawled over to Jim, snatched the sippy cup out of his hand, and held it for BettLynn. Then he glared at Jim like he was defying him to take it back.”

Elain’s gaze widened. “No way!”

“Way,” Lina said. “I mean, we were all speechless. Stunned. I personally was mortified. Especially when Luke crawled over to help George and back him up. It was like the mini dragon mafia. I think Jim was scared to stop them. None of us knew how to react. I feel like I’m raising two dragon enforcers or something.”

“What’d you finally do?” Elain asked.

“What any smart mom of dragon hellions would do. I sent their dragon fathers in to retrieve their obnoxious little dragon mini-mes and take them outside so Jim could finish feeding BettLynn. Which pissed both of those little boogers off to no end, and they started squalling like they were being skinned alive.”

Elain hoped she didn’t blanch at that descriptor. It hit too close to home in some ways, to her memories of how Rodolfo suffered.

“Then,” Mai said, “BettLynn shifted, jumped out of Jim’s arms, and ran after Jan and Rick while barking and growling at them and snapping at their heels, like she was trying to protect the boys.”

Elain wasn’t sure if she should be laughing or horrified. “Okay, I know this is off-topic, but I need to hear the rest of this story.”

Zack took over. “Micah jumped up and ran after her, going Alpha on her fuzzy little ass. He actually shifted right there, dressed and everything, Alpha-rolled her and growled at her, picked her up by the scruff with his teeth, and carried her back to Jim, and dropped her in Jim’s lap.”

Mai giggled. “And then Micah tripped and face-planted on the living room carpet.”

Lina snorted. “Okay, now that was funny.”

“How’d he trip?” Elain asked.

“He still had clothes on and got tangled up in them,” Zack explained. “I mean, he literally shifted as he dove for BettLynn. It’s not like he ran a quarter mile or something in them.”

“He ended up flat on his face,” Mai said, still giggling.

“And then,” Lina said, laughing, “BettLynn started howling. I’ve never heard that sound come out of her before. We thought she was crying until she shifted back into a baby, and she was laughing so hard, these deep, rolling belly laughs, that we all started laughing.”

“At least it took her mind off George and Luke being removed from the room,” Mai said, finally getting herself under control. “It was…an interesting evening.”

“Holy crap,” Elain said. Right now, the three little offenders were asleep with full tummies from breakfast. Ellie was in the process of dozing off in Elain’s arms following a feeding, and her mom was taking care of feeding Joss, while Kael was feeding Connor.

“What the hell are we going to do when they hit their teen years?” Elain softly asked. “We’re probably going to be outnumbered. At the very least, we might be overpowered.”

Lina got up to refill her coffee mug. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m stocking up on fricking Xanax.”



* * * *



Elain passed a sleeping Ellie off to her mom once Joss had started dozing after his breakfast.

Then the Triad—and Zack—could get to work.

Elain admitted some of that weekend’s events to them. The part about talking with Baba Yaga at the rock pile and showing her their vision of the nuclear bomb explosion to get her opinion.

And the former Immortal’s admonishments about being careful with the rock pile.

When Elain finished, the other three looked grim.

“I don’t like that,” Lina finally said. “And she’s right, we can’t go bulldozing the damn thing. I wonder what the hell that thing was trying to reach out to you?”

“It sounds like it was intelligent,” Zack said.

Elain remembered how the breeze felt hot, and hadn’t been anywhere except on top of the rock pile. “You really think that’s what it was?”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Zack said.

“They never did find Aliah’s body,” Mai said, even though Elain hadn’t reminded them of that yet. “Is it possible…”

They let the suggestion hang in the air for a moment.

“Why’d you go there by yourself?” Lina asked.

“I needed some alone time and I really wanted to see if I could…I don’t know, get any insight. Don’t you all sometimes need alone time?”

“True,” Mai said. “I can’t even get bathroom time alone sometimes.”

“Ha,” Lina said. “You think you got it bad? Wait until you have two babies.” She hooked a thumb at Zack. “And no offense to my Watcher here, but I’ll be so fricking glad when our new house is finished. Momma gets her own bathroom. First person I catch in it who isn’t me is getting fried.” She glared at Zack. “Especially when I’m taking a shower.”

“I said I was sorry,” Zack said. “Kael and Rick had the other two bathrooms occupied. If there’d been any other option, I would have taken it. It wasn’t like I could go outside and squat in the middle of the yard.”

“Let me guess,” Elain said. “You guys hit capacity?”

“Might say that,” Lina said.

“It’s not like I ain’t already seen everything you have, either, goddess girl,” Zack joked. “Through multiple lives.”

“That’s not the point. Three toilets all getting flushed within a few seconds of each other, and I damn near got scalded!”

“Okay, now we’re off-topic,” Mai teased.

“We were talking about alone time,” Lina said. “That was on-topic.”

Elain needed to steer the conversation away from home toilet capacity. “Anyway, the point is, Baba Yaga honestly can’t see a lot of stuff now around us. Including this. She’s going to try to work with Ryan Ausar. Which shocks the hell out of me.”

Elain regretted saying it as soon as it was out of her mouth. All three of them stared at her.

“Why?” they asked in unison.

Shit. She couldn’t lie or Seer Says her way out of that one, either.

She opted for a variation of the truth. “Okay, and this has to stay with us. I sort of figured it out based on what she said. I guess that the reason Baba Yaga ended up selected for the Triad in the first place, is that Ryan’s father was her lover before he married Ryan’s mother.”

Lina frowned. “But Ryan’s father is…” Elain watched her friend’s throat work as she swallowed hard.

“Who?” Mai asked.

“Holy shitballs,” Zack whispered. “Baba Yaga banged Hades? No wonder she’s not real fond of Ryan.”

“Hades?” Mai’s voice now bore a decided squeak of fear. “As in the Hades?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Elain said.

“You know,” Lina mused. “If his last name was Benz, and he was knighted, he’d be Sir Hades Benz.”

Zack groaned. “Just what I needed, a Janis Joplin evil earworm. Maybe I should go kill myself now.”

“Oh, fuck you. That was funny.”

“So, now that we’re off-topic again,” Elain interrupted, “can we please get back on-topic?”

“Nobody appreciates good puns anymore,” Lina grumbled.

“Yeah, we do, shortcake,” Zach shot back. “That wasn’t a good pun.”

“What’s our next step for this vision?” Elain asked. “Do we want to try studying the beginning of the vision again?”

“I think we have to,” Mai said. “I was wondering if we can show Zack or Kael the images we see.”

They all looked at Zack.

“Why?” he asked.

“So you can see what we’re seeing,” Lina said. “Duh.”

“How will that help?”

“You guys might see something we’re missing,” Lina said. “Maybe we’re looking at this wrong. Maybe there’s a clue in the vision there at the end. Because when any of us have the vision as a dream or an independent vision, we only see that little snippet there on the street after it goes off and the blast is hitting the town. When we follow it back, we’re seeing different things. I’m thinking the vision as we originally saw is the key. Something there might be the clue we’re missing.”

“Oh. Okay, now I’m tracking.” He seemed to be considering it. “Can’t hurt to try.”

They already knew from looking at maps and Google Earth where the vision started. Or ended, depending on which way it was playing out. Running it backward, they always started out standing on the same block on the same street.

Sitting at the table, the three women joined hands, Lina and Elain taking Zack’s hands on either side.

“Don’t fry my brains, girls,” Zack joked without a hint of nervousness in him. Elain nervously laughed along with the others.

If he knew what I was capable of, he might not be joking about that.

Elain wiped that thought from her mind and focused on the vision, taking him to the moment before the blast swept through.

“Holy crap,” Zack said. He started describing things as they were seeing them without them having to tell him, little details they hadn’t talked about before, like the color of a car or the bird sitting on the streetlamp.

Stuff that let them all know that, yes, Zack was seeing it.

They stayed there, with the vision frozen in place, letting Zack get a good look.

“What’s that woman doing?” he said.

“Which woman?” all three of them asked.

“By the bank.”

An older woman, her back to them, had thrown something away, from the looks of it, but they couldn’t tell what. She was walking away from a public garbage can in front of a bank and heading toward the bank’s front door.

“Does she look familiar?” Lina asked him.

“No, never seen her before in my life, but I’m looking at her backside.”

They slowly stepped the vision back a little. Now they could see her face. Yes, she’d thrown something away, a paper bag.

Unfortunately, they couldn’t physically grab hold of anything in the vision, meaning they couldn’t see what was in the bag.

“It’s probably trash,” Mai said.

They backed the vision up farther. Usually by this time they were running in search of the mushroom cloud’s origins before it disappeared. They’d never stayed here this long before, in terms of the vision.

When they bumped against the end of the vision, they’d caught up with her having just straightened from what looked like picking something up from the ground. She walked around the corner of the block and shoved whatever it was she picked up into the bag.

And that was as far back as they could take the vision.

Even getting right up to her, they couldn’t see what it was she’d picked up. It was small enough to be covered by her hand, or fit in her hand, and then she’d put it in the bag.

They started slowly rolling the vision forward again.

“Why is she wearing gloves?” Lina asked.

That’s when Elain realized the woman had on black leather gloves.

“Hey, guys?” Mai was standing exactly where they’d first seen the woman, whereas the rest of them were standing by the woman’s current location, trying to see what was in her hand.

“What?” Elain asked.

“I think maybe it’s a cell phone.”

“Why?”

“Come here.”

They hurried over. On the sidewalk lay a piece of plastic, obviously broken off of something larger. And it wasn’t dusty, like it’d been there a while.

Zack knelt down. “I wish we could touch things.”

“If we could touch things,” Lina said, “my fear is we can feel them. I don’t want to feel that blast any more than we already have, thank you very much.”

“Oh. Damned good point.” He stared at it. “It does look like a piece of a cell phone.”

“You think she found it and then threw it away?” Lina asked. “Maybe it was broken?”

“That doesn’t feel right,” Zack said.

Something nagged at Elain’s gut when from the corner of her consciousness something caught her ear. Pulled out of the vision, she turned around to see Kael changing the channel on the TV in the living room.

“Stop!” Elain shouted, standing up so fast she almost tipped her chair back.

Both Kael and her mom startled. “Sorry, honey,” her mom said. “We just wanted to watch TV.” Kael had the TV remote in his hand.

“No, I mean stop there!” The logo for the Military Channel was displayed on the screen. The show, whatever it was, was talking about the Middle East conflict, troops dealing with IEDs. Elain walked over and listened, that nagging starting to grow in her brain again, only like a headache this time, like the worst migraine of her life, until, finally, it popped as she made the connection.

She wheeled around. “That’s the woman who sets the bomb off!” Elain said. “It is a cell phone! She triggers the bomb with a cell phone!” She ran back into the kitchen, where the others were still holding hands around the table, but now staring at her. “She’s the one who detonates it!”

Zack looked confused, as did Lina. “But why,” Lina asked, “would she set off a bomb that would kill her, too? Cockatrice aren’t suicide bombers. They hire that shit out or sucker others into it.”

Elain stared at the map on Zack’s laptop, which sat open on the table. “Exactly. Because I bet someone asked her to do them a favor and didn’t tell her what would happen. Maybe they told her it was supposed to be an alibi call so their cell phone pinged somewhere to make it look like they were someplace they weren’t, but what it really did was trigger the explosion.”

They finally let go of each other’s hands. Mai leaned forward. “Why would someone do that, though?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they paid her, bribed her, hell, maybe they had an insurance policy on her.”

“That’s a helluva way to get a policy to pay out,” Lina snarked. “Let’s not stage an accident. Let’s nuke the Midwest. Wow, when you absolutely, positively want someone dead—”

“I don’t know,” Elain said, “but I’m willing to bet she’s the key. The timing is perfect. She makes the call, then drops the phone to break it, and throws it away. That would take seconds in real time. She’s wearing gloves in case anyone does find the phone, to keep her prints off it. She doesn’t think she’s going to die.”

Elain sat with them and they tried again. No matter what they did, they couldn’t go farther back in the vision than the woman picking the item up.

And when they allowed the vision to play forward at normal speed, it took less than ten seconds from when she picked up the item to her entering the bank, and that was with stopping the vision just as the blast was reaching within blocks of the bank entrance.

“She didn’t know,” Elain said.

“Or she wanted into that vault,” Mai suggested.

They stared at her.

“I’m just saying, maybe if she’s a cockatrice, we don’t know. Maybe she’s like, really old or powerful or something. Bank vaults are tough. Maybe she knew she could make it into the bank vault in time to survive. Maybe that was the plan. What better sympathy ploy than to be the survivor of a blast. Any trace of evidence is gone.”

“Radiation?” Lina asked.

Mai shrugged. “Do we really know what they’re capable of if they’re strong? She looked old. If we follow the cockatrice hypothesis, that means maybe she’s really powerful and can survive something like that. Maybe they wanted her in the bank vault to steal something—or to steal money—after the blast went off. Who knows?”

“Shit,” Zack muttered. “That’s crazy enough to be worth looking into. Cockatrice love chaos. Nothing more chaotic than a nuclear blast in the Midwest. Except maybe a free-for-all buffet at a Starbucks.”


Chapter Nineteen



Now that Elain’s libido had reawakened, it’d seemingly returned with a Rambo-worthy vengeance.

Monday night, Elain was all over her men as soon as the kids were asleep for the night. They’d moved Ellie into the nursery with Connor, into a crib. With Elain’s mom and dad now living in their own house, they didn’t have to worry about adult ears overhearing them.

“What do you want tonight, baby?” Ain whispered in Elain’s ear as she went down on Cail.

She used their mate bond to reply. “Hard, fast, and frequent.”

“Good girl,” he whispered before nibbling on the outer shell of her ear and sending shivers through her body.

Brodey had emptied one load down her throat before the other two men had made it to bed. Now he was behind her, his lips and tongue already having brought her over once already and working on taking her over the edge a second time. After Brodey went to work on her clit with his talented mouth and brought her over again, Elain knew what she wanted to do.

She lifted her head from Cail’s cock and sat up. “There’s lube in the nightstand,” she said, still trying to catch her breath. “Someone grab a towel.”

In a few moments, as if another kind of magick, she was astride Ain with his cock deep inside her pussy, Cail was carefully loosening up her ass with his fingers, and Brodey’s revived cock was in her mouth.

And she was a very, very happy mate.

No, they didn’t do this every time they made love. Sometimes, however, she just wanted it, like a need, a deep craving, to have them all at once. To feel their love and energy—

Her eyes popped open. Energy.

Cail froze. “Are you okay, sweetie? I’m not hurting you, am I?”

She lifted her head from Brodey’s cock. “Don’t stop!” she gasped. “Please don’t stop!”

She looked up at Brodey and used their mate bond to silently talk to him. “Once we get going, edict me to come until all three of you are done.”

He didn’t question her, just nodded, reaching down and stroking her hair, gathering it in his hand and holding it out of her way.

She went back to work on his cock as Cail started easing his cock inside her ass.

The familiar, full, stretched feeling mixed with pleasure, giving a delightful edge to them both. Once she felt Cail’s thighs pressed against the backs of hers, she started moving.

Brodey’s grip on her hair tightened. “Mate, come for us.”

It slammed into her like a freight train, maybe because it was all three of them, maybe because it’d been a damned long time by their usual standards, and maybe because now she was more in tune with her powers. But the pleasure ripped through her, searing her nerve endings from the inside out…

And she was standing in New Madrid, behind the bank building, looking around a small parking area. Everything bore a bluish tinge.

Aware that her body was fulfilling Brodey’s commands and that she might not have much time with Ain and Cail already fairly close to the edge, Elain spun around, trying to find the woman.

There she came, crossing the street just a block down and walking toward Elain. A fast walk, too, one that looked decidedly out of place for someone apparently as old as this woman.

Obviously, she was a cockatrice, even though Elain couldn’t scent her. But there was something hard, nearly reptilian about the set of her eyes, the jut of her jaw, and it was a certainty in the Seer’s mind.

Elain ran toward her but the woman was already punching in a number on the cell phone as she walked. By the time Elain caught up with her, the woman was almost to the edge of the building and had hit send. She paused, dropped the phone and stomped it, picked it up, and then—

“Elain, come!” Brodey gasped.

She fell back into her body to the sensation of exquisite pleasure robbing her of coherent thought. In her mouth, Brodey’s cock shot a stream of cum over her tongue and she instinctively started swallowing. Below her, Ain had hold of her waist and was fucking his cock up into her pussy, adding his release to the energy. And in her ass, Cail took one last stroke before falling still.

Elain collapsed onto Ain’s chest, all three men stroking her back, her shoulders, no one speaking.

Ain finally broke the silence by softly clearing his throat. “I need to…clean up. Sorry. I hate to make you move, sweetheart.”

Elain nodded, shoving herself upright and wincing as Cail withdrew from her ass, then flopping over to her side off Ain.

“Brod?” she said.

“Yeah, babe?”

“Can you find my phone?”

“Uh, why?”

“I need to call Lina and Mai.”

He snorted. “Were we that good?”

“No, it’s Seer stuff.” She mentally winced as she realized how that must have sounded. “I mean, yes, you were great. But that’s not why I need to call them. I had a breakthrough on the vision.”



* * * *



The three of them met at Elain’s, since her house was in the middle anyway. Sitting around the kitchen table, Elain and Lina in bathrobes and Mai in an oversized T-shirt and boxer shorts, they and Zack—who wore PJ pants and nothing else—tried lobbing ideas at each other after Elain told them what she’d seen.

Trying to replicate Elain’s result hadn’t worked, either. Even with the three of them linking hands. Elain could and did show the others what she saw, but trying to drop all of them back into the vision at that point like they had with the original vision wasn’t happening.

At least, not that night, it wasn’t.

“Okay, so we know that mystery woman is the key,” Lina said. “We still don’t know who she is. If we saw her get out of a car or something, we might be able to track her identity.”

“Next time I have that vision, if I have it again,” Elain said, “I’ll try to get to her immediately to see what number she dials.”

“This is going to sound weird,” Mai said, “but I think the key to some of this is sex magick.”

The other three stared at her.

“Honey,” Lina said, “I love you, but not like that.”

“No! Duh. I mean us with our guys.” She pointed at Elain. “She’s the strongest and she has three Alpha wolf mates. I don’t think that’s a coincidence. Lina has two dragon dual elementals as mates, but she also has inherited powers, so maybe that’s why early on she looked to be the strongest. I have a human and an Alpha wolf as my mates. Maybe that’s why my powers are taking a while to manifest, even with the jump-start I got from Callie.”

Neither woman had made much progress on the poofy skills despite trying to work on them. Mai had accidentally managed to bring Jim’s pants to her once.

The snafu about that result had been the fact that Mai had been trying to get her phone out of his pants and bring it to her without going out after him, because he’d accidentally picked hers up by mistake.

And he’d been standing out in the yard, talking to Brodey, when Mai managed that little trick.

And Jim had been commando at the time.

Brodey still snickered every time he thought about the horrified look on Jim’s face when he was suddenly standing there with his bare ass and other sundry body parts exposed in the breeze.

Needless to say, Mai was hesitant to try using that skill again.

“I do tend to get visions when my guys…” Lina cleared her throat. “When they double up, so to speak.” She looked at Zack. “Sorry for the TMI.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Shortcake, we’re waaay beyond that point now, but thank you.”

“I have to admit several of my visions have happened then, too,” Elain said.

They looked at Mai.

“Yeah, duh. That’s why I said it.”

“Well, we’ve got four weeks until we go back to Maine for the formal recognition ceremony,” Elain said. “Maybe we can figure this out before then.”

Elain had talked with Blackie, Kitty, and Lacey while in Maine last weekend, informed them about the nuclear vision, their progress on it, and what they were trying to do. They were keeping a tight lid on the news about the vision, informing as few people as possible. The last thing they wanted to do was incite a panic or get innocent people killed by vigilante shifter justice.

Not that Elain liked sharing the atmosphere with cockatrice, but if an adult cockatrice wasn’t even aware of their heritage, or if they weren’t hurting anyone, Elain wasn’t comfortable wiping them out of existence.

Baba Yaga might have been okay with that at one point, but Elain refused to let that power go to her head.

The other reason to keep it quiet was they didn’t want word of it getting to any cockatrice and giving them ideas they might not already have.

Elain’s best-case scenario was to figure out who was behind planning the nuke, poofing into their house, and calmly executing them. Authorities would call it a heart attack or stroke or something, the nuke would remain unexploded, and only one guilty person would die in a manner far better than they deserved, considering the terror, death, and destruction they wanted to sow.

“We sure as hell aren’t figuring it out tonight,” Lina said, her chin propped up in one hand, her elbow on the table. “I can barely keep my eyes open.”

“Sorry I rousted you guys,” Elain said. “I wanted to tell you before I forgot.”

“No, it’s okay.” Lina sat back. “We’re all spitballing, here. We need to immediately bring everything to each other for a big-picture analysis when we get new info. I think it’s safe to say when the…eh, mood strikes us, as it were, I’m sure it won’t be any big sacrifice on their parts for our respective guys to tag-team us.” She sat forward again, frowning. “I’m wondering…maybe up in Maine we need to go to the rock pile and try a massive—”

“No!” Elain said. “No magick, no rituals there, nothing. We don’t understand what it can do or how it was built. That’s like pointing a blowtorch at an unlabeled barrel of chemicals just to see if it’ll blow up or turn out to be soap.”

Lina stuck her tongue out at her. “Spoilsport.”

“You’re sleep-deprived,” Mai said. A yawn hit her. “Then again, so am I.” She slowly pushed herself up from the table. “So if you’ll excuse me—”

“Wait. The thinking spot.” Lina looked at them. “What if we each take our guys to Lacey’s thinking spot? The rock? Individually, I mean. Not all of us at once.”

“We might be looking at the all at once option if we don’t make any headway soon,” Elain said.

“I started thinking earlier,” Zack said, “about the IED stuff you saw on that TV show. Maybe the whole plan is to make people think it’s a terrorist attack.”

“It is a terrorist attack,” the women said in unison.

“No.” He leaned forward. “I mean, maybe they’re trying to frame Islamic militants or something. We might be looking at this wrong. The big picture might be the cockatrice want to trigger a massive war between the US and some unknown ‘other’ so they can reap the rewards of that catastrophe in more ways than one.”

Elain pondered that. “I don’t know. It doesn’t…it doesn’t feel right,” she said. “There is a bigger picture, a reason for them setting it off, but I don’t think we’ve figured it out yet.”

Lina stood. “Okay.” She yawned. “Mai’s passing out contagious yawns, and I’m exhausted. We’ll meet again in the morning.” She pointed at Mai. “Your turn to host.”

“Good. It means I don’t need to get dressed.”

“Uh, clothes aren’t optional,” Zack said.

“I meant real clothes. I can stay in my PJs. See you sometime after nine and not a minute sooner.” She headed out of the kitchen.

Elain remained sitting there.

Lina noticed, even though Zack had stood to follow her back to their house. “What’s going through your noodle, poodle?” Lina asked her.

“There is something right under our noses. Literally. About this whole thing. And it’s going to drive me crazy until we piece it together.”

“Don’t push yourself. Like you keep telling me and Mai about our poofy skills. Maybe if we ease up it’ll come easier.”

Zack snorted. “God, can’t you say anything that doesn’t sound snarky or dirty?”

“Not at this time of night, no.” Lina patted Elain on the shoulder and they let themselves out.

Elain finally got up and went to lock the door behind them. Part of her wanted, needed to sleep.

Part of her knew she’d lay there in bed for a while if she tried.

She grabbed her phone, went down to the last guest room, and closed the door behind her. Sitting on the bed, she sent a text.

You awake?

She wasn’t really expecting a reply, so it shocked her when she received one less than thirty seconds later.

Are you dressed relatively appropriately?

Yes.

She found herself sitting cross-legged on Ryan’s sofa, the man wearing a robe and heading for the kitchen, his cell phone in his hand. With his hair disheveled, she realized she’d awakened him.

“Coffee, my dear?”

“Sure.” She got up to follow him. “Sorry I woke you up.”

He stopped and turned to look at her. “If you honestly think this is the first time I’ve ever been awakened out of a sound sleep, think again. Nothing is on fire—is it?”

“No.”

“Good. Nothing’s on fire, no one’s…dying?”

She shook her head.

“Excellent. Coffee it is. Or would you prefer tea?”

“I think tea.”

“Herbal tea, or Earl Grey?”

“Herbal, please.”

“Aces.” He filled an electric kettle and pulled out a canister of loose-leaf tea. “Caffeine-free, in case this doesn’t take very long.” He offered her a tired smile. “Now what happened?”

She didn’t bother feeling bashful. She had a feeling that the wildest sex she ever had or would have with her men probably barely blipped a two on Ryan’s freak-o-meter.

If that.

When she finished telling him about their kitchen confab, he was leaning against the counter, staring at the floor with his arms crossed, obviously deep in thought.

“I do believe you’re correct,” he finally said. “While yes, setting off a war because of a terroristic action would be completely within character for the cockatrice, I don’t think it’s as simple as that. If they wanted to instill true fear, they’d start small and work their way up. Build tension. Lots of smaller, soft targets. Shopping malls, sporting events, schools. While one large blast like that would certainly be catastrophic in nature, it would also instantaneously solidify the country. Think 9-11 or Pearl Harbor or JFK’s assassination. The London attack. Charlie Hebdo. Anything like that, it brings people together. And they would know that.”

“You so sure about that?”

“Yes. Because their MO over the centuries has been lots of little attacks to sow discord. Deep discord. Making people afraid to even leave their homes, making them distrust their neighbors.”

“So what aren’t we seeing?”

“I don’t know. You have no idea how frustrating that is for me to admit.”

After they fixed their mugs of tea and carried them back to the living room, each of them taking an end of the couch, he held out his arm.

“Show me.”

She set her mug down and took hold of his hand, sending him the vision.

After she finished, she picked up her mug again and watched Ryan. She didn’t speak. He looked deep in thought and she let the comfortable silence remain undisturbed between them.

“All right,” he eventually said. “Whoever she is, I agree with your assessment that she’s likely a cockatrice. Also, your bank vault theory is a valid one. There were some who survived the blast of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They were injured, but they healed.”

“If you tell me Godzilla’s real and it’s a mutated cockatrice, I’m going to deck you.”

He smiled. “No. Although that is amusing.”

At least Elain felt somewhat vindicated that Ryan was agreeing with her. “So what are we missing?”

“Perhaps the idea of sex magick is a valid one. I would certainly think it’s worth giving it a chance if you don’t make any inroads before your next trip to Maine. And I also agree you absolutely should not do it anywhere near that rock pile.”

“You know, after we get this handled, I want that thing handled, however we need to do it.”

“I have been thinking about that. Perhaps we need to figure out where the house went and send it there. Someplace safe. A pocket of time, like Baba Yaga has.”

“How did she create that, anyway?”

“I don’t know. She has her secrets, just as I have mine.”

Elain didn’t want to admit what she knew so she kept her mouth shut. “Sorry again to bother you.”

He turned to face her. “All right, love. Rule one in this quirky little relationship we now have, quit apologizing to me. This isn’t a trivial matter. Had you awakened me simply because you couldn’t decide what color to paint your kitchen, yes, perhaps I’d be rather cross with you. You have a duty to contact me immediately, just as I have a duty to contact you, should need arise.”

“Okay. Sorry.” But she smiled, drawing a laugh from him.

“You are an interesting woman, Elain Pardie-Lyall. I am glad Fate brought you to this position.”

“Hope you’re still saying that a thousand or so years from now.”

“I’m sure I will be.”

She wasn’t sure if that was a comfort…or a chilling reminder of her new status.


Chapter Twenty



When the Triad met in Mai’s living room the next morning, Mai wore Scooby-Doo boxers and an oversized T-shirt. They all sat and listened as Elain told them about her discussion with Ryan.

“How do we know we can trust him?” Mai asked when Elain finished.

They stared at her.

She stared back. “I mean, seriously. We’ve just kind of fallen in with trusting him.”

Elain couldn’t tell them about a lot of things that gave Elain every reason to trust Ryan.

Like how he’d helped her move and re-bury a body.

He’s a body-moving kind of friend.

She somehow stifled her laugh. “He helped us save Mom,” she finally said. “And he had no reason to help us. Also, he helped us when Lacey was in trouble. And he helped get my guys to the hospital in time for Ellie’s birth. Besides, Baba Yaga trusts him.”

“I’m not sure I trust Baba Yaga,” Mai said.

Elain looked Lina, who hadn’t piped up to defend Ryan, square in the eyes. “He also has possession of a certain somethin’-somethin’ we don’t want a certain species to ever get their mitts on.”

Now Lina had the decency to blush. “We can trust him,” she said. “I don’t doubt him.” Lina leaned back, let go of her coffee mug with one hand, and flipped Elain a bird. “I love you, sis, but you know how to yank my panties right up into my asscrack and wedge ’em in there tight. You know that?”

Elain grinned. “Lubs you, too.”

“Why can’t he tell us more if he’s so powerful?” Mai asked.

“For the same reason we can’t figure this shit out yet,” Lina said. “He’s not omnipotent or omniscient. He’s just a helluva lot older than us.”

Zack snorted in amusement. “You said ‘hell.’”

Lina flipped him off. “Grow up.” But her tone belied her words.

But by the time they took a break for lunch, they were no closer to an answer. After relieving her mom in babysitting duties, Elain got Ellie and Connor fed and changed, then settled in on her own sofa with a sandwich to watch TV and zone out before their afternoon session began.

She’d found herself watching a show on the History channel about natural disasters in the US when Brodey bounced in through the back door, a smile on his face.

“Hi—”

“Shh!” She pointed to where the babies were asleep on the floor on a blanket, Juju and Bea flanking them.

“Oh, sorry.” He walked around and leaned over the back of the couch to kiss her. She was beginning to wish one of the other guys was there to watch the kids when Cail walked through the back door.

Like that, Brodey scooped Elain up from the couch and headed toward the bedroom with her in his arms. He pointed at Cail, then at where the babies were sleeping. “We’ll swap out,” Brodey said.

He closed the bedroom door behind them and she laughed as he dropped her onto the bed with a bounce. Then he landed next to her, grinning.

“Hiya.”

“Did you read my mind?”

“Only during that kiss.” He pounced, covering her body with his. “Thank the Goddess I wasn’t shoulder-deep in a pregnant cow this—”

“Ew! Okay, if you want to get laid, stop that line of talk right now.”

“Gotcha. Sorry.” He kissed her again. And again…

And it didn’t take long until they were both naked, he had his cock sheathed in a condom, and he was deliciously pounding her into the mattress with her hands pinned over her head and her ankles over his shoulders.

Just like she liked it.

He slanted his lips over hers in a crushing kiss and as she rocked her body against his as best she could, she felt her climb toward orgasm start.

It didn’t take long, either, before she was falling over the edge and taking Brodey with her, his moans and hers mixing as he took a few last, hard thrusts inside her before falling still.

His kisses turned tender, gentle. “Love you so much, baby,” he whispered.

She smiled, stroking his cheek. “Love you, too. Another month or so, I’ll be bottle-feeding her and can get back on the pill.”

He grinned. “I know this is going to sound contradictory, but while I can’t wait until we have more kids, I’m also going to enjoy the hell out of you not being pregnant.”

She bumped her hips against him. “That makes two of us.”

She was still lying there and enjoying her post orgasmic bliss while Brodey went to clean up, got dressed, and left the bedroom after giving her one last kiss. Cail walked through the bedroom door almost immediately, stripping as he flashed her a wide grin.

“Hello, sweetie.”

She crooked a finger at him. “We keep this up, we’ll need another condom run soon.”

He looked down at his cock, which stood out straight and rigid. “It’s up, all right.” He climbed up the bed and took the condom she handed him. “And yeah, I think you’re right.” He rolled it on and stretched out on top of her, taking long, languid strokes inside her pussy that started her on a slow climb toward the peak again.

She wrapped one hand in his hair, her other raking her nails down his back. “I missed this,” she whispered in his ear.

“Me, too, baby.”

She knew he knew what she meant. Not just the sex, but the intimacy. She’d never trade her men for anything, but sometimes it was nice having them one at a time, all to herself, and them able to have her alone, too. They didn’t mind sharing her because they loved her.

But it sometimes didn’t seem fair to her that she wound up with the better end of the deal.

By the time they had both come and were stretched out next to each other, there was a soft rap on the door and Ain stuck his head in. “Feel like a hat trick?”

She giggled. “I always have time for my Prime.”

Cail gave her one last kiss before rolling out of bed. “Thank you, babe. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She thought maybe her Prime would repeat his brothers’ performances, but he pleasantly surprised her, sliding naked into bed with her and draping her over his body, snuggling her tightly against him.

“Not in a rush?” she asked.

“Nope. Why, are you?”

“Nope, but I’m supposed to meet up with Mai and Lina again in…” She lifted her head to look at the clock. “An hour. And Juju and Bea probably ate what was left of my sandwich.”

He stroked a hand up and down her spine as he nuzzled the top of her head. “Let them wait if we’re a little late.” Something about his tone of voice tugged at her.

She looked up into his face. “What’s wrong?”

He obviously didn’t want to answer her, and it took him a moment to compose his thoughts. “Where’d you go last night? After Mai, Lina, and Zack left?”

“To Ryan’s to talk. I had another vision about the bomb, and I wanted to run the new details by him. Why?”

She felt some of the tension melt from him. He kissed the top of her head. “Okay.”

“Why?”

“Because I sensed you walk down the hall to the last bedroom. When I realized you hadn’t come back to bed, I went looking for you and couldn’t find you.”

Now she felt bad. “Sorry. You could have texted me.”

“I didn’t know where you were. I wasn’t sure if it was work-related or not.”

“I didn’t mean to worry you.”

He stroked her chin. “I know, baby.”

“You really are a kinder, gentler Prime now, aren’t you?”

“I have to be. You’re right that I was a hard-ass before.” He let out a sigh. “I don’t even know why I was. It’s like when we adopted Connor, my world shifted. In a good way. Then Ellie, and…” Another sigh. “I don’t want to be that guy anymore.”

Elain hoped she didn’t give anything away. Yeah, there was a damned good reason his world had shifted.

She’d taken away his memory, at his request, of killing the cockatrice baby so long ago.

The weight of that on his shoulders throughout the years had been a heavy burden, indeed. Trying to…

Loophole his way around his brothers ever knowing.

She sat up on top of him and reached for a condom. “I know a Prime in need of a distraction.” She ripped the package open and rolled it down his now stiff cock. “So let’s get to distracting you.”

Taking her time, she slowly impaled herself on his shaft, watching his face, enjoying every sensation, trying to reconnect with his soul in this familiar way. It wasn’t long until she’d managed to come one more time before riding him to his climax.

He didn’t make her move even though he eased his cock out of her so she didn’t have to move from where she was draped over him, his arms around her.

She felt his breath against her scalp. “Promise me you’ll always be careful,” he softly said. “Please?”

She lifted her head and looked into his handsome grey eyes. “I promise I’ll always be careful.”

“It’d kill me to lose you.”

“Don’t worry. From everything I’ve heard, we’re going to be around for a long, long time.”


Chapter Twenty-One



There was still two weeks before they had to leave for Maine for the formal recognition celebration. With both babies down for naps, the Triad taking the afternoon off after wracking their brains all morning, and the world apparently not about to end before dinner, Elain sought out Cail, where he was working in his office.

There was an errand she’d been wanting to run and hadn’t had the time to do since their return from Maine.

Mostly because she hadn’t had the opportunity to get away from Lina and Mai long enough to do it without them asking a lot of questions she didn’t want to answer.

Rather, couldn’t answer.

“Hey, I need a favor.”

Cail looked up. “Yeah? Sure.”

“You haven’t heard it yet.”

He pulled her into his lap and kissed her. “I don’t need to.”

“I need to go to Lacey’s for a little bit.”

He frowned for a moment before his brows lifted. “Ah. Not a road trip.”

She smiled. “Not a road trip.”

“And it can’t wait?”

She shook her head.

“Okay. Any idea how long you’ll be gone so I know what to tell Ain and Brod if they get back first?”

“Probably not long. No more than a couple of hours, if that.”

“Take your cell phone, please.”

She leaned in to rub noses with him. “Thank you for not asking more.”

“Hey, I know this has to be a Seer Says thing. I’m good with that.” He touched his finger to the tip of her nose. “As long as you don’t go getting into dangerous situations.”

“No. No danger. I promise. Just a quick chat with someone. But it’s confidential stuff, sorry.”

“No worries.” He kissed her one last time. “Say hi to Lacey for me.”

“I will. Thank you.” She found her cell phone, and then grabbed her purse, just to be on the safe side. After closing herself in the bedroom, she stood there and calmed herself, envisioning Lacey’s front porch.

Before her eyes, the world shifted and changed, the two scenes barely having time to overlap each other before she was smelling the piney woods surrounding Lacey’s cozy cabin.

Elain turned and knocked, smiling when Jasper barked.

“Just a minute.” Lacey soon appeared, smiling as she opened the door. “Well, this is a surprise.” She hugged Elain. “Come on in. Or is this a business visit?”

“Um, kinda sorta.”

Lacey arched an eyebrow at her. “Kinda sorta?”

“Yeah. Can I borrow him?” She pointed at Jasper, who plopped his butt down and started eagerly wagging his tail in apparent agreement.

Elain would swear the dog knew exactly why she wanted the pleasure of his company, and that she wanted to take him with her.

“Sure, but why?”

“Just a…a quick thing I need to do.”

Lacey glanced down at her dog. “You do realize beyond his special talent he’s more than just a dog, right?”

“I’m starting to get that, yeah.”

“Let me get his leash for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Any idea how long you’ll be? The only reason I’m asking is that Jocko mentioned he’s dropping by later.” Lacey glanced back at her and Elain caught the twinkle in her eyes.

“Seriously, why don’t you two just get married?”

The old Seer shrugged as she returned with the leash and snapped it to Jasper’s collar. “We’re old and set in our ways. We were both mated before. Neither of us want to do anything more than we already are. It suits us for now.”

She handed Elain his leash, her smile fading. “Keep a tight grip on his leash. If it’s a strong enough scent, he’ll go after it.”

“Yeah, I figured he would.” Elain slung her purse over her shoulder. “Actually, I’d like to walk down the path a little out back. I need to make a quick phone call before I drop in.”

“What’s going on?”

She sighed. “I’d like us to be able to recognize another special little baby. But…I want to check something out first.”

“All right. If…heh, if the back door’s locked when you return, just lock Jasper on the porch. He’ll be okay there until we’re…done.”

“No problem. And thanks.” She hugged Lacey before heading out with Jasper. She wanted to be far enough down the path before she made her call so that Lacey’s keen wolf ears couldn’t hear her conversation.

Her first call was to Marston’s cell. “Hey, Damocles,” she lightly teased when he answered. “How’s tricks?”

He laughed. “Hello, Elain. I’m still here.”

“Hey, quick question. Is Fiona still at school?”

“Yes, I believe so. For at least a little while.”

“Are Ortega or Lucy home?”

“No, just me and the baby and some staff. Why?”

“Okay. Where is the baby?”

“Down for a nap in her room.”

“Are you in your living room?”

“Yes, but—”

“Perfect.” She hung up on him and took a tight grip on Jasper’s collar with her fingers. Closing her eyes, she imagined Marston’s living room in his suite at Ortega’s compound. When she opened her eyes, Marston had an eyebrow arched as he stared at her.

“That certainly saves on air fares, I imagine.”

“And TSA full-body cavity searches. Homeland Security would hate me if they knew about this.” She looked around and spotted the high chair next to Marston’s chair. “Listen, please don’t panic.”

“Saying something like that doesn’t make me want to not panic, Elain.”

“I’m serious.”

“What do you want?”

“A quick sniff test.” She set her purse down, shoving her cell phone into it, and not only did she hold Jasper’s leash, she kept her other hand wrapped around his collar.

“Who is that?”

“Lacey’s dog, Jasper. But he’s not exactly just a dog.”

“Of course he’s not.”

Elain felt tension coiling inside her as she walked Jasper over to the high chair and patted the seat. “Here, boy. Sniff away.”

He hesitantly did, almost like he was not sure what to think. He cocked his head one way, then the other, then took another sniff.

When Jasper looked up at her, she would swear he was asking her a question.

But he didn’t growl.

“Is that good?” Marston asked.

“I don’t know. I hope so. Come here.”

Marston slowly approached, holding out a hand. She let Jasper nose his hand, then the dog sat and looked up at Elain, wagging his tail at her.

“Okay, you’re safe. Can you go get me something of Colleen’s, like a dirty outfit?”

“A diaper?”

Jasper sneezed.

“Ew, no. Just clothes she’s worn that you haven’t washed yet.”

“All right.” He disappeared for a moment.

Jasper looked up at her, head cocked.

“I know, buddy. I have to know for sure.”

Marston returned a moment later with two different outfits, one an adorable little pink dress that Elain imagined Lacey had probably purchased for the child, and a onesie romper with food stains on the front.

“How about these?” he asked.

“Good. Put them down on the floor and back up.”

He did.

Elain took a deep breath. “Okay, boy. Go ahead.”

Jasper took a long time sniffing both outfits, actually nosing at them, turning them over, before sitting down and looking up at her with that same quizzical head cock.

“I’d swear,” Marston said, “that it’s like he’s not sure what to think and he’s seeking your opinion before he renders his.”

“I think you’re exactly right.” She knelt down next to the dog and cradled his huge head in her hands. “I don’t know how much you understand.” She thought to him about Colleen, how her mother was an Alpha wolfatrice, how Marston was her birth father.

How Mercedes had died, and how Mercedes had turned on the cockatrice long before that point. How she’d saved Jim in Yellowstone.

That Elain’s own baby—whom Jasper adored—was Mercedes reincarnated. How Elain was trusting Marston to have turned over a new leaf and having a basically decent heart.

Jasper cocked his head the other direction.

“Get it?” she asked him.

She’d swear he nodded.

When she released him, he nosed at the clothes again, then lay down and gave a soft chuff.

“What’s that mean?” Marston asked.

“Well, he hasn’t growled.”

“Why would he growl?”

“Let me finish this first.” She stared at Jasper. “You want to see her first, don’t you? Before you’ll tell me one way or the other.”

He looked directly into her eyes and chuffed.

“Son of a bitch,” Marston whispered.

“You have to promise me—promise me—that you won’t hurt her.”

“What?” Marston asked, alarmed.

She held a hand up to silence him. “She’s just a baby,” Elain said to Jasper. “Not even a year old yet. An infant.”

Jasper softly chuffed again and stood.

Elain would swear it was like he was saying, Take me to her. I’ll be gentle.

She looked at Marston. “Can you please go open the door to her nursery? Let the side of her crib down, but stand close to the crib, just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“Just…in case.”

She kept a grip on Jasper’s collar and they followed Marston in. After Marston lowered the side, Elain took a deep breath and whispered in Jasper’s ear.

“She’s a baby,” she said. “Okay?”

Another soft chuff.

Jasper let her lead him, but he didn’t pull, didn’t hesitate, didn’t dig his heels in. As if he knew he was being tested as much as the baby was.

Jasper put his front feet up on the crib and slowly stuck his nose out. Elain watched his nostrils flaring, working, his head cock from side to side, moving up and down the baby’s body before he finally, carefully got down and sat, wagging his tail.

Elain wanted to cry with relief. “You can tell, but no one else will be able to?”

He cocked his head, his tail coming to a stop.

“You can tell, but a Seer probably can see it in her?”

He wagged and chuffed.

Marston put the side back up. “All right,” he whispered. “You bloody well have me spooked. Mind informing me what this is about?”

Elain led them out. No longer worried about Jasper hurting the baby, Elain let him lead the way on a slack leash. Once they were in the living room with the nursery door shut, she sank onto the couch.

“Jasper is a cockatrice detector.” She petted his head, stroked his ears. “He adores BettLynn, and she’s Paul Abernathy’s biological daughter.”

She left out the part about Baba Yaga having occluded BettLynn by bonding her to the Beasts.

“So that was…”

“That was to see if he’d react to Colleen, yes. I wanted time to figure out a way to disguise her cockatrice side if necessary before she gets older without having to kill anyone to do it.”

Or give up her own powers, but she didn’t say that part aloud.

He sank to the couch next to her. “She can pass as a wolf?”

Elain looked at Jasper. “Wolf?”

He softly chuffed and wagged.

“All right,” Marston said. “That’s a relief, I’ll admit, but why today?”

She met his gaze. “The recognition celebration in Maine.”

“Yes? Ortega told me about it.”

“I’d like her to be recognized, too. So she has the official protection of not just the wolf Clan, but the mega-Clan.”

His expression softened. “Have Ortega bring her up?”

“No. I’ll poof down, get her, take her there, and bring her back in a matter of hours. Give Lacey a little time with her.” Elain paused, realizing how dictatorial that sounded. “If that’s okay with you?”

He cocked his head. “You’re asking my permission?”

“Well, duh. She’s your daughter.”

He smiled. “Thank you. That’s very generous of you. Yes, I would love for her to have official Clan recognition. We did change her birth certificate records to list her last name as Hillyard.”

“I won’t need her records. Not exactly worried about clearing customs or the TSA.”

“Ah. true.”

“Please tell Ortega to keep it a secret. We’ll tell everyone else it’s a surprise for Lacey as a cover story.”

“Does she know you’re here today?”

“Of course. I borrowed her dog.”

“What about Fiona?” Marston asked. “Do you think she’ll pass as a wolf?”

“That’s why I wanted to know if she was home.”

“So you can run him through her room?”

“Exactly. Can you go with me?”

“Let me get the portable baby monitor.”

Elain was still having a hard time reconciling what she knew about this man’s past with the doting, loving father he obviously was. Another case where, had just one thing gone differently in his past, perhaps he never would have done any dark deeds.

Woulda, coulda, shoulda.

They walked through the upstairs to Fiona’s doorway, which stood open. Jasper hesitated at the threshold, sniffing, his face a little wrinkled, even under his shaggy fur.

“Jaguars,” she said. “And Fiona is the biological daughter of a female Alpha wolf, and of a man who was an Alpha wolf, but one quarter cockatrice. Although he tried to pass as a wolf.”

Jasper looked up at her.

She nodded toward the room, dropping his leash. “Go ahead.”

He walked in and started working his way around the room, sniffing as he went, especially around her bed, around a dirty clothes hamper, the chair pushed in at her desk.

When he finally completed his circuit a few minutes later, he returned to her and sat, but he wasn’t wagging.

Yet he hadn’t growled, either.

She knelt in front of him and once again held his head. “Her biological mother was the jaguar’s daughter-in-law. The bio mom’s mate was actually a jaguar, but she was abducted, raped by the wolf with the cockatrice line, and then he held her hostage and she died when he cut Fiona from her womb and took her. He raised her as a wolf. The people who own this house, the Montalvos, Ortega and Lucy are both jaguars and are raising her as if she is their son’s daughter. Fiona doesn’t know about her cockatrice lineage from Rodolfo Abernathy. They told her that Rodolfo wasn’t her real father, that she is half jaguar and half wolf.”

Jasper stared at her, an intense glare, as if daring her to pull his other leg, or one of them, at least.

“I’m not making it up.”

“He can bloody well understand you, all right,” Marston said. “Even I can see that.”

Jasper took another turn around the room and returned, still looking as perplexed as he did before. He sat, but it was as if he was staring off at a wall before looking at Elain. He softly chuffed.

“You think she’ll be able to pass?”

He made another chuff.

“You need to sniff her in person?”

He wagged his tail.

She looked up at Marston. “What do you think?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, Dr. Doolittle. You tell me.”

She flipped him a bird, making him smile. “I’m serious.”

“So am I. If he needs to sniff Fiona, then he’ll have to sniff her.” He glanced at his watch. “I think she’ll be home soon.”

“Where are Ortega and Lucy?”

“I believe Ortega said he was handling some things today, and Lucy will be going to pick up Fiona from school.”

“Where’s school?”

“Oh, just a few minutes away walking. Inside the compound walls, over back in the other section. I don’t believe you’ve ever been there.”

Elain focused on Jasper. “If I take you downstairs and outside and we go find Lucy and wait with her for Fiona, you cannot growl at Fiona. At all. You can wait and tell me after we leave what you think, but you have to be careful. All right? She’s a little girl, and she thinks that she’s half jaguar and half wolf.”

He wagged his tail and softly chuffed his agreement.

“Bloody hell,” Marston swore again. “Well, good luck with that.” He smiled. “The baby’s asleep—”

A cry came over the monitor.

Elain grinned. “You were saying? I think Colleen wants a walk in her stroller.”

He turned and headed back toward his suite, softly muttering under his breath.

Jasper cocked his head at her, his gaze narrowing.

“I know,” she said, “but he feels guilty and he has changed. I’m willing to give him a shot. Ortega and Lacey both trust him.”

Jasper chuffed and wagged his tail.

Apparently, that was good enough for him.



* * * *



After Colleen had a fresh diaper and change of clothes, and delighted over Jasper, who let her pet him and stroke his head—much to Elain’s relief—they headed out of the house and down toward the back part of the enormous secure compound. Ortega’s two brothers, Juan and Ricardo, as well as other siblings and relatives, lived within the compound walls. There were others who lived just outside it as well, a very secure community.

Marston led the way, and within a few minutes they found Lucy sitting on a bench in the shade of a tree and reading a book.

“Elain, my dear, we had no idea you were coming.” She stood and hugged Elain, who was relieved when Jasper did little more than give Lucy a cursory sniff before wagging.

“And who is this?”

“Oh, this is Jasper. Lacey’s dog. I wanted a little companionship. I just stopped by for a few minutes but didn’t want to leave without saying hi to you and Fiona, at least.”

Lucy glanced around and dropped her voice. “I think she’s doing a lot better since the last time you were here. Whatever you did or said to her, it certainly seemed to help. She’s acting much happier now.”

“Good. Excellent.” Relief filled Elain. She didn’t want Fiona getting eaten up with rage over Abernathy.

Especially since the girl couldn’t ever know the truth of her parentage.

A few minutes later, they heard a bell ring and a flood of students poured out of the building.

“Ah, there she is,” Lucy said as the girl ran over and gave Elain a tackle hug around her waist.

“Hi! Grandma didn’t tell me you were coming.”

“She didn’t know.” Elain glanced at Jasper, who had his nose in the air and was sniffing.

“Is that your dog?” Fiona asked.

“No, he belongs to Lacey. Just brought him along for the trip.”

“May I pet him?”

“Hold your hand out to him to sniff first.”

Jasper did, and Elain was relieved to see he slowly wagged his tail.

She’d wait to get the story from him when they were safely back in Marston’s room.

“Are you staying for dinner?” Fiona asked.

“No, sorry, not tonight. I’ll try to schedule another time really soon though.” She reached out and touched the girl’s bare arm and felt more relief to sense no anger, no rage inside Fiona. Just a little normal disappointment that her friend wasn’t staying long, the same as any child might feel.

“Oh, okay.”

They walked back to the house together, and Fiona gave Elain a long, detailed update about everything she’d been doing in school. Once they were inside, Fiona gave Elain a hug before heading upstairs to her room to do her homework.

That’s when Lucy turned on Elain. “I can tell a familiar when I see one,” she whispered. “Why did you bring him?”

Elain didn’t even bother acting surprised or trying to deny it. “I needed to know about her other side.”

“Her other…” Lucy’s jaw dropped. “Oh!”

“Exactly.”

“And?”

Elain looked down at Jasper. “Well?”

He sat and seemed to be thinking it through before he looked up at her and chuffed.

“She can pass mostly?”

He wagged his tail.

“Seers?”

He shook his head.

“Crap,” Elain muttered.

“What?” Marston and Lucy both asked.

“Let’s keep Fiona under wraps for now, away from Lina and Mai and any other Seers besides Lacey, until I can figure out what, if anything, needs to be done. I know Lina and Mai know everything already, but so they don’t accidentally say the wrong thing around anyone else. Or Fiona accidentally gives them information about Marston.”

Jasper chuffed and wagged his tail. He apparently agreed with that plan.

“I cannot keep this from my husband,” Lucy said.

“I don’t expect you to. You need to tell him.”

“I’d have you tell him yourself but he said he might not be back until after dinner tonight. Should I have him call you?”

“Only if he needs to, but I might not be able to talk openly about this once I’m home. I need to make sure I explain to Lina and Mai how critical it is we don’t let anyone else know about Fiona’s past. Lina’s still all explodey when it comes to cockatrice. Rightfully so, since they killed her parents and Kael’s family”—she shot a glare at Marston, who had the decency to redden in the face—“but I might need to work up some sort of plan.”

“But so many people who were at that mega-Clan meeting know about her existence…” Lucy didn’t finish.

“Yeah, that is a flaw in the slaw, but that’s also why Fiona needs to stay here for a while and not be exposed to outside shifters.”

“All right. Please, if there’s anything we need to know, tell us.”

“Oh, I will, believe me.”

Once they were back in Marston’s room and Colleen was happily immersed in playing with a toy, he bent over to pick up Elain’s purse for her so she didn’t have to.

“How is your newest doing, anyway?”

“Growing like a weed, thanks. I’ll keep you posted about the plans for the recognition ceremony.”

“And what will you claim is your excuse for not bringing me?”

She shrugged. “Seer Says. I’ll tell the truth, that you’re in extreme danger and while I decree Colleen is part of our Clan by birthright, I am standing in for her father.” Elain smiled. “Besides, I’m sort of her godmother anyway. If Ortega is there, as her godfather, he’ll back me up. As will Lacey.”

“Ah. Very sneaky, Seer.”

“I try. It’s a tricky fricking balancing act sometimes.”

“Very well. Just let me know when.”

She hesitated, then leaned in for a hug, which shocked her as much as it apparently shocked him.

She still felt a sickening, sticky wave of guilt oozing from him. But she was prepared for that.

And in a way, it made her happy to feel it. Because it meant beneath all of that was a man who had truly changed for the better.

A man who, despite wishing he could die upon his daughter successfully achieving adulthood so he could be out of his mental anguish, was at his core a basically good man.

Despite having done some pretty craptastic things in his life.

Downright shitty things.

Things that if you looked at the other side of them, actually weren’t quite as shitty as they might appear at first blush.

But Lina wouldn’t do that. Lina would want to fry his balls first—literally—and ask questions later.

Maybe it is a good thing I’m the strongest one.

She finally broke their hug and stepped back. “Keep up the good work, Martin.”

He looked surprised.

“What?” she asked.

“No ‘Damocles?’”

“Yeah, well, that’s not as funny anymore. I have a strong feeling that you and I are going to be working together a lot over the years. Don’t be shocked if I decide to make you keep living when the time comes to cash that final check.”

He frowned. “That wasn’t our deal.”

“I know what the deal was. The deal was you’ve submitted to me, totally. So I get the final say, right?”

A sad sigh escaped him. “Right.”

She poked him in the chest. “That means you don’t get to kill yourself, either. If I say you keep sucking in air and converting it to CO2, you keep doing that, for as long as I say.”

“You are mean, aren’t you?” But he smiled.

“Yeah, well, sometimes girls need their fathers a lot longer than they realize.” She thought of Liam, of his years in hiding.

How it was a dream come true to have him walk her down the aisle at her wedding.

“I’m going to do what’s best for Colleen, not for you,” Elain said. “Just keep that in mind.”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

She slung her purse over her shoulder, grabbed Jasper’s collar, and returned to where she’d left on the path behind Lacey’s.

Fortunately, Lacey was still alone when Elain returned to her house.

“That didn’t take long. So how is Martin?”

Elain unsnapped Jasper’s leash and hung it by the back door. “He says hello.”

“And Colleen?”

“You were scared to find out, weren’t you?”

“Damned right. Why did you think I never took him with me? I didn’t want to know.”

Elain rubbed Jasper’s head. “Colleen will pass, except with Seers. So we’ll worry about that later. Fiona might be a little trickier.”

“He sniffed Fiona, too?”

“Yeah. He couldn’t get a good read from just her room.”

“What did Ortega think?”

“He wasn’t there.” Elain quickly ran through a summation of her visit. “So I wouldn’t be shocked to get a call from him later.”

“Goddess, I hope Lina doesn’t ever sense I’ve been helping hide that man,” Lacey said. “She’s the only one I’m worried about. I know Daniel and Mai would see reason if we sat down and explained it to them. Lina…”

“Bye-bye fricking Bolivia.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, for now she’s distracted with her other stuff. Maybe at some point we’ll be able to reason with her.”

“Tell me how that works for you, because I don’t want to be anywhere near her when you do.”

“Hey, she can’t even reliably poof by herself over long distances yet. The Beasts have her too busy to give her so much as a moment’s peace, between them and her duties. I think we’re safe for a while.”

“You think? Or you know?”

“I’m going to be researching spells to protect the happy bubble around Ortega’s compound.”

Lacey smiled. “Wise move.”

Cail was still in his office, but with the door open so he could hear the babies, when Elain returned to their house in Arcadia.

“That was fast.”

“I didn’t need very long.”

His nose wrinkled. “Where did you go?”

“To Lacey’s.”

“But I smell—”

“Seer Says. Sorry.” And Elain made a mental note to herself to go grab a shower and wash the clothes she just wore before Lina stopped by and smelled them. Lina wasn’t a shifter, but Elain didn’t know what kind of powers Lina’s goddess gig gave her.

He sighed. “Got it.” He pulled her in for a kiss. “Lucky for you I trust you. I know whatever it is you have to do, it’s important.”

“Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

“Anything dangerous?”

“Nope. Just trying to figure some stuff out. Supernatural administrivia.”

He pulled her into his lap again. “Mom said if we want to go out tonight, she and Dad were planning to stay home and they’ll babysit for us.”

“Oooh, steakhouse?”

“You read my mind.”

She grinned. “Kind of the gig, except that was just me wanting a steak.”


Chapter Twenty-Two



Elain didn’t know if it was the delicious steak dinner that left her totally stuffed, or the delicious sex with her men—which had her stuffed in different ways—but when the vision hit her she immediately knew what it was.

For once, it wasn’t a vision of a nuclear apocalypse.

Rodolfo, alive and obviously before his capture and torture. Talking to a man who looked a lot like her father, but who wasn’t. A cash payoff. The scene switched before she could get a handle on it and Rodolfo was then talking to someone else, a woman Elain didn’t recognize. But it was obviously another cash payoff.

Another scene shift, another payoff, to another woman. And then again, to another man who resembled her father.

Two more men, and a woman, and another man.

All obviously in the past, since Rodolfo was now dead, but as Elain lay there while her men fell asleep, she was wide awake and trying to figure out what it meant and why she was having a vision of past events regarding Rodolfo now, of all times.

She lay there, trying to recall as many details as she could. Which wasn’t much, because they’d flashed by so quickly she hadn’t been able to absorb much of the details.

Why would I get a vision about stuff that happened in the past?

Could it possibly tie into the nuclear bomb vision, somehow? Maybe they were involved in it? Or had knowledge?

She knew there was one person she could ask.

A yawn escaped her.

And as much as she wanted to go ask him right that moment, she knew she couldn’t just pop in and do it. She needed to prepare.

She’d been wanting a word or two with her uncles, anyway.



* * * *



The next morning, Elain had an appointment with Dr. Alberto for both Ellie and Connor. Her men had been slated to go with her, but then Rick and Jan had another ranch-related emergency they needed Elain’s men to hold their hands through. Since Joss was due for another well-child check with Dr. Alberto in two weeks, they called and got his appointment moved and Carla went with Elain in the minivan.

Perfect.

They had reached I-75 when her mom finally said it. “What’s on your mind, honey?”

Elain felt her cheeks heat. “What?”

Carla glanced her way. “Don’t ‘what’ me, honey. I raised you. I know that tone of voice you had all morning while talking the guys into this.”

Busted.

Elain already knew Lacey was home today. “We need to take a little side-trip after the appointment.”

“Side-trip?”

“Seer Says.”

“Dare I ask?”

“Lacey’s looking forward to seeing you and the babies.”

“Why do I have a feeling your guys don’t know a thing about this?”

“That would be because they don’t.”

“What am I supposed to tell your father if he asks?”

“Seer Says?”

“Is that a question, or an answer?”

“Mom, please.”

“I’m guessing this isn’t a dangerous trip, then?”

“Not in the slightest.”

She hoped.

When they finished at the doctor’s office, they headed back to the parking garage.

“How, exactly, are we going to do this?” her mom asked.

“Don’t buckle anyone in.” Elain glanced around, making sure there weren’t any security officers, or other witnesses. “Set all the carriers on the middle seat, and you stand behind it.”

“Stand? I’m not that short.”

“Fine, Mom. Crouch.”

Elain hoped this would work. Otherwise, she’d have to go get Lacey, bring her there while she transported her mom and the babies individually, and then take Lacey back.

She called Lacey. “We’re on our way.”

“We?”

“Yeah. Is your living room empty?”

“Hold on.” Elain heard the sound of walking. “Jasper and I are in my kitchen.”

“Okay. Hold on.”

With the phone propped between her shoulder and cheek, Elain had her mom grab hold of the handles of Joss’ and Connor’s carriers. Then Elain held Ellie’s carrier and her Mom’s hand.

She closed her eyes and envisioned them appearing in Lacey’s living room, with her mom standing behind the couch and Elain stooped over in front of it, the baby carriers on it, just like the seat in the minivan.

We’re at Lacey’s.

It was her mom’s stunned gasp that told Elain it had worked.

Elain opened her eyes and spotted Lacey standing, wide-eyed, in her kitchen doorway, her hand around Jasper’s collar. He started wagging as soon as he spotted Elain.

“Holy. Shit.” Lacey ended the call and walked over, letting go of Jasper’s collar. “That’s something I haven’t seen before.”

Elain tucked her phone into her back pocket before she reached down and petted Jasper’s head. “Stick around a few years, I might be able to move cars like Ryan.”

Did the old Seer blanch just a little? Elain wasn’t sure, and didn’t have time to figure it out.

“Can they hang out here for a while?” Elain asked.

“How long?”

“Uh, not sure. Afternoon? Don’t tell anyone they’re here.”

“Seer Says?”

“You catch on quick.” Elain noticed her mom looked a little pale. “You all right?”

“Um, yeah. Sure.” Carla stood and looked around. “We’re…we’re in Maine.”

“Uh-huh.”

“At Lacey’s.”

“Uh-huh. Mom, you good?”

She looked around again. “We didn’t grab the diaper bags.”

“Aw, crap. Hold on. Nobody move.” Elain poofed herself back to the van, grabbed them, and then also remembered to make sure the van doors were locked. And she grabbed both her and her mom’s purses.

Back to Lacey’s. She left the diaper bags and her mom’s purse there and grabbed her phone. “Be right back.”

“Literally?” Lacey asked.

“Quick phone call.” She walked to the back porch and dialed Callie’s number.

“Hey, girlfriend,” Callie brightly said. “How you doing?”

“Are you home?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Just a sec. Oh, wait. You decent?”

“I’m dressed, if that’s what you mean.”

Elain hung up on her and headed back inside. She grabbed her purse. “Ellie’s got enough pumped milk in there to last the afternoon. I nursed her while we were at Dr. Alberto’s, so she should be okay.”

Lacey reached out and grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?”

She glanced over at her mom, then back to Lacey. “Need to go pay someone a visit for some information.” She tossed Lacey a wink and then appeared in Callie’s foyer.

“So that’s why you hung up on me.” Callie was smirking. In her arms lay her sleeping baby girl, Elise.

A baby girl who was the reincarnation of Ysimel, Eiselman’s mate in a former life.

Another reason to keep the kids apart for a while.

Free will.

“Elain?”

“Sorry. Kind of in a hurry. You alone?”

Callie frowned. “Sir’s not home. Spill it.”

“I can’t, sorry. I needed a base of operations.”

“Huh?”

“Someplace to poof from. Mom and the babies are at Lacey’s.”

“You poofed them all up here?”

“Uh-huh.”

“At the same time?”

“Yep.”

Callie’s eyes widened. “Holy crap, that’s…amazing.”

“Sorry, sweetie, but I’m on a tight timetable.”

“Ah. Gotcha.” She pointed over her shoulder down the hall. “Far as I know, you’re in my guest bedroom, making Seer-related phone calls, because the cell reception is better here than at Lacey’s, and you needed privacy.”

Elain hugged her. “Thank you!”

“And I didn’t interrupt you because you mentioned a nap!” Callie called after her.

“Thanks!”

If this wasn’t so serious, Elain would be laughing.

She locked the guest bedroom door behind her and sat on the bed, pulling out her cell phone.

In her purse she had the gun and two extra magazines. She hoped that she wouldn’t need either of them, but…

You never know.

She dialed Marston’s number, her heart racing until he finally answered. “Elain?”

“Are you home?”

“Eh, I’m in my rooms, yes.”

“Are you doing anything?”

“We’re supposed to eat lunch in a little while. Why?”

“Is it just you and Colleen there?”

“Yes, wh—”

Elain appeared in his living room, silencing him in mid-question. He ended the call and slipped the phone into his pocket. “Hello.”

“Hiya. Look, I’m sorry, but I need your help. Can you get Lucy to look after Colleen for you for a little while?”

His gaze narrowed. “We’re going somewhere, I take it?”

“Yeah. Sorta-kinda.”

“Let me get Colleen ready and take her downstairs. I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’ll simply tell the truth, that the Seer needs my assistance.”

“Thanks.”

He stopped and turned back to her. “Interesting. No snark. Lots of nervousness on your part. No calling me ‘Damocles.’ That all leads me to one conclusion.” His voice turned somber. “How dangerous is this mission?”

She patted her purse. “While you’re down there, please tell Ortega I asked for him to set you up with a gun. Send him up to talk to me, if he needs to. I’d rather avoid Fiona knowing I’m here.”

He finally nodded. “Very well,” he quietly said.

She sat on the couch while she heard Marston talking to Colleen, his now-forced jovial, fatherly tone with her as he got her ready.

Her innocent, happy toddler-speak in reply.

Including calling him Daddy.

Elain closed her eyes. No, she didn’t want to kill Marston. No matter what, not when he had a daughter to take care of. If he was actively still a shit-weasel, yes, she might feel differently.

But he was a different man now.

And she couldn’t even claim that she didn’t know that.

The sucky truth was, she did know that.

He emerged with her a few minutes later, the toddler brightening when she saw Elain. Elain left her purse on the couch and stood, walking over to give the little girl a kiss on the cheek.

“Auntie Wain!” Colleen happily exclaimed.

She smiled. “You are beautiful, Miss Puppykins. Me and your daddy have to run a quick errand. You’ll see him again real soon.”

Elain’s gaze briefly locked with Marston’s before he headed for the door with the girl.

While he was gone, Elain pulled out her gun and the extra magazines, as well as her driver’s license, her concealed carry permit, and tucked those into her passport, which she slipped into her back pocket. She left her purse sitting on the couch.

When Marston returned, he lifted his shirt and handed her a nine millimeter handgun he had tucked inside his waistband. “Let me go change. Jeans?”

“Yeah.”

“Right.”

He returned a few minutes later. Jeans, black pullover shirt, sneakers.

He’d kept the weight off and was coloring his hair. He didn’t look much like the man in the pictures or video Mercedes had sent Blackie, before she’d mated with Marston. The surveillance she’d done while Marston was still working for Abernathy.

Elain would feel better if he had a full beard and mustache or something to better hide his features from Lina, but she’d take what she could get.

Elain returned his gun to him and he tucked it into the back of his waistband before pulling his shirt down over it. “Right. I’m ready, I suppose.”

“No questions?”

He shrugged. “It’d only slow us down. I’m sure you’ll tell me what I need to know.”

“Asolo and Boyd Pardie. And Nardel O’Donnell.”

Marston’s already somber expression grew even more so. “What happened now?”

“Long story short, there’s still an impending vision of a nuclear bomb going off. I had a vision about Rodolfo paying them off. I don’t know if those three have any knowledge relating to the nuclear bomb vision or not, but I want to find out. If they know anything about cockatrice in the area.”

“Let me guess. No one knows you’re here?”

She gently poked him in the chest. “Only you.” She grinned, but it contained no humor. “Here’s your chance to off me,” she joked.

He slowly shook his head. “I swore an oath to you, Elain. Other than my oath to Mercedes to raise our child, and actually raising Colleen, there is nothing else for me in my life. I tried to enforce a damned stupid blood oath for centuries, one I didn’t even agree with, and not simply because Rodolfo had leverage over me. Do you honestly think I’d treat this with any less seriousness? 

Now she felt a little…guilty. “Sorry.”

“It’s quite all right. I understand I’m not your friend and never shall be, your uncle or not.”

“Let’s go do this,” she said. “Can you think about where they each live?”

“If they still live where they were, yes.”

She reached her hand out to him, waiting.

He stared at it. “Am I returning from this errand?” he quietly asked.

“I hope to hell so, dude. I have two babies. I don’t need a third right now, no matter how adorable she is.”

He finally smiled at that and took her hand.

“Close your eyes and think to me where Asolo lived. Picture it, not just the address. Think about the yard and stuff. Cover, outbuildings, how it smelled, all of that.”

He did. “He lives in Montana.”

She closed her eyes and, ignoring the other mental detritus in Marston’s brain, she homed in on what he was thinking.

That’s when she saw it. There was a thick stand of trees behind the house, toward the back of the property. That’s where she aimed for, and when she felt the air change and her ears popped, she heard Marston’s breath escape him in a whoosh and for a moment she wasn’t sure if he’d faint.

She opened her eyes. “You all right?” she whispered.

His eyes were wide. “Yeah,” he whispered back.

A little reason to be amused, at least. “Faster than flying.”

“Uh-huh.”

She squeezed his hand, hoping it reassured him, before letting go. She didn’t want to torture him. He was a father, and she’d gotten her pound of flesh from him by beating the crap out of him that time.

Frankly, she needed him on his game.

“Let’s go.” She led the way, heading around the house and relieved there were no dogs running loose in the yard. Asolo Pardie lived on a rural road in a small valley tucked into a set of foothills in Montana.

No neighbors in sight, and his long driveway curved down and away through more trees, shielding the front of the house from view from the road.

When she reached the front door, she motioned for Marston to wait just off to the side, facing away from the door.

Then she ignored the illuminated button for the doorbell and knocked.

Hard.

With her fist.

Elain was about to pound on the door again when it opened. The man she stared at looked to be in his mid-fifties…except she knew he was much, much older than that. He also bore a very creepy resemblance to her father.

Which only made sense, since he was Liam’s eldest brother.

“Asolo Pardie?”

He nodded. “Yes?”

“Elain. Liam’s daughter. We need to talk.”

He then saw who was with her and lunged. She’d anticipated this and easily caught his arm, used his momentum against him, and it ended with Asolo on his back on the front walk, Elain’s knee in his chest, and her gun in his face.

“Look. I know this sounds like a bad TV show cliché, but we can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Now, I can tie you up and call my dad and tell him his older brother is one of the reasons his mate—my mother—died. Because of being a cowardly fuck who took bribes from that rancid taint-wart, Rodolfo Abernathy. Or the three of us can go inside and have a polite chat that doesn’t involve bloodshed or exit wounds.”

He glared up at Marston. “You bastard!”

“Been called worse by better, mate.”

Elain shoved her gun under Asolo’s chin. “Dude, listen. Believe it or not, in this game of good cop/bad cop, I’m the bad cop.”

“He murdered her!”

Marston let out a disgusted snort. “If you mean the woman Rodolfo seduced into talking you into assisting with his schemes, sure. I have pictures of her with Rodolfo, with his cock in her mouth while another man had his up her ass, among others. She was a whore. She wasn’t your One. When Rodolfo threatened her to tell you about what she did, about the money he’d been giving her throughout the years, she helped him talk you into helping him and betraying your own brother.”

That was almost shocking enough to make Elain turn and look at Marston, but she pretended like she already knew all of that. Somehow, she’d missed all of that while looking through Marston’s mind for info during their initial encounter in fricking Bolivia.

Then again, the thought that her uncles had actually helped Rodolfo out had sickened her and she hadn’t delved very deeply into the deets.

Asolo blanched, jaw gaping.

“Right,” Marston said. “That’s what I thought.”

They got Asolo up and inside and sitting on his couch before Elain started questioning him. “You were feeding Rodolfo information.”

Asolo looked like a broken man. “I thought Liam was into something shady. Why else disappear the way he had?”

“Didn’t cross your mind he was trying to escape an unconscionable oath he never should have had to agree to, huh? To save his baby?”

Marston stood silently nearby, arms crossed over his chest, but his gun in his right hand.

“It was a blood oath,” Asolo said. “And he was an Alpha. He knew if he took a mate and had a daughter that he’d have to hand her over.”

“Yeah, must have been nice knowing you wouldn’t have to hand any of your kids over to an asshole like Rodolfo, huh?”

“You’re a child! What do you understand about oaths and the old ways?”

“I understand about family and not turning on them.” She immediately felt like a hypocrite for her words, considering who her current partner in crime was. “He was your brother.”

“So you’re here to gloat over Marston taking my mate from me, because your mother died? Well, go on, then. Gloat away.”

It was probably the sneer on his face that did it. She transferred her gun to her left hand and punched the guy in the face with her right.

His hands flew to his face. “Ow! Fucking bitch!”

Her Alpha wanted to play, wanted to goad him into running so she could hunt him down.

And eviscerate him.

She reined it in. “Warned you I was the bad cop. I want to know what else you know about Rodolfo’s operations and contacts. What kind of information did he share with you? Any cockatrice he’s dealing with?”

“Go ask him yourself.”

“Guess you’re out of the information loop, huh? I would ask him myself, but he’s dead. Thanks to Ortega Montalvo and the jaguars. I’m sure they’d love to talk to someone who was a sympathizer to that asshole. You know Rodolfo raped his own niece and then killed her by cutting her baby out of her, right? Raised the baby as his own?”

Asolo’s skin couldn’t have turned any whiter if Elain had slit his throat and bled him out right there on his carpet.

Which she was sorely tempted to do.

“What?”

“Oh, you didn’t hear that either, huh? Yeah, Rodolfo was a class act, all right. By the way, I know exactly how Rodolfo died. Slowly, and in a lot of pain. Because the woman Rodolfo killed was Ortega’s daughter-in-law. I’m sure if I ask Ortega for a repeat performance, and tell him exactly what you did, that he’d be happy to help me out. Me being their Clan Seer and all. And he’s the godfather of my oldest child.”

Asolo swallowed hard. “All right, fine. I heard Rodolfo talking once on the phone when I went to see him to receive a payment in exchange for some rumors I’d dug up. When he finished, he was talking to one of his guys about a Carl Shupe in Maine. About contacting him. Apparently they had an information exchange going on. Carl Shupe didn’t know who Rodolfo was, though. Rodolfo said Shupe thought he was dealing with a cockatrice who was infiltrating Rodolfo’s operation. That’s what Rodolfo told me, but I don’t know how true that is.”

She looked at Marston.

“Rodolfo was wily,” Marston told her. “I’m surprised he could keep everything straight. He did, in the past, pretend to be someone he wasn’t, feed real information that could be verified, information he didn’t care if it got out or not, to add to the veracity. I wasn’t privy to all of Rodolfo’s schemes, but that certainly rings true to me.”

Elain knew she could easily confirm the truth simply by grabbing the guy’s wrist and looking through his brain, but she was trying to avoid that.

Frankly, she didn’t want to touch him like that if she didn’t have to.

“Tell me what you know about New Madrid, Missouri.”

“What? Where the hell is that?”

“You’ve never heard of it?”

“No.”

“Anything about Missouri at all?”

“No.”

“Who else are you involved with?”

He vigorously shook his head. “That was all. Just Rodolfo. Considering the blood oath, I thought it best I work with him. Keep the peace.”

“You mean be a coward.”

“To be fair,” Marston said, “Rodolfo could be pretty persuasive in various ways both pleasant and not, even without using threats of force or coercion.”

“I don’t need your help!” Asolo screamed at him.

Elain punched him again.

Marston snorted and pointed at Elain. “Then by all means, continue to piss off a woman who is not only an Alpha wolf who literally ripped Paul Abernathy’s nuts off, but she’s also the Clan Seer, and is part of the new Triad, and who—again, literally—helped make a house disappear.”

Shock filled Asolo’s face, even around where he was holding his hands over his bleeding nose.

Elain gave him a toothy, wolfish grin and waggled her fingers at him. “Hiya, Uncle Asolo. Oh, I should add that I sorta-kinda have a grudge against anyone who contributed to my mother’s death.”

She handed her gun off to Marston, mostly because at this point she wasn’t so sure she might not use it on Asolo. Then she returned to the man.

As he cowered back against the sofa, she grabbed his left wrist and held on tighter than she needed to.

Tight enough to make him think twice about trying something.

At first, she fought a wave of nausea as she stumbled through his thoughts. His grief, his guilt, his shame over realizing who she was and what he’d contributed to.

She didn’t dig deep, only wanting confirmation of his involvement with Rodolfo and that he wasn’t working with cockatrice.

He was not an honorable or innocent wolf, and he was a shitstain. He’d actually suspected his mate had been fucking around on him…and had used taking the money from Rodolfo as a way to keep punishing her, knowing Rodolfo would debase her further.

At least Marston had a certain code he lived by. He might have been a shit-weasel, but at least you knew where you stood with him.

This guy…Elain was ashamed to be related to him by blood.

And on the point about further knowledge, at least, he was telling the truth.

Now she also understood why, despite her father asking him and Boyd both about getting together since his return, they’d found any and every excuse to avoid it.

They couldn’t look him in the eyes.

Or her.

She released him and stepped back, wiping her hand against the leg of her jeans before holding her hand out for the gun. When Marston returned it to her, Asolo started begging.

“Please don’t kill me!”

“I’m not going to kill you, asshole. Don’t be stupid. I’d rather let you live. You’re already a miserable fuck. That’s punishment enough right there.”

She turned and headed for the front door, Marston silently following in her wake.

It surprised her to realize not only had she handed her gun to Marston, leaving her essentially defenseless, but here she was for a second time walking ahead of him, turning her back on him despite knowing he was armed.

Trusting him.

She turned at the front door and pointed at Asolo. “If my dad ever invites you to Florida, or to Maine, or to a Gathering, or to a fucking Labor Day sale at the Dollar General, find any and every excuse not to come. I catch you within a mile of Joss or my kids, or any of our family, I’ll rip your goddamned throat out.”

She stormed through the door, Marston leaving it standing open behind them.

She grabbed his hand and, knowing Asolo could see them from where he still cowered on his couch, poofed them back to Marston’s rooms.

In fricking Bolivia.

He let out a relieved breath. “Round two?”

“In a minute. I need a minute.” She walked over to his counter and laid her gun down. Then she leaned against the counter with both hands, taking in deep gulps of air to clear out the stench of Asolo’s shame and fear from her lungs. His whole house had smelled of it.

“Now I know why he never filed any kind of motion for assistance with Jocko or Blackie after you killed his mate,” she said, her voice shaky.

“I’m sorry,” Marston said.

“Why?” She finally felt strong enough to straighten and turn. “You didn’t do this.”

“Actually, I did.”

“I meant you didn’t betray my father. Well, not like he did. Would have done.”

“Finding out the truth about someone always hurts.”

That was far more ironic than he probably realized. “You mean like realizing you can’t kill someone you wanted to make slowly explode from the inside out because they are, at their core, a decent person who made some bad past choices?”

When she laughed, he laughed with her. “Not the example I was going for, but touché.”

She picked up her gun. “I guess I’m ready to go to Boyd’s.” She hesitated before taking hold of Marston’s hand. “Any warnings?”

“He’s not much better than his brother, I’m afraid. I haven’t even told you everything. This is why it was so easy for Rodolfo to convince a lot of people that Liam was into something illegal. Why he disappeared and stayed in hiding.”

“Was your sister…” Elain didn’t know any good way to finish that sentence, so she didn’t.

“No. Not to my knowledge. My sister and brother-in-law were both good people. They hated me, if that says anything.” He gave her a sad smile. “I would suggest that the only real answer to that question would require going back to Asolo’s and reading him again. I heard he was closest to them in the years before their deaths.”

“No, thank you.” She sensed something. “Tell me how they died?”

“My sister and brother-in-law? An auto accident. No, I wasn’t involved.”

She studied him for a moment. “What aren’t you telling me about Asolo?”

It took him a moment to answer. “Asolo’s mate suffocated one of their babies,” Marston said. “They were in a massive financial bind and had taken out that life insurance offered on babies. Morbid, really, to insure your child. But the death was declared inconclusive. What they would likely call SIDS today, and not investigated beyond that, because it was back in the late 1960s. They didn’t have the technology then that they do now. Asolo might have suspected, but he didn’t question her version of the events, either, and played the distraught father rather well.”

Elain stared at him. “Motherfucker,” she muttered. “How did you find that out?”

“She told Rodolfo. He told me.”

“How do you know it was the truth?”

“Because before I took her head off, she admitted it to me.” He studied his feet for a moment. “I know what you think of me, Elain, but I never harmed a child for profit. Before you bring up Brussels, I don’t count cockatrice children and co-conspirators who were already indoctrinated to hate other shifters. I feel absolutely no remorse over executing a child killer. Especially a parent who did it for profit.”

Elain was beginning to hate Marston a little less with every sickening revelation.

Mainly because she would have been tempted to take the woman’s head off, too.

“And Boyd’s mate? Why’d she earn a death sentence?”

“She was babysitting for a human friend back in the 1950s. There was a house fire and only she escaped. She’d gotten herself drunk, fell asleep on the couch with a lit cigarette, and only by a miracle did she stumble out the door. Two-story house, in a rural area much like Asolo’s house. No cell phones to call for help back then. By the time someone noticed the flames and called for assistance, she’d sobered up and…”

He shrugged. “Boyd, not wanting to see his mate and the mother of his children in jail, helped cover up for her plenty of times. Worse, enabled her drinking and driving and never took the keys away from her.”

Elain shoved her gun at him and raced for the bathroom, where she dropped to her knees and retched into the toilet. It took her a few minutes to quit feeling too shaky to stand again. She rinsed her mouth out in the sink and turned to find Marston standing there in the doorway.

“How many?” she gasped. “How many kids died in the fire?”

“Four. All human children.” He stared at the floor. “Rodolfo was very thorough in his research. He discovered the old newspaper report and confronted her with it. They moved after it happened, but Rodolfo was always very thorough when it came to blackmail. He threatened to tell everyone.”

“But how’d he know she was drunk?”

“He guessed. It wasn’t difficult. She’d also been in over a dozen DUI accidents since the 1940s. It’s a miracle she’d never killed anyone in those.”

“And you…”

He slowly nodded. “I made her confess that she stood there, staring at the upstairs windows and hearing the kids screaming as the flames engulfed the house. She made no attempt to rescue them. She was still too drunk. And it was her cigarette which caused the blaze. My conscience is clear, in that regard.”

“Gaille O’Donnell? Nardel’s mate?”

“Worked in the office of a Catholic school in Boston and helped conceal a pedophilic priest’s actions for nearly twenty years. He raped and molested at least thirty boys. While she, however, took in quite a tidy cash stipend every week in her pay envelope, in addition to what they made from Rodolfo on the side. Nardel knew. Taken right from the collection plates before it was counted. She covered for the priest.”

She stared at his hands for a moment, then reached out to him.

He’d apparently left the guns in the living room because his hands were empty. When she clasped his right hand, now she knew exactly what she wanted to find. Before, when she’d searched through his mind, she’d never gone deep, had skimmed over the events, just “seeing” the actual events more as a summary rather than in stark detail and confirming he was telling the truth.

Now she wanted the details.

She got more than she bargained for.

By the time she released him, she slumped against the wall and stared into his eyes.

He met her gaze with an even one of his own. “Sometimes the people with nothing to lose are the most dangerous,” he softly said. “I had nothing to lose by removing them from the realm of the living. Was I a coward? Yes. I wanted to preserve my own hide, I’ll admit it. I had no desire to die by Rodolfo’s hands, even though when I look back on it now I realize I didn’t truly give a damn about living any longer. I also knew that had I revealed this to any other shifters, no one would have believed me. Rodolfo was very careful to whom he doled out information. No one would have believed me had I said anything. I had engaged in enough character assassination of myself that Rodolfo was far more credible than I. I knew he was setting me up by sending me out to do his dirty work. I simply didn’t care.”

“You had a death wish.”

“Admittedly, yes. That is a fair statement. It took me having something dear to want to continue living for to realize how long I’d inadvertently tried to die.”

“What the hell am I going to do with you?” she muttered.

“You mean regarding Lina?”

“No. Frickin’ Santa Claus. Of course I mean Lina.”

He smiled. “Hide me until Colleen is eighteen, then accidentally reveal my existence and let her off me so your hands are clean?”

The thought sickened Elain. “No,” she softly said.

His smile faded. “You won’t let me die, will you?”

“No. I can’t.”

He sadly sighed. “And here I bloody well made an oath to you, so I can’t off myself, either.”

“Buck up, Uncle Mars,” she said. “At least I don’t want to kill you anymore.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



The visits to Boyd and Nardel went not quite as well as their visit to Asolo. Elain had about three breaths where she had held her gun on Boyd and was pretty sure she was going to splatter his brains all over his Laura Ashley wallpaper before Marston cleared his throat.

Nardel ended up with a broken wrist.

They also confirmed Marston’s version of events, and why they hadn’t asked the Clan for help to catch their mates’ killers.

Because they were worried it would dig up information they’d rather lay hidden, even at the risk of Marston not being brought to justice.

After stopping by Callie’s to unlock the bedroom door and thank her for the cover story, Elain had appeared in Lacey’s kitchen. It was Jasper who gave her away, bouncing in with a happy wag of his tail as Elain went straight to the cabinet holding Jocko’s stash of liquor and pulled down the bottle of the strongest stuff in there.

Lacey walked in. “How is…he, anyway?”

Elain poured herself a coffee mug of whiskey, straight, and downed half of it. It went down almost hot, burning her throat the entire way. “He says hi.” She coughed, topped off the mug, and took another swig.

“I’m guessing his hide’s intact?”

Elain nodded before lifting the mug to tip the last of the fluid down her throat.

She refilled it.

“Did you learn anything new?”

Elain snorted. “Define ‘new’?”

“Did you learn anything pertinent to the investigation?”

“Ooh, now we sound like the Scooby Gang again.”

Lacey did the arched eyebrow thing at Elain. Unlike when one of her men sometimes did it to her, in no way, shape, or form did it come off as sexy.

It came off as a grandmother scolding her.

Which sort of surprised Elain to realize. Yes, all her life, until meeting her men, she’d had a very tiny circle of family and friends. No grandmother.

Now, she had Lacey.

“I learned that Asolo, Boyd, and Nardel had no additional information to offer me regarding the nuclear vision, cockatrice, nor are they people I want anywhere near my family.”

“Does Liam know that?”

“He will,” Elain darkly said.

“Know what about whom?”

Elain chalked it up to the booze she’d just chugged to the fact that she’d missed her mom’s appearance in the kitchen doorway.

“Might as well tell her,” Lacey said. “Don’t hide the truth about them from her.”

Her mom walked over and sat down while Lacey got up to go watch the babies.

“Tell me what?” her mom said.

When she did the eyebrow arch, it made Elain blush and feel like she was five years old again.

Leaving out the part about Marston, Elain told her mom what she’d learned about Liam’s brothers and Nardel.

And their…guilt.

Her mom stared at the table’s surface for a moment before she pointed at Elain’s mug. “Where does Lacey keep the booze?”

“You’re my designated driver.”

“I’ll drive you,” Lacey called from the living room. “Long as you poof me back here.”

“Damn you and your lupine hearing,” Elain yelled back. “But no, she needs to stay sober today.” Elain stared at the mug. She was starting to feel a buzz from the booze. “I need you to stay sober.” She met her mom’s gaze, tears filling her eyes. “I wanted one thing, one damn thing, to go okay for Dad. Now I have to tell him this.”

“You don’t have to tell him.”

“Oh, yeah, I kinda do, because I know he won’t want them around the kids, either.”

Her mom reached over and covered Elain’s hand with hers. “Honey,” she gently said, “let me rephrase that. You are not telling him. I’m telling him.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t lie to him, and he’ll know it’s the truth.”

Elain stared at her, blinking for a moment, stunned by the simplicity of her plan. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” She squeezed Elain’s hand before letting go. “If he asks me how I got the info, I’ll ‘Seer Says’ him. Tell him that I wasn’t told that.”

“Well, technically, I didn’t tell you everything.”

Her mom smiled. “All the better.” She stood. “Let me go get the babies changed.” She nodded toward Elain’s mug. “Good thing we still have breast milk. Ellie’s going to be due to nurse soon.”

Elain looked into the mug. “Shit. I’m a horrible mother.”

“No, you’re under a lot of stress. Dr. Alberto told you today if you wanted to start her on formula that you could. Especially since she’s already cutting a tooth.”

Still staring at the amber liquid in her mug, she sighed.

When her mom was gone and Lacey returned, the old Seer sat next to her at the table.

Then Lacey actually giggled. “Mai’s daughter will be a joy.”

“BettLynn.”

“No.” She looked at Elain, a smile on her face.

It took her a moment to get it. Elain blamed it on the booze quickly working its way through her system. “No. Way.”

“Way. Souls can be fluid. It’s even more poetic justice that he’s born not only to a coyote he tried to kill, but as a woman, a gender he unleashed plenty of horrific acts upon in his life. But then again, she will be a new person with new opportunities.”

“You saw…?”

“Enough.”

“Too much?”

Lacey shook her head. “Shades of grey.”



* * * *



Elain wasn’t entirely sure she could repeat her poofing act back to the minivan.

Especially since she was now totally tanked.

Is there a law against drunk poofing? PUI—poofing under the influence?

She did a test poof with herself first, and safely made it. Returning to Lacey’s, she brought her mom first, then the babies, one at a time.

“Come back,” Lacey said before Elain could make her final trip with Ellie.

“We will. In a couple of weeks.”

“No, I mean now.”

“Why?”

Lacey pointed down at Jasper, who looked up at her and started wagging.

“Uh, I didn’t tell the guys I was coming up here. How am I supposed to explain coming back with Jasper?”

“Seer Says.”

Elain stared at him before she pointed. “You turn out to be some evil shit-weasel, I’m turning you into a literal hot dog.”

He wagged harder, chuffing at her as if amused.

“How long?” Elain asked.

“Let’s call it a trial run.” Her smile faded. “Two words—baby monitors.”

Elain blanched.

“Please, take him. I’d feel better.”

“What have you seen?”

“Nothing yet. I was told that by a certain someone. Feel free to tell your guys I asked you to watch him for me for a couple of weeks. Because I am asking you to watch him for me for a couple of weeks.”

Jasper looked back and forth between the women as if he could understand every word.

“Get his leash. I’ll be right back.”



* * * *



Elain had her mom pull over at the northern rest area on the Sunshine Skyway so she could get out and puke.

“You all right?”

“No.”

Her mom handed her a lukewarm bottle of water from the center console so Elain could rinse and spit.

“Do I want to know what else you know?” her mom asked.

Elain shook her head.

She’d told her mom the basics, enough that she could convince Elain’s dad to never want to be within the same state as his brothers.

But fortunately her mom couldn’t see what Elain had seen.

When they returned home to Arcadia, Elain’s mom took control of the kids and Jasper, took them over to her house, and sent Elain in to take a nap, telling the men to give her some alone time to nap.

Elain locked herself in the master bathroom and took a shower, resting her head against the wall, tears silently falling as she tried to forget what she’d seen when she’d gripped the men’s hands.

Marston was no angel.

What did it say about her that she wished she could buy the fucker a drink for what he’d done? That she actually thought he’d shown great self-restraint in only killing the mates and not the men, too?

Shutting off the water, she towel-dried her hair, pulled on an old T-shirt and shorts, and left her phone behind.

Having been there before, she knew where Asolo lived.

And he lived alone.

He was in his bathroom, examining the damage to his nose in the mirror. When he spotted her behind him, he let out a scream of horror before she grabbed him by the throat and pinned him to the wall.

“What else did you do, hmm?” she growled. “You let your wife kill your baby for the money. But that’s not all you did, is it? You raped your wife’s little sister and drowned her. They thought she fell in, but she threatened to tell everyone what you did.”

“Bloody hell, I was a kid! And she wasn’t a shifter. They already had too many mouths to feed.”

“You were in your thirties! And she was only eighteen!” Elain screamed in his face, spittle hitting him in the eyes and making him blink.

“Different times back then, and she’d wanted it until I gave it to her. Bloody tease. If she hadn’t threatened me, she’d still be alive.”

“How did your parents—my grandparents—really die, hmm?”

She didn’t need the answer.

With her grip around his neck, she easily found it.

There was a reason he was willing to go along with his mate suffocating one of their young children for insurance, because it wasn’t the first time they’d killed.

Elain let out a long, deep breath.

“Good-bye, Asolo.”

She turned out his lights.

Permanently.



* * * *



Late that night, Elain eased herself out of bed and went to sit on the front porch steps with Jasper, Juju, and Bea. She stared at the horses grazing in the yard.

She smelled him before she heard him, his distinctive but pleasant cologne.

“Hey, Ryan.”

He walked over and sat next to Jasper, who nosed his hand until Ryan petted him.

“Glad he likes you,” she noted.

“Why wouldn’t he?”

“He’s…special.”

“I’m glad.”

Silence lay between them.

It took him twenty minutes before he finally spoke again. “I have three dead wolf shifters to deal with.”

“Yeah? Really? Huh. Imagine that.”

Another fifteen minutes of silence.

“Care to elucidate?” he asked.

Unfortunately, the effects of the booze had worn off hours before. She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers at him, choosing to show rather than tell.

After a few minutes, she dropped his hand and arched an eyebrow at him.

He slowly nodded.

Then he held his arm out to her.

Jasper, without asking him to, got out of the way so Elain could scoot over, lean against Ryan, and cry on his shoulder for a few minutes while he draped his arm around her.

Kind of like the big brother she’d never had.

“Please don’t make a habit of this,” he whispered.

“Why are you whispering?”

“Because your men are standing behind the front door, at the view finder, watching us. They have been for quite some time.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” She jumped up and shoved the door open fast enough she caught Brodey in the nose with it.

“Ow, babe! What the fuck?”

“No, you what the fuck! Spying on me? Seriously?”

Cail crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re crying on the shoulder of a guy who”—he looked around her at Ryan—“no offense, we barely know, on our front porch, in the middle of the night. What’s up?”

“He has a point,” Ain added, staring at her.

Ryan smoothly stood and answered before she could. “New mother hormones, for starters,” he said without missing a beat. “She had some questions about the…issue she and the others have been working on. She and the others are, understandably, frustrated at their lack of progress. I was merely trying to reassure her. And she became rather emotional during the course of our conversation, doubting herself and her powers. I didn’t feel right simply sitting there and not consoling her. I’m sorry if it was improper. No disrespect or impropriety was intended. I consider Elain a friend and colleague, nothing more.”

Brodey started to say something but Ain overruled him. “At ease, Brod.”

Ain stepped forward and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry we were spying on you. We were concerned when you got out of bed and didn’t come back. Yeah, we watched you.”

She realized she’d forgotten to put that little bubble around her to not wake them up. Then she felt worse, not better, when Ain brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. “We do trust you,” he said. He released her hands after one final squeeze. “Come on, guys. Let’s let them talk. Seer stuff. They need privacy.”

Cail gave her a kiss and an apologetic smile.

Brodey looked at the blood on his hands, then her.

“You’ve had worse, you big baby,” she said.

“You’re right.” He smiled. “I have.” His smile faded. “Sorry. He’s right. I trust you.” He leaned in for a kiss.

“Sorry about your nose.”

“Mom, Mai, and Lina all warned us to give you space,” he said. “Sometimes, I need my head knocked around to drive a lesson home.”

“Got that right,” Ain grumbled.

Once they were alone again, Elain stepped onto the porch again, shut the front door behind her, and retook her spot on the steps with Ryan seated next to her.

“Does this get any easier?” she asked.

“I’ll let you know if it ever does.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“I’ve already taken the necessary steps to smooth things over. I suggest that if Daniel Blackestone ever mentions the three missing men, you refer him to me.”

“Why?”

He smirked. “I just lied my ass off to three Alpha wolves without my pulse budging and they bought it without hesitation. I sorta-kinda do this for a living.”

“Lying?”

“Keeping the peace so people don’t know what really goes on out there. So their minds rest easy. So they can sleep at night without fear.”

“I thought you were a good guy. I mean, I know you’re a good guy. Screw it, you know what I mean.”

He slowly nodded. “Sometimes, being the good guy means sparing those we love the absolute truth.”

“I hate this job,” she muttered.

“You aren’t the first one to ever utter those words.”


Chapter Twenty-Four



Carl Shupe ended his phone call and dropped the handset onto the base before leaning back in his chair. One more informant who’d told him information they’d heard about a new shifter mega-Clan that had been formed, united by the Maine wolf Clan.

Inconvenient.

If all the other shifter races were against the cockatrice, it was only a matter of time before they took out all of the low-hanging fruit and started working their way up toward people like him, cockatrice who avoided making waves, who kept their heads down, who didn’t attack the other shifters.

Well, not that the other shifters knew of. He had all sorts of illegal operations going on that no one could ever trace back to him, seed money he’d loaned out through other shell corporations.

But between the idiocy down in Louisiana over Thanksgiving a year and a half earlier, Cameron’s dumb-assed stunt in Yellowstone just a few months later, and then the meth operation that seemed to have literally been wiped off the face of the planet in Maine, things were getting…interesting.

Not in a good way, either.

He’d deliberately kept his nest small throughout the years, never taking a mate when he had no use for one. If he wanted pussy, he had that on demand through dozens of women who were his to use whenever he wanted, until their fathers or brothers or husbands or mates made good on their business obligations to him. He damn sure didn’t want to have to deal with the aggravation of a mate’s family wanting part of his business.

He didn’t need those kinds of distractions.

What he needed was that goddamned spell book Aliah had teased him with before disappearing. He’d already talked to a couple of people overseas who thought they might be able to make use of scans of pages, but he hadn’t wanted to commit himself yet and had phrased his questions in hypotheticals. If anyone thought he really had an actual copy of the Grimoire Lilitu, he’d find himself looking over his shoulder every second.

Having the real book in hand was a different story. Then he could hire someone who could read the damned thing and do the magick for him. Someone whose ass he owned via their kids or other beloved family being held as collateral.

He thought he’d tracked down Aliah’s baby’s information, based on the limited details he had from his sources, but whether or not the baby had survived whatever happened in the Maine wolves’ Clan territory was still unknown. Aliah had given false information when she’d registered at the hospital and had her baby, listing her address as a storefront third-party mail box outlet in Bangor.

He had no clue where she’d been staying, no idea where to go hunt down her living quarters to search for the book.

Unless she’d had it with her that day, and the Maine wolves now had it.

He rubbed his face with his hands. If that was the case, the cockatrice race was absolutely fucked, sideways, without lube.

It was no real secret that shifters who hated cockatrice were the guardians of the Tablet of Trammel. Without the Tablet, and without a Grimoire Lilitu to help unlock the powers stolen from their line, no way could they ever rise to take their rightful place as rulers of the Earth.

And now that he had just a little taste of what that might be like, that it was really something attainable and not just a stupid myth spread throughout the ages, he wanted it.

Badly.

Some might think him crazy to purchase property in Florida so close to the wolves there, but he had a reason for such madness. Being so close to where all three Seers lived would allow him opportunities to perhaps acquire information not available up in Maine. The Maine wolves kept their Clan secrets closer than a leech kept living flesh.

The Florida wolves, however, were more spread out. Not geographically isolated. Mingling with other shifter races.

Surely he could find or bribe at least one person, shifter or human, in Florida to get information for him.

And if nothing else, he might be able to kidnap someone to interrogate. They’d never suspect him. All his resources were in the Northeast.

It would also allow him to operate with a modicum of anonymity. He wanted to start gathering likeminded cockatrice together, the ones who weren’t inbred, knuckle-dragging swamp cunts, the ones who, like him, had made their success without raising the attention of law enforcement or cockatrice hunters.

The wolves weren’t the only ones who could form a mega-Clan.

It would mean trying to break through eons of mistrust and infighting, but in this modern, flat-world electronic age, it was time to put petty differences aside for the greater picture.

The fact was, if they didn’t do something, and soon, they would be wiped off the globe and from history.

Any idiot could go set a car bomb off in a crowded Middle Eastern market and murder innocent women and children. While amusing, it was pointless. What, it bought them a few days, possibly weeks of instability to allow them to pillage and move without notice?

Stupidity. Utter short-sightedness.

He opened his phone and stared at one of the page scans of the spell book. A success spell guaranteed to make the one who wielded it invincible.

It would take a lot of effort and dedication to make it come to pass, but he was willing to give it a go if it meant they could take all the other shifters by surprise and give them a massive fuck-you they’d never forget. Meaning cockatrice would then be the most powerful beings on the planet, able to bend humankind to their will once and for all.

One of the scans really intrigued him, a picture supposedly of two contact points, ancient stones where the veil had been breached between Earth and wherever the mythical cockatrice sire had emerged from. The first was a circle of stones, and the second looked like a rock pile.

He kept returning to that picture, over and over again, like he should know this.

Even from the pictures, Carl felt a tug, something calling to him from out of the book.

A book he had to have.

Aliah, you dumb cunt. You had no idea what you really had. And now, thanks to your stupidity and greed, it might be lost forever.



* * * *



One moment, Aliah had been standing on top of the rock pile, facing down the three witches and about to plunge her knife into the old wolf bitch Seer.

And the next…

She wasn’t.

Aliah had spent the past…well, however long had passed, wandering and exploring this harsh, arid realm.

Hell.

Might as well call it that, even though she damn well knew better than to believe in a literal version of that mythical place.

It’d been three or four days and nights now, by her current location, but she had a feeling time was flowing differently here. Her body clock not only felt like it was seriously out of whack, it felt like it’d been jackknifed.

She returned every night to the cave in which she’d appeared and hoped to find a way to reopen the portal and get back to where she’d come from. To Earth, because this damn sure wasn’t it. A few times in the distance she’d spotted humanoid creatures walking upright on two legs. They weren’t human, and they definitely weren’t any shifter species she’d ever seen, almost reptilian in appearance. No way they could be from Earth.

A couple of times, Aliah thought she could see and hear one of those three bitches, just through the exact place where she’d dropped into the cave, and she tried to scream, to rant, to try to reach through and return.

All to no avail.

Aliah wasn’t delusional enough to deny what had happened. Somehow, those three bitches had done something to her, and the energy within the stones of the ancient rock pile had sent her…away. The spell book had warned the rock pile was a powerful portal, hence why she’d chosen to do the damn sacrificial ritual there in the first place. To tap into its ancient powers to feed the spell and to learn the exact location of the Tablet.

And she had a baby son to take care of, if someone hadn’t already found and murdered him.

Her mate…dead.

Her dreams…dead.

Now, all she wanted was vengeance.

She would have it, one way or another.

Even if she had to burn down this world and the Earth to make it happen in the process.















THE END
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